
symphony S P R I N G  2 0 2 120

AFA DWORKIN: Though this conversa-
tion is about blind auditions, I hope that 
we look at it more broadly, remembering 
that blind auditions are only a method 
toward creating a more representative, 
more vibrant, more diverse, and richer 
collective that is the orchestra of tomor-

row. While they are a central piece relative 
to the enduring lack of representation in 
orchestras, auditions are merely a means 
to an end—a method or a process—for an 
intended result.

Alex, what other adjacent or equally 
important and tangible actions need to be 

considered when we’re visualizing our end 
goal of creating and building an artistic 
collective that is an American orchestra 
today or tomorrow? Should we be focus-
ing on blind auditions as much as we have 
been, and are there equally important ele-
ments that contribute to a lack of progress 

Blind auditions, in which musicians perform behind a screen to shield their identity, 
were instituted to redress the longstanding exclusion of people of color and women from 
orchestras. Blind auditions were successful in some regards, but the percentage of Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Color musicians has not risen significantly over the years. Is 
it time to rethink blind auditions? Here, Afa Dworkin moderates a discussion in which 
several Black musicians offer their views on where things stand now, share their lived 
experience, and suggest new ways to approach the audition process to create more diverse, 
equitable American orchestras.

Discussion moderated by Afa Dworkin.

Rethinking Blind Auditions

Starting in the 1970s, American orchestras implemented “blind 
auditions,” whereby screens concealed musician candidates from 
the audition committee and promised anonymity. The impetus 
for blind auditions was to address orchestras’ enduring racial and 
gender disparity: most orchestra musicians were White men. By 
eliminating visual characteristics such as race and gender, blind 
auditions meant that a musician’s artistry became the central con-
sideration, and that in turn would lead to greater representation 
and hiring of long-excluded musicians. Orchestras would look 
more like the communities they served.

However, it should be acknowledged at the outset that the term 
“blind auditions” is a misnomer, since very few orchestras have 
engaged in truly blind auditions. Most orchestras have a process 
which determines a musician’s readiness for an audition based 
upon the individual’s resume and, more importantly, the vast ma-
jority of orchestras eliminate the screen during the later rounds of 
the process, thus introducing direct opportunities for bias.

Until blind auditions, auditions were held as they are for actors, 
singers, dancers—you saw exactly who was auditioning. When 
positions opened at orchestras, conductors often handpicked 
players in advance. Frequently, even learning about auditions 
depended on word of mouth, and knowledge of opportunities 

belonged to a self-reinforcing network. Musicians’ unions were 
segregated until the federal government ordered the merger of 
Black and White unions in 1967. Some adjustments were made 
to blind auditions along the way: carpeting was installed when 
people realized that the sound of women’s shoes indicated gender. 
But despite the name, the process was never entirely blind.

Particularly in terms of gender, blind auditions changed the 
face of orchestras. In 1970, according to a 2000 Harvard study, 
women comprised about 6 percent of musicians at some larger 
orchestras. In 1978, according to the League of American Or-
chestras’ 2016 Racial/Ethnic and Gender Diversity in the Orchestra 
Field study, the percentage of women musicians at orchestras 
was 38.2 percent, and in 2014 women comprised 47.4 percent of 
orchestra musicians. The League study reported that the percent-
age of musicians with Asian/Pacific Islander backgrounds rose 
from 5.3 percent in 1980 to 9.1 percent in 2014. However, the 
percentage of musicians identified as African American/Black in 
2014 was 1.8 percent, and 2.5 percent identified as Hispanic/La-
tino. Those percentages had not significantly increased over time, 
and they have risen only marginally since. Orchestras continue to 
be among America’s least racially diverse institutions.

Is it time to reconsider blind auditions?
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and could turn us around?
ALEX LAING: The screen is a tool, 

not a system. I’ve been fortunate to get to 
work with my brother Justin Laing in his 
consultancy, Hillombo. Through that work 
I’ve gotten introduced to a lot of things, 
in particular a way that Justin sometimes 
brings the work of Donnella Meadows, 
Ibrahm X. Kendi, and the Heifetz and 
Minsky “Adaptive Leadership” framework 
into dialogue with each other.

All three of those sources would say 
there’s no such thing as a broken system, 
and the results that we are seeing in terms 
of hiring and auditions are the outputs 
of a system operating correctly—though 
the stated intention of the system might 
be otherwise. Donella Meadows wrote a 

piece called “Leverage Points: Places to 
Intervene in a System,” in which she says 
that the most impactful place to intervene 
in a system is at the level of mindset. If 
the question about auditions was, where 
should we be focusing in order to cascade 
the biggest difference in the system, 
believing that the system is operating cor-
rectly for itself right now, I would locate 
the screen as being towards the margins 
of this system. It’s a tool that relates to 
this question of “diversity in orchestras,” 
but where there’s a need for attention—in 
addition to looking at the tools and the 
techniques and the procedures—is around 
our mindset. What’s the aesthetic or 
mindset argument for this and how does 
that show up?

DWORKIN: Perhaps the focus needs 
to be on how orchestras want to see 
themselves, how they act as inclusive 
bodies that intentionally attract musicians 
of color so that what they offer is a richer, 
more diverse, more representative version 
of themselves. How to get there depends 
on whether they do the right work at the 
onset.
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engagements include the Cleveland Orchestra, Boston Pops, 
Louisville Orchestra, and the Atlanta, Baltimore, Colorado, Detroit, and 
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Competition, she is a founding member of Harlem Quartet, with which 
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Institute of Music and New England Conservatory.

If we’re looking for different 
results, we have to be doing 
things differently, our 
methodology must change.  
–Afa Dworkin

http://www.americanorchestras.org
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LAING: It’s about mindset. You could 
use a screen and have an orchestra made 
up entirely of Black women, and you 
could not use a screen and have an or-
chestra made up entirely of Black women. 
The real determinant in that would be 
your mindset, in terms of why you want 
that result and what that is about for you 
artistically, as an ensemble. Mindset is 
where I think there’s the opportunity to 
cascade change. Because of the work I 
get to do with my brother, I was able to 
deliver a provocation for the Association 
of California Symphony Orchestras where 
I riffed on this question of paradigm and 
mindset, and how you answer the question 
of “for what purpose?” For a symphony 
orchestra, if the answer to that “for what 
purpose” question necessitates having a 
more diverse orchestra, then you would 
have a more diverse orchestra. You would 
either use a screen or not use a screen in 
pursuit of that.

DWORKIN: Jeri, could you discuss 
your view on why we haven’t been able to 
evolve our mindset heretofore—not to any 
measurable extent where we could say that 
the difference was made by way of having 
orchestras be more representative on a 
systemic level. Could you reflect on what 
might stand most significantly in our way, 
and also the role of blind auditions relative 
to that.

JERI LYNNE JOHNSON: Alex and 
I first met at the Shift Festival in D.C. 
at the Kennedy Center, and the speech 
that I gave there was about transforming 
the paradigm. To me, language is a very 
important indicator of people’s thought 
processes. One of the points I made in 
that speech is that, when we speak about 
diversity in future terms, that speaks as 
though diversity is not a feature of reality. 
Diversity is a fact. The sooner that orches-
tras begin to deal with the fact of diversity, 
that will help shape mindsets about what 
they do. Diversity is not an endpoint that 
describes a set of fixed variables. Diversity 
describes the relationships between mem-
bers of a living system, whether it’s an 
orchestra, a school, a society. To the extent 
that relationships between the members 
of those living systems continue to change 

and evolve, the process of achieving and 
maintaining diversity is a lifelong core 
operational process. Blind auditioning, the 
screen, is a tool, not a system.

Maintaining and achieving diversity 
within a living system is a constantly 
shifting target that doesn’t stop after one 
or two years. There are no reductionist, ex-
ternal methodologies or practices or tools 
that will achieve something permanently 
and finally. It is a living system, and this 
is the way that people have to think about 
how you adapt your organization. This is 
an adaptive strategy for not just surviving 

the moment politically, but for thriving 
within society as a functioning part of a 
democracy as an arts institution. Going 
back to mindset: understand that diversity 
is a fact of reality. Starting with that fact, 
what do you do?

DWORKIN: The biggest hurdle for 
our sector to overcome is the unfortu-
nate myth that whenever we speak about 
representation or diversity or inclusion, we 
need to succumb to a compromise rela-
tive to artistic merit and need to expect a 
lesser standard. This tale is long overdue 
for being eliminated and combatted. There 
is no lack of talent, not even a lack of 
preparedness. There is a respectable roster 
of qualified, poised, incredibly talented, 
and prepared musicians of color.  What 
we have lacked is true change, because 
orchestras have not prioritized it.

There seems to be now a greater volume 
of conversations among orchestras, to be 
precise the 103 orchestras that partner 
with the National Alliance for Audi-
tion Support [a collaboration among 
the Sphinx Organization, New World 
Symphony, and the League of American 
Orchestras]. That conversation seems to 
be about: we’re ready to do something dif-
ferently, let’s develop new methodologies 
and new ways to prioritize this so that 

we can come out of the pandemic and 
set a different tone relative to diversity in 
orchestras. My biggest objective, person-
ally and professionally, is to make sure 
that when we look back on this year of 
George Floyd, of Breonna Taylor, of triple 
pandemics, we don’t say to ourselves, great, 
we’ve created more diversity committees, 
engaged a few keynote speakers of color, 
and are now centering the work of Black 
and Brown artists a couple of times a 
year, rather than once. Let’s not permit 
ourselves a reality where our stages and 
decision desks go without tangible change.

What can we tell orchestras to do or 
not to do, so that when we get back on 
stage we can be proud of our efforts? How 
do we begin to see a real shift of what is 
both on stage and behind the stage?

JOHNSON: It’s critically important 
to involve everyone in the process. These 
can’t be externally driven; they need to be 
internally motivated projects and activi-
ties. That’s not to say that there aren’t tools 
and resources and strategies where we 
leverage inflection points in the system. 
It’s about how we do it in a much more 
nuanced and conscientious manner. For 
example, everybody is focused on fellow-
ships, which are an important tool, but 
from the standpoint of getting people 
actively engaged in this work, we need 
to go beyond fellowships into creating 
mentorships that are inclusive mentor-
ships, not just diverse mentorships. What 
I mean is that there is a more recipro-
cal relationship between a mentor and a 
mentee, where everybody can learn from 
each other, where the flow of information 
and experience and insight is not uni-
directional. Young people or new people 
coming into orchestras have insights and 
experiences and points of view that are of 
deep value to an orchestra as we continue 
to maintain relevance and survive in a new 
era. These are the kinds of relationship-
building that go beyond simply attract-
ing people of color to the artform or a 
particular organization to maintaining and 
developing them long-term.

DWORKIN: I have been a bit more 
encouraged this year by hearing members 
of orchestras who are allies but not neces-

The screen is a tool, not a 
system. Mindset is where I 
think there’s the opportunity 
to cascade change. –Alex 
Laing



23a m e r i c a n o r c h e s t r a s . o r g

It’s important that musicians are honest 
about how they got their job, and maybe 
that was the way we used to do it because 
that’s the way our teachers did it. But 
we’re in 2021, we want a different type 
of orchestra that includes everyone, and 
those policies won’t work anymore. Fully 
blind auditions with screens up, pre-ad-
vancement removed, and an open audition 
will help tremendously.

That said, in 2021 and moving forward, 
the job requirements and qualifications are 
different for orchestra musicians. Reevalu-
ating the whole process and the job—I’m 
all for that. The bare minimum at this 
point is that the screen should be up, and 
we should remove pre-advancements. 
Pre-advancements are in all the contracts. 
I’m going through contracts right now for 
all kinds of orchestras, from the small-
budget to the largest-budget orchestras, 

and there’s always a way to get in an 
orchestra without even auditioning. That’s 
a problem.

DWORKIN: Many professional 
musicians of color in American orches-
tras have shared that having a fully blind 
audition from the very beginning to the 
very end, and giving everyone who wishes 
to audition an opportunity, will improve 
things right off the bat. We should also 
change our mindset. It’s long overdue for 
us to begin envisioning ourselves as more 
diverse organizations. Relative to the 
job description of an orchestral musi-
cian today, what do you think about the 
possibility of establishing a committee of 
professionals who assess the fitness of a 
musician that goes beyond their ability 
to play an excerpt? As in, their ability 
to serve as a strong ambassador for the 
mission of that orchestra, their ability to 
relate to the community which it serves or 
in which it resides, their communication 

skills, their talents as a teaching artist. All 
qualities and skillsets would be assessed 
in addition to one’s ability to play three 
minutes of Don Juan excerpt. Those would 
be considered when trying to ascertain 
somebody’s readiness to join an orchestra. 
Do you see it as sensible, realistic?

ARNOLD: That’s great. However, my 
biggest issue would be that if you see the 
person, biases come in. Particularly if it’s 
an interview process before the screen 
comes down, which it would be. I’ve been 
interviewed for finals, and the questions 
that were asked—some were inappropri-
ate. “How old are you?” and “Where do 
you see yourself in five years?” Those ques-
tions shouldn’t be asked.

My own experience makes me think 
about that. Whatever method we use to 
keep auditions as blind as possible would 
be great, and once a job is offered, then 
maybe the ability to speak in front of an 
audience, work with young people, play 
new works, are rolled into the tenure 
process. Or maybe there’s a question about 
“please list your experience with commu-
nity engagements” that won’t take away 
from the blind process. I don’t want inher-
ent bias affecting the outcome.

MELISSA WHITE: I have been 
thinking about who learns about audi-
tions and when invitations are given out, 
because auditions are maybe not so widely 
advertised. Who is getting invitations 
to audition, who are they coming from? 
When we think of diversifying what an 
orchestra looks like, we should also think 
of diversifying who we are getting the 
word out to. When auditions come up 
and an orchestra is thinking of who they 
want to reach, where are they going to 
reach people? Conservatories oftentimes 
have wonderful musicians, but so do 
universities with music programs. A lot 
of times, smaller schools aren’t told about 
auditions. Students and young musicians 
don’t necessarily know where to look or 
who they should be talking to about these 
opportunities. When word gets out on 
auditions, it’s important to diversify where 
that announcement is made and who it 
gets to.

As musicians, we talk a lot about em-

sarily musicians of color talk about how 
they want to help their orchestra get there. 
There’s more of that spirit of activism and 
a desire to do something differently. We’re 
coming to terms with the fact that if we’re 
not asking ourselves for different results, 
we cannot follow the same methodol-
ogy—it’s just not logically possible. How 
do we instill a sense of accountability?

JOHNSON: Democracy is everybody’s 
responsibility. There are many different 
ways of accountability. I don’t know that 
there’s any one point in a system that 
we can point to and say, this is where we 
should be accountable. I think all people 
who believe in this work and want to 
undertake this work and see change—it is 
up to all of us. That doesn’t mean we’re all 
responsible for all the change, but we are 
responsible for ourselves and for our roles 
in this process to whatever extent we feel 
comfortable and compelled to engage in 
the process. Everyone can do something.

When we talk about diversity, equi-
ty, and inclusion, the inclusion part of 
orchestral culture is critically important. 
We should empower people at every level 
of the organization, whether it’s orchestra 
musicians, librarians—who are also musi-
cians—in the orchestra to feel empowered 
to engage this work and to feel that they 
have something to contribute. Inclusion 
isn’t just inclusion from the standpoint of 
visual diversity and representation, it is 
including everyone and encouraging them 
to join in this process of change.

JENNIFER ARNOLD: There are two 
very different conversations that we’re 
having. The first conversation is about 
the actual audition process in its current 
form. I think that if you did a fair, fully 
blind audition—meaning invite people, 
stop leaving people out, don’t pre-advance 
anyone, and have the screen up for three 
rounds—I believe an orchestra could actu-
ally be more diverse right there, without 
changing too much of the process. If that 
comes from an honest place, if orches-
tras are honest about how musicians are 
hired and eliminate certain things, you 
will see a more diverse orchestra without 
even changing some of the things that 
people are talking about in this industry. 

Diversity is a fact. The sooner 
that orchestras begin to deal 
with the fact of diversity, that 
will help shape mindsets about 
what they do. –Jeri Lynne 
Johnson

http://www.americanorchestras.org
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bracing our individuality. Once musicians 
join an orchestra, of course it’s important 
that the individuality is the orchestra. But 
the orchestra is made up of individuals, 
and musicians oftentimes are multifaceted 
in what we excel in. What if orchestras 
started to embrace that and allow musi-
cians to show their fullness in whatever 
that may be? Once auditions are done 
and perhaps on the tenure track, asking 
musicians what skillset they add to this 
body becomes part of the conversation. It’s 
exciting—perhaps someone wants to see 
this orchestra because a certain musician 
is in it and the musician excels at improv-
ing, so that’s worked in. Even if it’s not 
in a concert, but in some way allowing 
musicians to continue growing in their 
multifaceted personalities and letting that 
shine through.

DWORKIN: It’s an opportunity for 
orchestras to consider musicians joining 
their ranks as individual artists who add 
something artistically and culturally to 
the collective. Understanding and caring 
about that seems like it would be a natural 
thing. Particularly for today’s generation 
of artists, millennials and onward, an 
individual musician may become a point 
of attraction that encourages them to 
consider a pathway into an orchestra—if 
they know that’s valued.

ARNOLD: A couple of major concert-
master auditions are coming up. Indi-
vidualism and what a musician is in the 
21st century have been on my mind. I was 
thinking about auditions and repertoire, 
still having violas play Bartók, Hindemith, 
and Walton at auditions. You could have 
Mozart concerti or solo Bach in a round, 
of course, but why not also let musicians 
decide what they’re going to play for their 
audition, maybe for their solo piece, for 
one round. If someone picks a solo piece 
by Jessie Montgomery or Valerie Cole-
man, you’ll see who is inclusive. Some 
of the orchestras that are talking about 
auditions right now are not changing 
repertoire to show what they want to be, 
who they want musicians to be, and what 
the organization is about for the future. If 
you want more diverse people to come to 
your audition—beside recruiting, which 

I think is the number one thing—people 
are not going to show up if your orchestra 
is not publicly putting it out there that it’s 
inclusive. 

DWORKIN: Let’s talk about reper-
toire. For the past decade, I have spent 
time as part of the Sphinx Organization 
encouraging and cajoling and shaming 
orchestras into diversifying what is put 
on stage, and encouraging folks to simply 
open up and make themselves interested 
in an incredible volume of works by living 
and historical Black and Brown compos-
ers. There’s no lack of excellent literature. 
Statistics from the League of American 

Orchestras a few years ago tell us that less 
than 1 percent of all literature performed 
by American orchestras as part of main 
subscription series is by people of color. 
That’s hardly a milestone. We have been 
seeing encouraging season announce-
ments, and it’s terrific that some of these 
deserving works are beginning to be 
programmed. How do we encourage 
orchestras to embrace that, recognize the 
wealth that’s here already and the beauty 
and excellence inherent to these works by 
Black and Brown composers, and make it 
a consistent practice to have the repertoire 
be reflective of the rich diversity in our 
communities?

ARNOLD: A lot of people have been 
reaching out to ask for my list of BIPOC 
[Black, Indigenous, and People of Color] 
composers and artists. I refer them to mu-
sicbyblackcomposers.org, composerdiver-
sity.com, or boulangerinitiative.org. People 
in the industry need to take time, just like 
I have, and sit, listen to music, get to know 
composers, get to know artists. At the 
last in-person SphinxConnect, I handed 
my card to composers. I said, “I’m Jen 

Arnold, I’m at the Richmond Symphony, 
I’d like to know who you are.” That’s not 
a promise to commission anyone, it’s just 
introducing myself. When we’re talk-
ing about auditions and how to diversify 
everything, the whole industry needs to 
have a restart. We do things because we’ve 
always done them that way, and it’s time 
to stop that. People in the programming 
industry need to put themselves out there 
instead of having people come to us. 

There’s also a conversation that people 
are uncomfortable having, about BIPOC 
composers versus women composers. 
Maybe orchestras are doing better incor-
porating women, but if all your women 
composers and all your women conductors 
are White, are you really diversifying your 
season? 

JOHNSON: I would look at the issue 
of the brand of an orchestra writ large in 
the general public’s mind. Your ability to 
program composers of any kind goes back 
to what your brand is. Is your brand “we 
are all about the past,” or is your brand 
“we are all about the now”? Is your brand 
exclusion or is your brand belonging? To 
the extent that your brand strength as an 
organization is such that no matter what 
you put on your program, your audience is 
down for whatever you’re doing, you can 
be as bold as you wish in your program-
ming. 

DWORKIN: Simply changing some-
thing for a season won’t make a difference. 
However, redefining who we are to our 
community will. That takes initiative and 
risk taking, but we’ve seen how in a digital 
age, enforced by COVID, we’ve been 
flexible and agile. We’ve done things that 
we thought would never be possible in a 
digital space. Orchestras are reimagining 
themselves. We could and must do the 
same thing by reimagining ourselves from 
a cultural and a diversity standpoint. 

WHITE: In this new virtual realm, we 
can change the concept of public rela-
tions and what orchestras send when they 
want to get the word out for an upcoming 
program or season. Love it or hate it, so-
cial media is out there. Why not use that 
for people to get to know the artist, what 
they’re listening to, what they’re watching 

If you did a fair, fully blind 
audition—stop leaving people 
out, don’t pre-advance anyone, 
and have the screen up for 
three rounds—I believe an 
orchestra could be more 
diverse right there. –Jennifer 
Arnold

http://musicbyblackcomposers.org
http://musicbyblackcomposers.org
http://composerdiversity.com
http://composerdiversity.com
http://boulangerinitiative.org
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that inspires something they write if it’s 
a composer. What were the transforma-
tive performances they gave or saw that 
sparked inspiration? What if a PR kit 
included more of that sort of informa-
tion, so before you go you get a little bit 
of acquaintance? It doesn’t have to be 
expensive; it can be accessible to anyone 
around the world. It’s starting to make our 
world smaller with what we have at hand, 
and what we use anyway. Then it’s not like 
people are coming to hear a stranger on a 
program.

LAING: I’m thinking about the con-
straint that Ibram X. Kendi’s framework 
places on us around racism and antira-
cism, and the unavailability of the option 
of “not racist.” We’re looking at orchestras 
at the level of mindset and asking, are 
we racist or antiracist? If we were to say 
that we are aspiring to be antiracist as 
our mindset, what actions, behaviors, and 
indicators flow from that? Auditions, 
repertoire, where the hall is located, real 
estate, relationship to community, the 
indicators so you know that you’re doing 
the work. There was a piece by Project 
Zero at Harvard called “The Qualities of 
Quality” about how you define excellence 
in the first place. That piece was about 
arts education, but the idea travels. Are 
you defining excellence in a way such that 
you could have an American orchestra 
that didn’t include Black music and Black 
musicians and call it excellent?

BJ Fogg [behavioral scientist at Stan-
ford University] has a model for behavior 
that says, “Behavior is what happens 
when motivation, ability, and a prompt all 
come together.” What we’ve seen to the 
surprise of a lot of us is how the behavior 
of orchestras around programming has 
changed dramatically in the last eighteen 
months. Did we gain some new ability? 
I think that what we got was a prompt 
and some motivation that then allowed us 
to access the ability that we already had. 
With auditions, maybe we should spend 
our energy imagining what would need to 
change for different behavior in hiring—
that’s what we are really looking for. 

ARNOLD: A conversation I have at 
the Richmond Symphony is that in every-

thing we do, we think about how some-
thing looks to the BIPOC community. If 
repertoire for your auditions is not diverse, 
that’s a problem in 2021. Audition rep 
needs to be looked at, and I don’t mean 
just the classical works, I mean style. More 
orchestras are playing different styles. 

Let’s add that into auditions. It’s also pro-
gramming. We had a virtual gala recently, 
and originally the repertoire for the virtual 
gala was all White male composers. And 
I was like, we just don’t have programs 
of all White male composers, even for a 
short gala. I suggested something else, and 
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the orchestra was wonderful and recorded 
it. Every aspect has to be thought about, 
throughout the organization, asking in 
every single thing: what does this look like 
to people who don’t feel included?

DWORKIN: It isn’t just hiring a musi-
cian, or a handful, it’s also hiring profes-
sionals and artistic leaders who bring new 
expertise and help shape what everything 
looks like. I can say from a personal 
standpoint through our Sphinx LEAD 
program that there are plenty of artistic 
thinkers, administrators, and planners who 
are ready to lead as we reshape and rede-
fine ourselves. At every step, leadership, 
which starts from the board, really needs 
to make some decisions which may depart 
from traditions. If we’re looking for differ-
ent results, we have to do things differ-
ently, our methodology must change. For 
some orchestras it may mean asking, are 
we an antiracist collective that wants to 
define itself as actively eradicating particu-
lar kinds of behaviors? Other orchestras 
might ask, are we evolving and trying to 
define ourselves but find certain practices 
unacceptable, and want to change those, 
or maybe change one at a time?

Melissa, you have a portfolio career 
where you do everything from improvising 
to playing the “canon” classics to teaching 
to inspiring. You’re also a cultural entrepre-
neur. Orchestral playing isn’t part of that 
portfolio. What is the picture of an ideal 
orchestra, perhaps a year from now, that 
might attract to that potential line of work? 

WHITE: Most of my work is not in 
the orchestral world, but I think back 
fondly on when I was playing with 
Orpheus [the conductorless NYC-based 
chamber orchestra] regularly, and I abso-
lutely loved it. What I loved most was that 
it combined the chamber-music aspect of 
playing, which is so intimate and com-
municative in a spontaneous way, along 
with the idea that we as the musicians, 
from the front to the back in every section 
of the orchestra, are giving input to create 
this artistic expression and experience 
at the highest level of excellence. It can’t 
work like that if you have a hundred-piece 
orchestra, but at the same time this idea 
that you have to listen across the sections 

and not simply look up at one person, is 
something I am drawn to.

Music making should stay fresh like 
that. An orchestra that is able to keep 
the freshness and the identity of the 
individuals who make up the orchestra 
and actually thinking of diversity as an 
ever-evolving concept is interesting to me. 
That, and having the orchestra be nearly 
a world community. It’s the personnel 
on stage, the music being performed, the 
conductors, the soloists, everybody behind 
the scenes who makes it all work, so that 
it is a living organism that’s constantly 
thinking about how they can embrace 
change and take this organization into the 
future. 

Orchestras have a bigger job than sim-
ply giving great concerts every weekend 
or four nights a week. I’d love to see an 
orchestra that really becomes a living 
organism that embodied that change, 
their community, and then globally what 
the arts are—which is daring to be bold, 
daring to be different, and being okay if 
it’s not widely accepted. We have to take 
that as artists, and we’re usually willing to 
put ourselves out there.

DWORKIN: Jeri, what will have 
changed a year from now that would make 
you think, this is in the right direction, 
this is positive, authentic, fundamental for 
the field? 

JOHNSON: Black Pearl with a $10 
million budget [general laughter]. I say 
that jokingly, but also kind of seriously. 
Let’s invest in models that demonstrate 
the change we want to see. We invest a lot 
in change we’re hoping to make, which is 
an aspirational process. But let’s also show 
what success looks like at the end of that 
process and invest in high-impact orga-
nizations. There are several nimble, agile, 
highly impactful organizations, and the 

influx of money isn’t just about the money, 
it’s about bringing cachet and attention to 
these models that can then increase their 
impact by getting more people to notice 
them and their willingness to try new 
things. 

ARNOLD: I hope in a year that people 
take a deep dive into their audition process. 
That’s the number one thing for me, hon-
estly. I really want people to think about it 
and make meaningful change—especially 
because there are so many auditions com-
ing up. The time is now to address audi-
tions. It’ll be a huge mistake not to. 

That’s my first thought. My second 
thought is that I really believe that people 
in my job need to communicate better and 
start sharing repertoire lists. There are so 
many great commissions coming out, es-
pecially social justice-wise and by BIPOC 
composers. There are so many works being 
created and commissioned in the next 
five years, but no one is sharing them. We 
need to come together so that these works 
have repeat performances. In a year, I hope 
there’s some sort of database where people 
can be like, “this sounds exactly right for 
my community, let me program this, let 
me reach out.”

I envision orchestras that look very 
different. I hope they keep highlighting 
Black and Brown artists in the way that 
they have this year. I hope they keep the 
momentum. I hope they create opportuni-
ties for new artists to shine. And I hope 
people open their ears and learn and listen 
to new works. That’s my thought for a year 
from now. 

LAING: I would be excited for 
orchestras that are moving away from 
universality towards particularity. I would 
love to see orchestras examining their 
mindset as it relates to racism and 
antiracism, and deciding to commit 
themselves explicitly towards being 
antiracist orchestras. And committing to 
discernible, smart goals—not just 
aspirations—to hiring across the organi-
zation, including the musicians. Moving 
from universality to particularity, moving 
from racism to antiracism, and commit-
ting to some hard, discernible targets in 
service of those changes in mindset.  

When we think of diversifying 
what an orchestra looks 
like, we should also think 
of diversifying who we are 
getting the word out to.  
–Melissa White
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