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music in bristol

T his year, while southern England 
enjoyed one of the driest Aprils in 
a century, the Met Office recorded 
the rainfall in western Scotland as 

‘close to or somewhat above normal.’ Having 
spent the past 15 years managing several of 
Glasgow’s concert halls, Louise Mitchell is 
unlikely to miss the inclement weather in 
her new role as chief executive of the Bristol 
Music Trust. She may have to weather a few 
storms in future with the refurbishment of 
the city’s Colston Hall on the cards, but for 
now her introduction to Bristol has been 
sunny and welcoming. 

‘I feel as if I’m standing on the edge of a 
diving board, but with some quite nice warm 
water underneath,’ says the dynamic former 
head of Glasgow Cultural Enterprises, with a 
long list of meetings to meet the most impor-
tant players on Bristol’s music scene. ‘I start 

with a completely clean slate. I think listening 
rather than talking is quite important to start 
with, and in quite a short time assess what 
opportunities there are, what is sitting there 
ready to be taken up but just needs a bit of 
spark with it. Coming in from the outside is a 
huge advantage, but equally I’m not going to 
reinvent the wheel. There are people who’ve 
been doing good work here for a long time 
and I want to capitalise on that.’ 

Part of Louise Mitchell’s workload will 
involve setting a direction for the Bristol 
Music Trust, a new organisation designed 
to encourage the development of music 
across the city and run the Colston Hall. 
The trust’s existence means the hall is now 
independent of Bristol City Council, which 
previously had responsibility for the venue. 
Another important focus will be develop-
ing the Colston Hall’s relationship with the 
Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra. Bristol 
is a regular stop for the orchestra as part of 
its touring programme, and Mitchell is keen 
for them to work together more closely. 

‘The BSO is a great resource in our region,’ 
she says, ‘and I’d like to see ways of expand-
ing the relationship so we do more education 
work and more collaborative programming 
with Bournemouth. Rather than just having 
the next programme ‘off the roundabout’ 
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as it were though, what I want is something 
that makes sense here in Bristol. And we’ve 
started to talk about that already, just days 
into the new job. There’s very much a desire 
for them to have a stronger presence.’ 

Following the refurbishment of the 
Colston Hall foyer two years ago, there were 
criticisms (including in this magazine) that 
classical music programming had declined 
and the orchestra’s presence in Bristol had 
diminished. Local concertgoer Martin 
Furber complained that of ‘a meagre ten’ 
classical music concerts across the 2009/10 
season, only four featured the BSO. 

‘The BSO has contributed an incalculable 
amount to the city’s musical life over the best 
part of half a century,’ he wrote. ‘The loss of 
the city as one of its major centres would be a 
major blow.’ 

Louise Mitchell acknowledges this view, 

and seeks to reassure any fears. ‘We’re going 
to work more with the BSO. That could 
mean more dates, it could mean more 
strategic dates, it could be better dates, if you 
see what I mean. But I see them very much 
as the core of what we do and I understand 
that they think that too. Rather frustrat-
ingly, next season isn’t going to look any 
different at all because it’s already planned. 
So that gives us a bit more of a challenge for 
the following season to do something that’ll 
look stronger, more sparkly. Something with 
a bit more thrust to it, more purpose, a little 
bit more of a sense of confidence and reason 
to it.’ 

‘Reason’ is a key word to understanding 
Mitchell’s strategy. At several points during 
our interview, it’s clear the ‘why’ behind any 
idea is very important to her. ‘We have to 
develop ourselves as the must-visit destina-

tion and make sure this is not just another 
date for people, so they know why they’ve 
been here and that the audience responds,’ 
she explains. ‘But ultimately it’s about the 
relationship between the artist and the audi-
ence so the Bristol audiences will respond to 
the top artists we can bring in. The very fact 
that Bristol has set up this music trust shows 
there is a serious commitment to developing 
the city through its culture.’ 

In her previous role developing the inter-
national classical season in Glasgow, Mitch-
ell brought artists such as Mariss Jansons 
and Maxim Vengerov to Scotland, as well 
as the Vienna Philharmonic and Milan’s La 
Scala Orchestra. She has ambitions to bring 
similarly famous names to Bristol, and talks 
earnestly about creating partnerships so 
they return in future to the Colston Hall. 
Visiting artists will be assured of a more 
comfortable return, as the backstage refur-
bishment gets underway – the funding is 
secure for that. As for the main auditorium 
redevelopment, Mitchell is confident this 
will happen. 

‘There are plans in place, and I want to 
have a look at them. The hall is actually 
much better than its reputation would have 
you believe. It’s a nice acoustic, and in any 
refurbishment it’s a sound experience which 
has to be preserved at all costs. But rather 
than race into doing things, I want to ask 
the questions about what we are trying to do 
here.’ As Mitchell settles into her role over 
the next few months, all will be revealed.  CM
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