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various points of focus within the classical repertoire. A final group includes talk 
and information programmes with a large proportion of cultural reports and with 
classical music among their musical offerings.

 
In earlier times cultural radios largely had mixed programmes which were 

addressed to variable target groups and presented a very wide range of talk and 
music programmes from every era and style. Since the late 1980s, however, they 
have been subject to continuous reforms on which varying concepts have been 
brought to bear. The concepts range from the development of stations dominated 
by classical music to the creation of hybrid programmes that feature high-qual-
ity titles from other styles of music, such as pop, chanson, world music or jazz, or 

which include a larger percentage of talk and information services. One major rea-
son for this development was to take into account the fact that cultural radios, too, 
are increasingly being used as a background medium. The complaint is occasion-
ally heard that sev eral broadcasters concentrate on the more popular areas or ‘hits’ 
of classical music.

 
The stations support such important music festivals as the Donaueschingen 

Festival, the Witten Days of New Chamber Music and Saarland Broadcasting’s 
Mouvement Festival of 21st-Century Music. They also appear regularly as or-
ganisers of concerts or music competitions. A prime example of the latter is the 
ARD International Music Competition, which has been held by Bavarian Broad-

The WDR Radio Orchestra and the SWR Big Band, typifying the diversity of Germany’s radio ensembles
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casting (BR) since 1952 and numbers such 
outstanding artists as Jessye Norman 
and Thomas Quasthoff among its prize-
winners. Contemporary music benefits 
in a special way from the works commis-
sioned by these broadcasting corporations. 
In the last ten years Bavarian Broadcasting, 
for example, has commissioned 180 new 
works for its Musica Viva and Paradisi Glo-
ria series alone. Southwest Broadcasting 
(Südwestrundfunk, or SWR) commissions  
between 29 and 36 new works every 
year and awards grants-in-aid to young 
compos ers through its Experimental Stu-
dio for Acoustical Art (see also Stefan 
Fricke’s article ‘Contemporary Music’).

In addition, practically every public 
broadcasting corporation maintains its 
own music ensembles. The number varies 
from broadcaster to broadcaster, but usu-
ally there is a symphony orchestra, a radio  
orchestra (for light music) and a radio 
chorus (see Figure 10.3 and in addition the 
article ‘Symphony and Chamber Orches-
tras’ by Gerald Mertens). West German 
Broadcasting (Westdeutscher Rundfunk, 
or WDR), North German Broadcasting 
(NDR), Southwest Broadcasting (SWR) and 
Hessian  Broadcasting (Hessischer Rund-
funk, or HR) each maintain a big band, and 

Figure 10.3
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Central German Broadcasting (Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk, or MDR) has its own 
children’s choir. Another peculiarity is found in Berlin, where there is a complex of 
four ensembles: the German Symphony Orchestra Berlin (Deutsches Symphonie-
Orchester Berlin), the Berlin RSO (Rundfunk-Sinfonieorchester Berlin), the Berlin 
Radio Chorus (Rundfunkchor Berlin) and the RIAS Chamber Choir (RIAS Kammer-
chor). They are maintained by Rundfunk Orchester und Chöre GmbH Berlin (roc 
berlin), a joint operation of Deutschlandradio, the federal government, the State of 
Berlin and Berlin-Brandenburg Broadcasting. The Berlin RSO offers special proof 
of the close connections pertaining between broadcasting and musical culture. It 
is the oldest of Germany’s radio symphony orchestras, with a history dating back 
to the birth of German radio in 1923. The significance of the radio ensembles is 
viewed , on the one hand, in their ability to supply rural areas with high-quality 
but affordable concerts, and, on the other hand, in its special working conditions, 
which make possible a relatively large number of major world premières.7

 
These different cultural activities are tightly interwoven. New works are fre-

quently commissioned for the broadcaster’s own orchestras or festivals. The orches-
tras’ recordings and the broadcasts of their concerts ensure that cultural radios 
have exclusive and high-quality programming. Conversely, young artists and little-
known works can surmount the media barrier and receive a hearing outside of con-
cert halls and festival venues.

Figure 10.4

2000 2002 2004 2006 2008

ARD / Das Erste 3.7 3.7 1.6 1.3 1.3

ZDF 1.9 1.6 1.6 1.2 1.2

RTL 0.9 0.9 1.7 1.1 2.3

SAT.1 - 0.1 0.6 0.7 1.1

ProSieben - 0.0 1.7 0.4 1.1

Note: Basis in 2000: Four-week programme analysis. Basis from 2001ff.: Complete survey based on broadcasters’ 
programme announcements.

Source: Udo Michael Krüger and Thomas Zapf-Schramm: ‘Politikthematisierung und Alltagskultivierung im Info-
angebot: Programmanalyse 2008 von ARD/Das Erste, ZDF, RTL, SAT.1 und ProSieben’, Media Perspektiven 4 (2009),  
4 (2007), 5 (2005), 3 (2003) and 7 (2001).

>>  Amount of music broadcast (television) by ARD, ZDF, RTL, SAT.1 and ProSieben (in % of air time)
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Television

By the nature of things, the role of music on television and on radio differs 
 widely. On television, music programmes tend to be marginal phenomena. The 
percentage of music on public television is very low and, moreover, currently in 
decline, especially on ARD (see Figure 10.4). If in 2000 the figure still amounted 
to 3.7 percent, by 2008 it had dropped to a mere 1.3 percent. On ZDF the decline 
is smaller, but only because the starting level was much lower. Public broadcasters 
evidently compensate for the downturn in these figures on ARD and ZDF with other 
programmes in which they have an active interest. The digital channels of ARD and 
ZDF, the joint German, Austrian and Swiss project 3sat and the Franco-German 
cultural channel Arte allocate higher percentages of their air time to music.

The music share has sharply increased at RTL from 0.9 percent in 2000 to 
2.3 percent in 2008, probably reflecting the success of casting shows. The music 
channels (e.g. MTV and VIVA) have clearly changed character in recent years as 
music clips take up a decreasing percentage of their programmes. Today music 
videos are primari ly viewed via the Internet on platforms such as YouTube. The 
pay-tv portal Sky has a music channel, Classica, that offers classical music almost 
exclusively from 8:15 in the evening to 6:00 in the morning. Despite the modest 
role of music on television with regard to quantity, the importance of the medium 
for Germany’s musical culture should not be underestimated. Television remains 
second to none for its ability to generate star power, at least in the short run.

USE OF MUSIC IN BROADCASTING

Most radio programmes today are so-called background programmes de-
signed  for constant listening with a mixture of current news, service information 
(weather  reports, time checks, real-time travel service) and popular music. On the 
whole, listening to radio has declined since the onset of the new millennium: if 
Germans listened to an average of 209 minutes of radio per day in 2000, by 2009 
the figure had dropped to 177 minutes. Today roughly 77.2 percent of the popula tion 
turn on the radio each day (one-day reach).8  The public broadcasters as a whole 
are clearly the market leaders with a one-day reach of 50.6 percent, whereas  pri-
vate broadcasters only attain 40.9 percent. Although Germans now listen to less 


