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[00:00:00] All right, well. As we get started, I just want to remind
you of what this project is all about. So I'm a grad student at UT in the
ethnomusicology program, and one of our professors received a grant to do this
research project and essentially to come up with policy suggestions for the city
on how to best assist the music community, best support the music scene here in
Austin.

And we're trying to get a good range of different genres, or fields of the music
scene in the city. So I'm excited to hear from you. And why don't we start by
just you telling me what you do here in Austin, what your percussion group is
all about and what y'all do.

Matt: Sure. Yeah. So LineUponLine’s a trio that got going in *08, ’09. And we
were all at UT at the time as well. So, all came to [00:01:00] Austin for school
and started the group while we were still students. And it's basically, over the
last 15 years, become a more and more part of our lives. So, I mean, it started
off very, very grassroots and just here, there, and we were all sort of making our
livings doing other things. But then have for about, let's see, | would say half of
our existence been able to manage a salary from the group -- not livable, but
something consistent at least. And then we're able to get healthcare and things
like that.

And we've all done something else even to this day. But it's a fairly important
part of our lives and a part of our week. We have weekly rehearsal time
together, and concerts both in Austin and in traveling as well. But yeah I
[00:02:00] don't know if that answers your question, but.

Yeah, absolutely. We’ll get more into the details of income and
healthcare and that kind of thing, that kind of stuff. So what kind of music do
you all play? Is it mostly contemporary compositions for percussion, or... Do
you commission works? Do you write your own works?

Matt: Yeah, it's, it's pretty much all commissioned work from composers. We
have written some music of our own in the past, but it's been a few years since
we've done that. Gosh, maybe even seven years since the last time we did that.



But yeah, our mission is to champion living composers. So we're basically
working all the time with composers at all different sort of career stages. We've
got a program that serves high schoolers that are just getting going. We have a
festival that serves graduate level composers. And then we're also working with
young professionals out of school and some even that are maybe into their
forties and late forties at that.

So yeah, it's a wide range, but pretty [00:03:00] much commissioned
contemporary music.

Cool, yeah. And I do like the mission of supporting living composers.
I think that's a good, solid mission. I appreciate that.

So in terms of income now, you mentioned that all three of you have done other
things or do other things regularly. You can speak for just yourself if you'd like,
or for the trio as a whole, that's up to you. But our question is, what extent of
your income comes from music and what types of musical labor? Is it mostly
performance? Is it other, are there things like maybe session work, maybe
licensing or royalties from recording recordings you've released? Or teaching?
So yeah, if you can give me a rough kind of estimate of how much of your
income comes from which of these sources.

Matt: Yeah, that's a great question. Well, yeah, I'll just start with myself.

So up until 2021, I was teaching at a university level up at Southwestern in
[00:04:00] Georgetown and was able to do both LineUponLine. I'm the
executive director, so I definitely have the biggest time commitment to the
group, and always, always have. But I was doing that one day a week. And then
left teaching in 2021 and was able to, for two years, pretty much exclusively do
LineUponLine.

And then just this year started -- like, I'm a baker. So to make ends meet, I'm
literally baking bread out of the house, like a cottage law bakery. Just because
our gigs this year were -- [ mean, for example, we're making almost a 10th of
what we made last year on gigs this year. It's been really, really brutal. So I kind
of knew what was coming and knew I needed to do something to make it all
work, but -- maybe it was a ninth. We're making about a ninth, one ninth of
what we made last year, but anyway, huge difference. Hopefully next year
100:05:00] it'll rebound a little bit, but yeah.



Anytime we record, it's literally in our marketing budget. We make no money
from anything we've ever made. It's all -- our main earned income is playing
gigs. Yeah.

Yeah.

Matt: We have some small application fees for our festival and things like that,
but no. We have a lot of unearned income as a nonprofit, a lot of grants from
foundations and government, like the state and individual donors, but yeah. On
the earned income side, we, we have to play to make money.

Yeah. I see. Why do you think there's such a big difference from how
many gigs you got last year as opposed to this year? What's that for?

Matt: Yeah, man, I‘ve been thinking about that almost every week, it feels like,
multiple times a week. You know, I‘m really not sure to be honest. I feel like
we're the same group, and I feel like I hustle the same amount.

I think I would have had a clear answer probably a few years ago. [00:06:00]
We kind of started more as a straight up percussion trio playing more repertoire
and transitioned halfway through to being pretty much only playing pieces
written for us. And so we've kind of transitioned out of percussion gigs per se
into more residency-based work. And there's a limited number of that. And |
think once you do a residency somewhere, it might come back up in six or
seven years, but schools that bring in professional groups to play work don't
want to have the same group come every year. So you're kind of doing a circuit.
Or I would say, it would be an exception if they wanted to have, it would be an
extenuating circumstance or a rare circumstance if someone was going to come
every year.

So I don't know. Being a musician has always been kind of crawling through the
cracks and figuring out how to make it work. It's been that way since day one.
And I know there's probably some people that go [00:07:00] on a really steady
trajectory to figure it all out. That's never been our case. There've been really
lean years like this one, where we're basically paying ourselves from last year's
work. And more normal years like this coming season’s looking, like '24 or 25
season’s looking, and then... You know, great years like we had last year that
thankfully we're able to save and dole out when we need it this year.

But it's kind of making hay while the sun shines, right? And then you're kind of
saving the acorns when it's lean. But that's just, I mean I'm sure some people



have got a great situation. Maybe they're tied to academia in some way and it's
really steady, but none of us are in academia anymore.

Yeah. Well, I think it varies for everyone. I just, I don't think I've
heard such an extreme variance of doing a ninth of what you did the year
before. That's pretty striking. So yeah, I hope it gets better. I mean, it's bound to,
right? You know, it's a cycle. I mean, that's what they say, you'd hope [both
laugh].

[00:08:00] So usually, on an average year, how many performances do you do?
Or maybe on an average month?

Matt: Yeah. Let’s say somewhere between 15 and 20 I would say, and yeah,
maybe even up to 25 on a busy year. So, yeah.

I mean, we have work this year, but it's local and we present it, which is
typically -- like we have concerts, but our compensation for those is really
minimal. We make money when we leave town, and that's what's been lower
this year compared to last year. So on paper, so many people are saying, oh, it
looks like y'all are really busy. Yeah, we are. We have work. But it's really to
fulfill obligations that we've made to certain composers and stay in the game till
there's a time where you can sort of resurrect a little bit.

Yeah. Well, that's interesting. Cause I was going to ask about- what is
the average pay for performances? And I know that in [00:09:00] town your
regular gigs don't pay very much, like most people make around 100 per gig.
City sponsored gigs offer 200 per musician. That's kind of the standard rate. So
you said all those gigs in town don't really pay much and you go out of town for
better paying gigs.

So how would you describe this difference in the average pay?

Matt: Well, I mean, I think... When we're playing shows in town, with the
occasional exception, we are the ones presenting it. That means we are the ones
paying for the venue, for the production, for the musicians. We've paid for all
the composers, for all the music.

So, when we go somewhere, it's normally with the understanding that there's a
fee ranging from, I don't know, something like three grand if it's just a one-off
show to maybe 10 grand if we're [00:10:00] somewhere for a week, which is
pretty common for us. And one or two of those can really help sustain a whole
season, one or two of those residencies.



So this year we had one traveling gig and I think it was five, it was five grand.
So right in the middle, and that was for a couple of days. But we had a guest
that we paid and then travel came out of that and, so it doesn't go far [...]
There’s [also] kids, you know, families and mortgages and everything.

But in town someone would have to hire us. For example, next month we’re
doing a couple things with Conspirare and they're paying us. [ mean, I don't
want to say the numbers for for that out loud. I mean, they pay really well, but,
yeah, no, typically our situation here is that we're the ones footing the bill for
for whatever, so yeah.

So it's not like you get hired by a venue. It's you book a venue, you
rent a venue, you put up the production yourselves. So it's not really a paid gig
like that. Yeah, I see.

Matt: Yeah. And the pay might [00:11:00] come in the form of a donation once
or twice a year from someone. Yes, we do have ticket sales. But I mean, that
doesn’t even cover the venue really most of the time. So yeah, no, I mean, we
need to leave town to make it all work. And I think it's maybe a different model
from some of the other people that you're talking to. But yeah, that's how it
works for us.

No, it is for sure. And a lot of people don't like touring very much. A
lot of Austin musicians- it’s not that they don't like touring, but you know,
Texas is so huge. And so they focus on just staying here. I mean, there's a few
of the bigger bands that like, they are popular in Europe and they do summer
tours there and that kind of thing. But I think your case is different.

That's the thing, we want to get a diverse range of voices because every genre
has a different MO, you know, and in your world, you do residencies elsewhere.
You do percussion clinics, I'm assuming. That type of stuff, right?

Matt: Yeah, there used to be more. There used to be more of that, like I
mentioned. [00:12:00] Yeah. I mean, we've been to Europe now five times. The
last one was Fall of "22. And there's more expenses involved with going over
there, so you tend to have to stay- I think that trip was almost two weeks or 13
days. And we found over there, the fees are a little bit smaller, but there's more
to be had. And I don't know if that's just because once we make the trip, people
want to sort of take advantage of it. But I'd say a really normal fee over there is
like 1500 or two grand for a concert. So that's like half of here, but you could
maybe put five or six of them together and make it worth, like you get your
travel covered and then it works out.



So it's a totally different world we've experienced over there. But anyway, yeah.

That's cool. Yeah. So you structure your trio as a nonprofit, you are
registered as a nonprofit. I'm curious, do you Have an arrangement where you
give out monthly salaries? Or how does [00:13:00] that work? Yeah?

Matt: Yeah. Yeah. We've been on salary since 2015 and thank the Lord haven't
had to miss month's pay for any of the three of us. And we have one really part
time office person as well.

But yeah, that is- I mean, I'll say this- that is set to change here pretty soon, just
because early days, we were kind of getting paid per gig. And I think over the
summer, we're probably going to transition to something that's more like that,
because of the way my colleagues' work situations has worked out. I think it's to
the betterment,, for the betterment of the organization, if we go back to that
model, because maybe we're a little less reliant on what LineUponLine is
offering, or those two guys are for sure with their work situations.

And I probably will stay on some sort of salary, but it'll be more for the admin
work. And then I will probably also just get paid [00:14:00] performatively
when I play with the group as well.

Yeah, I see. I see. Would you mind sharing what those salaries are?
Maybe annually or however?

Matt: Yeah, yeah. Well, for example, this year- [ mean, it's all [public], as a
nonprofit you have to be public with all of your salaries. This year, I'm maybe
right around 50. And my colleagues are right around 20.

Okay.

Matt: I wanna say maybe it's 19 to 21 or something. One of them gets paid a
little bit more because he does electronics and gear for our shows. So there's an
extra stipend for that. But I mean, I'm the only one spending like 40, 50 hours a
week on the organization and then all the baking, like the weekend thing, it’s
just like... Last year I got paid more and I couldn't go net loss this year. So that's
what I've done to get it back.

Yeah. [00:15:00] And you said that that income is from your gigs and
your residencies, right. The earned income or the income that goes into salaries.



Matt: And grants! Oh, [ mean, we really rely on the grants. Absolutely. Yeah.
We would be nothing without that stuff. Yeah.

Right. Yeah. Talking of grants, I want to ask whether you've worked
with city grants in any capacity or state. And if so, then which grants? How was
your experience navigating the application process? Then, you know, the
system that's been set up for the grants and... Yeah, how have you used those
funds, et cetera?

Matt: Yeah, I have to be careful here, I think.
Yeah [laughs].

Matt: Well, [ mean I could say straight-up government, federal government-
wise, we've never received any NEA grants, and [‘ve just quit. I tried for about
seven years to multiple platforms. It's just... I just don't think we're big enough
to be honest, or [ don't know. People will tell me all the [00:16:00] reasons why
they think we haven't gotten it, but...

But the state, the state we've done really, really well. Went up this year, and we
get two different grants from them and they've been super, super supportive and,
[ mean, it's not a lot of money, but they're great. We'd be really in trouble
without TCA [Texas Commission on the Arts].

And the city, we've got kind of a long story, maybe like everyone else. I think
maybe our first funding came in 2012. We started off as, we got a thousand
dollars and we thought we were so rich. I think our second grant was 2000. This
is back... They called it project support too. It was all based on budget size.
Which I guess it still is to some extent. But we, at our peak, we were up to 20 or
maybe a little past 20, I don't think to 21, but- which felt amazing. You could
put on a whole season. It was amazing.

And then I guess when all the restructuring happened, which, I mean, it was
pre-pandemic that at least a conversation started. And then [00:17:00] I guess
maybe some of it was delayed, but over the pandemic, they kind of kept you at
your same amount, but with federal grant money and then I think...

Now [the Cultural Arts Division has] this Thrive, Elevate, Nexus thing. We
didn't get any of them. Not eligible for Nexus, too big for Nexus. Got a terrible
score on Thrive. Sorry, on Elevate, like a 30. Just completely chopped liver, like
"you're horrible." And then Thrive we went for, but knew we weren't going to
get it. It was primarily for larger organizations. So I got an email yesterday.



They'll put nexus out again, maybe, or they're looking for... But we can't- so, I'm
still waiting, I guess they'll do thrive and elevate again, but I would have
thought, I would have been hopeful for Elevate, but we didn't get it.

We did get some grant, a grant they did for studio, because we have a space
with all of our stuff. So we did get some rent assistance from the city, which
was great. And then there was another program, the Long Center [00:18:00] put
on called the [Live Music Fund] or something like that. And we did get 10
grand from that to do our festival. So between the two, we got 17 this year or
16-17, which kind of felt good.

You know, it's a little bit of a bummer not to get Elevate. And not even really be
close. It's one thing if you feel like... In some ways, when you're so far away
from getting it, it feels like we're just not even what is valued anymore, in any
capacity. If you are down by a few points, you can say, okay, maybe your app
wasn't [perfect], but it's just like... ’ve been writing grants now for 15 years and
have pretty good success rate, and I don't know. It's just disappointing, but like |
said, we've got stuff through some other programs, which I haven't seen those
resurface for next season, but hopefully there's still [00:19:00] time.

So you think the priorities may have shifted in terms of what kind of
cultural projects are valued, or yeah, prioritized.

Matt: A hundred percent, man! I mean, my sense is that it really used to be
"everyone gets a slice of the pie," and I've even judged some of those apps. A
couple of times, I've been on the panels. And it really felt a sense of, "let's try to
help everyone out in some capacity."

And now it feels like everyone's sort of... It just doesn't feel like that anymore.
And I feel like, I mean, it's a whole separate conversation about what I feel like
they are looking for and it doesn't matter, because even when we try to play the
games that people play, we still don't get it. So I think it's better. We've learned
over the last couple of years to just be ourselves and keep doing the things that
are important to us. We keep trying to champion composers and diversify the
groups of composers that we do support, but we can't be something that we're
[00:20:00] not, and, like we were talking about earlier, whether it comes down
to- well, this does come down to budget. You really just have to crawl through
the cracks and figure out how to make it work, whether that means starting a
bakery or whatever [laughs], because. It's easy to feel real hard done by a lot
with art, but it never promises you anything, you know.

Yeah.



Matt: It's a cruel mistress and it has incredible highs and there's amazing things
that you'll never experience in another field.

But you also... I think a lot of people get into academia because there is some
sort of base, but we've chosen a different path. And so we're going to be
confronted with situations like this, where funding priorities change. And this
isn't just the city, also individual donors that have moved on. They've supported
you 5, 000 every year for and then- and then they're just gone. And so, you’ve
got to figure out how to make that work and It's [00:21:00] not this stationary
thing that's set forever.

Even our space, we're losing our space at the end of this month. That's another
reason it’s...

Oh, geez

Matt: ... so crazy, is our rent has just gotten completely out of control. So we've
got to pack up and move it, which is... You know, we've been there nine years,
but I don't know man.

It's just not- but i'm still so happy to get to do what I do. You know what |
mean? I'm not saying it like... It’s just that is life and it's easy to feel like "oh,
this is gonna all work out. I've been doing this 15 years. We should be
established." But yeah, maybe we have a bigger budget, but there's still
problems, just the same as always.

Yeah, [ mean it also sounds like rent is one of the biggest issues that
people are facing nowadays. A lot of musicians are leaving town. You have to
find a new studio space because rent's going up

Let's see, I want to be respectful of your time. There's a couple more things |
want to ask you. Well, really quickly. So yeah, rent is causing a problem for
y'all.

How do you go about health insurance? Do [00:22:00] you secure that through
your organization? Is there some kind of arrangement there? I'm not very well
versed in that legal stuff. Or do you- a lot of musicians work with HAAM,
which is a nonprofit in town that does really good work. What do y'all do?

Matt: Yeah, we just have a company policy. And we have HSA, which is
"health savings account." So basically it comes out- the organization pays a bit
into the HSA, and then we each choose an amount to pay into the HSA. And



then it's all pre tax, so we don't get taxed on what goes in there. And it's for life.
My wife's done an amazing job of setting all that up. And I do think we're kind
of on the doorstep of some changes there too. We've had that for quite a few
years. That's how my wife and family are all covered. So, it's important. But
again, my colleagues, through their new work, have sort of better situations. So
it's like, well, how can you keep a policy if it's just me? And those are some
questions we have to answer over the summer after we get this move behind us.

But yeah, no, we're, we're covered through the [00:23:00] organization. Yeah.

Cool. Cool. And Let's see. Have you worked with any nonprofits in
the city in any capacity? Either to get more support, more funding, or in any
other capacity?

Matt: Well, a lot of mentoring through nonprofits and also through hired work.
[ mean, they've helped -- people hire line upon line to do stuff. Other nonprofits.
But I haven't done -- I just haven't chosen to get deep into sort of non-arts
nonprofit, which I know is a huge world. And yeah, a lot of connections to the
art nonprofit community for sure.

Yeah. Okay. Yeah, and I guess just as a closing question, what do you
think the city could be doing better or differently?

Matt: Man, that's a great question. And I wish I had a super solid answer.
Because I don't believe things should just go back to -- I'm not that type of
person that's like, "Oh, just go back and make it the way things used to be." And
[00:24:00] I also don't feel like the things that they are prioritizing -- I don't
have a problem with them. It just happens not to be what we do. The last panel
we had for our grant, I felt like everyone was super not in our field at all.

And I have a hard time explaining what I do to people in the music field. My
elevator speech after 15 years is still not great. And part of it is because every
time I'm in a room there, I'm playing different instruments. Part of it is because
people don't really even have a concept that they're people writing music that
are trying to do things with sound, that they're not trying to just recycle sounds.
They're trying to find things and organize them in new ways. And so all of that
comes across as really hard to explain. And it's super niche, it's a super small
thing.

And I guess I just feel [00:25:00] like when there's a group- and maybe
everyone they fund is this way, but, you have a group that has national and
international reputation, in a very, very small field, granted, but... That you can't



get support from your city is.... It’s just disappointing, but again, I don't want to
complain about it at all, but.

I guess, I guess to answer your question shortly in a, in a brief way, it would just
be to have more in-field expertise on panels, for when you're judging your
grants. [ mean, it just felt like everyone was completely clueless as to- everyone,
you know?

Yeah.

Matt: [ know why they were on the panel, I'm not blind or stupid, but it has
nothing to do with what we do. And so you could just say, well, " what you do
doesn't matter and so it doesn't get funded." And that's what happened. Or,
maybe anyone that knows the new music world and sees the work that we do,
maybe [00:26:00] just one of those people could be on the panel, so that you
don't get a 30, maybe you get a 40, right? [both laugh] But I don't know, just so
that you feel valued in some way that it wasn't just a complete waste of your
time to apply to this thing. And that's, I don't know if that answers your
question, but that's how I think...

That's a fair assessment. I see a pattern in all the folks I've
interviewed where there seems to be some degree of ignorance in the spaces
that determine who gets funded and why. And it might be a lack of awareness
about new music or about the diversity of pop genres that exist in the city. Or
ethnic diversity in the music that represents those different communities. Yeah,
there just seems to be a very narrow conception of what Austin music is
supposed to be.

So I think you're absolutely right. Yeah, that answers my questions for sure.
And if you have any other thoughts before we close, feel free to just riff a little
longer. It's up to you. I know you're a little short on time, but anything else
you'd like to [00:27:00] say?

Matt: No, no, man, this has been great. And I think it's been really frank and a
way of sharing. [ mean, when you said you were working on how to help the
city with funding, I mean, I think those are the main things that come to my
mind. And so it's cool to hear that there's some continuity with what others have
said as well.

But yeah, I don't know, I don't have anything else... And I don't, the city -- I'm
happy to live here. I think we all choose where we live. You know what [ mean?
And I'm not bitter. I mean, maybe there is some bitterness in not being funded



the way that we used to be or [having] fallen on the other side of the new
priorities, but I also feel like if you're going to complain about it, you can just
leave, you know what I mean? And, I know there are people that have done that
and I'm trying to figure out how to make it work, I guess, is what I'm trying to
say.

And through different programs, we did get some money from the city this year
and it was close to what we got in our prime. It just- there's a feeling of when
you don't get the actual [00:28:00] cultural arts funding, that's what it feels like.
But, they didn't hang us out to dry and I don't know what next year looks like,
but... You can't put all your eggs in one basket anyway. And so if you're
existing on the city money and then it falls apart, just from a business
perspective that's a dangerous place to be.

For sure. Yeah.

Matt: Yeah, I don't know. Austin's figuring out what it means to be a big city
and it's figuring out what it values. And there's people that have been here a lot
longer than us, they've been here 30 40 years and knew a different life, and
we've been here long enough to have known a different life a little bit. But, it
will change in the next 15 years again.

For sure.

Matt: You know, I think it's just, you're just trying to make it work and to keep
doing the things you believe in. But I think we've learned a lot. You learn a lot
when you try to play the games that you think someone will be interested in and
it still doesn't work. Then you realize, why would you [00:29:00] even play it?
I'm really grateful for that. And I think it's helped us kind of really understand
what our mission is and how to serve the people that we serve, which is a very
specific group of people, granted, but that's who we are and that's what we do,
and there are very few people doing it even on a national level. And that, yeah,
we just want to keep seeing new things being written. And so that's who we
support with whatever resources we do have, and...

yeah, I think the important thing- [ have to remind myself this all the time. It's
just so easy to feel entitled for whatever reason as an artist. I don't know why it
is. Maybe it's just me, but none of this stuff is ever guaranteed to you, so...

Yeah, that's right. That's right. I mean, I think all the musicians that
choose to live here love what the city provides, what the scene is, and that's why
they're here. It's just getting harder and harder.



Matt: Yeah. Yeah. No, that's the truth. That's [00:30:00] the truth. And yeah,
just on top of this move, like this morning, I was just throwing stuff away in our
studio and... I don't know, I think we're a long ways from sort of rent-stable type
of situation either. It’s still very much in the growing phases, at least for a little
while longer. And so, we have really specific needs as an organization too, with
our gear and whatnot.

But, yeah, [ mean, it's really easy to think about, "well, I'll just move to this
small little town." Well, then who are you going to play for? So you can't just
disappear, but you have to be nimble and adjust and... I don't know, that's all it's
ever been. That's all art has ever been. My experience of it is adjusting and
pursuing the things that you're passionate about. And, when one door closes,
trying to find the open one.

Right. Right. And that's a lot of life, not just art, but especially a field
like this. Yeah.

Matt: A hundred percent.

Yeah. Well, thank you so much for your time. It's [00:31:00] been, it's
been great. You were super articulate and, yeah, gave us some great insights. I
really appreciate it. And best of luck with everything, with the move, I hope the
next season brings you more gigs. [ used to be a percussionist so I empathize
with your cause [laughs]. Yeah.

Matt: Cool, man. No, thanks for reaching out [...]. All right. And all the best on
your research. We'll be in touch.

Thank you so much. Bye bye.



