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In 2010, the Louisville Orchestra filed for Chapter 11 protection. Reader
comments generated by a newspaper article on this development, Scott
Timberg writes in “Culture Crash,” “gave a sense of the way many people think
about culture and the market.” Timberg reproduces some of the comments “in
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all their typo-filled glory.” “Pack up your fiddles and go home boys and girls,”
one reader advised. “Maybe find real jobs. Go to Nashville and vie for some
sessions work.” Another commenter opined: “Sale all of assets to pay these
people off, fire them all and get rid of the Orchestra. It isn’t popular with the
residents or they would have packed crowds and not have to worry about
$$8.”

For Timberg, the episode brings together a lot of depressing trends. The
most depressing of all is a decimation of cultural institutions that’s been
apparent roughly since the turn of the 21st century, but has accelerated in the
half-dozen years since the start of the Great Recession. It’s an underreported
crisis, he asserts, that has affected not only the higher realms of culture, like
classical music and painting, but also indie music and indie film and graphic
design. And it’s affected not only the artists and practitioners themselves “but
also the many people who supported and spread their work” — music critics
and publicists and ushers and record store employees. The injury is bad
enough; the notion reflected in the typo-ridden reader comments, that the
marketplace rules and that anyone who can’t make it there should quit
whining and find a real job, piles on another layer of insult.

Timberg — himself a culture journalist who was a victim of one of The Los



Angeles Times’s seemingly endless series of layoffs — makes a good case that,
as Bob Dylan once put it, “something there’s been lost.” He starts off with a
chapter describing cities and times when everything fell into place: the Boston
poetry scene in the '50s, the Los Angeles art scene of the ’60s, the Austin
outlaw-country subculture and the New York punk movement of the 7os. They
all had, he says, a critical mass of creators, which attracted successive
infusions of like-minded souls, along with institutions as varied as art
galleries, specialized magazines, universities and nightclubs like CBGB or
Threadgill’s that spread the vibe, hooked artists up with audiences and, in
many cases, provided them with day jobs as they developed their gifts.

That was then, this is now. Numbers tell some of the story. After the
financial crisis of 2008, jobs in graphic design fell by 19.8 percent over four
years, in photography by 25.6 percent over seven years, and in architecture by
29.8 percent over three years. In 1999, recordings generated $14.6 billion in
revenue to the music business; by 2012, the figure was down to $5.35 billion.
Of course, owing to the change in the dominant distribution model from
physical CDs to (first) downloading MP3 files and (now) streaming on services
like Pandora and Spotify, performing artists get a thinner slice of the smaller
pie. Timberg puts a human face on the statistics with portraits, scattered
throughout the book, of poets, artists, moviemakers and reporters who had
been doing good work and making not great but decent livings, when all of a
sudden the rug was pulled out from under them.

Timberg knows he can’t make a whole book out of bemoaning the
crummy hand these people were dealt, but he gets into trouble when he tries to
advance the argument. One particular pitfall is a tendency to rail against straw
men, often rendered faceless by his use of the passive voice. Record store
clerks and roadies are the “often-mocked supporting casts.” The struggles of
artists “aren’t being taken as seriously as they deserve to be. Or, worse, have
been shrugged off.” “Faux-populism” reared its head, and “instead of snarling
about ‘bias,” now it was taste that was considered treacherous.”

The author does name some commentators, like Richard Florida, Chris
Anderson and Daniel Pink, who see the present moment as a potential boom



time for artists and other creative people, but he inflates their influence.
“Listen to the optimists and the Great Recession and its aftermath sounds like
a great opportunity,” he writes. “This is the time for the creative class to brand
itself!” Anyone with functional senses knows that choreographers and cellists
are struggling; the few who ignore what’s right in front of them aren’t worth
spending precious pages on.

Timberg also finds himself on shaky ground when he moves from
worrying about the creative class to worrying about creation, now and
henceforth. What makes the ground shake is his hyperbole. Of the recent
trends, he writes, “The price we ultimately pay is in the decline of art itself,
diminishing understanding of ourselves, one another and the eternal human
spirit.”

That is not a credible statement. As Timberg himself acknowledges
elsewhere, artistic expression is essential to human existence. Its forms are
rapidly changing. Its economics are, too, and at this moment artists are finding
it harder and harder to make a living from their work. But it will persevere.
Who knows? Maybe the commenters were right, and an old-fashioned
symphony orchestra isn’t sustainable anymore. Music will survive — including,
for the time being, in Louisville, where, after the bankruptcy filing, the
orchestra cut back on its schedule and staffing, and suffered a musicians’
strike as a consequence, but posted a $20,000 surplus last August.

And those magic places like Austin and Boston? The Internet, with its chat
rooms, Tumblrs and blogs, would seem to offer equivalents of the sorts of
conversations and tribal connections and “third places” Timberg eulogizes.
The web can be seen as a sort of celestial book/record/video store, with
thousands of miles of aisles, an opinionated clerk stationed at the end of every
one. Are virtual interactions as creatively productive as physical ones? That’s
an interesting question. It’s not addressed in this book.

For a broad range of artists, the digital era has radically lowered barriers
to producing and disseminating work. I have a friend in his 20s who has a day
job doing data entry and wants to be a comedy writer. He and his partner are
creating a six-part comedy web series about two guys in a low-level band who,



as he told me, “take the wrong gig bag home after a show and get wrapped up
in the drug-running underworld of the Brooklyn scene.” They play the two
musicians themselves and have persuaded actor friends to take on the other
roles for free. They pay the camera and sound men about $200 an episode and
have shot six episodes so far. I saw a rough edit of the second one. It’s
hilarious. If all goes well, within a couple of months, the series will be viewable

by anyone in the world with an Internet connection.
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