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The twenty-first century Symphony Orchestra is a bastion of instrumental craftsmanship 

and a cultural beacon in modern society, with great loyalty to the traditions of its 

eighteenth and nineteenth century forbearers. The basic make-up of the ensemble has 

changed minimally with the addition of various and sundry instruments, the hierarchical 

constitution has remained constant with conductors and concertmasters at the helm, and 

repertoire choices tend to vary from orchestral chestnuts to radically different new music. 

What has changed dramatically is the way in which some orchestras have embraced 

technology and implemented a variety of tools such as webpages, digital concert halls, 

youtube, twitter, facebook, and so forth to help promote, distribute, and enhance their 

musical product. The Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra is one such orchestra truly at the 

forefront of the digital revolution. 

 In this paper I will take a look at several of the ways the Berlin Philharmonic 

Orchestra, or as they prefer to be called the Berliner Philharmoniker have used 

technological advances to communicate with a larger audience. I will address the Digital 

Concert Hall, Social Media networks, and Education programs as manifestations of 

audio-visual technology and show that these have allowed the Berliner Philharmoniker to 

reach out to a vastly increased number of viewers and listeners. 

 

The Digital Concert Hall 

When the Berliner Philharmoniker only give a small handful of concerts on tour, and 

these mostly sell out with the top ticket prices well into three digits, what can avid 

classical music lovers, and fans of Maestro Rattle do if they don’t have the funds or the 



time to drive or fly the 10 hours to get to the nearest concert hall? The BP have an 

answer; the Digital Concert Hall or DCH.  

 Pamela Rosenberg, the intendant of the BPO said in an interview with The Korea 

Times, ``It is our experience that there are many more people who would like to come to 

our concert beyond seats available. This is the case with our performances in Berlin and 

even more so in our concert tours throughout the world. With the Digital Concert Hall, 

we want to create an additional, virtual venue, particularly for music lovers who 

otherwise have no opportunity to be here live at our home concert hall.’’1 

 The idea of the DCH was the brainchild of Olaf Maninger, the orchestra’s 

principal cellist and a member of the BPO’s Media Board who mentioned that much of 

the inspiration for this special project came from the orchestra’s international tours. “Our 

concert in Taipeh (sic) in 2005 was a very important experience for me personally. On 

that occasion the concert was shown on a large screen in front of the concert hall. Over 

30,000 people came to watch the concert and the reception they gave us after the concert 

was overwhelming. At that point I thought to myself: there must be a way to reach our 

fans all over the world more regularly using audio-visual technology.”2 

 And with a team of inspired rainmakers and the support of their partner Deutsche 

Bank3, the Berliner Philharmoniker was able to kick off their Digital Concert Hall and 

sell almost 2,500 tickets for their first streamed concert on January 6th, 2009. 4 According 

                                                
1 Do Je-hae, “Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra's Digital Concert Thrills Fans Worldwide.” The Korea Times 
online, January 16, 2009. http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/special/2009/01/178_38128.html 
2 “Best Seats in the House: The Berlin Philharmonic Goes Online.” From German Missions in the United 
States Website, the Welcome to Germany.info page. 
http://www.germany.info/Vertretung/usa/en/__PR/GIC/2009/09/25__Digital__Concert__Hall__PM.html 
3 Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra webpage: “Our Partner” http://www.berliner-
philharmoniker.de/en/berliner-philharmoniker/our-partner/ 
4 Do Je-hae, “Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra's Digital Concert Thrills Fans Worldwide.” The Korea Times 
online, January 16, 2009. http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/special/2009/01/178_38128.html. 



to Rosenberg, ``That is a very good beginning when you consider that people are not used 

to paying for audiovisual content in the Internet.’’5 Deutsche Bank was responsible for 

installing cameras in the Philharmonie, the concert hall in Berlin that houses the BP, and 

they also footed the bill for the webcasts. 6 

 At only 9.90 Euros (about fifteen dollars) a concert for live and archived concerts, 

39 Euros for a 30-day pass, and 149 Euros for an all season pass the Digital Concert Hall 

truly makes hearing this world-class orchestra much more affordable.7 One can even buy 

individual works for only 3 Euros or see the Education documentary for free. Perhaps one 

question this DCH begs is whether the aura according to (Walter Benjamin)8 of the 

concert is lost in the process. I would have to say yes, even for the live concerts streamed 

in real time, the smell, temperature, and energy of the Philharmonie is missing, and hence 

the concert is no longer authentic. However, it definitely beats the alternative which is not 

having the opportunity to see these concerts at all. 

 The Digital Concert Hall has a High Definition image using Flash H.264 

encoding which one can try out on a home system to avoid buying something that won’t 

stream properly, exceptional sound quality with a data transfer rate of up to 320 Kbit/s, 

(near CD quality) and complex remote-controlled camera work taken from many 

different perspectives in the hall.9 All in all the DCH is a perfect example of one way to 

utilize the technology of today to reach out to a larger audience. 

                                                
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 “Digital Concert Hall Ticket Prices. http://dch.berliner-philharmoniker.de/#/en/prices/tickets/ 
8 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” 1935 (transcribed by Andy 
Blunden in 1998) http://www.scribd.com/doc/13191756/Walter-Benjamin-Art-in-the-Age-of-Mechanical-
Reproduction 
9 “DCH: Information: Technical Requirements.” http://www.berliner-philharmoniker.de/en/media/digital-
concert-hall/technisches/ 



 Just as an interesting side note: although the Berliner Philharmoniker are the first 

to ever implement such a complex and technologically advanced means of disseminating 

their artistry across the globe, this is not the first time that the BP is ahead of the game. 

Under Herbert von Karajan, the orchestra’s elected Music Director from 1954-1989 the 

Berliner Philharmoniker produced the first commercial classical music recording.10  

 

Education 

The BPO takes music education very seriously. One impressive program is their 

Orchestra Academy that trains highly gifted young musicians to play in the Berliner 

Philharmoniker. This idea formulated by Karajan was begun in 1972 with the intention of 

having members of the orchestra teach and prepare these young musicians for lives in 

professional orchestras. Their extraordinary talent and this unique experience often help 

land these young people jobs with some of the best orchestras in the world, and more 

often than not with the Berliner Philharmoniker itself.11 

 Another way the BP supports music education is with their program called 

Zukunft@BPhil or Future@BPhil.12 This program has as its mission statement the 

following: The fundamental aim of Zukunft@BPhil is to make the activities and music of 

the Berliner Philharmoniker accessible to as wide an audience as possible. Since 2002, 

Deutsche Bank has enabled us to connect with people from all kinds of different 

educational and social backgrounds.13 Although they have focused much of their outreach 

                                                
10 Arye Oron, “Berliner Philharmoniker (A brief history).” http://www.bach-cantatas.com/Bio/Berliner-
Philharmoniker.htm 
11 “Orchestra Academy.” http://www.berliner-philharmoniker.de/en/berliner-philharmoniker/orchestra-
academy/ 
12 “Education: Zukunft@BPhil.” http://www.berliner-philharmoniker.de/en/education/ 
13 Ibid. 



and many of the projects on the local districts in Berlin, the educational materials and 

every project is downloadable for free on their website: http://www.berliner-

philharmoniker.de/en/education/. Each of the projects has directly to do with a concert 

that the Berliner Philharmoniker are playing at one point during the season. 

 As part of the Zukunft@BPhil, there are free preparatory materials for teachers to 

download, however the only problem with those for non German-speakers is that most of 

them are not available (yet!) in any other language. These free files are pdfs with a brief 

history of the work being discussed/performed, interesting facts about the composer and 

the work itself, and worksheets geared towards high school aged students, however the 

website claims they are adjustable for any grade level. Similarly there are free video 

interviews with the conductors and composers whose works are the focus of the music 

education projects, however most of these are also in German and unfortunately do not 

have subtitles.  Since this project has been active for seven years already, it is doubtful 

that translation of the materials into multiple world languages is high on their priority list, 

but hopefully the BP will prove this wrong. 

 Finally, there is a free downloadable film called Rhythm is It! which documents 

the first education and outreach projects of the BP and Maestro Simon Rattle assembled 

and executed.14 The BP boast having reached thousands of children and teenagers who 

have benefited discovering, playing and listening to music in their education 

workshops.15 

 

 

                                                
14 “Rhythm is It!” http://www.berliner-philharmoniker.de/en/media/rhythm-is-it/ 
15 “Education: Zukunft@BPhil” http://www.berliner-philharmoniker.de/en/education/ 



Social Media: Youtube, Facebook, Twitter 

On the BPO homepage, one of the 9 menu items from which to choose is Media. With 

one click we are taken to a page that includes among other things, a discography, TV and 

radio programs, and documentaries, all of which are accessible with another click. 

However interestingly enough, in its own column, and separated from the rest is Social 

Media. Click on that link and you are in a world of micro blogging on Twitter and free 

video clips on Youtube. And without having to enter Facebook in your browser window, 

you can become a fan of the Berliner Philharmoniker as long as you have an account and 

can enter your log-in information. To date the BP has 27,489 Fans as of 12/11/09 at 5:00 

p.m. on Facebook.16 

 Some recent posts on the Facebook page are Asher Fisch conducting and Daniel 

Barenboim playing the Chopin First piano concerto for 3 minutes or Simon Rattle 

conducting Shostakovich’s Symphony No. 4. These serve as teasers with links nearby to 

allow viewers to purchase tickets to the digital concert hall. The combination of the BP’s 

marketing savvy and their embracing today’s social media predict a fruitful future and 

certainly the widest and perhaps most diverse possible audience. 

 

Conclusion 

With an extraordinarily user-friendly website (except perhaps for those who lack the skill 

to read German on certain pages), and the fact that the BP has chosen to embrace the 

audio-visual and digital technology available to them, it is without doubt that this world-

class orchestra has found the perfect blend of tradition and innovation to push them 

forward through this century and most likely the centuries to come.  
                                                
16 According to the Berliner Philharmoniker Facebook page on the above date. 



 The big question is in the current economic downturn, how long can an expensive 

undertaking like the Digital Concert Hall last? According to Elisabeth Hilsdorf, the 

Berliner Philharmoniker’s Public Relations Chief, “[The DCH]’s not making money yet 

[as of November 23rd, 2009]. . . but it’s not just an experiment; the goal is for it to go on 

forever.”17 Hilsdorf went on to say that although they need about 6,000 to 7,000 visitors 

per event to break even, the average this season was only 2,000. Since the first live 

internet-streamed concert from the Philharmoniker’s Digital Concert Hall was on January 

6, 200918 and their first full season of live webcasts only began on August 2th, 200919 

perhaps it’s too early to tell in the current economic state of affairs whether the goal to 

see this continue for as long as the Berliner Philharmoniker exists will actually happen or 

not.  

 One thing however is certain, and that is that the partnership of the Berliner 

Philharmoniker and Deutsche Bank and their Digital Concert Hall have revolutionized 

the way we see the concert experience. Now people all over the world who would never 

be able to afford a concert ticket for any major symphony orchestra, much less the plane 

ticket to fly to Berlin, can watch in high definition one of the world’s greatest orchestras 

perform extraordinarily executed, highly nuanced music, with excellent sound, conducted 

by any number of the world’s greatest maestri, all in the comfort of their living room. 

And what’s more; if their computer screens are large enough, why not invite a bunch of 

friends over and make an event of it?  
                                                
17 James C. Taylor, “Berlin Philharmonic By Way of the World Wide Web.” LA Times No. 23, 2009. 
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/culturemonster/2009/11/berlin-philharmonic-by-way-of-the-world-wide-
web.html 
18 Kristin Sloan, “Digital Concert Hall at the Berliner Philharmoniker.” http://thewinger.com/2009/the-
berliner-philharmoniker/ 
19 Timothy Mangan, “Berlin Philharmonic to offer live webcasts throughout 2009-10 season.” Orange 
County Register ArtsBlog, August 19th 2009. http://artsblog.freedomblogging.com/2009/08/19/berlin-
philharmonic-to-offer-live-webcasts-throughout-2009-10-season/15571/ 



 To boot, their implementation of Social Media has allowed them to branch out 

with meteoric intensity to audiences that would otherwise be completely inaccessible, and 

their education programs are beginning to readily utilize technology as well. Let their 

approach be an example to all orchestras. To survive one has to be relevant, and not fight 

against the trends that are sweeping the world. The Berliner Philharmoniker have 

certainly demonstrated a unique savvy for just this.  

 And as far as Maestro Simon Rattle is concerned: “"We'll have to make sure we 

shave properly and powder our red noses." 20

                                                
20 In a statement broadcast live on the internet, as quoted by Kate Connolly. “The Berlin Phil - live in your 
own front room.” The Guardian, Friday 19 December, 2008. 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/music/2008/dec/19/berlin-philharmonic-internet 
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