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Abstract  

We set out to discover if there is a music community at St. Olaf and to determine the nature of this community.  In order to investigate this problem, we interviewed fifteen students involved in music at St. Olaf.  We also held a focus group of seven students involved in music.  In both the interviews and the focus groups we posed questions that got at the nature of the community.  We inquired about their perceptions of who is in the community, whether there were hierarchies between individuals and groups, and what role the music building and rituals play in the music community.  Instead of one cohesive music community we found that it is perceived to be many small communities based primarily in the ensembles.  The music building serves as the home for the entire community where individual hierarchies, group hierarchies, competition, and rituals play out.  

Setting 

Our study takes place on the campus of St. Olaf College in Northfield, MN.  The total number of members of the St. Olaf community including students and faculty and staff is approximately 3,500 people.  According to admissions literature, approximately 1,000 students participate in music at St. Olaf.  St. Olaf has a prestigious music department with ensembles that travel the world.  The St. Olaf Choir is the most well known ensemble and is considered one of the best collegiate choirs in the world.

Problem  

As a student at St. Olaf it is impossible to miss the music that surrounds this community.  We were curious to find out about those who make that music and if they form their own cohesive community.  We wondered whom and what groups make up that community, whether they are hierarchical, and what it takes to be in the community.  As we began our research we discovered that students do not perceive there to be one large music community, but that there are many small communities, formed primarily around the ensembles.  We also learned how important the music building is to forming community.  


The results we found were so diverse that there was no single theory to explain it, but we pulled from equally diverse theories to help us understand how the music community operates.  

Methodology 


Between April 17 and May 3 we completed 15 one-on-one interviews and one focus group with six participants.  When choosing our respondents we sought to included all academic years, women and men and representatives from many different ensembles.  Their comments stem from participation in the music community as majors and non-majors, in each of the “big three” ensembles, and many of the other diverse groups on campus.  


The interviews were held in various places around campus, the only criteria that it was quiet and private.  They lasted anywhere where from 20 minutes to 1.5 hours depending on how much information the respondent had to offer.   The first interviews had a rigid structure with pre-scripted questions.  This method proved to be limiting however, so we changed to a looser more conversation like style.  


The focus group brought together six students, four majors and two non-majors.  Their discussion was guided by questions from a moderator but conversation was aloud to grow on its own.  


Our findings are, we believe, a good representation of how the music community, at least how it pertains to students functions as a whole.  This population is large enough that our descriptions are accurate for many, but will never be accurate for all.  The variety of people we talked to however gave us a wide sampling of students whose lives are involved in the music community.

Music Community: Who’s in Who’s Out

First in order to find out if there was a perceived “music community,” we needed to understand how students understood the definition of “community.”  When asked the question what is a community, respondents came up with similar definitions.  A majority of respondents felt that community was a group of people with a common interest.  When we asked whether there was a music community at St. Olaf we heard a resounding yes, although those we interviewed had different ideas of who was part of the music community and the nature of the community.  Respondents thought that the music community was either composed of interconnected circles of individuals or an inclusive overall “music community” to which individuals were more or less a part of. Another point of difference was whether those interviewed felt that music majors were the only part of the music community or if non-music majors could be included as well.  

The most inclusive definitions came from Mark and Shannon.  Mark reported that the music community is “made up of majors, those who reside in the music building, all performers, also all advocates of the department, and people who attend concerts regularly.” Shannon thought, “just people who are involved (in music) in general.”  This definition cast the music community as a very open and all-inclusive community, although Mark defines recognizes a continuum of people involved in the community.  Those who are more “hardcore” are part of the community just as people who attend concerts regularly.  Another definition that was similar to this was from Logan who said, “hundreds of people but in varying degrees… here are the types: Those who are not majors but are in ensembles, BA’s with a better grip on reality, and BM’s who eat, sleep and breathe what goes on in the music building.”  These gradations of those in the music community create the perception of music students being more a part of the community or less a part of the community.  Both of these interviews shared the same idea of a central group of music majors who are more involved in music at St. Olaf than those who are non-majors.  Although there appears to be some fragmentation in the music community, most respondents did feel that the music community was an umbrella that anyone and everyone that has some interaction with the music department at St. Olaf would fall under.  

We also discussed the nature of the music community with those we interviewed.  A majority felt that the music community was a collection of overlapping groups.  As Steve, a senior composition major, said, “the community is made up of many sub-communities, it’s hard to define it as one large community because it’s so divided between subgroups.  There are groups of people that work together and care about each other.”  He went on to describe the sub-communities:  

There’s the academic sense – the professors that teach students; there is a more personal community between students that is weaker – there isn’t a very strong personal connection between students and faculty – they distance themselves in a way that most departments at Olaf don’t – there’s just really that disconnection there.  Certain performance majors connect more with their teachers than others, but in some classes, students & teachers are just in different worlds.  Unless you’re involved in a “pet project” of a particular teacher, there would be no connection between teacher/student.  

Steve also went on to compare the music department to other departments on campus.  In his mind, the evidence of the factional nature of the music department lies in the fact that there are no departmental events that are for the “music department” as a whole.  Despite this fact, we found that there are numerous rituals and traditions that are peculiar to subgroups within the music department.  The ensemble softball game is an example of this.  It is an activity that brings different ensembles together for an early morning softball game.  Ultimately it is not a departmental wide function.  Steve goes on to explain this phenomenon in more detail.  He states that there are no department picnics.  Instead there are Orchestra or Band picnics.  Steve explains the cause of these subgroup activities as the attempt of the institution to keep a level of formality so as to create a conservatory-esque atmosphere.  He adds,  “The distance keeps people focused on their music, but they’re missing something so important…so much learning doesn’t happen in the classroom.”
A few of those we interviewed share the same feelings as Steve, but their subgroups are much different.  One senior music education major said:

The music community begins first with the music majors, because they spend the most time in the music building.  Also, the touring ensembles are circles of people.  The music library is the intersection of all these people. We know everyone’s business. 

A senior and former choir member named Dave had a different take on the fragmented music community.  He thought that there was not only overlapping circles of classical musicians on campus, he feels that there is also an alternative music community on campus that is completely separate from the St. Olaf classical music community.  Dave thinks that both alternative musicians on campus and classical musicians are hurt by this dichotomy.  Dave says, “I think there is a larger classical community and a smaller alternative music community and both groups could learn a lot from one another.” 

Some of the students we talked to thought that the music community was more or less those people that make up the three premier ensembles on campus.  One student in Philharmonia, a non-music major, thinks that the image of “the music community” is proliferated by the “Big Three” touring ensembles: the St. Olaf Choir, Orchestra and Band.  Most students we talked to agreed that the touring ensembles are an integral part in the music community, although they are not the entirety of the music community. 

So, who’s in and who’s out?  From the students we interviewed, the music community seemed inclusive, although it was fragmented into different subgroups that sporadically intersected.  One of the points of concern is the perception that music at St. Olaf is made through a collection of subgroups.  As a result, musicians at St. Olaf may lose out on the opportunity to learn from their peers.

Big Three/Group Hierarchies 


In choosing to write about the St. Olaf music community we made an assumption about its complexity that we have to redefine.  As we have explained the music community is made up of smaller groups which reside primarily in the ensembles.  We observed three categories of ensembles that reflect their rank in the hierarchy within the music community.  We’ve categorized them as the “Big Three”, “Second-Tier Groups”, and “Hidden Groups”. The hierarchy in this list of categories reflects both their prestige and importance to St. Olaf as an institution, as well as how closely knit the ensembles in each community are. Taking a closer look at each grouping explains why this is so. 

The Big Three  


The St. Olaf Choir, The St. Olaf Orchestra and The St. Olaf band are more commonly referred to as “Ole Choir”, “Ole Orchestra” and “Ole Band”, or simply as the Choir, the Orchestra and the Band giving them a sort of presumed status.  This linguistic elitism is the first indicator of their rank in the music community hierarchy.  These are also called “the touring groups” which gets at their first commonality and one of the most significant community builders.   

Each of these groups takes a tour ranging from 10 to 15 days performing in churches, schools and community centers all over the United States.  Accompanied by admissions staff, they carry the St. Olaf name and reputation with them, thus hoping to build more support and strengthen existing loyalties to the college as a whole.  Members of these ensembles have differing reactions to their role in promoting the college name.  One orchestra member observed, "It's this huge advertising and recruitment to try to get donations.   They make a lot of money.  But sometimes it's like, did I sign up to be your recruiter?  Did I sign up to make you look good?  Why am I doing this?... They don't ever present it as 'You're doing us a favor', they present it as ‘This is a wonderful opportunity you have.'”  This person feels used and under appreciated while another student thinks it is justified. “I personally don’t think it’s overshadowing.  You’re in a University, so you have to put your best foot forward, so you do use the top groups a lot in that respect.”  Regardless of how students feel about it, the Big Three are the flagship for St. Olaf’s music programs and it is important that they are successful.  

One key to success is a strong sense of community and loyalty in these ensembles.  Tour is also the time when the sense of “family”, as one student put it, is solidified.  They use that time to bond as a community on long bus rides, setting up and tearing down the things needed for their performances and making interesting home stay and hotel memories. This tight-knit quality manifests itself in musical performance as well as social time outside of official events.  Membership in these groups, especially for multiple years, offers a stable group of friends built on common interests.  The frequency with which they rehearse gives them common experiences and tour allows them to bond in a way that their other friends at St. Olaf do not experience. 
The closer knit these communities are the more likely they are to discriminate against members of other groups, at least according to research conducted by Catherine E. Amiot and Richard Y. Bourhis in their study called “Discrimination between dominant and subordinate groups”  They found that when people are placed in groups, even at random, once they have identified the members of their group they will treat them with favoritism.  In addition, they found that those with more power are more loyal to their group than those with less power.  This phenomenon is visible in the music community as the ensembles, particularly the Big Three know their group members well and act out of loyalty to them.  Furthermore, we found that the groups with more prestige are closer knit, perhaps out of this same kind of loyalty.  


The Big Three, although they are the most prestigious of their respective ensemble types, fall out in a hierarchy of their own.  They compete for recognition from the college, the same audiences, performance spaces and funding.  According to multiple students, the Big Three are ranked by the prestige they bring to the college and the degree of commitment they require from their members.  Most prestigious and demanding is the St. Olaf Choir, followed by the St. Olaf Orchestra and finally the St. Olaf Band.


The St. Olaf Choir is the historical centerpiece for St. Olaf music and the group on which the college first built its reputation.  In fact, the founder of the St. Olaf Choir, F. Malius Christiansen, was the first to form a mixed a cappella collegiate choir established as a touring group. Its mission was and remains, “bringing sacred choral music of the highest standard to every part of the United States” (Benson 1990:221).  This group has the longest tour and gets the most publicity.  On tour the choir receives a per dium, most often stays in “nice hotels” and has few home stays.  Although she recognized the unfairness to other groups who have shorter tours and mostly home stays, when asked about this special treatment one Ole choir member answered, “We make more money.”  This raises the question, is the special treatment based on money or a hard earned reward for their work?  The St. Olaf Choir does put in more hours of rehearsal time.  As a result, they are the closest-knit of the three ensembles, united by their commitment to rehearsal as a first priority and making excellent music.  As one music community member put it, “It’s been said that they’re not necessarily the best choir on campus, but the most committed choir on campus, which means they’re willing to go to an hour and a half of rehearsal every day.”  


Members of the St. Olaf Choir walk a fine line between pride in their ensemble and coming off as arrogant.  One member explained the dilemma this way, “A lot of people think that Ole choir thinks that we are all-that, but really we’re just trying to fight against the attitude that we think we are all-that.”  She goes on to explain that trying to be nice is interpreted as being “snobby”. The animosity she blames on jealousy from those who would like to be in the group but cannot and members of the other big three groups who are envious of the choir’s special attention.  Finally, she readily admits, “There are times that Cantorei is as good as us or maybe better” and recognizes, “It’s not fair.”  The fact is, that the St. Olaf choir is an elite group that receives more fanfare than other ensembles; it is the task of its members to walk the difficult balance of pride and humility.  

According to many students, the St. Olaf Orchestra may soon have to walk the same line as it is “up and coming.”  The Orchestra is considered to be less rigorous and formal than the Choir, but more so than the Band.  It is the only ensemble of the Big Three that allows its members to study abroad during the year, but this is mostly because they tour in the fall, thus a student missing for one semester does not interfere with tour as it would in the spring.  According to students in each of the Big Three, the Orchestra is gaining more outside attention and recognition and stepping into the spotlight.  


This ensemble is the perfect example of small communities within a large one.  Multiple respondents explained that a person's community is often determined by what instrument they play.  The string players and wind players form two groups that keep more to themselves, a pattern, according to one member, that is typical of orchestras around the world.  Within the strings/winds divide, specific sections of players of the same instrument often become tight-knit groups of friends.  These groups create camaraderie, but should not create such a relaxed environment that it detracts from creating excellent music.   

The Band, however, is truly known as the most relaxed of the Big Three.  Their focus on community or family extends to an annual Christmas party where slides are shown with each member’s baby picture for the guessing pleasure of others.  As a former band member explained, “In the St. Olaf band, the first objective is to have fun.  I would say they do a good job of it, and they’re more of a family and are close-knit in that way and second in line is performance as well as they can.”  This is a trade-off Band members seemed willing to make.  A percussionist commented, “As for me I feel like I could audition into Ole choir, and I don’t know if I’d necessarily get in, but I never wanted to, cause I wanted to say in band!  Band is more fun and a lot of it is because of the people.” This sentiment sums up the position of the band in the music community.  They enjoy their music, and earn the respect of musicians in their own right, but more important is community building and simply having fun.  

The Second-Tier Groups


Cantorei, Chapel Choir, Norseman Band, and the St. Olaf Philharmonia make up the Second-Tier Groups.  This title is not a statement about the quality of people in these ensembles, rather a characterization of the roles they play in the larger music community.  These groups receive less prestige and are less close-knit than the Big Three.  


These groups could be seen metaphorically as the minor leagues of the music department, existing primarily to groom musicians for the Big Three, but that would be unfair to the large numbers of musicians who could likely make it into the Big Three, but choose to place other time priorities before music.  These students are often in ensembles as a hobby, and do not necessarily plan to pursue music after college.  This is a large number of students at St. Olaf; according to the admissions department, approximately 1000 students participate in ensembles at St. Olaf, while an average of 60 seniors graduate with a BA or BM in music each year.  Correspondingly, these groups demand less commitment from their members and as a result foster less of a sense of community.  


These ensembles are thus made up of two types of musicians, those who are content to participate in music with a smaller time commitment, and those who hope to work their way into the Big Three.  For underclassmen this is a natural place to be, climbing the ranks, but for upperclassmen who want to be in the Big Three it can be a source of animosity and jealousy.  


On the whole, members of these groups are content, but situations arise where they feel under appreciated.  A member of Cantorei spoke about speeches at Christmas Fest that make her feel excluded.  Occasionally a director from the Big Three will address all of the choirs inviting them to be part of the tradition.  To her it seems like he is saying they are allowed to be part of a “musical tradition that would have happened without (them) anyway.”   This member was frustrated that the subject was raised and commented “I didn’t realize I was out.”  The Second-Tier Groups aren’t really out, they occupy the middle ground of both prestige and community commitment. 
The Hidden Groups


The groups that are at the fringes of the music community are those that practice less often and perform less classical music.  These groups often have trouble getting the music department to support them with resources such as space and time to practice, opportunities to perform, and money to travel or go on tour, because groups that meet that traditional standard get first pick of those resources.  The following are listed on the music department’s website: Gospel Choir, Collegiate Chorale, Early Music Singers, Jazz bands, Collegium Musicum, Clarinet Choir, Flute Choir, Handbell Ensembles, Horn Club, Lyric Theater, Pep Band, Percussion Ensembles, Trombone Choir, Tuba-Euphonium Ensemble and Taiko Drumming, not to mention all of the unofficial music groups such as student bands, clubs and informal jam sessions.  


Members of these ensembles may not even consider themselves members of the music community as a whole.  Those who only practice with these ensembles once a week, have no other contact to the music community, and are not seen in the music building, are hidden from the core of the larger community. Conversely, there are students very involved in the music community who perform in Hidden Groups but also higher groups who consider these groups simply an extension of their participation.   


The other factor making these groups less visible is the non traditional music styles they perform.  One senior music major who is a part of three of these groups sees it as a form of discrimination.  He says that ensembles that perform music other than classical and romantic composers “get marginalized, because they aren’t doing the right kind of music.  People who are doing new music like the percussion ensemble, who aren’t in a big choir or a big orchestra are considered less serious… The faculty won’t take those ensembles seriously unless someone starts making a fuss about it.”  These groups are bound to be hidden if their genres are simply taken less seriously.   

Though the music community at large has little cohesion outside of the ensembles, the groups in the categories are linked by the hierarchy in which they find themselves.  The role each category fills is needed to complete the community and meet the needs of students with different interests, abilities, and levels of commitment. 
Competition and Exclusion


One thing we were curious about was the system of hierarchy in the St. Olaf music community.  We wanted to know what hierarchies exist, who is in them, and why they are that way.  We also wanted to find out whether community members think there is any competition in the music community, and whether there are some members of the community that have more prestige than others.  Along that line, we wanted to know whether some people feel excluded from the music community, who those people are, and why they are excluded.


Most of those who said they saw hierarchies in the music department said that they exist mainly in the ranking of ensembles and in degree programs. Overall, six out of fifteen respondents identified some kind of hierarchy in the music community, and two people interviewed explained the hierarchy they see in the system of majors in the music community.  Their explanations had several parallels.  One was that each person describing hierarchies placed BM music majors at the top of the hierarchy.  One respondent, Kristin, called this hierarchy a “food chain”, and listed the order of majors coming after BM as BM Education majors, BM Composition majors, BM church music majors, and listed BA majors as those at the bottom of the hierarchy.  She said that BA majors are somewhat looked down upon in the music community.  Another respondent, Amanda, said that BM majors think of themselves as better than the BA majors because the BM majors have to audition to get into their program.  She identified a hierarchy of majors almost identical to Kristin's.  


The fact that only two out of fifteen people interviewed identified hierarchies within the music community should be taken into consideration.  Perhaps there are in fact hierarchies, but they are weak, inconsistent, or only perceived by some members in the community.  


If these hierarchies in fact do exist, could there also be competition within the community?  Responses varied from one respondent who felt there is no competition in the community, although she admits she's heard of others who perceived competition, to one respondent who claimed, “There's more competition than you can shake a stick at.”  Nine out of the fifteen interviewed felt that there is some level of competition in the music community, although most felt that competition at St. Olaf is less intense than at most music schools and conservatories, and appreciated this fact.  


Most of these respondents thought that competition is most prevalent in musicians who want to get into one of the ‘big three’ ensembles, but for one reason or another are struggling to get in.  Most respondents feel that once a member gets into the ensemble, there is much less competition.  An example of this was described by a member of Ole Choir in the way that musicians are treated during callbacks for St. Olaf Choir.  She said that after tryouts, the names of people who don't make it into the group are read aloud, and “those people usually go out in tears.  The people waiting outside, friends and people waiting to go next know that if you walk out you didn't make it.”  She calls this the “walk of shame”.  It is these kinds of events that create competition and a feeling of exclusion in the music community.  One respondent felt that music majors could be very competitive with one another, but that the music community overall was not quite as competitive.  Another aspect of competition that was repeatedly identified was the rivalry between instrumentalists and vocalists.  Amanda said that the rivalry is mostly “dirty looks” and splitting off into groups when put together in social situations, but that it can be hurtful.


Most respondents felt that competition is balanced by an emphasis on community.  One respondent said that outside of soloist competitions, “people are generally supportive of one another.”  Several people pointed out that the system used by most St. Olaf ensembles for choosing members for ensembles reduces the amount of competition in the music community.  In many St. Olaf ensembles, once a musician is accepted into an ensemble, they can stay in that ensemble until he/she graduates or chooses to leave.  This reduces fear that one is constantly in danger of losing one's place in the ensemble eliminating a need for competition.  Three respondents said that this can be hurtful to the quality of music ensembles produce, because the best players don't always get into the ensembles if there is no room.  Two of the three compared this sacrifice of quality for community to the opposite priorities of a conservatory.  They both pointed out that St. Olaf is not known for the individual artists it puts into the field of professional musicians, but for its ensembles.  Conductors seem to believe that the community that is created in ensembles that keep the same members for several years is more valuable than an ensemble that has all the most talented players.


Another thing we looked at in the music community was who carried a sense of entitlement or prestige, and why.  Many respondents believed talent was a source of prestige.  One respondent said that the purpose of music groups is to make music, and the people who play better are the ones that fulfill that purpose the best, so they are respected.  He says, “There's jealousy or admiration or respect for people who do it better.... Since that's the function of the group, that's what's more important.”  Other things that respondents perceive to be a source of prestige include which ensemble one is in, how involved one is in the community, directing ensembles, composing works that are performed, being a performance major, being a music major (vs. non-majors), and knowing music community 'lingo' (theory terms or Alice Hanson quotes).  Holding leadership roles such as section leader or president/vice president in an ensemble is cited as less of a sign of prestige, although sometimes it can be.  Two people suggested that holding office positions in ensembles is less a sign of prestige than being a section leader because ultimately the conductor has the authority, not those elected to office, while being a section leader has more significance for a specific group of people (the section).  


The other thing to consider when asking about prestige in the music community is whether there are people who are excluded from some aspect of the community, and why?  Several respondents said that exclusion isn't a real issue in the music community, but there are small signs of it in the responses of others.  One respondent emphasized the aspect of personal choice: when one becomes a member of the music community, one chooses whether one's friend group will be primarily other music students, or students outside the music community.  Another respondent pointed out that knowledge about music can be a source of exclusion.  She said that some groups in the music community are more focused on the theory of music, and those groups can exclude people who haven't taken theory/composition classes.  Others also mentioned that if one is a non-music major and hasn't taken music theory classes, they can feel excluded from the conversation of music majors who like to talk about music concepts learned in music classes.  Another respondent said that being accepted into a group – particularly ensembles – can create exclusion through group boundaries.  In other words, ensemble groups form close bonds that make it difficult for members to relate to people outside of the group.  


There were some factors of hierarchy that we didn’t expect to find.  One person cited sexism as a large factor of hierarchy in the music community.  She saw sexism especially manifest in faculty and staff of the music department.  She made the observation that the department chair and a majority of conductors and professors in the music department are male, and that most of the librarians and administrative staff are female.  This reflects the traditional role of women as housekeepers and organizers in the private sphere and the role of men as decision-makers and their place within the public sphere.  She also said she perceived sexism among teachers of the same instrument and within some ensembles.  No other respondent cited sexism as playing such a large role in music community hierarchies, but the evidence given by this respondent is factual and compelling.

Some respondents said they perceived teacher favoritism as a source of hierarchy in the music community.  One told about the experiences of her friends where some non-music majors who were given recitals in the preferable Urness recital hall without fees normally charged to non-music majors.  She said that these people were what she called “favorites” of certain conductors/faculty members.  One respondent said that hierarchies within studios are mainly attributable to teacher favoritism: “If you don’t get along with the teacher, you’re not going to get the same treatment as someone who does.”  


It seems that there are many forms of hierarchy, competition, prestige and exclusion within the music community.  Skill level, membership in certain ensembles, one’s major, gender, and teacher favoritism all play some role in prestige in the minds of respondents who recognized hierarchy in the music community.  Why only some members perceive these is another question.

Building/Library

Walking into the Christiansen Hall of Music is stepping into the world of a music community member.  It is not the only place on campus where music is pondered, practiced or performed, but it is the space that all community members have in common.  The amount of time spent in this modest building is what many respondents used to measure a person’s level of involvement in the music community.  One student commented that upon seeing someone in the music building, she assumes they are a part of the music community and added, “It’s almost like the building defines you when you walk in.”  

What is it about a building that can “define you”?  From a structural functional point of view the music building serves a central function in creating the music community.  As one student simply put it, “The more time you spend with people the more opportunities you have to form close bonds with them, so the more you spend in the music building, the more likely you are to form close bonds [with people in the music community].”   Having a common space facilitates shared time which in turn promotes bonding as a community. 
What make this function possible are both the symbolic and concrete structures of the building.  Made up of winding dark hallways with mostly closed doors that lead to well lit rooms, it is a horseshoe shaped building with two main floors and a dark basement used for storage and practicing.   Inside are three large rooms for rehearsal of large groups, a recital hall, classrooms, offices for faculty use and giving lessons, many small practice rooms and the Halvorson Music Library.  Each of these places serves a function and is often associated with specific individuals.  A formal example of this structural function are the faculty offices that are the domain of a given faculty member where the social norms enforced by that instructor apply.  
There are corners of the music building, however, that are the informal domain of music community members.  One student observed that a specific cluster of couches and computers located on the second level near classrooms is where the sophomore music majors spend their time.  It is there that they endure the hardest year in their music career, commiserate about music history assignments and give each other moral support.  Similarly, Mark, a senior brass player, reminisced about his first two years when those who played his instrument laid claim to the couches outside their instructor’s office where they could leave their “junk” and meet to “talk shop”.   


These claimed territories might be likened to rooms in a home, where common rooms exist, but a bedroom or a study is understood to belong to a particular person.  In fact, comparing the music building to a home is not an original idea at all.  Most respondents used language that likened the building to home and even St. Olaf’s on-line virtual tour refers to the music building as, “a second home to students who choose to major in music or complete the Bachelor of Music program.”  Perhaps a “second” home is even an understatement if we believe one student who said, “There are definitely people, I think I’m one of them, who are pretty much centered in the music building, and spend more time there than in their dorm room”  It seems students make themselves at home wherever they spend the majority of their time. 
One place to observe music students at home is in the balcony of Urness Recital Hall.  Though it is unofficial, this seating is almost always full of music students and has a different set of etiquette rules attached.  It is more than fair to read homework during a peer’s recital, not unusual to put one’s feet on the chair in front of you, and not unheard of to throw small objects or compete with each other to get in the last clap at the end of an applause.  When asked how he felt about this unorthodox behavior during his senior recital, Mark simply said, “They are at home.  That’s what you do when you are at home.”  

On the other hand, home is not always a comfortable place to be, especially if we feel we have no choice in being there.  Some respondents are frustrated that they have to spend so much time in the music building and feel trapped, but are also grateful for the close personal bonds it offers. A senior BM music major poignantly expresses here some sources of feeling trapped in the music building.

"I feel like the music department creates so much stress that is completely unnecessary… Maybe it's because you have so many classes in your major or because it's in the same building with the same people all the time.  It feels like other majors can go to class and then go some place else and do your work and you're kind of distanced from those projects, and you can have a little more perspective.  But when you have to be in the building to do not only the classes but also the ensembles and a lot of your homework and your practicing, especially sophomore year you practically never leave that building.  It just gets to be so intense, it's really unhealthy.  It's not unusual to see people just crying in the hallways.  That shouldn't happen, you know.  Your major shouldn't make you that unhappy.”  

In the above example the function of the building is no longer community building, but burning its members out.  A single location concentrates the stress of those heavily involved in the music community to the point that they may no longer want to be part of that community.  


Alternatively, a junior BA music major sees the same problem of abundant time in the music building at looks at it this way, “Are you going to hate all the people that you have to be around 24 hours a day?  Of course not, so you have to kind of say ‘this is my situation, so I guess I’ll make friends’.”   This sounds like you just make due, but there is a strong sense of comradeship in the music building, one that allows music community members to push through the stressful times and celebrate the music that unites them.

Regardless of if they want to be there or not, most music students feel they are entitled to think of and act as if the music building is theirs.  Students claim their territory by their behavior which is more relaxed and louder than would be acceptable for an outsider, as evidenced by descriptions of the library below.  This attitude can be explained by the following two theories.

According to Rattner, Yagil, and Sherman-Segal the students are likely willing to violate these social laws and taboos because they claim the music building as their territory.  In a much wider context we see the same concept in Israel. The authors explain in their article “The Sense of Entitlement to Violate the Law” that Israeli settlers who feel they have a claim to the occupied land on which they live may directly disobey a law by refusing to move off of that land (Rattner et. al.  2003: 547).  The music library and its loud inhabitants are clearly a far cry from Israeli settlers, but the same concept applies.  These students feel that the library is their territory, thus they insist that they have a right to break the rules or even disrespect others who enter their territory.    

Goffman offers the second explanation for this relaxed behavior in the library.  Perhaps being loud is not out of a sense of entitlement, but just out of comfort instead.  Goffman created a dramaturgical model that suggests everyone performs for others, particularly in settings where we are uncomfortable.  We cannot let down our guards and fear judgment on the front-stage.  However, on the backstage, in situations and with people who make us feel comfortable, we are able to let down our guards and behave as we would, especially in this case, as we would at home.


The stories about the music library are boundless, and because the behavior in this library is so unorthodox it is important to understand the atmosphere there.  One senior said he calls the music library the “little kids library” while Rolvaag, St. Olaf’s main library, is the “big kids library.”  Here, Amanda, a member of the St. Olaf Choir, characterizes a typical afternoon:

“It is the loudest library in the entire world… People go so crazy in there! They’re doing their Alice paper, they’re doing their Theory IV assignment.  Then there is all the comp majors writing on their Macs, on their little Sibelius [composition program] and they’re writing like four operas at once, and they’re working on a song cycle for [an Ole choir Bass] to do at his senior recital, then [the ‘princess’ of Ole Choir] will be like ‘You should write a song cycle for me!’  So, it’s really just out of control and meanwhile the music ed majors are writing annotations on a stack like yea big of like Dalcroze and Kodaly, these methods that you can teach in the elementary school, and everyone’s complaining about [the same unpopular professor] and then someone’s like (yelled) ‘Hey do you have that CD from Alice [music history]’ ‘No, but I think so-and-so has it’ And so it’s not a quiet library.  And then sometimes people that aren’t music people, or even sometimes people who are will be like, ‘Hey, can you keep it down?’  And I’ll be like ‘NO!, Go to the other library!’

Thus, obviously, it is a place of community and even generates folklore of its own including the one about the students who hid at closing time and spent the night in the music building.  These stories bond the community outside of the library as do the relationships formed in it.  One student explained, "I'm not as hard-core about my social life being all music people, though I do spend a lot of time in the Music Library.  That is the main 'social center'.  If I don't have someone to go to dinner with, I'll just stop by the Music Library and I figure I'll run into somebody.  There's always people there and I know them."


Not everyone, however, is pleased with the character of the music library, including the librarians who have posted creative signs reminding students to be quiet displaying slogans like, “p (piano) is our f (forte).”   They seem to have had little effect as evidenced by Amanda’s joking comment that she thinks they are “dumb” and only make her want to be louder.  

Mark, while he concedes he does not whisper every time he’s in the library either, is critical of the attitude in the music library.  Here he touches on the aforementioned sense of entitlement, which he accredits both to feeling at home and a sort of self-importance.  

 “There is a troubling sometimes sense of a sort of entitlement that probably also comes with this like, ‘I’m at home and I can do anything that I want and I’m a music major.’ And personally I’ve noticed that members of the St. Olaf choir, when they become members all of a sudden talk really loud in the library.  It’s ridiculous!... That feels to me like we are too comfortable, there’s something about the level of comfort there.  But more than that it’s, ‘I’m a member of St. Olaf Choir’ or ‘I’m something where I’m entitled to not having to respect everyone else because I’m above that.” 

Mark seems to think that both theories from above apply to the music community.  Unorthodox behavior in the balcony during his recital he attributed to simply feeling at home, or as Goffman would explain these students are able to relax on the backstage.  Loud Choir members in the library, however, feel they can break the social rules because they see that room as their territory.  Mark interprets this behavior as a sense of entitlement, one that he considers disrespectful.  

  
Undeniably, the music building is the home of the music community, including all of the advantages and disadvantages that brings.  It is there that community members work and play and literally share common ground.  The building is what all have in common and the place that fosters relationships that go beyond its walls.  

Traditions and Rituals


According to Kathleen Manning (2000:4-6), rituals and traditions are an important part of life on college campuses, and St. Olaf is no exception to this rule.  Manning mentions specific rituals we can identify in the St. Olaf music community.  It’s important for us to will look at these rituals in order to understand their purpose and the (often subconscious) intent of their practitioners, the music community members.  


One of the first types of rituals one experiences when one becomes part of the music community is the ritual of incorporation.  According to Manning, rituals of incorporation are meant to build community and welcome new members into a community.  Rituals of incorporation as practiced in the St. Olaf music community typically take place shortly after the start of the school year.  The intent is to incorporate new members accepted into the ensembles that year.  One ritual of incorporation mentioned repeatedly by respondents was tour.  Most ensembles go on tour, but at different times of the school year.  For the Ole Orchestra, tour seems to be more of a “getting to know one another” event than in other ensembles because their tour takes place in the fall, whereas other groups go on tour later in the year.  One orchestra member said that while on tour, new members have to write and act out short skits, are assigned roles as “slaves” and have assigned returning members who are their “masters”, and are also assigned a “secret orchie”, which works the same way as a “secret santa” and leaves the new member gifts.  When asked what purpose these traditions served, the respondent said they are all ways of “welcoming in” the new members.  Another respondent who played in the Ole Band felt that the band picnic was an important event for new members.  She said that the band has a band picnic each year shortly after the semester starts.  During the picnics, the conductor usually makes a speech, saying, “This is an environment for making music.  Everyone who is in this band deserves to be in this band.”  Then each member introduces himself/herself.  The timing of the picnic, the conductor’s emphasis on community, and the rituals of introduction all help to establish the emphasis on community that respondents said is characteristic of the band.


Manning also says that rituals of incorporation serve as a transition for members of one community when they leave their common community and enter another, separate community.  This ritual serves as a kind of “ceremonial bridge” between two communities when one is a member of both.  A very telling ritual that fits this description is the sharing of meals after rehearsals – in fact Manning comments that rituals of incorporation often include the sharing of meals (2000:6).  As one respondent commented, “The fact that orchestra rehearsals go right into dinner is a big community-builder because everyone goes to dinner together afterwards.”  A good point was made when this person pointed out that only the “big three” ensembles rehearsed right before dinner, setting them up for ritual meals together, while the other ensembles usually rehearse at other times during the day that don't allow for this ritual. These post-rehearsal meals serve as another community builder, and also as a way to help ease ensemble members between their roles in the ensemble during rehearsal into their role in the music community or the St. Olaf community after rehearsal.  


Another type of ritual key in higher education settings and definitely present in the St. Olaf music community, is the ritual of reification.  Rituals of reification serve to ensure members that their choices and sacrifices made in order to become part of that community are of value.  A prominent ritual of reification in the music community is devotions, which take place before ensemble performances.  A typical devotion consists of a student giving an account of their experiences in the community, the pros and cons of that experience, and a suggestion of things other members should think about during the concert or in the future.  It also includes a reflection from the conductor and a short moment of personal reflection.  These devotions recognize the sacrifices students often make to be members of the music community, and assure members that these sacrifices are worthwhile trade-offs for the tightly knit community one becomes a part of and for the great music that is made.  One respondent said he was surprised as a freshman that in the band and orchestra, the devotionals were seldom focused on religious themes, and instead focused more on “some sort of pep related to the concert.”  This is further proof that devotionals in the music community don’t serve the traditional purpose of promoting religious meaning.  Instead, they help define the members’ understanding of the music ensembles, and reinforce their importance in members’ lives. 

A third type of ritual utilized by the music community is the ritual of revitalization.  Manning says that this type of ritual is used to “inject a renewal of commitment into the motivations and values of the ritual participants.”(2000:5) She says that meetings, rehearsals, and announcements all fit the bill, because they “set a tone, establish expectations, and, in the context of rehearsal, serve as another opportunity for the students to hear the founding beliefs, assumptions, and values.”  Most of the time these rituals happen at the beginning of the school year, to establish expectations that will need to be met throughout the rest of the year.  Although some aspects of devotions would qualify as revitalization, even such regular practices as ensemble rehearsals (which happen 1-5 times a week) serve to renew students’ commitment to the community, and announcements made during rehearsals can emphasize the values and assumptions common to each ensemble.  


One interesting and somewhat secretive type of ritual often used in the music community is the ritual of resistance.  Manning says, “Students, in particular, often dispute the cultural meanings embodied in rituals.  They can, at times, create their own rituals, separate from the administratively sanctioned rituals of campus life.”(2000:5) Rituals of resistance often arise during tour, when ensemble members spend more time together than usual.  One student said that during tour, students in her ensemble practice rituals like “Dr. A appreciation night” (Dr. A is the conductor of her ensemble)  - when students grow moustaches to wear the first half of the show and shave them off at intermission, stuff your bra night, wink at Dr. A night, naked night (in which girls would wear nothing underneath their robes), and sometimes members would pass things along the rows of performers during concerts (i.e. action figures).  Obviously, these rituals are initiated by students, without the knowledge or approval of those 'in authority'.    


Early morning softball is a ritual that almost all respondents mentioned when asked about traditions in the music community.  Members of the St. Olaf Choir, Orchestra, and Band get up at 6:30 in the morning on Tuesdays and Thursdays in the spring semester to play softball against each other.  After playing, they go to the cafeteria together and eat breakfast while sitting in tables divided by ensembles.  Many sited this practice as a community builder, a source of loyalty to one's ensemble, and a source of rivalry between the three ensembles.  Early morning softball seems to act as a ritual that fits into all four categories - it incorporates all members of the participating ensembles, it makes members feel that their sacrifices are of value because they get to be part of this community and this exciting event, it reinforces motivations and values, and it is carried out mainly through the direction of students, with little intervention from faculty or staff. 


What purpose do all these rituals serve?  Manning says that rituals help “people build, learn, and transform culture in ways that create meaning and give definition to their existence.”(2000:2) Respondents all seemed to be in agreement that community building is the aim of rituals in the music community.  Perhaps these two views are in fact the same thing – one needs to build, learn, and transform a culture in order to build a community.  


An interesting point about music community rituals is that most of them take place within ensembles, or somehow separate the ensembles (as in baseball) reinforcing the idea that the music community is not one large community, but rather a collection of many smaller communities, specifically the ensembles.  One respondent felt that this was a negative result, saying that it fosters exclusivity – “The function is to get people to know each other personally so that they play better together... but it's also definitely a source to exclude people.”  She said that it would be difficult to have a department function because there are just too many people to have an event that would include all of them, but that having rituals that only include members of one ensemble can be exclusive.  Another respondent echoed this sentiment, saying, “the ensembles get tight...but where there isn't tradition and ritual is within the music community as a whole, so you don't feel the connection.” 

The music community also seems to have a few, overarching traditions that aren't performed as rituals but instead become standards for the whole music department and community members who inherit them.  Two of these intertwined traditions are the traditional standards of classical music and creating a conservatory setting.  At least three respondents identified these traditions in the music community.  They recognized that the reason for this is that in professional music, one needs to be able to perform classical music well in order to be successful, but there are downsides to this tradition as well.  The tradition of making classical music in a conservatory-like setting is important in defining whose music is more valued by the music community.  A standard of classical music means that student composers who want to compose new kinds of music or ensembles that want to perform non-classical kinds of music are not easily accepted into the music community.  One respondent said that the music department’s attitude is: 


Some of it is just that they feel like that's not what the department is for, like ‘We train people to do classical music. If you want to do other things, that's great, but it's not what we're offering.’ I feel like they should do a better job of taking those things seriously.  Most colleges have caught up and said 'Ok, we'll take those things seriously.' but St. Olaf still seems to be working on that.  

Another respondent pointed out that the conservatory tradition also could be responsible for the impersonal nature of relationships between music students and music faculty.  He said that with a conservatory ideology comes a level of professionalism, i.e. students often refer to each other as ‘colleagues’.  This professionalism has the affect of creating barriers between people and creating a more impersonal community.  


Religious music is another tradition practiced by the St. Olaf music community, more so in the choirs than in the instrumental groups.  One respondent commented that, “On a scale of religiousness, choir is the most, and then band and then orchestra the least.”  Another respondent said that worship is the focus of the music she made, that worship is “what we're doing this for, worshiping God and edifying other people here”.  She recognized that some people didn't see the religious side of the music but focused on the musical side and could appreciate that without needing to understand or believe in the lyrics.  A third respondent felt that the religious side of certain types of music does negatively affect some people in the music community.  This person said that some people have even left ensembles because of the religious nature of the repertoire.  A fourth respondent said that she prefers performing choral music to her string instrument, but that the religious nature of the music sung in her choir has kept her from wanting to be more involved in the choral community.  She said, “I know I’ve been told several times in choir, ‘Even if you are not a Christian, sing it like you are.’ ‘Even if you don’t believe this, sing it like you believe it.”  This religious aspect of St. Olaf’s choral music is obviously appreciated by some and the source of frustration for others.

Overall there are many perceptions about the traditions and rituals practiced by the music community.  Each should be taken with a grain of salt, but should also be seriously considered against the background of the whole compilation of ideas we found when investigating the music community.  Katherine Manning’s (2000) ideas about rituals and their functions can be a useful tool in interpreting different rituals in the music community.  Incorporation, reification, revitalization, and resistance are all played out by members of the community through rituals in order to build, define, and redefine the culture of the music community.  These rituals give important meaning to members and help them find and recognize rewards for the sacrifices they make in order to be members of the community.  Overarching traditions of the conservatory setting, classical music and religious music serve equally important roles in the music community.  These traditions help create a more serious, professional community with an emphasis on worship (within choirs) that is important for some members, while others find them too limiting.  It’s important to understand these rituals and traditions in order to understand the St. Olaf music community, because they play an important role in building and defining the culture and community we are trying to understand.

Social Groups Social Time


A majority of those interviewed expressed in some form the music community, which revolves around the music department at St. Olaf.  The epicenter of this community is the music building.  This is where the fragmented groups of the music department overlap.  The music building is a central place for the social groups and social support systems that form.  Within the music building comes a major part of the social support structure.  Those within the music department share and overcome common obstacles.  As one sophomore music major said:

I think that another thing that really strengthens the bonds of the music community is overcoming common obstacles [i.e. Music History class] struggling through that together and studying together and then overcoming it really brings music majors together in another way.  I think that’s another way that the music majors are separated from the members of the ensemble who are not music majors because they’ve overcome this obstacle of common hardship.

Blandford and Duarte (2004) drew similar conclusions in their research on music centers.  They said that making music creates community, specifically by building trust, social bonding, and social skills.  Respondents that we interviewed echoed this sentiment.  One respondent said she identifies herself as a ‘musician’ and ‘violist’, so she spends a lot of time at the music building in classes, practicing, concerts over the weekends, parties after concerts.  She adds, “those kind of all contribute to the music major cult-ish association where we all hang out with each other.” 
 
The more time people spend together in small groups within the music community, the stronger the bonds between members of those groups.  This does not create a general music community, but many smaller communities.  As Jenny articulates some of the bonds of music majors: 

[You] develop bonds with people you take classes with freshman/sophomore years.  [Its similar to] science kids who take organic chemistry together.  Especially if you’re an Ed major or a performance major – you have to be in the music building all the time, so are you going to hate all the people that you have to be around 24 hours a day?  Of course not, so you have to kind of say ‘this is my situation, so I guess I’ll make friends.’ There are exceptions…

If we think about this from a symbolic interactionist point of view, those within the broader music community respond to different sets of symbols thereby creating norms within smaller subgroups.  For example, ensembles may have a protocol that is peculiar to their group.  As explained by Brewer and Hewston (2004), these smaller subgroups give the individual a sense of self because of their membership in the group - the individuals that make up the group create a group identity.  Jenny, however, explains that there are exceptions.  Not everyone in the music community derives their identity from their participation in music at St. Olaf.  Mark prided himself on his connection to individuals outside the music community rather than focusing on his place within the music community.  In fact throughout our interviews respondents tried to distance themselves from the music community somewhat even though they may have referred to themselves as diehard music community members.  As one respondent said, “don’t get me wrong, I have a lot of friends outside the music department even though I’m with music people all the time.”  Most respondents were reluctant to define themselves as a member of the music community because of the perceived stereotype of the cult-like music department.  Another reason for possible distancing from the music department may be the fact that St. Olaf is a liberal arts college.  People active in the music community may shy away from defining themselves in one department, when the goal of being a liberal arts student is to be adept in many fields.  If many people at a liberal arts school have multiple fields of expertise it seems natural for music students to create their identity through a wide range of academic areas. 


Overall, the small subgroups within the music community foster strong bonds between individuals in those groups.  Music students overcome common obstacles, and this brings them closer together.  Despite these supportive structures, some students distance themselves from the music community, making their membership in the music community one of many facets of their identity.  Students in the music community have a choice: they can either build their identities around the music community, or the music community can be a part of their identity.

Conclusion

As we have explained, our first perception was of one cohesive community of students involved in music at St. Olaf.  From the perspective of the students we interviewed, however, there is simply a collection of smaller communities found primarily in the ensembles.  From their viewpoint, immersed in the ensembles, there is little connection between the groups.  However, we found that the groups are connected by their common location, common rituals and traditions, common experiences in music classes (for those in the major) and in relationships, even distant ones, with others.  


The most obvious commonality of all the smaller groups is their shared space in the music building.  This building sets them apart from the rest of campus.  They may be diverse within the building, but they are there together.  They share a common home.  Though most rituals exist within specific ensembles, these behaviors do follow similar patterns, and some incorporate several groups.  Additionally, over arching traditions apply to the whole music community and serve as points of connection.  The sub-communities within the music community create strong social networks.  Even if students are not in the same groups they most often know of those in other music related subgroups.  Many students complain that rumors fly in the music community, evidence that these social networks are alive and well, the music building is a haven for gossip.  


Overall, students we interviewed had different ideas of whom and what groups make up the music community.  We found patterns within these responses, but there is no definitive answer to our question, “What is the music community?”  Each individual has a perception of the music community that equates their definition.  Thus, this is a collection of definitions based on diverse perceptions.  

Suggestions for use of our research:


This research is simply a glimpse of the music community at St. Olaf that has many more facets that we explored.  Further research could include interviews and focus groups with faculty and staff in the music community in order to produce a more comprehensive study.  Conversely, it would be worthwhile to choose one of the smaller communities and study it in depth using the same categories of study used in this paper.  Finally, this study has a broad focus that allowed us to characterize a diverse community; it would thus be a good model to study similarly diverse communities.  
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