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As newspapers accelerate their assault on classical  
music coverage, critics and arts reporters are rising  
to the challenge and establishing new outlets online.  
Can arts journalism successfully make the switch?

by Rebecca Winzenried

Stop the Presses

Comment

No doubt about it, these are nail-biting 
times for classical music critics. Those 
working in traditional print media are 
seeing jobs eliminated through buyouts—
voluntary and “involuntary”—and outright 
layoffs at newsrooms across the country. 
Staff reductions have left metropolitan 
areas such as Seattle and Kansas City 
without anyone on the classical music 
beat full-time, and even a two-newspaper 
town like Chicago is down to one full-
time critic, John von Rhein of the Chicago 
Tribune.

“The situation right now is at its worst,” 
says longtime critic Alan Rich. “Not only 
because critics are losing their jobs right 
and left, but because the field is being 
pared in so brutal a fashion.” Rich, who 
has witnessed his share of newspaper woes 
in a career stretching back to the 1940s, 
was given his walking papers in April by 
LA Weekly after sixteen years. Not one to 
let a corporate-mandated layoff slow him 
down (LA Weekly is owned by Village Voice 
Media), the 83-year-old Rich promptly 
started a blog, soiveheard.com, where he’s 
been churning out new reviews and plans 
to archive items dating back to his early 
years at the New York Herald Tribune and 
The New York Times.

The recent carnage does feel different 
from the slow paring down of critic jobs 
through periodic buyouts and attrition 
in recent years. A single two-month 
period early last summer brought news of 
buyouts taken by Melinda Bargreen of The 
Seattle Times and Bernard Holland of The 

New York Times, and the layoffs of Rich, 
Chris Pasles of the Los Angeles Times, 
Paul Horsley of the Kansas City Star, 
and Lawrence A. Johnson of the Miami 
Herald.

Horsley and Johnson were caught up in 
sweeping staff reductions at newspapers in 
the McClatchy chain. Arts writers are not 
the only casualties as financially strapped 
papers target “expendable” positions. But in 
each case, their departures raised questions 
about music coverage in cities with major 
new venues. In Miami, the two-year-old 
Adrienne Arsht Center for the Performing 
Arts of Miami-Dade County (located 
across the street from the Herald) has been 

a focus of news stories as it has struggled 
to gain a financial footing. (The facility, 
which offers appearances by numerous 
organizations including the New World 
Symphony, Miami Symphony Orchestra, 
Cleveland Orchestra, Florida Grand 
Opera, and Miami City Ballet, debuted 
as the Carnival Center but underwent a 
name change after angel Arsht stepped in 
with a major donation.) In Kansas City, 
construction is underway on the Kauffman 
Center for the Performing Arts, which will 
house the Kansas City Symphony, Kansas 
City Ballet, and Lyric Opera of Kansas 
City. It is scheduled to open in 2010.

The loss of a full-time writer on the 
beat for a soon-to-open $360-million 
performing arts center drew the ire of 

Kansas City Star readers and local arts 
groups. Classical guitarist Beau Bledsoe 
says the news felt like a punch in the gut 
for a performer who regularly appears 
with classical chamber groups and Latin 
ensembles around the city. “My first 
reaction was personal and a feeling of 
being diminished in the eyes of the only 
newspaper covering my community,” he 
told me in an e-mail. Bledsoe’s second 
response was to launch a website, 
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thestarneedsacritic.org, suggesting sample 
letters to the editor and links to 
nationwide coverage of critic layoffs. The 
site received more than 2,000 hits in its 
first month. Numbers dropped off after 
that, but Bledsoe intends to maintain it as 
a clearinghouse of information for protest 
campaigns, and also to keep an eye on 
the quality and frequency of classical 
music appearing in the local paper, post-
Horsley.

The critic in question was still hearing 
from former newsroom colleagues 
about letters and messages that arrived 
two months after his release. Letters 
had long since stopped appearing in 
the paper, but they were noted in the 
weekly summary sent out to staff by the 
readers’ representative, who keeps a log 
of all e-mails, phone calls, and letters. 
“Everybody reads that,” says Horsley. 
“Everybody, including the editors. So I tell 
people that even if your letter didn’t get 
printed, it at least registers—and that can’t 
hurt in the long run.”

Newspapers like the Kansas City Star 
respond that staff trimming does not mean 
they have abandoned arts coverage. The 
plan there, as in most cities where full-
time critics have been released, is to farm 
out reviews to freelancers and reassign 
arts reporting to remaining staff. In some 
cases that has meant the return of familiar 
bylines. Last summer, Wynne Delacoma, 
who had taken a buyout from the Chicago 
Sun-Times in 2006 and whose position 
was not replaced, contributed reviews of 
Ravinia and Grant Park programs. Melinda 
Bargreen, who was bought out last spring 
by the Seattle Times after a 31-year career 
there, has contributed book reviews to the 
paper as a freelancer. Under the terms of 
her contract, she is not able to do freelance 
music reviews for an extended period. 
Seattle Times readers have found her on the 
KING-FM website, where she has posted 
reviews while also spending more time on 
her own choral compositions.

To a person, former staff critics express 
a very personal sense of loss—not just 
of their livelihoods, but of the kind of 
consistent, informed local arts reporting 
and reviewing that they fear may not be 

possible with a patchwork assemblage 
of freelancers and general assignment 
reporters. Their concern is echoed by arts 
organizations that, already acutely aware 
of competition for review space, now see 
their potential for coverage dwindling even 
further. The question, everyone agrees, is 
not whether classical music needs a critical 
forum, but what shape that forum might 
take in a world where traditional print 
outlets are fading and online sites are only 
beginning to realize their potential.

New Paradigms
In a July article for MusicalAmerica.com, 
New York magazine classical music and 
architecture critic Justin Davidson laid out 
the case for a collaborative model that could 

serve as a bridge. “Museums, orchestras, 
and performing organizations in each 
community could come together,” he wrote, 
“to set up an independent, hyper-local 
online arts bulletin staffed by a formerly 
ink-stained wretch. The consortium 
could provide seed money, mailing lists, 

advertising and—most important—a 
guarantee of editorial independence.” Yes, 
he added, it would take some time for 
ensembles to get used to the idea of funding 
negative reviews and for critics to negotiate 
potential conflicts of interest. “But it is 
possible to set ground rules, and the payoff 
would be an invigorated conversation about 
the arts.”

Davidson says that he had no particular 
project in mind; his pitch was theoretical. 
But similar discussions have popped up 
in Kansas City, where factions from the 
arts world have brainstormed ideas for an 
online site that could emerge as the go-to 
destination for news and information. One 
plan involves a social networking format 
combining articles by professional writers 
with contributions of text, audio, and 
video from members. The goal would be 
to prompt interaction, with artists offering 
thoughts on their own performances, 
audience members on their reactions, and 
arts organizations on program concepts.

Horsley has heard from the various 
groups. “Some people, bless their hearts, 
initially had the idea of ‘How do we give 
Horsley a forum?’ or ‘Let’s brand Horsley 
somehow,’ whatever that might be,” he 
says. Discussions then shifted to a more 
philosophical level. “How do we ensure the 
same professionalism, as criticism moves 
to the next paradigm, that we like to think 
it has had in newspapers? Newspapers 
do have a tradition of hiring people who 
have professional degrees in journalism 
and some kind of professional training in 
whatever art form they are writing about,” 
says Horsley, a musicologist who spent ten 
years on the scene in Kansas City. “On the 
Web, you might not know anything but 
the person’s first name. What if they are in 
somebody’s pocket?”

Questions of online credibility, authority, 
and independence have been on Lawrence 
Johnson’s mind since his involuntary 
buyout at the Miami Herald. It was a 
case of last hired, first fired, in Johnson’s 
estimate; he had joined the Herald 
eighteen months prior, jumping from the 
South Florida Sun-Sentinel, which also 
subsequently eliminated full-time classical 
music coverage. Even before his final day 
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at the Herald, Johnson launched a blog 
called South Florida Classical Review 
(classicalsouthflorida.blogspot.com). He 
initially viewed it as a stopgap measure, a 
temporary means to keep writing. But he 
quickly discovered that the blog offered 
surprising freedom to pursue stories that 
would never have made the Herald ’s pages. 
His first posts included reviews from 
the Santa Fe Opera, an important venue 
but one with little local appeal. And the 
biggest number of hits early on came from 
a column about a possible takeover of the 
Concert Association of Florida, a longtime 
presenter, by the Arscht Center. Johnson 
had written the piece while on staff, but the 
Herald opted not to run it.

Almost immediately, Johnson 
broadened his focus and relaunched 
South Florida Classical Review in 
September as a more full-service website 
(southfloridaclassicalreview.com), drawing 
in other writers with the aim of becoming 
the single online source of classical music 
news and reviews for communities from 
Palm Beach to Coral Gables. “I think what 
I’m going to attempt to do will be a little 
bit different, a kind of daily newspaper of 
classical music in South Florida, and held 
to the same standards of writing quality 
and integrity. Ultimately, the sites that have 
that are the ones that will survive,” says 
Johnson. He gathered commitments from 
local arts organizations to include mention 
of the site in their season-opening e-mail 
blasts to subscribers. Increased exposure 
might also come from syndicating stories 
to traditional outlets such as the Herald.

“I’m optimistic and a little bit concerned,” 
says Johnson. “Obviously, the main issue is 
how this can be self-sustaining. I haven’t 
really pursued foundation money that 
strongly, because I think at the end of the 
day it’s going to have to stand or fall on its 
own strength.”

Just how one makes a financial go of 
websites or blogging is a question that 
dogs established print critics looking to the 
digital future. As more than one former 
newspaper staffer has lamented, “That’s 
the sort of thing I used to get paid for. I’m 
not interested in giving my work away.”

Doug McLennan, the founder of 

ArtsJournal.org, has been corralling some 
of the best-known writers in the business 
over the past decade to create blogs under 
the website’s umbrella. He recently shifted 
that effort to high gear, trying to figure 
out how to generate a revenue stream for 
writers who might otherwise give up on 
the field. “We’re losing some very talented 
people because they say, ‘Gee, I just can’t 
do this anymore,’ ” he says. By strategically 
gathering a roster of bloggers to write 
on various genres and big-tent ideas—
everyone from composer/writer Kyle Gann 
to former League of American Orchestras 
President and CEO Henry Fogel—
McLennan has built a critical mass that’s 

attractive to a broad spectrum of readers, 
and to advertisers. “Suddenly, instead of 
selling 200 page views, you can sell 10,000 
page views in a day—and advertisers are 
interested in that.” ArtsJournal bloggers 
have started to receive some income from 
the site, based on the number of times ads 
on their blog pages are seen, a formula 
determined by page views. “Whether 
it ultimately replaces the income that 
staff jobs used to provide, I don’t know,” 
McLennan admits.

McLennan views blogs as a transitional 
medium. “The really successful blogs now 
look more like traditional news sites,” 
he says. But whereas newspapers have 

Classical music writers today are found increasingly on the Web.
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customarily been oriented around cities, 
online news sites are splitting off into 
topic areas. “So you’re starting to see things 
like ProPublica, which is investigative 
journalism, and Politico, which does 
politics. You’ll start seeing something 
like that in the arts,” says McLennan. 
ArtsJournal may be moving toward 

that kind of model, with more original 
reporting on the national scene and ways 
for bloggers to interact on the site.

Models such as ProPublica spring from a 
theory that the future of journalism lies in 
nonprofit, digital formats funded through 
foundation support, grants, and individual 
donations. It’s a sort of public broadcasting 

approach that allows for independent 
analysis and the time-consuming, in-
depth reporting that gets short shrift at 
newspapers where eyes are firmly focused 
on the bottom line. In Minneapolis, the 
nonprofit MinnPost.org site was launched 
a year ago with veteran journalists who 
had been let go from Minneapolis’s Star-
Tribune and the St. Paul Pioneer Press. 
The daily online newspaper offers original 
reporting on an assortment of topics found 
in any city newspaper—community news, 
sports, opinion, and the arts.

MinnPost has been an outlet for former 
Star-Tribune classical critic Michael 
Anthony, who took a buyout in June 2007. 
But Anthony points out that the site really 

is much like today’s print newspapers in 
that it posts previews and light features, 
not reviews. Classical music, he observes, 
remains a rather low priority in the Twin 
Cities. He’s reminded of that whenever 
he attends a concert that’s enthusiastically 
received by the audience but that has little 
chance of being reviewed.

Reviews have been the heart and soul 
of the nonprofit San Francisco Classi-
cal Voice (sfcv.org) since 1998. The web-
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site was launched by retired San Francisco 
Chronicle critic Robert Commanday, who 
had become disheartened by the shrink-
ing attention paid to classical music in the 
region, especially on the contemporary 
music scene. SFCV set out to offer reviews 
of as many Bay Area performances as pos-
sible, by assembling a stable of journal-
ists and musician-reviewers who focus on 
their areas of specialty. And if there were 
any doubt as to the level of classical mu-
sic activity in the Bay Area, one need only 
look at the stats: In its decade of existence, 
SFCV has reviewed performances by 58 
symphony orchestras, 49 opera companies, 
104 chamber groups, 47 new-music 
ensembles, 49 choral groups, 17 music 
festivals, and 26 chamber orchestras.

The site has developed both a local 
following and a reputation on the national 
scene. It’s also been a model for the more 
recently launched websites Classical Voice 

of North Carolina and Classical Voice of 
New England. (SFCV was consulted but 
is not directly affiliated with either.) But 
the fairly basic design of this granddaddy 
of classical community sites is showing 
its age, according to communications 
consultant Polly Winograd Ikonen. She’s 
part of a team that has been studying 
possible new directions the site might 
take for the Web 2.0 world. San Francisco 
Classical Voice is scheduled to relaunch 
in 2009 with a new design and more 
interactive features, the kinds of things 
that Winograd Ikonen says users have 
come to expect: searchable calendars, 
enhanced graphics, music and video clips, 
opportunities to post comments. The goal 

is to make it a “two-way conversation vs. a 
one-way conversation,” she says, while also 
raising the number of monthly visits to the 
site from 20,000 to 100,000.

SFCV’s changes reflect the more 
pointillistic way we get information 
today, says Doug McLennan. Instead of 
following a straight narrative or text, as in 

traditional reviews, “It’s almost like clouds 
of information, and you kind of absorb 
them a bit at a time. It’s not so linear.” That 
can be exhilarating and a bit disorienting 
at the same time: There are so many more 
entry points online. “What’s the thing you 
hear from everybody?” asks McLennan. 
“They’re overwhelmed. How do you wade 

cyberArts
A SeLeCT LiST of WebSiTeS THAT 

Cover THe ArTS

Artsjournal.com
Cvnc.org
Cvneweng.org
minnpost.org
Sfcv.org
Soiveheard.com
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through all this stuff and figure out what 
it is you want to get? That’s been one of 
the traditional roles of the critics. There’s 
going to be more demand, not less, for 
good critics and good criticism at lots of 
different levels.”

That isn’t necessarily of comfort to 
newspaper critics at the moment. “Web 
first” strategies over the past couple of 
years have placed priority on stories that 
appeal to online readers. Multimedia 
arts features and blogs by classical music 
critics are in the mix, but finding them on 
newspaper sites can often be an arduous 
task. Timothy Mangan, classical music 
critic for the Orange County Register, 
has been vocal in letting arts writers and 
readers know that it’s important to dig 
down, find, and click on arts stories and 
leave comments on blogs. Editors, he 
points out, are keeping a close eye on how 
many hits they generate. “They’re hit crazy 
at the paper right now,” says Mangan of 
his own experience. He’s been asked to 
give up 50 percent of his classical music 
writing to pursue stories that will generate 
more hits on the website, like the reviews 
of blockbuster movies he did over the 
summer. “The people who read about pop 
culture on the Web are out there in greater 
numbers,” Mangan notes. In the battle of 
hits, “Classical music writers invariably 
come off as expendable.”

The question is inevitable: Is this the 
death of newspapers?

“I don’t think print news-writing is 
going to go the way of the horse and 
buggy,” says Chicago’s Delacoma, “but 
there’s change in the air and we just don’t 

really know exactly where our place is in it. 
It’s a mystery, and that causes anxiety.” The 
former Chicago Sun-Times critic continues 
to confront the issue through her position 
as an adjunct lecturer at Northwestern 
University’s Medill School of Journalism. 
She says that even students who are fully 
equipped with the multi-faceted reporting, 
editing, Web, and video skills the current 
marketplace demands are still as nervous 
about their prospects as more veteran 

arts writers. Delacoma offers them a bit 
of advice that might sound familiar to 
the classical music world: “I ask, do you 
have to do this? Can you live without it? 
Because if this is what you love, if this is 
what you feel you absolutely have to do, 
you will find a way.”  

REBECCA WINZENRIED, a New York-based 
writer and editor, is the former editor in chief of 
Symphony.
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