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PRELUDE

T
he headlines hit in rapid succession. The New York Philharmonic cancelled 
its season—for the first time in 178 years. The Chicago Symphony Orchestra 
cancelled concerts through March 2021. The Pacific Symphony postponed 
its 2020-21 season to 2021-22. It wasn’t just big orchestras—orchestras 
of all sizes and types have had to cancel, postpone, regroup, rethink, as the 

pandemic continues to rage. While cancelling or even delaying a season is heartbreaking, 
with significant financial and emotional costs, it is also sensible: gathering to share 
live music, the central artistic act of orchestras, has become dangerous. To their credit, 
orchestras are adhering to health regulations, with the welfare of musicians, audiences, 
staff, and supporters paramount.

In fact, orchestras are responding to the unprecedented health crisis with alacrity 
and creativity, innovating like mad. Musicians are playing on their front porches for 
neighbors. Orchestras are performing at drive-in movie theaters. Pop-up concerts are 
bringing music to riverfronts, parking lots, town squares. Hybrid seasons balance in-
person concerts, usually for smaller audiences and socially distanced musicians, with 
virtual concerts; casual online chats bring the artists into living rooms.

The country is engaged in an urgent, long-delayed national conversation about racial 
injustice. Musicians, orchestras, and other music organizations have decried the killing 
of Black Americans by police, issued statements of solidarity and support, and, most 
crucially, are taking action. They are performing works by Black composers and other 
underrepresented artists, connecting with once-overlooked communities, performing 
where they seldom did. Inclusion and equity have long been goals of orchestra leaders. 
The time for action is now.
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about the cover
Orchestras and their musicians are taking on new 
roles during the pandemic and at a time of social 
change. Clockwise from top left: Utah Symphony 
musicians perform at a panoramic overlook for 
a video marking the orchestra’s 80th anniver-
sary (credit Madeline Adkins); Jennifer Arnold, 
director of artistic planning and operations at the 
Richmond Symphony Orchestra, at a violin vigil 
for Elijah McClain; Annie Vo (left) and Chaeyon 
Jang prepare to rehearse with the Greensboro 
Symphony Youth Orchestra (credit Khadejeh 
Nikouyeh); the Williamsburg Symphony Orches-
tra String Ensemble, with conductor Reginald 
Fox, at a prayer vigil in solidarity with the Black 
community (credit Harry Washington, TSC 
Video and Photography Productions); Cleveland 
Orchestra horn players perform Beethoven at 
Progressive Field, July 30, 2020. 
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THESCORE
News, moves, and events in the orchestra industry

Season of Change
In normal times, orchestras begin announcing their coming seasons early in the new 

year. Then, in the fall, the seasons begin. This is not a normal year.
We are six months into a pandemic that has upended economies and caused tragic 

loss of life. To keep the inspiration of live classical music going at a difficult time when 
everything is in constant flux, orchestras are adapting as seldom before. “Reimagined” 
orchestra seasons are the new normal. Orchestras that had announced their full seasons 
before the pandemic alerted subscribers that they would be revising their seasons—and 
then revised the revised seasons three and four times, as health guidance changed. A 
city or state that had managed to contain the virus may experience a new outbreak, 
while an area that was a virus hot-spot could improve enough to present small, socially 
distanced concerts—requiring extraordinarily rapid event-planning decisions by 
orchestras.

With music-lovers eager to hear live music and musicians anxious to perform for 
audiences, orchestras are coming up with concert solutions—quickly, and with health 
and safety considerations paramount. Many recent presentations have featured smaller 
ensembles performing outdoors during the warmer weather: everywhere from parks to 
sports stadiums, front porches, backyards, sidewalks, parking lots, trucks, and airports. 
A lesser number of performances is happening indoors, performed for very reduced 
audiences. Meanwhile, streamed performances have become the most common way 
to experience a live performance, and there are podcasts, TV shows, and other virtual 
offerings galore. The following pages give an overview of how orchestras are adapting 
to the unprecedented.

Honk to Applaud: Drive-In Concerts
Inside your own car is 
one of the safer places 
to be during a pan-
demic, and drive-in 
concerts suddenly 
make sense. In Colo-
rado, the Fort Collins 
Symphony and Music 
Director Wes Kenney 
performed several 
concerts this summer 
at the Holiday Twin 
Drive-In; the con-
certs were followed by 
screenings of films such 
as Ghostbusters, Goldfin-
ger, and Harry Potter & the Goblet of Fire. In San Diego, the Mainly Mozart Festival’s 
well-attended drive-in chamber concerts, which began in July, feature small ensembles 
of musicians from the Los Angeles Philharmonic and the San Diego Symphony led 
by those ensembles’ concertmasters, Martin Chalifour and Jeff Thayer. In August and M
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MUSICAL CHAIRS

MARIN ALSOP has been named inaugural music 
director of Maryland’s National Orchestral Institute 
and Festival.

Ohio’s Firelands Symphony Orchestra has named 
TRICIA APPLEGATE executive director.

ANKUSH KUMAR BAHL has been se-
lected as music director of the Omaha 
Symphony.

The Vermont Symphony Orchestra 
has named ELISE BRUNELLE executive 
director.

The Illinois Symphony Youth Orches-
tras (formerly the Sangamon Valley Youth Sympho-
ny) has appointed LOGAN CAMPBELL conductor; 
Campbell has also been named assistant conductor 
of the Illinois Symphony Orchestra.

The Los Angeles Chamber Orchestra has hired di-
rector/designer JAMES DARRAH as creative director 
of digital content. DERRICK SPIVA JR., the orches-
tra’s artist-educator/composer, has been promoted to 
artistic advisor.

New Music USA has named composer REENA 

ESMAIL and business executive JOE WALKER as co-
chairs of its board of directors.

Crossover musician and vocalist RHIANNON 

GIDDENS has been appointed artistic director of 
Silkroad, the performance, education, and social-jus-
tice organization founded by Yo-Yo Ma.

STEPHANIE GRIFFIN, principal viola of New Jersey’s 
Princeton Symphony Orchestra, has been named 
executive director of Associated Chamber Music 
Players.

California’s Ojai Music Festival has named ARA 

 GUZELIMIAN as artistic and executive director, 
adding the executive director responsibilities to 
his previously announced appointment as artistic 
director. In addition, GINA GUTIERREZ will become 
the festival’s managing director.

SCOTT HARRISON has been selected as the Loui-
siana Philharmonic Orchestra’s interim executive 
director and senior strategic facilitator.

JEFFREY P. HAYDON has been named president 
and CEO of the Ravinia Festival in Highland Park, 
Illinois.

PETER HUSSELL has been selected as chief develop-
ment officer at the Cleveland Institute of Music.

The Kansas City Symphony in Mis-
souri has appointed JOSH JONES as 
principal percussion.

EMMA KAIL has been named executive 
director of the Grand Teton Music 
Festival in Wyoming.

The Louisville Orchestra in Kentucky 
has appointed LEE KIRKWOOD chair of its board of 
directors.

Bahl

Jones

On July 11, California’s Mainly Mozart festival launched its drive-in 
concert series at the Del Mar Fairgrounds, with the audience listen-
ing from cars.
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September, the Wisconsin 
Chamber Orchestra live-
streamed drive-in concerts 
at the Mallards Duck Pond 
in Madison, Wisconsin; each 
concert had a 115-car capa-
city. In New York, the Lake 
George Music Festival pre-
sented two drive-in concerts 
in September, featuring the 
Beethoven Quintet for Piano 
and Winds, Schubert’s “Trout” 
Quintet, and Rubinstein’s 
Octet, Op. 9, with guests 
watching from their cars or 
their own lawn chairs, within 

arm’s length of their vehicles. In September, the Seattle Symphony’s drive-in concert 
at Marymoor Park featured a previously filmed concert at Benaroya Hall. Canada’s 
Montreal Symphony performed at the Montreal-Pierre Elliott Trudeau International 
Airport for an audience of 520 cars—and their occupants—in August.

Moveable Stages
If audiences can’t come to concerts, here’s one solution: bring the concerts to audiences. 
For eight weeks beginning in late August, the New York Philharmonic took a bright 
red Ford F-250 pickup truck, dubbed it NY Phil Bandwagon, and made the rounds 
of New York City’s boroughs, performing short chamber concerts, accompanied by 

countertenor and host Anthony 
Roth Costanzo, who came up 
with the idea for the performances. Colorado’s Bravo! Vail festival—which in 
typical years hosts a summer season that features the New York Philharmonic, 
Dallas Symphony Orchestra, and Philadelphia Orchestra, and more—creat-
ed the Music Box, a small stage set in a custom-built trailer. The Music Box 
brought dozens of 
concerts to neighbor-
hoods, senior centers, 
day camps, and even 
to people’s homes. In 
Michigan, the Grand 
Rapids Symphony 
sold tickets to 30-min-
ute private concerts 
called “Sidewalk 
Serenades,” performed 
in the driveways of 
homes. The St. Louis 
Symphony Orches-
tra offered “On the 
Go” outdoor chamber 
music performances 
for groups of 50 or less at parks, senior centers, and libraries, plus performances 
for individuals or families outside their homes. In September, cellists and brass 
musicians from the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra made their debut on the 
Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre’s new, mobile outdoor stage in the ballet’s parking 
lot for an audience of about 50 people. PSO musicians also performed at City 
Theatre’s outdoor space at Hazelwood Green. All concerts require masks, social 
distancing, and related health protocols.
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hRICHARD LONSDORF has been named interim exec-

utive director of New Century Chamber Orchestra 
in San Francisco.

Pennsylvania’s Lancaster Symphony Orchestra has 
appointed GUY McINTOSH executive director.

The Symphony of Northwest Arkansas has named 
D. RILEY NICHOLSON executive director.

KRISTINE PACHECO-BERNT has been named direc-
tor of music education at California’s Santa Barbara 
Symphony.

The Elgin Symphony Orchestra in Illinois has 
named MATTHEW SHEPPARD as education conduc-
tor. Sheppard will retain his post as artistic director 
of the Elgin Youth Symphony Orchestra.

CECE SMITH has been elected chairman of the 
Dallas Symphony Association.

The Indianapolis Chamber Orchestra 
has named DANA STONE as executive 
director.

KAREN STURGES has selected as the 
Los Angeles Philharmonic’s chief 
financial officer.

The Midland-Odessa Symphony and 
Chorale in Texas has appointed ETHAN WILLS 
interim executive director.

EDWARD YIM has stepped down as president and 
CEO of the American Composers Orchestra to 
become chief content officer of WQXR, New York 
Public Radio’s classical music station.

Stone

The Montreal Symphony Orchestra performs in a parking 
lot at Montreal-Pierre Elliott Trudeau International Airport, 
guest conducted by Jacques Lacombe, on August 5, 2020.

Left to right: At Bargemusic in Brooklyn, New York 
Philharmonic musicians Kim Laskowski (bassoon), Pedro 
Giraudo (bass), and Robert Botti (oboe) join countertenor/
host Anthony Roth Costanzo during the Philharmonic’s 
NY Phil Bandwagon concerts throughout New York City’s 
five boroughs.
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Four cellists from the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra 
prepare to perform on a mobile stage in the parking lot of 
Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre headquarters, for an audience 
limited to about 50 people.
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Park It
Many orchestra concerts took place in parks this summer. In late September, string musicians from the Waterbury Symphony 
Orchestra performed a sold-out concert at Hollow Park in Woodbury, Connecticut, representing the ensemble’s first live concert 
since the pandemic began in March. The performance, featuring Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, led by Ryan Tani and including violin so-
loist Sirena Huang, was later streamed for free for those who could not attend the in-person event. In September, ensembles from 

Kentucky’s Owensboro Symphony Orchestra performed free in Smothers Park 
along Owensboro’s riverfront, for an evening of “Symphony Stroll” chamber 
music. This season, the El 
Paso Symphony Orchestra’s 
regular venue, the Plaza 
Theatre, is closed, and the 
orchestra is performing at 
various locations through-
out the city, including the 
Teachers Federal Credit 
Union grounds, Madeline 
Park, and Eastwood “Album” 
Park. The Dayton Philhar-
monic joined the Dayton 
Opera and Dayton Ballet 
for a streamed event on 
September 12 entitled “A 
Celebration from Carillon 
Historical Park,” a 65-acre 
open-air museum that 
chronicles Dayton’s history. Musicians performed Dvořák, Gabrieli, Barber, and 
more in the James F. Dicke Family Transportation Center and the Eichelberger 
Pavilion overlooking park grounds. In August and September, Ohio’s ProMu-
sica Chamber Orchestra performed seven concerts at outdoor sites including 
Headley Park in Gahanna and Coffman Park in Dublin, Ohio. Virginia’s Rich-
mond Symphony opened its season in September with two open-air concerts, 
one at Richmond’s one-day Maymont Big Tent Festival, the other at Pocahontas 
State Park in Chesterfield. In September, the Rockford Symphony returned 
to live performance with a concert at Sinnissippi Park in Rockford, Illinois. In 
Montana, Missoula Symphony Orchestra musicians headed to a ranch to per-
form and record chamber music concerts that will be streamed during the 2020-
21 season. Composer and sound designer Ellen Reid wrote SOUNDWALK, a 
GPS-enabled work of public art, which launched in September in New York 
City’s Central Park and Saratoga Performing Arts Center in upstate New York. 
Visitors can listen to Reid’s music via an app anywhere in the parks, performed 

by musicians of the New York Philharmonic and the Young People’s Chorus of New York City, plus the jazz ensemble Poole and 
the Gang and Reid’s SOUNDWALK Ensemble.

Make Our Garden Grow
With most orchestral touring on hiatus due to Covid-19, 
tour organizer Classical Movements looked closer to home 
for a suitable performance venue, and found one in its back-
yard: the garden outside its offices in Alexandria, Virginia. In 
July, Classical Movements President Neeta Helms launched 
“Sounds of Hope and Harmony,” a series of one-hour 
outdoor chamber concerts featuring musicians from the Al-
exandria Symphony Orchestra and National Symphony Or-
chestra, among others, in a wide range of music. In August 
the series included “Sweet Songs of Sorrow and Joy,” which 
commemorated the 1963 March on Washington with freedom songs, spirituals, gospel, 
and music by Black composers, in collaboration with Eric Conway, choir conductor at Morgan State University, and the Coalition for 
African Americans in the Performing Arts. Other concerts featured vocalists as well as string, brass, and percussion musicians.

Waterbury Symphony Orchestra string musicians 
perform at Hollow Park in Woodbury, Connecticut, 
September 2020.
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The Rockford Symphony Orchestra performs at the 
Sinnissippi Music Shell in Rockford, Illinois.
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Musicians from Kentucky’s Owensboro Symphony Or-
chestra perform in Smothers Park, along Owensboro’s 
riverfront.

A quintet from the Alexan-
dria Symphony Orchestra 
performs in Classical Move-
ments’ June 20 “Sounds 
of Hope and Harmony” 
concert, which also featured 
musicians from the National 
Symphony Orchestra, New 
Orchestra of Washington, 
and Fairfax Symphony 
Orchestra.
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Stadiums and Jumbotrons
Because sports stadiums have so much space and so many seats—and many of them 
are unused due to the pandemic—they have become attractive options for socially 
distanced orchestra performances. In early September, Oklahoma’s Tulsa Sym-
phony Orchestra performed an all-Beethoven concert at the 7,833-seat ONEOK 

Field—home of the Tulsa Drillers 
baseball team—before an audience 
of 1,641 people, all wearing masks 
and socially distanced. The orches-
tra normally performs at Tulsa 
Performing Arts Center, in which 
the largest space, Chapman Hall, 
has 2,365 seats. Florida’s Orlando 
Philharmonic performed its Sep-
tember 26 season-opening concert 
at Exploria Stadium, home to Orlando’s professional soccer teams. Attendance at 
the 25,500-seat stadium was limited to 2,000 concertgoers. The Philharmonic’s usual 
venue, the Bob Carr Theater, is closed because its older ventilation system could 
not be adapted to meet current health guidelines. Musicians from the Cleveland 

Orchestra performed Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” all around Greater Cleveland this summer, including at Progressive Field, home of 
the Cleveland Indians of Major League Baseball.

Make a Public Service Video
In August, musicians from the Pittsburgh Symphony 
Orchestra performed “Praeludium” from Grieg’s Holberg 
Suite for a 30-second #MaskUp video encouraging people 
to wear masks. The Pittsburgh Symphony produced the 
public service announcement, which included the Carnegie 
Museum of Art, City Theatre, Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre, 
Pittsburgh Opera, STAYCEE PEARL dance project, and 
the Andy Warhol Museum. The music was recorded at a 
recent Pittsburgh Symphony concert at Hartwood Acres, 
a park about ten miles from downtown Pittsburgh. In the 
video, members of Pittsburgh’s arts and culture community 
wear masks while playing music, dancing, creating visual 
art, singing, and exploring museums. The video also features 
unusual masked contributors, such as paintings at the Frick 
Pittsburgh and Dippy the Dinosaur at Carnegie Museum of 
Natural History. Pittsburgh Symphony President and CEO 
Melia Tourangeau said, “We hope that this video message 
will provide some inspiration to the community to keep facing this pandemic together.”

If Music Be the Food of Love…
In August, as part of the Eugene Symphony’s new SymphonyGO! initiative, 
musicians Lisa McWhorter (assistant concertmaster), Stephen Chong (first 
violin), Lauren Elledge (viola), and Dale Bradley (cello) performed for diners 
at outdoor restaurants from 6 to 8 p.m. Dubbed “Strings at the Streatery,” the 
free series at Broadway Streatery was sponsored by the city of Eugene and pre-
sented in partnership with the Eugene Symphony and the Downtown Eugene 
Merchants association. Social distancing protocols were in place, including 
limiting groups to ten people or fewer, maintaining a minimum of six feet 
between groups, and wearing masks when not eating or drinking and when 
six feet of distance is not possible. The Eugene Symphony’s SymphonyGO! 
program provides virtual and in-person education and community engagement 
offerings to students and area residents, with all in-person activities following 
health and safety protocols.

Eugene 
Symphony 
Assistant 
Concertmaster 
Lisa McWhort-
er performs for 
outdoor diners 
in downtown 
Eugene, Ore-
gon, August 
22, 2020.

The Orlando Philharmonic, Music Director Eric 
Jacobsen, and violinist Simone Porter perform at 
Exploria Stadium on September 26, 2020.

Cleveland Orchestra horn players perform Beetho-
ven at Progressive Field, July 30, 2020.

Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra musicians perform in a new #MaskUp video 
made as a public service announcement.
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Welcome Oiseaux Exotiques
The Nashville Symphony’s Schermerhorn Symphony Center 
may be closed to performances until July 2021, but the thou-
sands of migrating birds that flocked to the neighborhood this 
summer didn’t know that. The purple martins—rarely seen in 
North American cities—chose to roost in trees near the concert 
hall’s plaza before heading south for the winter, and attracted 
birders from far and wide. Unfortunately, because there were so 
many birds—about 150,000 of them—there was concern they 
could damage the limestone exterior of the concert hall and the 
plaza. The orchestra hired a company to move the birds, but it 
discovered via the Tennessee Ornithological Society that the 
purple martin is protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. 
The organizations ended up working together to let the birds 
remain a bit longer, and set up a fund-raising campaign to help 
the orchestra with cleanup costs—raising a total of $26,197, 
with $21,197 from the public and an additional $5,000 from the 
Tennessee Wildlife Federation and the Nature Conservancy in 
Tennessee. “We are profoundly thankful to Tennessee Wildlife 
Federation, as well as to The Nature Conservancy and other conservation groups, for stepping in and helping raise funds to help us 
take care of the Schermerhorn,” said Alan D. Valentine, president and CEO of the Nashville Symphony. “We are once again awed by 
the community’s response in the face of so many challenges we are all facing at the moment.”

Make a Podcast
The pandemic is amplifying trends that were already underway before the pandemic began, and that’s certainly true 
for podcasts: there is a whole slew of new ones out there. The Cleveland Orchestra launched its “On a Personal 
Note” podcast in the spring with an episode entitled “The Sound of Crisis,” in which Music Director Franz Wel-
ser-Möst spoke about his emotions conducting the orchestra one last time before the pandemic silenced Sever-
ance Hall. In other episodes, Welser-Möst talks about an automobile accident that sparked a lifelong affinity for 
Schubert; Principal Percussion Marc Damoulakis speaks about feeling rhythm from an early age and what it means 
to keep time for the orchestra; and violinist Katherine Bormann talks about her love for Strauss’s Rosenkavalier 
Suite. Dallas Symphony Orchestra violinist Sarah Kienle started a podcast called “On the Record,” in which she 
speaks with DSO musicians about music. The Handel and Haydn Society has a podcast called “Tuning In,” which 
includes interviews with musicians and staff about the music they love. American conductors Ankush Kumar Bahl, 
John Devlin, Anna Edwards, and Enrico Lopez-Yañez have launched their “UpBeat” podcast; one of the initial 
episodes features Lopez-Yañez and Devlin’s conversation with Michael Ellis Ingram, who speaks about race and 
his experiences as a Black conductor in Germany and the U.S. The Vancouver Symphony Orchestra in Washing-
ton State has been posting weekly podcasts featuring guest-artist interviews and excerpts of past performances. 
The New York Philharmonic’s five-part “The 5th” podcast exploring Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony was included as 
part of the “Switched On Pop” podcasts, in which musicologist Nate Sloan and music journalist Charlie Harding 
explore what makes pop songs catchy.

Put Up Plexiglass
Apart from face masks, few things sum up “performing music 
during a pandemic” more than plexiglass barriers between musi-
cians. The structures are being deployed by orchestras everywhere, 
and they are necessary for wind and brass musicians to perform, 
helping to prevent the air flow from their instruments from poten-
tially spreading the virus to other musicians. For their Independence 
Day livestream, Philly Pops musicians played separated by plexi-
glass screens at The Met Philadelphia, a large space with room for 
socially distanced musicians. Music Director David Charles Abell 
led the concert, as the orchestra experiments with new musician 
configurations during the pandemic. For more on how pops orches-
tras are adapting during the pandemic, see article elsewhere in this 
issue.

The plaza in front of Nashville Symphony’s Schermerhorn Symphony 
Center became a temporary roosting site for 150,000 purple martins, 
which flocked there this summer before migrating south for the winter.

Philly Pops wind and brass musicians, separated by plexiglass barri-
ers, perform at the Met Philadelphia concert venue, July 3.
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Make Masks for Musicians
In Texas, Jean Hall, the executive director of the Wichita 
Falls Youth Symphony Orchestra, was searching for a 
way for musicians in her organization’s four ensembles to 
rehearse and perform safely this fall. For string and percus-
sion musicians, it’s not difficult to play while wearing a face 
mask, but things are more complicated for wind and brass 
players. Hall, who plays French horn and is an amateur 
seamstress, had already been making masks to donate to 
the community during the summer, and her sister is a 
professional seamstress who plays the clarinet. The two 
of them designed “Play It Safe” cotton masks with openings for mouthpieces for 
woodwind and brass musicians. The woodwind mask (above, shown with clarinet 
mouthpiece) features a horizontal opening; the brass version has a center open-
ing. Wind and brass musicians also use bell covers sewn with double-layer cotton fabric and secured with adjustable drawstring. The 
youth orchestra’s first concert of the season is planned for November.

Spread Out
To stay healthy during the 
pandemic, musicians are 
rehearsing and perform-
ing far apart. And even 
“sold-out” performances 
can look sparse, as orches-
tras limit audience size to 
keep everyone safe. This 
summer, Lincoln Center 
for the Performing Arts 
(right) commissioned Anthony Barfield to compose a work paying tribute to 
New York City and its people. The September 1 virtual premiere of Barfield’s 
Invictus featured fifteen brass players from across Lincoln Center’s campus—
the MET Orchestra Musicians, New York Philharmonic, Juilliard School, Jazz at Lincoln Center, New York City Ballet Orchestra, 
and Mostly Mozart Festival Orchestra—and is said to be the first time musicians from all those organizations performed together. 
Barfield conducted the socially distanced performance, which includes elements of classical, gospel, jazz, and hip hop, and is available 
on demand at LincolnCenter.org/Invictus. Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra (above right) musicians began testing a new “Covid-
style” rehearsal set-up at Music Hall with Music Director Louis Langrée in August. The Colorado Symphony performed a sold-out 
concert at Red Rocks Amphitheatre in Morrison, Colorado, on July 28. Small ensembles of Seattle Symphony musicians performed 
in an empty Benaroya Hall in a concert for the orchestra’s streaming Seattle Symphony Live site.

Convert the Stage into a TV Studio
In August, the Los Angeles Philharmonic headed to the Hol-
lywood Bowl to film a new series of streamed concerts dubbed 
Sound/Stage. The Bowl’s stage is large enough to accommodate 
the recording sessions, filmed outdoors while adhering to health 
guidelines. Episodes began streaming in late September, with many 
presentations featuring programs from the LA Phil’s Power to the 
People! festival—curated by Herbie Hancock, the orchestra’s creative 
chair for jazz—that had been cut short when the pandemic hit. The 
Power to the People programs amplify voices of current and historical 
Black composers, among them Jessie Montgomery, William Grant 
Still, and Florence Price. In early fall, the Los Angeles Chamber 
Orchestra announced that it will create a digital studio at Wilhardt 
& Naud, a film studio and multidisciplinary arts campus in down-
town Los Angeles; the orchestra has hired director/designer James 
Darrah as its new creative director of digital content to oversee 
media featuring the orchestra and Los Angeles-based artists and filmmakers.

Los Angeles Philharmonic musicians and Music Director Gustavo 
Dudamel rehearse at the Hollywood Bowl for Sound/Stage, the 
orchestra’s new streamed series.

A saxophonist and trombonist in the Wichita Falls 
Youth Symphony Orchestra with their new “Play It 
Safe” masks.

http://www.americanorchestras.org
http://lincolncenter.org/lincoln-center-at-home/show/ldquoinvictusldquo-by-anthony-barfield-962
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League Appoints Marlah Bonner-McDuffie as 
Vice President, Development
Marlah Bonner-McDuffie has been appointed vice president 
of development at the League of American Orchestras. 
Bonner-McDuffie will serve as the League’s lead fundraiser, 
shape the strategies for individual giving, build relationships 
with major institutional funders, manage the fundraising 
staff, and partner with the Board of Directors’ Development 
Committee chair to secure Board engagement. A fundraising 
professional with a demonstrated track record of securing 
principal and major gifts at a wide range of organizations, 
Bonner-McDuffie has extensive experience leading philanthro-
py, strategic planning, marketing, and business development 
in the corporate and nonprofit sectors. She most recently 
served as senior director of external affairs for the Philadel-
phia School Partnership, supporting its mission of improving outcomes and access 
for underserved K-12 students in Philadelphia. Prior to PSP, Bonner-McDuffie was 
associate dean of advancement for the College of Media for the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign. Bonner-McDuffie also served in fundraising and leadership roles 
at the University of Illinois and the University of Delaware. She previously worked in the 
corporate sector in the consumer brands and pharmaceutical industries, and founded a 
consulting firm specializing in marketing, brand management, public relations, research, 
event management, and donor relations. Bonner-McDuffie received a B.S. in business 
administration from Pennsylvania State University’s Mary Jean and Frank P. Smeal 
College of Business Administration and an M.B.A. from Temple University’s Fox School 
of Business and Management.

Marlah Bonner-McDuffie

SymphonySpot: Online Hub
In the spring, the League of American Orchestras launched Symphony Spot, an online 
hub of livestreams, videos, and digital learning resources from members and friends of 
the League across the classical music field. Symphony Spot features content from hun-
dreds of orchestras, venues, and soloists, with new additions daily. The site comprises a 
Performance Directory and Education Directory. If your orchestra has launched a virtual 
project you’d like to share at SymphonySpot, visit symphonyspot.org, where there’s a sim-
ple form you can fill out to have your organization’s online offerings included.

Musician and COVID-19 
Researcher
It’s not every day you hear about a professional orchestra 
musician who also is a medical doctor and post-doc re-
searcher in immunology and virology. The San Francisco 
Symphony’s newly hired Associate Principal Horn, Mark 
Almond, holds a PhD in immunology and virology from 
Imperial College, London. With performance schedules 
upended by the pandemic, Almond is taking the opportunity 
to research COVID-19 as a post-doctoral research scholar at 
the University of California San Francisco. In an interview with San Francisco Classical 
Voice, Almond said, “I’m really looking forward to working with the Symphony when the 
pandemic allows, but in the meantime it’s great to be … doing cutting-edge COVID 
research.”

https://symphonyspot.org/
mailto:dennisritz@att.net
http://dennisritzartistsrepresentative.info/
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Sight Specific
Violinist and conductor Scott Yoo’s PBS television series had begun airing before the 
pandemic started. But with everyone spending more time at home, there couldn’t be a 
better escape than the second season of Now Hear This, Yoo’s classical-music travelogue/
documentary. In normal times, Yoo balances his duties as chief conductor of the Mexico 
City Philharmonic, music director of California’s Festival Mozaic, and conductor at the 
Colorado College Summer Music Festival in Colorado Springs. Now he’s busy hosting 
Now Hear This, which launched in 2019 on PBS’s Great Performances. In each episode, 
Yoo travels to concert halls and architectural landmarks to explore music from places 
like Italy, France, Germany, Spain, and Morocco. In the second season’s “Haydn: King of 
Strings” episode, set in Austria, Yoo investigates the composer’s “Emperor” Quartet, and 
he and violinist and chamber-music expert Geoff Nuttall discuss how Haydn created the 
string quartet form. In “Becoming Mozart,” partly filmed during the pandemic, Yoo and 
pianist Stewart Goodyear improvise a Mozart cadenza and delve into the art of perform-
ing while conducting. A third season focusing on American music is planned.

In his PBS series Now Hear This, violinist Scott Yoo (second from left) explores classical music; in 
photo, he performs a Haydn string quartet in Austria.
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Studying COVID-19 Aerosol Rates of  
Transmission for Instruments
Initial findings from two studies of aerosol rates and accumulation of COVID-19 by wind 
instruments and vocalists have been released. In August, research being conducted at 
the University of Colorado and the University of Maryland, commissioned by a coalition 
of performing arts organizations including the League of American Orchestras, offered 
preliminary guidance on in-person rehearsals while mitigating risks associated with 
COVID-19. While the findings of this study have yet to be validated, results explore 
aerosol flow and emissions for clarinet, oboe, flute, trumpet, horn, low brass, and voice; 
measure different mitigation techniques; provide initial modeling of COVID-19 particle 
concentrations in indoor and outdoor settings; and offer general considerations for saf-
er rehearsal practices. Final results of this study will be available in December. October 
saw the release of a study of exhaled aerosols conducted by Rice University, musicians 
from Rice’s Shepherd School of Music, and the Houston Symphony. The study used 
a high-speed camera to track exhaled air released by singers and musicians who play 
wind instruments. The Houston researchers state that these results have not been 
peer-reviewed, but that findings indicate the importance of air movement, masks, and 
social distancing.

Dan Kamin
Comedy

          Concertos

(412)563-6505
dan2@dankamin.com

Where’s 
that Lost 
Elephant?

He’s been laying low during 
the lockdown. Previously 

seen in Philadelphia, Atlanta, 
Singapore, Shanghai.  

Zookeeper Dan Kamin and 
narrator Susan Chapek are 

determined to track him 
down, even if it means visiting 

every orchestra in the world!

 
Catch the latest updates at
www.dankamin.com

http://www.americanorchestras.org
http://www.dankamin.com/
mailto:dan2@dankamin.com
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Violin Vigils for Elijah McClain
This summer, musicians from Colorado to Virginia participated in vigils in memory of 
Elijah McClain, a Black massage therapist and violinist who was killed by police in Au-
rora, Colorado in 2019. Violinists, violists, cellists, and other string musicians performed 
at what were dubbed “violin vigils,” beginning in late June with an event in Aurora, 
Colorado. In Boston, approximately 30 string musicians gathered at First Baptist Church 
in Jamaica Plain to perform “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” “Amazing Grace,” and other 
music. In Cincinnati, professional 
and amateur musicians joined 
for a violin vigil for McClain in 
Washington Park; the Cincinnati 
Symphony Orchestra was among 
the event’s organizers. Philadel-
phia Orchestra cellist John Koen 
was joined by string musicians for 
candlelight vigils for McClain and 
Mouhamed Cisse, an eighteen-
year-old Philadelphia cellist slain 
by an unknown assailant on June 
1. And in Richmond, Virginia, 
musicians met at the Robert E. 
Lee monument to perform a violin 
vigil honoring McClain. Jennifer Arnold, director of artistic planning and operations at 
the Richmond Symphony Orchestra, helped organize the event with Sara Jobin, a con-
ductor and RSO supporter. The performance included George Walker’s Lyric for Strings, 
conducted by Naima Burrs.

Jennifer Arnold, director of artistic planning and opera-
tions at the Richmond Symphony Orchestra, performs 
with local musicians during a violin vigil for Elijah McClain 
at Richmond’s Robert E. Lee statue.

In Memoriam:  
Conductor Randall 
Craig Fleischer, 61
On August 19, Randall Craig Fleischer, 
music director of the Anchorage 
Symphony Orchestra in Alaska, the 
Youngstown Symphony Orchestra in 
Ohio, and the Hudson Valley Philhar-
monic in Poughkeepsie, New York, died 
unexpectedly at his home in Los Ange-
les. The cause of death has not been 
reported. Fleischer was 61. In addition 
to his work as a conductor, Fleischer 
composed orchestral works and created 
Rocktopia, a Broadway show featuring 
classical and rock music performed by an 

orchestra, vocalists, and rock band. He 
held music degrees from Oberlin Con-
servatory of Music and Indiana University 
School of Music; had studied with Leon-
ard Bernstein as a conducting fellow at 
Tanglewood; and conducted widely. The 
Anchorage Symphony hosted a virtual 
memorial for Fleischer on September 29, 
and Youngstown Symphony musicians 
honored him with an impromptu outdoor 
concert in October. The Hudson Valley 
Philharmonic plans an online tribute in 
mid-October. Fleischer leaves behind 
his wife, Heidi Joyce, a daughter, and 
two brothers. A fund for underprivileged 
young musicians is being established in 
his honor at his three orchestras.

Randall Craig Fleischer

https://www.dallasstringquartet.com/
mailto:kevin@glberg.com
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Ruth Bader  
Ginsburg,  
March 15, 1933—
September 18, 
2020
With the death of Supreme Court Justice 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg in September, the 
classical-music world lost one of its most 
ardent fans. Ginsburg said her love of 
opera began at age eleven, when she saw 
Ponchielli’s La Gioconda, and that she 
would have preferred to be a singer—if 
she had the musical talent. Ginsburg and 
fellow Supreme Court Justice and op-

era-lover Antonin Scalia—whose judicial 
views frequently opposed Ginsburg’s—
formed an unlikely bond based on their 
mutual love for the art form. Composer 
Derrick Wang even wrote Scalia/Ginsburg, 
an opera based on that friendship, which 
premiered at the Castleton Festival in 
Virginia in 2015 and was later performed 
at the Glimmerglass Festival and several 
U.S. opera companies. Her love of music 
was passed on to her son, James, who in 
1989 founded the classical music label 
Cedille Records. Her musical legacy lives 
on in the label’s 2018 recording Notorious 
RBG in Song, an album of world premieres 
saluting Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s life and 
work. In addition to her son, Ginsberg 
is survived by a daughter, Jane, and four 
grandchildren.

A S P E N  L E A D E R S H I P  G R O U P

Recruiting and Advising 
Orchestra Leaders

WWW.ASPENLEADERSHIPGROUP.COM

ALG is a trusted strategy and search advisor 
to orchestras of all budget sizes in all parts 

of the country. Contact us to access 
leader-to-leader counsel and acquire 

high-performing executive talent.

S T R A T E G I C  C O U N S E L  F O R  P R E S I D E N T S
E X E C U T I V E  S E A R C H

D I V E R S I T Y  &  I N C L U S I O N
P R I N C I PA L  G I F T S  C O N S U LT I N G

W O M E N ’ S  P H I L A N T H R O P Y
Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg in the non-sing-
ing role of the Duchess of Krakenthorp in 
Donizetti’s The Daughter of the Regiment, with 
tenor Lawrence Brownlee (as Tonio), at the 
Washington National Opera in 2016.
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Don’t miss a single note! subscribe to

With vibrant photographs and timely articles, Symphony is  
transforming the way America thinks about its orchestras.

Hear from the conductors, musicians, and people on the 
inside who are making innovative choices, provoking change, 

and electrifying the orchestral world.

One year – four printed and online issues: $25  
To subscribe, visit symphony.org

http://www.americanorchestras.org
https://americanorchestras.org/symphony-magazine.html
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T
hrough listening to 
underrepresented voices in 
our field; centering equity, 
diversity, and inclusion 
(EDI) in our programs and 

convenings; and researching our shared 
history and heritage, the League of 
American Orchestras is developing an 
understanding of the breadth and depth 
of systemic racial inequities that exist in 
the orchestra field.

The current pandemic and the growing 

recognition of disproportionate police 
violence against Black people shine a 
light on America’s long history of sys-
temic inequities for the Black commu-
nity in particular. This history includes 
chattel slavery, Black Code and Jim 
Crow laws, redlining, school segregation, 
voter suppression, and the prison-indus-
trial complex. This challenging history 
and the current environment make it 
essential for us to assert our deepening 
commitment to be an advocate for and 

a credible partner with Black people 
and associated organizations as we seek 
a more equitable and diverse future for 
America’s orchestras.

The League of American Orchestras 
acknowledges, accepts responsibility for, 
and apologizes for the role it has played in 
perpetuating, excusing, and participating 
in systemic discrimination based on race 
within the orchestral field.

The staff and Board of Directors of the 
League have failed to sufficiently under-

On August 11 the League of American Orchestras issued a Statement on Racial Discrimi-
nation expressing how it is coming to grips with the history and impact of racism within 
the League and the wider community of orchestras, and committing to sustained action. 
The League also created a “FAQs and Guide to Additional Resources” to further support 
engagement with and understanding of the Statement. The Summer Issue of Symphony 
magazine had featured “Anti-Black Discrimination in American Orchestras,” an article by 
Dr. Aaron Flagg chronicling the history of persistent discrimination across centuries. These 
materials build on the League’s learning, programs, and convenings over the last several 
years, and on the League’s June 1 Statement on Racial Injustice.

To continue engagement around these important issues, the League recently presented 
two online events. The first was a virtual forum on August 26, facilitated by League Board 
and staff members, at which League members were invited to share their thoughts on 
the Statement. The second event, for orchestra trustees on September 30, featured Cathy 
Trower, chair of the nonprofit organization BoardSource and former research director of 
the Harvard Graduate School of Education, leading a discussion on the role of nonprofit 
boards in addressing racial equity. The League will continue to produce impactful, field-
wide programs such as the National Alliance for Audition Support and The Catalyst Fund 
as well as conversations, webinars, and events focusing on these vital topics. Learn more at 
the League website. The complete League Statement on Racial Discrimination is below. 
The FAQs and Guide to Addi tional Resources begin on page 18.

League Statement on 
Racial Discrimination 

http://www.sphinxmusic.org/national-alliance-for-audition-support/
https://www.americanorchestras.org/TheCatalystFund
http://www.americanorchestras.org
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against all forms of discrimination to help 
heal our society and allow all people to be 
fully seen and heard.

In America, the symphony orchestra 
field includes youth, community, academ-
ic, and professional orchestras; conduc-
tors; administrators; musicians; volun-
teers; board members; and unions. The 
field has allowed injurious practices and 
tropes to persist, such as the unfounded 
and disrespectful belief that diversity of 
personnel and/or programming can only 
be achieved at the expense of quality. 
The field has also played an active role in 
excluding Black musicians, composers, 
administrative staff, community members, 
and audience members from audition-
ing, creating, performing, managing, 
governing, and even listening to orches-
tral music. These actions stem from our 
country’s history of racism, which results 
in racial and ethnic discrimination. These 
actions are also counter to our belief in 
the shared value of all music to, by, and 
for all people.

We believe we must respond with 
meaningful action to the entrenched 
reality of systemic discrimination toward 

stand that systemic anti-Black racism and 
its resulting discrimination are rooted 
in a belief system, white supremacy, into 
which all of us, and the field itself, were 
born. Consequently, the League has not 
been sufficiently engaged in challenging 
this racism within the broader field and 
the exclusion of this community as full 
participants.

The impacts of our actions have includ-
ed the loss of valuable musical and other 
creative contributions by generations of 
Black people, the disenfranchisement of 
fellow Americans, and redirected career 
trajectories, all resulting in fewer people 
engaging with the musical culture we all 
share and love. This ultimately diminishes 
the vibrancy of the art form and, therefore, 
undermines the orchestral experience for 
everyone.

The League recognizes the existence of 
many forms of discrimination in America 
that hurt our fellow human beings. In 
addition to race, these include discrimina-
tion based on ethnicity, age, sex, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, disability, 
religion, and socio-economic status. The 
orchestra field must continue its fight 

Black people in American orchestras that 
has led to their significant underrepresen-
tation in all roles in our field.

All orchestras, each in and with their 
own communities, must discover their 
unique paths to greater inclusion and 
equity, which will allow them to better see, 
understand, and engage all of their diverse 
stakeholders.

We understand racism is structural and 
can be practiced by people of all races. It 
is not the primary responsibility of people 
of color to explain where white-dominant 
institutions have fallen short, or to educate 
those institutions on how to become more 
equitable in practice. We must bravely 
face our past failures and acknowledge the 
generational harm caused by them. We 
hold ourselves accountable and invite our 
members to do the same.

Therefore, we declare our commitment 
to inclusion and reconciliation. We choose 
to move fully and without delay toward 
absolute diversity and equity within our 
field; and henceforth to respect the value 
and boundless creative capacity of every 
human being.

To that end, the League will:

Match our commitment with our financial resources 
by allocating 10% of our budget (about $700,000) to equity, 
diversity, and inclusion (EDI) and anti-racism work both inter-
nally and on behalf of members.

Support and advance orchestras’ anti-racism and EDI 
work by

• holding essential field-wide conversations that identify and 
challenge the systems that perpetuate discrimination,

• fostering learning and action through peer dialogue,

• providing access to professional EDI expertise, as we cur-
rently do through our Catalyst Fund, and

• growing and updating our EDI Resource Center.

Model the change we envision by creating an inclusive 
culture, building systems that support racial equity, and further 
diversifying our staff and board.

Build sustained capacity across our organization by 
engaging professional expertise and starting this fall with ongo-
ing anti-racism training for staff and board and updating our 
strategy.

Pursue collective action and partnerships with the 
AFM, ICSOM, ROPA, and other organizations to advance 
racial equity practices across the full spectrum of people in or-
chestras, as we have done as a founding partner of the National 
Alliance for Audition Support.

Address discrimination in orchestras against all un-
derrepresented members of our community by center-
ing the voices of Black and other underrepresented artists and 
leaders in our National Conference, ongoing learning events, 
and across advocacy and communications platforms, including 
Symphony magazine.

This statement was adopted by the Board of Directors of the League of American Orchestras at its June 25, 2020 meeting.

http://www.americanorchestras.org
https://www.americanorchestras.org/TheCatalystFund
http://www.americanorchestras.org/EDI
http://www.sphinxmusic.org/national-alliance-for-audition-support/
http://www.sphinxmusic.org/national-alliance-for-audition-support/
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FAQs and Guide to Additional Resources: League of American  
Orchestras’ Statement on Racial Discrimination
This guide is intended to provide context for the League’s Statement on Racial Discrimination and
to make our process and thinking about the statement transparent. The questions and answers
are not meant to be exhaustive or prescriptive.

Why is the League issuing this statement and 
what is its purpose?

• Pursuing racial equity is critical to the future of 
our field. Without sustained equitable practices, we 
will lose valuable musical contributions by genera-
tions of Black people, redirect career trajectories, and 
disenfranchise fellow Americans—all resulting in fewer 
people engaging with the musical culture we all share 
and love. This ultimately diminishes the vibrancy of the 
art form and the orchestral experience. We believe it is 
vitally important to acknowledge this and reckon with 
racial discrimination in order to advance this art form.

• The purpose of this statement, begun in December 
2019, and the accompanying material is to share our 
process for deepening our understanding of racial 
discrimination in the League’s past and present and its 
impact on our work and effectiveness in service to the 
field, and to acknowledge this discrimination as an 
essential step toward being a more inclusive association 
and field.

• Acknowledging racial discrimination in our field 
does not mean we have lost our faith in the unique art 
form of orchestral music. In fact, the reverse is true. 
In a fragmented and hurt world, the inspiration of 
great repertoire of past, present, and future; the extraor-
dinary artistry of our musicians; and the joyous com-
munion of listening to music together all mean more 
than ever. We are sustained by a vision of orchestral 
life that reflects the vast diversity of American society, 
where all those who choose to immerse themselves in 
the joy of orchestral music have equal opportunity to 
do so and where all lived experiences are recognized 
and valued.

• We are inviting our members to similarly examine 
their past and the roles they have played—and may 
still play—in racial discrimination, and to determine 
ways to move forward.

Why is the League getting into politics and social justice? 
Shouldn’t it stay focused on helping to keep orchestras 
healthy and remain non-partisan?

• Our role in racial equity is grounded in our mission and 
vision. Our mission is “to advance the experience of orchestral 
music, support the people and organizations that create it, and 
champion the contributions they make to the health and vibrancy 
of communities.” Our vision is that “the orchestral experience is 
shared by all and supported by artistically vibrant, robust, and civi-
cally engaged organizations, and the League is an indispensable 
leader, resource, and voice for the orchestra community and its 
value to the public.”

• “Advancing the experience of orchestral music and support-
ing the people . . .” means all the people, not just some, and the 
experience of orchestral music cannot be fully realized when 
there is inequity. Indeed, the pursuit of “vibrant, robust, and 
civically engaged organizations” demands a commitment to racial 
equity; inequity is a barrier to artistic vibrancy and authentic civic 
engagement.

• Being non-partisan means we neither support political parties 
nor endorse the election or defeat of candidates for public office. 
It does not mean we refrain from engaging in issues that may be 
controversial or that we abstain from positions on issues of public 
policy that affect our mission. Indeed, taking a position, as we 
deem necessary, is both a right and responsibility described in our 
resource Playing Your Part, An Orchestra’s Guide to Public Advocacy.

Indeed, taking a position, as we deem necessary, is both a right and 
responsibility.

https://americanorchestras.org/advocacy-government/making-the-case-advocacy-resources/playing-your-part-an-orchestra-s-guide-to-public-policy-advocacy.html
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What is some of the history of the League’s work in this 
area?

• In 1993, we issued a report to members called Americanizing 
the American Orchestra (composer Alvin Singleton is credited 
with the title), informed by two years of discussion with mem-
bers and stakeholders. It was an analysis of the limitations of the 
status quo and guidance for change, and it included a 60-page 
chapter on increasing “cultural diversity” and decreasing racial 
discrimination. The report, and that chapter in particular, received 
a blistering critique in a New York Times article that included this 
comment:

“In bringing the racial politics of the streets into the concert 
halls, Americanizing may very well Americanize the orchestra into 
extinction.”

• The story in The New York Times triggered fierce pushback 
against us from influential orchestra leaders for issuing the report, 
resulting in both the League and the field retreating from a 
prescient and courageous call for change.The retreat was a major 
setback and long-lasting. Our current statement and activities 
on racial discrimination represent the League’s push to not only 
resume this critical work, but to also use what we have learned 
from our past mistakes to do better.

• While the League was intermittently involved with matters 
of race and diversity in orchestras before and after Americanizing, 
we began a sustained investment in December 2015 with a major 
national convening, co-hosted with The Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation. This meeting explored barriers to Black and Latinx 
musicians seeking careers in orchestras and considered strategies 
for change. The meeting brought together musicians, managers, 
and educators, and established a network of change agents com-
mitted to reform.

• We subsequently organized five national working groups to 
pursue change strategies; re-organized our National Conferences 
to place diversity as the central focus; revised and relaunched a 
statement of common cause in support of more equitable access 
to music education, which supports pathways to inclusion; and 
commissioned two major studies on race and ethnicity in orches-
tras. The national working groups and the National Conferences 
served as the incubators for what became the National Alliance 
for Audition Support, a partnership with the Sphinx Organiza-
tion and the New World Symphony, and our Catalyst Fund grant 
program supporting equity, diversity, and inclusion consultancies.

What is the League’s current activity?

• In 2018, we launched an equity, diversity, and in-
clusion (EDI) planning process to guide and focus our 
work. It began with extensively listening to and learn-
ing directly from orchestra staff, boards, and musicians 
about the state of EDI conversations and efforts in their 
home orchestras, and their expectations of the League. 
The result was An Evolving EDI Framework.

• One frequently and emphatically repeated recom-
mendation for League action was to “acknowledge the 
painful history of discrimination within the orchestra 
field.” Our Board EDI Committee took up that task in 
fall 2019 and completed a first draft of a statement on 
racial discrimination by the end of the year. On June 25, 
2020, the full board, and both current President and 
CEO Jesse Rosen and incoming President and CEO 
Simon Woods, enthusiastically and unanimously 
adopted the Statement on Racial Discrimination.

• Since then, we have held fourteen “partner conver-
sations” with members and other stakeholders to help 
us anticipate questions and concerns that may arise in 
reaction to the material; test the usefulness of the ac-
companying contextual information; and inform us on 
ways we can be of greatest assistance to our members 
in this effort. The feedback we received was construc-
tive, overwhelmingly supportive, and affirmed the 
importance of our statement on racial discrimination for 
member orchestras and for the future of the field.

Today, we continue to offer field-wide initiatives. We are 
also focusing on our internal work: understanding our 
past, increasing board and staff diversity, and developing 
a strategy for our internal culture work, which begins 
with anti-racism training in September 2020.

We know this is only the beginning, and we are commit-
ted to sustained learning and action. We acknowledge 
that the answers can be elusive and uncomfortable, but we 
enter into the work of EDI and anti-racism with humility, 
openness, objectivity, and deep institutional commitment. 
We will continue to partner with our members as we do 
this work together.

http://www.americanorchestras.org
http://www.sphinxmusic.org/national-alliance-for-audition-support/
http://www.sphinxmusic.org/national-alliance-for-audition-support/
https://www.americanorchestras.org/TheCatalystFund
https://www.americanorchestras.org/images/stories/diversity/EDI_Framework.pdf
https://americanorchestras.org/images/stories/diversity/EDI-Work-at-the-League-Summer-2020.pdf


Why are you focusing on anti-Black racism? What about 
the people of many other identities that experience mar-
ginalization and discrimination?

• Black contributors to orchestral music in America have been 
uniquely undervalued and marginalized. The League’s 2016 Racial/
Ethnic and Gender Diversity in the Orchestra Field report indicated 
that only 1.8% of orchestra musicians self-identify as African-
American and 2.4% as Hispanic; these percentages have hardly 
moved in the last 25 years. Taking steps to repair our relationship 
with Black people in particular will have ripple effects across all 
of our anti-discrimination efforts.

• Efforts to advance equity, diversity, and inclusion are about ac-
knowledging and correcting historical systems that have disadvan-
taged and oppressed certain populations to maintain white privi-
lege. This work develops sensitivity and care for all human beings 
in a way that can benefit people of all marginalized identities.

• For orchestras in the aggregate, the extreme lack of racial and 
ethnic diversity represents a major and overarching challenge that 
merits sustained attention and action across the field. And yet, the 
League’s 2016 diversity study also indicated the underrepresenta-
tion of women in certain roles, noting the dominance of men as 
music directors (91%) and conductors (80%). Each individual 
orchestra should consider its local circumstance in efforts to 
understand and advance equity, diversity, and inclusion and to lift 
its own ability to address inequity among the marginalized com-
munities relevant to its context. This may include diversity of race, 
ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status, or other characteris-
tics of personal identity such as individuals who represent the first 
generation to attain higher education, have followed non-traditional 
pathways to professional life in the face of adversity (such as soci-
etal, economic, or academic disadvantages), or have various experi-
ences in terms of sexual identity, gender identity, age, disability, 
geography, and/or faith and religion.

What do you mean by white supremacy as it relates to orchestras?

• While many people primarily associate white supremacy with extremist hate groups, white supremacy itself is a racist belief sys-
tem. It does not refer to individual white people and their individual intentions or actions, but to an overarching political economic 
and social system of domination. A white supremacist belief system asserts that white people and their culture are superior to all 
other peoples and cultures, and it aims to maintain the dominance, power, and privilege of white people and their culture. This 
racist belief system has manifested itself in orchestras through our history and traditions and through non-inclusive policies and 
practices.

• White supremacist beliefs and thinking—conscious or unconscious—can affect our actions and perpetuate racial discrimi-
nation. Examples include: how and from where we recruit staff and musicians; the type of repertoire chosen and the forums in 
which the music and guest artists are presented; the primary audience served; what defines appropriate concert etiquette; imagery 
and other marketing materials used; the extent to which humility and cultural curiosity are prevalent in the work culture; and the 
types of partnerships, suppliers, and vendors engaged. In order to effectively build an equitable, diverse, and inclusive field, we 
must examine root causes of inequity, which include white supremacy.
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How can orchestras be expected to address 
a challenge like racism at a time when they’re 
fighting for their very survival?

• The global pandemic has resulted in severe eco-
nomic hardship for orchestras and the many musi-
cians and staff they  employ. It has also revealed the 
pervasive extent and deep impact of systemic racism 
in American society.

• As the expectations for inclusive practices among 
arts professionals, audiences, and public and private 
funders accelerate in response to the dual crises in the 
nation, orchestras will be expected to model change 
in order to sustain necessary talent, audiences, and 
funding. This is arguably the best time for orchestras 
to address racism and disrupt systems of inequity. 
Change is required as orchestras reimagine their 
own values and systems in order to prepare for and 
thrive in a more inclusive, post-pandemic world.

• Virtually every sector, including arts and culture, 
is turning its attention to redressing a history of 
complicity and seeking reform. American orchestras 
stand as an outlier in stark contrast to many sectors 
for their longstanding lack of inclusion, remain-
ing predominantly white institutions for decades. If 
orchestras wish to remain a vibrant field that is in 
line with professional norms, it is crucial that we 
join our arts and culture colleagues in this growing 
collective effort.
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A Sampling of Resources for Learning
General Resources
– EDI Resource Center, League of American Orchestras
– Glossary from Racial Equity Tools
– How We Arrived Here, a brief video from Bryan Stevenson
–  The Groundwater Approach, Building a Practical Guide to 

Understanding Structural Racism

Anti-Racism Training Organizations
– Crossroads Antiracism Organizing and Training
– Equity in the Center
– Racial Equity Institute
– The People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond

Resources for Staff and Board Development
–  A Message to My Fellow White Board Chairs, Cathy Trower, 

Chair, BoardSource
–  Beyond the Board Statement: How Can Boards Join the 

Movement for Racial Justice?, Nonprofit Quarterly
–  Considerations for EDI and Anti-Racism Work at Orchestras 

by Jessica Schmidt from Orchestrate Inclusion and the 
League’s Senior Advisor for Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion

–  “Anxious to Launch a Diversity Equity Inclusion Program at 
your Nonprofit? Here’s how to know if you should wait” by 
Lisa Brown Alexander, Founder and CEO of Nonprofit HR

–  Awake to Woke to Work: Building a Race Equity Culture, 
Publication of Equity in the Center’s Research Outlining the 
Race Equity Cycle

League Conference Session Videos, 2018-2020:
– Anti-Black Racism and American Orchestras
–  EDI at the San Francisco Symphony, Foundational Work and 

the COVID-19 Challenge
–  Outside the Box: An (Unconventional) Orchestra Musician’s 

Perspective
– Valerie Coleman, Keynote Speech
– Tania Leon and Joan Tower, Keynote Speech
– Alex Laing, Keynote Speech
– Giancarlo Guererro, Keynote Speech
– Jennifer Koh, Keynote Speech
– Anthony McGill and Demarre McGill, Keynote Speech

League Research and Publications
– Racial/Ethnic and Gender Diversity in the Orchestra Field
– Forty Years of Fellowships: A Study of Orchestras’ Efforts to Include African American and Latino Musicians
– Americanizing the American Orchestra
– “Anti-Black Discrimination in American Orchestras” by Dr. Aaron Flagg in Symphony magazine

What actions can I take in my own 
orchestra?
• One of the purposes of our state-
ment on racial discrimination is to 
affirm our commitment to supporting 
work in equity, diversity, and inclusion. 
Some of you are no doubt feeling an ur-
gent need to take action—now. Perhaps 
you are wondering how to address your 
programming or diversify your staff and 
board. Others may want to know how 
to recruit a broader array of musicians 
for your orchestras, or how to create a 
fellowship program. And still others 
may want to know what terms like 
racism, anti-racism, and racial equity 
mean. Some may be ready to reflect on 
your organization’s culture and dis-
mantle practices that may keep it from 
being inclusive. There are resources that 
address many of these questions on the 
League’s online EDI Resource Center.

• These resources include repertoire 
directories, guidance for boards, re-
search, a glossary of terms, and details 
on our programs that, in the case of 
The Catalyst Fund, offer grants for 
retaining experts to guide your EDI 
and anti-racism work, and the National 
Alliance for Audition Support, through 
which orchestras can access a network 
of Black and Latinx musicians and be 
part of a collective national effort that 
aims to increase their representation in 
orchestras.

• Equity, diversity, and inclusion 
and anti-racism work are tied to cul-
ture change, which takes serious and 
ongoing effort. One of our takeaways 
from our Forty Years of Fellowships 
study was that action not supported 
and complemented with authentic 
and aligned values and norms will 
have limited impact. To get better 

acquainted with some of the founda-
tional concepts that orchestras should 
consider as they begin or advance their 
own actions, we encourage you to read 
three documents in particular in our 
EDI Resource Center:

o Considerations for EDI and Anti-
Racism Work at Orchestras by 
Jessica Schmidt from Orchestrate 
Inclusion and the League’s Senior 
Advisor for Equity, Diversity, and 
Inclusion.

o Glossary from Racial Equity Tools

o “Anxious to Launch a Diversity 
Equity Inclusion Program at your 
Nonprofit? Here’s how to know if 
you should wait” by Lisa Brown 
Alexander, Founder and CEO of 
Nonprofit HR

http://www.americanorchestras.org
https://www.americanorchestras.org/learning-leadership-development/diversity-resource-center.html
https://www.racialequitytools.org/glossary
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q65pzBelBIc
https://www.racialequityinstitute.com/groundwaterapproach
https://www.racialequityinstitute.com/groundwaterapproach
https://crossroadsantiracism.org/
https://www.equityinthecenter.org/
https://www.racialequityinstitute.com/
https://www.pisab.org/
https://blog.boardsource.org/blog/a-message-to-my-fellow-white-board-chairs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=usrjG0Q1mf8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=usrjG0Q1mf8
https://americanorchestras.org/images/stories/diversity/Considerations-for-EDI-and-Anti-Racism-Work-at-Orchestras-Orchestrate-Inclusion.pdf
https://www.nonprofithr.com/anxious-to-launch-a-diversity-equity-inclusion-program-at-your-nonprofit/
https://www.nonprofithr.com/anxious-to-launch-a-diversity-equity-inclusion-program-at-your-nonprofit/
https://www.equityinthecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Equity-in-Center-Awake-Woke-Work-2019-final-1.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zMZFBkzwfiQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q_a1udrJbnQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q_a1udrJbnQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6hgJsMmJuXg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6hgJsMmJuXg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cFeUUAKLLaQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0R7lbZu69ws
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FTgtubRb7Bo&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qTDxo3w_DSk&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6a95KVFCJzw&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RMf8lLCkS38&feature=youtu.be
https://americanorchestras.org/knowledge-research-innovation/diversity-studies.html
https://americanorchestras.org/knowledge-research-innovation/diversity-studies.html
https://www.americanorchestras.org/images/stories/diversity/americanizing-the-american-orchestra.pdf
https://americanorchestras.org/images/stories/symphony_magazine/summer_2020/Anti-Black-Discrimination-in-American-Orchestras.pdf
https://www.americanorchestras.org/learning-leadership-development/diversity-resource-center.html
https://americanorchestras.org/learning-leadership-development/the-catalyst-fund.html
http://www.sphinxmusic.org/national-alliance-for-audition-support/
http://www.sphinxmusic.org/national-alliance-for-audition-support/
https://americanorchestras.org/images/stories/diversity/Considerations-for-EDI-and-Anti-Racism-Work-at-Orchestras-Orchestrate-Inclusion.pdf
https://americanorchestras.org/images/stories/diversity/Considerations-for-EDI-and-Anti-Racism-Work-at-Orchestras-Orchestrate-Inclusion.pdf
https://www.racialequitytools.org/glossary
https://www.nonprofithr.com/anxious-to-launch-a-diversity-equity-inclusion-program-at-your-nonprofit/
https://www.nonprofithr.com/anxious-to-launch-a-diversity-equity-inclusion-program-at-your-nonprofit/
https://www.nonprofithr.com/anxious-to-launch-a-diversity-equity-inclusion-program-at-your-nonprofit/
https://www.nonprofithr.com/anxious-to-launch-a-diversity-equity-inclusion-program-at-your-nonprofit/
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S
imon Woods believes in 
orchestras. Growing up, he 
was spellbound by orchestras: 
the power of the sounds 
they make, their infinite 

variety in bringing music to life, the 
way an ensemble can go from 0 to 60 
in a few heart-stopping measures. And 
in a journey that has taken him from 
musician to conductor to record producer 
to artistic administrator to chief executive 
positions at orchestras in the U.S. and 
the U.K, he has been engrossed by all the 
extra-musical things orchestras do: how 
they can provide solace and inspiration, 
play vital roles in their hometowns, and 
forge enduring bonds with multiple 
communities.

This September, Woods became presi-
dent and CEO of the League of Ameri-
can Orchestras, the national nonprofit 
that serves the orchestral field, advocates 
for their essential roles, and promotes 
the value of live orchestral music for all. 
Woods succeeds Jesse Rosen, whose dis-
tinguished twelve-year tenure as president 
and CEO concluded this summer.

Woods brings a unique perspective and 
wide experience to the job. You might 
say he knows orchestras from inside out. 
Growing up in London, England, Woods 
studied piano and clarinet, played in youth 
orchestras, and explored conducting. He 
earned a degree in music from Cambridge 

University and a diploma in conducting 
from the Guildhall School of Music and 
Drama in London. For nearly a decade, he 
was a record producer at EMI Classics in 
London, where he initiated and produced 
recordings at Abbey Road Studios and 
on location, with a who’s who of classical 
artists and ensembles. From 1997 to 2004, 
he was artistic administrator and later 
vice president of artistic planning and 
operations at the Philadelphia Orchestra. 
From 2004 to 2005, he was president 
and CEO of the New Jersey Symphony 
Orchestra, before returning to the U.K. 
in 2005 to become chief executive of the 

Royal Scottish National Orchestra. In 
2011, Woods was named president and 
CEO of the Seattle Symphony, a post he 
held for seven years. In November 2017, 
Woods was appointed CEO of the Los 
Angeles Philharmonic, and from Febru-
ary to August 2020, Woods was interim 
executive director of the Grand Teton 
Music Festival, in Jackson Hole, Wyo-
ming. He’s accomplished all that with 
quiet humor, keen insight, and an open, 
affable demeanor.

Throughout, Woods has championed 
the creation of the music of our time, new 
roles for orchestras in their communities, 
and diversity, equity, and inclusion. He 
has led programs at orchestras focusing 
on access for young people, homelessness, 
prisons, and native tribe partnerships. 
In addition, Woods is committed to the 
professional development of emerging 
orchestra leaders: he has been closely 
involved with the League’s professional 
development programs for two decades, 
and served as director of the League’s 
Essen tials of Orchestra Management 
seminar through 2019.

Woods arrives at the League at a time 
of significant change and challenge for 
orchestras. He brings energy, rich experi-
ence, and deep-seated optimism to the 
work ahead. He’s spellbound by orches-
tras—still.

ROBERT SANDLA: Did you grow up 
in a musical family? Was classical music a 
part of your life?

SIMON WOODS: My parents were 
not musicians, but they took me to the 
famous Robert Mayer Concerts at Lon-
don’s Royal Festival Hall, which would be 
equivalent to the family concerts pre-
sented by most American orchestras. My 
parents have eclectic musical tastes, so I 

Meet Simon Woods, the new president and chief executive 
officer of the League of American Orchestras.

by Robert Sandla

A Champion for  
Orchestras
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Simon Woods, president and CEO of the 
League of American Orchestras

“I’ve never lost that deep 
reverence for the way 
musicians create great 
performances together.”

LEAGUEAT THE
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took over, there was massive expansion 
within the record business, as all the major 
labels re-recorded the entire traditional 
classical repertoire in digital technol-
ogy. I happened to be in the right place 
at the right time and landed at EMI in 
1988, working at Abbey Road Studios in 
London. I suddenly found myself working 

with great orchestras and world-famous 
conductors and soloists, learning daily 
about interpretation and the craft of 
recording. It ended up being an inspiring 
nine-year period in my career.

When you look back, everything seems 
to have a purpose—and for me, orchestras 
have been the common thread. I played 
in them as a teenager, then I conducted 
them, then I recorded them, and then I 
had over twenty years working in orches-
tra management. It has been an amazing 
journey into understanding the magical 
ecology of an orchestra, and how it can go 
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grew up hearing everything from the Rite 
of Spring to The Beatles and everything in 
between. As a child I listened to every-
thing I could get my hands on. I studied 
piano and played the clarinet in youth 
orchestras—and I conducted orchestras in 
front of the mirror!

SANDLA: You were serious about 
music; it wasn’t simply a matter of a kid 
who loved orchestras.

WOODS: It was an all-consuming 
passion—but at a certain point I realized 
that what I wanted more than anything 
was to be a conductor. After graduating 
from Cambridge University, I went to the 
Guildhall School of Music and Drama in 
London to do postgraduate work in con-
ducting. But when I left a year later, I had 
a crisis of confidence. I simply didn’t have 
enough faith in my ability as a conductor, 

and I eventually decided to leave that to 
people who were more naturally equipped 
than me. But I was clear that I was going 
to work in music, and if I wasn’t going 
do it persuasively as a conductor, then I 
would just have to do it a different way.

SANDLA: Is that what led you to 
become a record producer at EMI?

WOODS: In the early 1980s, as CDs 

from sight-reading to transcendence in a 
matter of minutes. In all the time I have 
worked in this field, I’ve never lost that 
deep reverence for the way musicians cre-
ate great performances together.

SANDLA: How did you move into 
orchestra management?

WOODS: In the mid-1990s I began 
to feel that this part of my career was 
nearing its conclusion. One day after a 
recording session, the conductor Sir Roger 
Norrington said to me, “You should be an 
artistic administrator. American orchestras 
are always looking for people who love 
and understand orchestras.” In those EMI 
years I had been producing recordings 
with the Philadelphia Orchestra, and it so 
happened that they were looking for an 
artistic administrator. To cut a long story 
short, Joe Kluger, who was president and 
CEO at the time, hired me, and I moved 
to Philadelphia in 1997, just a month after 
getting married. So Karin and I started 
our married life in a new phase of my 
career, in a country which was destined to 
become home in every possible way. And 
now we’re proud citizens!

SANDLA: What struck you about 
the difference between orchestras in the 
United States and the United Kingdom?

WOODS: You can’t go to an organiza-
tion like the Philadelphia Orchestra with-
out being in awe of its decades of tradition 
about sound and interpretation. I reveled 
in that every single day. The other thing 
that struck me was the way the orchestra 
was so embedded in the civic psyche, go-
ing back decades. And at that time in the 
late 1990s, orchestras were beginning to 
think in new ways about breaking down 
barriers with audiences and the commu-
nity, and it has been inspiring to watch 
the way this idea has flourished over the 
past twenty years. I’ve arrived at the firm 
conviction that reflecting their communi-
ties in unique ways is one of the most 
beautiful things that American orchestras 
can do.

SANDLA: After a period of six years 
back in the U.K. at the helm of the Royal 
Scottish National Orchestra, what led you 
to the Seattle Symphony in 2011?

WOODS: I was offered an amazing 

Simon Woods (third from right) with faculty and participants in the League of American Orchestras’ 
2019 Essentials of Orchestra Management seminar, in Los Angeles. Woods has been closely 
involved with the League’s professional development programs for two decades, and served as 
director of Essen tials of Orchestra Management through 2019.

“Reflecting their communities 
in unique ways is one of the 
most beautiful things that 
American orchestras can do.”

http://www.americanorchestras.org
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opportunity in Seattle. The orchestra had 
just appointed Ludovic Morlot as music 
director, and he had a very clear vision of 
what it would mean to build an orchestra 
in the image and values of the city. Seattle 
is a community that loves culture and has 
a highly appreciative audience. It also is 
community-focused, and has an amazing 
musical history: Quincy Jones, Jimi Hen-
drix, Nirvana, Pearl Jam, to name just a 
few. So we took all that into our thinking. 
We explored the city’s musical heritage, 
we launched new programs for people ex-
periencing homelessness, we collaborated 
with the Native American community, 
and we looked for every opportunity to 
play an active role in civic life. It was an 
extrapolation, if you like, of the notion of 
civic value that had intrigued me twenty 
years previously in Philadelphia. I give 
enormous credit to Ludovic, who drove it 
all forward with great gusto and curiosity.

And it’s worth saying that what we 
were doing was happening concurrently 

in different ways in orchestras right across 
the country, from Portland, Oregon and 
Sioux Falls, South Dakota to Charlotte, 
North Carolina and Baltimore, Maryland. 
The 2010s really were an important period 
of evolution for our field, in ways that 
perhaps only now become clear as we look 
back.

SANDLA: When the opportunity to 
run the Los Angeles Philharmonic ar-
rived, you took it. Your time there lasted 
less than two years.

WOODS: The Los Angeles Philhar-

monic is an extraordinary, awe-inspiring 
organization in every sense—it has burst 
through every conventional boundary 
of what an orchestra can be. It is full of 
talented and passionate people, and the 
work they do is at the very highest level of 
creativity and achievement. And of course, 
one of the great joys of my time there was 
witnessing Gustavo Dudamel at work. I 
loved every minute working with him. In 
the end, however, my own hopes and be-
liefs just somehow didn’t seem to land in 
that organization. It was a disconnect that 
everyone felt—it wasn’t right for me and 
it wasn’t right for them. It happens. And 
when it happens, the best thing you can 
do is recognize it and get out of the way.

SANDLA: Now you’re at the League. 
In a way, it is a homecoming, as you’ve 
been involved with the League for a long 
time. What drew you to the leadership 
position at the League?

WOODS: I am committed at a very 
deep level to the idea that the rising tide 

“The League has important 
programs in professional 
development, national 
advocacy and communications, 
data and research, convening, 
and the vital work of 
championing and leading 
equity.”

Simon Woods backstage at Benaroya Hall with Seattle Symphony musicians, during Woods’ seven-year tenure as the orchestra’s president and CEO. 
The words in the background are the Seattle Symphony’s mission statement.
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lifts all boats—that what orchestras can 
achieve together is greater than what any 
individual organization can achieve. The 
League has important programs in so 
many areas: professional development, 
national advocacy and communications, 
data and research, convening, and the vital 
work of championing and leading equity. 
Being able to support this field I love—
especially in a time of great need and 
challenge—is a moment that holds deep 
vocational meaning for me.

SANDLA: In Essentials of Orchestra 
Management and other programs, you 
encounter a lot of young people seeking 
careers in orchestras.

WOODS: I am so very grateful to 
the people who took the time to mentor 
me. They know who they are! And I’ve 
always tried to do the same in return. I 
have a very strong faith in the next wave 
of thinking that is almost upon us, with 
a whole generation of fantastic emerg-

ing leaders who are thinking in new ways 
about equity and anti-racism, about media 
and digital engagement, about the role 
of orchestras in community, and about 
the challenges of our role as a “legacy” art 

form. Harnessing the creativity of the next 
generation is one of the things I’m most 
committed to.

SANDLA: This is an art form with a 
lot of history, and it is under more and 
more scrutiny for the way it’s rooted in 
hierarchical and Eurocentric ideas. Do 
you see change happening?

WOODS: It has to change. We must 
bring equity into the center of our identi-

ties as orchestras. We have to empower 
and open ourselves to the voices of those 
who have been systematically excluded. 
This is about the way we program, it’s 
about working constantly to rid internal 
processes such as auditions and tenure 
votes from biases, it’s about how we invest 
in education programs, and it’s also about 
how we work together. There is tremen-
dous wisdom in our organizations, and the 
idea that those of us who are, let’s call us 
“titular leaders,” that we uniquely have the 
answers, is ridiculous. Today, leadership is 
about turning to a broad array of voices to 
answer questions in the richest and most 
humane way.

SANDLA: Someone from a more 
traditional background might wonder 
if a focus on social issues distracts from 
artistry or excellence in orchestras.

WOODS: Every time I hear that, a 
small part of me dies inside! It really 
couldn’t be further from the truth. One of 

“I approach the work of anti-
racism with much humility, 
knowing I have a lot to learn. 
But I am deeply committed to 
creating change.”

Under Woods’ leadership as president and CEO, the Seattle Symphony launched programs for the city’s homeless communities. At a fundraiser 
at Benaroya Hall for Mary’s Place, which works to provide shelter for people experiencing homelessness, Woods stands with, from left: Deputy 
Mayor Hyeok Kim; Randy Engstrom, director of Seattle’s Office of Arts and Culture; Marty Hartman, executive director of Mary’s Place; and Seattle 
Symphony Music Director Ludovic Morlot.
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the people in our field whom I most look 
up to is Alex Laing [principal clarinet at 
the Phoenix Symphony]. One of the pow-
erful things I have heard him talk about is 
the way diversity actively enhances music-
making and artistry. He is very eloquent 
on this subject and I won’t dare to sum-
marize his ideas here as I won’t do them 
justice. But it saddens me that discussions 
about community, equity, and anti-racism 
too often revert to this inexplicable fear 
about what might be lost, whereas the real 
story is about what we might all gain. The 
richer the texture of human experience 
that we bring into our art form, the more 
we correct the injustices of the past, the 
more powerfully our art will speak. This 
seems to me central.

And even despite the profound setbacks 
and challenges of COVID-19, American 
orchestras are still extraordinary. They 
have never had such deep virtuosity, tal-
ent, and quality at every level of budget 
size. So yes, we are committed to the very 
highest standards of artistry. And yes, we 
are committed to a journey where our 
orchestras reflect our communities and 
the broadest range of human experience. 
Always “yes and.” One without the other 
is inconceivable to me.

SANDLA: Concerning equity, diver-
sity, and inclusion, it’s worth asking how 
you see your role, given that you’re another 
white man leading a classical-music orga-
nization.

WOODS: I approach the work of 
anti-racism with much humility, know-
ing I have a lot to learn. But I am deeply 
committed to creating change. I have 
tried in both my last two positions to root 
equity thinking in organizational culture. 

It’s about creating a space for honest 
conversation, empowering people to lead, 
and about insisting on the concrete ac-
tions and behaviors that come from that 
dialogue.

This moment we’re in right now is 
tremendously painful, but also a moment 
of great opportunity. Orchestras have 
been talking about the need to change 
for decades, but frustratingly little has 
happened. I really feel like this time, yes, 
it must and it finally will change, and I’m 
excited to be part of that. The work the 
League has done in recent months with 
the Statement on Racial Discrimina-
tion is of seismic importance. Advancing 
this work will be a defining aspect of my 
tenure as president of the League.

SANDLA: Simultaneously, we’re in 
the midst of a global pandemic. What are 
the critical issues for the League and the 
field in this crisis? How can the League 
help? How do you see orchestras getting 
through this?

WOODS: Our field is hurting, and 
our people are hurting. Our work at the 
League is to support the field at both 
institutional and individual levels. This 
year’s Conference was an enormous suc-
cess, with nearly 4,000 registrants, which 
is four times the normal number for one 
of our in-person Conferences, and an 
average per session of more than 400 
people. The level of participation was an 
index of just how much people yearn to 
come together for mutual support and for 
concrete advice that they can take back to 
their organizations. In moments of crisis, 
organizations like the League come into 
their own. And the way the League’s own 
terrific team members have been burn-
ing the candle at both ends to support 
orchestras is a sign of the living vitality of 
the League’s mission.

But critically, we must also not lose 
sight of the need to support individu-
als. Musicians are hurting financially, but 
also spiritually because they can’t play 
music together for audiences. For a lot of 
people in management, the stress is almost 
incalculable; they’ve suddenly been forced 
to completely rethink everything they 
thought was normal. We have a respon-
sibility to hold people close—musicians, 
managements, volunteers, our profes-
sional partners, and everybody within the 
ecosystem of orchestras—so that we can 
all come out the other side of this crisis as 
whole as possible.

SANDLA: How would you character-
ize yourself—as an optimist, a realist, a 
visionary?

WOODS: I’m absolutely, irredeemably 
an optimist. Belief in the future and in 
something better drives everything I do. I 
have a vision of an orchestra field a few 
years hence that will be very different 
from the field we knew in 2019—in a very 
inspiring way. I don’t say that getting there 
is going to be easy. But there are incredible 
hearts and minds across the country 
applying themselves to creating that 
future. For now, it may be just over the 
horizon, but it’s there waiting for us.  

ROBERT SANDLA is Symphony’s editor in 
chief.

“Belief in the future and 
in something better drives 
everything I do.”

As CEO of the Los Angeles Philharmonic, Woods meets with young musicians in the LA Phil’s 
YOLA program (Youth Orchestra LA) at the Hollywood Bowl in July 2019. YOLA serves more than 
1,300 young musicians across four sites, providing free instruments, music instruction, academic 
support, and leadership training.
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A
rming those who lead 
nonprofit arts and cultural 
organizations with more 
knowledge and strategies for 
improving organizational 

health is essential for the field’s long-
term sustainability. Even before the 
recent health and economic crises, arts 
organizations faced headwinds related 
to changes that affect tax deductibility 
of contributions, regular threats to the 
elimination of federal arts funding, and 
changing consumer preferences. Like 
nearly every sector of society and business, 
arts and cultural organizations have been 
hard hit by the pandemic, and the effects 
will continue as long as questions remain 
about the safety of gathering and sharing 
cultural experiences in closed spaces.

Yet while some organizations remain 
concentrated on short-term triage, others 

have turned their sights to a path forward, 
beyond reopening to recovery and reimag-
ining. In this study, we take advantage of 
this crucial moment to share the com-
monalities among ten performing and vi-

sual arts organizations that have achieved 
high performance and ten that engineered 
a turnaround during the past five to seven 
years. It is too early to know whether all 
aspects of their success are achievable in 
the current environment or whether some 
elements that drive success gain or dimin-
ish in importance under unprecedented 
conditions. Still, the lessons offered are 
intended to help those contemplating 

the next “normal” consider how to link 
the present to a longer-term strategy for 
achieving financial sustainability.

We identified 23 high-performing 
arts organizations that have consistently 
achieved above-average performance on 
several metrics for at least four years, and 
22 turnaround organizations that went 
from below-average to either average or 
above-average performance over time. 
From these 45 organizations, we inter-
viewed twenty. Organizations ranged in 
budget size from roughly $650,000 to $35 
million, although most organizations’ total 
annual expenses were in the $1 million to 
$4 million range. They represent a variety 
of visual and performing arts sectors.

Success is not accidental or haphazard, 
according to the organizational leaders in 
our study. Without exception, participants 
in both cohorts spoke to their strategies 
and strategic plans. They possess a mental 
map—or playbook—for how success hap-
pens, created with involvement and buy-in 
from the staff and board. One CEO 
remarked, “Think big. A plan can gener-
ate excitement about a positive future 

In August, the Wallace Foundation, in partnership with 
SMU DataArts, released The Alchemy of High-Performing 
Arts Organizations, a new report that identifies common 
strategies utilized by twenty arts groups to achieve 
organizational health. The study, by SMU DataArts 
Director Zannie Voss and Research Director Glenn Voss, 
is the first of several reports that will expand the Wallace 
Foundation’s resources for the field. While the report’s 
findings reflect pre-pandemic conditions, the data and 
strategies it presents could help inform orchestras’ work 
toward resiliency. Read the full report at  
wallacefoundation.org. Here are excerpts.

by Zannie Voss and Glenn Voss

Financial Stability via Artistry and 
Relevance

RESEARCH

The Alchemy of 
High-Performing Arts 
Organizations
 B Y  D R .  Z A N N I E  V O S S  A N D  D R .  G L E N N  V O S S

Commissioned by A U G U S T  2 0 2 0

Success is not accidental or 
haphazard, according to the 
organizational leaders in our 
study.

https://www.wallacefoundation.org/pages/default.aspx
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resoundingly intentional in their cultiva-
tion of both strengths: high program 
standards and community orientation. As 
one executive director stated, “Work to 
always create transformational experiences 

that build community. If you can do that 
well, everything else falls into place.” It is 
up to each organization to interpret these 
essential cornerstones to fit its mission, vi-
sion, and community’s needs. Importantly, 
understanding the community’s needs 
requires that an organization go beyond 
making assumptions and commit to the 
ongoing practice of actively listening to its 

state and the roadmap for getting there.” 
Grounded action plans for achieving goals 
recognize multiple steps over time, rather 
than assume that a single action or miracle 
moment will provide transformation. As 
an executive director observed, “Once the 
turnaround begins, strategy changes are 
evolutionary, not revolutionary. Steady, 
incremental improvement over time.”

Linking Strategy and Financial 
Sustainability
According to all whom we interviewed, 
the road to sustainability begins with 
a clear and compelling purpose. The 
cornerstones of high performance appear 
to lie in the alchemy of high standards in 
the creation of work that is meaningful 
to the local community. Organizations 
that are high performers and those that 
have turned around poor performance are 

community, then adapting its program-
ming to meet needs.

External threats to an organiza-
tion’s ability to achieve short-term gains 
are unprecedented events, such as the 
COVID-19 virus, as well as downward in-
dustry trends such as changes in consumer 
preferences, population changes, shifts in 
funder priorities, and the tax reform act’s 
impact on individual contributions. Yet 
the positive impact of a strong founda-
tion is maximized when there is mission 
alignment throughout the organization. 
Success flourishes in a positive, open, 
healthy culture that invites participation. 
It requires a balance of steadfastness and 
adaptability as well as longer-term vision 
and professionalism. An executive leader 
stated, “Innovative solutions and new 
approaches to programs and problem-
solving are presenting themselves through 

A chart from The Alchemy of High-Performing Arts Organizations, a new report from the Wallace Foundation in partnership with SMU DataArts, 
proposes a conceptual framework for approaching financial stability and organizational strategy.

Two cornerstones constitute 
necessary conditions for 
strategy success: high program 
standards and community 
orientation.

http://www.americanorchestras.org


symphony F A L L  2 0 2 030

open, clear, cross-departmental commu-
nications.” When these internal elements 
are in place, they pave the way for short-
term tactical wins that inspire confidence 
and excitement, build the brand, and 
strengthen relationships with the board, 
employees, and external stakeholders.

The flywheel starts to turn as short-
term outcomes translate into intermedi-
ate outcomes of expanded organizational 
capacity and increased audience and 
donor participation and engagement. 
These resource and relationship wins have 
positive impact on the organization in 
two ways. First, they reinforce its com-
munity orientation and advance its ability 

to achieve high-quality programming 
standards. Second, they lead to financial 
sustainability provided the organization 
has the discipline to stay within its means 
and make conservative strategic deci-
sions in the face of uncertainty. Arts and 
cultural organizations exist for mission 
fulfillment, not financial sustainability. 
Yet the long-term outcome of financial 
sustainability undergirds the ability to 
maximize mission success.

Cornerstones for Success
Two cornerstones constitute necessary 
conditions for strategy success: high 
program standards and community 
orientation. Organizations that are high 
performers and those that have turned 
around poor performance are resound-
ingly intentional in their cultivation of 

both strengths, and those interviewed 
attributed the core of their success to the 
alchemy of these two underlying factors. 
Each organization’s unique interpretation 
of these cornerstones forms the vision 
statement that frequently anchors strate-
gic plans. Strategic vision is the organiza-
tion’s answer to the question, “How will 
you have created value, and for whom?”

While this basic product-market fit 
sounds intuitive, attaining the alchemy 
is an aspiration rather than a reality for 
many organizations. It demands a com-
mitment to excellence in programming in 
tandem with a commitment to providing 
programming that is meaningful to the 
local community, not just to the organiza-
tion. As one executive director remarked, 
“Some organizations do what they want 
to do regardless of whether the audience 
follows. We don’t say ‘do this, it’s good for 
you.’ ” Three leaders of turnaround organi-
zations stated:

• “Our biggest deficit was involvement 

and connection to the community. 
Getting this right will address the 
financial deficit.”

• “I do not believe there is another 
way to achieve a healthy bottom 
line than through success in being 
meaningful to the community.”

• “Modifying your vision to what fits 
with that city is critical. Some people 
think their vision should never be 
messed with. That isn’t true. Honor 
the tastes, history, demographics—
this is really important and insepa-
rable from the programming and 
operations of the company.”

Ultimately, organizations do not deter-
mine what work resonates with a commu-
nity, the community decides for itself. An 
executive director stated: “The plan always 
has to reflect great art that is relevant 
to your community, plain and simple.” 
Understanding what programming will 
be meaningful to the local community 
requires getting out of the organization 
and participating reciprocally, listening, 
learning, and responding, all of which lead 
to relationship building. As one leader 
remarked, “We all have an obligation to be 
reflective and relevant. When you begin to 
achieve this in a meaningful way, it makes 
everything else easier.”

Community orientation forces organi-
zations to rethink whether and how they 
serve more segments of the community. 
When organizations provide program-
ming that makes them relevant to only a 
small slice of the community, they not 
only expose themselves to risk when that 
narrow slice diminishes in size with 
shifting demographics, they also miss 
opportunities to increase their footprint of 
community connections. Active probing 
and listening are the only ways to discover 
what people value, what they find 
meaningful, and what needs they have 
that the organization can meet. Once 
there is clarity around an organization’s 
mission and its vision for its excellent, 
relevant programming in the context of its 
community, staff and board members have 
to embrace that vision and align all 
organizational decisions behind it.  

Ultimately, organizations do 
not determine what work 
resonates with a community, 
the community decides for 
itself.

League Webinar: 
Turning Strategy into 
Stability
On July 29, the League of American 
Orchestras presented In It for the Long 
Haul: From Reimagining to Financial 
Sustainability, a webinar on specific 
steps that orchestras can take to 
emerge from the pandemic crisis and 
move toward sustained action and 
resiliency. Jill Robinson, CEO of TRG 
Arts, and Zannie Voss, director of SMU 
DataArts, led the webinar, which was 
free for League members. One of the 
340 people who attended the webinar 
commented, “Both my board chair and 
I participated and found the message 
very timely to our upcoming strategy 
session with the board … as we 
revision our value to our community.” 
Watch the webinar on demand at 
http://bit.ly/longhaulwebinar.

The webinar was made possible by 
a generous grant from The Wallace 
Foundation. Additional support was 
provided by American Express, the 
Baisley Powell Elebash Fund, the 
Howard Gilman Foundation, and the 
National Endowment for the Arts, and 
by public funds from the New York 
City Department of Cultural Affairs in 
partnership with the City Council.

https://www.americanorchestras.org/conferences-meetings/on-demand-webinars/webinar-long-haul.html
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Aaron Copland composed Fanfare for 
the Common Man at the behest of 

the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra in 
1942. His work became the most famous 
in a series of eighteen patriotic fanfares 
by American composers commissioned 
to kick off CSO concerts with pride and 
gusto during World War II. With its title 

inspired by a speech by Vice President 
Henry A. Wallace, Copland’s now famous 
tribute premiered in 1943, when the world 
was embroiled in World War II.

Fast-forward to 77 years later: instead of 
a World War, the COVID-19 pandemic is 
raging through America, lockdown restric-
tions have halted orchestras from playing 

by Jeremy Reynolds

During the COVID-19 pandemic, in-person symphonic 
premieres are largely still off the table. That hasn’t stopped 
orchestras and organizations from commissioning composers 
to connect listeners with new music that captures the 
turbulence of recent months. The benefits and lessons learned 
may last beyond the pandemic.

 in the Present Tense
Music
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premieres—or standard repertoire—and 
the nation is in the midst of protests and 
a national reckoning about racial inequal-
ity. In response, numerous ensembles have 
launched commissioning projects to re-
spond to this historic time of pandemic 
and protest. These include the Cincinnati 
Symphony Orchestra, which in a nod to 

its history reinitiated its fanfares project by 
asking composers to write short, minute-
long fanfares for solo instruments. “What’s 
a fanfare in a moment like this?” asks Nate 
Bachhuber, vice president of artistic plan-
ning at the orchestra. For him, the goal of 
the project is to use music to honor ideas 
and issues that are important during this 
time—issues such as public health, racial 
equality, and courage while standing up to 
injustice.

A burst of orchestral commissions 
launched this spring and summer is pro-
viding composers and musicians opportu-
nities to engage directly with the realities 
and struggles of pandemic life with new 
works for soloists, small groups, and even 
full but socially distanced orchestras. Many 
of the compositions are deliberately short, 
with an eye to bringing them quickly to 
audiences eager to hear new music after 
months of lockdown. The Utah Symphony 
commissioned and premiered its own Fan-
fare of Hope and Solidarity by composer 

Augusta Read Thomas, performed by mu-
sicians at home in a virtual video. The con-
temporary ensemble Alarm Will Sound 
partnered with composers including Mer-
edith Monk, Tyshawn Sorey, and others to 
create a series of “Video Chat Variations” 
of virtual premieres. Violinist Jennifer Koh 
created the micro-composition project 

“Alone Together” in April, commissioning 
21 composers to write short works rang-
ing from 30 seconds to three minutes. In 
New York State, the Albany Symphony’s 
eighteen-member new-music ensemble 
Dogs of Desire delivered ten new works 
online by emerging composers, in an ini-
tiative titled “Hot w/Mustard.” The Evans-
ville Philharmonic Orchestra in Indiana 
opened its season in September with three 
performances for socially distanced musi-
cians, performed before a smaller-than-
usual live audience, featuring the world 
premiere of a fanfare by Paul Dooley, with 
brass musicians performing in a spaced-
apart arrangement from the balcony of the 
Victory Theatre.

Music for Uncertain Times
In the wake of the May 25 police killing of 
George Floyd, a Black man whose death 
ignited months of protests and a national 
discussion of racial injustice and police 
brutality, orchestras have grappled with 

their own historical inequities. The San 
Francisco Symphony, San Francisco Con-
servatory, Chicago Sinfonietta, and the 
Kennedy Center in Washington D.C. have 
all announced plans to commission new 
works from Black composers. Other or-
chestras and music institutions have begun 
to implement new programs that bring 
forward Black voices and focus on issues 
of democracy and justice. The Curtis Insti-
tute for Music selected composer Alexis C. 
Lamb to write a new work in collabora-
tion with designer Camilla Tassi to be per-
formed and recorded by Ensemble 20/21, 
the conservatory’s new-music ensemble. 
Lamb’s music will draw on texts from past 
Supreme Court hearings and highlight 

people who contributed to shaping de-
mocracy in the U.S., with a primary focus 
on voting campaigns and peaceful protests. 
This fall, four California orchestras—the 
Fresno Philharmonic, Monterey Sympho-
ny, Pacific Symphony, and San Jose Cham-
ber Orchestra—co-commissioned John 
Wineglass to write Alone Together, a work 
for strings and percussion; the work lasts 
eight minutes and 46 seconds, the length 
of time a Minneapolis police officer held 
his knee on George Floyd’s neck before he 
died. This is just a partial list of new scores.

Many of the composers commissioned 
during recent months chose to process 

“As an artist you’re always 
responding to your current 
situation,” says composer 
Jonathan Bailey Holland. 
“Art is the one place you can 
go to work out what you’re 
experiencing.”

Above: Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra Principal Oboe Dwight Parry performs the live-streamed 
world premiere of CSO Creative Partner Matthias Pintscher's vitres (Fragment) for solo oboe 
at Music Hall on May 16 as the first of many Fanfare Project premieres of works highlighting 
important issues of today. The project was named after Copland’s Fanfare for the Common Man, 
premiered by the CSO during an equally tumultuous time, World War II. Left: An image from the 
CSO’s video announcing the Fanfare Project, juxtaposing images of Cincinnati’s cityscape as 
members of the orchestra’s brass and percussion sections perform Fanfare for the Common Man.  
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phone call from a doctor who called me 
in tears,” Dominguez says. “It’s beyond 
any explanation I might have. I hope ev-
ery healthcare worker could see it at some 
point.” “I myself got a lot of phone calls 
and comments from people, and ‘mov-
ing’ was the word I heard repeatedly,” says 
NJSO President and CEO Gabriel van 
Aalst, who estimates that the video per-
formance has reached upwards of 50,000 
views since it premiered on June 22. The 
premiere was originally scheduled for June 
8, but Dominguez and van Aalst decided 
that releasing the virtual recording dur-
ing the protests against racial injustice and 
police brutality could appear to be insensi-
tive. “After everything that we’ve seen this 
summer, and after everything people have 
been through,” van Aalst says, “it’s not 
enough to expect people to come listen to 
some nice music. It’s got to be about more 
than that moving forward.”

Lockdowns, George Floyd, and 
More
The Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra 
didn’t take as explicit a route in its Fan-
fares Project; that initiative was intended 
more broadly to explore music’s unifying 
powers in uncertain times. It kicked off 
in May, when the CSO and Cincinnati 
Pops announced that they were commis-
sioning thirteen composers—and later 
an additional seven composers—to write 
one-minute fanfares for an instrumen-
tal musician of each composer’s choos-

some of the pain of the times we are living 
in through their music. At the New Jer-
sey Symphony Orchestra, composer José 
Luis Domínguez, who is conductor of the 

NJSO Youth Orchestras, scored Gratias 
Tibi, a six-minute work thanking health-
care workers, for the NJSO and the Mont-
clair State University Singers. “I wanted 
to do something to be of help,” Domín-
guez says. “The idea was to put the NJSO 
out there with a clear, simple message of 
gratitude for health workers.” The project 
wasn’t without its difficulties, as pivoting 
to the digital concert hall often required 
hundreds of hours to master a steep learn-
ing curve: “I’m 49 years old but a tech di-

nosaur,” says Domínguez, who composes 
solely with pencil and paper. Given the 
project’s tight deadlines, the composer 
called in his retired father, a former mu-
sic director and bassoonist, for backup as a 
transcriptionist. “When I write with pencil 
it’s sweat and blood,” Domínguez says. He 
finished the piece in five days.

Next, the musicians and singers each 
recorded their individual parts at home—
before Domínguez and symphony staff 
began assembling the parts into a finished 
whole. The response to the work from the 
community was overwhelming. “I got a 

“After 
everything 
people 
have been 
through, it’s 
not enough 
to expect 
people to 

come listen to some nice 
music. It’s got to be about 
more than that.”—Gabriel van 
Aalst, president and CEO, New 
Jersey Symphony Orchestra
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In June, the New Jersey Symphony Orchestra and Montclair State University Singers performed 
the virtual world premiere of Gratias Tibi by José Luis Domínguez, conductor of the NJSO 
Youth Orchestras. Musicians and singers each recorded their individual parts at home—before 
Domínguez and symphony staff assembled the parts into a finished whole. The orchestra received 
a warm response to the piece, written as a thank-you to healthcare workers during the pandemic.

José Luis Domínguez, pictured in pre-pandemic photo conducting the New Jersey Symphony 
Orchestra, wrote and conducted Gratias Tibi as a thank-you to healthcare workers. He conducted 
the NJSO and Montclair State University Singers in the virtual premiere of Gratias Tibi in June.
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ing. The orchestra approached a variety 
of composers; some had worked with the 
CSO before, some hadn’t, and still oth-
ers don’t often write for full orchestra. To 
get the digital project started, Bachhuber 
says symphony staff dropped off record-
ing equipment on musicians’ porches when 

needed and helped with editing, but that 
musicians largely completed the projects 
on their own.

Fanfare composers initially focused on 
aspects of life in the quarantine. Com-
poser Matthias Pintscher, the orchestra’s 
creative partner for the 2020-21 season, 
found inspiration in stained-glass win-
dows, choosing to focus on something 
beautiful yet keeping in mind the thou-
sands or millions of Americans trapped 
behind windows in their own homes. 
Gabriel Kahane composed a work en-
titled Kiivetä Kotiin (fanfare for the trees), 
inspired by lengthy walks he took during 
the pandemic. Shanghai-born and New 
York-based composer Du Yun found in-
spiration for her fanfare during the height 
of the quarantine in New York, when 
residents took a few minutes each day 
at 7 p.m. to thank and cheer for front-
line workers by banging pots and pans 
on their balconies and at their windows. 
She remembers a day when at the end of 

the applause, she and her neighbors could 
hear Frank Sinatra’s rendition of “New 
York, New York” in the distance and ev-
eryone listened, spellbound. “When I 
heard about this project, I knew it would 
be lots of brass and strings and percus-
sion, so I was thinking about what the 
quietest instrument in the orchestra is,” 
she says. “The harp comes to my mind.” 
She scored her piece for Cincinnati 

Symphony Orchestra Principal Harp Gil-
lian Benet Sella and Sella’s son Mischa, 
a budding singer—specifying that it was 
to be played outdoors. The pair recorded 
the piece at 7 a.m. to capture the right 
ambience of nature sounds and lighting. 
“When you’re really confined in space you 
want to get out,” Du Yun says. “I didn’t 
want another Zoom performance in a liv-
ing room. We’ve seen that enough.” Du 
Yun adds that the pandemic has remind-
ed musicians and composers of the im-
portance of connection, and that the na-
tionwide reckoning with race is teaching 
people about the importance of listening 
to each other’s stories.

“There was a shift over the summer from 
focusing on public health to the murder of 
George Floyd, and themes of social justice 
emerged in the pieces,” Bachhuber says. 
“Courtney Bryan wrote her fanfare think-
ing of seventeen-year-old Darnella Frazier, 
who filmed George Floyd’s murder. The 
composer was inspired by that act of cour-
age.” He also highlights Jonathan Bailey 
Holland’s fanfare, “Trouble.” Holland, the 
Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra’s 2018-
19 composer-in-residence and chair of 
the composition department at the Boston 

Conservatory at Berklee, says the 
title is a nod to civil rights leader 
John Lewis, who died in July. The 
work is “a little bit manic, and I 

The Cincinnati Symphony 
Orchestra has paired composers 
and performers in its new 
fanfares project commissioning 
short works.

As spring moved into summer, 
composers pivoted from the 
pandemic to the Black Lives 
Matter movement.

Commissioned works in the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra’s solo-fanfares project include Du 
Yun’s The Rest Is Our World (for CSO Principal Harp Gillian Sella), Georgia Stitt’s Fanfare For the 
Ups and Downs (for CSO Principal Clarinet Christopher Pell), Peter Boyer’s Fanfare for Tomorrow 
(for Principal French Horn Elizabeth Freimuth), Tyshawn Sorey’s For Peter Evans (Apologies for the 
Brevity) (for Principal Trumpet Robert Sullivan), and Jonathan Bailey Holland’s Trouble (for CSO 
Principal Trombone Cristian Ganicenco).

Copyright	©	2020	Propulsive	Music	(BMI)
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think that’s how we all feel right now from 
being cooped up,” Holland says. A self-
proclaimed “reformed trumpet player,” he 
worked closely with CSO Principal Trom-
bone Cristian Ganicenco, noting that 
the piece shows off the variety of timbres 
possible with the trombone. “As an artist 
you’re always responding to your current 

situation,” Holland 
says. “Art is the one 
place you can go 
to work out what 
you’re experiencing 
in a space where 
you can be free to 
express what you 
want in whatever 
way you want.”

Connecting 
Musicians and 
Listeners
When live, in-per-
son performances 
resume, the Amer-
ican Composers 
Orchestra has a 
backlog of works 
awaiting their de-
buts. Until then, 
the New York 
City-based orga-
nization commis-
sioned short com-
positions of five 
to ten minutes in 
length, premiered 

online, in part to uphold its mission of 
supporting American composers. “The 
work that results from the project—Con-
necting ACO Community—will continue 
after COVID-19 is gone,” says Derek Ber-
mel, artistic director of ACO. The project 
launched on April 19 with twelve compo-
sitions for solo performers and the Brook-
lyn Youth Chorus. More commissions 
have followed, among them a composition 
by Guy Mintus for violinist Kelly Hall-
Tompkins and a piece by Brian Nabors for 
ACO musicians: violinist Debbie Wong, 
violist Sandy Robbins, cellist Gene Moye, 
bassoonist Harry Searing, flutist Diva 
Goodfriend-Koven, and harpist Susan 
Jolles. Each composer 
and performer receives 
$500 apiece, thanks to 
a contribution from an 
ACO board member, 
with the rights to stream 
for six months; proceeds 
from tickets (sold at $5 
each) go directly to art-
ists. “The project as a 
whole has been a shar-
ing space, too; we’ve all 
had a peek into each 
other’s homes,” Bermel 
says, adding that many 
of the performances 
were live-streamed to 
achieve a rawer, “in the 
now” feeling.

The organization 
didn’t ask for a pro-

grammatic element, and ensemble mem-
bers themselves generally picked which 
composers they wanted to commission. 
Still, a number of pieces touched on the 
“philosophical and psychological states 
that emerged during the pandemic,” says 
Bermel. “Whether they were celebrating 

simple joys in life or feeling loss 
and separation, anxiety. Depend-
ing on the composer, some chose 
more intellectual or emotional 
ways of bringing out those par-
ticular quirks,” he adds. As in Cin-
cinnati, Connecting ACO Com-
munity composers pivoted from 
the pandemic to focusing on the 
Black Lives Matter protests mid-
way through the project. Composer 
Tanner Porter wrote Lila You Are 
Not Alone for cellist Eric Jacobsen 

and vocalist Aoife O’Donovan; the piece 
focuses on “caring for each other through 
difficult times, carrying each other, shoul-
dering each other’s burdens,” as Bermel 
describes it. Baltimore-based composer 
Karena Ingram wrote a piece called No Air 
for bassoonist Monica Ellis, a founding 
member of the Imani Winds quintet, in 
reference to the manner in which George 
Floyd died. Ingram had been on ACO’s 
radar since competing as a finalist in the 
organization’s 2017 EarShot competition, 
so when Ellis requested to work with a 
composer of color, ACO was pleased to 
make the introduction. “The piece be-
came a cathartic process at a time when 

Composer Karena Ingram (above) was 
commissioned to write a new work for 
bassoonist Monica Ellis as part of the American 
Composers Orchestra’s ACO Connecting 
Community initiative.

Composers and musicians have been collaborating online for the 
American Composers Orchestra’s ACO Connecting Community 
commissioning program. Top left, composer Tanner Porter discusses 
Lila You Are Not Alone, written for cellist Eric Jacobsen and vocalist 
Aoife O’Donovan, bottom; the piece focuses on “caring for each 
other through difficult times, carrying each other, shouldering each 
other’s burdens,” says ACO Artistic Director Derek Bermel, top right.

Derek Bermel is 
artistic director of 
American Composers 
Orchestra, which has 
commissioned scores 
for solo performers 
and the Brooklyn Youth 
Chorus to perform 
during the pandemic.
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From her home, bassoonist Monica 
Ellis (below) performs Karena 
Ingram’s No Air, commissioned as 
part of the American Composers 
Orchestra’s ACO Connecting 
Community initiative. The work’s 
title is a reference to the manner in 
which George Floyd died.
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I just couldn’t think about anything else,” 
Ingram says. The work begins with long, 
low tones in the bassoon, a lament for the 
lives lost due to racism and police brutal-
ity, before becoming more agitated to ex-
press the country’s angst and frustration. 
Ingram, who has also scored video games, 
says that already more performers and pre-
senters are contacting her about her work 
thanks to the ACO premiere. “When we 
go digital there’s no barriers,” she says, 
“and I hope this connection with listeners 
continues when we reach the new normal, 
whatever that may be.”

The American Composers Orchestra is 
working to document and record all the 
commissions that came about through the 
Connecting ACO Community project and 
plans to perform them live in the future. 
Even in the current climate of uncertainty, 
ACO is far from the only organization to 
be looking ahead on the commissioning 

project front. The CSO’s Bachhuber says 
that the orchestra will incorporate some 
of the fanfares into its programming and 
is considering asking composers to take 
their one-minute fanfares and turn them 
into a full orchestral work. Among other 
groups that are commissioning new work 
to be performed in a future season are the 
Philadelphia Orchestra and the Metro-
politan Opera, which recently announced 
a co-commission from composer Kevin 
Puts that will premiere in 2022. The Ar-
kansas Symphony Orchestra has retained 
Cuban-born composer Tania León to cre-
ate a work to be premiered during the or-
chestra’s 2021-22 season; the commission 
is one of six to composers of color through 
grants from New Music USA’s Amplifying 
Voices Program, supported by the Sphinx 
Venture Fund. Other orchestras in the 
Amplifying Voices Program include the 

Las Vegas Philharmonic, Los 
Angeles Chamber Orchestra, At-
lanta Symphony Orchestra, and 
Berkeley Symphony, the lead or-
chestras for new co-commissions 
by Juan Pablo Contreras, Shelley 
Washington, Tyshawn Sorey, and 
Brian Raphael Nabors.

Could all these new orchestral 
commissions be a silver lining, of-
fering a key to the future even as 
the pandemic has forced orches-
tras to redesign seasons and strat-
egies from the ground up? While 
large commissions typically take 
years to launch from drafting to 
performance, this more immedi-
ate model has allowed for a more 
flexible and direct response to 
current unrest, connecting musi-
cians and listeners in a visceral 
way. “I embrace the change,” says 
Du Yun. “I feel like for the first 
time, symphonies and operas are 
not in fear of opening up their 
archives and vaults. Our audience 
just wants connection in the moment, and 
that is such a valuable lesson that we have 
learned.” Other composers echo her sen-
timents, agreeing that the immediacy of 
musicians’ digital offerings add value to 
the role of orchestras and ensembles, and 
are hopeful that such efforts will continue 
even after the pandemic has passed. “The 
drive right now for commissions has me 
thinking about the role of symphonies 
and classical music,” says the New Jersey 

Symphony Orchestra’s van Aalst. “How 
do commissioning projects for composers 
reflect society today? We’ve been talking 
about relevance for a long time. This is 
that moment. Either we’re going to do it 
or we’re not.”  

JEREMY REYNOLDS is the classical-music 
critic and reporter at the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. 
He holds degrees in music and English from 
Oberlin and journalism from Syracuse University.

New York’s Albany Symphony Orchestra, shown here with Music Director David Alan Miller, 
is among the orchestras commissioning new works during the pandemic. The ASO recently 
commissioned and premiered ten new works online by emerging composers for the ASO’s new-
music ensemble Dogs of Desire.
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Four California orchestras—the Fresno Philharmonic, 
Monterey Symphony, Pacific Symphony, and San Jose 
Chamber Orchestra—have co-commissioned John 
Wineglass (above) to write Alone Together, a work for 
strings and percussion; the work lasts eight minutes and 
46 seconds, the length of time a Minneapolis police officer 
held his knee on George Floyd’s neck before he died.

While large commissions 
typically take years to reach 
the concert stage, many 
of these compositions are 
deliberately short, allowing 
for a more flexible and direct 
response to current unrest, 
connecting musicians and 
listeners in a visceral way.

http://americanorchestras.org
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At a Colorado Springs schools visit, 
composer Wang Jie was enthralled 
with a group of student string 

players she met while working on a com-
mission for the Colorado Springs Phil-
harmonic. The students were captivated by 
how changing one note could transform 
an entire composition, and Wang Jie was 
proud to be able to share her insights as 
a composer with them. After opening 
the floor for students to ask questions, to 

her surprise the first question Wang Jie 
received, from a young girl, was: “I heard 
it’s really hard to be a female composer. Is 
your life really hard?”

“I wasn’t angry immediately because 
I wanted to help her at the moment, but 
later after I wrapped this up and I was by 
myself, I had to really think about negli-
gence in music education,” Wang Jie says. 
“I was so angry. How did this happen? It’s 
so wrong.”

by Janaya Greene

Works by women composers, long underrepresented in 
orchestra programming, are being commissioned and 
performed in greater numbers—and the Women Composers 
Readings and Commissions Program, an initiative of the 
League of American Orchestras in partnership with American 
Composers Orchestra, is making an impact.
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At the Portland Symphony Orchestra in Maine, composer Robin Holcomb discusses her new score, No Thing Lives to Itself, commissioned by 
the Women Composers Readings and Commissions Program, with Music Director Eckart Preu prior to the work’s world premiere by the Portland 
Symphony in January 2020.
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The student’s question is not ill-in-
formed. In the 2020-21 season, according 
to a study by the Women’s Philharmonic 
Advocacy, 20 percent of composers pro-
grammed for 21 major ensembles in the 
United States are women—a 1 percent 
increase from the previous season. U.S. or-
chestras still largely rely on the works of 
deceased composers, who are usually white 
men. All the same, living composers who 
are women have been training and creat-
ing—and shifting the musical culture that 
has limited works by women for so long.

The Women Composers Readings and 
Commissions Program is working to pres-
ent more opportunities to women, in an 
effort to address the gender imbalance for 
composers in classical music. An initiative 
of the League of American Orchestras in 
partnership with the American Compos-
ers Orchestra (ACO), since its inception 
in 2014 the program has increased the 
number of new works by women compos-
ers at orchestras: sixteen composers have 
received commissions; eight commis-
sioned scores have been given their world 

premieres by orchestras; and 40 composers 
have had the rare chance to develop their 
compositions with professional orchestras, 
through ACO’S EarShot Readings. The 
Women Composers Readings and Com-
missions program is supported by the Vir-
ginia B. Toulmin Foundation. In the pro-
gram’s first couple of years, two composers 
were each awarded a $15,000 orchestral 
commission; since then, three composers 
a year have received commissions of the 
same amount to support their work.

“We have this weird backlog of all the 
composers that we’re taught in school and 
all the composers that pop culture talks 
about when it comes to classical music: 
they’re all white dudes,” says Aiden Kim 
Feltcamp of the American Composers 
Orchestra. “There are very few women and 
there are very few people of color who are 
part of that canon because they weren’t al-
lowed into those spaces to train, so [as a 
society] we’re kind of making up for all of 
that now and trying to correct it.” Since 

joining ACO as Emerging Composers 
and Diversity Director in 2018, Feltcamp 
has facilitated the application and read-
ings component of the program through 
the ACO. The organization identifies and 
develops talent, performs established and 
lesser-known composers, and works to in-
crease awareness of the infinite variety of 
American orchestral music.

Louisiana native Courtney Bryan 
learned about the Women Compos-
ers Readings and Commissions program 
after participating in ACO’s EarShot 
Readings program. She had been part of 
ACO’s mentoring program, so applying 
for the Toulmin grant fell in line with the 
already-established relationship. “What’s 
interesting to me is, in the classical world, 
I primarily would notice the imbalance of 
race. So when the imbalance of gender was 
brought to my attention, I was like, ‘Oh, 
that is interesting.’ You don’t usually see 
three female-identifying composers and 

one male-identifying composer without 
it being a statement,” says Bryan, refer-
ring to specific events, like Women’s His-
tory month, for example. “I think that pro-
grams like the Toulmin Commissions are 
very important because when things are 
imbalanced, you have to find a way to ad-
dress it.”

The Women Composers Readings and 
Commissions Program is an initiative of 
the League of American Orchestras, in 
partnership with American Composers 
Orchestra (ACO) and supported by the 
Virginia B. Toulmin Foundation. Since 
the Women Composers Readings and 
Commissions Program’s inception in 
2014:

• Forty women composers benefitted 
from career development via EarShot 
Readings

• Sixteen composers have received 
commissions

• Eight world premieres have taken 
place: works by Julia Adolphe, 
Courtney Bryan, Melody Eötvös, Ro-
bin Holcomb, Chen-Hui Jen, Hannah 
Lash, Andreia Pinto Correia, and 
Andrea Reinkemeyer

Learn more at http://bit.ly/
leaguewomencomposers.

Composer Wang Jie, whose Toulmin-
commissioned piece, The Winter That United 
Us, was scheduled to be given its world 
premiere by the Buffalo Philharmonic this 
September. The premiere has been postponed 
to the Buffalo Philharmonic’s September 2021 
season opening due to the pandemic.

Composer Courtney Bryan, whose Toulmin-
commissioned work, Rejoice, was given its 
world premiere by the Louisiana Philharmonic 
Orchestra and Music Director Carlos Miguel 
Prieto in November 2019.

“Programs like the Toulmin 
Commissions are very 
important because when 
things are imbalanced, you 
have to find a way to address 
it.” —Courtney Bryan

http://americanorchestras.org
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Bryan was selected for a 
Toulmin commission grant 
in 2018. Growing up in New 
Orleans, she was passion-
ate about jazz, and her “first 
communication” was via the 
piano, which she’s been play-
ing since she was five years 
old. After enrolling in the 
New Orleans Center for 
Creative Arts, Bryan’s love 
for classical music began to 
blossom and hasn’t stopped 
since. Composing is what 
she calls her “new” commu-
nication. “I love it. When I 
started writing for orches-
tra, I had that same kind of 
excitement that I had when 
I first got into piano. Or-
chestra is my favorite instru-
ment,” Bryan says.

The Louisiana Philhar-
monic Orchestra premiered 

her Toulmin-commissioned work, Rejoice, 
which continues to explore the sacred 
themes in most of her compositions, in 
2019. Since the work’s premiere, Bryan has 
had a budding relationship with her home 
state’s orchestra, a path that is common for 
composers after having their work played 
by an orchestra for the first time.

Building a Career
The composing career of 2017 Toulmin 
commission recipient Robin Holcomb 
gained traction after she participated in 
the ACO’s 2015 Jazz Composers Orches-
tra Institute. “To get into the Jazz Com-
posers Orchestra Institute, you had to 
write one minute of a piece for orchestra 
to the best of your ability,” Holcomb says. 
“Probably about 50 people were chosen 
to participate in this week-long intensive 

For the 2019 Women Composers Readings and Commissions 
Program, Niloufar Iravani, Leanna Primiani, and Hilary 
Purrington (from left) will each receive orchestral commissions 
of $15,000. Due to the pandemic, the dates for their premieres 
are on hold and will be announced. Niloufar Iravani’s work will 
be premiered by the South Dakota Symphony Orchestra and 
Music Director Delta David Gier. Leanna Primiani’s work will 
be premiered by ROCO (River Oaks Chamber Orchestra) in 
Houston. Hilary Purrington’s Words for Departure is slated to be 
premiered by the Philadelphia Orchestra, conductor Stéphane 
Denève, the Westminster Symphonic Choir, and director Joe 
Miller in February 2021.

One commissioned piece can 
be the start of a fruitful career 
in composing.

Composer Hannah Lash greets the audience at the November 2019 world premiere of her Double Concerto for piano, harp, and orchestra, 
commissioned by the Women Composers Readings and Commissions Program and performed by Florida’s Naples Philharmonic and conductor Arvo 
Volmer.
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with some established orchestral compos-
ers who had jazz backgrounds. Then we 
were all invited to write a nine-minute 
piece and submit that to be read by an or-
chestra. For me, that was the Naples Phil-
harmonic in Florida. That piece led me to 
be one of several women composers who 
were invited to submit pieces for the Toul-
min Fellowship.”

Holcomb’s composition, No Thing Lives 
to Itself, premiered at the Portland Sym-
phony Orchestra in January 2020. Her 
next work was supposed to be given its 
premiere by the Philadelphia Orchestra 
this fall, but the premiere—like so many 
other plans—has been postponed indefi-
nitely due to the coronavirus pandemic.

One commissioned piece can be the 
start of a fruitful career for a composer: 
having a composition played by an orches-
tra can lead thousands of ears to an art-

Composer Chen-Hui Jen (center) met with Indiana Chamber Orchestra Concertmaster Tarn 
Travers and Music Director Matthew Kraemer for the January 2018 world premiere of her in eternal 
dusk in Indianapolis. The work was commissioned by the Women Composers Readings and 
Commissions Program.
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Melody Eötvös at the world premiere of 
her Red Dirt | Silver Rain by the American 
Composers Orchestra and ACO Music Director 
and Conductor George Manahan at Carnegie 
Hall’s Zankel Hall, October 2015. The Women 
Composers Readings and Commissions 
Program commissioned the score.
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ists’ work. This jumping point is crucial in 
launching composers’ careers. With only 
1.8 percent of pieces at the 22 largest 
American symphonies being composed by 
women in the 2014-15 season, according 
to a report by the Baltimore Symphony 
Orchestra, it is clear that composers who 
are women are not given the same op-
portunities as men composers. For 2016 
Toulmin grant recipient Wang Jie, the 
statistics only push her harder to fulfill her 
calling. “What I want the world to know 
is that the fact that I can be successful 
in these small ways right now is because 
something—even if it’s a very trivial some-
thing—in the system in the infrastructure 

is beginning to work,” she says. “I want to 
be the voice to say, ‘Look at the positive 
things that are happening.’ The system re-
mains broken, but that’s not the entirety of 
the system.”

Wang Jie’s Symphony No. 1 has been 
broadcast to over 200 stations around the 
country, and her Symphony No. 2 is on 
the bill for the Buffalo Philharmonic. Her 
Toulmin-commissioned piece, The Winter 
That United Us, was scheduled to premiere 
this September, but it’s been pushed back 
to the Buffalo Philharmonic’s September 
2021 season opening due to the pandemic. 
Her work volunteering as a music educa-
tor at Minnesota’s Shakopee Correctional 

Facility showed her how a little support 
can go a long way in impacting the lives 
and careers of women. In the music field, 
Wang Jie thinks that conscious curation 
could make a world of difference in get-
ting more composers who are women their 
first readings—in addition to providing 
more visible examples of women in a range 
of roles in orchestras. “Let’s say 30 percent 
of the people who are in curatorial power 
would be a little more gender-conscious, 
or pay attention to some of neglected 
composers in a meaningful way,” she says. 
“What if 30 percent of them do this? Do 
you think we’re still going to be looking at 
2.3 percent programming for female com-
posers? I doubt that.”

Conscious Curation
Much like the question Wang Jie re-
ceived from the string student in Colo-
rado, Courtney Bryan believes that school 
could have been an impactful way for her 
to learn about more composers from mar-
ginalized backgrounds early in her career. 

“People in teaching roles should make an 
effort to make sure that what they share 
with young musicians is as diverse as can 
be. You always make choices when you’re 
teaching. If you’re going to choose a piece, 
think about some of the women compos-
ers that you would like to introduce to 
your students,” Bryan says.

Leanna Primiani is one of the 2019 
Women Composers Commissions recipi-
ents and she’s eager for her composition 
to premiere with ROCO in Houston (the 
other 2019 composers are Niloufar Iravani 
and  Hilary Purrington). Primiani loosely 
describes her work as reflecting what’s hap-
pening in the world right now, sometimes 
re-envisioning past works through a mod-
ern lens. Though her premiere date isn’t yet 
set, she knows she will draw inspiration 
from what’s happening in the world at the 
time she composes. “We have to do some-
thing that’s a little different and write mu-
sic that means something and is a reflection 

Wang Jie believes that 
conscious curation could 
make a world of difference in 
getting more composers who 
are women their first readings.

2018 Women 
Composers 
commission 
recipient Fang 
Man, whose work 
is slated to be 
premiered by the 
San Francisco 
Symphony and 
Music Director Esa-
Pekka Salonen on 
March 11, 12, and 
13, 2021.
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2018 Women Composers 
commission recipient Cindy 
Cox. The world premiere of 
her work by the Saint Paul 
Chamber Orchestra and 
conductor Pekka Kuusisto 
was postponed due to the 
pandemic; a new date will 
be announced.
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2017 Women 
Composers 
commission 
recipient Stacy 
Garrop’s Goddess 
Triptych had 
been slated for a 
September 2020 
world premiere 
by the St. Louis 
Symphony 
Orchestra and 
Music Director 
Stéphane Denève.
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2017 Women 
Composers 
commission recipient 
Andrea Reinkemeyer, 
whose Water Sings 
Fire was premiered 
by the Louisiana 
Philharmonic 
Orchestra and Music 
Director Carlos 
Miguel Prieto on 
January 10, 2019.
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2015 Women 
Composers 
commissions recipient 
Andreia Pinto Correia. 
Her Ciprés received 
its premiere by the 
Columbus Symphony 
Orchestra on April 6, 
2018.

Ti
ag

o 
M

ira
nd

a-
E

xp
re

ss
o

2015 Women 
Composers 
commission 
recipient Xi Wang, 
whose work will be 
premiered by the 
Berkeley Symphony 
Orchestra and Music 
Director Joseph 
Young at a date to be 
announced.
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g2014 Women 

Composers 
commission 
recipient Julia 
Adolphe. Her 
Unearth, Release 
(Concerto for Viola 
and Orchestra) 
was premiered 
on November 17, 
2016 by the New 
York Philharmonic, 
conductor Jaap 
van Zweden, and 
Principal Viola 
Cynthia Phelps.
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of what’s happening, without being preachy 
or making people feel guilty,” she says.

As a composer for film and orchestra, 
Primiani sees a common need for the film 
and orchestra worlds to put the work of 
composers who are women in front of the 

people with decision-making power, in 
addition to having more women in those 
decision-making positions. “Just to get 
someone to listen to the music is really dif-
ficult. A lot of times artistic administrators 
are so overwhelmed with the amount of 
music that comes to them on a daily ba-
sis, simply having a good piece just doesn’t 
cut it,” she says. “I think the people who 
are getting premieres, they’re getting help 
from someone who nine times out of ten 
is a man.”

The 2019 Women Composers Readings 

and Commissions composers are expand-
ing the already vast number of stories that 
composers who are women have to tell. 
With more opportunities for more wom-
en, these composers could spend more 
time looking inward and improving their 
compositions than they do figuring out 
how to get their music in front of the right 
ears.

“If I love something, I love something. 
I don’t get to choose what I love. I am this 
instrument that’s already kind of pre-wired 
to make this particular sound that comes 
out of me as these instruments,” Wang Jie 
says. “My job becomes very easy now that 
I accept the instrument that I am. Every 
morning I get up and all I need to do is to 
tune myself to be the best instrument I can 
be for that day, and to be mindful of when 
I’m out of tune.”  

JANAYA GREENE is a Chicago-based writer 
covering film, literature, music, and the African 
diaspora. She finds overlooked stories that are 
of interest to millennials and marginalized 
communities, and amplifies them through 
reporting, writing, visual storytelling, and social 
media strategies. Greene is a freelance writer and 
social media coordinator at the Chicago Reader.

www.onstageresults.com

We help you concentrate 
your efforts on the 
performance, and pay 
you for it.

Participants in the Women 
Composers Readings and 
Commissions Program are 
expanding the already vast 
number of stories that women 
composers have to tell.

http://americanorchestras.org
https://www.onstagepublications.com/
mailto:lori@andersenreps.com
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by Rebecca Winzenried

The

VirtualGala

Orchestras of all kinds launched virtual 
galas and fundraisers in recent months.

When the pandemic shut down orchestra performances in 
March, concerts weren’t the only loss. Gala concerts and 
fundraisers—the essential lifeblood of any nonprofit—had to 
be reconceived as well. Orchestras have adapted by pivoting 
to online galas during a time when we can’t gather in person to 
raise money—and spirits.
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Gauging the success or failure of 
an orchestra gala, that glitzy fun-
draising concert bookended by 

a cocktail reception and dinner, is usually 
pretty straightforward: a sum-total con-
tribution to the coffers is calculated from 
ticket and table sales, auction bids, spon-
sorships, and a general sense of just how 
good a time was had by all.

But like everything else in the year 
2020, the calculation has been upended, 
tossed out the window, thrown down the 
drain. With live performances curtailed 
and large-scale social gatherings verboten, 
galas, too, have gone virtual.

What’s a party when no one can at-
tend? Orchestras that had spent months 
planning major events for the spring and 
summer had to recalibrate, and fast. The 
Hartford Symphony Orchestra’s Ignite Joy 
gala was set for May 2. Aligned to the sea-
son’s Ode to Joy programmatic theme, in-
vitations had been mailed just days before 
pandemic safety protocols were imposed 
statewide in Connecticut and the orches-
tra’s operations ceased abruptly on March 
12. Initial estimates of a two-week shut-
down evaporated quickly, and organizers 
were faced with a decision about whether 
to postpone or cancel outright.

A different approach became evident 
fairly quickly to Director of Development 
Ruth Sovronsky: the show would go on, 
virtually, as an online gala. “People asked 
me, what does that mean? What will it 
look like?” she recalls. “My answer was, 
‘We don’t know.’ ” It was a bluntly honest 

response. The Hartford Symphony had no 
experience in presenting major digital fun-
draising events to draw upon, aside from 
gala-related auctions conducted through 
an online portal in recent years, but it was 

one of the first orchestras to attempt such 
a pivot during what had become an un-
precedented, industry-wide shutdown.

The gala was rebranded as Reimagine 
Joy, a name that aptly describes behind-
the-scenes maneuvers, from wrestling 
with new technologies to recrafting the 
evening’s program. A crucial first decision 
was to forgo a live-streamed event in fa-

vor of pre-recorded segments. 
“People expect that it might 
have a home-made quality in 
terms of production values,” says 
Sovronsky, but in her view they 
would be less tolerant of techni-
cal glitches, buffering or freezing 
of live feeds. At-home viewers 
would also need a more tightly 
focused and visual story. Efforts 
turned to creating a somewhat 
cinematic experience, with a nar-
rative arc that would entertain, 
capture the joy of experiencing 
live music performance, and yet 
convey the urgent message that 

financial support from the community was 
more important than ever. Speakers’ notes 
were rescripted as more of a one-on-one 
conversation; orchestra musicians were 
recruited for greetings from their homes; 
Music Director Carolyn Kuan suggested 
music to underscore the presentation; and 
staff pulled together archival images to il-
lustrate the orchestra’s education program, 
which the gala benefits.

Sovronsky reminded all involved that 
potential viewers needed a sense of uplift 
(pre-recorded performances allowed Con-
certmaster Leonid Sigal to duet with him-
self on Mozart’s Turkish March and Princi-
pal Harp Susan Knapp Thomas to become 
her own trio for music from Wicked) and 
that humor was not only okay, but wel-
come: a “How to Attend a Virtual Gala” 
promo adopted the perky tone of a vintage 
training film.

Orchestras are demonstrating 
that they can adapt quickly 
in constrained and ever-
changing circumstances.

Hartford Symphony Music Director Carolyn Kuan and 
Executive Director Steve Collins offer a toast at the orchestra’s 
May 2 virtual gala.

Images of Hartford Symphony musicians built anticipation just before 
the start of the orchestra’s virtual gala in May.

http://americanorchestras.org
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The event was offered for free via You-
Tube and Facebook, with the gala team 
on board to respond to comments in real 
time and offer thanks for donations. Ex-
pectations had been low, but final results 
came in 20 percent over goal. Sovron-
sky acknowledges that the gala may have 
benefitted from the moment, shortly after 
the shutdown started, when sponsors were 
able to stay on board and the audience was 
cheering on any performance efforts.

Galas from Your Couch
The Hartford Symphony’s Reimagine Joy 
event offered some trappings of a tradi-
tional gala, with speakers dressed in eve-
ning attire and remarks from gala chairs. A 
cozier attitude was baked into the Califor-
nia Symphony’s UnGala on June 13. Play-
ing on the fact that loungewear was the 
most dressed-up anyone was getting in late 
spring, the Symphony in Slippers (Pants 
Optional) marketing tagline promised “No 
tickets. No auction. No paddle raises. No 

pressure.” The 
orchestra has 
moved away from 
using the term 
“gala” for its an-
nual fundraiser in 
recent years any-
way, according to 
Theresa Madeira, 
director of mar-
keting and patron 

loyalty. “We felt 
it was important 
to convey fun and 
positivity in the 
title of the event,” 
she says. Still, with 
the name UnGala, 
Madeira points 
out, “We felt we 
needed to set ex-

pectations. Adding the tagline said it all up 
front in a straightforward way that fit with 
our mission to make the event—and the 
symphony—more accessible.” A checklist 
for making the at-home event fun was not 
that different from what patrons of this or-
chestra, which prides itself on doing things 
a little differently, might experience in its 
concert hall at the Lesher Center for the 
Arts in Walnut Creek, where they are al-
lowed to bring a drink or ice cream to their 
seats, keep their cell phones on (silenced), 

and clap when they are so moved.
Music Director Donato Cabrera served 

as host for the free streamed event and also 
for a paid, pre-show virtual wine tasting 
and cook-along. Those pre-show partici-
pants received a package with wine selec-
tions paired to a recipe they could prep 
together during a Zoom call, with assis-
tance from experts of the participating lo-
cal vineyard. Once the gala got underway, 
Cabrera drew viewers into 
the musical experience in a 
pre-recorded Zoom chat with 
solo pianist Andrew Arm-
strong and Assistant Principal 
Clarinet Stephen Zielinski 
about the technical challenges 
of their distanced Rhapsody 
in Blue performance—in this 
case, the famous clarinet slide 
intro segued into a solo piano 
performance of the work, 
with the musicians recording 
in separate locations.

Most poignantly, their con-
versation revealed just how 
much musicians missed per-
forming together in person, 
and how much they relied on the energy 
of a live audience. Their heartfelt com-
ments helped demonstrate the impor-
tance of all those at-home viewers. They 
also underscored the orchestra’s commit-
ment to connecting with its community, 
as described in segments about programs 
and activities interspersed throughout the 
hour-long broadcast. The orchestra was 
able to convert many pre-existing table and 

ticket purchases for the originally sched-
uled fundraiser, which had been promoted 
since January, into donations; net results 
for the UnGala exceeded projections for 
the live event, which would have been lim-
ited to attendance of 150 to 200 people. It 
also saw a surge in donations through its 
presence on the Patreon artist-support app. 
Monthly videos from the orchestra’s Young 
American Composer-in-Residence pro-

gram, which was highlighted in a gala con-
versation between the current composer in 
residence, Viet Cuong, and his immediate 
predecessor, Katherine Balch, are a perk for 
donors through Patreon.

Musicians Step Up
An unexpected side effect of virtual galas 
has been the more direct involvement of 
orchestra musicians, whose participation 

The Hartford Symphony’s tongue-in-cheek “How to Attend a 
Virtual Gala” promo evoked a vintage training film, complete 
with a very up-to-date computer.

Hartford Symphony 
Director of 
Development Ruth 
Sovronsky’s advice 
for online fundraisers: 
make sure the sound is 
excellent; find a video 
editor who understands 
live performance; keep 
it short; keep it moving.
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Those attending the Hartford Symphony’s 
virtual fundraiser in May were invited to show 
off their gala-wear from home.
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in fundraising events is generally limited 
to onstage performances and dinner ap-
pearances. For its virtual 80th-birthday 
celebration on May 19 the Utah Sym-
phony took advantage of the state’s wide-

open spaces to 
film orchestra 
members playing 
in locations rang-
ing from a hilltop 
overlooking Salt 
Lake City to the 
region’s vast salt 
flats. The sweep-
ing drone footage 
created a sense 
of place that be-
came an impor-
tant signature for 
the online event. 
Concertmaster 
Madeline Adkins 
suggested taking 

musicians out of their homes and their 
little Zoom boxes, and at the last mo-
ment a videographer filmed Adkins and 
Principal Keyboard Jason Hardink in a so-
cially distanced performance of Massenet’s 
Méditation from Thaïs in the orchestra’s 
home at Abravanel Hall. It was the first 
music heard in the space since the shut-
down, providing a bittersweet moment for 
the musicians and viewers alike, as judged 
from online comments.

A virtual event seemed likely to dampen 
the symphony’s big anniversary celebra-

tion. Instead, the presentation allowed the 
orchestra to draw parallels between current 
circumstances and its founding in 1940, 
as an offshoot of a New Deal-era music 

project under the Works Progress Ad-
ministration. Host Jeff Counts, who also 
helms the orchestra’s Ghost Light podcast, 
pointed out that the orchestra debuted in 
the shadow of the Great Depression and 

the onset of global conflict in World War 
II. Harkening back to the orchestra’s very 
first program in May of 1940, the musi-
cal segments with outdoor footage were 
set to portions of Beethoven’s Seventh 
Symphony, which was also performed at 
the inaugural concert. Virtual guests were 
invited to tune in early for a “lobby fest,” to 
show off their best at-home birthday attire 
and possibly win tickets to a future (not 
virtual) performance. Those who stuck 
around through the broadcast’s end cred-
its got to see musicians remotely blowing 
out the candles on their slices of birthday 
cake—or trying to, through the requisite 
face mask.

Rethinking Celebrations in 
Tumultuous Times
Long-planned anniversaries rethought. 
Locations rejiggered. Orchestras are dem-
onstrating that they can adapt quickly 

“We felt it was important 
to convey fun and 
positivity in the title” 
of the California 
Symphony’s June 13 
online UnGala, says 
Theresa Madeira, the 
orchestra’s director of 
marketing and patron 
loyalty.
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Promotional material for the California Symphony’s June 13 online event.

At the California Symphony’s virtual gala, pianist Andrew Armstrong and Assistant Principal 
Clarinet Stephen Zielinski performed selections from Rhapsody in Blue from separate locations. 
The performance remains on the orchestra’s website for on-demand viewing.

California Symphony Executive Director Lisa 
Dell and Music Director Donato Cabrera 
welcome viewers to the orchestra’s June 
“UnGala.”

At the California Symphony’s 
virtual gala, Music Director 
Donato Cabrera took part in 
a Zoom chat with California 
Symphony musicians.

http://americanorchestras.org
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in constrained and ever-changing cir-
cumstances, facing the moment head on. 
“The shift to virtual galas clearly shows 
orchestras’ ability to be agile and innova-
tive in engagement and fundraising dur-
ing these challenging times,” says Marlah 
Bonner-McDuffie, Vice President for 
Development at the League of American 
Orchestras. “Orchestras are seeing positive 
responses from their strategic efforts. Sup-
port from donors is ever more critical, and 
has quickly become the primary source of 
new revenue for orchestras. COVID-19 
has caused a seismic shift in how we think 
about reaching audiences—and it is my 
hope that this kind of thinking will con-
tinue even beyond the pandemic. I’m also 
hoping that increased visibility on a broad-
er range of platforms will support efforts 

to expand audiences, and ultimately new 
sources of support, across a more diverse 
demographic.”

The Philadelphia Orchestra had a 
number of musical segments and greet-
ings from heavy hitters around the world, 
including Steve Martin, Renée Fleming, 
and Yo-Yo Ma, readied for its HearNOW 
virtual gala on June 6. However, by the 
beginning of that week such a celebratory 
event, even online, seemed inappropriate 
as the nation erupted in protests following 
the killing of George Floyd. The virtual 

gala was postponed and that evening the 
orchestra offered HearTOGETHER: A 
Conversation in Music and Words, an on-
line discussion and contemplation of racial 
injustice that included Wynton Marsalis 
and composer Valerie Coleman. “There 

was no need for 
debate” about the 
new thematic fo-
cus of the recon-
ceived event, says 
Philadelphia Or-
chestra President 
and CEO Matías 
Tarnopolsky, who 
took part in the 
forum’s frank dis-
cussion of race 
and equity in the 
orchestra world, 
along with Music 
Director Yannick 
Nézet-Séguin . 
“We didn’t know 
how it would play 
out. But the con-
versation felt very 
immediate, vul-

nerable, and honest.” The Philadelphia Or-
chestra has continued HearTOGETHER 
as monthly livestreamed explorations of 
racial and social justice issues, and efforts 
toward equity and inclusion.

The June 6 HearTOGETHER online 
discussion included the world premiere 

The Philadelphia Orchestra replaced its June 6 virtual gala with a public online conversation 
about race, equity, and social justice among (in photo) President and CEO Matías Tarnopolosky 
(top), Music Director Yannick Nézet-Séguin (left), and musician, composer and educator Wynton 
Marsalis (right). Composer Valerie Coleman also participated, and her Seven O’Clock Shout was 
given its world premiere. The orchestra presented its online gala later that month.

The Philadelphia Orchestra gave the world 
premiere of Valerie Coleman’s Seven O’Clock 
Shout at the orchestra’s June 6 online 
discussion of racial injustice, which replaced 
the orchestra’s planned virtual gala.
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At the Philadelphia Orchestra’s June 20 virtual gala, Rachmaninoff’s Vocalise accompanied a video flyover of 
the city showing images of Philadelphia Orchestra musicians on landmark buildings.

“The conversation 
felt very immediate, 
vulnerable, and honest,” 
says Philadelphia 
Orchestra President and 
CEO Matías Tarnopolsky 
of the orchestra’s online 
discussion of social 
justice, which replaced 
the planned virtual gala 
in June.
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of Coleman’s Seven O’Clock Shout, a Phi-
ladelphia Orchestra commission that had 
been set to debut on the virtual gala. The 
piece, written for distanced musicians, 
was named after the nightly cheer for 
frontline workers that became a ritual 

during the pandemic. But in the even 
newer context, Coleman described it as a 
celebration of shared humanity. The work 
was repeated when the virtual gala even-
tually did air on June 20, and its place as 
an anthem of the moment was cemented 
with its inclusion on the orchestra’s Sep-

tember 30 virtual opening-night pro-
gram.

Lessons learned from production of the 
HearNOW virtual gala, which was offered 
as a free, limited-time stream, were folded 
into the September 30 virtual opening 

night, which was a digitally 
ticketed program. The first vir-
tual gala was viewed by an es-
timated 29,000 people on June 
20, and it brought in a total of 
$735,000. Fundraising, after 
all, remains the principal mea-
sure of gala events, regardless 
of how they are experienced. 
Yet, a truer gauge of success 
today may be an event’s ability 
to engage and keep connec-
tions with audiences from afar. 
The Philadelphia Orchestra’s 
virtual gala included a love 
letter to its hometown. An 
elegant performance of Rach-
maninoff ’s Vocalise superim-
posed images of Philadelphia 

Orchestra musicians onto landmark build-
ings, as seen in a bird’s-eye flyover of the 
city, poignantly demonstrating where the 
orchestra’s heart lies. “It shows that in mo-
ments of deep crisis it is possible to find 
joy and beauty through music,” says Tar-
nopolsky. “We are still here, still making 

music, still an important part of your lives.” 
Although, given the reach of the internet, 
he adds, “These are now global events. We 
have to keep that in mind.”

Virtual galas streamed on websites, 
Facebook, and other social media plat-
forms, and then living on past their origi-
nal air date via YouTube, have the potential 
to reach audiences far beyond the confines 

of an in-person event, regardless of an or-
chestra’s size or name recognition. Video 
segments can easily be pulled out and of-
fered as stand-alone clips for social sites 
and media outlets: the California Sym-
phony UnGala performance of Rhapsody 
in Blue remains on the orchestra’s website 
as an on-demand “encore.” At the Hart-
ford Symphony, Ruth Sovronsky viewed 
the May virtual gala as institutional com-
mercial, something that could be seen as 
easily in Seattle or Singapore as in Con-
necticut. Production values are key, and 
she’s keeping her own advice in mind for 
future virtual events: make sure the sound 
is excellent; find a video editor who under-
stands live performance; keep it short; and 
keep it moving.  

REBECCA WINZENRIED is a New York-
based arts writer and a former editor in chief of 
Symphony.

The Utah Symphony featured videos of its musicians giving physically distanced performances in 
some of the state’s iconic wide-open spaces, including the Salt Flats, for its online 80th-birthday 
gala.
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The Utah Symphony’s virtual gala on May 19 featured video 
of Concertmaster Madeline Adkins and Principal Keyboard 
Jason Hardink in a socially distanced performance of 
Massenet’s Méditation from Thaïs in Abravanel Hall—the first 
music in the space since the pandemic shutdown.
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A screenshot from the Utah Symphony’s 
May 19 virtual gala captures the orchestra’s 
musicians in a distanced performance of the 
second movement of Beethoven’s Symphony 
No. 7, led by Music Director Thierry Fischer.

Virtual galas on websites, 
YouTube, Facebook, and 
other social media platforms 
have the potential to reach 
audiences far beyond an in-
person event.

http://americanorchestras.org
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When the coronavirus brought activi-
ties to a lurching halt last March, 

classical music organizations adapted rap-
idly by investing in online content in or-
der to stay engaged with audiences. At the 
same time, the deluge of free material on 
the internet raised questions about how 
to maintain a sustainable business model 
for live performance. But with most tra-
ditional fall seasons cancelled and health 
protocols evolving, digital channels remain 
a lifeline not just for sharing live or ar-
chived performances but for creating op-
portunities for education and fundraising. 

by Rebecca Schmid

The pandemic has accelerated the pace 
of digital engagement and innovation at 
orchestras, which are reaching audiences, 
expanding educational resources, and 
connecting with donors in new ways as 
they adapt to the demands of the twenty-
first century.

Changing the 
Channels

This spring, Stamford Symphony musicians performed “Amazing Grace” virtually in a performance 
dedicated to health workers in Fairfield County. The video received more than 10,000 views.

The Stamford Symphony 
launched a new digital 
channel during the 
pandemic.

Stamford Symphony 
President and CEO Russell 
Jones says the orchestra’s 
new online channel is here 
to stay: “We’ve actually 
extended our mission to a 
wider base.”
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For some industry experts, this is in fact an 
overdue development against the backdrop 
of a digital revolution that has been under-
way for over two decades.
“The nonprofit arts are usually a little be-
hind the curve in their adoption of tech-
nology,” says David Dombrosky, chief 
marketing officer at the 
technology company In-
stantEncore. “And there 
are good reasons for that. 
For a lot of organizations, 
it’s the easiest to cut when 
it comes to budget. Then 
we get hit with Covid, and the 
entire traditional part of the 
industry is placed on hold. You 
can pivot to digital engage-
ment during the Great Pause. 
Or you can do nothing.”

Douglas McLennan, founder and edi-
tor of the online news site ArtsJournal, 
summed it up in a blog post in May when 
he identified two “camps” of people: “res-
torationists,” who enter survival mode as 
they wait for a return to normalcy, and “op-
portunists,” who accept a future in which 

the business model for the arts is perma-
nently changed. “Why would we want to 
return to a model that wasn’t working so 
well before anyway?” he asked rhetorically.

For all the devastating effects of the cri-
sis, it has ushered in a new level of experi-
mentation and innovation online. Peter 
Maniura, who serves as a freelance digital 
consultant, producer, and director of IMZ 
Academy, the Austrian arts-advocacy or-
ganization, says that “in a positive sense, 
there has been a great creative response 
from a lot of people who may have been 
digital doubters. This has made for a pro-
found shift in people’s mentalities, from 
major artists producing content from 
home to big institutions opening up their 
back catalogue to communicate and share 
their art.”

Vince Ford, the New York Philhar-
monic’s vice president for digital strategy 
and customer experience, says that the cri-

sis “fully engaged the organization around 
every aspect of digital, from behind-the-
scenes content to communications.” With-
in a week after lockdown, the musicians 
had signed off the rights to make archival 
content publicly available on the platform 
NYPhil Plays On. Within the first two 

months, the orchestra 
gained 50,000 social 
media followers. But 
Ford says that likes and 
shares are a mere “proxy for understand-
ing digital engagement. The larger idea is 
about connecting to people’s minds and 
hearts.”

Rethinking the online listening ex-
perience may even have the potential to 
change audience members’ relationship 
to an orchestra. The Detroit Symphony 
Orchestra already had an ambitious free 
web-streaming program, and last summer 
upgraded its in-hall cameras to 4K. With 
the outbreak of Covid-19, the organiza-
tion created an innovation committee con-
sisting of staff members and musicians to 
come up with ideas for how to repurpose 
archival material and create new formats. 
Among the new features to emerge were 
“Watch Parties” on Facebook, hosted by 
orchestra players.

DSO Vice President and General Ma-
nager Erik Rönmark says that the orches-
tra never would have landed on the idea 
to create the Watch Parties under normal 
circumstances because the musicians were 
busy playing onstage. “Getting their per-
spective is so unique and has connected 
our audiences with the individual musi-
cians in a different way,” he says. “We know 

that they are all superstars, but when you 
come to a concert, you love the orches-
tra—it’s one big group.” Even when con-
cert life resumes, Rönmark would like to 
continue the Watch Parties on days when 
the players are available, because the par-
ties provide a personal connection to the 

musicians, in real time.
The Stamford Symphony in Connecti-

cut has proven that smaller orchestras, too, 
can create powerful community in the dig-
ital space. When the lockdown arrived, the 
orchestra quickly launched a video plat-
form on its website including such features 
as house concerts featuring musicians 
from the orchestra and virtual conversa-

tions in which President and CEO Russell 
Jones chats with musicians. “We let our 
audience understand that they’re not the 
one-dimensional onstage characters they 
see uniformed with 65 others,” Jones says.

The orchestra relies on private dona-
tions for a large percent of its income and 
launched its new website with the support 

For all the devastating effects 
of the crisis, it has ushered in 
a new level of experimentation 
and innovation online at 
orchestras.

The New York 
Philharmonic has 
launched or expanded 
multiple digital initiatives 
in recent months.

Vince Ford, the New 
York Philharmonic’s 
vice president for 
digital strategy and 
customer experience, 
says that the crisis 
“fully engaged the 
organization around 
every aspect of 
digital, from behind-the-scenes content to 
communications.”

http://americanorchestras.org
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of the Connecticut-based Jeniam Founda-
tion, which redirected funds that normally 
would have gone to underwrite concerts in 
March and April. For Jones, the unexpect-
ed reallocation of funds has already paid 
off. He cites the statistic of over 10,000 
views for video featuring orchestra musi-
cians performing “Amazing Grace” as an 
example of “numbers we could only have 
dreamed” before the crisis, adding that the 
channel is here to stay even “if by some 
miracle we were to get vaccinated over the 
summer and be back this fall. We’ve actu-
ally extended our mission to a wider base.”

The growth in the size of online audi-
ences is also the case even for internation-
ally prominent organizations like the Los 
Angeles Philharmonic. A radio series on 
KUSC-FM—initiated at the behest of 
Music Director Gustavo Dudamel and 
including episodes in Spanish and Eng-
lish—received over 4 million listeners 
weekly during lockdown. In July, traffic to 
the site was up 25 percent, according to 
Vice President of Marketing and Com-
munications Nora Brady. Social media 
channels also saw a significant rise, with 
as much as 72 percent more visitors to the 
Facebook site for the Hollywood Bowl.

In August, the orchestra was able to take 
advantage of the Bowl’s size—the venue is 
outdoors and has a large stage for presen-
tations that in typical years are performed 
before up to 17,000 people—to film con-
certs for a streaming series, SoundStage, 

designed for viewing on a mobile device 
or computer screen. Dudamel also hosted 
a six-episode television series featuring ar-
chival material on KCET in collaboration 
with PBS. “It’s been a moment to focus on 
not just what we can’t do but pivot to do 
what we can,” says Brady, “which is excit-
ing, even in these challenging times.”

The Monetization Challenge
The pandemic has by necessity further 
streamlined pathways for soliciting online 
donations. Organizations have refocused 
their websites around donation functional-
ity rather than the traditional transaction 
of ticket sales. The LAPhil had revamped 
its website shortly before the outbreak 
but went on to weave even more widgets 

throughout the site. Symphony Spot, cre-
ated by the League of American Orches-
tras in April, provides a centralized online 
hub for orchestras’ virtual offerings, with 
alphabetical directories for performances 
and education resources—plus direct links 
to their donation paths.

At this point, the potential of stream-
ing programs to directly generate revenue 
through a subscription model remains 

inconclusive. McLennan pointed out in 
May that there is a need for sophisticated 
search engines and other technology that 
facilitates a viable business model. “Maybe 
it bundles experiences and allows me to 
buy packages,” he says. “But more than 
that, you need a mapped-out digital pay-
ments plan that includes micro-payments; 
several levels and kinds of membership 
support; subscription support; freemium 
strategies; crowd-sourcing as well as your 
regular ticket-selling models.”

Ford says that when the New York 
Philharmonic begins to perform again, 
the orchestra plans to revisit its strategy 
“to identify the right amount of content 
and opportunities for monetization. Is it 
around selling digital access, encouraging 
fundraising, or some other revenue stream? 
If we look at the flexibility digital brings 
and successful models like Netflix and 
Hulu, we’ll be able to take away some of 
those ideas and integrate them into our 
own subscription model.”

Digital strategy incorporating sophis-
ticated Netflix/Hulu models may be lim-
ited to a handful of big players. While 
Jones hopes to further exploit the Stam-

ford Symphony’s new website to reach 
members of the community who have 
retired in Florida, for example, early 

Detroit Symphony 
Orchestra Vice President 
and General Manager 
Erik Rönmark says that 
even when concert 
life resumes, he would 
like to continue the 
Watch Parties when the 
orchestra musicians are available.

During Covid-19, the Detroit Symphony 
Orchestra created an innovation committee 
of orchestra staff and musicians. Among the 
new formats are “Watch Parties” on Facebook, 
hosted by orchestra musicians.

Detroit 
Symphony 
Orchestra staff 
prepare for a 
concert in the 
orchestra’s 
“Live from 
Orchestra 
Hall” webcast 
series. Last 
summer the 
DSO upgraded 
to 4K robotic 
cameras and 
created nine 
new camera 
positions in 
Orchestra 
Hall; the new 
cameras offer 
clear, colorful 
images even in 
low light.

At this point, the potential 
of streaming programs to 
directly generate revenue 
through a subscription model 
remains inconclusive.
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research suggested that “about 65 percent 
of the audience wouldn’t pay at all and the 
rest would pay an amount south of $25,” 
says Jones. “So our view would be that you 
can’t monetize this. There is too much out 
there to make it competitive, and I think 
the way to go is to make it free but ask 
people afterwards to contribute.” He cites 
as an example a personal contribution of 
$25 he made to the Metropolitan Opera 
after its Virtual Gala in April.

The Detroit Symphony’s Rönmark 
similarly recalls a donation he made to 
New York City Ballet following the re-
action of his youngest daughter to a free 
Saturday morning series: “When you 
see the excitement, it’s hard to not give.” 

He also emphasizes that, in the present 
situation, retaining income is at least as 
important as generating it by communi-
cating with audiences and patrons. One 
avenue has been to create exclusive con-
tent for existing donors, in part to replace 
the in-person interactions that would be 
possible under normal circumstances. The 
Detroit musicians created a video series 
called “Intermezzos” offering instruc-
tional but highly personal guides to their 
instruments. The New York Philharmonic 
introduced virtual a Happy Hour to con-
nect musicians with patrons.

Pedagogical activities have, likewise, 
found a meaningful presence online. The 
New York Philharmonic has added digi-
tal features to the series “Young People’s 

Concerts Play!,” which includes a video 
game-like “Variation Playground;” interac-
tive videos with orchestra players; and oth-
er options. The LAPhil capitalized on the 
annual conference of the Youth Orchestra 
Los Angeles—which was held exclusively 
online in July—to create a learning hub 
with master classes, curricular materials, 
podcasts and more. Brady says an “ongoing 
goal” will be to “reach an even wider audi-
ence” by leveraging this content.

Music and Meaning
The elephant in the room is that moving 
an orchestra’s activities online carries not 
only financial but artistic risks. “You can be 
creative, but it’s hard to be artistically cre-
ative when you can’t make music togeth-
er,” says Rönmark. “This has been a great 
substitute, but it’s not the real thing.” On 
the other hand, the past few months have 
encouraged organizations to produce ex-
plicitly for the digital medium. Houston’s 
ROCO, for example, had added a second 
screen experience to its live streaming 
events using Instant Encore’s LiveNote 
program, with musicians creating content 
that comments on the music or provides 
historical context.

And this is just scratching the surface of 

the possibilities. Maniura, the digital con-
sultant, says that the orchestra world lies 
further behind the curve than some opera 
and dance organizations, whose presenta-
tions inevitably “involve movement, song, 
and design. Orchestral concerts are by 
nature static; however, the creative possi-
bilities are enormous because they are not 
necessarily fettered by linear storytelling.” 
He also believes that there is “a whole leap 
to be made” in terms of new commissions. 
“There is the reproduction and dissemina-
tion of the canon, but it gets really excit-
ing when you have artists create new work 
using the challenge of technology because 
then you’re not recreating something. 
You’re creating something fresh.”

For Instant Encore’s Dombrosky, now 
that “we have opened Pandora’s box, the 
question is, how do we harness everything 
coming out of it?” While he believes that 
there will be a shift back to the real-life 
experience after a vaccine is distributed, 
“we’ll see that the business is evolving to 
adapt to our behaviors as a culture.” That 
includes not just a “hybridized member-
ship or subscription model by which peo-
ple attend in both the real world and in 
the virtual world,” he says. Dombrosky en-
visions organizations “doing everything to 
reduce touch points and potential points 
of transmission” through mobile tickets 
and contactless payment not just for the 
concert but parking and concessions.

Maniura predicts that, ideally, organi-
zations that have only recently learned to 
deploy digital channels will continue to do 
so and increase their audience base. “The 
most rosy scenario is that teams will be far 
more familiar and at ease with this way of 
communicating,” he says. “Therefore, there 
will be more organizations that have seen 
the value and can reach a larger number of 
people. You will still be able to offer the 
physical experience. Because we’re com-
munal and gregarious creatures, the need 
to be together and experience live music 
is going to be a very powerful one. And 
maybe we’ll have found some friends and 
converts along the way.”  

REBECCA SCHMID is a music writer based 
in Berlin, contributing to the Financial Times, 
New York Times, and Berliner Morgenpost. She 
has moderated and written program notes for 
the Metropolitan Opera, Salzburg Festival, and 
Karajan Music Tech Conference.

The Los Angeles 
Philharmonic’s radio 
series on KUSC-FM—
initiated by Music Director 
Gustavo Dudamel and 
including episodes 
conducted in English and 
Spanish—received over 
4 million listeners weekly 
during lockdown.

In July, the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic’s social 
media channels saw 
a significant rise, 
says Vice President 
of Marketing and 
Communications Nora 
Brady, with as much as 

72 percent more visitors to the Facebook site 
for the Hollywood Bowl.
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Even amid the challenges of Spring 2020, members of our orchestra community  
came together to prove that we really are “stronger together”.

With your help, we raised $202,374!
Thank you to our  

Stronger Together: League Giving Days 2020 community.

Your generosity supports our critical work of convening the field and serving as a nexus of  
knowledge and innovation, advocacy, and leadership advancement.

And a special thank you to The Julian Family Foundation for their $35K Challenge Grant.

Every gift is important, as the League partners with more than 1,700 organizations and individuals that 
count on the League as their go-to source for critical information and resources!

Supporting the League of American Orchestras is easy. 
Donate today at www.americanorchestras.org/donate or by calling 646 822 4008. 
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Kari Kistler
Evelyn Klatt
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George W. Lange
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John Lavrakas
Nicole M. LeBlanc
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Heather Moore
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Eric Nelson
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New York
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Ron Oshima
Grace Owens
Howard D. Palefsky
Robin Parkinson
Steve & Diane Parrish
Mary Carr Patton
Hild B Peersen  

Westerville Symphony at  
Otterbein

Rachel Perry
Henry Peyrebrune & Tracy Rowell

Adriana Pohl
Belinda Potoma
Kate E. H. Prescott
Sophie Press
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William K. Nichols
Marilyn Rife
Lois Robinson
Andrew Roitstein
Taylor Rothenberg-Manley
Peter Rubardt
Penelope Sachs
John H Sadler
Christina Salerno
Robert S. Sandla
Jan Sandoz
Robert A. Saunders
Alice Sauro
Susan Schwartz
Joyce Schwob
Diana Scoggins
Aviva Segall
Lynn G Seppala
Andrew Sewell
Helen P. Shaffer
Jeanette Shires
Elizabeth Shribman
Ivan Shulman
Priscilla Slaughter
David Snead
Meredith Snow, ICSOM
Ari & Natalie Solotoff,  

in honor of Jesse Rosen
Katie Somero
Daniel Song
Trine Sorensen
South Coast Symphony
South Florida Symphony  

Orchestra
Ruth Sovronsky

Peggy Springer
Springfield Symphony Orchestra  

(OH)
Joan Squires
Maribeth Stahl
Natalia Staneva &  

Eugene Yankevich, in honor of  
Jesse Rosen

Lourdes Starr-Demers
Linda S. Stevens
Beth Stewart
Lester Abberger &  

Amanda Stringer
Susan Stucker  

in recognition of Simon Woods
David Styers & Chong Ee
Robert Swaney
Symphony Silicon Valley
John & Sue Talbot
Eva Tartaglia
Isabel Thiroux
Sonja Thoms
Allen Tinkham
Arletta Black Torres
Samara Ungar
Marc Uys
Joseph Valent
Alan D. Valentine
Van Horn Charitable Fund
Edith & Tom Van Huss
Sarah Van Vleck
Jeffrey Vom Saal
Robert Wagner
Kelly Waltrip
Rachel Webster
Nora Welsh
Rhegan White-Clemm
Allison Whitehall
David Whitehill
Donna M. Williams
The Williamsburg Symphony  

Orchestra
Christopher Wingert
Theodore Wiprud
Karen E. Wix
Randy Wong & Helen Liu
Jeff & Susan Woodruff
Rachel Worby  

in honor of Jesse Rosen
Suzanne Wray
Carole Wysocki
Edward Yim
Anonymous (20)

Even amid the challenges of Spring 2020, members of our orchestra community  
came together to prove that we really are “stronger together”.

With your help, we raised $202,374!
Thank you to our  

Stronger Together: League Giving Days 2020 community.

Your generosity supports our critical work of convening the field and serving as a nexus of  
knowledge and innovation, advocacy, and leadership advancement.

And a special thank you to The Julian Family Foundation for their $35K Challenge Grant.

Every gift is important, as the League partners with more than 1,700 organizations and individuals that 
count on the League as their go-to source for critical information and resources!

Supporting the League of American Orchestras is easy. 
Donate today at www.americanorchestras.org/donate or by calling 646 822 4008. 
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With many in-person concerts on hold due to the pandemic, 
orchestras, pops presenters, and guest artists are adopting 
fresh approaches to pops by heading online, offering more 
intimate events, and following health protocols to keep the 
music going.

The  
Beat Goes On

by Steven Brown

For the Fort Worth Symphony 
Orchestra’s Independence 
Day broadcast, musicians 
performed at the new Dickies 
Arena without an audience and 
observed health precautions, 
as shown in both photos on 
this page.
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What better place for an Indepen-
dence Day concert than a sports 

arena—a place with room enough for a 
full orchestra, a rousing stage produc-
tion, and 14,000 flag-waving viewers? The 
Fort Worth Symphony Orchestra had 
something else in mind, though, when it 
took its “America Strong” program into 
its hometown’s new Dickies Arena. “We 

thought it would be the perfect venue for 
a socially distant orchestra,” says Keith 
Cerny, the orchestra’s president and CEO.

Welcome to pops during the pandemic. 
The arena’s expanses of seats remained 
empty, and a television crew was the only 
audience in sight. Music Director Miguel 
Harth-Bedoya and the 55 Fort Worth 
Symphony musicians spread out across the 

arena’s main floor, with six 
feet between string players 
and even more room sepa-
rating the winds and brasses. 
Everyone who could wear a 
mask while playing did so. 
The other musicians—and 
their exhalations—were par-
titioned off with Plexiglas. 
When Dallas-Fort Worth’s 
WFAA-TV broadcast the 
festivities, the viewership 
set a station record for the 9 
p.m. Saturday time slot. The 
concert gave the Fort Worth 
Symphony its first chance 
to play as an ensemble since 
the March coronavirus lock-
down—and the July 4 holi-
day drew other orchestras 
back into action, too.

The Philly POPS, con-
densed to 38 players from its 
usual 65, live-streamed a July 
3 concert led by new Mu-
sic Director David Charles 

Abell; the group’s Philly POPS Jazz Or-
chestra followed with a televised concert 

on July 4. The Houston Symphony and 
Principal Pops Conductor Steven Reineke 
turned their annual patriotic affair from an 
outdoor concert into a three-hour televi-
sion broadcast from the orchestra’s Jones 
Hall home, whose seats remained deliber-
ately empty.

The orchestras could hardly declare 
their independence from the virus, but the 
concerts marked the start of a revolution 
in how they present concerts—beginning 
with the groups that are able to restart 
their pops programs this season. Some, 
like the Philly POPS and Cincinnati Pops, 
at first will limit themselves to livestreams. 
The Fort Worth and Houston orchestras 
are taking a hybrid approach: they will 
stream their concerts and admit much-
reduced in-person audiences into their 
concert halls.

Nobody expects to return to the pre-
virus status quo any time soon. The Pitts-

The Houston Symphony opened its pops season last year with Hamilton star Renée Elise Goldsberry. This year, the 
Houston Symphony and Principal Pops Conductor Steven Reineke turned their outdoor July 4 pops concert into a 
television broadcast from Jones Hall, whose seats remained deliberately empty.

Fort Worth Symphony President and CEO 
Keith Cerny speaks to musicians at the 
orchestra’s July 4 television broadcast. The 
concert took place at Dickies Arena, which 
had enough space to accommodate the 
55 socially distanced musicians. The only 
audience in the 14,000-seat arena was the 
television crew.

New approaches due to the 
pandemic may mark the 
start of a revolution in how 
orchestras present pops.
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burgh Symphony Orchestra indicated as 
much in September, when its musicians 
agreed to pay cuts including a 25 percent 
reduction in their base salary due to the 
loss of box office and related income. Staff 
pay took a major hit, too.

“We are going through a horrendous 
time, on every level,” says artist manager 
Marilyn Rosen, founder of Marilyn Rosen 
Presents. But Rosen has found an upside. 
Orchestras, which have long lamented 

that public tastes in entertainment have 
gravitated away from them, now “have an 
opportunity unlike any other time—an 
opportunity to think outside the box,” she 
says. “We don’t have to go back to what 

was. We can go to something better—or 
something more.”

Pandemic Protocols for Pops
When the Philly POPS decided to 
livestream its July 3 concert, Chief Oper-
ating Officer Karen Corbin had to reach 

back to knowledge from her past. “My 
background was in television for decades,” 
Corbin recalls. “I never thought I was go-
ing to use these skills again.” Meanwhile, 
the orchestra had to plan a social-distance 
setup in The Met Philadelphia, a century-
old theater that offered generous space. “Of 
course, we were anxious about the whole 
thing: the safety issue, the first stream we 
ever did,” Corbin says. “But these adapta-
tions were part of a new reality.”

Each concert’s rehearsals took place the 
day of the performance, so that no one had 
to leave The Met in between, she explains. 
Besides relying on now-typical protocols 
such as checking temperatures and spread-
ing out the orchestra’s seating, the orches-
tra assigned a number to each of the 38 
musicians, so they could enter and leave 
the stage in sequence—without crowding. 
For obvious reasons, conductor Abell and 

The Philly POPS gave a livestreamed July 3 concert—minus audience—at The Met, an old theater 
with generous space for socially distanced musicians. Music Director David Charles Abell and the 
musicians had not previously performed in such a spread-out arrangement.

Philly POPS Music Director David Charles 
Abell wore a patriotic mask for the orchestra’s 
July 3 livestreamed concert.

“We are going through a horrendous time, on 
every level,” artist manager Marilyn Rosen 
says of the pandemic. Nevertheless, she adds, 
the field has “an opportunity to think outside 
the box.” Rosen is shown here with client Dave 
Bennett, who performs several programs with 
orchestras.
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Vocalist Ann Hampton Callaway, who in typical 
seasons performs often with orchestras, 
recently began producing a livestream concert 
series that she calls “my at-home speakeasy.”
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The Cincinnati Pops livestreamed their July 4 concert, led by Pops Conductor John 
Morris Russell and featuring vocalist Melinda Doolittle. Musicians wore masks, playing 
one-to-a-stand and sitting a minimum of six feet apart.
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the musicians had 
never rehearsed or 
performed in so 
spread-out an ar-
rangement. “One 
of our saxophone 
players,” Corbin 
recalls, “said to me 
that for the first 
20 minutes, it was 
odd. But he was 
so thrilled to be 
performing again 
that, at the end of 
20 minutes, it was 
like he had been 
doing it forever. 
And by the perfor-

mance, he didn’t even notice it.”
The strings could hear one another de-

spite the spacing, Abell recalls, but the 
winds and brasses—despite wearing ear-
phone monitors—faced a challenge hear-
ing one another. Nevertheless, he adds, 
“it was wonderful to be back together 
after months of inactivity. The distancing 
didn’t make much of a difference, once we 
got used to it; we could hear each other, 
thanks to the technical wizardry of the 
POPS staff and our sound engineers. 
Many of the musicians said how happy 

they were to be playing again with their 
colleagues.”

The Philly POPS expects to rely on 
livestreams until state and city officials 
give the okay for at least limited live audi-
ences. But the Fort Worth Symphony and 
Houston Symphony will welcome scaled-
down live audiences at pops concerts 
that will also be streamed. With the clo-
sure of its home, Bass Performance Hall, 
through the end of 2020, the Fort Worth 
Symphony will move its pops and other 
concerts from Bass Hall, where social dis-
tancing would allow about 500 listeners, 
to the larger Will Rogers Auditorium, 
which has room for about 800. The move 
to the larger venue has an added benefit: 

a boost at the box of-
fice. Since the spread-
out orchestra will take 
up the entire stage, the 
orchestra will add an 
extension to accom-
modate guest artists, 
such as the singers for 
a soul-music program 
in late October. The live 
audience, of course, will 
trigger a fresh set of 
protocols and formats, 
many of them spelled 
out in advance on the 
Fort Worth Symphony’s 
website. Concertgo-
ers will enter the hall 
at assigned times, and 
they’ll have to wear 
masks. Tickets will be 
electronic, not paper; 
ditto for program books. 
Concerts, at around an 
hour long, will dispense 
with intermission and 

its worries about audience traffic flow be-
tween hall and lobbies. Free bottled water 
will make up for the shuttered concession 
stands, although income from concessions 
will take a hit.

“This has taken a complete redesign 
of the patron experience,” Cerny says. 
“I’ve got to tell you, this has been one of 
the busiest summers of my life. It feels in 
many ways like we have been building the 
symphony from scratch, even though we’ve 
been in business more than 100 years.”

New Audience Connections
As long as access to in-person concerts 
is limited at best, streaming will give or-
chestras their main—and in some cases, 
their only—link to their audiences. But 
there’s a hitch. “The challenge is always 
the revenue side,” Fort Worth’s Cerny 
says. The Philly POPS, COO Corbin 
explains, will depend mainly on dona-
tions from businesses, foundations, and 
music lovers until it starts selling tickets 
again. So will other orchestras focused 

on free livestreams—such as the Cincin-
nati Symphony Orchestra, which will in-
clude three Cincinnati Pops programs in 
its new Live from Music Hall series this 
fall. “It’s more important than ever for us 
to be a resource for and accessible to our 
entire community, which is why we made 
the decision to make our seven Live from 
Music Hall digital events free,” Cincin-
nati Symphony President Jonathan Mar-
tin said in a statement announcing the 
series. The orchestra, he added, relies on 
“unwavering support from our sponsors 
and donors.”

The Houston Symphony has charted 
a new course. Beginning in May, the or-
chestra charged $10 a concert for weekly 
livestreams featuring musicians perform-
ing in their living rooms; later installments 
offered chamber and small-ensemble 
concerts from Jones Hall, the orchestra’s 
home, at the same price. The next step 

Houston Symphony 
Executive Director and 
CEO John Mangum 
says that the orchestra’s 
concert streams attract 
viewers from far beyond 
Houston and engage a 
wider pool of donors, 
too.
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Singer and pianist Tony DeSare in a pre-pandemic performance 
with the Omaha Symphony. In August DeSare gave a solo show—
for a masked, socially distanced audience—sponsored by the 
Columbus Indiana Philharmonic. “It had been so long since I 
heard applause,” DeSare says. “The masks don’t get in the way of 
applause.”
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The pandemic has 
precipitated “a complete 
redesign of the patron 
experience,” says Fort Worth 
Symphony President and CEO 
Keith Cerny.

With orchestras 
using fewer 
musicians 
onstage due to 
safety protocols, 
Brent Havens, 
who conducts 
and produces 
classic-rock shows 
for orchestras—
homages to Led 
Zeppelin, Queen, 
the Rolling Stones, and others—says that 
pops scores are being re-orchestrated for 
smaller ensembles.

http://americanorchestras.org
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came during the Labor Day weekend, 
when a Broadway program led by Steven 
Reineke launched Live from Jones Hall, 
a season-long series of classical and pops 
livestreams. Single concerts are $20; a pops 
subscription comprising nine programs is 
$135.

The response to the streams launched 
this summer has already revealed unex-
pected possibilities. “On any given week, 
at least half the people who buy a ticket 
also make a contribution. That’s been 
great,” says John Mangum, the Houston 
Symphony’s executive director and CEO. 
The benefits go beyond the revenue itself. 
“One of the things we’re seeing with the 
streaming audiences is that a lot of people 
are not necessarily our longtime subscrib-
ers,” Mangum points out. “They’re people 
who may have bought a single ticket a year 
or two ago, but they really became closer 
to us because of this big push we’ve made 
into digital since the lockdown.”

The streams, Mangum says, also at-
tract viewers from far beyond Houston: 
typically, 35 to 40 states and a handful of 
other countries each week. So he thinks 
the livestreams are here to stay. “I wouldn’t 
want to lose that audience,” he says, “by 
turning off the streaming when everything 
goes back to quote-unquote normal—
whenever that happens.”

Orchestras have found that streaming 
and the internet can pay still other divi-
dends. After the Nashville Symphony sus-
pended its concerts, Principal Pops Con-
ductor Enrico Lopez-Yañez put together 
a weeklong virtual music camp for young 

children. “We had people from as far away 
as San Diego signing on,” he says. “By be-
ing virtual, we had the potential to reach 
all over the country.” The Philly POPS 
turned its POPS in Schools series of 
master classes and other activities, which 
the lockdown squelched, into POPS in 
Schools@Home, a set of online videos and 
supporting material. “Normally, we reach 
about 3,000 students in the Philadel-
phia school district,” Corbin says. “We’ve 
reached over 18,000 online. So it was a 
happy transition.”

Rightsizing Repertoire
As complex as devising safety protocols 
and adopting fresh technology may be, 
yet another task stands at the very center 
of pandemic pops: conductors, orchestras, 
and soloists have to find scores that work 
with 30 or 40 musicians rather than 60 
or 80. Brent Havens, who conducts and 
produces an array of classic-rock shows 

for orchestras—homages to Led Zeppe-
lin, Queen, the Rolling Stones, and oth-
ers—just happened to be prepared for this. 
“The good news for us is, I had already re-
orchestrated all of my shows years ago for 
about 27 pieces,” Havens says. “We were 
getting calls, for example, from casinos 
that were interested in having us perform, 
but the casino stages were much too small 
to accommodate a full 50-, 60-, 70-piece 
orchestra. Now, as we do new shows, I 
write my charts in such a way that they’ll 
work both ways, without me having to 
re-orchestrate them.”

Others are scouring libraries, reper-
toire lists, and their own recollections. 
For a guest conducting appearance with 
the Utah Symphony, the Nashville Sym-
phony’s Lopez-Yañez revamped a Latin 
American program to do without some of 
the orchestra’s wind instruments, which 
didn’t yet have safety clearance to play. 
“There’s not a lot of super-upbeat Latin 
American repertoire,” Lopez-Yañez says, 
“that doesn’t include winds and brass.” 
Or so he thought—until he investigated. 
“It’s been a fun, deep dive learning about 
all this repertoire. There actually is a fair 
amount” of Latin American repertoire 
that fits the bill.

Vocalist Capathia Jenkins and singer-pianist 
Tony DeSare take a bow in a pre-pandemic 
performance with the Maui Pops Orchestra. 
Travel restrictions mean that far-flung 
concertizing is on hold for the time being.
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After the Nashville Symphony suspended its concerts, Principal Pops Conductor Enrico Lopez-
Yañez (shown here conducting the Nashville Symphony) put together a weeklong virtual music 
camp for children.

Conductor Enrico Lopez-Yañez has been 
investigating suitably scaled scores for pops 
concerts. “It’s been a fun, deep dive learning 
about all this repertoire,” he says.
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Singer-pianist Tony DeSare, whose 
specialties include songs linked to Frank 
Sinatra, thinks the iconic singer’s mate-
rial—best known from Sinatra’s record-
ings—will lend itself to lighter orchestral 
sounds. “That’s the thing about the Sina-
tra music,” DeSare says. “It was written 
for everything to be miked and recorded 
in a studio,” rather than projected to the 
back row of a concert hall. When his per-
formances with orchestras resume this 
fall, he says, “I’m actually looking forward 
to hearing the songs in a less grandiose 
way—a little more sensitive, a little more 
intimate.” 

Finding a Way
Even as silver linings appear, everyone re-
alizes that the pandemic storm is far from 
finished buffeting orchestras. “The budgets 
are going to be tightened, and they’re not 
going to be able to afford certain things,” 
says artist manager Randy Chaplin, found-
er of Chaplin Entertainment. “The artists, 
if they want to keep performing, may have 
to adjust their way of thinking about fees. I 
think a lot of concessions are going to have 
to happen, in order to make music again.” 
As social distancing hits orchestras’ box of-
fices, “I’m seeing a lot of cooperation and 
a lot of empathy from the artists, saying, 

‘We’ve got to keep these orchestras alive,’ ” 
Chaplin adds. Soloists sometimes agree, for 
instance, to do two shorter, no-intermission 
shows in place of a single full-length one.

Like everyone else, pops musicians have 
to deal with the pandemic’s upheavals and 
stress. The lockdown cost Havens’s classic-
rock shows and their performers about 50 
dates, he says. Singer DeSare says he had 
no concerts for five months—“the longest 
I was home from the road in at least 15 
years.” Conductors have gotten snagged, 
too. Byron Stripling was supposed to de-

but this October as the Pittsburgh Sym-
phony’s principal pops conductor, but 
the orchestra’s cancellation of all its fall 
concerts put a stop to that; at press time, 
the orchestra hadn’t announced a Plan B. 
After Miguel Harth-Bedoya’s farewell 
program as the Fort Worth Symphony’s 
music director fell victim to the lockdown, 
the summer’s America Strong program 
became his de facto goodbye.

The pandemic has subjected all perform-
ing artists to “a real mental reckoning,” says 
artist manager Peter Throm, founder of Pe-
ter Throm Management, which represents 
Enrico Lopez-Yañez and Tony DeSare, 
among others. “I have experienced this in 
very real terms with everyone I work with. 
It’s one thing to say, ‘Oh my gosh, where’s 
my next paycheck coming from?’ The next 
thing is, ‘This is who I am. It’s how I exist.’ ”

Some artists respond by creating their 
own outlets on the internet. DeSare has 
produced more than 150 installments of 
his “Song Diaries,” for which he records, 
mixes, and posts a new performance of 
a classic number each day. Singer Ann 
Hampton Callaway, who performs often 
with orchestras in a typical season, now 
produces her own livestream concert series, 
The Callaway Hideaway. She calls it “my 
at-home speakeasy.” She adds, “I have had 
a very busy online presence doing private 
Zoom concerts, public shows, fundraisers, 
galas, and rolling with the innovations of 
technology. Fortunately, I am a pianist who 
can play for myself, and the intimacy of 
these offerings has been very captivating to 
people—thankfully.”

Everyone’s ideal is to return to the stage. 
DeSare managed it in Indiana in late Au-
gust, when he stepped before a masked, 
socially distanced audience to do a solo 
show—sans orchestra or rhythm sec-
tion—sponsored by the Columbus Indiana 
Philharmonic. “It had been so long since I 
heard applause,” DeSare says. “The masks 
don’t get in the way of applause. It was a 
little difficult to see everybody’s faces—
you couldn’t see smiles or reads the faces as 
well. But it was great. I felt very energized 
by that performance.”  

STEVEN BROWN is a Houston writer 
specializing in classical music and the arts. He 
previously served as classical music critic of the 
Orlando Sentinel, Charlotte Observer, and Houston 
Chronicle.

Artist manager Randy Chaplin, seen here 
with client Marie Osmond, and Dennis Alves, 
director of artistic planning at the Boston 
Pops, says, “I’m seeing a lot of cooperation 
and a lot of empathy from the artists, saying, 
‘We’ve got to keep these orchestras alive.’ ”

Some orchestras are limiting 
themselves to livestreams 
for pops concerts. Others 
are taking a hybrid virtual/in-
person approach.

Before the pandemic, pops acts like the Texas Tenors, seen here with the Phoenix Symphony, 
performed with the Atlanta, Pittsburgh, Nashville, Phoenix, Kansas City, and other orchestras.
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THE RAT PACK! 100 Years of Frank!
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

DUKES of Dixieland
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Big Band Broadway with Debbie Gravitte
John Such Artists’ Management
jsuchmgt@aol.com
johnsuchartists.com/shows

Count Basie Orchestra
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Julie Budd
Dennis Ritz Artists’ Representative
dennisritz@att.net
dennisritzartistsrepresentative.info

Julie Budd is an enduring talent 
who has been thrilling audiences 
as a guest artist appearing with 
30-plus orchestras throughout 
her career. Her repertoire includes 
sixteen programs fully scored and 
orchestrated, from a trio to a full 
symphony.

DUKES BRING NEW ORLEANS to You!
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

After COVID-19 and 
46 years, we’re still 
performing All New 
Orleans Music. Now 
streaming our latest 
outdoor concert at 
www.dukesofdixieland.
com, and come visit 
us on the Steamboat 
Natchez in the French Quarter.

The following paid listings have been supplied to Symphony by League of American Orchestras business 

partners who represent pops attractions and conductors in the areas of pops performance. What follows 

does not imply endorsement by the League of American Orchestras or Symphony. It is not intended to be 

fully comprehensive, but to be a reference point for orchestras charged with pops programming.

Symphony 

2020

Big Band/Swing

Americana /Country

mailto:ceo@broadwaypops.com
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
mailto:marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
http://marilynrosenpresents.com
mailto:jsuchmgt@aol.com
http://johnsuchartists.com/shows
mailto:marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
http://marilynrosenpresents.com
mailto:dennisritz@att.net
mailto:marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
http://marilynrosenpresents.com
http://www.dukesofdixieland.com
http://www.dukesofdixieland.com
http://dennisritzartistsrepresentative.info/
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Fascinating Gershwin
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

The Golden Age of Broadway!
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

Kern Tribute featuring Show Boat in Concert
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

Masters of the Musical Theater
John Such Artists’ Management
jsuchmgt@aol.com
johnsuchartists.com/shows

My Fair Broadway! The Hits of Lerner and Loewe
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

Now Playing on Broadway!
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

One Singular Sensation: the Music of Marvin Hamlisch
John Such Artists’ Management
jsuchmgt@aol.com
johnsuchartists.com/shows

Oscar on Oscar! Featuring Oscar Andy Hammerstein III
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

Steve Lippia – Simply Swingin’ – Frank Sinatra and 
Friends
Andersen Arts Group
lori@andersenreps.com
andersenreps.com

Ann Hampton Callaway and Liz Callaway – “Broadway 
with the Callaways”
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

A Rodgers and Hammerstein Celebration
John Such Artists’ Management
jsuchmgt@aol.com
johnsuchartists.com/shows

Behind the Mask: The Music of Webber, Hamlisch, 
Schwartz, and More!
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

Big Band Broadway with Debbie Gravitte
John Such Artists’ Management
jsuchmgt@aol.com
johnsuchartists.com/shows

Bravo Broadway!
John Such Artists’ Management
jsuchmgt@aol.com
johnsuchartists.com/shows

Broadway A-Z: ABBA to Les Miz!
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

Broadway by Request: Your Audience Picks the Show
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

Broadway Gentlemen
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

Julie Budd
Dennis Ritz Artists’ Representative
dennisritz@att.net
dennisritzartistsrepresentative.info

Julie Budd is an enduring talent 
who has been thrilling audiences 
as a guest artist appearing with 
30-plus orchestras throughout 
her career. Her repertoire includes 
sixteen programs fully scored and 
orchestrated, from a trio to a full 
symphony.

Broadway

http://www.americanorchestras.org
mailto:lori@andersenreps.com
http://andersenreps.com
mailto:marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
http://marilynrosenpresents.com
mailto:jsuchmgt@aol.com
http://johnsuchartists.com/shows
mailto:ceo@broadwaypops.com
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
mailto:jsuchmgt@aol.com
http://johnsuchartists.com/shows
mailto:jsuchmgt@aol.com
mailto:dennisritz@att.net
http://johnsuchartists.com/shows
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
http://johnsuchartists.com/shows
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
http://dennisritzartistsrepresentative.info/
http://johnsuchartists.com/shows
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The ROARING Twenties!
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

SO IN LOVE! The Cole Porter Concert
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

Something Wonderful: The Songs of Rodgers and 
Hammerstein
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

Cirque de la Symphonie
alex@cirquedelasymphonie.com
cirquedelasymphonie.com/

Unique production designed to 
bring magic of cirque to music 
hall! Audiences thrilled by aerialists 
and acrobats, sharing stage with 
the symphony. Themes: Cinema, 
Broadway, Holidays, Light Classics, 
and more.

Classical Kids LIVE!
Classical Kids Music Education
paul@classicalkidsnfp.org
ClassicalKidsLive.com

Classical Kids are far and away 
the best for introducing children 
to classical music! Beethoven 
Lives Upstairs, Gershwin’s 
Magic Key, Mozart’s Magnificent 
Voyage, Vivaldi’s Ring of Mystery, 
Tchaikovsky Discovers America.

Mark Twain Today
Carl Martens
chmartens12@gmail.com
www.marktwaintoday.org

Reincarnation of Mark Twain! 
Now he’s an accomplished actor, 
musician, conductor, and narrator … 
along with timeless wit and humor. 
Bring new life to your Pops season! 
“Peter & The Wolf?”

Broadway
(continued)

Conductors/Pops

Mi Musica! – A Musical Celebration of Latin 
America
Peter Throm Management, LLC
peterthrom@me.com
peterthrom.com

Celebrate the great composers of Latin America in this 
bilingual, culturally inclusive concert conducted by Enrico 
Lopez-Yañez. This concert offers the perfect opportunity 
to collaborate with local cultural groups and highlights 
music by Marquez, Moncayo, and Lecuona.

Family Concerts

http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
https://www.peterthrom.com/
http://cirquedelasymphonie.com/
https://www.classicalkidsnfp.org/
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The Music of James Bond and More
John Such Artists’ Management
jsuchmgt@aol.com
johnsuchartists.com/shows

Ann Hampton Callaway – “Fever: The Peggy Lee 
Century”
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Ann Hampton Callaway’s “Streisand Songbook”
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Aretha: A Tribute with Capathia Jenkins and Ryan Shaw
John Such Artists’ Management
jsuchmgt@aol.com
johnsuchartists.com/shows

Frank and Ella Together
John Such Artists’ Management
jsuchmgt@aol.com
johnsuchartists.com/shows

Steve Lippia – Simply Swingin’ – Frank Sinatra and 
Friends
Andersen Arts Group
lori@andersenreps.com
andersenreps.com

Film Music

Great American Songbook

Julie Budd
Dennis Ritz Artists’ Representative 
dennisritz@att.net
dennisritzartistsrepresentative.info

Julie Budd is an enduring talent 
who has been thrilling audiences 
as a guest artist appearing with 
30-plus orchestras throughout 
her career. Her repertoire includes 
sixteen programs fully scored and 
orchestrated, from a trio to a full 
symphony.

Marissa Mulder
Dennis Ritz Artists’ Representative
dennisritz@att.net
dennisritzartistsrepresentative.info

Marissa Mulder is a vocal artist to 
be savored. The New York Times 
said, “far and away the season’s 
best show.” Michael Feinstein says, 
“A truly gifted singer.” Jon Weber, 
former host of NPR’s “Piano Jazz,” 
accompanist/musical director.

Tony DeSare, Sinatra & Beyond
Peter Throm Management, LLC
peterthrom@me.com
peterthrom.com

The triple-threat singer/pianist/songwriter Tony DeSare 
takes on the legend of Ol’ Blue Eyes himself. Featured 
songs: “Come Fly with Me,” “New York, New York,” and 
more.

http://www.americanorchestras.org
mailto:dennisritz@att.net
http://johnsuchartists.com/shows
http://johnsuchartists.com/shows
http://johnsuchartists.com/shows
http://marilynrosenpresents.com/
http://dennisritzartistsrepresentative.info/
http://dennisritzartistsrepresentative.info/
https://www.peterthrom.com/
http://andersenreps.com/
http://marilynrosenpresents.com/
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New York Voices “Swingin’ Christmas”
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Steve Lippia – A Swingin’ Holiday Affair
Andersen Arts Group
lori@andersenreps.com
andersenreps.com

Patti Austin
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Holiday Pops

Julie Budd
Dennis Ritz Artists’ Representative 
dennisritz@att.net
dennisritzartistsrepresentative.info

Julie Budd is an enduring talent 
who has been thrilling audiences 
as a guest artist appearing with 
30-plus orchestras throughout 
her career. Her repertoire includes 
sixteen programs fully scored and 
orchestrated, from a trio to a full 
symphony.

DUKES BRING NEW ORLEANS to You!
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

After COVID-19 and 
46 years, we’re still 
performing All New 
Orleans Music. Now 
streaming our latest 
outdoor concert at 
www.dukesofdixieland.
com, and come visit 
us on the Steamboat 
Natchez in the French Quarter.

Jazz/Blues

SPECIAL ADVERTISING SECTION symphony F A L L  2 0 2 066
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mailto:marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
http://marilynrosenpresents.com
http://www.dukesofdixieland.com
http://www.dukesofdixieland.com
http://dennisritzartistsrepresentative.info/
http://andersenreps.com/
http://marilynrosenpresents.com/
http://marilynrosenpresents.com/


67a m e r i c a n o r c h e s t r a s . o r g SPECIAL ADVERTISING SECTION

Symphony  Pops Listings  2020

THE RAT PACK! 100 Years of Frank!
Broadway Pops International
ceo@broadwaypops.com
broadwaypops.com/concerts

Mi Musica! – A Musical Celebration of Latin 
America
Peter Throm Management, LLC
peterthrom@me.com
peterthrom.com

Celebrate the great composers of Latin America in this 
bilingual, culturally inclusive concert conducted by Enrico 
Lopez-Yañez. This concert offers the perfect opportunity 
to collaborate with local cultural groups and highlights 
music by Marquez, Moncayo, and Lecuona.

Mi Musica! – A Musical Celebration of Latin 
America
Peter Throm Management, LLC
peterthrom@me.com
peterthrom.com

Celebrate the great composers of Latin America in this 
bilingual, culturally inclusive concert conducted by Enrico 
Lopez-Yañez. This concert offers the perfect opportunity 
to collaborate with local cultural groups and highlights 
music by Marquez, Moncayo, and Lecuona.

An Evening with China Forbes
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Pink Martini’s beloved lead 
singer China Forbes presents her 
favorite songs, from the American 
Songbook to Donna Summer to new 
originals, along with a taste of Pink 
Martini.

Light Classics

Nostalgia Rock/Pop

Other

http://www.americanorchestras.org
http://marilynrosenpresents.com/
https://www.peterthrom.com/
https://www.peterthrom.com/
http://broadwaypops.com/concerts
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Dallas String Quartet
Kevin Peters
kevin@glberg.com
www.dallasstringquartet.com

Blood Sweat & Tears featuring Keith Paluso (“The Voice” 
2018)
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Ann Hampton Callaway – The Linda Ronstadt 
Songbook
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

This show celebrates 
Ronstadt’s songs, from her 
pop/rock period as well as 
classics from her Nelson 
Riddle CDs.

Brass Transit … The Musical Legacy of Chicago
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Brass Transit “nails” the 
music of Chicago with the 
Grand Rapids Symphony. 
“A high-energy, hit-filled, 
crowd-pleasing, studio-tight powerhouse with incredible 
orchestrations.” “Fantastic!” “Spellbinding!”

Classical Night Fever – The Ultimate Symphonic 
Best of ’70s Disco
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

The performers take the 
stage in stylin’ afros, head-
turning costumes, and 
groovy choreography. It’s a 
’70s disco tribute, feel-good 
extravaganza you won’t 
soon forget!

Dave Bennett’s “Whole Lotta Shakin: Swing to 
Rock”
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Hold onto your seats as 
multi-instrumentalist Dave 
Bennett rocks the stage, 
saluting music from swing to 
rock ‘n’ roll to country, Elvis, 
Jerry Lee Lewis, and his 
Billboard-charting release Blood Moon.

Go Now! The Music of The Moody Blues – The 
Tribute
Peter Throm Management, LLC
peterthrom@me.com
peterthrom.com

The magnificence of a Moody Blues concert with 
symphony orchestra conducted by Michael Krajewski. 
Featured songs: “Nights in White Satin,” “Tuesday 
Afternoon,” and “I’m Just A Singer (In A Rock and Roll 
Band).”

Stuart Chafetz, Symphonic Genesis & Phil 
Collins
Peter Throm Management, LLC
peterthrom@me.com
peterthrom.com

Phil Collins’s one-of-a-kind drum work and songwriting 
have left an enduring mark on music with megaband 
Genesis and his numerous solo hits. Featured songs: “In 
the Air Tonight,” “Sussudio,” and “Abacab.”

Rock/Pop
(continued)

mailto:marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
http://marilynrosenpresents.com
mailto:marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
http://marilynrosenpresents.com
mailto:marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
http://marilynrosenpresents.com
mailto:marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
http://marilynrosenpresents.com
http://marilynrosenpresents.com/
https://www.peterthrom.com/
https://www.peterthrom.com/
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Pink Martini
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Quartango’s “Feel the Heat” with Argentinean Tango 
Dancers
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Ann Hampton Callaway “Virtually Yours”
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Let Ann Hampton Callaway show your donors, sponsors, 
and audiences appreciation 
by having her write 
personalized songs, record 
a video, or celebrate and 
express your message 
with a live-stream concert. 
Master classes available.

Virtual Offerings

Pink Martini’s Thomas & China – Virtual 
Performance
Marilyn Rosen Presents
marilyn@marilynrosenpresents.com
marilynrosenpresents.com

Live Virtual Concert: Duo performs 
40-minute live concert via video + 
20-minute Q&A.

Virtual Archive Video Concert: 
Presenter-chosen archive of live 
concert video songs. Bandleader Thomas Lauderdale, 
singer China Forbes introduce songs and answer 
questions live. Keep audiences engaged!

World Music
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LEAGUE OF AMERICAN ORCHESTRAS

$150,000 and above
Bruce & Martha Clinton,  

on behalf of The Clinton Family Fund ✧
Melanie Clarke
Baisley Powell Elebash Fund
Ann and Gordon Getty Foundation
The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation
Virginia B. Toulmin Foundation
The Wallace Foundation

$50,000–$149,999
American Express
Ford Motor Company Fund
Howard Gilman Foundation
Mrs. Martha R. Ingram
The Julian Family Foundation,  

Lori Julian
National Endowment for the Arts
The Negaunee Foundation
Steve and Diane Parrish Foundation
Patricia A. Richards & William K. Nichols
Mr. & Mrs. David Roth
Sakana Foundation
Sargent Family Foundation,  

Cynthia Sargent ✧
Richard K. Smucker

$25,000–$49,999
Paul M. Angell Family Foundation
Dr. & Mrs. Malcolm McDougal Brown ✧
Trish & Rick Bryan ✧
Phillip Wm. Fisher Support Foundation
The Hagerman Family Charitable Fund,  

Douglas & Jane Hagerman
Mark Jung Charitable Fund
Alan Mason +
Mr. & Mrs. Alfred P. Moore
New York City Department of Cultural Affairs
Mary Carr Patton
Ms. Trine Sorensen & Mr. Michael Jacobson
Penny & John Van Horn
Leslie Miller and Richard Worley Foundation
Helen Zell

$10,000–$24,999
William & Solange Brown
The CHG Charitable Trust, as recommended by 

Carole Haas Gravagno ✧
The Aaron Copland Fund for Music
Drs. Aaron Flagg & Cristina Stanescu Flagg
Marian A Godfrey
Marilyn Carlson Nelson
John and Marcia Goldman Foundation
Mary Louise Gorno
Jim Hasler
Hugh W. Long
Peter & Catherine Moye
Lowell & Sonja Noteboom
Mark and Nancy Peacock Charitable Fund

Jesse Rosen †
Drs. Helen S. & John P. Schaefer †
Helen P. Shaffer
Irene Sohm

Connie Steensma & Rick Prins ✧
Geraldine B. Warner
Anonymous (1)

With the support of our valued donors, the League continues to have a positive impact on the future of orchestras in America by helping to 
develop the next generation of leaders, generating and disseminating critical knowledge and information, and advocating for the unique role of 
the orchestral experience in American life before an ever-widening group of stakeholders.

We gratefully acknowledge the generosity of the following donors who contributed gifts of $600 and above in the last year, as of September 1, 
2020. For more information regarding a gift to the League, please visit us at americanorchestras.org/donate, call 212.262.5161, or write us at 
Annual Fund, League of American Orchestras, 520 8th Avenue, Suite 2005, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

PLAYING OUR PART: THE CAMPAIGN FOR THE LEAGUE OF 
AMERICAN ORCHESTRAS
Playing our Part is a campaign to support a major $2 million infrastructure investment in our service to 
America’s orchestras, including a new headquarters, modern website, increased digital learning capacity, and 
an improved information technology ecosystem. We gratefully acknowledge the generosity of the following 
donors who have made commitments to support this work:

Burton Alter
Tiffany & Jim Ammerman †
Alberta Arthurs
Brian & Emily Wren Baxter
Marie-Hélène Bernard •
Trish & Rick Bryan ✧
Michelle Miller Burns
Janet Cabot
Chuck Cagle †
Lorenzo Candelaria
The CHG Charitable Trust, as recommended by 

Carole Haas Gravagno ✧
Heather Clarke †
Melanie Clarke
Bruce & Martha Clinton, on behalf of  

The Clinton Family Fund ✧
Bruce Colquhoun
Margarita Contreni †
Gloria dePasquale
The Doerr Foundation
Baisley Powell Elebash Fund
Dr. D.M. Edwards, in honor of the Volunteer 

Council & Jesse Rosen
Daniel & David Els-Piercey
Phillip Wm. Fisher Support Foundation
David J.L. Fisk
Drs. Aaron & Christina Stanescu Flagg
Ray Fowler
Vanessa Gardner, in honor of Group 5-6 members
GE Foundation
Ann and Gordon Getty Foundation
Marian A. Godfrey
Mary Louise Gorno
The Hagerman Family Charitable Fund,  

Douglas & Jane Hagerman
Daniel & Barbara Hart •
Jim Hasler
Patricia G. Howard
H.T. and Laura Hyde Charitable Fund at  

East Texas Communities Foundation †
Inner City Youth Orchestra of Los Angeles
James M. Johnson
The Julian Family Foundation, Lori Julian
Mark Jung Charitable Gift Fund
Cindy & Randy Kidwell
Bob & Charlotte Lewis
Dr. Hugh W. Long

Kjristine Lund
William M. Lyons
John & Regina Mangum
Alan Mason
Steve & Lou Mason, in honor of Jesse Rosen †
Barbara McCelvey
Debbie McKinney †
Anthony McGill
David Alan Miller
Mr. & Mrs. Alfred P. Moore
Peter & Catherine Moye
Kim Noltemy
Lowell & Sonja Noteboom
Steve and Diane Parrish Foundation
Mary Carr Patton
Karen & Tom Philion
Raymond & Tresa Radermacher
Patricia A. Richards & William K. Nichols
Susan L. Robinson
Jesse Rosen †
Barbara & Robert Rosoff ✧
Mr. & Mrs. David Roth
Sakana Foundation
Sargent Family Foundation, Cynthia Sargent ✧
Michael J. Schmitz
Andrew Sewell
Helen P. Shaffer
Laurie & Nathan Skjerseth
Richard K. Smucker
Irene Sohm
Ms. Trine Sorensen & Mr. Michael Jacobson
Ruth Sovronsky
Connie Steensma & Rick Prins ✧
Laura Street
Linda S. Stevens
Isaac Thompson & Tonya Vachirasomboon
Samara Ungar
Alan D. Valentine
Penny & John Van Horn
Robert Wagner
Kelly Waltrip
Terry Ann White †
David Whitehill
Sheila J. Williams
Lindsey Wood
Leslie Miller and Richard Worley Foundation

http://www.americanorchestras.org/donate
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$5,000–$9,999
Burton Alter
Alberta Arthurs
Benevity
Gloria dePasquale
Marisa Eisemann
Barbara Hostetter
The Hyde and Watson Foundation
Jerome Foundation 
New York State Council on the Arts
Robert Kohl & Clark Pellett
Kjristine Lund
Marin Community Foundation
Steve & Lou Mason, in honor of Jesse Rosen †
Anthony McGill
Alan & Maria McIntyre †
Howard D. Palefsky
The Brian Ratner Foundation
Phoebe & Bobby Tudor 
Alan D. Valentine
Simon Woods & Karin Brookes

$2,500–$4,999
Tiffany & Jim Ammerman †
Jennifer Barlament & Kenneth Potsic •
Marie-Hélène Bernard •
Ann D. Borowiec
Michelle Miller Burns •
Lorenzo Candelaria
NancyBell Coe, in honor of Jesse Rosen
Norman Eaker
Dr. D.M. Edwards, in honor of the  

Volunteer Council & Jesse Rosen
Daniel & David Els-Piercey
Catherine French ✧
Gary Ginstling & Marta Lederer
Mark & Christina Hanson •
James M. Johnson
John A. and Catherine M. Koten Foundation †
Dennis & Camille LaBarre †
William M. Lyons
Mattlin Foundation
David Alan Miller
Kim Noltemy
Raymond & Tresa Radermacher
Susan L. Robinson
The Alfred and Jane Ross Foundation
Michael J. Schmitz
Laura Street
Melia & Mike Tourangeau
Steve & Judy Turner
Kathleen van Bergen
Doris & Clark Warden †

$1,000–$2,499
Jeff & Keiko Alexander
Gene & Mary Arner
Beracha Family Charitable Gift Fund
William P. Blair III ✧
Elaine A. Bridges
Susan K. Bright
Karen & Terry Brown
Wayne S. Brown & Brenda Kee †
Monica Buffington
Janet Cabot
Chuck Cagle †
Janet & John Canning †
Leslie & Dale Chihuly
Bruce Colquhoun

The Dirk Family
The Doerr Foundation +
Feder Gordon Family Fund, in memory of  

Albert K. Webster
Courtney & David Filner •
John Forsyte •
James M. Franklin †
Lawrence & Karen Fridkis
Kem Gardner
GE Foundation
William & Nancy Gettys
Edward Benton Gill †
Martha A. Gilmer
Joseph B. Glossberg
Luella G. Goldberg
Gordon Family Donor Advised Philanthropic Fund
Paul Grangaard
Nancy Greenbach
Andre Gremillet
Suzanne Gronemeyer
Daniel & Barbara Hart •
Jamei Haswell
Ms. Sharon D. Hatchett, Volunteer Council
Patricia G. Howard +
H.T. and Laura Hyde Charitable Fund at East Texas 

Communities Foundation †
Inner City Youth Orchestra of Los Angeles
Paul R. Judy
The Junek Family Fund
Cindy & Randy Kidwell
Peter Kjome
The Hess and Helyn Kline Foundation
Joseph Kluger and Susan Lewis Fund
Donald Krause & JoAnne Krause †
Bob & Charlotte Lewis
Mr. John & Dr. Gail Looney
Ginny Lundquist
Sandi M.A. Macdonald & Henry J. Grzes
Yvonne Marcuse
Jonathan Martin
McCollum Family Charitable Fund
Debbie McKinney †
Anne W. Miller †
Steven Monder †
Barbara S. Robinson
Barbara & Robert Rosoff ✧
Dr. Lee Shackelford
Pratichi Shah
Daniel Song
Linda S. Stevens
David Strickland
Manley H. Thaler
Isaac Thompson & Tonya Vachirasomboon
Marylou & John D.* Turner
Gus M. Vratsinas
Robert Wagner
Terry Ann White †
David Whitehill
Donna M. Williams
Sheila J. Williams
The Sam and Sonia Wilson Family Foundation
Paul Winberg & Bruce Czuchna
Mr. & Mrs. Tsung Yeh

$600–$999
Stephen H. Alter, in honor of Jesse Rosen
David Bornemann, Vice Chair, Phoenix Symphony
Drs. Misook Yun & James William Boyd •
Doris & Michael Bronson

John Burrows & Melinda Whiting Burrows,  
in honor of Jesse Rosen

Don & Judy Christl †
Jack M. Firestone
David J. L. Fisk
Vanessa Gardner, in honor of Group 5-6 members
Bob Garthwait, Jr.
Michael Gehret
Mary L. Gray
Sally & William Johnson
Russell Jones & Aaron Gillies
Emma Murley Kail •
Adrienne H. Knudsen
Anna Kuwabara •
Robert Levine †
David Loebel
Mr. Donald F. Roth †
Diana Scoggins, Metropolitan Youth Symphony, 

Portland
David Snead
Joan Squires •
Edith & Tom Van Huss
Charlie Wade

† Directors Council (former League Board)
✧ Emeritus Board
• Orchestra Management Fellowship Program 

Alumni
+ Includes Corporate Matching Gift
* Deceased

HELEN M. THOMPSON  
HERITAGE SOCIETY
The League of American Orchestras graciously 
recognizes those who have remembered the 
League in their estate plans as members of the 
Helen M. Thompson Heritage Society.

Janet F. and Dr. Richard E. Barb Family  
Foundation

Wayne S. Brown & Brenda E. Kee †
John & Janet Canning †
Richard & Kay Fredericks Cisek ✧
Martha and Herman Copen Fund of the  

Community Foundation for Greater  
New Haven

Myra Janco Daniels
Samuel C. Dixon •
Henry & Frances Fogel ✧
Susan Harris, Ph.D.
Louise W. Kahn Endowment Fund of  

The Dallas Foundation
The Curtis and Pamela Livingston  

2000 Charitable Remainder Unitrust
Steve & Lou Mason †
Lowell & Sonja Noteboom
Charles & Barbara Olton †
Peter Pastreich †
Walter P. Pettipas Revocable Trust
Rodger E. Pitcairn
Patricia A. Richards & William K. Nichols
Robert & Barbara Rosoff ✧
Robert J. Wagner
Tina Ward • †
Mr. & Mrs. Albert K. * & Sally Webster ✧
Robert Wood Revocable Trust
Anonymous (1)
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A
s somebody who thinks 
about the nineteenth 
century, I like to juxtapose 
the two monumental genres: 
the symphony and the 

opera. I teach courses about both and 
though I have very few music majors, I 
love opening up these works to students 
in the liberal arts as well as engineers 
and folks in the business school. In my 
History of the Symphony class, we focus 
on Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven, sonata 
form, and the wonderful canonic pieces 
that were written for orchestra. I want 
these students to care about hearing 
complete symphonies, and to feel invested 
in the history as well as in new works. 
I want them to see the energy and the 
excitement—that’s important when you’re 
teaching about a tradition from the past 
that is seen by many today as elitist.

Unlike novels or paintings, music from 
the past has to be recreated in the current 
time; it is embodied by people today. How 
can we watch an opera like Don Giovanni 
and not think of the #MeToo movement 
right now? With The Nutcracker ballet, 
maybe we need to re-stage the Coffee and 
Tea movements so they don’t keep fulfill-
ing negative stereotypes. In opera, one 

Rethinking Music History

CODA

complicated issue is, do you use yellowface 
or blackface in Madama Butterfly or Aida 
or Otello? Then there’s the audience. What 
does it mean for me as a Black woman to 
go to a jazz concert where there is an inte-
grated audience, or to go to the symphony 
and the opera, where frequently I’m one of 
the only Black people?

One of the most pressing issues for 
classical music institutions today is the 
repertory. We desperately need more 
works by people of color. Anthony Davis 
wrote X: The Life and Times of Malcolm X 
in 1986, and today we’re getting more op-
eras on Black topics with Black compos-
ers. There’s William Grant Still—he didn’t 
just write one opera, he wrote a bunch 
of operas. And there are contemporary 
women composers, such as Nkeiru Okoye, 
whose best-known opera is Harriet Tub-
man: When I Crossed That Line to Freedom. 
The Detroit Symphony Orchestra’s March 
world premiere of Okoye’s Black Bottom 

for orchestra and 
singers was my last 
live concert before 
the pandemic 
shutdown. It was 
wonderful! And it 
was great that they 
presented a bunch of her works, including 
Voices Reaching Out, her response to 9/11.

When I think about how to make 
changes, I dream about a holistic approach 
to issues of representation—in the rep-
ertoire, on stage, on the board, backstage, 
and in the audience. In my role as Seattle 
Opera’s scholar in residence, one thing 
that has really impressed me about the 
company is that they have a lot of people 
of color in the administrative area. There 
are Black, Latinx, and Asian American 
staffers, and it’s not just one or two people. 
It’s fun to see all these minds working 
together at meetings. Most of them are 
women and men under 50 and very tuned 
into the current time. I feel like it’s a big 
moment.

We’re trying to build a community 
in the arts that includes people of color. 
Let’s invite people of color to concerts not 
just when you do Gershwin’s Rhapsody in 
Blue, or what you think they might like, 
but to say, “Hey, now that we have you in 
the door, we have all these other goodies, 
Beethoven and Mahler and Shostakov-
ich.” I love it when classical groups reach 
out to Black churches to invite them to a 
Mozart symphony concert! We need to let 
everyone know that they’re entitled to go 
to concerts.  

Naomi André is Professor in the departments 
of African and Afroamerican Studies and 
Women’s and Gender Studies and the Residential 
College at the University of Michigan. She is 
author of Voicing Gender: Castrati, Travesti, and 
the Second Woman in Early Nineteenth-Century 
Italian Opera (2006); Black Opera: History, Power, 
Engagement (2018); and co-editor of Blackness in 
Opera (2012).
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Musicologist Naomi 
André

What does it mean for me as 
a Black woman to go to the 
symphony and the opera, where 
frequently I’m one of the only  
Black people?

Naomi André is one of today’s most compelling thinkers on 
music, tackling the intersection of opera, gender, and race 
through her musicology research, teaching, and writing. As 
the inaugural Scholar in Residence at the Seattle Opera, she 
advises staff and leadership about race and gender in opera; 
participates in panel discussions and podcasts; and contrib-
utes program essays. Here, she speaks about her love for the 
symphonic tradition, building and educating future audi-
ences, and creating communities of color onstage, backstage, 
and in administration.
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