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MUSIC IN 
FAMILIAR SPACES: 
a resource book



When we set out for a yearlong tour of North America we had 
very little idea of what the year would look like. We knew what our 
goals were and we knew (mostly) where we were going and  
stopping. We didn’t know how people would respond to the 
concerts, whether venues would be open to hosting a Music in 
Familiar Spaces concert and whether our plan of bringing new 
audiences to classical music concerts would actually work. Not to 
mention not knowing how it would be to live in a tiny traveling 
home, moving to a new city every few days!

We’re so pleased to report that the project did work! That’s not to 
say that it wasn’t a HUGE challenge. It was one of the most difficult 
years of our life. But it was also one of the most rewarding,  
fulfilling, memorable and meaningful times of our life so far. 

Through the experience of setting up, promoting and presenting 
concerts all over the country we learned a lot. We developed what 
we call the “Music in Familiar Spaces Model” – a model based on 
four primary elements:
1. Designing an innovative program that appeals to a wide  

audience, keeping in mind those who have little to no con-
text for understanding the western classical music tradition.   

2. Bringing the highest level of concerts into familiar spaces, 
places where a wide range of people will feel comfortable.

3. Promoting the concert through grassroots efforts to expand 
the typical target audience. 

4. Using a new financial model that minimizes ordinary concert 
overhead costs and asking concert-goers to “name-their-
own-ticket-price”, paying only what they can afford.  

The model is meant to be used by classical musicians who are 
already well-established in their field but wish to expand their 

THE 

PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK



audience and connect with their community in a more meaningful 
way. The model can also be used by musicians just starting out in 
their career, though they might not be as successful in drawing an 
audience because their reputation is not yet established. 

We wanted to share the lessons we learned and the resources we 
developed with other musicians because we think that it is  
essential for classical musicians today to start actively reaching out 
to new audiences. We also want to provide musicians with the  
opportunity to connect with their audiences in a more intimate 
way and to organize concerts in their own communities.  

The advice given in this book is based on our own experience. This 
worked for us and we hope it works for you! That said, please keep 
in mind that you will need to consider carefully any challenges 
and advantages that may be specific to you and your surrounding 
and adapt the model as needed. If you have any questions, please 
don’t hesitate to contact us. 
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and rare human 

connection

Take a moment and consider 
what you hope to accomplish 
by giving a Music in Familiar  
Spaces concert. Do you want 
to share classical music with 
people who have never 
heard it? with those who find 
it hard, or intimidating, or  
expensive to access? Do you 
wish to offer something of  
value to your community,  
perhaps bring people together  
who might not otherwise  
gather? Do you want to share 
a program that you have  
labored over, or perhaps say 
something that you believe is 
important? Write your reasons 
down you might find yourself 
needing to be reminded. 

During our yearlong tour of 
the country we experienced 
a lot of different reactions to 
our concerts. After packing 
up after each show, we would 
find ourselves sitting in the 
car, evaluating the concerts  
success. The most immediate 
and easiest ways of measuring 
success included: 1. how many 
people came; 2. how much 
money we made; 3. how many 
reactions we had on social  
media. 
 These three mea-
surements can be practically  
helpful and should be  
considered, but we found them  
to be quite shallow. We tried 
to go beyond the quantitative  
data and reflect on things like 



conversations we had with  
individuals before and after  
the concert – these are so  
often incredibly rich with  
insight, real and (unfortunately  
these days) rare human  
connection; each person in 
the audience spent that time  
encountering something real 
and full of meaning; people 
were given the opportunity 
to collectively experience  

something could spark  
meaningful interactions with 
one another. We tried not to 
 take these things for granted,  
and reminded ourselves of 
them regularly. It was easy to  
become tired, bogged down 
and disillusioned when so 
much of our time was spent on 
the practical, often mundane 
details of organizing a concert 
tour. 



1. 

THE PRACTICAL DETAILS 

 OF ORGANIZING &

PROMOTING 

AN MFS-MODEL 

CONCERT
Be prepared to put in many hours of work for each concert. 
As with most things in life, if you do not put in the hard 
work and time necessary, you will not be successful. But 
again, as with most things, it gets easier with experience. 
We’ve done a lot of the work for you, and all of the shared 
resources of the MFS Collective will help us all to be more 
effective. In this resource book we have probably included 
more detail than anyone would need or want, so take what 
you need and leave the rest. Please keep in mind that our 
tour was of North America, so some of this information 
may not apply – or will need to be adapted – if organizing 
concerts in other parts of the world. (Note: we organized a 
concert in 2017 in the Netherlands using the same model 
and strategy and were equally successful!)



A. CHOOSING A LOCATION

The majority of cities and towns in which we 
stopped on our tour were decided nearly a 
year in advance. We announced our project to 
friends, family and colleagues and asked for 
people willing to connect us to their community. 
We planned our route based on those respons-
es, together with weather considerations (not 
wanting to be in Texas in August, nor Vermont 
in January). Having a “host” at most stops was 
incredibly helpful and we would recommend  
that you find a host if you’re planning a concert 
in a place other than your hometown. Hosts 
assisted in a variety of ways (some hosts being 
more involved than others): 

• suggesting venues (read below why this 
wasn’t always helpful)

• scoping out venues
• introducing us to other people in the  

community who could help to spread the 
word

• inviting their friends to the concert
• hanging up posters around town
• suggesting how to spread the word in their 

community (“where do the locals look to 
find something to do?”)

• finding a free place to stay (in our case a 
place to park our trailer)

• inviting us over for a meal (or two)
• acting as local guide, suggesting places to 

eat and do grocery shopping, or  
finding a dog park 

i. having a host



ii. location matters

We found that some of the more satisfying stops (in terms 
of how the audience reacted to the concert) were in places 
where there is not a lot of classical music going on. One 
might assume that there is a reason why classical music 
concerts aren’t happening in a particular part of the  
country (ie people aren’t interested). On the contrary, we 
found that it was in those places that people were most 
hungry and most grateful for high-level classical music. 
Playing in rural Arkansas may not be as glamourous as  
playing in New York City, but it sure was a meaningful  
experience for us. 

One of the great things about the MFS-model is that you 
can organize a concert almost anywhere. We strongly 
suggest organizing a concert in conjunction with another 
project, or in a place to which you will already be traveling 
for another reason. This will minimize your travel costs. 



B. CHOOSING A VENUE
Choosing your venue is one of the most important  
considerations for a successful concert. When organizing a 
concert in a space that was not built for concerts  
(specifically unamplified classical music) there are several 
things you need to consider. 

i. acoustics/background 
noise:

There is a reason why most classical concerts are played in 
concert halls or churches. Musicians will generally sound 
better and the audience will be able to hear better. For these, 
among other reasons, concert halls are wonderful! When 
stepping outside of the concert hall one must expect certain 
sacrifices. Note the difference between sacrifice and  
compromise: we never compromised on the excellence 
of playing and communicating with the audience. Playing 
outside of the concert hall is an important responsibility and 
should be considered as such: this will likely be the first time 
many people in the audience will have heard live classical 
music. We wanted to make them love it! We wanted them to 
want to visit the concert hall for more. Too often non- 
concert hall concerts are considered preparation for the 
“real” concert. This can have damaging effects on our ever-
present struggle to bring new audiences to classical music. 
 The musician must expect to sacrifice a “perfect”, or 
even great, acoustic. We can’t expect perfect silence. There’s 
no green room in which to warm up, and no stage hand to  
position your seat and music stand. 
 You can, however, limit these sacrifices by wisely 
choosing your venue. If the audience cannot hear the  
music, they will be frustrated. If the musician cannot hear 
him or herself play, they will also be frustrated. When  
choosing a venue we tried to think of all the sounds that 
could be present in each space. Here are specific examples of 
types of venues and the possible sounds present:



1) Brewery
a) Is there food available at the brewery, and if so, where is the 
kitchen in relation to the performance? We advise against  
breweries with an open kitchen, and generally against breweries 
that serve food unless it is in a very separate space (such as a 
food truck outside), or closed during the concert. Food requires 
waiters, silverware, dish washing, etc. It all gets very noisy.
b) Where is the beer being brewed, and if the performance is 
close by, what machinery will be running during the music? Fans 
and refrigerators can be very loud. Make sure they’re not too 
close or ask if they can be turned off during the concert.  
c) Will the brewery be open to other customers during the 
performance? If so, how will you limit the noise being made by 
customers not interested in the concert? If there is no separate 
space for the concert, we recommend planning the concert  
during a time when the brewery is normally closed, or on a  
really slow night (typically Monday, Tuesday or Wednesdays).
d) It’s important to establish a good rapport with all of the  
brewery staff. Make sure they know how grateful and excited 
you are to be there, and explain to them what you’re doing and 
why you’re doing it. Don’t assume they will all know why they 
should be quiet, or that they will want to be quiet. Give them a 
reason, and make them want to. 

2) Cafe
a) See note 1a above regarding kitchens: same applies.
b) Espresso machines are loud. If the concert will take place in 
the same room as the machines, try to position yourself as far 
away as possible. Talk to the cafe and barista about the  
possibility of limiting the use during the concert – this will not 
always be possible, and you don’t want to limit their business, 
so don’t push it. 
c) Mention to the manager that fans and other music will need 
to be turned off. This is not usually a problem. 
d) see note 1c about other customers: same applies.

3) Bookstore/other retail
a) Discuss with the store how best not to limit other customers 
wishing to shop. Usually this is done by having the concert in a 



separate space, or during non-business hours.  
b) Bookstores are great because people are usually quiet, and 
there usually aren’t big pieces of machinery running. 

Use common sense for other factors: no carpet is generally better 
than carpet; make sure it’s not next to a loud train crossing,  active 
helicopter or rocket launch pad, etc.

A note on outdoor concerts: we tried to not schedule outdoor 
concerts, and the one we did ended up having to be moved inside 
because it was an unseasonably-90 degree day. Of course, we can’t 
control the weather (or even predict it!) and it can cause major is-
sues for instruments. If playing outside is absolutely necessary (and 
only if you are comforable) , try to make sure there is some sort of 
covering and ideally an option to go inside in case of rain. There is 
also more uncontrollable noise outside, such as cars, ambulances, 
people yelling, etc. 



ii. the space

We always tried to consider how people would feel in a space. Is 
it an aesthetically pleasing (beautiful, hip, interesting) space? Is 
there enough seating, or is it a space where people will feel  
comfortable standing or sitting on the ground? Is there enough 
space to fit the expected number of people? If you’re in doubt, 
check their maximum capacity as sometimes this can be  
surprisingly low, and sometimes the venue really sticks to it. We 
found that a lot of people are willing to stand for the concerts, but 
it’s great to have as many seats as possible if you’re expecting a 
good crowd. You can also ask the venue whether they can borrow 
extra chairs if necessary.

iii. the community

The ideal venue will be well-connected and loved by their  
community. This is one of the main benefits of playing in a space 
that is not a concert hall: you have the potential to bring in folks 
from the venue’s community who feel comfortable in that space, 
who may not feel comfortable in a concert hall. Here are some 
ways we investigated whether the venue had a community from 
which we could benefit (not all apply to each type of venue): 
1) If we knew someone in the area we would ask them: have 
you heard of the place? What have you heard? Is it in a cool  
neighborhood? While this is only one person’s opinion, it was  
usually very valuable. 
2) We looked at the venue’s ratings on google, yelp, face-
book, etc. and read through the ratings – we learned how to 
judge whether a reviewer just wanted a bigger portion of pizza, or 
whether the business has real management issues. We didn’t just 
go with whoever has the most ratings: sometimes a new business 
will be a great option, but they haven’t been around long enough 
to accumulate ratings. 
3) We looked at their social media profiles: how many likes 
and followers do they have? Are people commenting on and 
sharing their posts? Do they sound excited? Does the venue have 
events on facebook, and if so, how many people rsvp to their 



events? Sometimes this was a good deciding factor when choosing 
between two venues. 
4) Googled their name: we read any news articles about the 
business, good or bad.  
5) Found out about past events (either through their website 
or facebook): what kind of events have they hosted? Are they  
creative, beneficial to the community, engaging? What was the 
reaction and attendance like (find photos or news articles)? 

iv. the convenience

If the concert was in a big city where some people don’t have 
cars, we always made sure that the venue was easily accessible by 
public transportation. And if the concert is in a place where most 
people drive, we tried to make sure that there would there be 
enough convenient parking. We found that It’s best not to choose 
a place that is totally out of the way, keeping in mind that we were 
asking some people to do something new, so we wanted to make it 
easy for them. 

C. CONTACTING THE VENUE
We found that contacting a venue 2-3 months in advance is ideal. 
(This might vary country-to-country; we needed 6 months for the 
Netherlands because of slow venue response time) If the venue 
regularly hosts events and is extremely well-known, you may need 
to be touch earlier. We tried to solidify the details at least 1.5 
months before the date to give us enough time to publicize. 
 Instead of contacting 2, 3 or 4 potential venues at once, we 
would find our ideal venue and pursue that first. As long we gave 
ourselves enough lead time and followed-up in a timely manner, 
we were able to contact our second (and third if necessary) choice 
if the first venue said no. We learned that it’s not good to send an 
enthusiastic email about how much we would like to partner with 
a venue only to have to say, “sorry, we actually found someone 
else…”…



i. initial contact

Our first point of contact was always an email. If we couldn’t find a 
venue’s email address right away, we searched their website for an 
extra 5 minutes to try to find one. If it we still couldn’t find it, we’d 
submit a message through their “contact us” form. Here’s a sample 
initial email:

Hello River North Team!

My name is Michelle Pincombe, and I’m writing on behalf of Music 
in Familiar Spaces, a project that is bringing classical music at its 
highest level to places all across North America that are familiar 
to people, ie their homes, cafes, breweries, and other places you 
might not often hear classical music.
 We will be coming to Denver October 27-Nov 2, and would 
like to propose presenting a program called “Bach & Beer” at River 
North Brewery. 
 We’ve been organizing Bach & Beer concerts in brewer-
ies across the country and so far, they’ve been really successful, 
drawing packed and diverse crowds of beer-lovers, Bach-lovers and 
some who love both! 
 The concert would feature three Bach Cello Suites, played 
by cellist Steuart Pincombe, interlaced with comparisons between 
historical cello playing and historical beer brewing. Each suite 
would be paired in advance with one of River North’s own brews.
 If you’d like to know more about “Bach & Beer”, here’s a 
video that was made about the project:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h1yjxtJH6DI

I’m also happy to send you some recent news clippings if you’re in-
terested. We’ve been featured in the Boston Globe, Seattle Times, 
named a top 10 classical music concert of the year by the Cleve-
land Plain Dealer, and more. To learn more about Music in Familiar 
Spaces, please visit our website: www.musicinfamiliarspaces.com

We very much look forward to hearing your thoughts! Please let 
me know if you have any questions. 

Thanks!



ii. follow-up

We sent a follow-up email about 5 days after the first. We found 
a lot of people responded to the follow-up email, either because 
they didn’t see the first or just needed a reminder. I would usually 
attach a news article or two to the follow-up just to show them 
that the project is serious! 
 When we were squeezed for time, we called instead of 
emailing for the follow-up. Sometimes we called a few days after 
our follow-up email, as some venues were less on top of their 
email than others. We had a couple of venues work out that  
probably would not have if we had not called. 



D. When the venue says :     
....“yes, we’re interested”!
i. the proposal

Once a venue expressed interest it was time to make sure all  
expectations were clear. We created a somewhat formal proposal 
for each type of concert that included:  

• your motivation for the project (why are you excited about this, 
and why should they be?)

• practical details:
◊ setting: include capacity, noise considerations,  

temperature/weather considerations
◊ program: describe how the evening will flow
◊ money matters: be specific about how you will make 

money, and how the venue will (when applicable)
◊ advertising: let them know that you’ll be doing most of 

the leg work (be specific) but that they’ll need to let their 
followers know about it, possibly create a facebook event 
(it works best if the venue creates the facebook event as 
they’ll have more local followers) 

We made these in advance so that it would be ready right away to 
send to interested venues.
 We kept our proposals to less than two pages, and tried to 
use clear language, but not sound like a contract. I usually sent this 
proposal to a venue only after they expressed interest, so as to not 
overwhelm on the first point of contact. 
 It was up to us to make sure that the venue understood 
what was required of them, and to receive confirmation of that  
understanding. We learned that we could not assume that people 
read things carefully. We tried to have a phone call with the venue 
after they agreed to host just to talk through the proposal and 
confirm the details. 



ii. choose a date
We would always ask the venue what date would work best for 
them (within a certain time frame), and which day of the week 
they thought would work best for this type of event. If the venue 
was a business that is usually busy on the weekends, we  
recommended that it be planned for a “slow night”, or even a 
night when the venue is usually closed. This limited the number of 
people not there for the concert, just wanting to drink and chat. 
This was also more enticing (and more beneficial) for the venue  
because they picked up business on an otherwise slow night!
 When time allowed, we researched what else was  
happening in that city on that day. If we were in a part of the  
country where football is a the center of the universe, we made 
sure that there wasn’t a big game that night. We also made sure 
that there wasn’t a symphony concert, or that a local chamber 
music ensemble wasn’t playing that night. Of course there would 
always be something else happening, but we tried to limit our 
competition and show respect to local musicians. 

iii. draft promo material
Once we finalized a time and date with the venue, we put together 
a draft poster and press release (try to have a template of these 
made in advance so you can just plug in the specific details). A  
professional, well-designed poster is worth the investment, 
whether in your own time designing it or in hiring someone else. 
We always double-checked that we included all of the essentials 
and that each detail was correct: time, date, venue, venue address, 
ticket cost, website, program description, logo, etc. 
 The press release should be creative and fun while  
maintaining a professional voice. If you aren’t a great writer, ask a 
friend for help. A well-written press release – no matter how  
brilliant your idea – can be the difference between a newspaper 
picking up the story or not. And a story in the newspaper can be 
the difference between an audience of 50 and 150. (see sample 
press releases in “Learning Tools” section of the website)
 Once we had these materials drafted, we sent them to the 
venue for their review and approval. We specified on which date 
we wanted to start promoting so that the venue got back to us 
quickly. As always, we followed-up as necessary. 



E. PROMOTING YOUR CONCERT
The Music in Familiar Spaces model of promotion is based 
on grass-roots efforts and networking. We didn’t spend a 
penny on advertising but we did put in the time! This model 
worked for us – over our year on tour we kept building on 
our promotional efforts and strategy until we had packed 
shows at every stop. Keep in mind that ultimately it was the 
appealing concept, the interesting programs, and the  
enticement of hearing a great musician that attracted 
people to the concerts. Promotional efforts simply made 
sure that a lot of people heard about it. 

i. research press contacts
We distributed the press release one month before the concert to 
newspapers and most media contacts. We tried to write to  
magazines about two months before since they have earlier print 
deadlines. 
 We asked the venue if they have any media contacts or a 
press list that they usually write to with a press release and  
included these contacts in our distribution.
 We researched media contacts for each city. Journalists 
change jobs often we never assumed that the same Arts Editor who 
worked at the Times last year is still there. We always tried to find 
the staff list rather than a general contact email address. We wrote 
individually to anyone (editors, writers) related to Arts, Music,  
Features, Lifestyle, and Entertainment.
  Here’s a list of places to look for potential media contacts:

• newspapers (most cities have more than one)
• magazines
• tourism departments
• public radio stations
• classical music radio stations
• city-specific classical music websites (ex. clevelandclassical.com)
• venue-specific blogs (ex. beer blogs for “Bach & Beer”, coffee 

blogs for cafe concerts)
• google “classical music [insert city]” and see what comes up!



ii. distribute the press release

We kept track of press contacts on an excel spreadsheet including: 
media name, contact name and position, email contact, website, 
and a log and of when we contacted them (and any response). It 
is worth the extra effort to keep track of these details as it makes 
following-up much easier. 
 We always wrote personal emails (never a mass bbc)! Here 
is a sample email sent to a newspaper entertainment editor for a 
Bach & Beer press release. 

Dear Editor, [include individual’s name if you can find it]

I am pleased to write to you about the acclaimed Bach & Beer pro-
gram coming to Denver. Internationally-recognized cellist Steuart 
Pincombe will present his program of three Bach cello suites 
paired with three brews at River North Brewery on October 28th. 

I have attached a press release with all of the details (also copied 
below), along with a concert poster and event image.

Steuart’s performance of this program was named by the Cleve-
land Plain Dealer as one of 2014’s top 10 classical music concerts 
and was recently featured in the Boston Globe, Seattle Times and 
more. 

We would love to speak with you about the event at River North 
Brewery as we believe it would be of interest to your readers - 
please don’t hesitate to write or call with any questions you may 
have, and to set up an interview with the cellist.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Kind regards,
Michelle

Remember to mark when you contacted each person on your 
spreadsheet.  
 We followed up on our initial email a week later if we 
hadn’t heard back from the media contacts. Here’s an example of 



a follow up email that I would send a week after the initial contact. 
I would say that the majority of the journalists who responded did 
so to my follow up email.

 Dear Editor,

I want to kindly follow-up on my email below concerning the Bach 
& Beer concert at River North Brewery on October 28th. We would 
love to speak with you about the event - please don’t hesitate to 
write or call with any questions you may have, and to set up an 
interview with the cellist.

Many thanks,
Michelle

iii. post the concert on 
online event calendars

While researching media contacts, we always looked for an online 
event calendar. We also googled “event calendar [insert city]” or 
“concerts [insert city]” to find additional online calendars. Most cit-
ies have at least five, so keep searching. We would suggest writing 
out a “short description” of your event, in addition to your press 
release, to have on hand for the event calendars – many ask for 
this short description and limit the number of words. Saving this 
description on a word document, rather than writing it again for 
each submission, saved a lot of time.
 We included the event calendars for the main newspaper(s) 
and the classical music (or public) radio station. Some cities also 
have a dedicated website (or two) for classical music concerts.



iv. utilize your networks & 
contact local musicians

Everyone has networks – take a few minutes to think of yours. For 
us, this included the Oberlin Conservatory alumni network (we 
both are alums), the Credo Music network (our partner on the 
tour, and a festival where Steuart has taught since 2008), and the 
early music community (a very small connected world). It wasn’t 
until months into our tour that we really realized the value of 
reaching out to these networks. And when we did, it made a big 
difference in the concert attendance. 
 Oberlin has a searchable alumni database that allowed us 
to find every Oberlin alum who majored in music in that  
particular city. We wrote out a model email that included all of the 
contact details and then wrote individually to each alum. We not 
only invited them to attend the concert, but asked that they invite 
friends who may be interested. We did similarly to the Credo Music 
alumni, parents and supporters, emphasizing the fact the Credo 
had partnered with us for the tour. We made sure to point out that 
these concerts are great for people who aren’t into classical music, 
and that this might be a good opportunity to invite some of their 
friends who don’t feel comfortable in (or can’t afford) the concert 
hall. We always made it clear why this concert was different from 
typical concerts.
 Facebook, as much as we lament its corrosive impact on 
society, came in handy for finding friends (or acquaintances) who 
live in each city. Using both of our personal accounts, we searched 
“friends who live in [insert city]”. We would then often write 
individual messages to each “friend” in the area, inviting them to 
the concert and asking that they invite friends as well. If we didn’t 
know the person very well, at least we would invite them to the 
concert using the “invite friends” function for that particular  
facebook event. 
 Next, we would search out local musicians in the area. 
This included university professors (usually string faculty only), 
symphony members (again, string players, or just cellists), early 
music players, directors of chamber music festivals, etc. Anyone 
we could find! We never sent out group emails – always individual! 



We always received positive responses from these personal emails, 
and often the local musicians proved very helpful in spreading the 
word. We invited them personally to the concert and also asked 
that they invite others. 
 We always considered what type of concert we were giving. 
If it had a focus on historical performance, we reached out to the 
local early music community (most cities have one). We thought 
about our venue too: if it was a church, we reached out to other 
churches. If it was a brewery, we contacted beer blog writers or 
those involved in the craft beer industry in that city. If the program 
had a contemporary music focus, we wrote to local composers and 
new music ensembles, etc. 

v. social media

To be honest, we are not fans of social media. We often joked that 
the tour would be much more enjoyable if we could do it privately. 
Nonetheless, we tried to take advantage of what social media 
could offer by way of publicity, and I would say that the time was 
well spent. We certainly spent more time on the publicity meth-
ods mentioned above, but we also heard from quite a number of 
concert-goers that they heard about the event from social media. 
 We utilized three social networks. With how quickly trends 
change in social media, this section may prove to be useless in a 
few months. Already, we find that the facebook “artist page” is 
becoming a bit useless, as it seems any posts made from a non-
personal page (like the artist page) are seen only when the post if 
“boosted” (ie paid for!). We saw that – despite Steuart’ artist page 
having over 1000 fans – posts made through our personal facebook 
pages received at least 20 times the number of likes and views. (If 
you’re reading this, Mark Zuckerberg, please allow artists to reach 
their fans without paying for it.)

• Facebook: Creating a facebook event is worth it, I would say 
only if the venue is willing to create the event on their account. 
The venue will likely have far more local followers than you! 
The few facebook events we created ourselves received very 
little response, which I think can be more harmful than not 



having an event (who wants to go to an event that has only 3 
other people saying they’re going?) We told the venue, even if 
they don’t usually create facebook events, that this has been a 
really effective tool in spreading the word, and that we’ll be  
using it as well to invite people from your end. For some  
venues, we needed to send 2 or 3 polite reminders to create 
the event. We also would sometimes provide the text for the 
event description, and even a custom cover photo if the venue 
we were working with seemed very busy.
 Once the event is created, we shared it with our followers 
and people we knew in the area. We tried to have the venue 
create the facebook event before we sent out all our  
personalized emails so that we could include the link (and ask 
others to invite their facebook friends).  

• Instagram: There’s something about Instagram that is a bit 
more “pure” than other forms of social media. We tried to use 
Instagram as a record of our project, rather than promotion. 
We would often try to get a photo of the venue, preferably of 
Steuart at the venue, before the concert and post that with 
information about the concert.  Hashtags can be really useful 
on Instagram! We found that by using some well thought out 
hashtags we would get the attention of a lot of people not yet 
following us.  

• Twitter: We never built up enough followers on twitter for it to 
be very useful in getting the word out. However, often  
something we tweeted would be re-tweeted by the venue, 
journalist, or blogger, thus getting the word out to many more 
beyond our own followers. For this reason, we think using  
twitter can be helpful, especially if you’re better at it than we 
were. 



2. 

THE PRACTICAL DETAILS 

 OF PRESENTING

AN MFS-MODEL 

CONCERT

Unlike a traditional classical music concert, we didn’t have a 
greenroom, stage-hands, producers, house managers,  
ushers, greeters etc. For our tour, all of those jobs fell on us. 
We would recommend having at least one, preferably two 
people besides the performer(s) to assist at the concert. 

Make sure to search for people who have volunteered to 
help with MFS concerts in the MFS audience database. 



A. PREPARATION

i. things to bring to 
the concert

It’s a good idea to create a concert checklist for yourself so you 
don’t forget anything, no matter how obvious it may seem. Our 
concert checklist included: 
• music stand(s)
• cello stool >> don’t assume the venue has an appropriate chair
• music
• any books the performer will be reading from
• program outline (if necessary)
• performer clothes >> seriously. Steuart once forgot his concert 

shirt and I had to run to Marshall’s before the show. He keeps 
things casual, but not ripped-t-shirt-casual. He also always has 
“pants” on his personal list because... well, there have been a 
few times!

• tuner
• bow(s)
• instrument(s)
• any recording equipment you may need
• signs >> we had a sign (printed large size, mounted at Staples) 

that explained “name-your-own-ticket-price”, as well as sign 
about how to support or project. This included information on 
our social media, how to donate, and signing up for the  
newsletter. See “Learning tools” page of the website (in the 
members portal) for design examples.

• we bought a collapsible tripod to display our sign. This was 
extremely helpful for making sure you could place the sign 
wherever you wish (ie directly in front of people as they walk 
in). There are some pretty cheap options on Amazon. 

• newsletter signup sheets (and pens) >> we tried using an ipad 
with the mailchimp app so that people could signup for our 
newsletter that way. This was better in that I no longer had to 
spend 10 minutes trying to figure out someone’s messy hand-
writing, but we found that fewer people signed up with the 



ipad as compared with the paper sheet. We decided to stick 
with the paper sheet. I would include a column not only for 
their name and email, but also name of town/city (template is 
available for download in the ‘Learning Tools’ section). 

• cashbox >> I used this when initially collecting ticket money
• donation jar >> I set this out at the end (or in the middle) of the 

concert so people could drop in more money
• credit card swipe “thingy” >> we used PayPal swipe because we 

already had a Paypal account, but Square would also work. This 
was extremely useful, as many people don’t carry much cash 
with them. I would often tell people at the door that they can 
pay with credit card if that’s easier for them, in addition to hav-
ing a sign (most people don’t expect they can use credit cards). 

• tickets >> having some sort of ticket to give people is helpful 
and people like to physically receive something in exchange for 
money (even if what they’re really paying for is non-material). 
We when first started we simply cut some nice paper (found in 
any craft store) and stamped each ticket with a custom stamp 
with the MFS logo. About half-way through the tour we decided 
to design and print mini (2”x2”) folding brochures that included 
information about our project. Once we had these, I used them 
for tickets. We ordered them through UPrinting, which was 
the cheapest, reliable printing service I could find. We found 
these to be really helpful in getting our message across to most 
people in the room. Even though we would explain our project 
at the beginning of each concert, people would often miss part 
(or all) of that, whether be it from not listening, arriving late, 
or whatever. By having something to read and take home with 
them, they were far more likely to have a full understanding of 
our project. See “Learning tools” page of the website (in the 
members portal) for design example.

• merchandise & price signs >> merchandise is worth the  
investment when you will have a number of opportunities to 
sell it. We sold custom USB drives (containing Steuart’s  
recording of Bach’s six cello suites), Bach & Beer bottle openers, 
and t-shirts. See section below for more on merchandise. We 
had signs out that displayed the merchandise prices. 



ii. merchandise

As mentioned above, merchandise is worth the investment since 
we had a number of opportunities to sell it. When calculating the 
intended profit for each item, we factored in a number of items 
that we were likely to give away (to venue, volunteers, etc.).
 For recordings, we sold custom USB drives instead of CD’s. 
These allowed us to load on whatever music (and/or video,  
informational PDFs) we wished (as long as we owned the rights, of 
course). We ordered bamboo drives from ebay, as well as a custom 
branding iron with Steuart’s logo. Steuart would then heat the iron 
over our gas stove and burn his logo into each drive. No joke! I 
think only one or two people chose not to purchase the USB  
because they wanted CDs, whereas most people were quite  
excited about the idea. 
 We also bought t-shirts with the MFS logo to sell at the  
concerts. We didn’t sell many at all, and I wouldn’t recommend 
buying t-shirts. They’re expensive, bulky, and dealing with the  
different sizes is a pain. If we could do it again, we would have 
bought canvas or fabric tote bags with our logo. These are cheaper, 
less bulky, and one size!
 We also bought customized bottle openers for the “Bach & 
Beer” concerts. These were fun, inexpensive and compact!



iii. setup

Often Steuart and I found ourselves helping to setup chairs. 
(Steuart is a bit obessed with setting up chairs.) We would arrive at 
least 1.5 hours in advance to give ourselves plenty of time.  
Sometimes Steuart wasn’t as cautious as he should have been 
about lifting too many heavy chairs just before playing – it’s best to 
have some volunteers to help if you need to setup the space. 
 Whenever possible, we would have Steuart (and any other 
performers joining him) sit on the opposite side of the room from 
the entrance door. Late-comers were less likely to be a distraction 
if the performance was taking place away from the door. We also 
tried to keep the performance as far away as possible from any 
noise-making – the refrigerator, the bar, the kitchen, the road, etc. 
In most of the venues we had great freedom in how we setup the 
room. Steuart really took advantage of this, using the chairs to 
draw the focus into the performance, or to create an unusual setup 
in order to draw attention to something else. For example, for our 
“What Wondrous Love” program, the four performers are in the 
center of the room with the audience setup in a square on all four 
sides. This is meant to reflect the setup of shape-note singalongs, a 
tradition on which the program is based. 



B. AT THE CONCERT

i. greeting people at the door

We would ask the venue to have a small table for us setup at the 
door. Most of the venues are small businesses, so they usually 
didn’t have any extra staff to man the door – we always had  
someone (not the musician) to greet people as they come in and 
collect the ticket money. 
 As people arrive, the person at the door would welcome 
them to the concert! If they weren’t there for the concert, we 
would let them know what’s happening and 
when it will be starting, and that they were 
welcome to stick around if they were  
interested. I usually didn’t ask them for any 
ticket money, but mentioned that they’re 
welcome to come back and buy a ticket if 
they decided to stay. I never wanted to  
alienate a business’s customer – I always 
erred on the side of casualness as opposed 
to a strict ticket-collector. 
 We had a sign that said “Name-your-
own-ticket-price” and included suggested 
ticket prices. Having a suggested price helps 
to give people a frame of reference, as most 
concert-goers will have never experienced 
this pay model. I usually said something like 
this as people arrived: “Welcome! The way 
this works is you can name your own ticket 
price for the concert – this all goes to the 
musician – whatever you can afford and 
whatever you think the concert is worth!” 
 We found that there is a big  
difference between “name-your-own-ticket-
price” and asking for donations. By calling it 
a ticket price, and making it required (even 
if they just give a dollar), people have to 
consider how much the concert is worth to 



them, rather than simply giving whatever change they may find 
in their wallet. For one of our concerts we were required to call it 
“donations” in order to use the venue for free. Although we  
attracted a great crowd, we made far less (about 1/3 less) money 
for the number of concert-goers than other concerts where we 
used the name-your-own-ticket-price model. 
 We would usually set out the merchandise at the beginning 
of the concert so that people saw it as they came in and paid for 
their ticket. Most people would buy it at the end, but we wanted 
to show them what we had right away. 



ii. before the concert starts

Our concerts never started on time, and some started quite late, 
despite our best efforts. In some cities, most concert-goers arrived 
early and in others the majority arrived late. When you organize 
a concert in a non-concert hall space, sometimes people think 
this means that they can come and go, or show up whenever they 
please. This is why it’s helpful to have the musician(s) playing as far 
away as possible from the door, and the greeter should be  
available to stand by the door for the entire concert. The greeter 
could also keep track of the general noise level on the musician’s 
behalf - make sure they know not to chat during the concert, as 
concert-goers tend to try to make conversation with anyone at the 
door. 
 Before we got started we would ask the venue if they 
would like to make any sort of introduction or if there is anything 
they would like for us to include in our welcome. Usually I would 
welcome people when we were ready to start, explaining a bit 
about our project so they know what the concert is a part of and 
why we were there. We found that people really loved to hear the 
more personal side of our story – like the fact that we were living 
in the Netherlands, and got tired of always being apart because 
of Steuart’s travel schedule – and it’s great to explain why you’re 
playing in that particular space. I would also point out that the 
cello is unamplified, and that the space wasn’t made for a concert 
so we were grateful for everyone’s quiet attention in order to hear 
the music. We never had any issues with the audience not being 
exceptionally attentive and quiet, but it’s good to make the  
expectation clear from the start. 
 Part of the Music in Familiar Spaces model is creating a 
concert atmosphere in which people feel comfortable. This is ac-
complished not only in the type of space you’re using, but by tell-
ing people that they should feel free to ask questions, get up and 
order another drink, and feel comfortable to move around if they 
need to as long as they are respectful of those around them. The 
musician really sets the tone for this – if the musician doesn’t talk 
to his or her audience and invite them into the music, the audience 
won’t talk back. 



iii. the concert begins

And now the fun part! The musician(s) should keep several things 
in mind when performing a Music in Familiar Spaces model con-
cert:
• You will likely not have a perfect acoustic, or a perfectly quiet 

audience. Be patient, both with yourself and your audience.  
• Talk to your audience! In the next section we go into detail 

about designing an interactive and engaging program. This is 
essential to the success of Music in Familiar Spaces – the whole 
evening wouldn’t make sense without giving the audience con-
text, background information, and a personal connection with 
the musician. 

• Skip the intermission – remember that many people coming 
to your concerts will not have experienced a classical music 
concert before. Keep your program short enough to forego 
an intermission (an hour, an hour and 30 minutes max) – this 
makes the evening less formal and intimidating. 


