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Abstract 
 
Elder Music, Instrumental Music Performance and Affirmative Aging is a Practice-led 

research project in Community Music performance.  A phenomenological, auto-

ethnographic critique of lived musical experience by a senior, former professional 

musician returning to an accomplished instrumental music performance practice after a 

playing hiatus of twenty-four years. Research that arose in response to this personal 

aesthetic process resulted in a performance-led community music investigation, 

detailing the journey of a musician returning to active performance, without claiming to 

be either unique or typical. It is both a chronicle articulating the incidence and benefice 

of later life music making and a report on how this experiential and artistic process 

involves many mature musicians. Qualitative artistic research revealing a context to the 

breadth of active involvement and commitment of older musicians, who are not only 

quantitatively significant and noteworthy in their numbers and musical influence, but in 

also reflecting the positive benefits of community music making within our society in 

promoting personal and collective wellness, vitality and social bonding through 

collegial expressions of abstract musical truth and beauty. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  



iv
5 

	

CONTENTS 

Introduction 1 

Chapter 1: Elder Music: who, what, where, how, when 5 

Project Methodology 6 

Scope and Limitations 7 

Summary and Context Scan 8 

Chapter 2: Elders and Music – Overview 10 

Music and Consciousness 14 

Music and Affirmative Ageing 20 

Benefits and Influence in Society 26 

Chapter 3: Getting back in to music 28 

Symphony in a Day Project 29 

Tuba Singularity 36 

Second Wind 37 

Community Music Ensembles 41 

A Reasoned Perspective 52 

Chapter 4: Journey 56 

Chapter 5: Conclusion 65 

 
References                    73



 
	

1	

Introduction 
 
  

The genesis of the research topic Elder Music, Instrumental Music Performance	and 

Affirmative Aging grew out of my return to music performance following an extended 

break. I surprised myself in June 2013 at the age of sixty-five by resuming tuba 

orchestral performance and closing a twenty-four-year absence from classical music. I 

had made a clean break in 1989 away from conventional music making and an eighteen- 

year career as a freelance orchestral performer and university educator. This migration 

away from both professional music and my homeland of America came in the form of a 

visit to Australia in 1988 to find and obtain a didjeridu. This seemingly simple three-

week quest to Australia evolved into an unintended three-month Orphic adventure that 

resulted in my being gifted a didjeridu in Arnhem Land NT (Harvey & Wasinger, 1990). 

A surprising, direct, and unmediated encounter with Australian aboriginal culture that 

took me deeply into traditionally based relationships and indigenous agendas provoking 

an evolution in my life and career (Harvey, 1995). 

 
 
Today, a quarter of a century later, complete with many more adventures, numerous 

creative ventures, an Australian family and dual-citizenship I have experienced yet 

another unexpected creative shift; bringing me back once again into performing 

classical music. Proceeding from a singular orchestral opportunity I instinctually 

evolved into an active music performer within two years. This community-based, tuba 

performance practice includes membership with several community instrumental 

ensembles as well as advanced tuba post-graduate study at Griffith University 

Queensland Conservatorium producing recitals, conference and seminar presentations 

as part of this research initiative exploring questions of Elder Music. 
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This later life musical journey came with a realization that I would probably not be 

alone in embracing a musical performance practice later in life. Research questions 

arose as to what is the prevalence of such activity within an apparently aging 

population? What are elder musicians? Could this term “Elder Music” point towards a 

possible growing trend within an aging “baby boomer’ generation, consisting of mature 

adult musicians either continuing, returning to, or taking up an instrumental music 

practice later in life and performing within their local communities. We might also 

explore my own experiences as an active older musician, within the larger community, 

attending to what insights are generated and how they apply to the concept of music as 

being basic to personal, cultural and social wellness. 

 
 
This renewal of classical instrumental musical performance has been personally 

rewarding and joyful in my experience. The musical expression not only gets better but 

I also perceive myself becoming a better musician, even as I grow older physically. 

Indeed, performing on the tuba for the past three years at an accomplished level has 

been accompanied by my vigorous good health and abundant energy. This being all the 

more obvious to me, as six years ago I contracted double pneumonia in what became a 

serious work-related illness resulting from my spending too many hours inside an air-

conditioned inflatable Full Dome Theatre working on a “time is money” digital 

projection project. I was seriously sick for six months and it took a further 18 months to 

recover my basic physical energy and mental focus, with yet another year of still feeling 

occasionally wobbly. 		

	
	
Since returning to the tuba in 2013 I have not had any cold or flu or other health issue 

and am experiencing greater vitality than I can remember in decades. Certainly, as in 

typical music therapy exercises prescribed for older people, I have plenty of ongoing 
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exercise hauling a contrabass tuba around and am obviously moving extreme amounts 

of air through my body and the horn. Indeed, listening to a recording of a recent concert 

of an hour and ten minutes of music, with the Queensland Wind Orchestra where I am 

principal tuba, I became aware of the sheer physical intensity and mental focus required 

to be performing such music at an advanced level. Indeed, a good rehearsal and 

certainly concert performances enhance my vitality, leaving me in an expanded state of 

physical and mental energy for hours (which helps with the usual 1-2+ hours’ drive 

home late at night). My doctor tells me with pleasure that I am in the rude good health 

of someone half my actual age. 

 
 
However, I also know, without any personal doubt, that fundamental to my renewed 

well-being is the inspiration and gratification I am enjoying from producing expressive 

bass sounds in support of my musical associates along with the appreciation and 

satisfaction that our performances produce. Music performance practice, even a limited 

one, supports over all well being, self-esteem and group trust (Kokotsaki & Hallam, 

2007). It has also been observed that musical performance animates improved mental 

and physical health within the communities (Dillon, 2006). 

 
 
It has become my opinion that deeper motivations and ideals also come into play for me 

psychologically. We are living in a transitional time of accelerating change, unimagined 

opportunities and extraordinary challenges. Conflicting expert opinions and ambiguous 

leadership on crucial issues relevant to environmental and social challenges, weaken 

community confidence and progressive vision. The performance of music has become, 

for me, a radical response to a perception of collective uncertainty through actively 

generating positive musical input into my own life and by extension my community. I 

believe that as singular people, who are also social creatures, we need beauty and 
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sources of awe to live with dignity grow and thrive (Trungpa, 2015). Making music, 

creating profound sounds and projecting that ephemeral signal into our world can 

become a radical act helping to defuse confusion and tension. Music reveals and defines 

a metaphysical space, through which feelings and intuitions come forth, evoking 

psychological attitudes required to dream the possible and the energy to see it through to 

completion. 

 
Music has always been a matter of Energy to me, a question of Fuel. 

Sentimental people call it Inspiration, but what they really mean is Fuel. I have 

always needed Fuel. I am a serious consumer. On some nights I still believe that 

a car with the gas needle on empty can run about fifty more miles if you have 

the right music very loud on the radio. (Thompson, p. 342). 

 

Music can provide hope and inspiration to aspire to the improbable and the desirable. I 

absorbed this truth deeply in my time with indigenous people in North America, 

Arnhem Land and Central Australia. This was how the elders taught, by example, by 

utilizing music, visual art and dance in relating their culture and traditions to their 

people. So that collectively the community might all go forward with renewed wisdom, 

hope and vision to engage with their tomorrows. I feel there is much to learn from such 

traditional methodologies in applying our music practice as contributions to community 

wellness. 
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Chapter 1 
 
Elder Music: who, what, where, how, when 

 
 
Exploring these personal concepts through my own return to active classical music 

performance led me to a conception of an elder musician as being someone with mature 

life experience who, while accomplished in their lived experience still persisted with 

musical performance activity. Regardless of whether they were retired from work life, 

or remained active in career and other activities, these ‘elder musicians’ would be 

expressing themselves by performing within a musical ensemble in their community 

(Coffman, 2006). 

 
 
As I progressed, further research questions naturally came to light: How do we find 

Elder Musicians? Where are the community musical organizations they perform in? Is 

this musical cohort growing within an aging population? Why do these Elder Musicians 

continue to play music? What benefits do they and their community experience from 

their musical activity? What challenges do they experience in continuing to make 

music? How do issues of ensemble access, travel, affordability, instruments and repairs 

or physical challenges and family support affect the activities of these Elder Musicians? 

Does instrumental music performance support affirmative aging and if so how? What 

scientific evidence exists concerning the benefits and challenges of making music into 

later life (Menec, 2002)? These questions initiated a process of investigation supporting 

my renewed desire to perform music at an accomplished level that was leading me into 

my own active community music participation as a topic for research. 
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Project Overview and Methodology 
 

As a performance-led higher degree instrumental music research initiative Elder Music 

has first and foremost became an auto-ethnographic study of my own musical process, 

personal reflections and progress as a senior musician returning to active classical 

instrumental study and public performance. This qualitative research was conducted 

through active journaling, audio recordings and archive of musical programs and 

written work as an analysis of my private tuba study, solo recitals and membership in 

several community musical ensembles and subsequent concert performances, including 

my active participation and papers presented at conference and seminars held at the 

Queensland Conservatorium Research Centre (QCRC). 

 
An examination of recent quantitative arts council studies and performance initiatives in 

Australia and elsewhere assisted in our appreciation of this cultural space. 

 

1 – An analysis of recent detailed research data published by the Australia Council for 

the Arts (2014) of current overall arts participation in Australia confirmed our initial 

assumptions concerning the participation of ‘elder musicians’ in community music. 

Focusing upon age distribution, there is an observed increase in instrumental music 

involvement by adults. Evaluation of this data reveals that music participation for all 

age groups has grown between 2008 - 2013, with the largest increases in the over 

thirty-five cohort extending through to senior players sixty-five years and older. 

 
2 – A detailed evaluation of unique statistical information (2012-15) supplied by the 

Melbourne Symphony Orchestra of the adult participation and the community music 

ensemble membership of the musicians accepted for the Symphony in a Day project. 

Comparison of this data to the Australia Council survey cited above shows a similar 

age distribution, with older musicians being very active in this space. 
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3 - A narrative review and topical evaluation of relevant international research 

publications, scientific studies and reports regarding the neurological, physiological 

and psychological benefits of personal music performance in later life. Relatively 

objective data of a subjective topic, that helps to benchmark the effectiveness 

observed in musical experiences in leading to multiple benefits for all age groups, 

with particular interest in older musicians. 

 
 
4 - Theorizing upon my ongoing experience and insights, as a returning senior 

musician, in regards to the concept, nature and traditional role of the elder musician in 

classical musical performance. Seen as a novel opportunity this philosophical narrative 

presents a mature appreciation and critical awareness of an under studied phenomena 

of ‘elder music’ performance that offers significance for both individual and collective 

wellbeing in our societies. 

 
 
Scope and Limitations 

 

The nature of this thesis and investigation of Elder Music is both opportunistic and 

relevant to an intuitive process of discovery concerning the appropriateness, benefit and 

extend that senior musicians can and do participate in active musical performance in 

Australia. It arises and evolves from a personal musical quest that I have undertaken in 

the middle of my sixth decade in seeking to perform music at an accomplished level and 

to discover the context, involvement and potential of older musicians participating in 

classical community music production. This study is not concerned with the many 

senior professional performing musicians and teachers working in orchestras, chamber 

music and universities here in Australia and throughout the world, or their already 

strongly felt influence within many institutions. This research is limited to classical 

instrumental performance and does not concern itself with the growing trend of adult
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choral and vocal ensembles, or the incidence of mature musical performance in other 

styles of music such as jazz, blues, folk and rock. Once one has become aware of elder 

musicians they appear to pop up everywhere. It appears that there are many questions 

and other areas of application for further research into Elder Music and its benefits that 

can potentially be explored by other researchers who may become observant and 

interested in this apparent growing trend within our aging population. 

 
 
Finally, Elder Music is not Music Therapy. There is nothing to fix, instead there is a 

harvest. Elder Music identifies a self-selecting, artistic, community music activity that 

has cognitive, social, physiological and psychological benefits by its very essence and 

nature. It is about the meaningful enjoyment of music performance and the active 

production of informed sounds in collaboration with others as an expressive social 

activity, which produces and supports enhanced wellbeing within the individual and 

their community. 

 
 
Summary 

 
 
Elder Music, Instrumental Music and Affirmative Ageing arises primarily from personal 

observations regarding my own return to active musical performance, following a 

twenty-four-year break from classical music. This novel, personally significant 

phenomenological event constitutes my own Black Swan, which has been described by 

Nassim Taleb (2007) as being “the impact of the highly improbable”. With the 

appearance of the illusive Black Swan comes a realization that there must be more to be 

discovered and appreciated. In retrospect, it seems obvious that there are many 

individuals making music in later life. Musicians, who in naturally maintaining their 

artistic performance practice, are contributing to an overall condition of wellbeing for 
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themselves and their communities. The efficacy of their practice is supported by 

neuroscience and psychology, their longevity is well known and they are growing in 

their numbers within an aging population. The intention of this dissertation is to shine a 

personal light upon mature musical expression and to potentially encourage further 

investigation into this previously little recognized arts practice. Hopefully encouraging 

others who may wish to follow in their own musical performance practice and those 

interested in conducting further research into a growing area of community music. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Elders and Music – Overview 
 
In May 2014 The Australia Council for the Arts released its report Arts in Daily Life: 

Australian Participation in the Arts (Australia Council, 2014). A report and analysis 

prepared for the Australia Council by market research company, Instinct and Reason, 

presenting independent research conducted in 2009 and 2013. This was a national 

survey of public attitudes and behavioral trends in Australian arts. These surveys sought 

to quantify how Australians participate in the arts today by providing evidence based 

data to guide and support a national conversation about arts and culture in Australia. 

The report offers a comparison of progressively shifting attitudes and behavioral trends 

within Australian society by benchmarking the 2013 findings against data gathered in 

an original 2009 study. 

 
  
 
This comprehensive survey covered all major artistic expressions: visual arts, crafts, 

theatre, dance, literature and music in measuring participation, preferences and patterns 

of both practitioners and audiences. The results were impressive in showing strong 

support for the arts and its perceived value in Australian society; combined with 

significant increases being noted in overall audience attendance and art creation in the 

five-year comparison. From this study, we learn such details as an estimate that 

Australian orchestras, opera companies and choirs attracted almost 2 million 

attendances in 2013. 

The biggest increases are in how many Australians create art themselves, up 

from 41 percent in 2009 to 48 percent in 2013… while around seven in 10 

Australians attended the arts in 2013 … with one in five making music ... 

Australians are becoming more positive about the arts and the role of the arts in 



 
	

11	

their lives. Almost nine in 10 agree that the arts make life richer and more 

meaningful – up from seven in ten in 1999. Over half of people think that the 

arts have a big impact on our health and wellbeing, and that the arts can help us 

deal with negative emotional experiences like stress, anxiety or depression… 

The arts are also important for our creativity. Around six in 10 people think that 

the arts have a big impact on our creative thinking and help us to develop new 

ideas. They are also an important way of expressing ourselves. 

(Australia Council, 2014). 
 
 

In 2013, fourteen percent of Australians were playing a musical instrument on average 

every 4 to 5 days a week (seventy to ninety days a year), which was a three-percentage 

point increase from 2009. While in the same year (2013) thirty two percent of 15–24 

year olds reported making music, while people aged 35–64 had increased their music 

participation, the most of any age group, from eleven percent in 2009 to eighteen 

percent in 2013. 

 
 
In the research other notable findings were also made. Artists, of all kinds, tend to be 

older than the general workforce (Australia Council, 2010). The median age of artists is 

around 47 years and 20 percent of people working in artist occupations are 55 years old 

and over, 5 percent greater when compared to the 15 percent work participation found in 

the overall Australian working population (Australian Government Census, 2013). Paid 

or volunteer, the arts therefore reflect Australian government social aims of greater 

workforce participation in later life. More importantly these statistics reveal benefits of 

increased personal longevity, accompanied by wellness and creative vitality with 

participation in the arts. In the Arts Career Research Study (Australia Council, 2010) it 

was noted that creative participation in music for people grew in all employment 

categories:
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6 percent for those in full time employment   

6 percent for those in part time employment 

12 percent for people who are self-employed 

5 percent for retired people 

 
 
The Australia Council Arts in Daily Life research illustrates a marked positive increase 

in adult music participation is shown in the data, with creative participation in music 

increasing significantly between 2009 and 2013 by 5 percentage points to 20 percent of 

all Australians. These numbers are for all music genres and showing that people aged 

35-64 have largely driven this increase in music creation. 

 
 
Continuing with the Australia Council’s Arts in Daily Life report it shows that while the 

35-44-year-old group increased by six percent that an even larger increase was noted in 

the 45-54-year-old cohort, which grew by nine percent. The participation of 55-64-year-

old musicians increased by seven percent; with the oldest group of musicians 65+ also 

increasing by four percent between 2009 and 2013. It should be expected that this trend 

would continue as the maturing baby-boomer population flows into engaged and 

productive later life. This would also be true in other countries as these senior 

demographics progress, along with now anticipated cultural and technological 

transitions that will be reshaping national and global social landscapes. How we all use 

our time while maintaining personal agency and positively contribute within our 

communities and the world will become issues beyond our current concepts of 

retirement or leisure time activities (Bandura, 2006). 

 
 
It must be kept in mind that this data covers all respondents in a nationwide study. The 

actual number of instrumental classical musicians and performing ensembles in 

Australia is unknown and would be hard to determine without a dedicated survey. The 
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Music Trust, Music in Communities Network research states: 
 

The survey itself was not able to determine how many orchestras we have in 

Australia. This is a question ripe for further research, perhaps by canvassing 

local government cultural officers, for example. Our estimate is that there are 

between 130-170 community-based orchestras in Australia, but there could be 

well over 200.  (Masso, 2012, p. 3). 

 
 
Applying the participation statics, in the cited research, across all musical ensembles we 

could expect many of these musicians would also be older musicians in these 

community orchestras. There would also be an equal, if not greater, number of brass 

bands and wind ensembles. Then there are also numerous chamber music groups of all 

kinds to consider and include in any calculation. From my own observations within the 

community orchestras that I have performed within regularly the data presented by the 

Australia Council Survey, Arts in Daily Life holds up very well. Adults over 35 years 

old are the obvious majority of musicians, being about fifty percent, with those players 

over 50 years of age being about 20+ % of the ensemble, balanced by an equal number 

of under thirties. A nice bell curve of mixed generational participation in age, gender 

and experience. 

This supports an often-stated assertion that community music is one of the few 
activities in which young and old can participate in “a level playing field”, to 
borrow a sporting term. It is inclusive. As such, mentoring and skills exchange 
can happen within and between the age groups, based on musical skill rather 
than age.  (Masso, 2012, p. 2) 

 

Community music participation by adult musicians is a growing trend with mature older 

musicians making up a significant proportion of those Australians choosing to create 

music with their friends and neighbors. How this comes about can best be examined 

from inside these ensembles which is the intention of this performance led music 

research in sharing this elder musicians’ progress returning to active, accomplished 

performance in his community. 
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Music and Consciousness 
 

Whether we like it or not, music is tied to large conceptual discussions and definitions of 

consciousness that range across various definitions. The term consciousness concerns 

phenomenological conceptions within the cognitive sciences, psychology, philosophy 

and metaphysics as well as recent theories in quantum physics, cosmology and 

astrophysics. Its expression has never been a stranger to music and is also very old, from 

a deep time beyond any human memory. 

 
 
It is well known that music, whether actively engaged through making or passively 

enjoyed through listening, is an inclusive phenomenon involving anyone, of any age, at 

any time historically, or any place globally, an elemental, nourishing force empowering 

our lives as an abstract, emotive expression that we create singularly and together in 

generating sounds for our own well-being and transmitting the resulting music to others. 

 
 
Music appears as a universal characteristic of humanity, being older than any known 

syntax or language root and pre-dating the development of agriculture. Steven Mithen, 

in The Singing Neanderthals (Mithen, 2005). proposes that music. to a certain extent, 

arose as an expressively sung glossia, a musical protolanguage; but no one really knows 

the how, why or when of music. It is generally suspected that primordially music 

expressed and channeled instinctually realized, ritualized, spiritual impulses arising 

within an emerging human consciousness. Indeed, recent archeological discoveries 

point to music making as having very deep origins. 

… (the) recent discoveries in France and Slovenia of surprisingly 
sophisticated, sweet-sounding flutes, made by our Neanderthal cousins. Some of 
these instruments, carved from animal bones, are as much as 53,000 years old; 
more than twice as old as the famed cave paintings in Lascaux. 

(Leutwyler, 2001, p.1). 
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Daniel J. Levitin, a neuroscience researcher and author of the popular science book 

This is Your Brain on Music (Levitin, 2006) explains current brain science research in 

analyzing musical expression and appreciation. He argues that music was an 

evolutionary development within early human culture signaling cognitive, emotional, 

and physical health in individuals, which served as a social force promoting bonding 

and wellness in communal groups (Koelsch, 2013). 
 
Levitin also speculates that intentional animal sounds are their own sophisticated 

communications. That creatures such as Bonobos, whales, dolphins and most birds are 

essentially musical in their variation of pitch, rhythm, repeated patterns and phrasing, in 

conveying meaning and intention (Byrne & Levitin, 2007). 
 
The natural world and our immersive relationship within its living processes evoke 

significant sonic drivers, aural inspiration and expressiveness. While various examples 

might be cited, bird song stands out as a natural template of musical organization 

articulation and eloquence. Indeed, many classical composers have actively employed 

bird song in their symphonic music including Beethoven (Cuckoo, Nightingale, Quail- 

Symphony #6), Respighi (The Birds and Pines of Rome) with composer Oliver Messiaen 

being a prime example of the musical appropriation of bird song. 

Messiaen was fascinated by birdsong; he considered birds to be the greatest 

musicians, and regarded himself as much an ornithologist as a composer. He 

notated birdsongs worldwide and incorporated birdsong transcriptions into a 

majority of his music. (Messiaen, 2014, p.2). 

 
 
Music is ironically both know-able and mysterious, being a potent yet indefinable 

element in the notorious “too hard question” of philosophy and science: What is 

consciousness. 

Consciousness poses the most baffling problems in the science of the mind. 

There is nothing that we know more intimately than conscious experience, but 
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there is nothing that is harder to explain. All sorts of mental phenomena have 

yielded to scientific investigation in recent years, but consciousness has 

stubbornly resisted. Many have tried to explain it, but the explanations always 

seem to fall short of the target. Some have been led to suppose that the problem 

is intractable, and that no good explanation can be given … Why is it that when 

our cognitive systems engage in visual and auditory information-processing, we 

have visual or auditory experience: the quality of deep blue, the sensation of 

middle C? How can we explain why there is something it is like to entertain a 

mental image, or to experience an emotion? It is widely agreed that experience 

arises from a physical basis, but we   have no good explanation of why and how 

it so arises. Why should physical processing give rise to a rich inner life at all? It 

seems objectively unreasonable that it should, and yet it does. 

       (Chalmers, 1995, p. 200) 

 
While it is outside of the scope of this current research to attempt these questions, they 

are a potent part of the experiential landscape of my musical-life experience and 

fascination with its manifestation and creation I should express my own psychological 

and metaphysical bias. 

 
Music is a primordial expression of a self-aware consciousness manifested globally as a 

natural life affirming activity. In all known cultures and civilizations from antiquity and 

throughout history music has been esteemed for its powers to stimulate and sooth, 

inform, heal and enlighten. In our own historic age it has been employed to induce awe 

and spectacle, collective mourning and the commercialization of everything; while also 

motivating ongoing expressions of a diverse postmodern zeitgeist. The ubiquitous 

nature of musical expression and consumption is one of the defining features of human 

interaction and celebration of the possible. Millions of people, numbering into the 

billions of singular active consciousness agents constantly dreaming and aspiring to a 

plethora of diverse 
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musical ideals, who gather together to share and enjoy its expressions of power, beauty 

and the sublime. 

 
 
Recent studies, measurements and experiments in the Neurosciences have delved deeply 

into the mechanisms of auditory perception and it’s processing within the human 

nervous system; exploring the way(s) music works. We have discovered that on average 

musicians’ brains are larger and that musical activity seems to exercise the brain and 

builds grey matter (the overall size, number and connectivity of brain neurons) in the 

auditory, motor, and visual/spatial areas of the cerebral cortex. (Levitin, 2006). 

Ironically our perception and enjoyment of “organized sound” takes place in many 

diverse parts throughout the brain, linking both the right and left hemispheres in a 

distributed networking fashion, each specializing in the many differing qualities that 

make up the gestalt we call music (pitch, rhythm, timing, sequence, memory, feedback, 

imagination, emotion etc.). All this information being received and recombined within 

microsecond instantaneous synthesization of all these different elements into our own 

personal and shared-collective experiences of music. 

 
The neuroscience technique of breaking down aspects of musical perception, creation 

and performance into separate neuronal elements, chemical markers and structural 

locations in the brain/ auditory system of the human body is staggering in its detail. Yet, 

mechanistic study, electrical measurement, and chemical analysis do not explain the 

emotional, psychological, or cultural matrix that is music, which eludes the how, let 

alone why humans are musical. 

 
In recent time various neuroscience writers have offered insights and appreciations of 

these phenomenal processes, many from the point of view of what can go wrong with 
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cognitive-musical perceptions as well as performance related motor physical problems 

in musicians. Music Therapy pursues an experiential approach in assisting people 

improve physical coordination, memory retention and benefiting social inclusion among 

the cognitively challenged and the elderly. This type of therapy most often employs 

singing and music led by a musician-therapist(s) encouraging clients in expressive 

music sessions. While typically a non-performance technique such musical activities 

foster personal expression, focused group involvement and inclusion by promoting 

agency within structured experiences. This is a type of wellness focused ‘musical 

ensemble’ that in effect illustrates another important philosophical concept important to 

‘elder music’ Musicking. 

 
Musicking is the verb tense of the common noun music, a new musical term stressing 

that music is a process (verb) and not an object (noun.) Musicking is an insight of New 

Zealand musician, educator, composer, and musicologist Christopher Small (1927- 

2011) that is specifically applicable to community music and the concept of elder 

music. 

To music is to take part in any capacity in a musical performance, and the 

meaning of musicking lies in the relationships that are established between the 

participants by the performance. Musicking is part of that iconic, gestural 

process of giving and receiving information about relationships which unites the 

living world, and it is in fact a ritual by means of which the participants not only 

learn about, but directly experience, their concepts of how they relate, and how 

they ought to relate, to other human beings and to the rest of the world. 

(Small, 1998. P. 13) 
 
We will demonstrate this concept of musicking is equally appropriate and relevant to 

Elder Music, which is not Music Therapy, but its own natural example of the above 

definition of Musicking. In the case of Elder Music, musicking being an active, self-

selecting relationship between oneself (myself) and other(s) with music being a



19 	

primal expression of human consciousness empowering social evolution, cooperation 

and relationship empowering agency (Bandura, 2006). 

 
 
Perhaps the most insightful and successful neuroscience researcher and writer on the 

musical experience is Dr. Oliver Sacks (1933-2015) who was also an amateur musician. 

In his book, Musicophilia Sacks shares a deep appreciation of what takes place in 

successful music making from his own musical experience and insights into the various 

physical challenges and the cognitive/ perceptual novelties found in musical expression 

that he encountered among his many clients and musician friends. Professor Sacks 

continually returns to the fundamental role music plays in human consciousness and its 

vital importance to the most basic wellbeing and health of the individual, their 

community and society. 

The inexpressible depth of music, so easy to understand and yet so inexplicable, 

is due to the fact that it reproduces all the emotions of our innermost being, but 

entirely without reality and remote from its pain ... Music expresses only the 

quintessence of life and of its events, never these themselves… Music, uniquely 

among the arts, is both completely abstract and profoundly emotional. It has no 

power to represent anything particular or external, but it has a unique power to 

express inner states or feelings. Music can pierce the heart directly; it needs no 

mediation ... (Sacks, 2007, p. 284). 

 
 
Is it therefore a surprise that music making has no fixed retirement age or use by date or 

that people will actively participate at every level to ensure that the music will, indeed 

must go on. 
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Music and Affirmative Ageing 
 
 
 
The study, application and extension of music into affirmative aging has to date been 

focused on therapeutic exercises and methods employed with older people in respite 

care and nursing homes to assist their physical activity in order to optimize basic 

geriatric health. Group singing, together with instrumental music, motivate movement 

exercises and dance activities which help increase blood circulation, joint articulation 

and encourage fuller active respiration. These uses of sound as music therapy have 

proven to be gentle, enjoyable and successful as positive interventions confirming the 

objective viability of music as therapy. Responses from elderly participants report they 

experience enhanced quality of life, distraction from their aches and pains while also 

experiencing a renewed sense of energy and an increased motivation to exercise. 

 
 
The neurological studies of older professional musicians have generally focused on 

auditory and physical problems related to their career long musical training and many 

years of active performance. However a recent 2013 study (Amer et al., 2013) 

investigated the relationship between long-term musical training and practice with its 

associated enhancement of general cognitive abilities in late middle-aged to older 

adults. In the study older professional musicians were recruited along with non- 

musicians and matched by age, education, vocabulary, and overall health. In a number 

of cognitive tests involving auditory processing and various aspects of cognitive- 

physical control the musicians outperformed the non-musicians on most tasks and 

multifactorial cognitive control. The results suggest that sustained musical training or 

involvement can be associated with improved aspects of cognitive functioning in older 

adults. 
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These results are no surprise to musicians. Music and affirmative aging is not a 

rhetorical question but a statement of fact. There is no retirement age for musicians, with 

an individual’s long and successful experience typically being appreciated as an       

asset and highly respected. As long as one can perform to a proficient level the musician 

will be welcomed on stage. This is true for all forms of music with the performance and 

contributions by older musicians appreciated over many musical styles and genres: 

blues, jazz, folk, pop and rock; but none more strongly than in classical music. A 

cognizant example being that of the American composer Elliot Carter (1908 -2012) 

who enjoyed a late period, followed by a late-late period. 
 

In his final years, Carter continued to complete works with astounding 

frequency. His Flute Concerto (2008) was premiered by Emmanuel Pahud and 

the International Chamber Music Ensemble; What are Years (2009), 

commissioned by the Aldeburgh and Tanglewood festivals; and Concertino for 

Bass Clarinet and Chamber Orchestra (2009), premiered by Virgil Blackwell 

and Toronto’s New Music Concerts Ensemble. An all-Carter concert in honor of 

his 103rd birthday in December 2011 featured the world premieres of String Trio 

(2011) and A Sunbeam’s Architecture (2010), as well as two surprise pieces 

composed in the month preceding the concert: Rigmarole and Mnemosyné. 

Among Carter’s final works are Dialogues II (2012), a concerto for piano and 

orchestra dedicated to Daniel Barenboim and premiered just weeks before his 

passing at the age of 103, and Instances (2012) for the Seattle Symphony. 

     (Carter, Boosey & Hawkes, 2012, p.1). 

 
There are many individual examples of both past and present older classical musicians 

that can be cited for their extensive careers and undiminished artistry. My own 

experience has been deeply influenced by the renowned example of one of my own 

teachers Arnold Jacobs (1915-1998), whose professional tuba career was conjunct with 

his developing a highly esteemed philosophy and practice of wind pedagogy and 

performance. 
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I initially attended an Arnold Jacobs Master Class in 1975 at Northwestern University 

in Evanston Illinois and continued private study with him the following year. Mr. 

Jacobs was principal tuba of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra for forty-four years 

(1944 - 1988) and considered to be one of the greatest brass players of all time. He was 

also known for having overcome asthmatic respiratory difficulties during his long 

career. 

Responding to this personal challenge, Mr. Jacobs auto-didactically acquired an expert 

knowledge of human pulmonary function over many years study and was highly 

respected in medical circles, eventually lecturing doctors on efficient respiratory process 

and the efficacy of playing wind instruments for the therapeutic treatment of asthma in 

children. 

 
Mr. Jacobs was sixty years old when I studied with him; a master teacher who had 

developed a highly successful wind instrument pedagogy combining physiological 

insights with a unique motivational philosophy of musical performance that was highly 

sought after by professional orchestral players and aspiring students from around the 

world. It came as both a privilege and honor to be accepted in Arnold Jacobs master 

class and study with the maestro. This week-long summer master class with Mr. Jacobs 

was a musical revelation crucial in developing my approach to creating music with a 

tuba. I had at last found ‘my teacher’ in playing for this master and absorbing such Zen-

like aphorisms on the art of brass playing as: 

 
Strength is your enemy; weakness is your friend. 

You are the product of the challenges you over come 

Imitate great musicians and create your own greatness 
 

(Frederiksen, 1997, p. 13) 
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This pragmatic and philosophical approach touched a deep chord within me, resonating 

with a perception of sound initiation as being a process of imagination, of mentally 

projecting musical shapes and geometries of sound into becoming. Arnold Jacobs 

espoused a natural approach to wind playing, in trusting in one’s body-mind to actually 

‘wind’ the image projected by the artistic imagination into being. It was self-defeating 

to try to think ‘how’ in order to play; instead Jacobs insisted that we needed to imagine 

‘what’ we intended to sound: 

 
“Whichever instrument they play, they still have to develop as storytellers of 

music. I insist that the ability to communicate musical messages be dominant.” 

     Arnold Jacobs (Breslin, 1998, p. 2) 

 
 
This is a seemingly counter intuitive notion for playing a wind instrument, yet deeply 

informing and highly musical. I vividly remember his resonant basso voice intoning 

“wind and song … wind and song …” as I performed for him. 

 
Among long-lived productive professional musicians, the life spans of orchestra 

conductors is worthy of study. Herbert Von Karajan conducted until he died at the age 

of 80. Georg Solti till his retirement at 79. Arturo Toscanini conducted until he was 87 

years old and lived to ninety. Leopold Stokowski concluded his 63-yearlong conducting 

career appearing in public for the last time at age 93; continuing still to make 

recordings until a few months before his death at the age of 95. Pablo Casals, the 

famous cellist and composer, conducted his composition Hymn of the United Nations in 

a special concert at the United Nations in New York City at the age of 95. Three years 

later he conducted his final concert in Jerusalem at age 98. 

 
 
A celebrated story regarding Casals encapsulates an essence of elder music 

performance. On his 95th birthday he was asked: “Mr. Casals, you are 95 years old, the 
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greatest cellist that ever lived. Why do you still practice six hours a day? ” Casals 

replied, “Because, I think I’m making progress.” 

This assertion that music performance is affirmative in promoting physical, mental and 

social benefits now enjoys wider appreciation. The encouragement and promotion of 

music performance by resident musicians in local communities can result in better 

social, mental and physical wellbeing; with potential for decreases in spending for 

health care. The potential for this type of societal well-ness model is already being seen 

in some Scandinavian countries (OECD, 2014) engaging these attitudes will be crucial 

for the transition towards a sustainable society. That well-ness policy could, would or 

should include active music making is another area for further practical research, study 

and social policy. 

… a high-trust community seems to improve health and thus indirectly to 

enhance subjective well-being, in addition to the even more powerful direct 

effect of a trustworthy community on subjective well-being. Generally speaking, 

most of our measures of social capital appear to have this ‘turbocharged’ effect 

on happiness and life satisfaction. (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004, p. 453). 

 
An awareness that music in the community is of individual and collective benefit and 

that elder music making is a growing component should give future researchers 

confidence in exploring the subjective yet tangible advantages to be found in these 

activities. A proper case seems evident for an expansion of our ideas and notions about 

classical music in particular as manifesting progressive accomplishments that go far 

beyond mere entertainment into life promoting, inclusive, community-enhancing 

accomplishments. Making this case in pragmatic terms could be of immense benefit to a 

society in leading its public policy towards supporting the arts in general and music 

especially, as a skillful means towards enhancing and developing necessary positive 

social
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capitol, and thus greater health, cultural richness and overall individual and collective 

wellbeing. 
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Benefits and Influence in Society 
 

Community instrumental ensembles and symphonic music making opportunities are 

most often voluntary organizations taking place in churches and community halls across 

the country. This is a self-selecting activity that requires cooperative social skills for the 

musicians to collaborate in creating opportunities to rehearse, enjoy and aspire to 

performing great music. Concerts presented by these musical associations generate 

activity, work and commerce in their community beyond the music making itself. The 

materials and services required for marketing, tickets, programs and posters, including 

food, coffee and tea at breaks and post-concert socializing. Churches and halls used for 

rehearsals and large civic venues are hired for the concerts, bringing professional fees 

for infrastructure such as ticketing, box office, stage and technical crews. Normal 

operating expenses are well beyond ticket income for community ensembles that 

purchase scores, sheet music also buy equipment, require insurance and even hire 

specialist instruments to mount these public concerts. They are not for profit, micro 

business that also need to fundraise and charge fees for community services when 

possible. A complex cultural association, focused on making music that requires 

dedication and motivation by its player members. 

 
 
These concerts are expensive volunteer productions that reach hundreds, collectively 

thousands of people in active local community musicking; empowering inestimable 

creative and social benefits. The sounds created by these musicians become the positive 

physical and emotional effects of live music performance in creating a shared gestalt 

that touches everyone who participates. 

Music making is special in that it can engage all these social functions 

effortlessly and simultaneously. Engagement in these functions fulfills basic human 

needs and is vital importance for the individual. The ability of music to increase social 
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cohesion and strengthen inter-individual attachments was probably an important 

function of music in human evolution. (Koelsch, 2013). 
 
In these ways community music performance presents a creative and positive social 

benefit as part of a Wellness Society model (described above). This is a politically far-

reaching but growing progressive vision for a sustainable society in post-consumer-

capitalist- materialist culture. 

We need a new politics, one that transcends growth fetishism, a politics that 

once again takes our wellbeing seriously rather than fobbing us off with 

promises of more money. We need a new politics that creates the circumstances 

in which we, individually and collectively, can pursue fulfillment in our lives in 

place of an endless and futile scramble for more material goods. We need a new 

politics that promotes a rich life in place of a life of riches; a politics that can 

allow us once more to hope. (Hamilton, 2004, p. 8) 

 
 
This is to say, if a society were to organize itself to primarily benefit and support the 

wellness of its members, to pursue productive creative fulfillment and relationships as 

socially and culturally sustainable enterprises of the greatest value, then music would 

be a logical primary activity expected to have substantial positive and progressive 

effects for individuals and communities. In a Wellness model music making, by its 

nature, would support its societies members in creating their physical, mental, 

emotional and social wellbeing while also potentially decreasing the total resources 

required. The otherwise increasing trend of growing health care expenditures and 

medical benefits as well burdensome remedial social programs. In the absence of such 

an ideal we can however otherwise create our music with realization of the benefits to 

the health and wellbeing for audiences and ourselves by experiencing our ephemeral 

performances demonstrating the benefits of our arts practice. 
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Chapter 3: Getting back in to music 

 
My departure from classical music performance and education in 1988-89 was as 

unplanned as it was surprising to family, friends, associates and especially myself. The 

compelling nature of my experiences in Arnhem Land and its traditional Aboriginal 

people enthralled me with its weirdness, adventure and romance, presenting me with not 

only an epic didjeridu but also a personal choice point. This was obviously the type of 

unexpected juncture in one’s personal path that would be best not ignored. You know it 

when you see it. A nexus point of perceived possibilities as articulated by Robert Frost 

in his notable poem: 

The Road Not Taken 
 

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 
And sorry I could not travel both 
And be one traveller, long I stood 

And looked down one as far as I could 
To where it bent in the undergrowth; 

 
Then took the other, as just as fair, 

And having perhaps the better claim, 
Because it was grassy and wanted wear; 

Though as for that the passing there 
Had worn them really about the same, 

 
And both that morning equally lay 

In leaves no step had trodden black. 
Oh, I kept the first for another day! 

Yet knowing how way leads on to way, 
I doubted if I should ever come back. 

 
I shall be telling this with a sigh 
Somewhere ages and ages hence: 

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— 
I took the one less travelled by, 

And that has made all the difference. 
(Frost, 1916). 

 
 
So it was that I took an irrational path and left my musical career in America and 

progressed into what became two significant autodidactic developmental periods. 
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The first of these novel episodes proceeded as an unplanned engagement and empathic 

immersion into Australian Aboriginal cross-cultural endeavors between 1988-99. The 

second period evolved as a more considered transition into digital audio, video and 

projection in multimedia consultancy work from 2000-14. 

 
 
The culmination of these progressive artistic and commercial journeys appears now as 

another unplanned yet natural fourth career shift, revealing itself as a renewed classical 

music practice with the conception and exploration of Elder Music. 

 
 
Admittedly, these two middle developmental periods present undoubted influences 

upon both my conception and expression of music as an elder musician. An analysis of 

these important periods remains beyond the scope of the current presentation and these 

middle stages shall persist in requiring further discussion. Indeed the radical 

contributions of these developmental periods, while indisputable, are both complex and 

subjective; demanding some degree of “un-packing” and “de-construction” in a 

postmodern philosophical appreciation. An understanding of this quarter century middle 

period would be admittedly formidable and require an adequate discussion in a separate 

paper at another time. 

 
 
 
Symphony in a Day Project 

 
 

The way things begin is often the way they continue. The catalyst to my personal 

musical renaissance arose out of a musical fantasy and was acted on in an act of 

impulsive whimsy. While living in Australia for many years I had occasionally been 
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asked by friends and associates about my past classical music career. Did I miss it? 

Would I ever return to playing? My standard tongue-in-cheek response was ‘Sure, if I 

could just drop into an afternoon rehearsal with a good orchestra to play a concert that 

night …’. 

 
An unexpected fulfillment of this unlikely scenario came in the form of casually hearing 

an announcement on ABC Classic FM (Australian Broadcasting Commission) 

concerning a Melbourne Symphony Orchestra, Education Week program Symphony in a 

Day (Melbourne Symphony Orchestra, 2013). This project offered an open invitation for 

accomplished instrumentalists to apply for an opportunity to play in concert with the 

Melbourne Symphony Orchestra (MSO). I was struck by the amusing irony of this 

opportunity and impulsively applied to participate, promptly forgot about it and then was 

surprised at receiving an email congratulating me on being selected to play tuba. 

 
 
Given the tangible opportunity to play symphonic music at an accomplished level with 

the MSO was compelling; even though I did not own an instrument or have access to a 

concert tuba. The resolution of this conundrum resulted in another surprising journey of 

discovery ensuing, completed with an ironic last minute acquisition of an excellent 

instrument. 

 
Impressively, as with personal ‘body memory’ experiences of performance sensations 

while listening to music (Wan & Schlaug, 2010) translated into a remarkable experience 

of “muscle memory” with my easily resuming the complex physical and mental 

demands of blowing a tuba (Fritz, C., & Wolfe, J. 2005). Playing technique was a skill 

that it seemed I had put away into a metaphorical box, that when I reopened it was alive 

and ready for action in supporting my musical ideals. A mostly non-thinking go with 
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the flow-feeling approach to sounding the horn, playing the music. I was reminded of a 

dictum of my teacher Arnold Jacobs: 

There are two instruments, one in your hands and one in your head. The one in 

your hands is a true mirror, reflecting the one in your head … 

       (Frederiksen, 1998, p. 13) 

 
 
 
The Melbourne Symphony Orchestra, Symphony in a Day (MSO/SIDA) project proved 

to be a well-organized and productive affair with an introductory workshop, sectional 

rehearsals, and a long afternoon orchestra rehearsal followed by the evening 

performance in Melbourne Towne Hall. The concert was an empowering and satisfying 

musical experience. Actually it was initially overpowering in my suddenly re-

experiencing playing within this large orchestra of 178 players made up of 138 

participants and forty core members of the MSO. My initial reaction to experiencing an 

orchestral tutti sound after so many years away from sitting in an orchestra was 

sonically overwhelming accompanied by confusion. Suddenly immersed in a 

concentrated orchestral sound I experienced difficulty counting measures and keeping 

my place in the music. 

Resourcefully I could watch the two much younger and very capable players in our 

section; trusting that when they picked up their tubas it was obviously time to play. The 

physical, mental, and emotive experience of playing in a large orchestra was an 

expansive musical encounter reinforced in our live performance by the attention and 

appreciation of a friends and family audience. My reaction at its conclusion was 

perplexity that the concert was over so quickly; coupled with the simple desire to play 

more music. 

In the following two years the MSO Symphony in a Day grew with participant feedback 

evolving into an even more intensive experience for the musicians selected. The fourth 

year of the project in 2015 saw the Melbourne Symphony Music Director, Sir Andrew
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Davis conducting that years combined orchestra of 50 selected musicians playing along 

side the core MSO. Instead of a one-day affair, it had now developed into a weeklong 

commitment with two rehearsals, one on Monday followed by another Saturday 

rehearsal and the concert in Melbourne Town Hall that evening. I was unable to attend 

either the 2014 or 2015 Symphony in a Day due to my growing musical commitments. 

However, in taking up my Elder Music thesis I developed an e-mail correspondence 

with MSO administrative staff who could share basic data on the demographic make-up 

of the selected musicians and the orchestras where they performed (Bardoel,	personal 

communication, 2014). 

 
 
The information from the MSO SIAD programs confirmed the results (cited above) by 

the Australia Council surveys (Australia Council, 2014). Applications for the SIAD 

program grew 69% from 139 musicians in 2012 to 218 in 2014. A three-year combined 

total of 566 applicants resulting in just over one-half, 294 instrumentalists being 

successfully selected to perform with the MSO in concert. 

 
 
In 2014 the selected cohort was intentionally smaller, but as in the previous two years, 

the break down of age groups of these selected musicians’ reveals the same interesting 

bell curve observed in the Australia Council data. 

 

18 - 30 yrs. 15 musicians - 30% 

30 - 50 yrs. 22 musicians - 44% 

50 + yrs. 13 musicians - 26% 
 
 
Musical experience in the initial 2012 SIAD orchestra ranged from 4 years of orchestral 

performance up to 60 years (violin). An interesting result of my analysis of this data 

was the realization that in the first year (2012) the selected musicians represented over 
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40 musical ensembles, representing a combined total of 2,262 years performing 

experience, an average of 21.75 years per musician. This wealth of experience and 

musical tradition does not include that of the Melbourne Symphony musicians 

themselves. If we credit these forty professional musicians of the MSO with a 

conservative average of 25 years performing experience this equals another 1,000 years 

of instrumental musical expertise; within an unknown number of ensembles but quite 

possibly one hundred and more. While obviously a conjectural number, it remains 

curious and thought-provoking to contemplate that sitting on stage in the Melbourne 

Towne Hall the 2012 SIAD orchestra represented over 3,300 years of musical 

experience. 

 
 
What any concert performance might signify is difficult to describe but I can safely say 

that my MSO-SIAD experience revived my relationship with symphonic music. 

Initiating a process of reconnection to ensemble performances as mighty gestalts of 

artistic expression. I was inspired and enlivened to play tuba once again. 

 
This ‘once again’ aspect is both simple and profound in a contemplation of elder music. 

The “having been there, done that” description affords a confidence and appreciation of 

the musical art that senior musicians bring individually and collectively to an ensemble 

performance, becoming a defining characteristic of what it can mean to be an Elder 

Musician. 

 
Indeed, this sentiment was the tacit yet well understood appeal to the SIAD experience. 

Accomplished community musicians applied for the distinction and opportunity to 

rehearse and perform alongside of professional symphony musicians, under expert 

guidance, in a historic venue. The active “musicking” ideal presented as an endeavor of 

transient expression, empowered and enabled through shared musical principles as an 
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informed and informing symphonic opportunity in perhaps manifesting a peak musical 

experience. 

 
 
Viewed from this perspective Elder Music expresses not only a traditional art music 

practice but also a dynamic and symbiotic relationship of community musicking, 

possessing an integrity that both includes and transcends the singular expressions of 

every musician. The value and importance of these experiences are impossible to 

objectify and so difficult to describe, but easy to recognize and assume. The Symphony 

in a Day model seems to be a vital notion that as I am writing this paper blossomed in 

Brisbane with the Queensland Symphony Orchestra (QSO) recently recruiting for 

accomplished orchestra players to apply for their inaugural performance project: A Day 

In The Orchestra: 

This opportunity is for adult (18 years and older), community musicians who are 

current residents of Queensland and play an orchestral instrument. It is most 

suited to participants who play regularly in a symphonic band or orchestra or 

play at AMEB grade seven or equivalent level. (QSO, 2015). 

 
Internationally recognised conductor Jessica Cottis, who conducted this initial 

Queensland Symphony, A Day In The Orchestra project, had this to say about the 

experience in a recent interview. 

This will be a breakthrough orchestral experience for many of the  players. The 

rehearsal process will be intense yet rewarding, and the level of music-making 

high. …. I think it will be exhilarating and extraordinarily powerful in terms of 

musical satisfaction… I always maintain that young and emerging musicians 

can, with the right attitude and commitment, make music at the highest level of 

sophistication. I have no doubt that our talented group of musicians’ chosen for 

the project will achieve this. I find the prospect really exciting … experiences 

like this serve as a reminder of why we became musicians in the first place. 

(Eslake, 2015, p. 2) 
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Inspired words and true yet we could also note, in a paper concerning elder musicians, 

with an assumed expectation that the applicants would be “young and emerging 

musicians”. I know of a senior tuba player (not myself, I am not a Queensland resident) 

who applied and was accepted into the project, as well as other older musicians who 

participated. It will be interesting to see how the age spread and experience levels of 

these QSO applicants compares, as they become available, with the Melbourne 

Symphony Orchestra, Symphony in a Day statistics and the data from the Australia 

Council’s Arts In Daily Life survey. 

 
 
Nevertheless, it has been well said that: “Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery”. 

This new QSO - A Day In The Orchestra is another highly subscribed and successful 

event, which can now take on a life its own, like the MSO/ SIAD. Certainly it will live 

on in the memories and experience of those musicians fortunate enough to participate in 

sharing the essence of that involvement with their colleagues; nourishing other 

ensembles in further musicking. 
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Tuba Singularity 
 

Following the 2013 MSO Symphony in a Day event it became apparent to me that to be 

playing tuba again, at an accomplished level, should become a personal goal. I had 

touched something deep and important to my overall wellbeing and happiness. A 

decade and more of work on computers in digital project consulting work from home in 

multi-media applications had left me personally drained and isolated. My family 

immediately noticed this positive shift and I knew it too; music performance was too 

important and fulfilling for me to ignore. Indeed, I now owned a fine instrument and 

needed to discover how to find other musicians as well as suitable occasions to play. As 

strange, or counter intuitive as it may seem I produced a solo tuba recital in a local 

church, sensing a need to set my own musical goals and establish my playing within a 

formal recital. I wanted to make big sounds in an acoustically resonant space and share 

the euphonious experience with others. 

 

This solo recital was titled: Tuba Singularity and performed July 7, 2013 at St Martin 

Church in Mullumbimby NSW. It was a successful concert marketed as: “One Man, 

One Horn, One Church” that featured solo tuba but also included my playing conch 

shell, post horn and didjeridu in the recital. Formal music on tuba included JS Bach, 

Sarabande from Suite #1 for Unaccompanied Cello, the second movement Romanza 

(unaccompanied), from Vaughan Williams Tuba Concerto, Encounters II for Solo Tuba 

by William Kraft and my own Four Songs from Sweet William. 

 
In an unexpected twist the press release to local media resulted in articles and photos in 

three newspapers featuring this recital (Kin, 2013). In a paradoxical (if oxymoronic) 

consequence, Tuba Singularity was then subsequently repeated on July 21, in response 
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to requests by people hearing about the event but missing the first recital; who could 

imagine. It seemed I had made a come back which ensuing events quickly confirmed. 

 
 
Second Wind – Solo & Ensemble Recital 

 
 
 
As part of my performance led graduate study I commenced private lessons with 

Thomas Allely, principal tuba of the Queensland Symphony Orchestra and faculty at the 

Queensland Conservatorium. The primary objective to this private study was to improve 

my tuba performance skills and prepare a graduate level recital of solo and chamber 

music to be presented at the conclusion of the first term of study. This recital was 

conceived with a theme: Second Wind. The program comprised three major works from 

the core tuba literature that I had previously performed when on the faculty of the 

University of Colorado over thirty years before and one new and unusual ensemble  

work that I organized. It presented an interesting progression of original tuba music. 

This recital was intended to be a high level demonstration of my playing skill and 

musicality in establishing a benchmark musical ideal aspiring to a best practice 

performance goal for Elder Music. There were four compositions on the Second Wind 

program, one for solo tuba with piano, an unaccompanied solo and two chamber 

ensemble works (utilizing a total of fifteen additional musicians). All by prominent 

composers and written over the thirty year period 1954 - 1984. 

 
 
Sonata for Bass Tuba and Piano (1955) Paul Hindemith. I first performed this 

monument of the tuba literature in my Master of Music, Brass Instruments (horn, 

trombone, tuba) recital in 1971 at Ithaca College School of Music. I also performed this 

work in a faculty recital at the University of Colorado. Performing the Hindemith 

Sonata is like visiting an old friend and renewing a deep and rewarding relationship. 
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Returning to the music 43 years after my first performance of the work was a 

pleasurable experience allowing new insights and structural appreciation for the 

rhythmic and harmonic richness expressed in this final brass sonata by Hindemith. Like 

re-reading a timeless novel, performing this neo-classic sonata once again was highly 

rewarding, provoking an experience of musical completion and contentment. I felt 

inspired to imagine playing this work for an audience once more. 

 
 
Encounters II (1970) by William Kraft remains an accurately titled date with fate, a 

virtuoso show piece that confronts the player and listener alike. Extreme tessitura, 

extended intervals, and polyphonic techniques abound in this episodic musical journey 

written for the American tuba virtuoso Roger Bobo over forty years ago. This is a test 

piece in the class of world’s best practice that the performer cannot take for granted or 

turn their back upon in its musical demands. I first performed this tuba classic in a 

Faculty Recital and several times subsequently, including my Tuba Singularity recital in 

Mullumbimby the previous year (see above). Performing on the tuba alone in a work 

such as Encounters II is a raw and naked musical experience that displays a soloist’s 

artistic narrative skills and sonic abilities while confronting extended techniques. I 

would describe this process as a take no prisoners musical leap into wide-ranging 

possibilities. While preparing for my re-encounter with this monumental work for the 

tuba I recalled composer Charles Ives famous concert outburst: 

Stop being such a god-damned sissy! Why can’t you stand up before such fine 

strong music like this and use your ears like a man?  

       (Dadamo,	2011,	p.	1) 

 
The Devils Herald (1975) by Richard Peaslee, written for solo tuba, 4 horns and two 

percussion is a theatrical chamber music work that was composed for the great tuba 

master Harvey Phillips (1929 – 2010). I first performed the Devils Herald in a faculty 
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recital at the University of Colorado in 1984. This heroic sounding and technically 

difficult musical work employs extended tessitura and intervals along with flutter 

tonguing, wind sounds and multiphonic effects by the soloist, grounded by multiple 

percussion and four horns in a fanfare for an allegorical Satan. This work while 

obviously challenging is great fun to play and musically exciting for an audience. I 

enjoyed returning to the Devils Herald for a closer look in producing the music for this 

recital. An interesting insight in its preparation was to experience a relative ease in 

rehearsing this music with young conservatory students in 2014. When I first performed 

this music in the mid 1980’s it was relatively new and the extended musical techniques 

required learning by the players. Today the notation and special effects are well known 

and a normal part of a brass players experience and technique. The young 

conservatorium players displayed a technical maturation in performance that was both 

exciting and effective. I well appreciated realizing a fresh performance of this 

expressive ensemble work in this recital under the baton of my graduate co-supervisor 

Peter Luff. 

 
 
In The Future (1984) by David Byrne is an unusual piece of music that I had organized 

and prepared for a lecture-performance at the Griffith University graduate music 

symposium, Music, Mayhem and Change June 9, 2014. In The Future is a colorful and 

curious work conceived in chaotic conditions that survives thirty years later as an 

ironical musical commentary. This entertaining theatrical music is written for a narrator 

accompanied by a New Orleans style jazz band of 2 trumpets, 2 saxophones, trombone, 

and tuba with drum kit. In The Future is a rare example of true musical humour and an 

even rarer case of minimalist music in a “jazz rock funk” style. It is set to 41 authoritive 

and humorous predictions written by David Byrne on that most ambiguous of post- 

modern concepts “the future”. It was suggested that I include this work in my recital 
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and I was most happy to perform this ironic piece of musical satire as its concluding 

work. The ensemble formed with my conservatory collogues was energetic and we had 

fun in playing it in a unique musical experience that was widely discussed and one I 

would like to repeat again. 
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Community	Music	Ensembles	
	
Lismore Symphony Orchestra 
Bangalow Music Festival 
Summerland Brass 
Queensland Wind Orchestra 
Northern Rivers Symphony Orchestra 

 
 
A large part of my performance practice as an elder musician is in community music. 

The promotion of my Tuba Singularity concert and success in Melbourne led to an 

invitation to play in a local community ensemble the Lismore Symphony Orchestra 

(LSO) quickly performing in several concerts in Lismore and Byron Bay including a 

performance at the Bangalow Music Festival in August 2013. 

 
 
My association with both the Lismore Symphony and the Bangalow Music Festival has 

continued now into its third year and I have since played over a dozen concerts with the 

LSO. This is a rural community orchestra established in 2004 and made up of volunteer 

amateur musicians with half a dozen or so music teachers. There are also several semi- 

professionals like myself who volunteer to come in for dress rehearsals and concerts. 

Some players (bass trombone, bassoon, viola) travel long distances to perform in the 

orchestra with family and friends; coming from as far as Sydney. The age ratio of the 

orchestra fits the demographics sited in the Arts in Daily Life report with the typically 

observed 25/50/25 percentage spread. The music ranges from popular classics to film 

and TV music with limited aspirations to larger symphonic works, usually playing 

single movements. These musical choices seem to be a case of bringing everyone along 

together musically and technically with rural demographic difficulties in filling out 

some orchestra sections such as horns, bassoons, and double bass. Regardless, the 

ensemble performs with great musical enthusiasm and to good success before full 

concerts in Lismore and Byron Bay, generating self-esteem through the 



42 	

accomplishment with unmeasured pleasure for family, friends and the community 

(Harvey, The Drum, 2016). 

 
 
In August of 2013 I began collaborating with other brass players in the Lismore 

Symphony Orchestra to form a new brass chamber music ensemble. Summerland Brass 

performs primarily at local churches of varied denominations in creating special musical 

liturgical services with choirs and organ and providing festive music at Christmas and 

Easter. Additionally, the ensemble has produced brass recital concerts in Mullumbimby 

and Murwullimbah, as well as performing at the Bangalow Music Festival in 2014 and 

2015. 

 

A major production by the Summerland Brass came in the November 2014 with a 

public commemorative service Hymns of Remembrance presented at St Kevin Catholic 

Church in Bangalow NSW. This event was a 100 year anniversary memorial service 

marking the start of WWI that brought together our brass ensemble with local choirs, 

timpani, harp, organ and representatives of veteran’s groups and many local church 

pastors, priests, padres and chaplains. The program was a long, heart felt, musical sing- 

a-long commemoration with readings and recitations presented before a local audience 

that filled the large historic church. This concert was a special project initiated by our 

lead trumpet player, another older, talented musician, who is the minister at a local 

Lismore church. At his instigation and invitation, all these musicians and community 

forces came together in a musicking of special significance. I would submit that this 

commemorative concert is a spontaneous real world example of elder music in action, 

an older accomplished musician who has combined a demanding lifetime career of 

community service with his passion for the trumpet; leading by example. 
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An ensemble such as Summerland Brass holds several musical charms. Its make up 

includes adult musicians (an accountant and several music teachers) plus the two 

founding senior members, our trumpet-playing pastor (an enthusiastic brass instrument 

and music collector) and myself. Summerland Brass also has two very talented younger 

brass players (16-17yrs old) who we have initiated into their first chamber music and 

brass ensemble experiences in mixed settings (churches, halls, sunrise services on 

mountain sides). This flexible, cross-generational membership leads to mutual 

mentoring of all kinds in the ongoing scheduling, repertoire, rehearsals and 

performances with members coming and going for different musical settings and gigs. 

A dynamic group sound and a strong dependable performance standard has emerged 

that has naturally resulted in an interesting and satisfying musical ensemble espousing a 

socially positive musical initiative. 

 
 
Unlike orchestral playing chamber music comes with the ability for the musicians to 

choose the music they will play for themselves, which is empowering and creative for 

the ensemble. In our performance for the 2015 Bangalow Music Festival I wanted 

Summerland Brass to perform early music for brass and percussion, something that we 

would rarely play in our usual programs. Funeral Music of Queen Mary (1695) by 

Henry Purcell (1659-95) was an appealing and expressive choice. Performing before a 

festival audience we could step outside our usual repertoire and play rarely heard brass 

music before an international audience. Our ensemble felt privileged and fortunate to 

have such an opportunity supporting our shared musical ideals and efforts to maintain 

and grow an accomplished ensemble. 

 
 
In the case of Summerland Brass this has also included, at first occasionally and now 

regularly, being paid honorariums for our musical services. This form of ‘energy 
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exchange’ developed naturally, at my instigation, quickly becoming an accepted 

reciprocation by the church congregations where we perform. The presence of a brass 

ensemble has brought occasional novelty and glamour to perhaps otherwise predictable 

church services, creating a musical value to them. Paying us represents respect for our 

time, energy and the music we perform for their religious worship. 

 
 
This development has re-affirmed for me that an impulse to balance our musical 

exchanges with even modest income remains an important artistic acknowledgement; 

even as an elder musician. I also notice that the monetary empowerment has not been 

lost on my musical collogues. I have found that the ratio of travel outlays and other  

costs in making my music runs 6 to 1 on the expenses side. This practical issue of “who, 

what, or how” someone is paying for live music remains an important topic of 

consideration at all levels of musical performance; elder music being no exception. We 

will observe later how this semi-professional commercial dynamic plays out in other 

musical organizations that I have had the pleasure to perform with in meeting some 

expectations of musicians to be respectfully compensated for their expenses, if not 

artistic services. 

 
 
Queensland Wind Orchestra 

 
 
 
It has been a recurrent experience in my life that once I make a progressive choice of 

the heart surprisingly good things start to happen. As a result I have learned to listen for 

and trust my intuitions. I could present many interesting and significant examples. 

However the purpose of this paper remains to relate not only research but also insights 

encountered in my renewed performance-led community music practice. The elder 

music shift that I find myself in by returning to my long ignored tuba performance and 
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exposing aspirations for not only active but also accomplished music making. How does 

one do that? Can one do it? Where would it be found? However, as seems to be the case, 

perhaps with many elder musicians, the music naturally goes on in self-organizing     

and surprising ways. 

 
 
Once I decided to find a tuba in order to attend the MSO Symphony in a Day and began 

carrying out that illogical intention metaphorical doors began opening into my 

previously ignored world of musical performance; almost faster than I could go through 

them. I have outlined some of this progression already: intuiting to create my Tuba 

Singularity public recital for my community and receiving positive response and active 

interest. Accepting the invitation to play with the Lismore Symphony Orchestra and 

then performing in the Bangalow Music Festival to have an unlikely ‘elder music’ 

conversation with Peter Luff co-principal horn with the Queensland Symphony and 

faculty Queensland Conservatorium. I then attended the first Queensland 

Conservatorium Lower Brass Weekend being introduced to a thriving classical music 

scene in Brisbane; just two hours from my home. This became my musical arc in 

choosing to play tuba once again. 

 
 
These significant opportunities came in quick succession, one following the other in 

only three months. I perceived myself living within an extended flow state 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2008). Feeling simultaneously elated while also hardly believing 

such providence. Who would expect such a smooth transition; but it didn’t stop there. 

 
 
Immediately following the Brisbane Lower Brass Weekend I heard of auditions for the 

Queensland Wind Orchestra. 
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The Queensland Wind Orchestra was founded in 2004 as an initiative by 

musicians who sought to contribute to QLD’s cultural community by creating an 

ensemble in which exceptional instrumentalists might find an outlet for their 

abilities. Now in its 10th year (including two years as National Champions), the 

QWO continues to perform an annual concert series comprising an exciting 

range of repertoire with some of Queenslands’ finest conductors  

      (Queensland Wind Orchestra, 2014) 

 
 
This opportunity proved impossible to resist. It would mean a big commitment that 

included weekly rehearsals, regular concerts and a good deal of travel and expense 

commuting to Brisbane. At the very least I rationalized it would be interesting to 

prepare and play an audition. It was an evaluation and interview conducted by a senior 

musician, who I didn’t know and never seen again at the Old Museum concert hall 

where the ensemble rehearses and performs. The experience was thorough, interesting 

and enjoyable. I played the test pieces well and shared my background with the auditor. 

In a few days an email came telling me I was accepted in the QWO with four rehearsals 

remaining before its next concert at the end of the month. 

 
 
Thus began my ongoing tenure as principal tuba with the QWO. A group which proved 

to be as focused and organized in its production of great wind ensemble music as any 

musician could desire. The ideal aspired to by the QWO is a colourful and transparent 

sound created by a philosophy of one person per part with a few doublings. The 

ensemble often includes double bass and when required piano, celeste, harp and even 

harpsichord. The percussion battery essential for such wind music is impressive 

consisting of 4–6 players articulating all manner of drums, mallets, gongs, bells, chimes 

and whatever other resonate objects strikes a composers fancy. In the tuba section we 

often have divisi parts requiring two players, though there are also concerts where I am 

the solo tuba supporting the entire ensemble. I have had the opportunity to perform with 
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four other outstanding musicians, who just happen to play tuba, including my teacher 

Thomas Alley; whose wife Lisa is also our principal euphonium. 

 
 
Auditioned and now playing in the QWO I discovered myself to be also its oldest 

member. The 25/50/25 percent age span found in most community music ensembles 

does not apply to the QWO. Everyone else in the ensemble could be my children; 

indeed my eldest son who is 37 is the same age or older than all the other players. This 

was a serious adult musical organization of experienced musicians who had played 

together over years of high-level performance. While I was not exactly on probation 

there was an obvious mood of informal appraisal by the band. David Law our music 

director explained to me later that the group had seen other older players come and go 

over its ten-year history and he thought that my own staying power came through an 

enthusiastic openness to the music being presented coupled with my solid bass 

performance. I knew that acceptance had truly come when our awesome but skeptical 

trombone section decided that I was actually all right and started talking to me. 

 
 
Full acceptance by my new colleagues did however take a few months and a couple of 

concerts. Complete musical trust finally being earned at Easter 2014 when the QWO 

won first place in top Grade 6 category (for the second time) in the Yamaha Australian 

National Band Championship. This important event for the QWO was guest conducted 

by Patrick Burns who inspired the ensemble in a musical expressiveness that won the 

day against much larger community bands from across Australia. Beyond the 

compulsory test piece and the required March and Hymn our chosen selection was 

Leonard Bernstein, Symphonic Dances from West Side Story. This music is an epic 

orchestral transcription of sound, rhythm and colour that challenges an ensemble while 

ravishing its audience by its tuneful beauty, propulsive energy and sonic power. 
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The competition however proved to be a strange ensemble test, due to the concert stage 

being a seemingly dead acoustic space that we encountered for the first time in the actual 

contest performance. As a result none of us could really hear ourselves, let alone each 

other across the stage. Suddenly confronted in our performance space by this        

lifeless sound on stage the band (in my perception) shifted into an even deeper level of 

awareness and musical sensitivity to compensate for the unusual acoustic. I had only 

experienced this level of para-musical ensemble playing a few other times in my life. It 

is a profound state of connectedness and extended psychological tension. We walked off 

the stage wondering what had just happened, with no real idea of how we actually 

sounded. I drove two hours home that night with my mind replaying the performance 

over and again to get in bed past midnight, knowing I would be up again and upon the 

road before first light, to play an outdoor Easter dawn service with Summerland Brass 

on a mountainside near Lismore. I awoke to a message from David Law telling me we 

had had won the National Band Championship and were officially the number one 

concert band in Australia. 

 
 
The Queensland Wind Orchestra, with whom I have had 20 performances to date, has 

continued to go on from strength to strength, generating powerful musical experiences 

for its audiences, ensemble members and certainly myself. The literature for wind band 

is extensive with a long evolving history of innovative compositions by esteemed 

composers. The QWO plays all of it with distinction, expressing a uniquely beautiful 

ensemble sound, sophisticated phrasing and a profound dynamic continuum. A recent 

QWO Australian premier, Moth (2013) by the Vietnamese-American composer Viet 

Cuong enchanted the audience, bringing forth a standing ovation. While earlier in the 
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concert season our performance of Percy Grainger, Lincolnshire Posey (1905) was its 

own sublime polyphonic musical revelation. 

 
 
It really doesn’t get better than this for a serious musician and I consider the QWO to be 

my principal ensemble and musical responsibility. Another distinction with this self- 

selecting, volunteer, dues paying, musical ensemble is that they take full responsibility 

for producing their own concerts and do it well. Being exclusively (except for myself) 

millennial generation Y children of the Internet they are gifted Social Networkers who 

play Facebook almost as well as their instruments. Branding and promotion are a  

second language to these younger musicians. The photography, web site, programs, 

posters and promotion are all done by the ensemble membership, along with growing a 

music library and maintaining it with all the administrative details and facility 

management with the Old Museum. They hold raffles; sell chocolates at work and 

school during the week and then provide sweets, snacks, coffee and tea while meeting 

and greeting their audiences at intermissions. QWO is a true act of active musicking by 

musicians who would normally be described as amateurs’ or semi-professionals, but 

who are actually highly accomplished artists. 

 
 
Northern Rivers Symphony Orchestra 

 
 
 
In November 2014 I was contacted to play tuba with the Northern Rivers Symphony 

Orchestra (NRSO). This semi professional orchestra produces high quality concerts 

three times a year in Tweed Heads on the NSW - Queensland border. In an orchestral 

sense it is on par with the Queensland Wind Orchestra and at the opposite end of the 

community music continuum from the more humble Lismore Symphony Orchestra. The 

Northern Rivers Symphony is a semi professional orchestra of very accomplished 

musicians presenting
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symphonic music, on only two rehearsals in a week, featuring different guest 

conductors and soloists at each concert. A per-service contracted orchestra Northern 

Rivers is a fine ensemble, comprised of excellent adult musicians, where the age 

typical age span is shifted towards a majority being mature musicians 35–60+ with 

fewer younger players. It is a very well organized enterprise run by a small group of 

volunteers in an association that is over 20 years old. The orchestra has an unusual 

origin and history and has been featured twice in the ABC (Australian Broadcasting 

Commission) award- winning television program Australian Story. 

The Northern Rivers Symphony Orchestra is a unique, premier community 

orchestra in regional Australia. The orchestra has been delighting musical 

audience in the Gold Coast – Tweed region since the early 1990s. Over the 

years, the NRSO has performed a range of concerts from chamber ensembles to 

full-scale ballet productions. Guest artists who have appeared with the NRSO 

include pianist Simon Tedeschi, harpist Sebastien Lipman, tenor Yu Jixing, 

soprano Rosemary Arthars, cellist Louise King, violinist Warwick Adeney, 

clarinetist Jason Xanthoudakis and pianist Young-Ah Kim, as well as Gold 

Coast City Ballet and many others… (NRSO, 2014). 

 
 
I have performed seven highly satisfying concerts with the NRSO in expressive and 

successful performances before large audiences. 

 
 
While present musical and audience attendance is excellent for the NRSO I do perceive 

future challenges for the orchestra. The chief difficulty being its need for a larger more 

appropriate venue than the current council hall that is available. This is an infrastructure 

issue that will perhaps require a visionary solution in the quest for an arts centre in a 

population centre shared by two states. The other observation is that while the maturity 

of the orchestra musicians may be a virtue in relation to an elder music concept the age 

of its audience presents another challenge for the future. In the 22 years of it existence 
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the NRSO has developed a devoted following that has grown with it, but without 

possibly seeding the future with programs to attract younger audiences. How to meet 

these challenges will in big part determine the viability of this excellent community 

orchestra in the next ten years. This is an important musicking issue challenging all 

community and professional musical organizations. 

 
 
Performing with the NRSO I made new musical associates leading to referrals for 

playing other freelance paid community orchestral work. A thrilling and dynamic 

concert of film music under the direction of Patrick Burns (once again) with another per 

service, contracted ensemble, the Ipswich City Orchestra (ICO, 2014) and studio 

recording sessions for a new self-styled Steam Punk musical ensemble Lord Brisbane’s 

Imperial Orchestra (LBIO, 2014). 

 

These more recent opportunities, combined with my ongoing membership in four 

regular ensembles (LSO, SB, QWO, NRSO) brought me to an inevitable realization that 

I needed to begin discriminating strongly as to what additional gigs I could choose to 

take on. In quick succession I needed to turn down a tuba position in the 2015 MSO 

Symphony in a Day project and then also decline an opportunity to substitute for a 

colleague in Mahler 2nd Symphony with the Brisbane Symphony Orchestra. It was at 

this point that I realized that my performance time-space limitations had already been 

reached in only two years time. So, what does this mean, why does it matter? Is 

performing music in later life just a pass-time, a hobby or merely another pleasure 

seeking activity? Perhaps for some, but for this musician and most others I know the 

quest runs deeper. 



52 	

A Reasoned Perspective 
 
 
 
What can an analysis of this musical reformation and extent of these renewed 

performance experiences tell us about Elder Music? What issues and opportunities does 

this narrative raise in a discussion of the possibilities, rewards and challenges that can 

be associated with a mature performance practice in community and semi-professional 

instrumental music? Can there be lessons and information that may be applied generally 

from this personal case study; or is this the tale of an outlying individual anomaly, a 

curious case of musical ambition and assumed exceptionalism representing just a senior 

musician taking another bite of the cherry in later life? 

 
 
In relation to my own motivations it is quite simple. I can testify to being much happier 

and that others around me are happier as well for my bass contributions. My family, 

friends, musical colleagues and audiences are all happier. Every aspect of playing from 

my daily warm-ups and practice at home to rehearsals and concerts contributes to 

elevated wellbeing for everyone around, not only my own. It seems to me that music is 

essentially a manifestation of relationships. Sounds as vibrant informed sets of 

relationships. Artifacts that we call scales or melodies, chords, cadences, songs and 

symphonies, enacted by people relating with each other in making these sounds for 

themselves and others who by attending to the resulting phenomena participate in a 

gestalt of sonic relationships. This simple fact becomes assumed within the act of 

‘playing’ music, but remains perhaps all the more powerful in its mood altering and 

immersive qualities. Playing music subverts the trance of daily life (or reinforces it) in 

acting as a pervasive relational influence upon nearly everyone almost all the time. For 

myself creating pure sound using the wind of ones’ body with a set of brass tubes is 

profound in and of itself. It feels great. Collaborating with others in manifesting such 
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architectures in sound is golden and sharing that with attentive others can become 

transcendent. 

My goal is this: always to put myself in the place in which I am best able to 

serve, wherever my gifts and qualities find the best soil to grow, the widest field 

of action. There is no other goal.  

    (Hesse, Narcissus and Goldman. 1930, p. 301). 

 

Expressed in a transpersonal and psychological manner we come to deeper implications 
 

The creation of something new is not accomplished by the intellect but by the 

play instinct acting from inner necessity. The creative mind plays with the 

objects it loves… I am not what happened to me, I am what I choose to 

become… The privilege of a lifetime is to become who you truly are. 

       (Jung, 1971, p. 197) 

 

As to my own rapid and extensive uptake of the musical opportunities that have come 

my way since impulsively seizing a chance to play with the Melbourne Symphony in its 

SIAD project I can only admit that it is as amusing, even confounding to myself as 

anyone else. My own perspective is that in having taken up a tuba to perform once again 

that musical possibilities began opening up before me as fast as I could respond to them. 

Within six months it became a type of personal, if paradoxical, musical challenge to see 

just how far I could take this renewed musical performance practice. To date the only 

real limitations encountered involve an un-holy trinity of time-space-money. 

 
Certainly it shows that an elder musician need not expect to be excluded from 

performance opportunities based upon their chronological age. If a senior musician has 

the ability and the right attitude towards ensemble collaboration, they will be not only 

welcomed but also encouraged to make music. It becomes both humbling and 

empowering to engage with other musicians in striving to create great music and 

therefore a powerful affirmation for myself of not just dignified aging but an expressive 



54 	

flowering. 

There are senior musicians in all of the ensembles I have performed with in the last few 

years, (even if it is just myself in QWO) and the data we have examined quantitatively 

and qualitatively support our experience. It seems to this writer that employing a 

concept of ‘elder music’ would not be misplaced and could indeed be quite useful in 

supporting personal and social wellness within individuals and entire communities as a 

shared cultural adventure. 

 
In regard to senior musicians I have met and performed with in the past two years the 

continued performance of music lays at the center of their psychological and social well 

being. I have asked many of them how long they imagine the music will play on for 

them. None knew, nor really wanted to know. It is just too central and important, too 

obvious an outlet of personal satisfaction and accomplishment, stimulation, self-esteem 

and relationship. Obviously musicians do retire, but usually not till they are ready, for 

whatever cause or reason. Then they will typically jump rather than be pushed. The 

difference for a musician, even in retirement, from the average work retiree is that the 

thrill and stimulus, solace and inspiration of musicking may still go on indefinitely from 

listening in front of the stage. 

 
The principal component to my own success in returning to an active community music 

performance practice and higher degree research has been the support of my family, 

friends and local community. I could not have begun or continued this late life artistic 

quest without their encouragement and active pragmatic support. In my observations 

this is typically the case for other musicians, not only the seniors, but everyone engaged 

in community music. The encouragement of family and friends is vital. The practical 

volunteer support crucial to the success of every ensemble I have been involved with in 

the last three years. The behind the scenes organizational work and fundraising 
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undertaken by our musicking comrades makes the music possible. This is a mostly 

unrecognized and unaccounted fact of our cultural life. Musical productions and 

performance nourishes relationships, connection to traditions and culture, social 

bonding, promoting well-ness for individuals and within the community; empowered 

and motivated by an unheralded invisible cohort of people making the music happen; 

the wellness of musicking. 

 
There are also real challenges in performing community music that I have encountered. 

The economic costs of participation and travel can be formidable. Instruments are 

expensive to obtain and professional repairs and upkeep are both necessary and costly. 

Travel to and from rehearsals and concerts require extensive time and expense, usually 

taking place in the evening and late at night. Certainly living in regional-rural Australia 

it can be difficult, physically daunting and occasionally dangerous. This has been true 

for myself with my own commuting requiring 2 to 5 hours round trip for all of my 

activities. Regardless, these challenges rarely impede our willingness or ability to 

rehearse and perform for our musical colleagues or myself. Mostly we don’t discuss it, 

accepting these conditions as part of our responsibility, knowing that to be “on-time” is 

actually to be “late” and that concert time is a sacred rendezvous. 
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Chapter 4:  Journey 

 
The culmination of my life long artistic adventures and autodidactic journey appears 

now as yet another unplanned but seemingly natural fourth career shift. Revealing itself 

as renewed classical community music practice and graduate research with the 

conception and exploration of Elder Music. 

 
 
As a performance led musical practice I wanted to complete my master of music 

research with a suitable musical challenge that could support my desire to grow as a 

performing musician and tuba artisan. I wanted a new composition for tuba that I could 

perform in a lecture-recital presenting this Elder Music dissertation. Intuitively I was 

stalking a challenge, music that would test my musicianship and also satisfy a desire for 

some serious new music. As with so much else in this unlikely musical journey the 

answer as to what that this might be was right with me even as I pondered the question 

of what to do. 

 
 
On my first excursion to Brisbane, to attend the inaugural Queensland Conservatorium 

Lower Brass Weekend, I took time to visit Brass Music Specialist looking for a new 

tuba mouthpiece. I needed a larger mouthpiece than an old Helleburg that had 

accompanied me around Australia for twenty-odd years. I auditioned a number of 

options to find a proper one for myself and then had a casual look at tuba music while I 

waited to be served. A couple of instruction books by tuba heroes (Roger Bobo and Jon 

Sass) caught my attention before I saw a folder full of tuba compositions by John 

Stevens (1951-). John is an old tuba colleague who studied at the Eastman School of 

Music and performed his jazz orchestra arrangement of Good Morning Heartache with 
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my Arcadia High School band in Rochester N.Y. over forty years before  

(Stevens, BIM). 

 

I had been in email contact with John, just a few years before, when I was digitizing the 

vinyl recording we had made of that concert; sending him an Mp3 for old times sake. It 

turned out that he remembered the gig and still had his own vinyl copy of the same 

recording. We were mutually pleased and amused to reconnect in a digital age and share 

some stories and news of other old friends. 

 
 
Ironically, looking through John’s music in 2013, at music store in Australia, I came 

upon a major opus: Journey, Concerto for Contrabass tuba & Orchestra (1999). 

Commissioned by the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, through the Edward F. Schmidt 

Family Commissioning Fund, John had been asked to write a concerto for the current 

CSO principal tubist, Gene Pokorny. It was to be specifically composed and played 

upon the immortal York CC tuba made famous by former principal tubist of the CSO 

Arnold Jacobs. The same instrument is now owned by the CSO and in regular use today. 

This tuba remains a part of the “Chicago sound” and like a rare violin is an active 

musical part if its ‘institutional memory”. Various master tuba makers have now copied 

this famous instrument, known simply as The York, in recent times and professionals 

and students play these prized modern versions worldwide. My teacher Thomas Allely 

has an original York CC that he has played in the Queensland Symphony for many 

years. A tuba equivalent, if there is such a thing, of a Stradivarius. 

 
The multiple personal connections inherent with this concerto in my relationships to 

John Stevens, Arnold Jacobs and the old York CC (which I once briefly played in a 

lesson with the maestro) along with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra (my personal 

benchmark orchestra since first hearing their recordings under Fritz Reiner as a 
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high school student) were certainly attention getting for me. I impulsively bought the 

concerto and took it home for later inspection. I liked the concept of Journey 

immediately, appreciating its bold imagery and form in three atmospherically titled 

movements: Morning in the Yard, Midnight in the Mountains, Highballing through 

Town, with each movement linked by a solo cadenza into an extended 30 minute 

concerto. 

 
 
However, when back at home and looking through Journey, trying to play this music, I 

was mortified. It was really difficult and extremely challenging in its rhythm, meter, 

intervallic structure and tessitura. It would require a lot of attention and analysis to 

make this piece one’s own. I put it away and got on with all the other music coming 

my way. 

 
 
Eighteen months later, with a lot more sound blown through my horn, it came time to 

plan my lecture-recital and introduce Elder Music. I was seeking a musical challenge, 

and wanted to play new music written while I had been away from tuba performance. 

The metaphor of a journey had become part of the personal musical process I would be 

sharing in this performance led research investigation. I returned to the Stevens concerto 

realizing that Journey would be the obvious work for me to take on. Regardless of the 

challenges I should just begin working it out with my best intentions to discover the 

music within the score. 

 
Journey is a concerto for contrabass tuba, the deepest brass instrument in the orchestra 

and band pitched to a CC or BBb fundamental. It is the brass-wind equivalent of a 

Double bass with a CC extension. This is in distinction to at bass tuba in F or Eb, also in 

common use and preferred by some players in smaller instrumental ensembles and 

certain music in orchestras and bands. I am a contrabass tuba player. I can play the bass 
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tuba with skill and enjoyment as well as all other brass instruments if required. 

However, I am happy to admit to being by nature a CC contrabass tuba guy; that’s my 

groove and home base (pun intended). 

 
 
I took Journey into Thomas Alley, who empathized with the technical obstacles it 

presented and offered that at 30 minutes long it was a big long ‘blow’ that would 

require a lot of endurance. Any tubist would have to agree, although ironically the solo 

is rated grade 4 in difficulty, which was a conundrum that I asked John Stevens about in 

later communications. 

 
 
So, what exactly are the issues that a musician has to work out in order to find the music 

in the contrabass tuba concerto Journey? Three basic aspects all beg for understanding 

and reconciliation: meter, rhythm and harmonic language. Journey passes through a total 

of 336 meter-changes using 16 unique time signatures over the 838 bars of the concerto. 

This is nearly three times more than the Rite of Spring. The music revolves            

around highly syncopated rhythmic phrasing with repeated tri-tones, 7ths. & 9ths while 

making wide intervallic leaps outlining an episodic narrative line that transits both the 

depths and up-most tones of over four octaves. 

Any performance of this piece will require very strong rhythmic skills by the 

performer and the freedom to line up patterns of 2 versus 3 or 3 versus 4 or 5 

with the accompaniment. The quintuplet is perhaps the most daunting because it 

is rare in tuba literature that is not composed by John Stevens. He writes them to 

cover anywhere from one, two, three or four beats, as well as syncopating them 

within the framework of a 7/8 bar. This combination of rhythmic flexibility is 

intimidating and could deter potential performers from spending the necessary 

time to learn it. (Daussat, 2008, p. 22) 

 

Journey also has some tempo markings that I could only call aspirational and there is no 
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recording as yet of the concerto. This last fact was curious to discover in the YouTube 

age and prompted me to correspond again with John Stevens with this and other 

questions. It seems relevant in this discussion to include some of this communication as 

it reveals an experiential side to elder music as being a part of our musical tradition. 

(Stevens, personal communication, July 2015). 

 
 

jH … I must be honest in stating my thought in taking up the personal challenge 

of performing Journey was an opportunity to learn a major concerto, that has no 

available recording, directly from the manuscript, as written by an accomplished 

tubist, being akin to a pianist of 100 years ago taking up the manuscript to a 

concerto written by Rachmaninoff, that they had never heard and learning to 

play it. It’s a lot of fun when not being frustratingly difficult to play … 

 

jS –I'm glad you're enjoying the "journey”. 
 
 
Concerning the level of difficulty in Journey we had this exchange: 

 
jH - Don’t believe I have ever encountered so many meter changes, tri-tones, 

7ths & 9thd etc. used melodically in my 40 years playing tuba … it’s been very 

challenging both tonally and rhythmically. Maybe that’s just me, but it does 

cause some wonder that the concerto is rated IV in difficulty and not V or VI 

(how is that?). 

 

jS - I don't know who does these ratings. But this is a work that is very 

challenging for the player in every way. Why it isn't rated in the most 

challenging category is beyond me! 

 
 
In reviews and other writings concerning Journey much has been made of its 

composition being inspired by the love Gene Pokorny has for historic American steam 

trains: 

The piece began with multiple conversations between composer and performer 

and from these meetings actualized the influences that shaped the work. The 

most important influences that the performer mentioned were his passions for 
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American steam locomotives and the Three Stooges (theme song Three Blind 

Mice), both of which were used by Stevens in his rendering of the composition. 

       (Daussat, 2008, Abstract) 

 
 
Daussat’s dissertation Birth of a Modern Concerto discusses Gene Pokorny’s train 

hobby. 

Outside of the music world, he is well known as a “foamer,” a railroad fan who 

watches and chases trains and is a member of the Union Pacific Historical 

Society. His recent recording entitled “Big Boy,” features a picture of Pokorny 

beside the Union Pacific locomotive that was given the name “Big Boy” during 

World War II. Of particular interest to this work is   another Union Pacific 

locomotive, the 844, that is one of the key elements in the design of the 

concerto. This train was also featured on the cover of his album Tuba Tracks. 

(Daussat, 2008, p. 4) 
 
 

I discussed this train metaphor with John: 
 

jH - In relation to the “steam train” idea as musical inspiration (for Gene, fair 

enough) it honestly doesn’t do much for me personally, while it seems quite 

obvious in the rhythmic motivation provided by all the meter changes and in 

phrases such as Bars 61 – 64 at letter D. I have been much more responsive to a 

more mythic take on the concept of Journey … the mystery and purposeful 

energy of an expedition into new territory, seeing things for the first time and 

then something else entirely, to then catch another glimpse of the first landmark 

from a new angle to what one observed before in the way you repeat ideas … 

 

jS - It is somewhat unfortunate that even the program notes about the piece (not 

my notes but the other ones) took the train idea much too literally. This is not a 

piece of program music, as much as it is simply inspired and influenced by 

Gene's love of American steam locomotives. Knowing how important trains are 

to him gave me a place to start, a general structure for the piece and an analogy 

that worked with the tuba. Your thoughts on the more mythic elements of 

"journey" are much closer to the mark … 
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Having de-constructed Journey into bite-sized bits, in order to even be able to 

begin playing it, I was using every practice technique I knew in order to do it 

justice. Practice in different octaves, isolating phrases and motifs, playing 

them backwards and forwards, slowly and subdivided, making friends with 

my metronome, photocopying the part and taking to it with colored pencils. 

While, also finding myself at the age of 67 within the hot house of a 

university music conservatorium once again with a graduate performance 

program to prepare. The discussion progressed in an academic, tuba-geek 

fashion with John gently pulling me up on several points: 

 
jH - Also thinking/ feeling that the conclusion to Morning in the yard (with the 

tuba) repeating the opening phrase played by the orchestra/ piano is a musical 

citation of the Dragon Fafnir awaking in Siegfried … it’s very cool musically, 

but what was it you were thinking of… 

 

jS - I would caution you that it is a mistake to over analyze my music. Don't 

worry about what I was thinking of just go with the "it was very cool 

musically"! 

 
 
Regardless, I ploughed on and rewarded with valuable insights: 

 
jH – On first looking at Journey and trying to play through it I experienced a 

musical hallucination several times of "hearing" the Miles Davis/ Gil Evens jazz 

tune Springsville (Davis & Evans, 1957) … Not sure exactly why this 

association popped into my musical mind … perhaps I am reading too much into 

this and should just shut up and play the music … 

 
jS - Once again, I did not purposefully channel Miles and Gil, but I am a product 

of that generation so it's perhaps not surprising that you would be thinking along 

those lines. Much of my music is better played if it is somewhat “unstiffened" by 

an approach (especially articulations) that is jazz influenced. Go for it… 

 

jH – Finally, are you really serious about these tempo markings … 
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jS – I always write my fast tempo markings very fast, knowing that I only 

occasionally will get that. Those markings are as much about energy and mood 

as they are about speed … tempi for me are like dynamics - they are a quality, 

not a quantity. It's also important for you to know that I would rather have my 

music played with great energy and spirit than with "careful" 

correctness. Ideally, all the notes at the right energy level - but the energy level 

is more important to me than the notes ... Thanks for your good questions and 

thoughtful approach to playing my music. Once again, you want to enjoy the 

experience as much as possible and communicate that joy to your audiences, 

have some fun and just perform the music with passion and commitment and in 

the most compelling way possible. We use our brains and our hearts when we 

perform. Emphasize the heart… cheers, john 

 
 
Reflections: 

 
Within the context of theorizing and writing on these concepts of elder music it has 

been both rewarding and humbling to have the opportunity to discuss such a novel 

concerto with its composer. A rather natural and mature process of old colleagues 

discussing new and impending work, sharing ideas, focusing upon the real that remains 

a traditional activity providing insight into the creation and expression of artistic 

projects. The study of letters to associates and interviews by composers help musicians 

reap information and insight otherwise not available into the thoughts of these musical 

creators, helping to bring their music into richer context and life; which can also be 

ironic and surprising: 

“I haven't understood a bar of music in my life, but I have felt it.” 
      (Stravinsky, 1947, p. 139). 

 
 
I quickly realized a thirty-minute concerto was too long for a sixty-minute lecture-recital 

and allow for questions as required. The full orchestral version presents technical, 

endurance, and programming difficulties and John Stevens has included detailed 

directions in the score as to how it can be alternatively performed. The piano reduction 
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of the orchestration is very good and the composer suggests performing any individual 

movement alone, or combining movements 1 and 2, or the first and third movements 

together with indications where to begin and end these different performance options. 

Working my way through the entire concerto I elected to play the first two movements 

as these spoke most directly to my mythic sense of journey and prepared: Morning In 

The Yard - Midnight In The Mountains. 

 
 
John Stevens asserts that Journey is not program music but an abstract musical 

expression based on certain images. Nevertheless, the titles given to the concerto’s first 

two movements convey strong personal associations for me. Thoughts of having many 

times arisen in the dark, before dawn, to step into a waking world at the beginning of 

another journey, motoring through changing landscapes into mountains at midnight; 

setting off on further adventures. Leaving the third movement, Highballing Through 

Town, unperformed for now, waiting for some possible performance at another time 

also affirms a sentiment that I am not finished with performing tuba; yet (Harvey et al. 

audio recording Journey 2015). 
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Conclusion 

 
In exploring this thesis it has been important for me to not only examine my current 

community performance practice but to also contemplate the progression and 

development of my musical life as an outgrowth of previous experiences in shaping this 

current stage of seasoned artistic expression. 

 
 
Being now in a mature, yet active stage of my musical performance endeavors, this 

research proved humbling. It has been informative to examine the various stages and 

steps I have encountered in evolving towards becoming an elder musician; a performing 

artist with experience and perspectives to share, as well as to know that I am not alone 

in this practice. 

 
 
Indeed, in developing a definition of what it could mean to be an Elder Musician, a core 

element, of greater importance than longevity alone, seems to be recognition of a person 

with broad musical and life experience. Someone who has “been there, done that” in a 

significant or varied fashion. A veteran operator, of some kind, musically and or 

otherwise, who is capable of bringing an informed point of view and a broader perhaps 

more worldly wisdom to ongoing musical enterprises. These elder musicians have an 

ongoing role to play as mentors and keepers of performance experiences that have a 

significant influence within their music beyond even their own wellbeing in supporting 

overall wellness in our society. 

 
 
A description of the development of any musician or artist, while perhaps sharing 

similarities with others, remains unique. The how and why, where and when of any 
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artistic career will be a narrative journey of discovery, development and often “happy 

accident” typically over a significant period of time. As with any historical or 

biographical story it can often be seen to be the case that the way things begin is the 

way they continue. 

 
 
This conjecture may seem a rather obtuse premise to proceed with; but I hope to 

illustrate a progression of these experiences, insights, necessities and pure good luck 

that are involved in an artistic vocation. I have speculated on this, over many years prior 

to this current research enquiry and have inquired of other musicians as the occasion 

arose: “What was it that prompted you to become a musician?” and more often than not 

heard an interesting story in reply. A career in music is usually not a casual undertaking 

and often can be an instinctual vocation that evolves and develops over a lifetime, as 

demonstrated by this investigation. 

 
 
My own story of musical initiation and training into what was to became my “portfolio 

career” (even though at the time we had no such label to the imperative necessity for 

musicians and artists to create their own gigs) is beyond the scope of this elder music 

thesis and would be best chronicled elsewhere. However, the motivation of reinvention 

in our musical lives remains just as important to elder musicians as it has become 

necessary for emerging artists. 

 
In reflecting upon this performance led inquiry it feels important to discuss certain 

musical home truths. The first being recognition of our cultural tradition of citing 

influential music teachers. This is a natural recitation of linages in which musicians 

honour their artistic pedigrees. It forms the required basis of resumes, vitas, 

biography’s, concert programs and liner notes as well as the introductions and or back 

announcements of classical radio broadcasters. 
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“So and so was the student of such and such … I studied with …“ just fill in the blank. 

It’s a kind of currency in respectfully articulating the teachers, performers and 

conductors who have had decisive and formative effects upon their musicianship by 

igniting visions of the possible within our artistic practice. 

 
This points out an important aspect to the conception of Elder Music. Musicians belong 

to lineages establishing not only their own artistic credentials but celebrating schools of 

musical thought. Performance styles that they have grown out of and are heir too. 

 
This expressed heritage reflects certain accepted qualities, histories and mythologies. 

But also a musicians’ unspoken, yet obvious, expression of responsibility, as living 

representatives of particular traditions in belonging to an old and revered form of 

master-apprentice relationships, transmitting deeply informed artistic power, 

performance craft, continuity and artistic relevance. 

 
At an essential level this is what is being articulated in this Elder Music thesis. It should 

be seen as a source of confidence and pride that as musicians we participate in an 

ancient well tested mode of direct cognitive transmission. An aural-oral tradition that 

remembers and celebrates its cultural heroes, actively tracing its own “song-lines” 

across a significant evolution of musical-cultural practices and relationships. 

 
In my own experience I also suspect that episodes of career burn out, stress and fatigue 

are not at all uncommon in the “make it up as you go along” freelance careers of many 

musicians. Day to day insecurities such as scheduling and travel, accompanied by 

constant networking, while waiting for the phone to ring and also knowing that the 

cheque will always be in the mail. This clichéd life style, with its organizational 

demands, practice and performance pressures, fits perfectly with a typical perfectionist- 

introverted personality type and an ambition native to most performing musicians. 
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We are trained and nurtured in a conservatory climate that constantly demands 110% 

effort, combined with teaching styles that, with all the best intentions, focuses and 

sharpens our active cognitive and psychological attention onto minute details. 

Performers learned ability to intensely focus in the moment, with a hyper aware self- 

criticism of ones performance becomes an endless quest of musical ideals and even 

transcendence; that does not necessarily diminish with age. 

 
One major facet of perfectionism is related to personality type. Concern with 

mistakes is characteristic of introverts … the gifted tend to be perfectionists and 

introverts tend to be perfectionists. A gifted introvert is a perfectionist squared. 

       (Silverman, 2012, p. 3) 

 

Classical music performance practice can celebrate these obsessions, making a virtue of 

these passions and a notion of self-sacrifice to our art that can become damaging. From 

the point of view of an elder musician I can observe this dark tendency and wonder at 

its pervasive necessity in so many areas of extreme human endeavor and achievement. I 

also find that operating now from an older, mature status leads me to a gentler and 

more compassionate stance with my musical colleagues and myself. A softer approach 

to the regular difficulties and challenges of public music making, that helps in both our 

performance practice and the management of our affairs. As an older musician I find a 

mindful, observational strategy actually works more efficiently and obtains better 

results within a larger perspective as a personal ‘go slower to get there faster’ approach 

that reduces unnecessary stress and produces superior results. This is an attitudinal 

effect that interests me within an evolving musical philosophy of consciousness that I 

hope to observe and express to others in developing an elder music ethic. 
 
Admittedly, my long developmental period away from my initial musical career 

represents an undoubted influence upon my philosophical conception and cognitive 

expression as an elder musician today. I am well aware of possessing both real world 

and non-ordinary experiences that are outside the typical classically trained 
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conservatory musician and performer. That being my unique experience which informs 

the musicking of this now elder musician. 

… (you) complete your journey by bringing the found ‘gift’ back to the 

community, renewing the external world with the flow of life. … But this 

‘return’ poses a problem. Your adventure isn’t complete until you’ve made it 

back, but the world won’t always know it needs the profound ‘realization’  

you’re returning with. How do you react if you are met with a cool reception? … 

(it) is to find some part of the realm to which you’ve returned that can receive a 

little bit of what you have to give … (that) takes courage because the world isn’t 

necessarily going to agree with or even acknowledge the ‘realization’ you’re 

bringing back. Yet in order for the world to be renewed, we need people who 

keep putting forward such alternate ideas … the future of everybody depends on 

strengthening those individuals who are able to resist following the pack, and 

then educate our children to become those people themselves.  

       (Michaels, 2014, p. 32) 

 
Although it may seem extra-musical to be discussing the Hero’s Journey (Campbell, 

1949) there remains a mythic-musical narrative which can be expressed with the 

passage of time and experience that can also be explored; the return of the hero and 

acceptance of fate. The mythological roots of Western civilization hold the musician in 

great esteem as a Hero Archetype. Greek mythology remembers Orpheus, son of the 

muse of music Calliope and Olympian god proto-musician Apollo. Orpheus represents 

the Aristotelian concept of a megalopsychos (magnificent soul) as a quintessential 

musician, poet, and prophet. The inventor of the lyre, whose music could charm wild 

beasts and sing birds from out of their trees. A companion of Jason and the Argonauts 

on their quest for the Golden Fleece, who tamed raging seas with his music, even 

silencing the Sirens themselves. This ancient Greek shamanic musical hero, an artist for 

all times, presents an ideal we may dismiss, or even forget in representing the 

transformative
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power and necessity of musical expression, to not only calm our savage beasts but to 

inspire our quest. 

 

The start of this elder music enquiry began with the simple observation that I would 

probably not be alone in embracing a musical performance practice latter in life. I 

wanted to know what is the prevalence of such activity within our aging population? 

This simple insight led to more specific questions: What are elder musicians? Could this 

term “Elder Music” point towards a possible growing trend within an aging “baby 

boomer’ generation, consisting of mature adult musicians either continuing with, 

returning to, or taking up an instrumental music practice later in life and performing and 

teaching within their local communities. 

 
This initial exploration of elder music could profitably lead to additional research 

seeking to: 

1 - Identify Elder Musicians 

2 - Find the community musical organizations they perform within 

3 - Recognize this musical cohort is growing within an aging population 

4 - Discover why these Elder Musicians continue to play music 

5 - Define benefits they and their community experience from this musical activity 

6 - Explore additional challenges they experience in continuing to make music 

7 - Address how issues of ensemble access and affordability affect these activities 

8 - Ways music performance supports affirmative aging and if so how 

9 - Quantitative research of benefits and challenges of making music into later life 

10 - Economic benefits to Health care and Aging policy development 

 
In addressing these questions within my own research and experience I would 

recommend that Elder Music could become a larger scale investigation leading to a rich 

field of enquiry of benefit to both music and society. There is a strong case here for arts 

advocacy and social policy in a space that is currently under recognized or properly 
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appreciated for its contribution to community wellness and vitality. It is a fact that older 

musicians make a strong and growing contribution to instrumental music performance 

in community and professional ensembles in Australia and that this is a growing 

phenomenon. We could expect this to be also true in other parts of the world. The social 

capitol and collective benefit of this activity has remained little acknowledged, as well 

as uncounted. This is also true for the singular wellbeing and health of many musicians, 

who tend to live longer, healthier lives, while continuing to make music (Hanna-Pladdy, 

& MacKay, 2011). The benefits to these musicians in maintaining good mental acuity, 

and physical vitality through their musical activity leads to significant benefits for these 

individuals, their families and community. I would suggest that in a society like 

Australia, which sees raising health care cost across the board and a growing aging 

population, increased investment and support for community music could actually lead 

to reduced spending for medications, less frequent doctor visits and potentially reduced 

prolonged hospital or respite care. More research and discussion of this trend and its 

implications could create awareness of elder music as an important component to 

promoting a wellness society. 

 
For now the music goes on with this late life performer, opening to new experiences and 

expanded opportunities in community music. How long I will enjoy this harvest moon 

cannot be predicted. In the last year I have come across older musicians performing who 

were obviously trying hard to keep up while also delighting in the music being played. 

Like perceiving a doppelganger, from an imagined future, I recognize that for myself it 

will be important to know when to let go once again and re-join the audience. Till then I 

will set off to each rehearsal and concert with a sense of adventure and the promise of 

musical gold while treating each occasion as my last performance, never assuming there 
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will be another and expressing each musical moment as my contribution to the ongoing 

musicking. 

Perfect music has its cause. It arises from equilibrium. Equilibrium arises from 

righteousness, and righteousness arises from the meaning of the cosmos. 

Therefore one can speak about music only with a man who has perceived the 

meaning of the cosmos… I don't know whether my life has been useless and 

merely a misunderstanding, or whether it has a meaning.  

      (Hesse, 1943, p. 29) 
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