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PRELUDE

W
hen the federal government closed over the holiday season, something 
extraordinary happened—and it wasn’t that this shutdown turned out 
to be the longest in the country’s history. What’s remarkable is that 
orchestras across the country immediately started offering free tickets 
to furloughed federal employees. (See story on page 56.) Free tickets 

were available not only for concerts during the shutdown itself; some orchestras offered 
tickets to pretty much any concert through the end of the current season.

Orchestras have been upping their public-service game in recent years. In the wake 
of Hurricane Harvey in 2017, the Houston Symphony, Houston Youth Symphony, 
and Houston’s Mercury ensemble hosted fundraisers for residents, replaced ruined 
instruments for music students, and gave pop-up concerts in shelters. And they did this 
while their offices and concert halls were damaged, and their musicians were displaced. 
Not all of these efforts are close to home: The Philadelphia Orchestra partnered 
with other Philadelphia arts group to raise thousands for relief efforts in Puerto Rico 
following the devastation of Hurricane Maria.

These actions reflect expansive new definitions of community engagement that 
embrace the urgency of taking action right here, right now. Provocative questions 
emerge: How do orchestras fit in society? How should orchestras fit in society? What is 
the shared value of art, of orchestras? Can—and should—orchestras address issues of 
social justice? The League and growing numbers of orchestras are working to welcome 
underrepresented communities, to program more music by women composers, to 
raise the numbers of black and Latinx musicians. All of it points to social justice as an 
increasingly vital concern at orchestras.
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about the cover
Classical-music road trip, anyone? The answer 
is yes, to judge from the faces of Sarasota Music 
Festival musicians Caeli Smith, Jarita Ng, Joseph 
Betts, and Ben Manis. The most popular American 
vacation by far is one taken by car, so it seems 
reasonable to ask: how many classical festivals 
summer can you hit in a two-week road trip? And 
what is the experience like? See story page 36. 


