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The LA Phenomenon 
 

 
 Every day it seems another orchestra cancels its final season concert due to 

financial hardship or, worse yet, falls victim to bankruptcy. The recent economic woes of 

the United States have left no arts institution untouched and it seems evolution is taking 

hold in a whole new way with the survival of the fittest taking on a gloomily prophetic 

meaning in an ever tougher market. In the last 15-20 years the arts sections of newspapers 

countrywide have displayed articles about the demise of many orchestras with 

innumerous others holding on by merely a thread. Yet while the death knell is being rung 

for too many of the country’s top orchestras, one unique institution not only prospers, but 

is able to commission and program multiple world premieres, schedule triples of concerts 

consisting of American music, or 20th and 21st century masterpieces, and keep high 

enough above water to start education initiatives.  The Los Angeles Philharmonic and 17-

year Music Director Esa-Pekka Salonen have risen together to the top and have a lesson 

or two to teach other orchestras about success. 

 When other orchestras like the Philadelphia Orchestra are cutting 20% of their 

orchestral staff, the LA Phil is able to add the Young Musicians Initiative which includes 

a Composer Fellowship program offering opportunities for young musicians to study 

composition with world famous composers. They are concurrently sustaining the Green 

Umbrella Series whose sole focus is the promotion of new music to an enthusiastic 

audience. What is it about this orchestra, this community, and perhaps more importantly 
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this music director and the one to come that make for a hospitable environment for new 

music? 

 In this paper I will explore the many ways the Los Angels Philharmonic has 

developed a successful season blending orchestral chestnuts with American music and 

new music from around the world. By taking a look at the history of the organization, 

specific marketing strategies, the savoir-faire of Maestro Salonen, the recent appointment 

of Gustavo Dudamel, the current president Deborah Borda, a world-famous new hall, 

engaging pre-concert talks, the all-important Hollywood Bowl, and a number of other 

elements, I plan to reveal the key ingredients of the LA Phil’s rise to the top as a beacon 

of contemporary music in the orchestral music world. The exact recipe for success 

remains a secret, but the ingredients are there for the taking if other orchestras are brave 

enough, and interested enough to invest the time and money necessary for proper 

maturation of such an extraordinary product.  

 

A little history and some key players 

 In 1919, William Andrews Clark the son of a rich copper-baron used a 

considerable chunk of change ($200,000 back then) to hire top-rate musicians from the 

East Coast and start his own orchestra which he supplemented with players from the 

struggling Los Angeles Symphony. A Parisian-educated violinist with a burning desire to 

create an orchestra on a par with Boston, New York, and Chicago and plenty of cash to 

get started, Clark single-handedly supported the new Los Angeles Philharmonic for the 

first 15 years of its existence.1 A few music directors passed through the ranks, but it 

wasn’t until the German conductor Otto Klemperer arrived that the orchestra began to 
                                                
1 http://www.calendarlive.com/music/swed/cl-tm-philharmonic35aug31,0,1343085.story?coll=cl-swed 
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develop a sound of its own. Klemperer put the Phil on the map and although he 

concentrated on developing the orchestra’s skills at playing Beethoven, Brahms, and 

Mahler, he also premiered several works of Stravinsky and his own countryman and 

fellow L.A. resident Arnold Schoenberg.2 This was only the beginning of this orchestra’s 

long tradition of performing contemporary works. 

 In 1934 Clark announced that he was out of money and could not continue to 

sustain the orchestra. In July of that same year he died unexpectedly leaving the orchestra 

with no endowment; however this was not the end of the Philharmonic. Harvey S. Mudd, 

a rich mining engineer and president of the Southern California Symphony Association, 

which was founded before Clark cut his funding, took it upon himself to be the savior of 

the L.A. Philharmonic and personally paid Klemperer’s salary for the next three years. 

However, with the affects of the Great Depression, and the fact that the LA Phil had 

never had to rely on public funding before, efforts to fundraise were painful and slow-

going.3 The bright side of this was that Mudd didn’t believe in the snobby exclusivity of 

orchestral music and made efforts to change this by suggesting alternatives to the 

concert-hall experience like a USC/UCLA benefit football game and Philharmonic racing 

days at Santa Anita.4 A similar approach of accessibility combined with creative 

fundraising efforts seems to be a thread that connects all of the key players in the history 

of the LA Phil. 

 Klemperer lasted 6 years with the LA Phil before being incorrectly diagnosed 

with a brain tumor. Shortly after debilitating surgery which left half his face paralyzed, he 

ended up being institutionalized for manic depression and bi-polar disorder. The next six 

                                                
2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Otto_Klemperer 
3 http://www.calendarlive.com/music/swed/cl-tm-philharmonic35aug31,0,1343085.story?coll=cl-swed 
4 http://www.calendarlive.com/music/swed/cl-tm-philharmonic35aug31,0,1343085.story?coll=cl-swed 



 4 

years were filled with guest conductors followed by an 11-year tenure of Alfred 

Wallenstein, one of the original cellists of the Philharmonic, none of which proved to be 

particularly stimulating for the orchestra.5  

 Finally in the mid-50s, Dorothy Buffum Chandler, or “Buffy” to her friends, 

became manager of the Philharmonic and enthusiastically rallied the forces to undertake a 

significant fund-raising effort which ended in the building of the first official music hall 

of the L.A. Philharmonic, the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion.  

 After a less-than-two-year stint with the orchestra, Eduard van Beinum, who had 

also been conductor of the Royal Concertgebouw, suffered a heart attack and died. The 

next bit of the story is a bit complicated. Mrs. Chandler signed a three-year contract with 

the Hungarian conductor Georg Solti who would begin his tenure in 1962 and bring the 

orchestra into their new yet-to-be-built hall. The same year she and the board hired the 

26-year old Bombay-born Zubin Mehta as assistant conductor without consulting Solti. 

Solti immediately resigned, and Mehta ended up taking up the post of Music Director 

instead. This was the first, but not the last 26-year old conductor of this burgeoning 

orchestra. Mehta stayed with the Philharmonic for 17 years and although he was not the 

favorite son he paved the way for a new orchestra with a new vision.  As Mark Swed put 

it, “he was exotic yet, ironically, he was the first music director of the Philharmonic to 

show a real connection with Los Angeles, the first to think of the orchestra as an active 

participant in its community and its times. L.A. was a unique blend of low and high art, 

of Schoenberg and show biz. So was Mehta.”6 Mehta was now the face of the 

Philharmonic and with the orchestra now in their new 3,100-seat auditorium, the L.A. 

                                                
5 http://www.calendarlive.com/music/swed/cl-tm-philharmonic35aug31,0,1343085.story?coll=cl-swed 
6 http://www.calendarlive.com/music/swed/cl-tm-philharmonic35aug31,0,1343085.story?coll=cl-swed 
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Phil had an image. Dorothy Chandler was on the front of Time Magazine and so was 

Mehta. The New Yorker ran a profile of the young conductor, and Mehta secured a 

recording contract and brought the performance level of the orchestra up a serious notch. 

 

The Fleischmann years (1969-1997) 

 In 1969, Ernest Fleischmann, became the manager of the L.A. Philharmonic. 

Fleischmann was a conductor, impresario, and the wizard who brought the LA Phil from 

a pretty good orchestra to an internationally recognized and celebrated powerhouse. 

Among the many important accomplishments of his tenure are the creation of the Los 

Angeles Chamber Music Society and the Los Angeles New Music Group and its “Green 

Umbrella” Series which focused solely on new music.7  

 Fleischmann’s vision for this orchestra was extraordinary and with his strength of 

character and a great eye for talent, he convinced the reticent Italian conductor, Carlo 

Maria Giulini, to come succeed Mehta who had accepted the post as Music Director of 

the New York Philharmonic in 1978. 

 Tall, handsome, and infinitely suave, Giulini brought a new finesse to the Los 

Angeles Philharmonic with rich and sensitive interpretations of the repertoire and an 

undying commitment to Beethoven, Brahms, Verdi and Schubert. However, perhaps the 

most important thing he brought with him was a recording contract with Deutsche 

Grammophon. This ensured international recognition, and began a new chapter in the life 

of the L.A. Phil.8 Giulini stayed until 1984 when his wife became ill and they moved 

back to Italy. 

                                                
7 http://www.calendarlive.com/music/swed/cl-tm-philharmonic35aug31,0,1343085.story?coll=cl-swed 
8 http://www.calendarlive.com/music/swed/cl-tm-philharmonic35aug31,0,1343085.story?coll=cl-swed 



 6 

 From 1985-89 Andre Previn took the podium, but not with the success that 

Fleischmann had hoped for in hiring an Oscar-winning film composer who happened to 

be a jazz pianist as well. Previn’s Hollywood years were behind him and he much 

preferred concentrating on orchestral refinement than flashy showmanship.  

 In a move reminiscent of one pulled earlier with Chandler and Mehta, 

Fleischmann decided, without consulting Previn, to hire a young Finnish conductor and 

composer, Esa-Pekka Salonen to be Principal Guest Conductor, which once again 

resulted in a very unhappy Music Director. This time, however, Previn did not stand 

down right away, but rather insisted that Fleischmann rescind his offer to Salonen. 

Although the Japan tour and position that had been offered to him were quickly snatched 

away from Salonen, Previn resigned 4 months later and Salonen was named Music 

Director Designate. In 1992 Salonen became the official Music Director of the LA Phil. 

Interestingly, Fleischmann had preferred Simon Rattle for the position, but Rattle wanted 

to stay in the U.K. so Salonen won the job.9 

 

Esa-Pekka Salonen 
 

 “The Salonen era in L.A. may mark a turning point in the recent history of classical 
music in America. It is a story not of an individual magically imprinting his personality 
on an institution—what Salonen has called the "empty hype" of conductor worship—but 
of an individual and an institution bringing out unforeseen capabilities in each other, and 
thereby proving how much life remains in the orchestra itself, at once the most 
conservative and the most powerful of musical organisms”. – Alex Ross10 

 
 The young feisty Salonen was the second 26-year-old hired by the LA Phil to be 

the face of this orchestra. Salonen succinctly described the mission of the Phil, "We are 

interested in the future. We are not trying to re-create the glories of the past, like so many 

                                                
9  http://www.calendarlive.com/music/swed/cl-tm-philharmonic35aug31,0,1343085.story?coll=cl-swed 
10 http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2007/04/30/070430fa_fact_ross 
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other symphony orchestras." 11 And pave the path to the future he did. Following the 

tradition started with Klemperer back in the 1930’s, Salonen, who also happens to be an 

active composer, took up the torch for new music and continued commissioning and 

premiering new works on every season. Since 1992, the year Salonen became the official 

Music Director, there have been no less than 129 world and U.S. premieres played by the 

Los Angeles Philharmonic, and this is not including works premiered on the Green 

Umbrella Series. This is an extremely impressive number considering that many more 

than half of them were commissioned by the LA Phil.12 At an education conference in 

NY in Feb. 2007 Salonen criticized mainstream commissioning: “Institutions tend to play 

it safe. They are less willing to commission a large work by a young composer. They 

don’t want to take the risk. It’s the same old names that keep being circulated all the 

time.”13 If one takes a look at the list of premieres in the last 17 years, it is clear that 

Salonen has made a concerted effort to commission not only the tried and true, but the 

young and budding composers as well. (I have attached the list of premieres). 

  In Alex Ross’ The Rest is Noise, he says about Salonen, “It’s not just about a 

mythical being on the podium who by his own will makes everything somehow happen. 

It’s not so much about the cult of personality of the maestro anymore. Esa-Pekka clearly 

has a strong personality and all that, but with him it definitely feels more collaborative.”14  

 Having personally sung under him in performances of Mahler’s Second 

Symphony in Paris, I can attest to the fact that he is a no-nonsense kind of guy who 

comes and gets the job done, but does it powerfully, and engages everyone from the get 

                                                
11 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Los_Angeles_Philharmonic_Orchestra 
12 The LA Phil sent me a list of all the premieres ever played by the LA Phil. 
13 http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2007/04/30/070430fa_fact_ross 
14 Alex Ross. The Rest is Noise. P. 70 
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go, even if he shows up to rehearsals in jeans, a black t-shirt, a leather jacket, and shades 

atop his head. His sense of humor is dry: he has an attractive accent, great hair, and what 

seems like endless energy. His conducting style is clear and precise, and it is evident that 

he means business and knows the score very well. He hears everything, and addresses 

problems in rehearsal effectively. From the conversations I’ve had with members of the 

London Philharmonia, Joana Carneiro, Esa-Pekka’s assistant conductor in LA for the past 

4 years, and members of the London Symphony Chorus, he’s well-liked and well-

respected.  

 Perhaps this is one of the reasons why Salonen has chosen this year to step down 

as the LA Phil’s Music Director. He senses that things are good and I read somewhere 

that he said something about leaving while “you’re on top.” The biggest reason for his 

stepping down is, of course, to devote more time to composing, but he will still be 

principal conductor of the London Philharmonia, and certainly continue to guest conduct 

all over the world. 

 

Deborah Borda   

 As was obvious with Fleischmann, dynamic leadership in any organization is a 

essential ingredient to the success of the institution, and in this sense the LA Phil is now 

in good hands, especially when it comes to being on the cutting edge, keeping new music 

alive, and providing the audience with the kind of programs and conductors they want. 

Two years after Fleischmann retired, Deborah Borda was recruited by Salonen to take his 

place. Previously the Executive Director of the New York Philharmonic and a 

Manhattanite, Borda had earlier in her career headed up a new music ensemble in Boston, 
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and had worked with composer John Adams at the San Francisco Symphony.15 She 

believes in treating guest composers such as Ades and Adams the way stars like Yo-Yo 

Ma and Joshua Bell are treated, creating the “hero composer” halo around them.  

 She knows the conducting styles of every conductor she hires to conduct the LA 

Phil and knows what kind of result she’ll get in the box office and on stage. When 

commenting on the imminent visit of Christoph von Dohnnáyi as guest conductor she 

said, “. . . it’ll be good for the orchestra. Christoph will pick everything to pieces, 

rehearse in great detail, go back to basics.”16 This kind of commitment and attention to 

detail is rare among executive directors. In terms of the Music Director search to replace 

Salonen, she decided against doing a full blown search, the types of which had caused 

internal problems within orchestras, and instead traveled to see Dudamel conduct over a 

period of a year and a half, getting to know him on a more personal level, and with the 

overwhelming approval of the orchestra members and audience, decided to hire him as 

the next music director of the LA Phil.17 

Gustavo Dudamel 

 Although it was Borda who signed Dudamel, she credits Fleischmann for opening 

the doors and discovering the talent of this young conductor. In Fleischmann’s own 

words: 

“In April 2004, the Bamberg [Germany] Symphony held its first-ever Gustav 
Mahler Conducting Competition. I was one of the judges, along with Jonathan 
Nott and a member of the orchestra. We received 300 videos, and chose 16 
hopefuls to come to Bamberg. One was from Venezuela: Gustavo Dudamel, 
who led his Simón Bolivar Youth Orchestra, and already there was something 
exciting about that video that stood out from all the others, a passionate young 
orchestra that seemed to be playing at the edge of its seats. The competition 

                                                
15 http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2007/04/30/070430fa_fact_ross 
16 http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2007/04/30/070430fa_fact_ross 
17 http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2007/04/30/070430fa_fact_ross 
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program consisted of Mahler’s Fifth Symphony and Rückert Songs, the 
Schubert Fifth and something contemporary from each competitor’s country. 
No, we didn’t inflict 16 complete Mahler Fifths on the orchestra or on 
ourselves; we could stop a performance when the points had been made. Only 
the finalists led complete performances. 
 There were four finalists. Esa-Pekka joined us for the finals. By then there 
was simply no question that Gustavo was not only the winner; he was the kind 
of natural, instinctive musician that comes along rarely. His age has nothing to 
do with it; he had that ability to make musicians give something that they could 
not give otherwise. 
 That November, Deborah, [vice president, artistic planning] Chad Smith 
and I traveled to Venezuela to see this phenomenon on his native turf. That’s 
when the wheels started turning. It’s an amazing thing that Deborah has 
accomplished in these past few weeks, by the way, literally flying in over the 
heads of agents and orchestra managers to sign this guy and make him our own. 
I think it helps that he likes it here.”18 

.   

  2009/2010 will be the inaugural season of the LA Phil’s new Music Director, 

Gustavo Dudamel, the 27-year old Venezuelan conductor, a product of the highly 

esteemed, governmentally subsidized music education system in his home country, called 

El Sistema. Borda was responsible for snatching up Dudamel, who was already being 

courted by a number of other major orchestras. The kind of mindset behind a board of 

directors and orchestra who hires a dynamic, innovative young conductor like Dudamel is 

indeed the kind that is forward thinking and ready to charge the atmosphere with the kind 

of electric energy Dudamel exudes. 

 I personally traveled to New York City in December of 2007 to witness the 

famous Dudamel for myself and formulate an opinion of my own, especially after all the 

hype and frenzy surrounding his being named Music Director of the LA Phil. He 

conducted the Simón Bolivar Youth Orchestra in Carnegie Hall, sharing a program with 

Simon Rattle. The program opened with Bartók’s Concerto for Orchestra which 

Dudamel conducted by memory. The details he brought out, the finesse with which he 
                                                
18 http://www.laweekly.com/2007-05-10/la-vida/ernest-fleischmann/ 
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shaped phrases, and the dramatic contrasts he was able to illicit from the orchestra were 

all testimony to the greatness of this conductor and musician, even if he was “only” 26. 

The orchestra danced under his baton, even to Bartók, and the sound of these teenagers 

was unforgettably focused, musical, and tight. I am convinced that Dudamel deserves to 

be where he is, and might just be the one to save the day when the economy makes 

people think twice about buying their season tickets, or even single tickets to go see the 

LA Phil.  

 Salonen’s comment above about being interested in the future was at a press 

conference the day the Phil revealed its new music director. This statement reaches far 

beyond the hiring of a young conductor and beyond even the implications of 

programming new music. It was a statement that can be seen as the battle cry or mission 

statement of the LA Phil. Next year Dudamel will conduct a festival concentrating on 

music from North and South America including quite a number of works written since 

1945, taking advantage of the fact that more than half the population of Los Angeles is 

Latino. The astute philosophy of Borda, Dudamel, and the board, to engage the public 

with music that speaks directly to their cultural background is one that will likely prove 

successful, especially in these financially trying times. It will be interesting to follow how 

Dudamel’s Latin allure is employed to attract new audience members. 

The Orchestra 

 A brilliant Music Director and a supportive Executive Director and board are only 

part of the orchestral success puzzle. The musicians themselves are truly the key since 

they are the deliverers of the musical commodity to the world, and the LA Phil has 

received rave reviews. According to Thomas Ades, “They always seem to begin by 
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finding exactly the right playing style for each piece of music; the kind of sound, the kind 

of phrasing, breathing, attacks, colors, the indefinable whole. That shouldn’t be unusual, 

but it is.”19 John Adams, one of their principal guest conductors, says “They don’t hold 

back and they don’t put on airs. If you met them in twos or threes, you’d have no idea 

they were playing in an orchestra, that they were classical-music people.”(ibid) There is a 

lack of pretense and self-importance in the players, and not surprisingly the focus on new 

music seems to be one of the main attractions for younger musicians to come audition for 

LA when there are positions open. 

 

The Audience and Funding Sources for New Music 

 I had a conversation with Steven Stucky who was previously composer in 

residence, is currently Consulting Composer for New Music, and will soon be retiring 

after 21 years of service with the LA Phil. I asked him how the new music scene in Los 

Angeles can be so healthy. He told me a little bit about the history of the current new 

music audience.  

 The Green Umbrella was founded in 1982, but the series really started as it is 

known now in 1985. The man behind it all was Fleischmann who wouldn’t take no for an 

answer, fiddled with the budget here and there, and managed to keep the LA Phil in 

business. He was a visionary in the true sense of the word. Esa-Pekka gradually arrived 

on the scene between 1990 and 1992, and eventually he took more interest in the 

programming of the series and over the years the circle (of who chooses the new music) 

got wider and wider.  

 New music is built into the culture of the administration and the orchestra. 
                                                
19 http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2007/04/30/070430fa_fact_ross 
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Green Umbrella concerts were first performed in a small theater seating approximately 

200 people, and they only had to turn away about 10-20 people per concert. Then the 

series moved into an auditorium in the Pan American Theater, then from 99-2003 they 

were in the Zipper Auditorium at the Colburn School (400 seats) and then they made the 

leap to the Walt Disney Hall which seats 2300 and sold out nearly every performance for 

the first year. Now, in 2009, attendance has tapered off and the mass appeal to get into 

the hall has calmed down a bit, but still, each of the six concert attracts about 1600 

patrons which is an astoundingly high number if you compare it with similar concerts 

around the United States. 

 What really interested me was the fact that there was an audience of 4-600 people 

already in the 80’s and 90’s which demonstrated that there was an already existing 

culture in place that appreciated and was excited about new music. Stucky told me that 

there is a long tradition in Los Angeles of concerts like the Green Umbrella series. 

Originally it was a Monday night series called Evenings on the Roof, which then became 

the Monday Evening Concerts which took place in town but not with the LA Phil. 

Lawrence Morton, a long time champion of new music started these concerts, and this 

was part of the culture of LA. Morton didn’t need to bring people like Stravinsky to LA 

since he was already there, but he was the first person to bring Boulez to the US in the 

1950’s, not in NY as many might guess. So this “trained audience” stretches back 50 

years. Morton was, incidentally the director of the Ojai Festival as well before he died in 

May of 1987.20  

                                                
20 http://www.nytimes.com/1987/05/15/obituaries/lawrence-morton-dies-at-82-champion-of-modern-
music.html 
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 In the 1930’s and 40’s with a significant number of  European émigrés in LA 

there was a big thirst for the kinds of concerts that they had been having in Europe, 

especially after the war, and composers like Schoenberg, Stravinsky, Foss, and 

Rachmaninov imported their music and this kind of new music culture to Beverly Hills 

and LA. 

 Now, with Salonen, Stucky says, there is credibility in terms of programming. 

People trust them to give them a great concert and in that way we have brand loyalty. But 

the Phil also spends a lot of money on it. The budget for the Green Umbrella series alone 

is $100,000 and the board has had to sometimes have a lot of courage to invest this kind 

of money into the series. When the LA Phil tours, they often take a Green Umbrella 

series concert with them, playing in New York and Paris. Because of audience loyalty to 

a series like this, those in charge of programming are able to take risks, in other words, 

they can play pieces that are not necessarily sure box-office hits, and there is usually a 

pretty good response. Making the idea of being in the audience for this kind of event cool 

is the LA Phil’s specialty.   

 When I asked Stucky if they have ways to measure audience feedback he said 

they do take it into consideration; receiving verbal comments, letters, emails, and even 

complaints from one audience member that they were too hot while another says they 

were too cold. By and large, though, these comments are random and don’t have much 

play in terms of programming.  

 I asked if composers usually attend when their works are played and whether they 

give pre-concert talks as a way of engaging the audiences. He told me that there are talks 

before each of the concerts in the series and they’ve had pre-concert talks with Ligeti, 
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Boulez, Andriessen, Esa-Pekka, Adams, and, although it was before his time, Stucky 

believes with Berio as well. 

 When asked how much influence Esa-Pekka has on the programming of these 

specific concerts, Stucky said he pretty much trusts the rest of us. If there’s a piece that 

might not be necessarily his style, he trusts us that we know what we’re doing by 

programming it. But ultimately, it is he who has veto power.  

 In terms of funding, there are a few select names on a relatively short list of big-

givers called the Friends of the Green Umbrella. Many of them give a quarter of a million 

dollars a year to new music and often a lot of that goes towards this series. Another key 

source of funding comes from the Hollywood Bowl, a 12-week summer series that takes 

place in the outdoor amphitheater of the same name.  It is because of this festival that the 

LA Phil has a significantly higher percentage of their overall budget come from ticket 

sales. With a budget of nearly 90 million next year, approximately 75 percent comes from 

season ticket sales and income from the Hollywood Bowl. The Bowl seats 19 thousand 

people and in the summer even if they only sell 6 thousand seats per concert, it is a 

significant source of income. The LA Phil is a different orchestra than the Hollywood 

Bowl Orchestra, the latter having been founded so that the Phil wouldn’t have to play 

pops and movie music, however the LA Philharmonic Organization owns the Hollywood 

Bowl Orchestra, so the income from them directly affects the budget of the Phil. Since 

the fixed costs of musicians, paying for lighting, etc, doesn’t change but the ticket sales in 

the summer increase, there is a considerable amount of profit. Stucky also reminded me 

that the BSO has a similar model with the Boston Pops’ Orchestra which is under the 

auspices of the BSO, however not on the same scale. 
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The Audience Growth Initiative21 

 Last year, along with 8 other major US orchestras, the LA Phil participated in a 

study called the Audience Growth Initiative which had as its goal growing their audience, 

increasing loyalty, and reducing churn. The phenomenon known as audience churn is 

essentially the idea of first time ticket buyers not coming back. The study was in three 

parts the first of which was to analyze ticket buyers by looking at data from box-office 

sales and group them into categories ranging from loyal subscribers to “snackers” or 

single ticket buyers. The second phase looked at audience motivations, both for coming 

or not coming to concerts and the third phase gave both general and specific 

recommendations to each of the nine orchestras on how to achieve the above-mentioned 

goals.  

 Interestingly but by no means surprisingly two of the main determining factors 

related to audience attendance had to do with repertoire (Beethoven, Mozart and piano 

soloists at the top of the list), and a desire to experience and learn more about the music.  

One key idea behind this study was to reduce churn not only in season ticket holders, but 

more specifically in single-ticket buyers who on average made up approximately 39 

percent of customers, but only 12 percent of the seats in the concert hall. One of the 

biggest and most successful recommendations made by the Oliver Wyman team was to 

reduce subscription telemarketing and instead send thank yous and “killer offers” to first 

time ticket-buyers. LA took advantage of this idea and it has worked particularly well 

with the Green Umbrella series thus far. 

                                                
21 Rebecca Winzenried. “Into Thin Air,” Symphony (January/February 2009), pp. 54-59. 
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The Composer Fellowship Program as part of the Young Musicians Initiative 

 One of the many contributions Steven Stucky has made to the life of the LA Phil 

is The Composers Fellowship Program which is a 2-year program where high school 

students living in the L.A. area can come, work with top-notch composers and 

conductors, and have their pieces played by the LA Phil. For the first time around, they 

invited four high school students to participate. They took classes with Stucky and met 

with Esa-Pekka Salonen, Leonard Slatkin, and Marin Alsop. They all wrote 5 minute 

pieces for full orchestra, which were played by the LA Phil on two concerts for young 

people. For these performances high school and middle school students were bussed in 

from all over the LA area. 

 Stucky founded this program after having felt frustrated that the education 

program couldn’t find anything for him to do. He thought that since he was there they 

might as well take advantage of him, and he has found this particular project beneficial 

and rewarding for both them and him. The students also wrote chamber works which 

were given readings by members of the LA Phil. He hopes that in the future there will be 

more students interested in this extraordinary opportunity and although he won’t be 

directly involved, at least he has the satisfaction of having been its founder. 

 Also worth mentioning are some education outreach programs that took place 

during the 2008-2009 season: the LA Phil featured Esa-Pekka Salonen's Wing on Wing 

both for Elementary School and Secondary School Concerts, supported by the LA Phil’s 

Symphonies for Schools Youth Concerts program and one of their Toyota Symphonies for 

Youth Concerts. The elementary concert incorporated a theatrical component using 
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sections of the score and for the secondary concerts the orchestra played the entire piece. 

Steven Stucky's Son et Lumiere was also featured on the same program with the pieces by 

students in the Composer Fellowship Program.22 

 

Successful Marketing Strategies 

 One obvious sign of the health of an organization is its marketing. The brochures 

for the 2009/2010 season are nothing short of amazing. First of all, the colors are striking: 

a mixture of hot pink and red burst forth on a cover that has essentially only four words 

on it: “PASIÓN GUSTAVO SUBSCRIBE NOW,” and a picture of the young maestro, 

eyes closed, mouth open, arms spread wide, with an ecstatic expression on his face, and 

leaning back. The obvious connection with the Passion of Christ is one that cannot be 

ignored, and perhaps this is LA Phil’s way of saying, “here is your savior, believe in him 

and your life will be saved.” The fact that pasión is spelled the way it is speaks volumes 

for the impact the Phil expects Dudamel to have on the demographic of Los Angeles. 

Throughout the brochure are Spanish-English cognates like vibrante, radiante, futuro, and 

eléctrico, all in large font floating on or near a picture of the handsome new maestro in 

his many guises. If this isn’t effective marketing, I don’t know what is. Here I’ll also 

mention that the LA Phil’s website is extremely user friendly, and even has information 

about all of the most important elements of the organization en español. 

 

 

 

                                                
22 Email exchanged with Rada Jovicic, Education and Community Programs Coordinator. 
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Conclusion 

 The LA Phil started with someone passionate about music and about making a 

splash in the orchestral world and 90 years later the tradition continues in an upwards 

trajectory with increasingly polished performances, innovative programming, an 

impressive amount of new music, and sexy young Music Directors ready to take on the 

world with their charm, charisma, and musical brilliance. There is truly no other orchestra 

in the world that has risen to the forefront so quickly and successfully as the LA Phil and 

it is because of the brains and brawn behind the organization that this was possible. Sure, 

money helps, and without it, the LA Phil couldn’t be where it is today, but it also takes 

people who know how to procure the funds, funnel them, divvy them up, and spend 

wisely. Hopefully the economic downturn of the first decade of the 21st century will not 

have too devastating an effect on the LA Phil, but whatever happens, I’m confident 

they’ll pull through stronger than ever as they have demonstrated in the past.  
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