with an orchestra concert, nakedness is not
usually at the top of the list. But the
description is turning up with surprising
frequency in reviews of performances at
new concert halls such as the Renée and
Henry Segerstrom Concert Hall at the
Orange County Performing Arts Center,
home to the Pacific Symphony.
Today’s finely tuned concert halls leave
nowhere to hide. New halls that have
opened in recent seasons are exhibiting
acoustics that are so precise, so clear, so
immediate and present, that audiences as
well as musicians are left feeling a little
exposed. It’s a different sensation for all
parties involved, allowing them to share in

“The orchestra played nervously,
as if not used to being so nakedly
exposed, but still wanting to
overindulge in the reverberance.”
—Mark Swed, Los Angeles Times review of the Pacific Symphony at
Segerstrom Concert Hall, September 23, 2006
34

a certain intimacy, not just of the space, but
of the experience.
Sometimes quite literally. During the
New World Symphony’s season opener last
October at the Knight Concert Hall in
Miami’s new Carnival Center for the Performing Arts, a security radio check cut
into the silence as Music Director Michael
Tilson Thomas raised his baton for
Bartók’s Concerto for Orchestra. “That’s
impossible; we can hear you just as well as
you can hear us,” Tilson Thomas said, as
reported in Lawrence A. Johnson’s review
for the South Florida Sun-Sentinel. Johnson
went on to describe the brand-new hall’s
“daunting clarity on stage and off. Everything is audible: a candy wrapper 50 feet

Tactile

Orange County’s Segerstrom
Concert Hall features a silverleafed acoustical canopy
divided into three sections that
manipulate sound for different

The Gold Standard for concert halls, Vienna’s Musikverein is the room by which all others are measured, and an example of how a hall’s acoustics are representative of its time period.

JazzSign/Lebrecht

instrumental sections or chorus.
Doug Gifford

How

Acoustics
of the
st
21 -century
concert hall
make everything
crystal clear.

Reverberant

Of all the qualities associated
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Tateo Nakajima, principal consultant
with Artec Consultants, worked with the
firm’s founder Russell Johnson on the
Knight Concert Hall. He notes that the
CD revolution brought other qualities to
the forefront. “People expect things to be
much quieter in the background; they
expect to hear sounds and a presence and
balances like a studio recording.” It also has
to do with pure volume, he adds. “People
expect things to be louder, to have much
more definition. I think the world has gotten louder. There was a day when the loud-

David C. Miller

The stage of Walt Disney Concert Hall is surrounded by tiered
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perfect hall, because one
person’s perfect hall is
another person’s overreverberant mess or too
dry, so there’s always that
element of personal taste.”
The question, then, is
what fuels changes in
taste. Considering that the
orchestral concert hasn’t
changed significantly in
more than 100 years, what
is shaping the expectations
listeners bring to the hall?
Have our ears changed?
“Our ears have not
changed,” says acoustician
Rick Talaske, with a bit of
a laugh, “but what we listen to clearly has evolved over the past few
decades.” Talaske, whose eponymous firm
has worked on projects including Chicago’s
Jay Pritzker Pavilion, an architecturally and
acoustically innovative outdoor venue that
is home to the Grant Park Music Festival,
points to one major influence: CDs. “I feel
that attendees come in with expectations
that in part are created by the music they
listen to outside of concert halls. Many
times they can hear, unfortunately, a better
sound experience in their car as they drive
to the concert hall than in the concert hall
itself,” he says.
The ability to hear crystal-clear, technically pristine recordings at every turn has
inevitably influenced acoustical preferences
and concert hall design. As a result, he says,

Full Immersion

The prevalence of surround-sound systems
in movie, and even home, theaters has also
set the bar higher. “Even without leaving
the realm of classical music,” says Nakajima, “you can put on a DVD of an orchestra and see closeups of the singer, the musicians, and experience the sound system. If
the concert hall experience is not as visceral, exciting, palpable, even tactile an experience as what you can get
at home, then you’re seriously competing pricewise
with other forms of entertainment.”
Our
surround-sound
world has changed perceptions of how music will be
experienced, he says. “People
expect to be hit with a wall
of sound.” In a typical concert hall with a stage platform, “It sounds like you’re
being hit frontally, where
you expect that sense of
envelopment, involving a
louder sound base than in
the past.”
Damian Doria, the Artec
Michael J. Lutch

the Atlanta Symphony Center (below).

Explosive

Lively

seating, an immersive vineyard concept that is also planned for

est thing you heard in a city was the sound
of horses.”

“The demand for clarity is paramount and
reverberance appears to be a secondary
condition. And I would say, unfortunately,
because we feel that halls that are reverberant and exhibit wonderful running liveliness are far superior to some of the concert
halls that have been created recently that,
in my opinion, weigh too heavily on the
clarity side of the balance.” Talaske defines
“running liveliness” as sound that arrives to
the listener in the first quarter second or so,
when our ears are continuing to absorb
information and take in the acoustic signature of the hall. “Rooms that have this have
a robust quality to them: The sound actually blooms, it actually increases in level
before it starts to decay, and that creates a
very exciting sound.”

Transparent
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In developing a sonic personality for Nashville’s Schermerhorn Symphony Center, acousticians drew
upon best characteristics of the Musikverein, Concertgebouw, and Boston’s Symphony Hall (above),
where reflections from the shallow side balconies are a key factor.

principal consultant who worked most
recently on Segerstrom Concert Hall’s
acoustics, describes it as “cinematic sound”:
clearer, drier, with more presence of the
soloist. “The first violin plays a line and
you can tell it’s coming from the first violin
and the oboist plays a line and you can tell
it’s coming from the oboe,” he says, relating it back to recordings. “There’s a sense
of the space in a typical recording, where
microphones are spread out around the
room, making audiences expect a more
enveloping sound.”
Envelopment. Paul Scarbrough, principal of Akustics, which handled the acoustical design of Nashville’s Schermerhorn
Symphony Center, acknowledges that the
word has come to embody some of the
character of today’s concert halls. “There
have been two major trends that have been
happening in the last decade or so,” he
says. “One has been that sense of being
really deeply connected or immersed in the
music, and the other is a real sense of intimacy about the performance.”
A commonly referred to trait is
“impact,” which Scarbrough defines as
having an actual physical expression. “You
really feel you could be completely, totally
overwhelmed by the music, that it was really with you, in your lap. You can feel it in
your chest, that kind of impact,” he says.
“Audiences are perceptive enough to sense that
without being able to
name it. They might say
something like, ‘I really
liked the way the music
washed over me in that
piece.’ ”
There has also been a
shift toward more physically intimate concert
spaces, driven in part by
economics; orchestras
have downsized from
large, multi-purpose
rooms to smaller halls
that are not only easier
to fill, but better
attuned to their particular performance needs
and desire for natural
acoustics. (Not to menSteve Hall

Textural

Clarity

away; someone tapping a
shoe three rows back; even a
moderate cough in the balcony explodes like a detonating landmine on the main
floor.” He added, “Miami
audiences are going to have
to engage in some serious
self-policing to avoid disrupting performances in
such a live room.”
An emphasis on clarity, if
not necessarily of the daunting variety, is an emerging
factor in the design of early
21st-century concert halls.
Warmth and clarity have
always been the standards by which great
halls have been measured, starting from the
triumvirate of universally recognized “best”
concert halls—Vienna’s Musikverein,
Amsterdam’s Concertgebouw, and Boston’s
Symphony Hall, with Carnegie Hall often
tossed into the mix. But a shift in vocabulary
can be detected in discussion of halls that
have debuted since the turn of the millennium. “Warmth” and “richness,” typically
used with regard to a room’s bass response,
are being supplanted by other words: lively,
bright—even super-bright—transparent,
brilliant, enveloping. Taken together, they
reflect a somewhat edgy, modern sensibility,
less Gilded Age than Digital Age.
To acousticians who work daily with the
study and evolution of sound, there is little
doubt that new halls are reflecting their
time and place. “If you think of the orchestral and choral sound that was favored in
the 1950s, it was very lush and very live and
the tempos were a bit slower, and that is
partly a matter of the taste of those
involved, partly a matter of the time, partly
a matter of the acoustics they were dealing
with. More recently, we’ve tended to favor
crisper, leaner sounds. I personally like a
sense of impact, of presence,” says Joseph
Myers. The senior consultant with Kirkegaard Associates, who worked on the
acoustical design of Overture Hall in
Wisconsin, home to the Madison Symphony Orchestra, describes presence as the
sensation of almost being able to reach out
and touch the musicians and the music. But
of course, he adds, “There will never be a

Immediacy
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Patrons at the back of Peter Kiewit Concert Hall at Omaha’s Holland

Presence

Center for the Performing Arts (right) need to be mindful of whispers and
program rustling. The hall’s clear acoustics means audience noises can be
heard distinctly. Knight Concert Hall audiences in Miami (opposite) are

Bright

concert hall at
the Kansas City
Performing Arts
Center, incorporating some
of the characteristics of psycho-acoustics
he employed at
Walt
Disney
Hall in Los Angeles. The visual
component of
such layouts cannot be overlooked, he
says. “We cannot hear without influence
from visual information. Audiences like
to hear as they see.” His plan for Disney
Hall was to create an acoustical environment “where the space itself is sounding.”
The vineyard shape was used to create
blocks of seating with small walls that
provide early sound reflections, enhancTom Kessler

tion that having a dedicated orchestra hall
isn’t a bad gig.) Acousticians and orchestra
planners tend to consider the ideal hall for
symphonic music as being from 1,500 to
2,000 seats.
Such spaces also have the benefit of
bringing audience members in closer to the
stage, where they better see the orchestra
and feed off the energy musicians are projecting. It’s perhaps no coincidence that the
vineyard style of seating, introduced in this
country at the Walt Disney Concert Hall,
is gaining ground. Vineyard layouts
arrange seating in tiers, pulling audience
members in close to the sides and rear of
the stage, so they are virtually surrounding,
even on top of, the orchestra. Vineyard layouts are being adopted for the concert halls
planned by the Atlanta and Kansas City
symphonies.
Nagata Acoustics partner Yasuhisa
Toyota will be working on the dedicated

Robin Hill

also getting used to the venue’s “daunting clarity.”

ing clarity. Indeed, the feeling of being
inside the music, inside the orchestra, is
often cited by audience members as a reason they enjoy visiting Disney Hall.
Initial impressions of the 2,265-seat concert hall invariably include the word
“intimate.”
Russell Cooper, principal with JaffeHolden, expects to see more experimenta-

tion with seating arrangements that situate
audience members around the stage platform. Doing so, he notes, allows listeners
to appreciate fully how different a live performance is from recorded music. “If you’re
sitting on or behind the stage, there’s no
way it’s going to sound like the record at
home and there’s no way it’s going to sound
like it does when you’re out facing the platform,” he says. “So it does provide more
opportunities for more experiences, sonically and visually.”

of players and every intonation issue can
be heard. “The halls expose the orchestra
in a way that most rooms don’t. To my ear
there is something to be gained from that
experience and other rooms like it. They
force you to play at a high level of musicianship.”
Orchestras have discovered as much
when moving from one hall to another or
during tours of fabled venues such as the

Musikverein. “Vienna is such an intimate
space that when you get the really huge
repertoire in it, it actually is possible for the
orchestras to overload the room,” says Paul
Scarbrough.
Its revered status makes the Musikverein
a first stop for any group embarking on discussions for a new concert hall. Acousticians have analyzed the Musikverein
inside and out, upside and down, plumbing characteristics that can be applied to
future projects and gaining an understanding that perhaps even the world’s No. 1
concert hall may be best suited for a certain
aesthetic. Joseph Myers recalls attending a
performance there by the Pittsburgh
Symphony Orchestra. “I heard a Brahms
Symphony and thought, ‘Wow, no wonder
this hall is so beloved.’ They then did a
Rossini overture, and as I was listening, I
was thinking I’d rather have heard this in
an opera house. You lose the crispness and
it’s getting all kind of mushy. And they did

Intimacy and Overload

That close proximity can be electrifying for
musicians as well. “One of the things I love
in a great hall is when the musicians feel
comfortable enough so that you’re watching them make great music,” says Nakajima. “This is something they have prepared for this moment, just for you. And
when they can take risks, when they feel
comfortable enough and feel the hall
respond, they can go softer, take risks to
shape phrases, even go louder.”
The ability to hear each other on stage,
to step back from having to force the
sound just to be sure they are projecting
into the hall, is freeing for musicians who
have moved into new venues this season.
Musicians of the Nashville and Pacific
symphonies have remarked that their playing has improved, partly because they are
less fatigued at the end of a concert.
Reviews have noted, with some surprise,
the ability to clearly hear violas, bassoons,
even the harp.
Intimacy can have its limitations, of
course. Damian Doria acknowledges that
it can be intimidating to play in a hall
where sightlines give audiences clear views
38
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Bloom

a Stravinsky, Pulcinella or something, and I
avoided putting my fingers in my ears,
because I thought it would not be polite.
The sound was that loud. But there is the
world’s great concert hall, ideally suited for
one out of three pieces on a very reasonable
program.”
A very reasonable and varied program
for the 21st century, at any rate. While the
symphony orchestra may seem like an
unchangeable institution to the outside
world, in truth, orchestras have grown significantly in size and scope since even the
youngest of the great venues—Boston’s
Symphony Hall—opened in 1900.
“The range of repertoire in a typical
symphony today is so much broader than
at the time the Musikverein was designed,
in both directions. At the time of the
Musikverein, they weren’t really performing Bach,” says Nakajima. “As I look at
programming of orchestras all over the
world today, they’ll do Mahler once a season at regional orchestras, and the bigger
ones hardly even come down from that size
anymore.”
Indeed, acousticians refer to “the Mahler setting” as a kind of shorthand for the
outside parameters a 21st-century concert
hall must provide to serve the needs of
orchestras whose seasons stretch from
Mozart to Mahler to the latest percussionladen compositions and back again. Stravinsky may be a stretch for the Musikverein, but Rite of Spring has become a calling
card for the Los Angeles Philharmonic at
Disney Hall.
“We have to recognize how we are asking
a single hall to function,” says Nakajima.
“A symphony hall today will inevitably
have to do a chamber concert, will have to
do jazz, and will have to do amplified concerts, works with mixed media.”
Even for classical series concerts, the climate has changed from the not-so-longago days when discussions about amplification or enhancement in the concert hall
were carried out in hushed tones. “Composers are not so hung up on ‘Is this an
acoustical event or an amplified event?’ and
you have recorded sounds added on top—
there’s John Adams’s Transmigration of
Souls, for example. This is just a regular
part of how new music is being written,

and I don’t see that changing. I see that
expanding,” says Joseph Myers.
Two of the halls that debuted this season,
in Miami and Orange County, employ the
adjustable acoustical chamber design pioneered by Russell Johnson at Artec. Their
interior walls are lined with reverberation
chambers that can be opened or closed to
control sound for different ensembles or
types of music. But even designers of fixed
halls, such as in Omaha and Nashville, have
recognized the need for flexibility, incorporating adjustable elements such as curtains
and fabric panels that can be deployed to
dampen the acoustics for pops concerts or
amplified events.
Amateur and professional acousticians
alike continue to debate the merits of any
one system, or whether any adjustability at
all should be built into halls based on natural acoustics. In the end, the subject of
acoustics is open to infinite opinions, everchanging language, and evolving tastes as
we strive for that elusive “best” sound.
It may be helpful to realize that even
Boston’s Symphony Hall, designed to
match the 18th- and 19th-century repertoire that the orchestra was playing, had
its critics in the beginning. According to
authors Barry Blessing and Linda-Ruth
Salter in Spaces Speak, Are You Listening?,
listeners of 1900 were quick to make
comparisons to the old Boston Music
Hall and critics derided the new sound
Symphony Hall was imposing upon the
orchestra. “Hostility toward the new
space, followed shortly by ambivalence,
should have been expected,” Blessing and
Salter write, “because it takes time and
experience to reset sensory and artistic
expectations. Thus it should have come as
no surprise that the public interpreted the
changed acoustic of the new hall as a deficiency.”
A certain group of listeners will always
prefer to stay with the known. “Some
clients still prefer a kind of acoustic such as
the Musikverein,” says Toyota. “But there
are certainly some, or many, clients who are
looking at the future and looking for something for the future.” T

Brilliance
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