
86 52(2) 

… a grumpy looking tabby saunters in … 
and moves off to stalk the cheese tray.

This paper continues our research interest in House 
Concerts – a musical performance that involves 
a solo or group of musicians, a host (who may 
also be a performer) and an invited audience. The 
venue may be a private home, a community centre 
or a local hall. It expands on Watson and Forrest 
(2018) where the authors addressed the value of 
House Concerts in a musician’s career lifespan in 
conjunction with the business models that have 
been established by concert organisers. This paper 
explores the participatory roles of the host, the 
audience and the musician – the three groups that 
combine to create a performance – the central 
feature of a House Concert. The activity may take 
place with or without the services of a commercial 
concert facilitator who has developed a business 
specialising in organisation and management 
of House Concerts. Each group has differing 

perspectives that combine to create a musical 
community that represents the House Concert 
movement.

Host
Motivation to host
The growth of House Concerts in Australia has 
followed two paths. The private approach is where 
individuals self-host performances of a musical 
group, in which they play, in their own home. 
These are often ad hoc and immediate: “I’m having 
a house concert this afternoon”. The host (and 
one of the performers) invites known friends/
acquaintances to the event in the next hour. The 
other approach involves a broader community 
base where a host may use a membership list, 
a developed invitee list or use the services of a 
commercial concert facilitator who has developed 
a business specialising in organisation and 
management of House Concerts.
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Abstract
Successful House Concerts rely on an equal positive interaction between three groups of people: the musicians (or 
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the differing perspectives of the host, audience and musician as they come together for a House Concert performance.
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Hosts will promote House Concerts to provide 
performing opportunities for musicians resident in 
regional areas of Australia, outside the major capital 
cities, where fewer performing options are available. 
They organise House Concerts as fund raising 
events for a major charity, such as non-government 
organisations that do ongoing community 
work in Australia and overseas. A host may have 
contact with a major musical school and provide 
performing opportunities for musicians starting 
out on their career. Some hosts have developed a 
fledging business and strive to build a niche musical 
environment away from the club and pub scene.

Strahle (2016) comments that an example of a 
particularly successful house concert host is Anne-
Marie Grisogono of Adelaide. She has been running 
private concerts in her suburban home for eight 
years. These Wayville House Concerts are held in 
her own purpose-built music room that boasts a 
raked ceiling, resonating timber floor, glass picture 
windows on three sides, and seating for 75 people.

Selecting an artist
The host may select from the artists lists 
complied by commercial business that 
specialise in organisation and management 
of House Concerts. Musicians are categorised 
as emerging, established and featured, and 
they have completed the application process 
required by these business, maintaining quality 
assurance of the selected performer. Performers 
may be permanent members or visiting soloists 
of professional orchestras or opera companies, 
where the opportunity is taken to both launch the 
forthcoming season and build financial support 
for these groups. Musicians may be friends 
who regularly perform together in their local 
community, they may be solo or duo acts travelling 
from overseas who seek to create a tour and gain 
more exposure for their creative talents. The host 
may invite emerging professional musicians from 
a musical school or a higher education program 
or the performers may be established musicians 
living and working away from major city centres.

Inviting an audience
Commercial concert facilitators using their own 
websites and extensive use of social media, 
guide a host to develop an audience list for each 
House Concert. Booking systems operate through 
registration on social media, although this may 
not eliminate ‘un-invited’ guests. Hosts may use a 
membership list, such as Friends of the Melbourne 
Symphony Orchestra to invite an audience. A 
host may develop an audience list within their 
community and beyond and the audience follows 
that host, their choice of artist and the venue that 
may be specially designed within their home. 
This private audience approach can divide a 
community and establish an elitist element within 
a geographical area (personal communication). 
An audience may be invited in an informal way, 
where the self-host performer has a House Concert 
planned to take place in the next hour.

Audiences may attend a House Concert in a 
public arena. A recognised performing space such 
as the Salon in the Melbourne Recital Centre or 
Verbruggen Hall in Sydney Conservatorium may 
be hired by the performer, where the musician is 
replicating a salon setting for their performance and 
normal ticketing and concert etiquette is expected. 
Neighbourhood houses owned and operated by 
local municipal councils or the public library are 
venues used for House Concerts. Advertising may 
be through public radio and booking systems do 
not operate. Music by and from the community is a 
strong component in this approach.

Preparing the venue
The host may be using their own home, garden or 
a woolshed on a country property for the venue. 
They may need to prepare written rules for the 
venue. They may hire a community/church hall. 
The entry cost may or may not be stipulated and 
House Concerts that are primarily for fund raising 
may require an authorised receipt book where tax 
deductible donations are collected. Many of the 
hosts’ duties relate to providing a safe space for 
the musicians and audience and some of these 
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are itemised in Table 1. An audience of 100 may be 
spread through their lounge, terrace and garden. 
Good preparation and contacts leads to a sizeable 
audience. Rachel Johnston says:

Some are poorly organised. The hosts might think 
it’s a good idea but they might think nothing of 
the practicalities. As a performer you might end 
up driving hundreds of miles to get there and find 
eight people turning up. But there is often some 
teaching or workshops, and you make lots of 
contacts. (cited in Strahle, 2016)

Audience
For an audience there are benefits and discovery 
opportunities. House Concerts build social capital 
within a local community and for concerts that 
take place in venues such as neighbour houses 
operated by municipal councils, they support 
the lonely in a community in a non-threatening 
listening environment. Audiences enjoy listening 
to music without the noisy and impersonal nature 
of the club and pub scene. They are exposed to 
new music in the House Concert environment and 
there is flexibility and trust with an audience in a 
niche setting.

An Adelaide resident, Sharni Honor, who works 

full-time organising House Concerts comments, “[It] 
brings music to the people instead of asking them 
to come and see you, so that’s the joy of it.” She 
notes that House Concerts are an ideal way to see 
good music without the late nights and partying 
that often goes with it.

I’m really into gigs that finish early so, to have 
a Sunday afternoon at sunset with friends and 
family and little people, and to have it all in a really 
safe environment that wraps up at like 10 o’clock 
— that’s my dream gig.
[And] it’s an amazing kind of relationship that 
happens between the punters, the artists, and 
the hosts. I think when people open up their 
space, there’s this amazing air of respect across 
the board. People just want to get around these 
gigs regardless of who’s playing so I think that’s a 
really magic part of house concerts too. (cited in 
Reid, 2017)
Rachel Johnston observes that younger audiences 

will to come to a House Concert. “They are more 
interested in doing a community thing rather than 
attending an arts event. If they live nearby they 
are prepared to pay $30 and stroll along” (cited in 
Strahle, 2016).

Living Room Opera, a project of Melbourne-based 
Chamber Made Opera that occurred between 2010 
and 2014, was a series of domestic-scale chamber 

Safety aspect Detail

Access to and within the house Is public liability insurance needed? Suitable access wheelchairs, 
walkers – steps – make shift ramp

Safety hazards in and around the house Wind up the garden hose at the front door, any hidden steps, 
unexpected slope?

Bathroom facilities and access Number of toilets, door width.

Visiting guide dogs and companion animals Are they welcome?

Resident animals who live in the house General behaviour, allergy fur, pets.

Piano – acoustic or electronic Tuned regularly, grand or upright; weighted keys.

Stage area Height of stage, position of power points, power leads taped down 
and secured.

Noise level of performance Closeness to audience, neighbours.

Facilities for the performers Warm up, changing clothes, security.

Food Allergies, nuts in airtight container, snacks or a dinner, responsible 
alcohol service

Table 1: Some safety aspects for a host to consider in the presentation of a House Concert

Watson and Forrest
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operas that were commissioned and developed for 
presentation in living rooms of residential homes. 
With approximately 20 people in each audience, 
Living Room Opera involved artists and musicians 
from a range of styles and backgrounds and aimed 
to give the audience new, chamber operas in close 
proximity in a variety of domestic settings. They 
were site-specific compositions and performances 
where (they say) you will get to “slip through the 
doors of some of the most interesting living spaces 
in Melbourne.”

There’s a new phenomenon happening in the arts 
where the private sector is taking a hands-on role 
in the arts. You may have heard about the house 
museum where private citizens open their houses 
to the public as art museums? That idea has now 
been extended into the performing arts whereby 
people can open up their homes as performance 
spaces. (Living Room Opera, 2011)

Musician
Sustaining a career
House Concerts enable musicians to secure 
performances and maintain their career 
momentum, whilst being potentially less 
demanding at different stages of professional life. 
Hiring of performance venues and associated costs 
of ticketing and advertising for a solo or chamber 
recital is an expensive outlay, with possibly a small 
audience in attendance. For the musician earning 
a living through a protean career, balancing casual 
work and teaching, House Concerts fill the gap 
between touring and stage performances or the 
next season of a musical contract in a pit orchestra. 
They can be set up as a tour schedule particular in 
regional cities and country towns in Australia and 
contribute to sustaining a music career.

The cellist, Rachel Johnston, formerly of the 
Australian String Quartet says:

I’ve always done house concerts here and there. 
They pop up, and often someone asks if I can do 
one. As a performer you have the potential to 
earn some good money. You can walk away with 
the same fee or more than a professionally run 
concert series, but you don’t have to deal with all 
the craziness. They create a more viable audience 

base, because there is a complete absence of the 
usual market pressures. This is truly decentralised 
music and more direct to the consumer. (cited in 
Strahle, 2016)

House Concerts provide an option for 
international musicians to travel and earn some 
money. Mareesa Keltie comments, “It’s a lot nicer 
than just playing in a random pub somewhere 
because everybody actually sits down and gives 
you their full attention” (as cited in Reid, 2017). 
The other member of this Scottish duo, Caroline 
Gilmour remarks, “It takes you to very random 
places like this” [Wilmington in South Australia’s 
Flinders Ranges].

You think of the people who live here and they 
probably don’t get a lot of live music or live events 
like this, and it’s good to take it out of the centre 
points and actually get here. (cited in Reid, 2017)

Gilmour identifies that there is an intimacy of 
playing at someone’s house that is lost in a pub.

At a pub, you go in there [and] you play to people 
you don’t know, but if you play these kind of gigs 
[house concerts], it’s normally through people you 
know and their friends and their family. It’s got a 
lovely homely vibe to it. (cited in Reid, 2017)

Employability
House Concerts encourage musicians to gain 

and use employability skills. Self education is an 
important driver for the musician who chooses 
to expand their performing opportunities in this 
environment. The musician can be expected to use 
their resources to set up all or most of planning 
for their performance. Employability skills play a 
significant part in contributing to an individual’s 
effective and successful participation in the 
workplace. In Australia the employability skills 
are: communication, teamwork, problem-solving, 
initiative and enterprise, planning and organising, 
self-management, learning, and technology. (Back 2 
Basics, 2007, p. 25).

Musicians performing in a House Concert 
are working on an independent level. They are 
employed as a sole trader and need to demonstrate 
entrepreneurial and business skills to make this 
approach to performing, financially successful. 
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Appropriate use of media to promote their career 
and exploring diversity are important aspects for 
building audience interest and a fan base in the 
variety of environments in which House Concerts 
occur.

Rachel Johnston comments:
For classical [music], it represents a return to the 
original form of music making. It was practised 
in private places, not like pop music which was 
in a public domain. The idea is coming around 
again because people realise the arts need 
to be supported. It is not about a commercial 
phenomenon. It can’t survive as that. There’s a 
subtlety of difference here. People are not ‘paying 
for a service’; rather they are saying ‘I choose to 
go into a private space’, and in turn they value the 
social conventions, the community ties and the 
artform of music. They see that it is something 
that deserves to be repeated. It does not involve a 
dumbing down of content, but at the same time 
this area is very supportive of the public concert 
scene. There are so many positives. (cited in 
Strahle, 2016)

Audience proximity
Proximity to an audience is a significant difference 
in a House Concert setting. Although there may be 
a ‘stage area’ is it not the traditional raised platform. 
The physical concert hall barrier between stage 
and audience is broken. Audience proximity in 
a House Concert requires musicians to be more 
confident in communicating and dealing with 
interruptions. Harry James Angus, in an interview 
with Andrew Ford, makes short observations 
about performing in House Concerts:
•	 Fifty people in a lounge room and there is no 

escape
•	 Mistakes in performance – be spontaneous
•	 Door bell rings – and a band member 

improvises/incorporates this sound in the 
performance. Its life – be creative

He remarks that House Concerts are very different 
to those that occur in settings that are more 
controlled. He says, “You are flying by the seat of 
your pants, making something out of nothing. The 
band writes chords on scraps of paper just before a 
performance” (Ford, November 2017).

With regard to performing close to an audience, 
Rachel Johnston says:

If I had the choice of a well run house concert or 
a traditional concert, I’d choose the first every 
time,” she says. “You have more contact with the 
audience. Quite often they are not dedicated 
performance spaces. You’re not getting up into 
the spotlight but rather being amongst your 
listeners and talking about the music. (cited in 
Strahle, 2016)

All houses are different and so are the performing 
spaces and accompanying settings: they range from 
lavish rooms to a backyard BBQ, the availability 
of a Steinway and refreshments that encompass 
the full array from nibbles to a fully catered 
dinner, or smorgasbord. The size and acoustics of 
the performance space, length and time of day 
of the performance all influence what music is 
programmed and the reason for performing in a 
House Concert. Musicians need to consider their 
intentions for a House Concert, especially with 
the close proximity of an audience. The choice of 
programming will be different from a concert hall 
setting. There is no need to present a full program 
of varying styles. The performance may be one work 
comprising a number of movements or one that is 
experimental.

Exploring projects
House Concerts or similar performance spaces 
have become a chosen environment for musicians 
exploring a theme and developing a project. 
These venues are an easier and cheaper option 
to program a series of themed concerts that 
workshop an idea, leading to a commercial 
recording of a larger completed project.

Harry James Angus used the House Concert 
setting to create a project called Struggle with 
Glory where he developed his interest in tales from 
Greek Mythology, crossing musical boundaries and 
infusing them with gospel, jazz and soul music. 
(Ford, November 2017).

Bernadette Harvey pursued a project titled 
The Sonata Project where she commissioned 
piano sonatas from emerging composers, 
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including women composers for performance in 
intimate settings. The goal of this project was to 
commission large scale vibrant works that add to 
the repertoire and anchor a program, and involve 
composers keeping a journal of their creative 
process. Bernadette Harvey premièred these new 
works in salon and house venues, describing the 
performance as a return to Baroque and Classical 
times, when soirées were staged in the classical 
salon or domestic setting. (Ford, December 2017)

On a larger scale and using traditional 
performance shapes, with an invited audience, 
Chamber Made through their research and 
development stream Little Operations, tests new 
collaborations – rather than presenting outcomes – 
between Chamber Made and independent artists. 
Emerging and established artists and groups enter 
into a conversation with Chamber Made and an 
invited audience, where the Little Operations are 
considered for their suitability for subsequent 
development within the company’s creation and 
presentation stream (Chamber Made, 2018).

Conclusion
House Concerts provide a rich opportunity to 

enhance and expand the career of the professional 
musician. They are a means of enabling the 
interrelationship between the host, the artist and 
the audience – placing the performance in the 

centre. This paper has addressed the differing 
perspectives of these three groups that combine 
to create a participatory musical community 
representing the House Concert movement.
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