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The map of orchestra sites (see Figure 5.1) 
shows the orchestra landscape after Ger-
man reunification in 1990 and the manner 
in which it has since changed, in particular 
through mergers and dissolutions. The mer-
gers were particularly painful in rural areas. 
In the final analysis, however, they were 
warranted in those cases where neighbour
ing orchestras and music theatres were 
producing independent programmes for 
an ever-shrinking audience, as happened 
in Nordhausen-Sondershausen,  Gera-Alten-
burg, Rudolstadt-Saalfeld and Greifswald-
Stralsund. Dissolutions were especially pre-
valent in those areas where there was no 
longer a political majority in favour of pub
lic funding (e.g. the Brandenburg Philhar-
monic in Potsdam) or where the historical 
rationale for forming the orchestra had va-
nished (e.g. the Philharmonia Hungarica in 
Marl, the Thüringen Philharmonic in Suhl 
and the Berlin Symphony Orchestra).

The number of identified positions for 
musicians has dropped from 12,159 in 1992 to 
9,922, i.e. by 2,237 positions, or roughly 18 per-
cent. Of this reduction, 1,742 of the positions 
eliminated had been in the newly formed 
German states and former East Berlin, and 
495 in the states of former West Germany 

Figure 5.1
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and former West Berlin (see Figure 5.2), which has lost 82 positions since 2008 
alone – twice as many as in the newly formed eastern states. 

NUMBER OF VISITORS AND EVENTS 

In spite of the structural transformation described above, the current statistics 
of the Deutscher Bühnenverein (German Theatre and Orchestra Association) show 
a growing number of concerts, from around 6,900 in the 2000-01 season to 8,700 
today (see Figure 5.3). However, these figures do not cover all the 12 radio orchestras 

>>  Permanent positions in German ‘Kulturorchester’

Index (1992=100 %)

1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010

Number of positions1 Decline

1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 1992-2010

(168) (154) (151) (146) (145) (139) (136) (135) (133) (133) %

East 5,032 4,411 4,198 4,032 3,878 3,637 3,545 3,398 3,372 3,290 - 34.62

West 7,127 7,075 7,018 6,991 6,961 6,808 6,780 6,654 6,665 6,632 - 6.95

Total 12,159 11,486 11,216 11,023 10,839 10,445 10,325 10,052 10,037 9,922 - 18.40

1   Number of orchestras in brackets.
Source: Compiled and edited by the German Music Information Centre from data supplied by Deutsche Orchester-
vereinigung.
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and radio symphony orchestras or other radio ensembles. Basically, the number 
of concert-goers grew in East and West alike, topping the four million mark for 
the first time in 2007-08. This is a positive trend, and it remains to be seen how 
the growing number of music festivals – particularly in summer – will affect the 
general number of concert-goers and the rate of capacity utilisation.

The German Orchestra Union (Deutsche Orchestervereinigung, or DOV) list- 
ed about 12,700 concerts of  Kulturorchester and radio ensembles (excluding 
big bands) for 2009, with 6,100 symphony concerts (including tours abroad), 
1,200  chamber concerts and 3,700 educational events (concerts for children and 
young adults, concerts for school pupils and workshops held in schools) (see 
Figure 5.4). These statistics underline the particular importance that new or-
chestral activities have gained in music appreciation, an area which comprises 
concerts for children, young adults and school groups as well as workshops. It is 
encouraging to note that the number of concerts for school pupils has increased 

>>  Concerts and attendance of ‘Kulturorchester’

Season

Concerts Visitors

Total Concert orchestras1 Theatre orchestras2 Total3

2000-01 6,899 4,686 2,213 3,666,142

2001-02 6,922 4,718 2,204 3,797,022

2002-03 7,179 4,833 2,346 3,747,268

2003-04 7,432 4,795 2,637 3,990,782

2004-05 8,127 5,717 2,410 3,795,471

2005-06 8,428 6,043 2,385 3,774,301

2006-07 8,414 5,871 2,543 3,941,835

2007-08 8,711 6,148 2,563 4,020,745

2008-09 8,704 6,079 2,625 4,053,629

Note: The data in the time line can only partly be compared, since some theatres were shut down for construction work or the 
data are incomplete owing to faulty reporting.
1   Local and non-local concerts.
2   Own concerts in own premises.
3   Attendance fi gures for theatre orchestras include in-house performances as well as concerts by other ensembles that take 

place on their premises. Those for concert orchestras also include concerts on other premises (e.g. tours, etc).

Source: Compiled and calculated by the German Music Information Centre from Theaterstatistik, vols. 2000-01 to 2008-09, ed. 
Deutscher Bühnenverein (Cologne, 2002-2010).

Figure 5.3
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considerably in recent years. Unfortunately it was not possible to compile precise 
figures for the numbers of concert-goers involved since this information is not al-
ways recorded for school or open-air events or for guest performances. 

 
As long as there is a continued lack of reliable and complete data for all con-

certs given by Kulturorchester, it will be difficult to predict trends in attendance. 
Even more problematic is the recording and breakdown of attendance figures for 
such concert halls as in Dortmund, Essen, and soon in Hamburg (opening sched
uled for 2012), and for major German music festivals (e.g. the Schleswig Holstein, 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and Rheingau festivals), where outstanding German 
and foreign Kulturorchester and many other ensembles perform but reliable 
figures on attendance are not kept.

According to theatre statistics, the figures for attendance and capacity utilisa-
tion at music theatre events and concerts by theatre orchestras (excluding concert 
orchestras) have not undergone significant change in the period under considera-
tion. They have remained relatively high, with average capacity utilisation rates 
between 70 and 80 percent.2

Type of event

Season

2003-04 2005-06 2007-08

Symphony concerts1 6,027 5,918 6,075

Music education events 2,141 3,747 3,723

Concerts for children and young adults 742 928 972

Concerts for school pupils 414 570 665

Workshops at schools 985 2,249 2,086

Chamber concerts 993 1,136 1,195

Other concerts 1,208 1,997 1,691

Total 10,369 12,798 12,684

1  Including concerts abroad (2003-04: 519; 2005-06: 526; 2007-08: 614).

Source: Compiled by Deutsche Orchestervereinigung.

>>  Concerts by ‘Kulturorchester’ in Germany

Figure 5.4
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counting as it does for only approximately one percent of the overall budget, cultur
al funding is marginal at best. Nor can additional changes in legal forms, or an ‘es-
cape’ from wage agreements, do anything to alter the structurally ineradicable 
fact that human resources costs make up roughly 85 to 90 percent of budgets in 
theatres and orchestras. This stands in contrast to the general public budget, in 
which this item only accounts for some 33 to 40 percent. If an across-the-board 
cut is instituted here, the strain upon orchestras and theatres is up to three times 
the level placed on the budget in general. This phenomenon affects future deve-

lopments just as much as the question of how to offset increasing costs – an issue 
frequently considered a necessary evil in the public sector generally, yet which 
theatres and orchestras are often expected to remedy on their own initiative. Over 
the medium to long term, this administrative ‘cost trap’ can lead to the closure of 
other cultural institutions and orchestras. Even if public subsidies are simply ‘froz
en’ at current levels, this inevitably leads to reductions in staff. These institutions 
have few opportunities to counteract this on their own: cushioning just one per-
cent of linear annual growth in labour costs calls for a sustained annual growth 
in box-office returns of around five percent. In light of resumed growth in inland 
revenue at the federal, state and local levels since 2006 as a result of the general 

The Berlin Philharmonic on its home turf in the outdoor Waldbühne and the Berlin Philharmonie 
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economic upturn, one wonders whether the financial circumstances of theatres 
and orchestras will also improve as a consequence. But given the budgetary effects 
of the measures taken in 2010 to counteract the latest worldwide financial crisis, 
it would seem that every area in the public financing of culture will come under 
even more strain than has hitherto been the case. From the standpoint of artistic 
quality, choice of repertoire, orchestra size and the tasks at hand, there are abso-
lute limits to the staff cutbacks of recent years. Countermeasures and a change of 
approach are required if long-term damage to Germany’s cultural legacy is to be 
avoided.

Germany’s orchestras have high and at times unused potential for develop-
ment, but hardly any ability to save additional money. What they need is great
er latitude in their business administration, a much greater professionalisation 
of their management, and greater reliability for planning by means of medium-
term allocation agreements that reward, rather than punish, the reasonable use of 
funds and higher box-office returns. Neoliberalists may espouse the theory that 
theatres and orchestras must make their own way in the ‘marketplace’ in the same 
manner as everything else. Some advocate economic Darwinism: only what ‘sells’ 

A municipal orchestra of international stature: Cologne’s Gürzenich Orchestra
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Symphony and Chamber Orchestras  |

will survive. This flies in the face, however, of the historical fact that in every era 
throughout Western civilisation the highest artistic standards have been achieved 
by means of outside funding, whether from the church, the crown, the aristocracy 
or the public purse.

1	 As the Deutsche Oper am Rhein has sites in Dusseldorf and Duisburg, and thus two or-

chestras at its disposal, the total number of theatre orchestras (84) is one higher than the 

number of music theatres.
2	 Theaterstatistik 2008/2009, ed. Deutscher Bühnenverein (Cologne, 2010), p.  263.
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