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  | Astrid Reimers

AMATEUR MUSIC-MAKING
With an estimated seven million singers and instrumentalists, amateur music-

making is one of Germany’s largest areas of civic engagement. Civic engagement 
is the essential element of civil society, the third institutional pillar of democratic 
societies alongside the state and the economy. It also forms the cultural counter-
weight in the process of globalisation. In this context, ‘culture’ means far more 
than just the arts: it is the power of self-determined personal creativity and the 
realisation of all human potential residing in the individual. This is why the activ-
ities of civil society achieve a variety that compensates for what Ernst Ulrich von 
Weizsäcker has called the ‘monotony of economisation’. This same variety is one of 
the paramount features of amateur music-making, which in recent years has un-
dergone an enormous proliferation of genres, repertoires and ensembles, whether 
in choral and orchestral music, or in pop and rock bands.
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The term ‘amateur music-making’ refers to active, non-professional involve-
ment in music. ‘Active’ means that music is mastered and performed; ‘non-profes-
sional’ implies that the participants do not earn their living primarily by singing 
or by playing musical instruments. The antithesis between professional and non-
professional is merely a simplified construct: we are all familiar with the much 
sought-after choral tenor who is paid a fee or a remuneration of expenses for sing-
ing in a choral concert. Yet, by definition, this tenor is not a professional singer. 
We need only think of the amateur rock band that has played for years on a small 
stage, perhaps for nothing more than free drinks, but which suddenly begins to re-
ceive higher fees and to live from its stage performances and CD sales. The borders 
separating the ‘recreational’ musician from the full-time professional are often 
blurred, especially in popular instrumental music. Even the centuries-old cultural 
legacy of choral music is sustained almost exclusively by amateur choruses.

Without amateur singers and instrumentalists, many people would rarely 
have a live, immediate experience of major works of music, past or present, for per-
formances in sufficient quantity and quality would be economically unfeasible. To 
give a small idea of the scale involved, extrapolations from regional polls reveal that 
Germany’s choruses alone present more than 300,000 concerts for some 60 mil - 
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lion listeners every year.1 A survey conducted by the National Union of German 
Music Associations (BDMV)2 revealed that the orchestras among its members gave 
more than 28,000 Christmas and New Year’s concerts in 2003 alone.3 The cultural 
significance of Germany’s non-professional artistic activities prompted Hilmar 
Hoffmann, in his still valuable book Kultur für alle (‘Culture for everyone’), to re-
mark as early as 1979: ‘One indication of whether a town truly has a broad-based 
cultural life is the degree of active artistic work carried out by broad sections of its 
population who do not practise art on a professional basis.’4

In order to draw the attention of the public, the media and politicians to the 
cultural impact of music-making, especially amateur music-making, the German 
Music Council (Deutscher Musikrat) initiated the ‘Day of Music’ in 2009. Every 
year, on the third weekend in June, musical events now take place all across the 
nation under the slogan ‘Day of Music’.

VOLUNTEER WORK

Quite apart from its cultural significance, amateur music-making, being civic 
engagement in the form of volunteer work, can help bring about a transformation 
of our ‘society of acquisition’ into a ‘society of activity’. In other words, it can lead 
to a revaluation of human activity by granting recognition not only to material 
values but to social values as well. On the path toward the equality of human ac-
tivities, volunteer work takes on new dimensions. Can volunteer work impart just 
as much meaning as working for money? Can it lend compensatory enhancement 
to social prestige? Can or should volunteer work and civic engagement make up 
for deficiencies in the public sector? These sorts of questions are brought up for 
debate particularly in times of economic hardship. It was for this reason that the 
German Parliament set up a commission to study the promotion of civic engage-
ment. The commission’s final report contains a large number of conditions and 
recommendations regarding the promotion of volunteer work, for example, by re-
forming the tax laws for non-profit organisations and charities or the insurance 
laws for cases of liability and accident.5 The investigative commission created by 
the German Parliament on the question of ‘Culture in Germany’ came to similar 
conclusions in its final report of 2007.6
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>>  Amateur orchestras, ensembles, choruses and performers, 2009-10

Area
Orchestras,
choruses,

ensembles

Active 
instrumen-
talists and/
or singers

No. of children 
and young adults1 Total no. of 

members 
(active and 
associate)

Absolute 
fi gures %

Total number of amateur instrumentalists 39,100 839,300 NIA NIA 1,751,600

Total secular 23,580 650,300 428,400 66 1,562,600

Wind orchestras and marching bands 18,440 499,800 322,600 65 1,374,000

National Union of German Music Associations (BDMV) 18,210 492,000 320,000 65 1,362,000

German National Association of Marching Bands (DBV) 230 7,800 2,600 33 12,0005

Accordion orchestras 3,500 100,000 80,000 80 125,000

German Harmonica Society (DHV)2 3,500 100,000 80,000 80 125,000

Mandolin orchestras, zither ensembles 720 14,300 6,800 48 27,000

Federation of German Mandolin and Guitar Players 
(BDZ)2 650 12,500 6,000 48 25,000

German Zither Music Association (DZB) 70 1,800 800 44 2,000

Symphonies and string orchestras 920 36,200 19,00 52 36,600

Federal Association of German Amateur Orchestras 
(BDLO) 680 23,000 5,800 25 23,100

Working Group of Jeunesses Musicales Youth 
Orchestras 240 13,200 13,200 100 13,500

Total sacred 15,520 189,000 NIA NIA 189,000

Brass and Youth Groups of Regional Evangelical 
Churches2 6,070 110,000 33,000 30 110,000

Other  instrumental groups in the Evangelical Church3 7,050 55,200 NIA NIA 55,200

Instrumental ensembles in the Catholic Church4 2,400 23,800 NIA NIA 23,800

Total number of amateur vocalists 55,440 1,434,000 NIA NIA 2,327,100

Total secular 22,020 677,800 108,400 16 1,570,900

German Choral Association (DCV)6 21,340 637,700 93,800 15 1,528,500

Association of German Concert Choirs (VDKC) 440 24,200 3,600 15 24,2005

Youth Music Work Group (AMJ) 240 14,400 10,000 69 16,700

International Association of Music (IAM) NIA 1,500 1,000 67 1,500

Total sacred 33,420 756,200 NIA NIA 756,200

General Cecilian Society (ACV) 15,740 393,800 100,800 26 393,8005

including:
German Choral Society Pueri Cantores 400 16,100 16,100 100 16,100

Association of Evangelical Church Choirs (VeK)2 9,910 248,600 69,600 28 248,600

Other Evangelical church choirs3 7,770 113,800 NIA NIA 113,800

Public music schools7 28,080 957,700 892,000 93 957,700

Private music lessons8 NIA 380,000 371,600 98 380,000

Adult education centres9 (courses with instrumental 
and vocal ensemble work)

NIA 87,800 14,700 17 87,800

Rock, pop, jazz and folk groups10 50,000 500,000 250,000 50 500,000

General education system11 NIA 821,100 821,100 100 821,100

Total number of amateur musicians 172,620 5,019,900 NIA NIA 6,825,300

Figure 4.1
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REGISTERED ASSOCIATIONS

The registered associations in Germany’s cultural life promote a culture of 
recognition and support for civic engagement. A total of four million musicians 
are currently organised in Germany’s associations of amateur instrumental and 
vocal music-making, including some 2.3 million as active singers or instrumen-
talists (see Figure 4.1). With at least 740,000 children and young adults, roughly a 
third of all active musicians is made up of members of the younger generation. To 
facilitate volunteer work among its 18,000 member orchestras, for example, the 
National Union of German Music Associations (BDMV) set up a legal aid service 
in 2004. This service deals with legal topics of relevance to associations, such as 
charter and labour law, procedural questions and social security law. The German 
Choral Association (DCV), whose 640,000 singers make it the largest of its kind in 
Germany, likewise supports its member societies in these matters. In 2011 it will 
also launch a new project called “chor.com” – a congress for the German and Euro-
pean choral scene with workshops, festival, trade fair and symposium. 

1   Children, adolescents and young adults generally up to the age of 25, in keeping with the cutoff age in Germany’s Youth Plan 
(Bundesjugendplan), in some cases up to the age of 21 or 27 depending on the internal cutoff ages of the associations concerned.

2  Owing to a lack of new surveys, these fi gures are based on estimates or earlier data.
3   Information taken from Evangelical Church statistics in ‘Gemeindeleben und Veranstaltungen’ (as of 2007); see http://www.ekd.

de/statistik/gemeindeleben.html (accessed on 25 October 2010).
4   Information from the Working Committee of the Administrative Bodies and Departments for Church Music in Germany’s 

Dioceses.

 5  Associate members omitted or incomplete.
6  Temporary data owing to a system conversion in the data collection process.
7      VdM-Jahresbericht 2009 [Annual report 2009], ed. Verband deutscher Musikschulen (Bonn, 2010).
8   Estimates and projections are based on information from registered associations. According to conservative estimates from 

the German Musicians’ Assocation (DTKV), some 180,000 music students receive instruction from the association’s members. 
The National Associa- tion of German Private Music Schools (bdpm) has approx. 100,000 pupils among its member schools. No 
information is available for other private pupils, but estimates place their number at no fewer than 100,000.

9   Volkshochschulstatistik Arbeitsjahr 2008 [Adult education centre statistics for working year 2008], ed. Deutsches Institut für 
Erwachsenenbildung (Frankfurt am Main, 2009). 

10   Estimates and projections based on information from registered associations. 
11   Projections based on communications from the ministries of culture in Baden-Württemberg, Bavaria, Hesse, Rhineland-Palati-

nate, Saxony-Anhalt and Thuringia. In these states, the percentage of pupils in voluntary extracurricular choruses, orchestras 
and ensembles lay between 5 and 14 percent, with an average of 9 percent. Projections for the entire Federal Republic (9 million 
pupils in 35,000 schools in the general education system) were based on a 9 percent average.

Note: It should be borne in mind that many instrumentalists and singers play not just in one but in several ensembles. Given the 
available data, it is impossible to calculate the percentage of double and multiple memberships, which bears witness to an espe-
cially deep commitment among amateur musicians. On the other hand, there are many orchestras, ensembles, choruses and solo 
musicians outside the associations and areas depicted here, about whose numbers nothing is known.

Source: Compiled and calculated by the German Music Information Centre.                                                             


