


In this essay I will discuss the role of the audience in pop, rock and electronic/dance music. I think the audience is a big part of all kinds of live music, but for varying reasons. In dance music the crowd plays a massive part of the live show, being just as important as the artists on stage, while with rock and pop it generally is a welcome addition for the artists, but can also increase, or kill, the quality of performance given by the musicians.

In dance music there are vastly varying levels of music being played live. Sometimes everything is pre-produced, with the DJ/DJ’s just on stage to hype the crowd. Some acts will play some of the instruments or mix the tracks themselves live. Overall with this kind of music, often found in clubs, the audience has a massive role in the entertainment. The audience is expected to dance, sing and create the atmosphere. If there are few people, or people aren’t participating, the experience can be very dull, whereas if there is a good group of people all into the music around you the show will be great. In many acts the role of the performers on stage is purely to hype up the crowd. This can be shown in many performances by how much the cameras pan to the crowd, showing people singing and dancing. It is very common for a large part of the performance to revolve around a light show, another way of hyping up the crowd.

Depending on the artists level of live performance, dance music live will often be very similar, if not identical to the studio version, meaning the audience knows exactly what to expect. When in clubs the DJ might dim the music in popular choruses to get everyone to sing along. In clubs, again, sometimes mashups will be played, and I’ve found people generally don’t enjoy this, and it changes the attention to the DJ, reducing the audience’s role. I think the audience is the most important part of a dance show, but also need music they enjoy for the show to be any good and to be able to properly contribute to the performance.

In rock music the role of the audience is much less vital to the experience of the people around you, but more important to how the artist feels. The musicians will often feel much more confident, and as a result play better, if the audience is getting into the show and look like they’re enjoying it. This isn’t to say the audience isn’t used to enhance the performance more directly, with many bands using audience participation, such as letting them sing, telling them to mosh or sometimes even getting people on stage, such as Paramore during Misery Business. It also isn’t to say only rock musicians use the energy from the audience to boost confidence, as I think any live performer enjoys having a crowd behind them and will change their performance for the better.

For many bands who have their albums produced in a commercial manner, the live versions of songs have a very different feel to the clinical sounding album. While this is partly down to the production style of commercial music, I would put a lot of this on the musicians wanting to give a good show to the audience, perhaps slightly compromising the sound of the performance in the process. A good example of this is Brittney Spears live, as the dance routines are complex enough to significantly reduce her singing ability, to the point where she may just lip sync rather than sing live, but it doesn’t matter as the main event of the performance is the dancing. Rock bands will also sometimes change up their songs, by changing solos, introducing breakdowns and changing structures. This reduces the listeners role to just that, listening. When the audience is experiencing something new they tend to pay more attention and take more in. I think the audience in rock, while important for the musician’s performance, aren’t as important as dance, as they add little to the aesthetic of the show.

Pop music frequently utilises elements from both performance styles to good effect. There is almost without exception at least a singer on stage, and sometimes a band as well. The band will often be in the background, bar maybe a guitar/keyboard solo, with the singer working with the audience and running the show. The singer will work with the crowd to get everyone participating and enjoying themselves, much like with dance music. It is also common to see with big pop stars big shows put on where the focus is taken from the audience and even the singer, with pyrotechnics and light shows used.

Performances of pop music are generally very similar to what is heard on the albums, again meaning the listener knows exactly what’s coming up, so can easily sing, dance and contribute to the performance. Same as the other genres pop performances can introduce new elements in songs, but it tends to consist more of build ups and breakdowns that the audience can still dance to and know where it’s going. I think the importance of the audience is somewhere between rock and dance in pop, perhaps leaning more towards dance if the show is quite bare, with minimal performers on stage, but more towards rock if there’s a full band and impressive visual shows.

There are of course exceptions to these generalisations. Some dance artists, such as Disclosure, don’t tend to involve the audience with the performance as much, instead focusing on playing and producing the music live, and on impressive visuals. This creates a great experience for the audience, as they get to experience something they couldn’t at home, despite the audience not being integral to the show.

In rock music, particularly with heavier bands, Crossfaith being an example, the singer sometimes will be concentrating much more on the crowd than singing, by creating mosh pits, getting people to sing along, stagediving and just putting on a show by making it all about the audience, but then will bring the attention to the band for the instrumentals, and will switch who is leading the performance between the singer, band and audience.

Watching Ed Sheeran live he plays by himself with no band behind him. In the live videos you can hear the audience singing along, and he’ll stop singing to let the audience take the performance. This is an example of the artist sticking to a very similar structure and performance as the studio album. A contrast to this in pop is the black-eyed peas, where their performance is all about the artist, and they include breakdowns, change up the song, dance and jump around. The quality of their performance is enhanced by the crowd dancing along and cheering, which boosts the artist confidence, even though the focus isn’t on the crowd. There is also a live band behind them, to improve the visuals of the show, further reducing the role of the crowd.

I have found it interesting going to festivals with a mixture of electric, pop and rock music, seeing how the same crowds react to these different performance styles. I have found that the crowds seem to contrast so much from artist to artist and genre to genre. With the heavy rock bands, much of the crowd isn’t all so focused on the music, instead moshing and dancing, moving the focus of the performance onto themselves and become integral to everybody’s experience. In softer rock and pop music the people may sing and dance a little, but are mostly focused on the music being played, making themselves not so relevant in the performance and surrounding audience members experience. With the dance music most aren’t focused on the artist and are just interested in singing and dancing, making the audience the main focus of the performance.

I don’t think these different performance styles and resulting levels of the audience’s role are better or worse, but each work well with the styles of music. The moshing in heavier music wouldn’t seem right if it was paired with commercial pop music, whereas the band being pushed to the back wouldn’t work with a rock band. It wouldn’t give a great experience if there was a ripping guitar solo happening, but the guitarist was sat still at the back, with the camera trained on the audience with people trying to dance along. Then with pumping dance music it wouldn’t be appropriate for the show to be centred around someone on stage, not necessarily even playing any live music, while ignoring the crowd.

A clear way of demonstrating the audience’s role in the performance is by watching back live performances. There is a big contrast between dance music, with videos in clubs such as in Ibiza focusing much of the video on the audience. Footage from rock and pop concerts tends to spend most of the time focused on the artists. This not only shows the role, but also the intention of the show that the artist is putting out. With dance music often, the artists on stage may be there purely there to hype the crowd, whilst not always even having made the music. This contrasts pop and rock, where the music is normally the main event, with the performance being a secondary factor to the show. Special acts may be built up over time with bands, but not usually to the decrement of the quality of the performance.

Another big factor of the audience’s role depends on the venue and security’s rules. In some smaller venues and gigs I’ve been to, there have been a near constant stream of stage invaders, and consequently stage divers, with the artists encouraging it, other than telling people to make sure they don’t stay on too long, and the security not batting an eyelid. From what I’ve seen this is more relevant to punk rock shows and I can’t see a big pop act allowing anyone to get on stage without having security chase after them.

In conclusion I think the audience provides a vital role in musical performance. It does differ from genre to genre, and even considerably from artist to artist within the same genre. It’s important to consider both the genre of music and type of performance given when thinking of the size of the role of the audience, and how much of an impact it makes to the experience of the performance. The expectation of the audience in what they’re required to contribute also changes depending on the venue and genre, but crowds tend to adapt to what’s presented to them and make the most of what’s happening if they enjoy the music and will help improve the quality of the performance if what’s being performed is enjoyable to them.
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