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ABSTRACT 

   
Contemporary classical concert music could be part of the solution to build a just 

and sustainable future. My research demonstrates that such music, despite its niche, elitist 

positioning in contemporary American society, can contribute to social movements and 

change the world in meaningful, tangible ways when attention is paid to social movement 

strategy and structures of power. To reconsider the potential power of this music, I apply 

a range of methodologies from ethnography to hermeneutic analysis to nonviolent direct 

action strategy, drawing on the work of musicologists, ethnomusicologists, and social 

movement theorists. 

Given the elitism of the classical concert hall, it is a non-obvious genre in which 

to convey a social justice or leftist political theme, yet many composers try to do so. I 

examine five of these composers in depth: Laura Kaminsky, David Lang, Curt Cacioppo, 

Ludovico Einaudi, and Hannibal (who goes by other names but used the mononym 

Hannibal in the concert which I discuss). Concurrently with my research, I composed a 

large-scale experimental work to be used in a protest to demonstrate the potential for 

contemporary classical music to support nonviolent movements. I organized a pilot 

performance that brought together music students and community members in the lobby 

of a large utility headquarters as part of an ongoing campaign for local green jobs in 

Philadelphia. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: POLITICAL CLASSICAL MUSIC IN THE 21ST CENTURY 

UNITED STATES 

 

“‘Well, we have an orchestra here,” quipped a United States immigration agent in 

2018 in reference to a group of crying and screaming young children who had been 

separated by authorities from their families. “What’s missing is a conductor” (Thompson 

2018). “We write symphonies,” said Donald Trump in a 2017 speech in Warsaw in 

defense of Western culture (Ross 2017). For an institution that has supposedly lost its 

relevance in contemporary society, and despite continued claims of its supposed inherent 

inability to communicate political ideas, classical musicking is used rhetorically in ways 

that are far from the ivory tower and are deeply embedded with politics and society.  

Even so, classical music in general and contemporary classical music especially 

are viewed in America in the 21st century as failing, trivial, niche, and elitist. While some 

genres are considered “inherently oppositional” in public discourse (Rosenthal and Flacks 

2011, 16), classical music is usually not one of them. Far from being irrelevant in society, 

classical music in the 21st century is still very much used by powerful individuals and 

institutions. Classical music can be tapped to index good virtue, as Trump did. Marianna 

Ritchey discusses how Cisco Systems exploited it that way as well when supporting a 

performance of new music by Mason Bates (Ritchey 2017). Classical music can also 

index neutrality or universality, to normalize something that is not normal at all (Lowe 

2007; Ritchey 2017; McMurray 2017), which may come closer to its use by the border 
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agent. Progressive social movements can also activate classical music’s social meaning to 

bring attention to their causes. When social movements and classical music spaces have 

intersected in the United States in the 21st century, the result has often been outsized 

media attention. For example, a 2014 Black Lives Matter protest at a concert of the St. 

Louis Symphony Orchestra became a news story carried by most major newspapers in 

the United States despite being an extremely small protest in terms of number of 

protestors within the context of the Black Lives Matter movement. Similarly, over a 

dozen news stories, columns, and letters to the editor in the Philadelphia media market 

discussed protests at the Philadelphia Orchestra in 2018 over the orchestra’s decision to 

perform in Israel that year, far more coverage than for any local demonstration around 

Israel/Palestine issues during the previous year, despite the fact that the protests were 

only attended by a few dozen. All of this is also despite the relatively small audience that 

classical music attracts. 

Classical composers themselves, many of whom are situated on the political left, 

frequently attempt to use their music composition to respond to social justice or political 

issues. In spite of the fact that their music really does typically attract a very small and 

niche audience, the number of composers who aim to use their music to change the world 

is vast. In the chapters that follow, I discuss five of these composers’ pieces in depth: 

Laura Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio, David Lang’s Symphony for a Broken Orchestra, Curt 

Cacioppo’s PIANO VARIATIONS on “Hail to the Chief,” Ludovico Einaudi’s “elegy for 
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the arctic,” and Hannibal’s1 One Land, One River, One People. Through the five distinct 

approaches to incorporating social justice or political themes into contemporary classical 

concert music found in these pieces, I identify sources of potential and sources of 

weakness for contemporary classical music to change the world. Based on the analyses 

that follow, I feel that contemporary classical concert music can have a significant role in 

changing the world, provided that it pays attention to structures of power and engages 

with political and social movement strategy. 

Meanwhile, the myth of “the sanctity of the concert hall” lives on. Indeed, it was 

espoused by the leadership of the Philadelphia Orchestra in response to the protests 

mentioned above (Gentry 2018). In the Philadelphia Inquirer shortly after, musicologist 

Phil Gentry wrote an article critiquing the orchestra leadership’s response. Two remarks 

from anonymous internet commenters below Gentry’s article stand out [in addition to 

some Islamophobic propaganda]: 

1. The reason I attend Philadelphia Orchestra concerts is so for two hours I can 
forget about personal struggles and the strife going on in the world and be 
reminded of the greatness of which humanity is capable. Political agendas 
have no place in the concert hall.  

2. You know nothing, have no respect for the greatest art, classical music. Of 
course the concert hall is sacred, if not to you, to others, and has long been so. 
The intrusion of politics into art is tacky, dirty, and totally inappropriate. If 
that's what you want, go elsewhere. (comments on Gentry 2018) 

The arguments I make throughout this work will hopefully fully dispel the claims in 

comment two for any readers who would not reject such claims instantly. Indeed, they 

might be dispelled enough by audience members at those very protests, some of whom 

                                                           

1 The composer goes by many names, but used the mononym “Hannibal” in the 
performance that I discuss. 
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were quite aggressive, in one case slamming a door violently against a protestor’s dog. 

Classical music audiences are not above political skirmishes; despite the genre’s 

indexicality, some of its participants are open to “tacky, dirty, and totally inappropriate” 

activity in the concert hall’s vicinity when faced with a challenge to their worldview. 

Yet in the first comment I acknowledge a legitimate issue. Audience members 

themselves do find benefit in their personal lives from classical music for reasons that at 

least superficially appear to be apolitical. While I believe that political agendas do have a 

place in the concert hall, I also respect audience members’ uses of music to escape 

personal struggles. In this work, even though I argue that all music is actually inherently 

political, I do not argue that composers should have political aspirations for every piece 

of music they compose. I recognize that even though music can never be fully separated 

from its social context, composer intent is far from the only source of meaning. Tia 

DeNora describes an adolescent who found that Wagner’s Ring cycle helped teach him 

about understanding his emotions and confronting moral dilemmas, which he asserts 

Wagner is good at (2000, 120). Those of us familiar with Wagner’s antisemitism would 

not likely assert that, complex as Wagner’s other moral values may be. Music can create 

change in people’s lives in ways that go far beyond its original intent. Nevertheless, I 

hope that this study has implications for composers, scholars, and other musickers who 

have already decided that they wish to use their music for social or political impact. 

If corporations value classical music—including contemporary classical music—

enough to pay large sums of money to attach their names to it, and news media cover 

disruption of classical music as a major story, then certainly there can be value in 
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classical music for activists as well. The difficulty is that frequently, efforts at political 

classical music are approached without any attention to transforming oppressive power 

structures within the genre, or attention to social movement strategy. This can have two 

results. The most common result perhaps is that such music is valuable as an opportunity 

for a composer to vent their political frustrations but can do little else. I do not wish to 

devalue such music in general, but I see it as less politically valuable. The second result 

that can be more problematic is that even when music might do a practical good, it also 

reproduces systems of oppression. As I discuss in Chapter 7, these are not just classical 

music problems but issues that face social movements in general. Yet in the chapters that 

follow, I consider ways in which contemporary classical music can do more. 

In concerning myself with “classical music” and “social justice,” I acknowledge 

that I am grappling with contested terms. In general, social justice refers to ways of 

making the world a more humane place for its inhabitants. Samuel Moyn traces the idea 

of “social justice” to the Jacobin state of 1793-4 during the French Revolution (2018). 

“Social justice” may also mean the provision and distribution of a sufficient amount of 

good things across society, though Moyn argues that this aspect of social justice has been 

downplayed in neoliberal thought. While I argue against the possibility of “apolitical 

music” in general—as a cultural product, music either reinforces or challenges the status 

quo—social justice and political music intends either to send a message or change the 

world, acting on a social rather than individual level. Rob Rosenthal and Richard Flacks 

define “political music” as having a purpose beyond entertainment and as helping 

“musickers to see the social roots in what might otherwise be felt as individual stories of 
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problems” (2011, 20). To Rosenthal and Flacks, political music identifies and 

problematizes structures of power. This is in fact a fairly high bar for contemporary 

classical music, and some of the pieces in the following chapters do so more effectively 

than others. At the same time, it is a broader definition of “politics” than might be 

assumed by those who are opposed to the idea of thinking about “political music” in that 

it goes well beyond systems of government or of partisanship.  

“Political music” may or may not relate to partisan politics. Historically, 

censorship would mean that directly criticizing a political figure would be uncommon in 

classical concert music, though there are many historical examples of critique 

communicated through allegory. As a more overtly partisan critique, Cacioppo’s PIANO 

VARIATIONS on Hail to the Chief discussed in Chapter 4 is a welcome exception. As 

discussed further in Chapter 3, the “political intent” for political music does not 

necessarily come from the composer; it may come from the organization who 

commissions it, or from others taking part in the musicking. Still, my focus is on political 

intent, excluding music that could be interpreted as political and or has been used for 

political purposes but for which a political or social justice intent is not stated. While this 

runs the risk of putting too much weight on the poietic, the concept of “intentionally 

political” is plainly important for those who do create intentionally political music. Three 

of the composers I discuss in the chapters that follow are explicit in paratexts about their 

political intentions for the pieces in question. The other two pieces are written for 

projects for which the sponsoring organization either has an explicit policy goal or 

attempts to accomplish something concrete for a marginalized population.  
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My general definition of “classical music” is music that could be performed in a 

concert setting by a musician or ensemble with typical Western classical music training, 

although some of the pieces I discuss can also be played by amateurs. Admittedly, 

Einaudi’s “elegy for the arctic,” which I discuss in Chapter 5, would function quite 

differently in a concert hall. For the sake of limiting my scope somewhat, I do not discuss 

experimental music that would only be performed by new music specialists at an 

experimental music concert or festival, and I am also leaving out electroacoustic music. 

Apart from Einaudi, who attracts a large audience himself, all of the composers I discuss 

write music that could be programmed as “the contemporary piece” by any traditional 

classical music ensemble. While some of my case studies could be considered quite 

theatrical, I am also excluding ballet, soundtrack music, and other dramatic works that 

would not be considered “concert music” by performance rights organizations. Perhaps 

most significantly, I am excluding opera, though much as been written about opera and 

politics and much more remains to be written in the future. The presence of text and most 

often plot make opera a more obvious means of study for music and politics (Arblaster 

1992). Music for film and theatre can serve a different social function than concert music, 

depending on the nature of the dramatic work it accompanies. While opera, theatre, and 

film music have a number of straight-forward means—song, acting, set design, etc.—

through which to convey a political message, concert music usually has fewer such 

approaches available. 

The more “traditional” contemporary classical music is especially intriguing 

because although it was regularly originally composed with counterhegemonic 
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aspirations, its social meaning within the context of the contemporary United States does 

not appear at all aligned with social justice.  For decades, musicologists have noted 

aspects of the classical music environment that index social injustice, inequality, white 

supremacy, and misogyny. I discuss this further in subsequent chapters. That this music 

exists today among the most hierarchical, stuffy, elitist of musical traditions is only one 

challenge for social-justice-oriented contemporary classical music. In addition, the 

majority of the music I discuss is instrumental rather than vocal, and as Beate Kutschke 

notes, “music, a nonverbal sign system, is unable to refer unambiguously to political 

issues” (2009, 78). 

In fact, music makes nothing happen on its own, but it can lend itself well to 

social organization (DeNora 2016; Robertson 2016). Because of a pervasive belief in the 

“power of music,” we might assume that using music will automatically be a positive for 

pursuits of social change, when in fact the opposite can be the case; musicking has no 

inherent power for good and can also be a negative or harmful force (Robertson 2016; 

Rosenthal and Flacks 2011). This is evident from its use by the United States military in 

the global “war on terror” as a torture tool (Cusick 2008). To the extent of determining 

that a piece of music is “good” or “bad” in terms of social impact, I prioritize social 

context over aesthetic. Even though aesthetics and structural systems within a given style 

have been inscribed with political meaning, particularly within the avant-garde (Kutschke 

2009; Adlington 2009; Piekut 2009), such inscriptions are themselves dependent on 

social context. For example, in 20th century classical music, serialism was seen as 

socially liberating and egalitarian. Webern expressed a sentiment that all twelve notes 
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have should have equal rights, writing that if one were repeated it would gain unjust 

“special status” (1960). Babbitt saw musical conservatism as fostered by same elements 

as conservatism in general: profit and greed, in this case of music, a comfort-seeking 

board of directors (Babbitt 1955). Serialism was seen as necessary tool to help composers 

avoid tendency to recreate familiar patterns that represented a failed system, “the key to 

real freedom and emancipation” (Brindle [1987] 2003). This view of serialism feels 

incredibly dated in the second decade of the 21st century.  Tonality is less often seen as 

oppressive; instead, in my experience as composer/scholar and composition teacher, 

being forced into one academic style of composition is perceived as cruel by a younger 

generation of composers. While neither Webern nor Babbitt wrote exclusively serial 

music, music with either of their serial aesthetics would likely be alienating if used at a 

political action. 

 Rosenthal and Flacks assert that the “message” of music is conveyed by its form 

(2011). To be sure, musical forms convey social meaning. As Barry Shank notes, the 

power of music is often understood by ethnomusicologists primarily for the power of 

musical forms to confirm membership in identity groups (2014). This is problematic for 

classical music since the identity group it indexes is the elite or the powerholders, but in 

fact music can do much more. While it is true that broadly speaking musical form indexes 

meaning, some of the pieces I discuss in the following chapters send quite different 

messages with similar forms, while others function similarly despite fairly different 

forms. 
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Shank argues that the power of music comes from its ability to make listeners take 

pleasure in particular combinations of sound while rejecting others as noise (2014, 15). 

For Shank, the “political force of musical beauty” does not act “at the level of policy or 

program” (2014, 18), but instead, political meaning lies in the value judgement around a 

set of sonic differences. While Shank is particularly concerned with the political power of 

musical beauty, I mostly accept that a particular music’s aesthetic qualities will draw 

some individuals into choosing it to make a political statement but do not necessarily see 

those qualities as determining whether that statement will succeed or fail. As Shank 

acknowledges, aesthetics themselves take no political stance, but they do transform 

collective experience (2014). Even if the musical aesthetics of classical music are not 

oriented toward any sort of political liberation, they can still be used, I argue, toward 

liberational social movements. 

One could argue that using classical music for social justice is trying to use “the 

masters tools [to] dismantle the masters house” (Lorde [1984] 2007). I would counter that 

while the cultural systems of classical music may be the “masters tools,” the genre can 

still exist with these systems subverted. Musicological work on country music by Nadine 

Hubbs (2014) and Shana Goldin-Perschbacher (2015) has offered insight into the 

capacity of a genre indexed as “conservative” to offer opportunity for counterhegemonic 

expression. Yet in comparison to queer and trans country musicians, leftist composers 

occupy a far larger share of the contemporary classical music scene. Despite the potential 

to understand classical music as conservative, a large number of “traditional” 

contemporary classical composers are indeed aligned with the political left, often 
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positioned within academia, and many of these composers attempt to write leftist political 

music. I acknowledge that classical music is overrepresented in music scholarship, and 

may seem less worthwhile as a focus for a study on contemporary music and social 

justice. Nevertheless, this is the musical tradition to which I belong as a composer and I 

hope to show that it is still a valid object of study that can have an impact on the world 

that is not only substantial but beneficial. 

To that end, by “intentionally political” contemporary classical music I am 

implicitly mostly discussing political content that is “leftist” or at least “liberal,” which is 

the stance of most of the musical examples of which I am aware. There are certainly 

politically conservative composers, and the genre’s hierarchical, orderly, elitist social 

structure and celebration of its ties to European history and religion may mean that 

conservative values are in some ways already aligned with the default behavior of the 

genre. Therefore, overtly apolitical pieces can be seen as upholding conservative values. 

Despite the social positioning of classical music, contemporary composers’ political 

views do more often seem to lean progressive. It could also be that “conservative” music 

may seem less professionally rewarded in academic and professional institutions, with 

contemporary classical music scenes in the United States predominantly found in 

cosmopolitan cities, college towns, and music festivals. It could be that certain militant 

radical leftist political messages opposed to general liberal academic values would not be 

professionally rewarded either, but I am aware of few such pieces within a “mainstream” 

contemporary classical concert music context. 
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The pieces on which I focus all premiered within my lifetime—Kaminsky’s 1999 

Vukovar Trio discussed in the following chapter is the oldest—by composers who have 

had at least some degree of professional success in their fields. While it would be 

interesting to look at student pieces, and I do briefly touch on some work by emerging 

composers in Chapter 4, the composers on whom I focus have either held leadership 

positions in their academic departments, are regularly performed at prominent classical 

musical institutions, or have achieved relative mass listenership online. The pieces I 

closely examine are by composers based in the United States except for “elegy for the 

arctic,” which—with an English title despite an Italian composer, a commission from the 

Spanish office of a multinational organization, and a performance off the coast of a 

Norwegian island—appears to go to great pains to evade identification with a particular 

nationality. This historical and geographical boundary restricts my study to music that 

was composed within political contexts that I find more familiar. Given my United States 

bias, future work on how social justice and political themes in contemporary classical 

music functions internationally will be highly valuable. 

Even with these limitations, the number of composers and pieces on which I could 

have chosen to focus was immense. One of the most amazing experiences in doing this 

project was that nearly every musician, composer, and arts administrator with whom I 

discussed my research was enthusiastic about the topic, and nearly every one of them had 

completely different suggestions of composers whom they felt that I should study. To that 

end, there are many pieces I would have liked to study but did not get a chance. These 

include works by composers Courtney Bryan, Ted Hearne, Jocelyn Morlock, Jonathan 
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Berger, Jessie Montgomery, Darian Thomas, Fred Onovwerosuoke, and many others. 

Other important composers including Julia Wolfe, Steve Reich, Melissa Dunphy, and 

Libby Larson I mention only briefly. I especially would have liked to include more 

people of color and non-cis-male composers. Instead, I prioritized writing about pieces 

for which I could have access to personal communication either with the composer, the 

commissioning organization, or both. I also sought a mix of composers that demonstrates 

a range of compositional approaches that are representative of different styles of 

incorporation of social justice and political themes that one might find in the 

contemporary classical concert hall. 

Using classical music to make a political statement has a long history. While the 

myth that composers are supposed to be detached from society lingers, composers can be 

didactic, and being so does not detract from their artistic value. The idea of absolute 

music separated from concerns of humanity had been challenged within musicology over 

the last decades of the 20th century (Wolff 1987, Arblaster 1992, Marrisen 1995) but 

remains pervasive. Anthony Arblaster notes that while music might reflect society more 

often than change it, it can do both, even if only occasionally has a classical composer 

actually come to be a voice of a social movement (1992). Arblaster argues that Verdi and 

perhaps Smetana each achieved this once (1992). While his word choice exploits the 

devaluation of feminine-gendered aesthetic terms, Arblaster goes so far as to assert that 

the alternative to engaging with the political is “charming, decorative triviality” (1992, 

318). 
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Canonical classical music, even instrumental music, should not be assumed to be 

without political intent. For example, Michael Marissen argues that J.S. Bach’s 

Brandenburg Concertos comment on society in reflection of Bach’s conservative social 

values (1995). Opera is naturally an area on which historical study of political classical 

music has often focused in particular. While the works of Verdi and Mozart have been 

regarded as socially or politically progressive insofar as they ridicule oppressive authority 

figures, they have also been problematized for decades in terms of gender (Clément 

1979). There is also an enormous body of 20th century and contemporary opera with 

political content, some more explicit than others. Large-scale 20th century concert works 

by such composers as Luciano Berio, Leonard Bernstein, Luigi Nono, Julius Eastman, 

Frederic Rzewski, Steve Reich, Krzysztof Penderecki, and many others also deserve note. 

Today, despite the popular perception of the genre, the variety of classical composers 

composing intentionally social-justice oriented work is vast. 

A number of composers in the 1960’s believed that classical music held a key to 

creating radical social change (Adlington 2009; Beal 2009). At the same time, the 1960’s 

group “Action Against Cultural Imperialism” which had ties to the Workers’ World Party 

and to the Fluxus movement, picketed avant-garde classical concerts with signs like 

“Fight the Rich Man’s Snob Art” (Piekut 2009, 37). Robert Adlington notes how the 

niche and elitism of avant-garde music has left it outside the mainstream of music for 

social change, but also that many of its composers nevertheless created musical responses 

to sociopolitical events of the twentieth century (2009 & 2016). Adlington concludes that 

to subvert only musical systems and not social systems results in a “powerless 
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experimentalism” (2009, 5), an observation that is highly pertinent to some of the works I 

discuss in the chapters that follow.  

Of course, a composer can be committed to social justice and act on that 

commitment through practices other than the act of music composition itself. For 

example, in 2013 composer Andrew Rudin led protests at the Metropolitan Opera over 

their opening gala concert conductor Valery Gergiev’s support of Vladimir Putin,2 and 

demanding that the Met dedicate the concert to LGBT rights. The protests put the Met on 

the defensive, with the general manager issuing a statement to be inserted into program 

booklets on why the Met would not dedicate the concert as such, which Rudin interpreted 

as a victory (email to listserv, 9/24/13). The lead singer for the event, another supporter 

of Putin, issued a general statement opposed to discrimination based on sexual orientation 

(Farago 2014). In this case, the impact of Rudin organizing the protests was likely higher 

than if his response was simply to compose an LGBT rights piece instead. 

Nevertheless, a common trope I’ve seen on social media among musicians after 

social or political disaster strikes is “now more than ever, we must engross ourselves in 

our art.” My stance as a composer and activist is that it is possible to do both music and 

direct action, either separately or together. Music can be protest. However, to engross 

oneself in one’s art without attention to large-scale systems of power and systems of 

change is unlikely to be an adequate approach to building the world in which we want to 

live, especially in a genre imbued with hierarchy and elitism.  

                                                           
2 Putin’s administration, which has consistently been extremely oppressive toward 

LGBT Russians, had recently passed an anti-gay speech law (Elder 2013). 
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 As Rudin’s protests highlight, classical music institutions are frequently tied to 

socio-political issues, and have often been slow to respond to their complicity in social 

injustices. The classical music world, including the modern and contemporary United 

States classical music world, is lacking in marginalized voices in terms of race, gender, 

and most other identity markers. There may be exceptions; for example, Nadine Hubbs 

discusses how classical music composition became a career for a number of 20th century 

American gay men, many of whom were also Jewish and on the political left (2004). 

Even so, the white male gaze of composers has unquestionably impacted the works 

created. Just as contemporary concert music can have an impact on the world, the 

changing world and its reflection on the social organizations of musical institutions also 

have an impact on contemporary concert music (Robin 2018). While there appears to be 

some improvement being made in some ways in these institutions, the progress in 

classical music that has attracted attention highlights the problems that have persisted 

until now. In 2018, there was pressure on American orchestras to include more works by 

women composers after two major orchestras announced seasons with zero such works 

(Huizenga 2018). There have also been a number of high-profile musicians including 

conductors Charles Dutoit and James Levine who have been found to have used their 

positioning within the orchestra hierarchy to engage in abuse, which finally gained 

attention during the #MeToo movement. 

While some musical institutions are improving slowly, other organizations have 

taken on political roles with gusto. While this may be particularly evident in opera, 

ensembles that perform un-staged works have also pursued social-justice-oriented 
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musical projects. Founded as an LGBTQ+ and allied chorus, Boston’s Coro Allegro has 

premiered much contemporary classical music that engaged with a variety of social 

issues. “That’s where a lot of the future lies, I think - the intersection of social justice and 

art,” wrote their music director to me in an email in 2016.3 The Philadelphia ensemble 

The Crossing has commissioned works that, in the words of its music director, “have 

addressed all manner of social issues, from ecology to equality.” He continues, however, 

“we don’t propose to offer solutions. I think that would be presumptuous…I’m just a 

singer, you know” (Stearns, 2017b). It is striking that even the director of an ensemble 

that is proud of “addressing social issues” does not want to offer solutions, since solving 

social problems would generally be expected to be seen as the point of addressing them. 

Offering solutions is perhaps riskier insofar as it may alienate member of the audience 

who disagree with the solutions, but I suspect fear of risk-taking is not an issue for The 

Crossing, which is known for its bold programming. Instead, there may be a larger issue 

within classical music that explains this reticence, a reticence that seems to be quite 

common in classical music circles and is discussed again in Chapter 3. The genre is 

appreciated in particular for its music’s openness to multiple interpretations (Kramer 

2007 & 2011), which might seem hard to reconcile with offering an explicit solution to a 

social problem. I argue for a musicking practice within contemporary classical music that 

is oriented toward a goal or solution, that can have a didactic purpose. Yet as I expand 

                                                           

3 The music director of Coro Allegro, David Hodgkins, was also the music 
director at my high school. 
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upon in Chapter 4, based on both historical and present-day compositional examples, I do 

not see this as mutually exclusive with openness to interpretation. 

In the chapters that follow, I am sometimes quite critical of the music I discuss, 

yet I do see all of the works about which I have chosen to write as successful on some 

levels. Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio emotionally connects the audience to a tragedy to 

which they would not likely have previously felt an attachment. Lang’s Symphony for a 

Broken Orchestra addresses a major problem facing the instrumental music program 

within the School District of Philadelphia. Cacioppo’s Hail to the Chief is a particularly 

effective demonstration of how classical music can offer a specific, partisan critique 

without sacrificing openness to interpretation. Einaudi’s elegy to the arctic supports an 

ongoing environmental campaign for Greenpeace. And Hannibal’s One Land, One River, 

One People challenges the social norms of the classical concert hall itself. I sometimes 

see the academic culture of nuance and critique as paralyzing in some ways to making 

practical social change, and I hope that my critique would not deter but in fact encourage 

the creation or more social justice and political oriented music. 

For me, the stakes of this research are high. I approach this project as a composer 

and musicologist who has attempted to compose social-justice-oriented classical music in 

the past. In conjunction with discussing potential for classical music as direct action, in 

the final chapter I briefly discuss my experience organizing the performance of my own 

composition as part of this project to support an ongoing environmental justice campaign 

in Philadelphia. Apart from engaging in composition and political action, in each of the 

chapters that follow I bring a slightly different set of methodologies, from ethnography to 
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hermeneutic analysis, and draw on fields from ecomusicology to sociology and political 

science. In doing so, I seek to build an argument for attention to social movement 

strategy and power structures from as many angles as possible. 

In the final chapter, I further explore theories of political and social change. I 

focus particularly on nonviolent direct action, a type of activism that I see as particularly 

important to enacting change on a systemic level. To some extent, the uses of classical 

music I propose could be accused of playing into respectability politics. Past social 

movements demonstrate that using strategically coded cultural symbols—even 

appropriating hegemonic symbols—is important to social change. At this point, I do not 

believe that the scale of classical music in social movements would be sufficient to 

reinforce the broad societal understanding of the genre as virtuous and respectable. I also 

suspect that if they became more common, protest-oriented uses of classical music would 

do more to subvert than to uphold the genre’s indexicality.  

I also compare classical music institutions to “prefigurative institutions,” which 

seek to promote an immediate shift into acting in a way that reflects the world in which 

we want to live (Cornell 2011; Gordon 2018). Analyzing classical music as prefigurative 

politics can give an additional perspective on potential possibilities and pitfalls for its use 

to create social change. Finally, I offer possible frameworks from other disciplines for 

creating goal-oriented classical music. Through this work, I hope to show that even as the 

genre of contemporary classical music faces challenges, it has much to contribute to 

solving the social and political crises in which we find ourselves in present historical 

moment. 
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CHAPTER 2 

GENOCIDE AND A PIANO TRIO: INTERPRETING LAURA KAMINSKY’S 

VUKOVAR TRIO 

 

New York-based Laura Kaminsky stands out among the many American 

composers creating social-justice-oriented contemporary classical music by the sheer 

amount of her work in which social issues are a concern. Her website as of 2015 divided 

her output into categories entitled “Social/Political Issues,” “The Natural 

Environment/Climate Change,” “AIDS,” and finally, at the bottom of the page, “Works 

Inspired by Visual Art Concepts and/or Specific Artists.” While many of the works in the 

first three sections include text that conveys the social-justice justice meaning, others are 

purely instrumental, including the Vukovar Trio, which appears under the 

“social/political” section with the specific theme listed as “ethnic cleansing/genocide.” A 

piece which I find exceptionally aesthetically compelling, Vukovar Trio essentially 

represents a “default” approach to conveying social justice themes in contemporary 

classical music for the concert hall. Subsequent chapters in this monograph present 

variations on that default. 

Kaminsky composed Vukovar Trio for violin, cello, and piano in 1999. For an 

instrumental piano trio to be “about” ethnic-cleansing and genocide is no simple feat. 

Melanie Lowe theorizes that a distinguishing feature of classical music within 

contemporary American culture is “the listener’s inability to determine and control the 

meanings of this music” (Lowe 2007, 176). Lawrence Kramer argues that “you have to 
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listen to classical music hermeneutically, even if you don't admit it” (Kramer 2011, 208). 

By Kramer's definition of hermeneutic analysis, this means that the music cannot be 

reduced to one valid set of meaning that can be “decoded” but instead offers multiple 

possibilities for interpretation (Kramer 2011, 7). As I argue in subsequent chapters, the 

notion that classical music should be open to interpretation does not preclude it from 

conveying a political message. Nevertheless, it complicates things if one is trying to 

compose a piece about ethnic cleansing and the audience does not figure out, or does not 

interpret, that the music with which they are engaging has a message about ethnic 

cleansing. That complication aside, the meaning of a contemporary piano trio intended 

for a chamber music setting is inevitably tied to the social meaning of those concepts in 

contemporary society. As I suggested in the introductory chapter, classical music is not 

typically seen as especially socially just. Meaning in Vukovar Trio can come from 

hermeneutic interpretation of features of the music, from the socio-cultural context of 

contemporary chamber music, and through context provided in text by the composer. 

These sources of meaning work together to both affirm and challenge the composer's 

intended meaning for the piece. 

To combat the issues of interpretation, in this “default” approach to social-justice 

contemporary classical music, paratext plays a large role in signifying social justice 

meaning, especially within instrumental concert music.4 Paratext consists of written 

material supplied by the author that frames the notated music, such as section titles and 

                                                           
4 As I noted in the introductory chapter, the dynamic would be different in an 

opera or ballet, with other potential means of communicating the social justice or political 
themes. Such forms of music are not the subject of this monograph. 
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the composer’s note at the beginning of the score.  Other features of the “default” 

approach include allowing for typical classical music performance practice, and an 

absence of an explicit critique or powerholders or offer of a call to action to audience. 

While the social-justice message is particularly conveyed through paratext, it can be 

supported by hermeneutic interpretation of the text itself.  After offering such a 

hermeneutic interpretation, I argue that such a variety of “social justice” music, while 

valid in its own right, may be insufficient for composers seeking to create change through 

their work. 

 

Hermeneutic Meaning in Vukovar Trio 

 The piece is divided into eight sections—described by Kaminsky as “connected 

but contrasting”—within one large movement.  The first is marked “A Sky Torn 

Asunder.” In the most general sense, this section—along with much of the following 

three—can be viewed as a Sturm und Drang topic, updated into a relatively modernist 

idiom. This is an appropriate topic for the idea of a sky being torn. Racing lines, dramatic 

accents and rhythms, tremolos and glissando creating a suitable backdrop for a piece on 

the war ravaged, disaster-stricken town of Vukovar, Croatia. Vukovar was the site of a 

1991 massacre in which hundreds of Croat civilians were summarily killed by Serb 

paramilitaries as part of the Croatian War of Independence. In my view, the opening 

chord can be thought of as a narrator setting a scene for the piece. The narrator brings the 

musical agent from its usual locale to a place of disaster right at the piece’s outset. This 

concept of fictional “musical agent” has been used by theorists for decades as a means of 
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describing musical narrative (Cone 1974, Maus 1997), and I use it throughout this 

chapter and again in Chapter 4.  

In the beginning of her notes to the piece, Kaminsky describes leading a group of 

young musicians from the European Mozart Academy in Poland to perform the first 

concert since the end of the war in Vukovar. If the instrumentation choice of piano trio 

seems perfectly in keeping with “Europe,” or “Mozart,” or “Academy,” it seems as if our 

first-chord-narrator tries to do as much as it possibly can to establish a setting for the 

piece far from any such notions. Of course, Kaminsky’s notes in the score also serve the 

function of narrator for anyone with access to them, but the opening chord serves the 

function musically. The chord includes: fff markings in the strings and sffz in the piano; 

the piano near its lowest register; the full 12-tone aggregate spread across all voices; a 

whole note with a fermata at a slow tempo, followed by another four beats with accents, 

pulsing crescendos, and rapid tuplet dissonant arpeggiation, followed by another fermata- 

the chord could not be much longer or larger or heavier (see figure 1). 
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Figure 1. The first half of the first chord of Vukovar Trio. Copyright © 1999 Laura  
Kaminsky (BMI) Sale agent: Bill Holab Music. 

 

This might be viewed as a rather overdetermined chord of disaster. One might 

also see the opening as a reference—whether consciously by the composer is not 

essential—to the 18th century tradition of the “hammer blow” that the opening of a work, 

modernized for the language of contemporary post-tonal music. In reading the chord as a 

“hammer blow” that has been transformed or disfigured, one could say that our narrator 

is also offering some sense of musical connection with a historical past. It is as if we are 

still who we once were but have been altered by the implied trauma we have seen before 

the piece even begins. 

 The rest of “A Sky Torn Asunder” features a mix of rapid motion and lack of 

motion. Complex and irregular tuplets ascend and descend, set against larger note values 

of repeated notes. The violin seems stuck on B5, while the cello on Bb4; the high register 

and forte dynamic contribute to the sense of urgency, but it isn’t clear that we are 
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progressing anywhere. From measure 4, the strings play only those pitches. The piano has 

somewhat more variety: a mix of the opening chord, continued rapid tuplets of 

arpeggiation of the opening chord, and the pitch C. Beginning in measure 10, the violin 

and cello start trying to pull just a half-step away, but again and again keep getting tugged 

back to B and Bb. In the following measure we hear accented D and Bb in the piano, but 

these lead back to the piano’s C. Eventually the violin gets a bit farther, managing a 

lyrical, mournful motif, but this too ends on B. This B, Bb, C chord appears as though it 

might be a (012) trichord of doom that cannot be escaped. Finally, a fermata stops the 

flow of the section, as if the cello and violin are at a loss figuring out what to try next. 

They join the piano in rapid tuplet figures, but to no avail; these figures too end on pitch 

class 10 or 11—the enharmonic spelling sometimes changes—in the cello and on B in the 

violin. In measure 26 the music is marked “urgently, pressing forward” yet we still don’t 

seem to be getting anywhere; the emphatic repeated notes and gestures, never transposed, 

give a sense of frantic stuck-ness. While there no sense that we are pressing forward 

toward anywhere in particular, we can safely assume that wherever we are headed isn’t 

somewhere pleasant. The moving tuplet figures being by far the most active part of this 

section, one could read them as some sort of life—albeit a not a pleasant one—

surrounded by repeated longer notes that could signify death. This reading may be more 

apt in subsequent sections that include this gesture, though. At this point the repeated 

notes do not yet sound lifeless. Finally, after thirty-three measures, the violin lands on an 

E-F trill while the piano moves up to D. While we seem at last to be free of the trichord, 

this triggers a diminuendo to niete, followed by a fff downward rush of 64th notes in the 
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piano which ends the section. Our musical agent’s “pressing forward” was indeed not 

toward a good destination; once it finally moved somewhere new the section of music 

disintegrated around it. 

The next section, “The Shattering of Glass,” is structured somewhat similarly but 

with different tones. The tone cluster in the piano is in the far upper register instead of the 

lower. This high-pitched gesture can be heard as a literal representation of the sound of 

shattering glass. The low chord from the opening section returns, but it is now marked 

secco with short note values. Meanwhile, the strings, which in this section initially repeat 

the pitches C and D instead of Bb and B, switch from long accented notes to short 

pizzicato notes. This might be interpreted as the expanse of the sky in the first section 

replaced with small, pointy shards of glass in the second. But now that the low register 

has returned the music no longer sounds terribly glassy. Instead, the secco/pizzicato 

passage has a more pensive feel, as if pacing in circles. Once again, a tuplet figure enters, 

this time accompanied by glissandi in the cello. The glissandi begin on the cello’s “new” 

pitch C, but ends on the old pitch Bb from “A Sky Torn Asunder.” While the violin tuplet 

motif at first ends on D and the piano line arpeggiates the new high-register chord, the B 

returns and in the following measure the piano attacks the lower chord. One could read 

this section as the musical agent trying to find somewhere new, outside of the horrific 

setting established in the piece’s first section. This new setting may not be a particularly 

delightful place to be—it still has air of ominousness—but at least it is an improvement 

over the piece’s doom-ridden opening setting; a mere hiding place as opposed to a 

paradise. Initially the strings try to hide on C and D, and the piano on the high-register 
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tone cluster. Yet the cello’s persistent glissando ultimately leads the rest of the 

instruments back to the B and Bb and the low register cluster of doom. The music has not 

been able to escape after all. 

“Lost Souls,” which follows, is slow and unmetered, with a melody in the violin, a 

drone—marked as such—in the cello, and almost no piano. This is the least dissonant and 

most diatonic section so far; it can essentially be heard in g minor although the violin still 

has not been able to let go of its B-natural. The tonal language and slowed pace creates a 

nostalgic, reflective, and perhaps hymn-like feel.  The duet between the strings and 

absence of piano gives a relative warmth and tenderness to the section. The mournful, 

relatively simple, almost folk-like gestures could be heard as crying for a lost loved one. 

This duet continues for about a minute and a half. Suddenly, this funereal reverence is 

rudely interrupted by a fff piano motif that seems as if it comes out of nowhere. The 

significance of this motif in the rest of the piece becomes apparent later. Here it doesn’t 

last, but it does trigger the end of our time for quiet reflection and mourning (see figure 

2). 
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Figure 2. Piano interruption in "Lost Souls," the first of many such interruptions. 
Copyright © 1999 Laura Kaminsky (BMI). Sale agent: Bill Holab Music. 

 

“Revenge/Retreat” has an energetic, off-kilter rhythmic drive. Both the piano left 

hand and the violin are motivically reminiscent of John Williams’ Jaws theme, but at an 

extremely fast tempo of 192 quarter note beats per minute. Whether or not the listener 

recognizes a cinematic connection, there is a recognizable association between this 

musical gesture and a general sense of ominousness, which is only heightened by the 

frantic tempo. Yet compared to the ominousness of the opening section, this time it seems 

as if the musical agent might actually be able to progress somewhere. Above the 

persistent eighth note drive with uneven accent patterns in the piano left-hand—

sometimes joined by the right hand or cello—is an increased level of activity and pitch-

class variety in the rest of the voices. The music seems to be building toward a climax. 

Instead, a diminuendo to pp begins, and the section seems to merely slip away 

inexplicably. Presumably, this signifies the “retreat” indicated by the section title, and the 
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attempt at “revenge” mysteriously came up short. Given the titles and content of the 

remaining sections, this failure is consequential. 

The retreat is followed not by relief but by death. The next section is marked 

“Death Chorale,” while not long after comes “Ghost Chorale.” Flowing in between these 

chorale sections is “River of Blood and Ice.” Topic theory may be especially useful for 

this group of sections of the piece. Like the chorale topic, the Chorale sections are slow 

and relatively homophonic. The deviations from chorale topic can be seen as signifiers of 

death. Compared to the chorale topic, the harmonic development is rather static. In the 

piano during the “Death Chorale” harmonic development is completely nonexistent; 

instead the single piano chord repeats continuously. The interpretation of this lack of 

harmonic movement as a signal of lifelessness seems more plausible here than in earlier 

sections due to the slow tempo. Yet in addition to the chord, the piano line in this section 

also features the motif of a large tuplet of rapid arpeggiation surrounded by much slower 

note values as has been seen since the beginning of the work. This turns out to be last 

time that musical idea appears in the piece. If that figure might be interpreted as a motive 

offering a sense of “life amid death,” after the “Death Chorale” even that will cease to 

exist. However, a new motif is used in the “Death Chorale” that will continue as a 

significant feature through the “River of Blood and Ice” and the “Ghost Chorale.” Or 

rather, an almost new motif; this motif has been heard once before, causing the disruption 

that seemed to come from nowhere at the end of “Lost Souls.” What is new here is that 

before it was fleeting; now it has grown cancerously, becoming a central feature of this 

section of music. In the piano’s middle register, never transposed or altered except in 
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duration until release, there are two open fifth dyads a tritone apart, the lower note of 

each doubled an octave above, their attacks separated by the duration of a grace note. 

This motif has a convulsing, grotesque quality. I refer to it as a “zombie” motif, the more 

terrifying successor to the “life amid death” figure that seemed to have died out. The only 

overlap of these motifs is in the “Death Chorale.” In that case the “life amid death” 

figure, which varies throughout the piece more than the “zombie” motif and is not really 

a fixed motif as much as a general musical idea, uses the exact pitches of the “zombie” 

motif, providing the connection between the two. We can imagine the “zombie” motif as 

subsuming the tuplet.  

The “zombie” motif is introduced fortissimo in both chorale sections, but seems to 

fade out and slow down at the end of the “Ghost Chorale.” In the last iteration, the 

dynamic marking is mp l.v. al niete while instead of a grace note separation between the 

attacks of the dyads there is a dotted half note with a fermata. One of only two sections of 

Vukovar Trio with a pause at the end, by the end of “Ghost Chorale” it seems that we 

might have finally let the “zombie” motif go, and perhaps now we can have a moment of 

peace.  

 Meanwhile the strings have the more typical chorale part. In the “Death Chorale,” 

the register of the cello is above that of the violin, contributing to a sense of heightened 

passion in its mournfulness. This reverses in “Ghost Chorale,” as if the cello no longer 

has the energy to climb into the treble range. Both strings roughly outline f minor, more 

modally than tonally. We can imagine the strings as singing a prayer for the dead as in 

“Lost Souls,” their grieving again interrupted by the piano but this time over and over as 
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the strings try to persist above. In the “River of Blood and Ice,” the slow arpeggio of the 

cello line could be considered a very-much-slowed-down water topic, as if this river is so 

clogged with blood and ice that it barely moves at all.  

The last section, “Dance of Devastation,” certainly cannot be intended to be taken 

too literally as a dance topic (see figure 3). The meter initially alternates between 8/16 

and 7/16, but with different beat patterns in each. After two potentially more danceable 

measures of 4/4 with a triplet subdivision in the piano, the sixteenth notes return in 

irregular patterns of between three and fourteen sixteenth notes per measure. The tempo 

“Presto furioso” is also not optimal for the typical dance party.  This could be read as a 

sign of devastation. Oddly though, in a way this section actually feels rather upbeat 

compared to the rest of the piece.  

 

 

Figure 3. Opening of "Dance of Devastation." Copyright © 1999 Laura Kaminsky (BMI) 
Sale agent: Bill Holab Music. 

 

 This section has strong parallels to the “Intermede” movement of Messiaen's 

Quator pour la fin du temps. The “dance” begins in fast tempo and high volume with all 
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voices in octaves, with phrases made up of groups of sixteenth notes. Even though any 

expectations of a dance topic have been denied, there is a certain pop-like groove to the 

section that contrasts with the rest of the piece; a similar comment could be made about 

the Messiaen movement. Moreover, the opening phrase makes use of a limited set of 

pitches whose set class (0146) and order of first use of each pitch is the same as in the 

first measure of the Messiaen movement, a half-step lower in the Kaminsky. Admittedly, 

when I made the potential connection between these pieces I had already listened to the 

piece several times, but it does seem likely that a large segment of the late 20th-century 

contemporary chamber music audience would at least be acquainted with the Messiaen 

quartet. Whether or not the listener is expected to recognize, perhaps subconsciously, the 

connection, one interpretation of the section is as a moment of transcendence—a theme in 

Messiaen’s work—after grappling with loss earlier in the piece. The fact that Kaminsky 

labels this as a “Dance of Devastation” admittedly challenges this interpretation. Still, 

hearing this moment as purely devastation seems unlikely as the quick tempo and general 

groovy-ness is not typically associated with devastation. 

 One must consider the rest of the section to form a conclusion. Suddenly, the 

music finds itself in 4/4 time with a triplet figure in the piano. This is the section I 

referred to above as “potentially more danceable” as the piano line could be called some 

sort of jig or folk dance topic. Yet this dance becomes horrifying if we realize—which I 

did not until the second listening—that the jig is in fact the exact pitches of the “zombie” 

motif. It now seems that this motif never vanished but instead has been mutated into a jig 

and crept back from the “Ghost Chorale” to haunt us in our dance.  
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 The jig goes away, and it seems that the “groovy” or “Messiaen” homophonic 

idea is back in charge. But this cannot last. Quator pour la fin du temps would be a very 

different piece if the middle “Intermede” movement was instead the ending; one might 

leave with a sense of time racing rather than ending. Similarly, the listener is surely aware 

from the outset that Vukovar Trio—as a piece dedicated to the victims of ethnic cleansing 

and genocide—cannot possibly have an energetic, upbeat ending; this might feel almost 

irreverent. Instead, the “zombie jig” comes back, and this time drives the dance to its 

collapse. The piano falls into the opening cluster from the very beginning of the piece, in 

the same register and again at a high dynamic level and long duration. If at the beginning 

of the piece this chord seemed like a narrator, now it is less clear. It sounds more like the 

final downfall of the musical agent; perhaps outside narrator and musical agent have been 

fused. The ending offers a wisp of an echo of the “River of Blood and Ice” in the cello, 

while the final violin motif appears related to a part of its gesture in the first measure of 

“Lost Souls.” Both are unmetered and slowed down. The marking is “Molto Largo, with 

no breath of life.” After multiple places in the piece that seemed to symbolize death, we 

finally reach the last one, exhausted. 

 If “zombie” feels a bit too Halloween-like as a metaphor, another way to think of 

that motif could be as the Lacanian concept of the symptom of the Real. To Lacan, the 

symptom is a reference to the unconscious. The motif is a recollection of a traumatic 

event that continues to gnaw at our mind, even if we try to let it go and return to our 

dance. It came out of nowhere, or rather out of somewhere that we cannot access. In the 

“Dance of Devastation” we—or the musical agent—become aware fairly early of the 
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symptom but it seems that we might have successfully left it behind. Of course, it isn’t 

possible to actually cure a symptom of the Real so it keeps coming back and ultimately 

sets about the musical agent’s downfall. The “devastation” then is not in the Messiaen-

esque dance itself but is set about by the symptom motif.  

If we continue down a Lacanian path, perhaps we could also say that “ethnic 

cleansing/genocide” is the master signifier for the entire piece. Michael Klein describes a 

master signifier as “a key word or concept that a subject uses to organize the otherwise 

free-floating signifiers in a text” that tends to be a term “around which a subject defines 

herself (a Republican, a musician, an American)” (Klein 2015, 18). Klein identifies 

master signifiers within musical texts themselves. But by offering us the master signifier 

herself in the form of a dedication and in notes at the beginning of the score, Kaminsky 

shapes our interpretation of the piece, ensuring that it reflects the theme about which she 

wants the piece to be heard. The section titles she provides are signifiers for their 

respective sections. 

Kaminsky wrote in an email to me on May 6, 2016 that her dedication is a 

reference to that found in Shostakovich’s eighth string quartet (Op. 110) to “victims of 

fascism and war.” Kaminsky also wrote in a follow-up email on May 8 that she chose 

“piano trio” as her instrumentation after Shostakovich’s Trio No. 2, Op. 67, which is also 

refers to genocide and ends with a diabolical dance, though the two hardly sound alike. It 

has been asserted that Shostakovich’s anti-Nazi works were in fact anti-Stalin works. 

This serves as a good reminder that a dedication does not necessarily equal one master 
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signifier but rather is itself a text that may allow multiple possibilities for interpretation. 

Nevertheless, I am inclined to take Kaminsky’s dedication on face-value. 

 

Social Meaning of Vukovar Trio 

 In “Sacred Entertainments,” Richard Taruskin refers to the way in which social-

justice classical music has become a commodity, citing David Brooks in referring to art 

made for “the highly educated nouveaux riches of the Information Age, who live 

comfortable and fashionably but retain a sentimental attachment to the 'sixties' concerns 

of their youth, and who are most effectively flattered by art that reflects their ethical self-

image” (Taruskin 2009, 287). After skewering several such works, a work that Taruskin 

offers as alternative to such a commodity is Messiaen's opera Saint Francois d'Assise; 

Taruskin notes approvingly that this opera is religiously orthodox with no attempt at 

“multiculturalism” and is difficult to sit through (Taruskin 2009, 289). For Taruskin, the 

fact that not all of the audience could make it to the end speaks to the opera's artistic 

success. 

Taruskin’s focus is mainly on large-scale dramatic works, which makes sense. 

There is a long history of social and political commentary in large scale works, opera in 

particular, and it is often easier to see how a staged work can offer a social-justice theme 

than a concert piece. By my count, nearly all of the contemporary works presented by my 

city’s opera company, Opera Philadelphia, since 2010, along with several by the 

Philadelphia Orchestra have had, broadly defined, a “social justice” theme. While 

intended for opera, Taruskin’s argument could be extended to social-justice-oriented 
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chamber music. For example, while Taruskin critiques Osvaldo Golijov’s La Pasion, 

Golijov’s Yiddishbbuk, a chamber piece from the same decade as Vukokar Trio that is 

also similar in length and musical aesthetic and also has a subtext of genocide, could have 

been equally apt. 

A problem with Taruskin’s argument is that it suggests that if a piece, like the 

Messiaen, does not have a social-justice theme, then it becomes somehow socially 

impartial. If an opera includes a non-white protagonist, we are led to assume, it is only 

ever to pander to our liberal impulses. On the other hand, Taruskin views the all-white 

work as neutral, rather than reinforcing centuries of unchallenged racism within a musical 

and social tradition.  

Nevertheless, I share Taruskin’s concern about pandering, which could be situated 

within William Robin’s (2018) analysis of contemporary classical music spaces as 

increasingly adapted to market-based neoliberal values. As I discuss further in Chapter 6, 

musical organizations perform much work that contains socially-conscious themes that 

appeal to concert-goers without offering anything challenging or uncomfortable or 

particularly controversial.  One might argue that there is no reason why music needs to 

offer any of these things to be “socially just.” Yet if classical music occupies a 

fundamentally unjust social space and set of norms, then it seems that socially-just 

classical music needs to challenge its norms in some way. The unjustness of the classical 

music scene is visible in a number of ways. The same opera company presenting a bold 

new world about peace and tolerance funds it through sponsorship from a large bank 

whose investments are literally destroying the world. Christopher Small notes that 
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Western classical music is privileged as a unique intellectual and spiritual achievement 

even as it only appeals to a very tiny minority of people (Small 1998, 3). Small 

emphasizes that while he does not intend to condemn classical music overall, he feels 

discomfort about the social relationships implied by the traditions of the concert, which 

are tied to hierarchical power relations (Small 1998, 16). 

The classical music audience is disproportionately wealthy and highly educated 

(GfK 2017). “Art” music belongs to those with social power, and is accordingly viewed 

in popular culture as elitist or snobbish (Lowe 2007, 167). Small and Lowe are among 

many who offer an assessment of the contemporary social meaning of classical music 

that puts it at odds with notions of social justice. 

Not all see classical music, or “art music” in general, as opposed to social justice. 

Like Kaminsky, electronic musician Matthew Herbert has a concept of moral 

responsibility that is essential to his music-making. He proclaims, “people think it's their 

right to express themselves through art and in some ways I think it is. But it is also 

people's right to have clean water and have access to a toilet” (Laermans and Keunen 

2009, 112). Herbert is not a classical musician, though he is influenced by musique 

concrete. Herbert avoids the “Art” music scene; he doesn't “do” his music in subsidized 

spaces because he sees people in those spaces as already “engaged” and would prefer to 

engage people in a place where that is isn't the case, like a nightclub (Laermans and 

Keunen 2009, 112). While his interpretation of the social positioning of “Art” music is in 

a way the opposite of that of Small and Lowe, he arrives at the same conclusion that we 

might extrapolate from theirs: due to the social meaning of classical music, merely 
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pandering to an “Art” music audience is problematic if one’s aim is to create social 

justice music. 

In a 2018 lecture in Washington, D.C., Lorenzo Candelaria, Kaminsky’s 

successor as dean of the arts at SUNY Purchase, argued that the idea that classical music 

is “too Western, white, or elitist” is “nonsense.” For Candelaria, raised in a working-class 

Chicanx household, public arts education was the reason that he went to college, and he 

credits “old white men” entirely for his socio-economic mobility. One finds similar praise 

of traditional repertoires and modes of music education from proponents of El Sistema 

(Tunstall and Booth 2016, 160; Majno 2012; Dudamel 2016, 9; Bergman and Lindgren 

2014). Candelaria argues that to mobilize around the arts is the way to build a better 

community. While this may seem hard to argue with given his personal experiences, I do 

maintain that the underlying power structures of classical music are real and are 

problematic. These power structures are particularly evident in the rehearsal process of 

Symphony for a Broken Orchestra which I discuss in the following chapter. Candelaria’s 

elites-driven concept of community arts is also problematic, which I discuss briefly in 

Chapter 7 and is discussed further by Mark Mattern and Nancy S. Love (2013). 

Candelaria’s version of “success” as socio-economic mobility could be interpreted as an 

individualistic one that does not address underlying structures of inequality, although I 

write this self-consciously having personally grown up in a position of relative socio-

economic privilege, and I certainly do not wish to invalidate this vision of success. In 

some cases, the powerful may support the mobility of a small group of individuals like 

Candelaria who are deemed to have what it takes to succeed in elite society according to 
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hegemonic standards of human norms. Classical music is too Western, white, and elitist, 

in the sense that non-Western, non-white, and non-elite influences within classical music 

have historically been pushed to the side or colonized and used for exotic flair (Bloechl 

2008 & 2015), not to mention the genre’s erasure of non-male influences. This tradition 

of marginalization underlies the genre and it cannot be ignored just because the music has 

still positively influenced the lives of people with marginalized subject-positions. At the 

same time, the experiences of Candelaria and others whose lives were positively changed 

by classical reinforces my overall contention that despite the fact that the genre is too 

elite, it is not irrelevant to building positive social change. Instead, in the chapters that 

follow, I argue that it can build social change when it pays attention to structures of 

power and challenges its traditional social norms. 

If interpreted differently, Taruskin’s challenging versus pandering framework 

could thus be a useful lens for analyzing social justice classical music. What Taruskin 

sees as audiences’ desires for “sixties concerns” and music that “reflects that their ethical 

self-image” might be better described as a manifestation of what Robin James calls 

Multiracial White Supremacist Patriarchy, or MRWaSP (2015). Under MRWaSP, certain 

forms of “diversity” and “multiculturalism” are celebrated in popular music. But these 

types of diversity are present in ways that ultimately do not challenge the existing social 

order, and thereby uphold a neoliberal hegemony. As I argue further in Chapter 6, 

MRWaSP is a valuable concept to understanding much social-justice-oriented 

contemporary classical music. If the classical concert music experience and history make 

it fundamentally at odds with creating a just society, the act of challenging that 
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experience becomes essential. This challenging could hypothetically happen in a number 

of ways. It could be a piece that broaches a challenging, controversial topic. It could be a 

structural feature found within the musical score. Or it could be a challenge to the 

traditional hierarchical conventions around the classical concert itself.  

 Suppose we attempt to analyze Vukovar Trio through a pandering-versus-

challenging binary framework. According to the description on Kaminsky’s website, the 

dedication, and the composers’ notes, Vukovar Trio is about ethnic cleansing and 

genocide. Is offering an anti-ethnic cleansing and genocide statement one that will 

challenge those experiencing the music? Despite historical uses of classical music by 

genocidal political leaders, it is fairly safe to assume that our contemporary classical 

music audience will already profess to be anti-genocide. Indeed, ethnic cleansing and 

genocide are probably among the most non-controversial socially-conscious topics 

possible. 

 Is there something else that challenges the audience? The music is certainly 

dissonant and jarring in places, which potentially could challenge a listener or musician 

unacquainted with much contemporary classical music. But as a contemporary music 

listener, I found listening to Vukovar Trio a highly captivating and satisfying musical 

experience, with the dissonance and jarring moments aligning to create the piece’s vivid 

hermeneutic meaning. Given the subject matter, the piece would probably be more 

uncomfortable if it were less dissonant. Nor is there anything in the performance of the 

piece that challenges the traditional hierarchy of the classical music experience. 
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 Vukovar Trio seems to fall on the pandering side of a pander-versus-challenging 

binary. Moreover, once one begins to use these criteria to test social-justice music it 

becomes clear that it will be very difficult—though certainly not impossible—for any 

piece to “pass.” No wonder then that many composers I know who otherwise are justice-

minded individuals aim to eschew writing “political” music altogether. But this is a false 

solution since music that eschews overt social or political themes does not become 

neutral in its social meaning but rather remains embedded in the social context of its 

genre. The classical composer is in a bind, then, with no obvious solution. No wonder 

then that the vast majority of musicological research on music and social justice tends to 

focus away from classical music and more on other genres. 

Yet like many binaries, the pandering-versus-challenging binary seems to be a 

gross oversimplification, as such a framework will reduce nearly all classical music to 

just one social meaning. While the genre itself undoubtedly is imbedded with social 

meaning, this does not mean that all compositions or experiences of classical music mean 

the same thing. One consideration for Vukovar Trio is that it is not simply a literal 

representation of the sounds of genocide or ethnic cleansing. A piano trio would most 

likely not be a successful vehicle for such a piece. Instead, as I have argued in the first 

part of the chapter, throughout the piece there is a sense of individual voices that 

repeatedly try and fail to shed themselves of horrifying events that take place around 

them. Throughout my analysis I frequently made use of such words as “failure” “no 

avail” “stuckness” and “downfall,” referring not to a global or political event but to what 

feels like something on a much more human level. There is something very personal and 
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individual in this music for which the intimate nature of chamber music becomes an ideal 

vehicle. 

 While the idea of an anti-genocide piece may indeed be appealing to audiences, 

the audience would most likely not otherwise be thinking about genocide during a 

concert. Vukovar Trio is not the typical “diversity” piece that Taruskin would decry, even 

though certainly the topics of diversity and ethnic cleansing are interconnected. While the 

message of the piece would be familiar to the audience, the event Kaminsky chooses to 

depict would most likely be unfamiliar. To that end, rather than solely reflecting the 

audience’s existing values, which it does, the piece also serves an educational value. 

Instead, most of the audience would likely know little if anything about the Vukovar 

massacre. As it turns out, there is some controversy about whether the massacre 

constituted ethnic cleansing. After experiencing the piece, I as a listener had an additional 

emotional connection and sense of outrage when I read more online about the massacre, 

including that the International Court of Justice ruled in 2015 that it was not genocide. 

My visceral reaction to this news was along the lines of: “but it has to have been, the 

music says so.” 

Finally, one must not accuse Kaminsky of opportunism or of using genocide as a 

commodity when she is writing about her own travel to Vukovar as a powerful 

experience in her own life. Kaminsky emphasized this last point in her May 6, 2016 

email to me in response to a draft of this paper I had shared with her. “This piece was 

inspired by a direct experience which led me to wanting to compose it - it wasn't 

something that I had pre-determined was an issue to which I wanted to draw attention,” 
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she wrote. The piece was composed very shortly after her trip, which was very shortly 

after the massacre. The challenging versus binary framework may need to additionally 

consider issues of “standing,” as David Meyer and Joshua Gamson do in their work on 

celebrity participation in social movements (1995). The non-controversiality of 

Kaminsky’s chosen cause is in keeping with those typically picked by celebrity figure, 

but Kaminsky’s experience gives her standing to write such a piece.  

While in this case Kaminsky’s “standing” is based on her personal experience, in 

other cases standing can come from identity. For example, one of Kaminsky’s most well-

known pieces is a chamber opera that follows the identity struggles of a fictional 

transgender protagonist. Kaminsky’s identity as a queer woman might be seen by some 

listeners as giving her some standing to compose music about LGBT issues generally, 

while others might question her standing as a cis-woman to portray trans characters, but 

one of her librettists, filmmaker Kimberly Reed, is trans. This gets at one of the limits of 

considering “standing”: states of “belonging” within a group are open to contestation. 

Moreover, the challenge of representing marginalized groups in music does not disappear 

even when one of the creators belongs to the marginalized group in question. When we 

spoke, Kaminsky was aware of the potential to inadvertently be exploiting marginalized 

groups for professional gain rather than benefitting them. At one point “Hannah before” 

recites the names of victims of real-life recent murders of trans-people across the globe. 

While the extent to which such trans remembrance is helpful for the trans community is a 

matter of debate, Kaminsky describes this as an effort to ensure that the work serves a 

memorializing function in addition to simply an entertainment one. 
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Identity-based “standing” is rarely clear-cut. As I discuss in Chapter 5, it might 

seem that everyone would have standing for a general pro-environment message. 

However, given the history of environmental racism, and given the communities being 

impacted first and most severely by climate disruption, the environmental movement is 

also inextricably tied to the movements for racial and economic justice. Issues around 

allyship from composers who would not seem to have “standing” from their personal 

experiences to write about a given issue or identity are discussed in Chapter 4. 

“Standing” and identity are just one part of the overriding question of how contemporary 

classical concert music can tangibly impact social change. 

 While there is no shortage of social-justice-oriented contemporary classical 

music, this alone has not made the world of classical music not become more socially 

just, let alone the world at large. Yet I think music can in fact help with both. In 

subsequent chapters, I examine composers who do manage to offer music with aspects 

that goes beyond classical music norms. Even then, I find that some efforts at creating 

social change or engaging in politics through contemporary classical music are more 

successful than others. In the following chapters I offer somewhat less hermeneutic 

analysis and instead turn toward ethnography to focus on the social meaning of different 

strategies of social-justice and politically-oriented contemporary classical music. 

Breaking from the norms of classical music is not easy. It is not essential either, if one’s 

purpose is simply writing meaningful music, an entirely valid pursuit. Venting our 

emotions is powerful and healthy, and a piece like Vukovar Trio can do so effectively. On 

the other hand, for composers looking to change the world, breaking from norms and 
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offering either a political challenge to the audience or a tangible public benefit can be 

both possible and valuable. 

 

An Aside on Music and Emotion 

 I suggested in my analysis above that Vukovar Trio is a particularly intense, 

captivating, emotional piece of chamber music, which I feel is true. As I was editing this 

analysis of the piece in late October 2018, three and a half years after originally writing it 

for a graduate seminar paper, I was also reading Octavia Butler’s 1993 dystopian future 

science-fiction novel Parable of the Sower for fun. Reading the novel was deeply 

upsetting as it unfolded before me at the same time of the Trump administration’s 

response to the “migrant caravan,” the presidential election in Brazil, the mass-shooting 

at a Pittsburgh synagogue, the Kroger shooting, and really too many other things to name, 

all within one week. Some parts of the novel, like the murder of the neglected child 

whom the protagonist had befriended toward the beginning, were almost unbearable. I 

realized that I could not immediately think of a piece of instrumental concert music that 

had been similarly viscerally affecting for me “on its own,” and it was hard to imagine 

how one could be. An opera or other dramatic work might be different, and of course any 

music can trigger a strong emotional reaction, especially when one has an existing 

association between that music and a particular life event. Classical music has enormous 

emotional power (DeNora 2000; Kramer 2007). Still, I realize that as I write about the 

how Vukovar Trio feels “personal” and “captivating,” I should be clear about what that 

means within the context of concert music. 
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Maybe it is just concert-music-fatigue I am feeling as I come to the end of 

revising this dissertation. Or perhaps it is just another case for intertextuality in concert 

music, which Kaminsky uses effectively as I noted above. Yet I feel that I have to 

reluctantly acknowledge that while I am writing about how intense the emotions are in a 

piece of instrumental chamber music, the fact is that for me at this moment that intensity 

is paling in comparison to what I am feeling from other forms of media and 

communication. An in-depth study of music and emotion is not my goal here, although 

attention to contemporary classical music and emotion from the standpoint from social-

change-oriented music would be valuable for future research. For now, I acknowledge 

that gut-level emotional responses to art are tied to genre, identity, indexicality and 

experience. More than anything else, this may point to the limit of considering the music 

“on its own.” It may also be that emotional reactions would be different for music whose 

performance conventions stray further from concert music defaults, examples of which I 

discuss further in subsequent chapters. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 “NOTHING IS TOO BROKEN”: SERVING A COMMUNITY WITH NEW 

MUSIC IN DAVID LANG’S SYMPHONY FOR A BROKEN ORCHESTRA 

 

 

Figure 4. Broken instruments stored prior to repair at Tyler School of Art, Philadelphia in 
Fall 2017. Photo by the author. 

 

I first had the opportunity to ask composer David Lang whether he considered 

Symphony for a Broken Orchestra to be a political piece months before the piece was 

composed. Lang answered that he was not concerned with the piece itself making people 

feel a certain way. Instead, he replied, his goal was just to “write what I normally write” 

(personal communication, February 6th, 2017). Nevertheless, this piece was later 
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inscribed by both Lang and others with some of the highest social ambitions I have 

encountered in contemporary classical music. 

In contrast to many composers’ political concert pieces, including Cacioppo’s and 

Kaminsky’s described in the previous two chapters, the idea for the piece was not Lang’s. 

Temple Contemporary, an art space within Temple University’s Tyler School of Art with 

a mission to “reimagine the social function of art” (Tyler School of Art, n.d.), 

commissioned the piece to be performed by 400 broken instruments collected from the 

School District of Philadelphia. Through outreach around the piece, the public would be 

invited to “adopt” an instrument for repair, and after the concert all instruments would be 

repaired and returned to the school district. 

The nature of the project invited me to engage with the preparation of this piece 

for performance in a way that was not possible for the other pieces in this study. In order 

to have access to Lang and the behind-the-scenes work related to the piece, I signed up to 

be a section leader for Symphony for a Broken Orchestra.5 Section leaders would conduct 

rehearsals, lead call-and-response sections of the performance, and comprise a core group 

of technically solid musicians during the performance for others to follow. Although the 

logistical complexity of performing Symphony for a Broken Orchestra far surpasses that 

of a typical concert piece, similar issues to those encountered in rehearsals would likely 

apply to other social-justice-oriented classical music projects as well, including the pieces 

                                                           
5 Financial disclosure: For doing so, I received a payment from Temple 

Contemporary. 
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discussed in the other chapters of this monograph. Insights from this rehearsal experience 

can inform strategy for contemporary classical concert music going forward. 

The piece was divided into ten sequential sections of music, mostly performed 

without pause. The musicians of the orchestra were also divided into ten sections each 

with two or three section leaders. To avoid confusion, I hereafter refer to the division of 

musicians as “groups,” though in keeping with practice during rehearsals I continue to 

use the title “section leader” to describe the leaders of those groups. The score itself had 

five pages of music, but its ten sections totaled over a half hour in duration. All 

instruments read the same part, with octave displacement allowed freely throughout. 

Upon request of section leaders, Lang promised to produce transposed parts and a part 

with bass clef. This would accommodate amateur and student musicians who could not 

read treble clef if they played a bass instrument nor transpose on sight if they played a 

transposing one. Each section was aleatoric, with sparse notation combined with a 

descriptive paragraph. The piece begins with ambient noise but ends with a notated major 

triad, though the expectation was that the brokenness of the instruments would prevent 

anything from sounding exactly as it was written. Sections six and eight were call-and-

response with a different section leader calling for each of the ten groups, section six 

being especially loud and chaotic. In addition to being highly improvisatory, the 

complex, dissonant aesthetic of the piece when played by hundreds of musicians would 

be labeled “avant-garde” in another context. 

The piece can be seen as an unequivocal success insofar as it had a clear initial 

goal and accomplished it: the project raised donations to repair broken instruments in the 
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city of Philadelphia. It also was successful in provoking citywide discussion about music 

education in the sense that the project attained substantial media coverage. The piece also 

managed to appeal to an audience beyond the niche of contemporary classical music 

despite aesthetics that would be labeled “experimental” or “avant-garde.” At the same 

time, the project was not immune to the challenges of attaining large-scale social change 

through classical music, and in some cases its accomplishments were overstated by 

participants and the media. Symphony for a Broken Orchestra exemplifies potential 

tensions between philosophical, political, and practical considerations in creating socially 

just contemporary classical music. 

 

Responding to a Community Need 

Although raising funds may be an extremely worthy aim of a piece of classical 

music, a classical concert is a relatively inefficient fundraiser. Temple Contemporary 

received a $300,000 grant from Pew Charitable Trusts for the project, and facilitated 

raising just over $300,000 in donations to fix instruments, not an especially good 

investment if that were the only goal. Indeed, a note in the score by Temple 

Contemporary director Robert Blackson indicates he sees the project as more than just a 

pragmatic solution to musical instruments in disrepair. “Visibly frustrated, [a section 

leader] asked me why we should do the concert at all,” relates Blackson, “‘Why don’t we 

just fix the instruments and move on?’” (2017, 2). Blackson continues, “I created 

Symphony for a Broken Orchestra as a poetic and practical way for us to understand the 

devastating lack of support there is for the arts in our public schools.” While Blackson’s 
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positioning of himself as the “creator” of Symphony for a Broken Orchestra might raise 

the eyebrows of a composer, his goal is a specific and potentially achievable one 

compared to the lack of goal found in the Cacioppo and Kaminsky pieces in the previous 

chapters. While repairing the instruments was important to Temple Contemporary, the 

piece could additionally foster discourse on underfunded arts in public education. 

The project grew out of discussions with Philadelphia public school music 

teachers. Citing information he received from a school district administrator, Blackson 

wrote to me in an email that the budget for instrumental music shrunk from $1.3 million 

to $50,000 between 2007 and 2015. In his note at the beginning of the score, Blackson 

writes that he sees commissioning Lang as “part of [the] work” (2017, 2) of addressing 

the situation of music education, along with repairing instruments, installing instrument 

repair kits, and organizing repair tutorials for public school teachers. To this end, Temple 

Contemporary collected over one thousand instruments, of which 400 were selected by 

Lang to be used for the composition. The worst instruments made Lang “want to cry;” he 

found them “so pathetic.” Other instruments were almost playable normally. Even those 

instruments that were not used in the performance were repaired and returned to the 

district, except for a few which were beyond repair and were replaced instead (Robert 

Blackson, email to author, February 1, 2018). 

Blackson’s note continues: 

This “broken orchestra” is not a poor relation to the conventional model of 
classical music-making. Rather, it is a strategic pronouncement that new, 
inclusive, and replicable models of music-making excellence must be imagined 
within our contemporary socio-economic context and the public school system it 
has left behind in many disadvantaged communities of color across the United 
States. (2017, 2) 
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From such an ideological standpoint, it might seem like rather than aspiring to repair the 

instruments to return to the conventional model of classical music-making, it would make 

more sense to promote “broken orchestra” as a long-term replacement for such a model. 

But such an ideal would be impractical for multiple reasons. The school district would 

never agree to lend broken instruments were they not to be fixed. Moreover, it is 

unfathomable that a single piece of music could undo the stigmatization of “broken 

instruments” across society. The solution of performing upon and subsequently repairing 

the instruments can thus be seen as an attempt to balance such ideological aspirations 

with the school district’s pragmatic needs. 

 

The Rehearsal Process: Philosophical versus Practical Considerations 

Seven months after Lang’s initial talk, I sat in a circle at Temple Contemporary 

with about thirty other folks who had signed up to be section leaders. We went around the 

circle to introduce ourselves over bad pizza and ginger ale, each person saying why they 

decided to get involved in the project. While some focused on the excitement of 

premiering an unusual large-scale work by a noted composer, the majority of section 

leaders described their own experiences, positive or negative, with public schools as 

children or as teachers, and saw the piece as an opportunity to support the schoolchildren 

of Philadelphia. Despite his earlier denial of the “political” aspect of the piece, Lang 

expressed appreciation for the “social activist” aspect of the project that several section 

leaders had brought up in describing their reasons to be involved. “What is music’s social 

value?” Lang asked aloud, posing as an answer: “it teaches you to how to do something 
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or build something beautiful with people you don’t like or don’t know. I need to build a 

beautiful world and can’t do it alone.” While fairly non-controversial and open to being 

read as “universal,” this is still a statement of social values. Lang remarked that he too 

was “raised in public schools,” and was saddened that due to the broken instruments, 

children would not have the musical experiences that he had in his own youth. 

At the end of the meeting, Lang laughed that it would be the “weirdest thing [he] 

had ever done.” While the structure of the piece contained a number of pragmatic 

challenges, in rehearsal, Lang generally tried to emphasize the piece’s flexibility. 

Musicians should do their best, Lang instructed, and correct pitches were of low 

importance. When questioned by a musician about less nimble instruments, he added that 

for those with less agility it would be better to lag behind tempo than to drop out. 

Meanwhile, conductor Jayce Ogren added additional phrasing in one section to bring out 

a particularly nice dissonance, filling in a role that would traditionally belong to the 

composer. While Lang was concerned with relinquishing his privileged position within 

the hierarchy of classical music decision-making, the realignment of decision-making 

from composer to conductor does not significantly change that hierarchy, especially when 

both Ogren and Lang appear to present as white men. 

 Minor and friendly as they generally were, the few small disagreements over the 

course of the rehearsal tended to stem from the tension between the desire for flexibility 

combined with the pragmatic need for some sense of order when playing in such a large 

group. Anna Drozdowski, the program manager from Temple Contemporary, suggested 

that section leaders should pick some of the better instruments such that enough notes 
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would sound; this would help other musicians be able to follow the section leader. 

However, Lang suggested that it would be fair for the section leaders to have the worse 

instruments. I considered a Yamaha clarinet that sounded pretty good apart from a leak 

that affected certain notes. Once fixed—and it would be a pretty easy fix—it would have 

been quite a nice student instrument. I decided to go with a Bundy clarinet of much lower 

quality for its very unique and strange buzzing sound, almost as if it had been prepared. 

Every note sounded, but the effect felt like an extended technique, which I predicted 

would align better with Lang’s vision than the more functional clarinet. 

For the last section of the piece, which consisted of a single major triad in second 

inversion held for several minutes in which musicians were instructed to play any note, 

there was a question about octave displacement. A musician suggested that the lower 

instruments should play the fifth to keep the inversion intact. Lang disagreed, saying “I 

don’t want to orchestrate it.” Such a statement from a composer might elicit a chuckle; 

after all, one might argue, isn’t orchestrating it what he was being paid to do? In a 

subsequent lecture at the weekly colloquium of the music studies department, described 

more below, Lang clarified that he sought to avoid gratuitous virtuosic orchestration. 

While this explains his initial impulse to be skeptical of overly controlling the sound, 

maintaining the inversion he composed does not appear gratuitous, and by the dress 

rehearsal we were given a new directive that lower instruments should indeed play the 

fifth. 

Such tension between philosophical and practical needs manifested itself in 

several ways throughout the rehearsal process. While there is not one obvious underlying 
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philosophy or message that the piece was supposed to send, pragmatic concerns of the 

complex performance nevertheless seemed to misalign with the message one might 

expect.  Lang does not discuss systemic social issues in his notes on the piece but rather 

offers a message that seems to emphasize personal responsibility. “Part of each player’s 

job is learning what each instrument can and cannot do, and then adapting him or herself 

to it. These instruments, like the people who play them, are unique, extraordinary. It has 

been a joy to work with them” (2017, 3). On the one hand, this sentiment validates 

variety and sonic nonconformance among instruments. On the other hand, it puts the 

impetus on individuals to adapt to their conditions—a bad instrument—and make it work, 

pushing aside the inequality among the instruments they are given. This could be 

interpreted as one of several potentially neoliberal aspects of the piece, discussed further 

below. 

A goal for Lang was for musicians to figure out what made their broken 

instrument “special” or “unique.” If an instrument only made a “fuzzy” sound, Lang 

wanted musicians to ask themselves “what’s good about that sound?” He told section 

leaders that the piece should be unpredictable, bizarre, and out of tune, though it was 

unclear how this effect should be rehearsed. Lang interchangeably used negative 

language such as “deficits” and positive language such as “different abilities” when 

describing the broken instruments. Similarly, Lang used a mix of hierarchical and non-

hierarchical language. He thought of section leaders like “concertmasters” even though 

they did not perform a typical concertmaster role. Instead, during the performance we 

would be leading the call and response portions of the piece within our group, and were 
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invited to talk to the musicians even while playing to anchor our group as needed. In 

section six, Ogren told musicians that all should be as heroic as their section leader. All 

should play like a “soloist” or “hero” and try to “compete” with or “upstage” one’s 

leader. Such language can be seen as against a community-building musical sensibility. 

Because all 400 instruments were assigned to play the same part, each individual 

musical voice lacked what it needed to thrive to its fullest potential. For example, a violin 

with one string would be expected to play the same part as a violin with four. For some 

reason, the school district has a large number of autoharps. While Lang offered 

occasional instructions specifically for winds, brass, and strings, the autoharps were 

initially not accommodated at all; eventually they were given chords for one section and 

could tap on their instruments in a few others. It was unclear until dress rehearsal how 

unpitched instruments were supposed to approach the last chord; they were eventually 

told they could roll. Lang’s general solution to problems was that instruments could 

simply leave out or play incorrectly what was impossible for them in the score. This 

worked well enough that the piece overall was musically compelling. But if one were to 

use an education metaphor, distinct voices with unequal access to resources and their own 

styles and strengths were expected to perform to equal standards. We were told at one 

point that the piece would be what we made of it, as if our instruments were to pull 

themselves up by their bootstraps. To some extent, individual instruments did not 

necessarily have the best opportunities to show off the special, individual features of their 

specific brokenness that the piece was intended to celebrate. Improvisatory sections did 

allow for some showing off of instruments’ peculiarities, although for some instruments 
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better than others. Having all instruments play the same part did make practical sense; 

writing four hundred parts would result in an unworkably enormous musical score. As 

noted above, Lang generally avoids virtuosic, idiomatic writing anyway as an aesthetic 

choice. 

The plan for the performance was for the conductor to stand in the middle of the 

giant historic 23rd Street Armory, while the musicians would be facing him along the 

sides. The audience would be in the middle of the room facing out toward the musicians, 

away from the conductor. The conductor would seem to have a diminished role in the 

sense that the audience would not see him. Moreover, Lang told the section leaders that 

we could “disobey” the conductor if we felt it made sense. On the other hand, one could 

argue that the conductor assumes a sort of Foucauldian ([1975] 1977) invisible master 

role, more ominous due to its all-seeing invisibility. Standing on a platform away in the 

center of the room with the audience facing away from him, his power was hidden in 

almost panopticon fashion, but essential for us to be able to follow the piece. In fact, 

during the performances I spotted many in the audience craning their necks to watch him 

behind them; the expectation of watching the conductor is evidently deeply ingrained. 

That concert behavior is so normalized even in a setting as atypical as this may explain 

the scale of the discomfort caused by unusual concert behavior in a more typical setting 

scene in case of Hannibal’s One Land, One River, One People in Chapter 6. 

To conduct the piece looked very difficult; Ogren, a young and fit-looking 

conductor, appeared out of breath by the eighth section. A challenge for musicians was 

watching both him and the section leader during call-and-response sections. Since our 
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ability to interpret sound is greatly aided by visual cues (Cook 1999), watching our 

section leader’s gestures was essential in imitating them amid the cacophony of the 

music. Ogren meanwhile effectively shaped the piece and maintained far more control 

than typical for the genre. Every time Ogren asked Lang for his opinion on the 

appropriateness of a musical gesture, Lang responded along the lines of “I think it’s fine.” 

In sections six and eight, the section leader was to improvise a musical gesture 

based on a set of material provided by Lang, which the rest of the would musicians play 

back to the best of their instruments’ abilities.  Before the final decision was made about 

how to decide which section leaders would lead the call and response sections, there was 

substantial debate among a few of the section leaders about whether we should take turns 

being callers since that was the most visible leadership role. I found this issue of little 

importance in terms of the larger piece; this view was shared by another section leader 

who vented to me in exasperation over the ridiculousness of wasting time debating such a 

detail. Nevertheless, the debate exemplified the tension between practical and social 

concerns. The argument in favor of switching was that it seemed more democratic. The 

arguments in favor of the same person remaining the caller throughout all three 

performances and in both sections were that it was simpler, musicians would know who 

to watch, and the musician with the loudest instrument could consistently be the one to 

play and be easier to hear. The final solution was that one leader—whoever had the 

loudest instrument—would lead in section six and another section leader would lead in 

section eight, but these roles would stay fixed in each performance, such that those with 

the quietest instruments would not lead. This was logical since it minimized—though did 
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not completely solve—hearing difficulties. It also brought out saxophones and brass 

resulting in a sound that Philadelphia Inquirer critic David Patrick Stearns compared to 

“the extraterrestrial jazz of the Sun Ra Arkestra” (Stearns 2017a). 

Another plausible argument that I did not hear would have been that while less 

visible, the roll of remaining among the rest of the musicians as an anchor or helper was 

equally important as leading the call-and-response; this interpretation would also have 

supported the ultimate solution chosen. Given the gendered nature of leadership (Beatty 

and Tillapaugh 2017), the desire to be a more visible “leader” rather than a helper is 

likely rooted in masculinity; all of the section leaders who seemed to have a strong 

opinion on this issue were male-appearing. 

One section leader mentioned to me that she felt a tension between the musical 

and social goals of the piece during her sectional rehearsal. Her group included many 

people who had played instruments as a child but had pursued non-musical careers and 

had joined the project to have an opportunity to make music again. She wanted to spend 

more of the rehearsal facilitating musicians to meet one another and to force the disparate 

folks in her group to connect. However, she acquiesced to her partner section leader who 

felt that it was important to devote the rehearsal to “the music itself” and to take the 

music “more seriously.” 

 Each section leader co-led two sectional rehearsals which were held at a handful 

of different locations throughout the city but mostly concentrated in neighborhoods closer 

to Center City. At least one rehearsal was held in the gallery space at Temple 

Contemporary during its open gallery hours, during which outside folks could walk in 
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and out during rehearsal. However, this was not a bohemian or vernacular impromptu 

rehearsal space; it was all carefully managed. Indeed, members of the public would need 

to show identification to enter the building. Rehearsals were remarkably carefully 

organized, with every detail accounted for by Drozdowski. Much to my appreciation, 

enough extra time was built in such that rehearsals ended on-time or early even though 

they tended to start late. While the non-section-leader musicians were officially asked to 

attend three rehearsals, Drozdowski informed the section-leaders that she only expected 

them to attend two out of three on average. Section leaders were paid a modest 

honorarium, while other adults who played in the ensemble were paid a smaller fee. The 

fees were much lower than union rate, possibly less than minimum wage for non-section-

leaders depending on how hours would be calculated, and payment was not remitted until 

nearly two months after the performance. There were long gaps between performances 

that required waiting around and dropping off and picking up instruments took some 

time. Still, being paid at all, generally making efficient use of meeting times, and keeping 

to scheduled end-times are all welcome features not found in many small social 

movements. In fact, some of the musicians assumed that they were volunteering and 

seemed almost taken aback about being paid. They would have preferred the money go to 

fixing the instruments, they said. Overall, compared to many activist environments where 

participants are regularly pressured to do more than they initially expected, the entire 

Symphony for a Broken Orchestra project was very respectful of peoples’ time. On the 

other hand, students—ostensibly the ones the project was serving—were not paid for 

doing the same work as adults. 
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After the initial two meetings of section leaders, the sections leaders met next to 

distribute instruments to the rest of the musicians. The quantities of each broken 

instrument did not always align with the number of musicians trained in each instrument, 

which meant that many musicians were given an instrument that they did not play. There 

were not nearly enough string instruments or double reed instruments for the number of 

people who played them, and by the end of the night we were also out of percussion and 

horns. Some percussionists were given autoharps, but we ran out of those too. 

Meanwhile, there were far too many flutes, clarinets, trumpets, and trombones. The name 

Symphony for a Broken Orchestra likely disproportionately attracted orchestral 

musicians, while the instruments came from both school bands and orchestras. Some 

musicians were excited about trying something new, especially since any instrument 

could be used percussively. Others were not. I was surprised by the pushback I received 

from players who expected the instruments to be in better condition. While some 

musicians were excited or at least intrigued by the challenge of playing on a broken 

instrument, others were hesitant or even annoyed. “I’m a string player,” a college-age, 

white-appearing violinist exclaimed in disgust when handed a violin with no strings. She 

insisted on being given a different, better instrument, and eventually we found one for 

her. That particular player seemed to identify with the project as a musician rather than as 

someone connected with the plight of the schools. A couple of other musicians asked if 

they could patch up the instruments themselves. They were told that they could not; in 

this case, the musical and philosophical goals of the piece outweighed what might have 

been otherwise practical. There was no clear correspondence between perceived gender, 
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race, or other identity presentation and a musician’s reaction to getting an instrument. I 

tried to project enthusiasm to the unhappy musicians about how exciting it was to try 

something new. However, I can understand how, on top of what might have already been 

an intimidating situation, especially for amateurs—navigating the crowded room to pick 

up an instrument in an unfamiliar space surrounded by musicians—having to play a 

totally new instrument must have been overwhelming. For the most part, we were able to 

find satisfactory alternatives for amateurs, while a few professionals or music students 

may have been less pleased with their assignment. 

The first sectional rehearsal I co-led was held at Temple Contemporary and 

attracted a group of largely very talented music students. The individuals in this rehearsal 

were particularly interested in the musical aspect of the project. The second rehearsal was 

held in the bright, sunny rehearsal room at Curtis Institute of Music. This rehearsal 

included a wider array of players, a few dozen in all, from composer Andrew Rudin, who 

led the protests of the Metropolitan Opera briefly described in Chapter 1, to a 

professional architect who joined because it seemed like “a great way to help.” There 

were three musicians who identified themselves as immigrants or international students, 

including both a Curtis and an adult playing an instrument for the first time in years. 

There were two high school students, one of whom was a from a prestigious independent 

Quaker school. There were also four music teachers from the School District of 

Philadelphia, one of whom thanked everyone for their participation at the end of the 

rehearsal. Compared to the previous rehearsal with more music students, the more 
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common sentiment appeared to be that we were performing a social good. Both 

rehearsals leaned white overall relative to the city of Philadelphia. 

Before my second sectional rehearsal we were given a new directive to impart for 

section six: “If you can’t hear your section leader, you’re playing too loud.” This 

responded to a concern that in the call and response sections it would be impossible to 

hear the caller when multiple groups were playing at once out-of-synch. This struck me 

as an unfortunate and ironic example of attempting to fix a flawed overall structure via 

increased individual responsibility. The announcement was also technically illogical: as 

musicians were following their section leaders, their ability to hear would not be drowned 

out by their own playing but rather by that of others. The ability to hear the leader 

depended on the section leader’s instrument and their positioning within the room. 

Fortunately, in the dress rehearsal Ogren declared that musicians should not reduce the 

volume of their responses. 

The tension between practical and ideological also manifested in the recording 

process. Despite Lang’s belief in the beauty of all of the instruments, music collective 

Found Sound Nation, which was recording the performance, decided to put microphones 

on the instruments that sounded “better.” While seemingly going against the ideals of the 

piece, this decision could potentially result in a more sonically compelling recording.  

There was an emphasis on orderliness leading up to the concerts, which one 

musician mentioned to me finding oddly formal for the premise of the piece. We were all 

given matching black T-shirts to wear for the concert; in addition, section leaders were 

given green hats to be easily recognizable. We were told by Drozdowski to enter the hall 
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silently and with good posture. With understandable concern for safety, Drozdowski did 

not tolerate jaywalking across the street from the Red Cross building where we had 

warmed up to the armory where we were performing. In a true political action, of course, 

we would have been surrounded by police. Instead, by the second performance we 

learned to wait for the signal after Drozdowski was bumped by a car, lightly, while acting 

as a crossing guard. Perhaps inevitably, there was a bit of a sense of chaos and of 

bureaucracy when all four hundred musicians were together. One musician was refused a 

reed unless they carried their instrument to the desk for spare reeds. Drozdowski was 

adamant that, despite the hour and a half gap between performances, no one leave the 

building to go eat; food was provided but it did not necessarily meet dietary restrictions 

and tastes. The table where we were all supposed to go to autograph posters was much 

too crowded and overwhelming for me; I made it through only one of the four posters. I 

was not alone in this; people found the poster signing exceptionally overwhelming and 

disorganized. That these comparatively unimportant details were the only ones that felt 

chaotic likely speaks to how much advance planning was involved in everything else. 

When leading the call-and-response sections, my impulse was to pause and reflect 

before each iteration. My improvised variations also erred on the slower, softer side. In 

the second rehearsal, my co-section-leader was not a fan of this, and for good reason: it 

made it trickier for the rest of my group to follow, especially when I tried to lead section 

six. Perhaps I did not really have the right aesthetic to effectively be a section leader for 

this piece. Robert Adlington (2017) has noted that the music of Elliot Carter may be seen 

as capturing the complexity of direct democracy—which Carter admired—insofar as 
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individual instrumental lines appear autonomous and out-of-synch. However, there 

seemed to be a limit to how much difference Carter was able to accept. Each instrument 

in a Carter piece has its own voice but they are “kind of all the same person” (Adlington 

2017). Similarly, despite the genuine democratic impulse at the core of Symphony for a 

Broken Orchestra, it can only be so pluralist; amidst the chaos we still needed to play in 

an idiom that made sense. As discussed in the previous chapter, Cacioppo’s Hail to the 

Chief borrows from a number of musical traditions belonging to identity groups with 

which Cacioppo may not identity; this comes with its own set of challenges. Lang does 

the opposite, seeming to try to capture the complexity of a community but writing within 

one specific musical idiom that makes no specific reference to that community. 

All of the above types of tensions are not unique to Symphony for a Broken 

Orchestra nor to classical music. In fact, it is not uncommon for social movements to run 

into conflict between the message they are trying to send and the pragmatic requirements 

of sending it. Einaudi’s “elegy for the arctic,” discussed in the following chapter, likely 

required substantial carbon emissions to create a spectacle to draw attention to climate 

disruption. Practical constraints do not imply hypocrisy or in any way disqualify the piece 

from conveying a message successfully. At the same time, closer attention to messaging, 

language choices, and rehearsal practices might make it possible to address some of these 

challenges. 

I felt myself most personally caught in the tension between musical and 

philosophical over the project’s impact on the instruments themselves. While I quite liked 

the instrument I chose, which initially played by the full range albeit with an unusual 
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buzzy sound, by dress rehearsal I wanted to cry. Whatever was wrong with the instrument 

had clearly not benefitted from me playing it in its broken state, as the instrument had lost 

all but two of the overblown notes. Warming up an hour before the first preview concert I 

almost gasped; I had now lost the entire clarion register along with the lowest three notes 

of the instrument. At this point, not only was my hand sore from the tapping throughout 

the piece, a sizeable dent was now visible in the plastic and wood where I had been 

tapping one piece of the instrument against another. “Don’t worry about it,” replied one 

of the people in my group, a white-male-appearing college student who had been eagerly 

conversing with a Philadelphia Orchestra musician. A friend of mine who was checking 

in musicians at the entrance of the warm-up space laughed at my dismay. Once warmed 

up, I started to get some of the clarion register back, and I resolved to tap more carefully, 

even if it meant I would not be heard. In particular, taking the instrument apart and 

tapping each piece against another would not do. 

It was not just me risking my instrument’s well-being. Leaving the instruments 

stored stacked in a tall pile as they were before their distribution, some in a bright sunlit 

room, did not seem good for them. A number of instruments were also displayed 

artistically but precariously along the gallery wall. Before each performance, we waited 

outside in the December chill for several minutes with our instruments before entering 

the hall. I saw one person drop their trombone on the stone-covered ground of the 

alleyway, and soon after another person dropped their cello. I heard multiple accounts 

of—but did not see—a musician who gradually “smashed” his clarinet as he performed 

the tapping. When we reached section eight in the preview concert, I stood—as per my 
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role as section leader—to lead a call-and-response. This was the quieter call-and-response 

in which more experimentation was desired. The energy in the room was palpable, and I 

smiled at the members of my group. Each group was cued to conclude the call and 

response at a different time. As it turned out, our group was not cued to move on to 

section nine until after nearly every other group, and I was running out of effects to do 

that would be loud enough for the group to hear and imitate. Despite the empowering-

sounding invitation to take advantage of whatever special sounds our instrument could 

make, there are only so many possibilities with a clarinet. To continue leading the group 

through the rapturous, captivating moment, I had to use other techniques. Once again, I 

separated my clarinet into two sections and tapped them together. By the end of the 

performance my clarinet was able to play less than an octave, none of the clarion register 

and no pitches below concert middle C. 

Perhaps none of this matters because the instruments were ultimately fixed. 

Perhaps the melancholy feeling with which I was left as I returned my instrument simply 

underscores the emotional connection I felt as part of the piece. There was much that 

Symphony for a Broken Orchestra had to navigate. In social-justice-oriented 

contemporary classical music, we should ensure that our actions do more good than 

harm. But weighing good and harm is subjective, and different interpretations will lead us 

to different conclusions. In this case “the music itself” worked against the goal of the 

piece in some ways, yet that primary goal was nevertheless fulfilled. 

Ideology and practicality were not always in tension with one another. During 

both of my sectional rehearsals, musicians asked if their sounds were too weird or “too 
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broken.”  According to an email to section leaders from Drozdowski, concern about 

sounding bad, embarrassing, or too broken was common among participants in all 

rehearsals. The piece’s potential for establishing a new genre, something both Blackson 

and Lang seemed to desire, may have made such concern inevitable. In the end, audience 

reception did not reflect musicians’ worries. In response to such concerns, section leaders 

frequently reminded the rest of the musicians that “nothing is too broken.” Such a 

sentiment was essential to performing a piece with broken instruments. Such a statement 

also appears to fit nicely the sentiment of the piece as expressed by both Lang and 

Blackson. 

For the most part, logistics of the concert itself worked better than I had expected, 

with each section of the piece musically satisfying and sufficiently possible to follow. 

Musicians were strikingly creative, especially in the sections that asked for tapping the 

body of the instrument in different ways. While in fact completely un-notated, Stearns 

wondered in his review of the concert whether the resulting sound was “intentionally 

Latin” (Stearns 2017a). From a sonic standpoint the piece was quite dynamic. This too 

can be seen a point of tension between “music” and “message.” The wonderful energy of 

the piece stemmed from Lang’s success in aestheticizing disrepair, which as I discuss 

below could be seen as the epitome of a neoliberal response to the crisis in public 

education. Yet the piece engaged a large and relatively diverse audience who responded 

enthusiastically. 

In section six one of section leaders played with such intensity that the response 

felt grotesque. This section leader was a member of the eclectic West Philadelphia 
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Orchestra, which aims to “inspire audiences to hold hands, gyrate, howl, and otherwise 

slip the yoke of the homogenized culture industry” (West Philadelphia Orchestra n.d.). 

Initially I felt that the jarring sound was an unfair caricature of the instrument’s limited 

abilities. We surely didn’t want our audience to be gawking at how bad our instruments 

were. Yet the sound grew on me. These instruments were not shy about their sound but 

rather were proud and flamboyant about it, in keeping with Blackson’s goal for a “new 

model of music-making” rather than a “poor relation” to a conventional orchestra. 

Compared to the other works in this study, it is harder to offer a single convincing 

hermeneutic analysis of Symphony for a Broken Orchestra because the musical structures 

and overall effect varied substantially between each performance. In the first performance 

of the last section, the major chord as written lingered in the hall, perhaps suggesting a 

sense of triumph over the earlier discord. In the second performance, Ogren chose to cut 

off the least accurate group last at the end of the final section, which resulted in a 

particularly rich dissonance lingering in the hall. In the third, the last group played what 

was closer to a minor chord than a major chord; this transformed the effect of the piece 

from triumphant to more uncertain. 

At the end of each performance, and sometimes also in the caesuras between 

some of the sections, the audience went wild with applause. The enthusiastic reception 

underscores the role of context. For a typical classical music audience familiar with 

orchestral music, to listen to a chaotic “avant-garde” 40’ piece would not have been 

greeted with enthusiasm. Yet for a less traditional audience that had learned about the 

piece from national education news, it was tremendous. We were told to make our 
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playing and tapping “look cool” to sell the piece to an audience that was largely 

unacclimated with New Music. Yet the successful reception of music is not simply a 

matter of branding. Michael Hicks (2017) has observed record companies’ extensive 

twentieth century efforts to mass market American avant-garde classical music in the 

style of popular music, yet these efforts largely did not affect the dwindling popularity of 

contemporary classical music. Instead, I would argue that the successful reception among 

the general public was due to the social justice nature of the piece itself. Symphony for a 

Broken Orchestra shows that making use of “avant-garde” or “adventurous” aesthetics is 

not antithetical to widespread appreciation of a work among the general public. The 

project was also widely seen by musicians as a success and an enjoyable experience. On 

the trolley home, musicians expressed that they were sad that it was over and had enjoyed 

meeting new people, while on Facebook one college student posted that it was one of the 

best musical experiences of his life. 

 

Bringing the Community Together Through Music or a Neoliberal Solution to a 

Crisis in Public Music Education? 

News media promoted the project as “bringing together Philadelphia through 

music.” The section leaders and musicians were a demographically mixed group of 

individuals, although skewed white relative to Philadelphia. Most section leaders stated 

that they had attended public school, and many were students or teachers. Drozdowski 

stated that she wanted to “make sure the orchestra looks like Philadelphia” in terms of the 

diversity of its musicians overall. 
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Group assignments were adjusted before the dress rehearsal and at first it 

appeared that my new group of about twenty people was all-white. A few people of color 

arrived later, including school district students and bassist Joseph Conyers of the 

Philadelphia Orchestra who was playing what appeared to be a broken 3/4 size violin. 

Still, at the dress rehearsal—the first time the entire ensemble was in the same room—it 

was evident that the ensemble was not as representative of Philadelphia as it had been 

made out to be. Perhaps because it was more diverse than a typical classical music event, 

not all musicians took notice of this. One musician in my group remarked that she 

observed people from “so many walks of life…it’s really fascinating.” The New York 

Times reviewer felt that it looked like “the most diverse orchestra in America” (Barone 

2017). 

Lang’s notes in the score do not discuss the Philadelphia public schools, instead 

noting his experience as a product of public schools with robust music programs. Yet 

Lang also emphasizes what he sees as his music’s ability to bring people together. “Our 

ensemble has a range of everyone in the city… People from all across [Philadelphia], 

coming together, making music. It is a beautiful sight,” writes Lang from New York 

(2017, 3). 

Whether it is true that the ensemble has a range of everyone in the city depends 

how we define “everyone.” There was an impressive age range among participants of 9-

84 (email, 3 November, 2017). Composers involved included Rudin, Daniel Fishkin, and 

a number of undergraduate and graduate composition students at Temple, the University 

of Pennsylvania, and Curtis. There were public and private high school students from 
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Philadelphia and suburbs, music teachers, professional musicians, and amateurs. Tickets 

to the concerts were free, which promoted diversity among the audience.  

Certain conditions were implicit to be in the orchestra. Amateurs were welcome 

to play, but ability to read music notation was expected. One would need to have the free 

time for rehearsals and performance. Many music students at Temple University cited 

this reason in declining to participate. I would predict that people working multiple jobs 

would also be less likely to have time. Parents and caregivers without strong support 

systems would be somewhat less likely to participate because rehearsals did not provide 

childcare. Proficiency in English would be another implicit requirement for participation 

as rehearsals were conducted exclusively in English, the score consisted of substantial 

written text, and while transpositions were offered for various instruments, translations 

were not. While in some cases teachers picked up musical instruments for their students 

and some participants may have found a proxy to pick up theirs, most participants would 

have needed to visit Temple Contemporary at least once to obtain their instruments, 

where a valid photo ID is necessary to enter the building. Most of the rehearsal locations 

were either in gentrified or longtime affluent neighborhoods closer to Center City 

Philadelphia; this was most likely not a conscious choice but rather reflects the “obvious” 

spaces that most frequently support classical music. All in all, despite the project’s best 

efforts to be inclusive, barriers to entry remained, which affected the overall makeup of 

the ensemble. These are some of the same barriers that many social justice and activist 

organizations face. The majority of these obstacles would have been difficult to avoid, 

and my intent is not to blame the obstacles on Temple Contemporary or on Lang. That 
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said, the idea that the ensemble was a neutral, representative cross-section of the diversity 

of Philadelphia is not accurate. The potentially excluded groups align with those who are 

most consistently marginalized from classical music spaces already. Their absence 

appeared to go unnoticed by Lang, members of the ensemble, and critics.  

Not everyone in Philadelphia would want to be part of Symphony for a Broken 

Orchestra anyway. The university’s extremely strained relationship with the Philadelphia 

community, discussed below, would make participating in a university-led project 

unappealing to some. Classical music appeals to a small group, and contemporary 

classical to an even smaller one. As a piece of contemporary classical music at a 

contemporary art center at a research university in the United States, by default 

Symphony for a Broken Orchestra occupies a predominately white—or white and Asian 

American—middle class cultural space.  

Given that, Temple Contemporary was successful at mitigating the issue of the 

niche appeal of contemporary classical music through its framing of the project. The 

Philadelphia Inquirer covered the project in depth, but the initial coverage appeared as an 

“education” story with reporting by the newspaper’s education writer rather than a 

“music” story (Melamed 2017). The 17-minute NPR interview about the project with 

Blackson and a teacher at a local charter school was on Radio Times, a production of 

local NPR news station WHYY (Blackson and Valez 2017), rather than WRTI, the local 

classical music station. That it was not pigeonholed as a classical music story likely 

contributed to its successful reception. Among the impacts of having the project 

commissioned by a non-music organization may have been that Temple Contemporary 
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was able to foster a framing of the piece that allowed to it to draw and to excite an 

audience that was far broader than typical for a contemporary classical concert. The goals 

of the piece were not generally articulated by Temple Contemporary in aesthetic terms. In 

fact, Blackson referred to the score as “Player Bible,” “Player Packet,” and “Booklet,” 

but never as a musical score. While one could imagine a musical organization doing even 

better by framing the project equally broadly but providing more musical expertise,6 the 

broad framing likely helped the project attract widespread attention and participation. 

The project also received a shorter piece on nationally-syndicated All Things 

Considered (Ulaby 2017), which was shared by the Atlanta Symphony musicians’ union 

on Facebook. The online national NPR article received 1,300 reactions—primarily 

“like”s, “love”s, and “wow”s—and 389 shares on Facebook in about a day and a half. A 

few weeks after the performance the project was mentioned on NBC News with Lester 

Holt (Dalhgren 2017). In an extremely rare show of unanimity, all of the dozens of 

comments online seemed to agree that it was a wonderful idea. I could not find one 

obviously negative comment online, neither a nuanced critique nor even a troll (NPR, 

December 1, 2017). There were a couple of ambiguous messages: one commenter wrote 

“Hmmm.. [sic.]” while a Facebook user in Florida, perhaps not realizing that the story 

was set in Philadelphia, wrote “costs too much to ship.” Another comment was simply 

“Black Lives Matter”; it is not clear whether that was meant as either a critique or praise 

                                                           

6
 A few aspects of having a non-musical organization run the project were less 

successful, such as the difficulty getting music students to participate. Also, according to 
an individual with insider knowledge, Temple Contemporary did not originally realize 
they needed to hire a conductor, assuming that Lang would lead the piece himself. 
Ogren’s name was not listed in the concert program. 
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of the piece. The unusual lack of opposition the publicity received online appears to 

index a feel-good project rather than a social action. As I discuss further in Chapter 7, it 

also fits the mold of “elites-driven” community art projects (Mattern and Love 2013). 

Notably absent from the public comments was critique of the underinvestment in public 

schools that led to the broken instruments. 

Attention-getting seemed to be a major goal of the piece, and the Temple 

Contemporary staff were skilled at getting it. All musicians had a professional photo 

taken of them holding their instrument. Drawing attention to instruments’ disrepair would 

encourage people to “adopt” an instrument to sponsor its repair. Rehearsals were filmed 

for a documentary [not released as of late 2018], and Symphony for a Broken Orchestra 

was the first piece of classical music of which I’ve ever been a part with its own set of 

hashtags. A local NPR reporter was present to record the first rehearsal. Before the 

concerts, NBC and The New York Times interviewed musicians as we warmed up our 

instruments inside the Red Cross building, which somehow had been made available for 

our use. The only constituency not informed until relatively late in the process was 

Temple music school students, who signed up in lower numbers than hoped for.  

The media focus appeared national more than local. If the piece was about 

“bringing Philadelphia together,” one might wonder whether the commission could have 

been given to a Philadelphia composer. While Lang seemed to attempt to claim solidarity 

with Philadelphia students by noting that he too had attended public school, a “well-

funded” one, his claim obscures the way the Philadelphia schools face dramatically 

different challenges from well-funded districts that go well beyond broken instruments. 
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That said, there may not have been an obvious composer based in Philadelphia at the time 

with a sufficient national reputation. As a Pulitzer Prize winner whose compositions are 

performed across the country dozens of times per year by prominent ensembles 

(O’Bannon 2015 & O’Bannon n.d.), Jennifer Higdon may be the only Philadelphia-based 

composer who would be inarguably considered to have at least as much of a national 

reputation as Lang. But it seems likely that composing for 400 broken instruments might 

not align with Higdon’s more specifically notated musical idiom. Lang is easily qualified 

for the project by his experience composing large-scale works for large groups of 

amateur musicians. In addition to potentially impressing potential donors, Lang’s national 

reputation may have enabled the national media attention. If there were critical discussion 

on education, such attention could be helpful for a piece to make large numbers of people 

aware of a social problem. Moreover, attention beyond Philadelphia could also inspire 

other cities to organize similar projects; apparently other cities have expressed interest. 

While performing a local direct service, the project points to a problem that is found 

across the country despite differences in each school district. 

That said, there are relatively few cities where the project would be viable. In 

addition to being suitable only for underinvested school districts with broken instruments, 

the piece is also suitable only for cities with a relatively large amount of wealth. In 

smaller cities and towns without an affluent urban base, including some of the nearby 

low-income Philadelphia suburbs such as Darby or Chester, it would be difficult to find a 

fundraising base that could support the repair of the instruments. While it has some 

replicability, Symphony for a Broken Orchestra cannot function as a solution to 
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underinvestment in education on a national level. This does not in any way undercut its 

local success. It is noteworthy because—from the choice of Lang as composer to the 

emphasis on acquiring national media attention—the piece appears to have national 

aspirations at least to some stakeholders. 

While the project was successful in appealing to a wide audience, as noted above 

practical constraints meant that the piece’s attempt to bring together a cross-section of the 

community was only a mixed success. While the orchestra did appear more diverse than a 

typical orchestra in many ways, there was still internal segregation. Perhaps unavoidably 

for scheduling reasons, School District schoolchildren rehearsed at largely different 

rehearsals from the rest of the participants. After the sectional rehearsals, there was one 

rehearsal in the performance space for adults and another one for students, including 

college students. During the student rehearsal, open seating and a lot of extra chairs 

meant that students either sat with people they knew or sat alone. I asked the students in 

my group which schools they attended. Without exception, the Temple and University of 

Pennsylvania students, who mostly appeared to be white, sat separately from the School 

District students, who mostly appeared to be people of color. During the breaks between 

performances the same was true; people socialized and made new friends but there 

appeared to be little mixing between school district and non-school-district musicians.   

Moreover, while all of the students I observed appeared equally respectful and 

mature as the adults, their identities seemed to elicit a different response from Ogren. 

During rehearsal with adults, while offering critique Ogren never complained or chided 

or expressed disappointment, and emphasized that we should not “sweat the small stuff.” 
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In the rehearsal with students, Ogren appeared terser and more impatient at moments, for 

example twice singling out individual students who he felt were not looking at him, “You 

have to be looking…you with the flute…I can’t start until everyone’s looking.” I find it 

highly improbable that all of the adults were looking at Ogren the entire time the night 

before—I doubt I was myself, in fact—but would instead guess that Ogren saw managing 

behavior as his role differently based on the identity of his ensemble. I would assume that 

this was not a conscious decision on the part of Ogren, who does not regularly conduct 

youth orchestras. Nor was he alone in internalizing different expectations for members of 

the orchestra based on their age or other social markers. A sentiment I heard from 

multiple section leaders including a friend of mine before the student rehearsal is that the 

students would likely need more help or require more talking-to than the adults. This did 

not end up being true, in my experience. 

Treating different groups differently, whether consciously or not, is likely 

common in progressive classical musical spaces. Peter McMurray (2017) observed that at 

a special orchestral concert for Syrian refugees in Berlin, refugee attendees were given 

special instructions on appropriate concert behavior. While well-meaning, McMurray 

argues that comments made by the conductors came off as patronizing and ultimately 

reinforced a cultural imperialism to which the conductors themselves had expressed 

opposition. One could also compare the reproduction of hierarchy to that noted by 

Benjamin Court (2017) in Cornelius Cardew’s scratch orchestra, which also engaged 

amateur musicians. Like Lang, Cardew did not see his work with the scratch orchestra as 

political at the time, but a lack of self-critique that resulted from the orchestra’s structure 
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led to implicitly reproducing a sense of hierarchy (Court 2017). This issue is not limited 

to classical music. In fieldwork at a primary school in southern Spain, anthropologist 

Inmaculada García-Sánchez (2014) observed that despite efforts to foster inclusion, 

faculty continued to reinforce social barriers between immigrant and Spanish-born 

students. This included the music teacher, whom García-Sánchez described as 

particularly intentional in his efforts to be inclusive, and who had received a grant from 

the Yehudi Mehudin Foundation to promote intercultural communication through the arts 

(García-Sánchez 2014, 132). There too, students tended to self-segregate except when 

seating was assigned (García-Sánchez 2014, 133). 

It is probably inevitable that an effort at “bringing the city together” through 

classical music will in some ways fall short. The Gramscian argument may be that 

classical music is fundamentally a traditional intellectual pursuit while an effort to truly 

bring the city together would need to be led by an organic intellectual class (Gramsci 

1971). Lang’s informal attitude during rehearsal, including going by his first name, may 

be interpreted as an effort to connect with an “organic intellectual” proletariat or 

subaltern, yet implicitly decisions made by Lang and Temple Contemporary throughout 

the project reflect their traditional intellectual grounding.  

Moreover, pragmatically it might be impossible to avoid some of the logistical 

barriers that limited participation. For example, trying to accommodate musicians who 

did not read music probably would not have been worth it. It may be unimportant that a 

given orchestra is not a cross-section of the community provided that this reality is 

acknowledged and that the musical community continues to put pressure itself to be more 



80 
 

welcoming to underrepresented groups. Within social movements, to some extent 

diversity may be less important than solidarity. In practice, most activist groups do have a 

demographic slant, whether by race, class, gender, sexuality or other identity marker. 

Effective change can still occur when multiple organizations with different slants work 

alongside one another in larger social movements, especially when each is aware of its 

cultural biases. It may not be wise for a group of predominately white folks to attempt to 

“bring together” a large, minority-white city to perform a project of theirs in the first 

place. At the same time, it would be ridiculous for those white folks to see that as a 

reason not to perform the project at all, especially when that project accomplishes 

significant practical good. Geoffrey Leonard and Laura Misumi, drawing on Stokely 

Carmichael, argue that anti-racist and anti-oppression movements should largely be led 

by the people to bear the brunt of the racism and oppression, but that there is also a need 

for privileged allies to organize and mobilize their own communities for justice (2016). 

One could argue the point along the lines of Gramsci’s “intellectuals” instead of along 

race. Organic intellectuals may be best suited to bringing a community together to 

combat oppression, but traditional intellectuals should not be let off the hook from trying 

to make positive change. Symphony for a Broken Orchestra successfully makes positive 

change by repairing instruments; a practical impact that traditional intellectuals with 

funding are well equipped to make. The rhetoric of “bringing the city together” likely 

appeals to foundations when applying for grants, but is inaccurate. Overstating what the 

project does renders invisible the lingering “not-brought-together-ness” of the city, while 
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aiming for diversity may not be a strategic goal. I discuss the issue of allyship in classical 

music further in the following chapter. 

McMurray (2017) and Marianna Ritchey (2017) argue that neoliberal institutions 

in the 2010’s still use a rhetoric of universality regarding classical music; it is treated as 

both “high culture” and “virtuous” yet “neutral.” This supposed universality can mask 

notions of difference, and in this case could make the genre appear better suited than it is 

for “bringing the city together through music.” For example, Ritchey discusses how a 

composition for a youth orchestra by Mason Bates sponsored by Cisco allowed the 

corporation to demonstrate the company’s “socially minded endeavors to support not 

only young people, but also the kind of “high culture” that classical music still represents 

in the popular consciousness” (2017). One could argue that Symphony for a Broken 

Orchestra accomplishes a similar function for Pew or for Temple. 

While the brokenness of the instruments arguably reduces the possibility of the 

project to index “high culture,” aestheticization of brokenness can also be situated within 

neoliberalism. Along with aspirations of bringing people together, the brokenness itself 

was a point of intrigue around the performance. The idea of “finding beauty in decay” is 

a frequent trope in early 21st-century popular culture (James 2015; Stubblefield 2014; 

Apel 2015). The symphony could be interpreted as a sort of “ruin porn,” displaying the 

disrepair that hinders public school students’ educational opportunities for our 

entertainment.  There is an important distinction here: while Dora Apel (2015) argues that 

a romantic idea of ruins “returning to nature” is a driver of ruin porn, in this case the 

aestheticizing of ruin is coupled with addressing the ruin by fixing the instruments. 
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Rather than opportunistic exploitation of ruin for corporate gain, the symphony 

aestheticizes decay in service of raising funds and potentially discourse around the 

circumstances that led to the ruin in the first place.  

Yet the depth of the discourse the piece provoked may have been somewhat 

limited. While Blackson’s note focuses exclusively on music, during the same time 

period the school district faced large-scale school closures and dramatic shortages of 

teachers, nurses, specialists, substitutes, and other staff. Despite recent changes, as of 

2017 Pennsylvania’s school funding formula was still cited as one of the most unequal in 

the country, with the district’s expenditures per student over $10,000 less than those of 

the wealthiest adjacent suburb (Earls 2017). This was absent from any of the coverage of 

Symphony for a Broken Orchestra. 

The project fits into a neoliberal mindset insofar as educational resources are 

provided through innovation and private partnership rather than a traditional model of 

public, governmental support. Such a strategy might placate or excite the public but 

serves a poor replacement for a consistent, reliable, adequate public funding model. The 

same could be argued about Symphony for a Broken Orchestra, in that successfully 

raising private charity money could downplay the need for the public funding which 

students in wealthier districts may take for granted. 

The stage manager told me that various institutions including the opera and Prince 

Music Theatre had donated music stands for the concerts. This makes sense since no 

single organization would have nearly enough surplus stands, especially during early 

December when all major musical organizations are in season. In my experience, Temple 
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University itself is a frequent target of complaints from its students for music stand 

scarcity. To convince a large number of unrelated professional cultural organizations to 

lend their own, good quality music stands would be no easy feat and would require 

significant social and cultural capital that few unestablished, avant-garde projects would 

have. This no doubt speaks to the organizing skills of Drozdowski, the clout that the 

project received from its media coverage, and the project’s inherent appeal, which I argue 

can be situated within neoliberalism. 

I emphatically do not mean to argue that the project should not have happened or 

deny that the benefit of repairing instruments is significant. While different forms of 

activism are discussed in more depth in Chapter 7, the Symphony for a Broken Orchestra 

project can be labeled a direct service or “helper” action (Hunter and Raasch Gilman n.d.) 

in that by financing instrument repairs, the project would have an immediate practical 

effect. Such action is incredibly valuable. At the same time, one risk of this type of action 

is that, if approached through a charity mindset more than one of solidarity, such action 

can fail to address larger systemic issues. While an extended discussion of educational 

policy would be beyond the scope of this paper, systemic issues in public education are 

severe and intertwined with larger issues of racism and classism. While Lang was 

saddened that children would not have the experiences he had in school due to the broken 

instruments, simply fixing the instruments would not give children access to the same 

educational experience that Lang—or most of the section leaders—would have had. The 

piece is not to blame for this; rather, we should ask: Does raising awareness of the broken 

instruments raise awareness of the broken schools? Does it spotlight the larger systemic 
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issues facing students and teachers in marginalized districts? Or does it reduce 

educational policy to something that can be resolved simply by “coming together through 

music”? Or is educational policy something that can be resolved by coming together 

through music? Centering such questions could help when developing framing and 

messaging in future composition projects of this nature. 

One aspect of the piece on which there was universal agreement was that the state 

of disrepair of Philadelphia’s broken instruments was tragic. Perhaps the best description 

of the project in this regard came from Jay Krush, a section leader as well as member of 

the Temple faculty and director of the university’s Contemporary Music Ensemble. 

Describing the piece at a Contemporary Music Ensemble concert held a week before the 

broken orchestra concert, Krush told the audience that the school district has a lot of great 

teachers, but not much of a budget for repairs. Some of the broken instruments sounded 

quite good, while others “did their best.” Krush avoids either aestheticizing ruin or 

presenting a deficit-oriented view of the school district. Rather than seeing music 

education as needing a savior in the form of an unprecedented piece of contemporary 

music led by white-dominated institutions, Krush’s description emphasizes great teachers 

and focuses squarely on the budget challenge. 

A different section leader who—like Krush—appeared as a middle-age white man 

stated that he had fallen in love with his broken instrument, laughing that it felt “like 

adopting a child from Bangladesh.” Even if meant in jest, his comment reflects a 

potential white savior dynamic at play in the performance. Lang himself suggested at one 

point was that the broken western instruments could sound “Eastern” or be played as 
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such, indicating a potential subconscious Eurocentric bias. Musicians otherwise varied in 

their attitudes toward their instrument. While a theme I heard from many musicians were 

that their instruments were “not that bad,” others thought that it would be easier to 

replace their instruments than to repair them. One suggested that upon returning 

instruments, musicians should report on what repairs were needed to facilitate the repairs 

to happen more efficiently, and later passed out sticky notes to facilitate this. 

 

Political Music? 

Two days before the performance, Lang spoke at Temple’s Music Studies 

Department’s weekly colloquium. He was followed by two videographers, one from 

Temple’s communications office and one from a documentary crew. Lang glanced at his 

phone, telling us that he had been obsessively following the news of Michael Flynn’s 

guilty plea that had been unfolding throughout the day. The other graduate student read 

an introduction that referred to Symphony for a Broken Orchestra as a statement on the 

state of music education in America and mentioned a New York Times review that 

referred to Lang as attracting “a new kind of audience that doesn’t concern itself with 

boundaries.” 

During his talk, Lang suggested that people coming together to make music could 

help us understand how society could function. Lang, who months later would be on the 

jury that nominated Kendrick Lamar’s DAMN among other music for the 2018 Pulitzer 

Prize, recognized the lack of universality of classical music. If you identify among the 

general public as a classical musician, observed Lang, you are treated as if you are 
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speaking another language from the people around you. Lang did not see this as 

potentially a shortcoming within classical music itself; he saw classical music as full of 

great tradition that honors a past. Lang’s solution was to advocate for and justify classical 

music, “so that everything I wanted to put in the world could live in the world,” he said. 

This response may miss the possibility that classical music’s honoring of the past might 

be its problem. Indeed, when Lang noted that canonical music was written largely for a 

specific function or event, he seemed to suggest that canonical music was the highest 

ideal. However, Lang went on to describe how his community music pieces were 

influenced by the participatory music of sporting events, in which the crowd sings 

together regardless of musical ability and enjoys themselves, features that he observed 

are often missing in classical music. Symphony for a Broken Orchestra stands out in that 

performers are made up of the community and may be playing for themselves at least as 

much as for an audience. 

During the colloquium, Lang also described his preference for avoiding virtuosic 

ornamentation, writing “for himself” rather than to make players look good. Such an anti-

virtuosic approach to music composition could be seen as either a challenge to normative 

practices or as narcissistic; the emphasis on writing “for himself” rather than “to make the 

musicians look good” could potentially be a conflict when writing music for the 

community to play. However, this does not seem to have been a problem in Symphony for 

a Broken Orchestra since the music was enthusiastically received. That the music is not 

actually just for Lang was emphasized when Blackson, Drozdowski, and Ogren all gave 

remarks before the all-adult rehearsal. Drozdowski asked school district teachers to stand 
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up to be acknowledged. Blackson asserted that the project was “all about the kids,” while 

Ogren suggested that the musicians were “all part of something much bigger” than the 

piece and were “giving back to the community.” Ogren separately acknowledged that it 

was a great piece of music. 

Though not as much as Einaudi who I discuss in Chapter 5, Lang is a celebrity. 

During the colloquium, he occasionally came off as out-of-touch. When asked by a 

student about his ensemble Bang on a Can and how to start a financially viable music 

organization, he suggested forming an ensemble of young people, who, according to 

Lang, do not need to worry about money because they are not making house payments. 

He also discussed turning down commissions, though refusing to write for prominent 

string quartets but agreeing to write for Philadelphia schoolchildren may suggest sincere 

counterhegemonic aspirations. Given traditional modes of celebrity participation in social 

movements (Meyer and Gamson 1995), it might be expected that as a relatively famous, 

highly successful composer, Lang would be hesitant to take a specific, controversial 

political stance that could alienate his listener base, but this did not seem to be his 

concern. Before the colloquium started, while being recorded by multiple cameras for 

promotional material and the documentary, he was happy to chat about the indictment of 

Trump-advisor Michael Flynn that day. 

I asked Lang whether he still considered Symphony for a Broken Orchestra to be 

apolitical.  He responded that he did, at least by his understanding of “political” music, 

which to him implied a lower, ignoble form of art. He observed that if the piece said 

“Trump sucks,” people would evaluate it differently. Lang says that he appreciates work 
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that “makes people think” instead of telling them what to think. He opposes forms of 

music in which listeners are given a specific message, for example in order to promote a 

product. Lang mentioned work by Kurt Weill with Berthold Brecht as an example of 

work that he liked, which is striking since much of their work is very overt in its 

messaging. Music that rouses people to get up and move is good, according to Lang, but 

artistic statements should not tell you exactly what to do. To Lang, making people reflect 

and come to their own conclusion is a “more noble musical function.”  

Similarly, Julia Wolfe, who collaborates closely with Lang as a cofounder of 

Bang on a Can, says that her goal is to say, “take a look at this,” and to pose a question 

(2018). She is open to music that “hammers you over the head” with a political message, 

but says that it is not her personal goal. Musicologist Denise Von Glahn makes a similar 

argument to justify the political power of Libby Larsen: “Rather than deliver a fact filled 

screed that argues for greater awareness of the environment, Larsen links mind and spirit 

and allows her music to do what it does best: move people to thoughtful action” (Von 

Glahn 2016, 271). Von Glahn sees music that moves people without imparting a specific 

message as superior. Von Glahn recognizes Larsen’s music as political nevertheless. 

Unfortunately, Von Glahn offers no details on who might have listened to be piece and 

been moved to action, or to what kind of action they might have been moved. 

I am skeptical of the distinction between music that “makes people think” and 

music that “tells people what to think” and the assertion that the former is “more noble.” 

While Symphony for a Broken Orchestra does not tell people to blame specific structures 

around education inequality, it still contains a clear “ask.” Moreover, just like the 
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commercial music Lang looks down upon, it is an ask for money. The ask is paratextual, 

occurring in the website and concert program, but such is typical for commercial music 

as well. It is, in my opinion, a very worthy ask for money in the form of “adopting an 

instrument” for repair. The popularity of the idea that “making people think” is worthier 

than “telling people what to think” makes sense for a genre which is valued in part for its 

conduciveness to multiple interpretations. However, openness to multiple interpretations 

does not mean that works of classical music do not have a clear point of view. 

Lang’s praise of canonical music and concern over political statements could be 

read as wanting to remain within classical music’s “musical museum” (Burkholder 1983), 

though his embrace of community music casts doubt on such a notion. The concern over 

offering a political statement could be seen as a vestige of the 19th century privileging of 

“absolute music” and separation of “musical” and “extramusical” that has not escaped 

classical music discourse (Chua 1999). Henry Kingsbury connects the conservatory’s 

privileging of absolute music and its desire for music to remain apolitical (1988, 6).  That 

said, Lang and Von Glahn appear to be fully aware that music cannot exist outside of its 

social context. Their sentiment may be better aligned with Lawrence Kramer’s when he 

asserts that classical music as opposed to other genres “wants to be explored, not just 

heard” (2007, 11). It is not my intent to dispute Kramer’s claim, and I agree with 

privileging a more complex relationship between music and the people on which it acts. 

Rather, I question whether this is a valid reason to avoid more didactic classical music, 

which I argue can still allow for such exploration and interpretation, as happens in 

Cacioppo’s PIANO VARIATIONS on Hail to the Chief in the next chapter.  
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 If historically classical music has often conveyed political messages through 

subtle means such as allegory, this practice was often guided by censorship concerns 

more than philosophy. I argue that music that is more overt in its political message is not 

artistically inferior. As discussed above, Symphony for a Broken Orchestra has no 

shortage of goals; this is one of its biggest virtues. The piece does not pretend to be 

ahistorical, which means it cannot pretend to be apolitical either. Being open about one’s 

social goals could be helpful for creating music that supports those goals more 

strategically. Whereas Cacioppo is open about his politics within his piano variations but 

did not tie them to a specific, solvable social problem, as discussed the next chapter, 

Lang’s challenge seems to be the opposite. 

Lang’s hesitance to label the piece “political” may also stem from the fact that the 

structural content of the piece does not intentionally reflect the circumstances that 

inspired it, apart from its instrumentation. Section headings such as “mysterious again, 

for a short while,” “punching chords,” “tune,” or “the introduction of the winds” do not 

appear to have anything to do with the school district. Yet the aesthetics of the piece are 

inevitably political because the piece is written for hundreds of broken instruments from 

the School District of Philadelphia. How those instruments came be left in a state of 

disrepair is an inevitably political story. One could interpret the structural features of the 

piece with a political reading. The instability of the “unstable chorale,” for example, 

could be seen potentially reflective of an instability of the public schools. It is the 

opposite phenomenon of the Vukovar Trio discussed in the previous chapter, which has a 
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typical instrumentation but evocative section titles that reflect that piece’s social justice 

nature. 

Because the piece does not exist in a vacuum, Lang can only be so neutral. As 

Ritchey (2017) and McMurray (2017) note, classical music’s universality is already an 

illusion. However, openness to multiple interpretations does not mean that works of 

classical music do not come with a point of view. William Robin notes that the new 

music ensemble Bang on a Can—which Lang cofounded—is itself imbued with 

neoliberal values (2018). Promotional materials for Symphony for a Broken Orchestra 

note its “major support” from The Pew Center for Arts & Heritage, which is not a neutral 

figure in the systemic state of disrepair of the school district but has funded research that 

has guided education policy. This could tie to the neoliberal interpretation of the piece; 

Pew might particularly like instrument repair being under the charitable auspices of a 

private organization such as itself or a large institution like Temple University. Temple 

University’s relationship within the community is also highly contentious, having 

pursued a fiercely opposed stadium project, and having increasingly contributed to 

gentrification while educating more out-of-state students than students from Philadelphia 

(Temple University, n.d.). It has also directly benefitted from the school district’s 

financial crisis, having purchased the shuttered William Penn High School to turn it into 

athletic fields; a compensatory plan to use some of the space for a job training center has 

not come to fruition. There is no question that a university has a positive impact on the 

community in some ways, and university-led projects like Symphony for a Broken 

Orchestra can be one of those ways. But under such circumstances, it is not enough for 
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Lang, and other composers, to simply “write what we would write anyway” and still 

expect to be able to bring together a community to accomplish a social good. 

In some cases, the ability to appear apolitical in one’s music may require 

privilege. “We, as a people, have been politicized for many years," notes Philadelphia-based 

Arab American punk musician Rana Fayez, "sometimes you just want to write a song because it 

sounds good, and you want people to hear it" (Crimmins 2017). While both Fayez and Lang may 

be entitled to write music without political intent, Fayez’s identity markers preclude his music 

from being interpreted as such by a general audience. Lang’s identity markers do not so in the 

same way, but the social context around the piece still contains political significance. 

Instead of claiming neutrality under the premise that apolitical classical music is 

of higher artistic value, I would suggest that composers be aware that to “write what we 

would write anyway” does not free us from the context in which we are writing. If we shed 

pretensions of neutrality, being okay with conveying to people what to think or do may 

strengthen our work’s value.  Symphony for a Broken Orchestra does tell people what to do: to 

fund the repair of an instrument. It is not “apolitical” but is more goal-oriented toward social 

change than most attempts at political contemporary classical music.  While it 

successfully raised general awareness of a social issue for many people, perhaps if less 

concerned with being apolitical, the piece could have done so in an even more helpful, 

less superficial, way.  
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CHAPTER 4 

CRYPTOGRAMS AND ALLYSHIP: CURT CACIOPPO’S PIANO 

VARIATIONS ON “HAIL TO THE CHIEF” AS MUSIC OF THE RESISTANCE 

 

Just two weeks after the inauguration of Donald Trump as president of the United 

States, Curt Cacioppo sent the score of his thirty-six-minute anti-Trump protest piece 

PIANO VARIATIONS on “Hail to the Chief” to his email list. Composed for two pianists, 

although the majority of the variations only use one, the piece premiered the following 

fall at Haverford College where it was performed by Sara Davis Buechner and Charles 

Abramovic.7 I had the opportunity to see the second performance, performed by 

Abramovic along with Cacioppo himself. Cacioppo has never been subtle about his 

politics; I remember seeing political flyers on his office door from the first time I visited 

Haverford, which I attended as an undergraduate. Of the all of the works I have studied, 

only this chapter focuses on work that is not only explicitly political but unabashedly 

partisan. In the previous chapter, I challenged the notion offered by such composers as 

David Lang that to offer an explicit political message somehow debases the art form. 

Cacioppo has no such notion. While politically explicit, PIANO VARIATIONS on “Hail 

to the Chief” (hereafter Hail Variations) is still full of possibility for different 

hermeneutic interpretations. Cacioppo successfully manages to leave the musical 

                                                           
7Abramovic and Buechner are both faculty at Temple University as of the time of 

my completion this research for my dissertation at that institution. In addition, I took two 
classes with Cacioppo when I was an undergraduate student at Haverford. 
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meaning of the piece open to interpretation by the listener without sacrificing political 

specificity. 

Like other pieces of social-justice orientated instrumental music such as Laura 

Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio discussed in Chapter 2, the political message is communicated 

through intertextuality—particularly the reference to “Hail to the Chief”—and a detailed 

paratext. Compared to Vukovar Trio, this piece uses a higher number of musical 

quotations, and also makes use of cryptograms. There are more hidden references in the 

piece than those I discuss below. Cacioppo’s strategic use of hidden intertextuality, 

cryptograms and stylistic allusions to communicate political messages may not seem like 

the most straight-forward way to promote the social justice values Cacioppo is 

championing. Nevertheless, such musical tactics can support Cacioppo’s messaging by 

serving as semiotic and hermeneutic representations for oppressed groups that Cacioppo 

seeks to represent. 

Like Kaminsky, Cacioppo uses a musical idiom that is generally in keeping with 

the norms of academic contemporary classical music in the early 21st century. To some 

extent, Cacioppo’s Hail Variations faces the same limitation as Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio 

discussed in Chapter 2 due to its lack of specific political goal. In addition, Cacioppo 

gives himself an additional challenge by attempting to represent multiple marginalized 

populations to which he does not belong. Like many politically-minded classical 

composers, Cacioppo seeks to engage with various identity groups as an ally, with 

different sections of piece composed in solidarity with groups with which he does not 

identify. While it is among the most compelling examples I have found of openly partisan 
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classical music, Hail Variations illustrates the potential challenges for composers that 

allyship and representation of marginalized identities can create. 

 

Listening to PIANO VARIATIONS on “Hail to the Chief” 

The Jerome L. Greene performance space in New York, owned by New York 

Public Radio, is a sleek and gleaming yet comfortable room with a handmade Italian 

piano that Cacioppo’s wife, a piano teacher, suggested might be work $200,000 dollars. 

The piece was programmed on an all-Cacioppo program described in the Facebook event 

as a “matinee gala of New York premieres.” I arrived early, a bit disheveled from the 

Greyhound trip, and self-consciously sipped the complementary blood orange spritzer—

after the performance I tried one of the Italian wines that were also available—hoping no 

one would notice that my level of elegance was clearly well below the rest of the room. 

Of the forty to forty-five people in the audience, most of the people in the space appeared 

to be white apart from the doorman and the woman serving drinks. There was variation 

among gender and age including one child of about ten years old. By and large, it was a 

typical-appearing audience for a chamber music concert. Most seemed to know Cacioppo 

personally; the event had the air of a family reunion. 

Tickets were sold by a company called Brown Paper Tickets, which touts itself as 

the “Fair Trade Ticketing Company” (brownpapertickets.com/charities.html, accessed 13 

December 2018) and gives a portion of its profits to charities related to either animals and 

environment, children and human rights, or microfinance. The donations amount to as 

little as 5% of profits from the ticketing fee, so unlike with Symphony for a Broken 
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Orchestra discussed in the previous chapter, fundraising does not seem to be a goal of 

performing Hail Variations. Still, the choice of ticketing company suggests that 

intentional thinking around social values may have gone into the performance. 

One man discussing the program with his companion before the concert described 

it as “varied,” with “Italian songs; also an oboe piece; and—[chuckling]—Curt’s anti-

Trump piece.” Hail Variations was second on the program, before intermission. It could 

have appeared to some audience members as just a funny piece to throw in the middle of 

a wide-ranging program. However, when promoting the concert on his Facebook page, 

Cacioppo positioned it as a focal point of the concert, writing, “I especially hope that my 

ANTI-TRUMP [in all caps] variations on "Hail to the Chief" will be well received!” 

The piece opens with a fanfare consisting of a quodlibet of the melody of “Hail to 

the Chief,” the melody that military bands perform for the president of the United States 

at major public events. The opening section is characterized by a playful sense of discord, 

with the stoic, rigid, self-assured march theme in C major juxtaposed with a 

countermelody in Gb. After I recognized but failed to identify the countermelody, 

Cacioppo told me over email that it is known as the “knuckle song,” writing that “people 

who don't know how to play just roll their knuckles on the three black notes and [hit] the 

other two with the side of their fist” (email to author, May 14, 2018). Hidden melodies 

such as this are woven in throughout the piece with clues to decipher them. For example, 

the “knuckle song” appears in the score above the technique marking “roll knuckles if 

desired.” While the piece has serious political aspirations, apparently not every 

intertextual reference is intended to be taken so seriously. We might laugh at the 
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interpolation of “Hail to the Chief,” which could represent Trump, with the “knuckle 

song,” which evidently represents someone at their instrument who does not know what 

they are doing. There are various viable simple interpretations: that Trump is a 

knucklehead, that his incompetence is like a pianist without fingers—though that could 

be ablest—, or even a joke about Trump’s hand size.8 None of these interpretations would 

add much to political discourse, though. One could also interpret the dissonance of the 

enmeshed melodies a tritone apart as representing the disorder that depreciates the office 

of the presidency. Under this interpretation, the fanfare is a sort of self-parody; 

Cacioppo’s dissonant aesthetic, essentially normative of academic classical music, is used 

extensively but signifies negativity. As I discuss later however, the last variation before 

the finale, in which a similar chromatic treatment is applied to a traditional women’s 

suffrage song, undercuts that interpretation of the opening. 

Like Vukovar Trio in Chapter 2, for the most part this composition could be heard 

as part of a typical sound world for contemporary classical music. Without a paratext, 

most of the piece could also be interpreted as lacking any political intention. Cacioppo 

himself writes “as absolute music, the piece is virtuosic and emotional- at times wry and 

ironic, at other times perturbed and passionate” (2017). By comparison to the emotional 

opening of Vukovar Trio, if seen as a narrator for the piece this opening section seems to 

set us up for a comedy. Comedy can be a part of effective political messaging (Manabe 

2015; Sørensen 2016; Pedelty 2016). The opening accomplishes an additional function 

                                                           
8 Jokes about Trump’s hand size became popular in the United States after an 

exchange during a 2016 presidential Republican primary debate (Krieg 2016). 
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beyond laying out the piece’s emotional landscape. The verbatim and grotesque use of 

the “Hail to the Chief” melody in the opening effectively impedes the listener’s ability to 

hear to the piece as politically neutral. Through such intertextuality, Cacioppo prevents 

the listener from settling into a false sense of political neutrality. 

The first variation, which Cacioppo writes “acknowledges the Islamic 

community,” is entitled “Arabesques.” The “Islamic community” is not all Arab, and 

potentially such a reduction could be offensive to some. At any rate, Cacioppo could not 

possibly capture the “Islamic community” in one variation; one might certainly argue that 

he should not try. In this case, Cacioppo writes that it “acknowledges” rather than 

“represents” the community, which might alleviate such ethical issues. The variation has 

a mysterious, otherworldly quality that stems from extreme jumps in register, plucked 

and strummed strings, slow pace, and lack of steady rhythmic flow. The harmonic 

language is characterized by an abundance of augmented seconds. This is the first of a 

few variations that may run the risk of slipping into orientalism. It is worth considering 

what makes Cacioppo’s “Arabesque” different from any other example within classical 

music’s history of orientalism. One important difference is that the orient is not presented 

as dangerous unlike in many of the most prominent examples of musical orientalism, for 

example from 19th and 20th century opera (Locke 1993). But “Eastern” sounds are 

nevertheless reduced and appropriated to fit within a musical style for which they were 

not intended. Is Hail Variations just a chance to write a good Arabesque and use a 

musical topic might otherwise be taboo? Definitely not! Yet is author intent enough to 

salvage music that based on title and musical aesthetic would be interpreted as 
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orientalism? If we were to stop listening here, probably not, as the section seems to be 

simply an elegant and virtuosic piano passage based on a stereotypically middle-eastern 

augmented second motif. 

Not that orientalism or cultural appropriation would necessarily be uncouth 

otherwise within contemporary classical music. John Corbett argues that mid and late 

20th century American experimental composers abandoned overt exoticism but 

increasingly appropriated Eastern music, philosophy, and religion as a strategy for 

reimagining the possibilities of Western sound (2000). Such reappropriation is still 

orientalist, though less overtly. Neil Ruby notes that the version of Zen Buddhism that 

shaped the musical practices of John Cage and subsequent composers was “reformed 

according to Western tastes and values,” posited as a solution to Western existential 

challenges while missing cultural context (Ruby 2017, 16). This is similar to Timothy 

Brennan’s observation that the appeal of so-called “world music” can stem from a 

longing on the part of Westerners to discover what is “non-western,” a “flight from the 

Euro-self at the very moment of that self’s suffocating hegemony” (2001, 46). The 

melodic language of the “Arabesque” variation would seem to put it in line more with the 

unconcealed exoticism of earlier 20th century composers than with the conceptual 

orientalism of Cage and his peers and followers. Many American composers in recent 

decades have mixed “Eastern” aesthetics into “Western” music. Lou Harrison used East 

Asian sounds throughout his life and into his later work, such as his 1997 Concerto for 

Pipa with String Orchestra, though Harrison went further, for example often avoiding 
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equal temperament, and thereby arguably uprooting some of the western grounding of the 

piece. 

In the larger context of Hail Variations, the Arabesque motif can be seen as 

reclaimed and vindicated and the orientalist trope subverted to some extent in the final 

section of the piece. But before that come several more variations that contain similar 

potential conundrums. In each of these sections, borrowed sounds are brought into a 

distinctly academic classical style. Among the composers discussed in the other chapters, 

Lang, Einaudi, and Hannibal all have been described as genre-crossing, but Cacioppo has 

not; his overall aesthetic is firmly rooted in modernist classical traditions. Variation II is 

marked “Phelonious Blues.” Cacioppo writes that it “pays homage to the African 

American community.” This is a slightly anxious, unsettled blues, with instability 

stemming from its chromatic scalar motion. Expressive marks in the score include 

“awkward, random” but also “struttin’” and “back in the groove,” along with 

conventional Italian expressive marks. Perhaps our musical agent has visited a jazz club 

but is feeling a little out-of-place or uncomfortable there, sipping a libation, and 

wandering nervously around the periphery [not unlike me in the Greene space before the 

concert]. Eventually the texture thins out to a four-part chorale setting of the line “and the 

walls came a-tum-blin’ down” from “Joshua Fit the Battle of Jericho.” Unlike in other 

borrowings, in this case the lyrics are offered in brackets in the score. Rather than a 

hidden puzzle in which we might try to identify the melody for fun, like the “Knuckle 

Song,” we might surmise that this is a more important melody the musician must not 

miss. As a listener I did not catch it during the concert, however, probably because the 
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energy of a four-part chorale is so different from that of the song normally. What I did 

catch is that simultaneously the “Hail to the Chief” theme returns, interrupting the blues 

just as things seem to have finally settled down. The “Joshua Fit the Battle” melody 

persists, transferred between voices of the harmony. We can interpret the gesture as a 

persistent song of resistance doing battle with the Trump gesture, though this 

interpretation may be undercut by the fact that the slowed-down “Joshua Fit the Battle” 

has such a lower energy than the original which limits its power as a song for a battle of 

resistance. Nevertheless, it still indexes the good virtue of the original. 

Variation III is entitled “¡Nunca Pagaremos!” and characterized by what I hear as 

a tango feel with a repeated habanera rhythmic gesture. This variation sounds less 

unresolved; our musical agent is apparently more comfortable on the dance floor than in 

the jazz club. Compared especially to the “Arabesques,” the variation is energetic and 

upbeat. Cacioppo writes that it “represents the Latin American, and particularly Mexican 

community.” I asked Cacioppo about this given that neither tango nor habanera are 

Mexican in origin; he responded, “there are some mariachi trumpets in there, and the 

octave/arpeggio patterns at the bottom of the 2nd page are pretty generic Latino [...] more 

allusion than form” (email to author, May 14, 2018).  While for the majority of variations 

Cacioppo uses the language “acknowledges” or “honors” to refer to the relation of the 

music to the marginalized group, this variation is one of two where he instead uses the 

language “represents.” This word choice is a potential problem, since, as with the 

variations above, it is impossible for a short passage of music to “represent” the Latin 

American community or any other community, none of which are fixed, discrete 
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communities to begin with, let alone homogenous ones. Musicologists over the past thirty 

years have questioned the idea that one can find an aesthetic or set of structural features 

that can definitively represent a culture to begin with (Tagg 1989). Moreover, mediation 

is part of the practice of composition; the removal of the text from its original social 

context into that of a piece of contemporary classical music already alters its 

representation of a situation. Amy Lynn Wlodarski notes that even when using actual 

recorded voices of Holocaust survivors, Steve Reich’s claim of objectively representing 

the situation of American and European Jews during the war falls short because even 

when using their actual sounds, the music mediates and, in some cases, misrepresents 

their words (2010).  

 Hail Variations cannot objectively represent the experience of the “Latin 

American community.” On the other hand, following Cacioppo’s claim that the sound 

“alludes” to the culture represented, we might be able to accept that the variation 

“represents” the Latin American community as an index, even if generalizing Latinx 

sound is still problematic. Perhaps it is a symbol rather than an index, particularly 

concerning the Mexican American community, because any perceived relation between 

the sounds of the variation and the community they are supposed to represent are entirely 

artificial, socially constructed connections. That is, the aesthetics of the variation are as 

related to the community as a red octagon is to the idea of stopping, but as such are still 

useful as a token to conjure up the idea of the Latin American community.  One can also 

argue that it can be considered an index rather than a symbol, because rather than 

arbitrary sound, it does correlate to a sound that has something to do with music made by 
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a segment of the population being referenced. Either way, it is not a literal representation, 

but unlike Reich, Cacioppo never claims that his music is supposed to literally document 

the experiences of the populations about which he is writing. 

The discourse of “allyship” may be instructive in considering this situation. Julia 

Wolfe is among the many other composers to engage in social causes in an ally role. 

Wolfe says that she considers the proximity of causes to her own life, particularly 

geographically (2018). At a May 2018 keynote address, Wolfe discussed a work-in-

progress about New York garment workers; NYU, where she works, owns the site of the 

garment workers’ fire. Known especially as an “American Labor History” composer, she 

also feels a connection to coal-mining community, the subject of her Pulitzer-Prize 

winning oratorio Anthracite Fields, because—she stated—she grew up in rural 

Pennsylvania. However, Wolfe sees listening as more important than proximity, and she 

interviewed miners when composing her oratorio. Wolfe says that she defines “respect” 

as “knowing where you meet and knowing where you don’t” (2018). This is similar to the 

argument by anthropologist Don Kulick, who is not disabled, that his academic work 

about marginalized populations succeed or fail not because of his identity or life 

experiences but “because of the way the people I worked with transformed my 

engagement with the world, and on the basis of how I either succeed in conveying that 

engagement, or not” (Kulick 2015, 14). It is also similar to philosopher Linda Alcoff’s 

comment that “location bears on meaning and truth” but does not “determine meaning 

and truth” (1991, 16). Like Cacioppo, and unlike Reich, Wolfe never claims that her 
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work is documentary, and emphasized in response to a question from me that there is 

always a filter. 

That Wolfe approaches allyship differently than Cacioppo does not discredit 

Cacioppo. As white male activist Paul Kivel observes, there is “no one correct way to act 

as an ally because each of us is different and we have different relationships to social 

organizations, political processes and economic structures” ([1998] 2011, 116). Kivel’s 

recommendations for white activists doing anti-racism work focus on noticing racism, 

recognizing its sources, learning from people of color, and taking strategic stands against 

injustice. There is nothing in Hail Variations that conflicts with any of Kivel’s 

suggestions, although issues of cultural representation are not Kivel’s primary interest. 

Kivel suggests that allies work more on educating children and young people, which is 

not Cacioppo’s particular focus. Kivel also advises against “going at it alone” in anti-

racism work, instead working with established groups or working with others to create 

new ones ([1998] 2011, 120). Like most classical pieces, Hail Variations can be seen as 

“going at it alone” because it does not tap directly into any social movements; this may 

make it harder for the piece to be politically strategic, which is discussed further in the 

final chapter. Still, Cacioppo never violates any of Kivel’s tenets of allyship per se. 

There is relatively little scholarship on allyship in the sense that Cacioppo is 

practicing it. Within progressive classical music circles, there seems to be far more 

discussion on increasing diversity within academic music departments. For example, the 

lack of diversity was a primary focus of the 2017 panel at the American Musicological 

Society entitled “…but we can use new music to fix that problem.” The extent to which 
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music composition departments continue to be dominated by middle-class white men is 

of course worth challenging. However, given the precarity of a career in academia 

combined with the historical social meaning and listenership of academic music, it is 

likely that the field would still remain a place in which more privileged identity groups 

will remain overrepresented. Because classical composers from marginalized identity 

groups will continue to be underrepresented, allyship must be central to a discussion on 

composers’ uses of social justice themes in contemporary classical music. For the most 

part, Kivel is particularly concerned with how allies should interact with people with 

marginalized identities, which is less relevant to Hail Variations because there is not 

really such interaction taking place on Cacioppo’s part. Similarly, Leonard and Misumi’s 

thoughts on allyship (2016) may be less relevant because Cacioppo’s allyship does not 

apparently include work with leaders of anti-oppression movements. It may be that 

Cacioppo’s lack of such interaction is a problem; a critique of Cacioppo could be that 

perhaps he should be working with such movements, or at least listening to people within 

those movements as Wolfe does. 

Still, the idea that a member of a marginalized group can speak for that group in 

an authentic and unmediated way is also inaccurate (Alcoff 1991; Spivak [1988] 2010). 

Moreover, prioritizing who is “more privileged” is not always straightforward. However, 

Kulick finds Gayatri Spivak’s conclusion that the subaltern cannot speak dehumanizing 

and condescending (2015); indeed, marginalized groups can and do speak for themselves, 

though as Alcoff notes, they are often ignored or taken less seriously within social 

discourse (1991, 13). Alcoff argues that it can be discursively dangerous when privileged 
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people speak for less privileged people, but that it still can be a valid practice (1991). She 

notes that the taboo concerning speaking for others may lead those with hegemonic 

identities to avoid speaking about critical social issues at all. As Alcoff argues, to retreat 

from speaking about a group not one’s own cannot be an excuse to avoid engaging in 

challenging political work (1991, 18). As Robin DiAngelo notes, white people are often 

unwilling to discuss racial issues as their relative insulation from racism lowers their 

ability to tolerate racial stress (2011). While Cacioppo is willing to discuss identity 

issues, his representation of a list of racial “others” could also be situated within 

DiAngelo’s idea of white fragility. 

Deeper engagement with the people one is representing may be one possibility for 

music composition. There is a limit to how helpful interviewing people can be; as Wolfe 

acknowledges, her representation of others will still be mediated just like any 

ethnographic text. But to leave ending oppression to those most directly and obviously 

impacted by it would be to abandon a responsibility to participate in speaking out against 

oppression that is shared by all.  

Issues of allyship and representation continue in subsequent sections of the piece. 

Variation IV, “Rock Solid,” is “in solidarity with the Standing Rock Sioux,” and is 

“dedicated to Native Americans throughout the hemisphere” (Cacioppo 2017). Cacioppo 

has done significant previous composition and study on indigenous American music and 

culture and has occasionally taught courses on Native American music at Haverford. 

Compared to the previous variations, “Rock Solid” would be unlikely to be heard as 

cultural appropriation; in fact, I might not have heard it as Native American had we not 
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been cued by the composer’s note. The harmonic and rhythmic nature has allusion to 

indigenous American music, but may deviate less from Cacioppo’s default musical 

language.  A dissonant, muddy, but resolute left hand of repeated major second dyads in a 

very low register energizes a lyrical, powerful, tonally centric right hand. The melodic 

language in the opening of the variation uses pitches from a pentatonic superset [1, 3, 5, 

6, 8, t]. However, an emphasis on pitch class “F”, often approached by an upward Major 

7th leap from Gb, precludes the variation from settling into overt pentatonicism. 

Chromaticism is introduced in the second half. 

Overall, variations I through IV outline a steady increase in energy and resolve. 

By the end of section four, our musical agent seems grounded and powerful. In the 

second four variations, the build-up in energy does not continue; in fact, variation VII is a 

lullaby. Still, the energy never dies away. This overall shape of the piece, including 

slower periods toward the end when it feels like the energy is not building as much, could 

be interpreted as reflecting the energy of a typical social movement (Moyer 2001). 

Cacioppo could not have known whether this this would be the case for anti-Trump 

activism at the time the piece was written, having completed it so quickly after the 

election, so this is likely coincidental. 

Cacioppo writes that Variation V, which is written for the left hand only, honors 

Americans with disabilities. It opens with a nimble, quick section that looks very difficult 

to play by virtue of large leaps. The second half of the variation includes lush chords 

across the span of the piano along with polyphonic, quasi-fugal writing, as if our musical 

agent, after frantic virtuosity, has achieved the breadth of sound that would not be 
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expected with only one hand. Then it is suddenly angry; I initially heard this as if 

engulfed in a spasm of rage over Trump. However, the text at this point contradicts this 

interpretation (figure 5). 

 

 

Figure 5. Forearm smashes in Hail Variations. Copyright © 2017 Curt Cacioppo. 

 

If the music is firing people, does that mean that Trump is the musical agent? And does 

that mean that in the context of a disability variation, Trump is disabled? That would 

certainly be a condescending analysis in its relation to the disability community. Perhaps 

instead, Trump has interrupted to inform our musical agent of the termination of its 

employment? Or maybe it was just watching Trump on TV. At any rate, if eliminating a 

hand might be read as an attempt to “disable” the music, the variation could be read as 

“overcoming” the disability by virtue of its complex, highly varied, and contrapuntal 

writing despite just one hand. This reading is problematic in that unlike other 

marginalized groups, people with disabilities would be expected to overcome the aspect 

of their identity that contributes to their marginalization. My interpretation would suggest 

that the music succeeds by being normative despite being played from a non-normative 

body. The non-normative body, rather than societal issues, would become the core 

problem, which goes against the prevailing sentiment within the disability community 
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(Bakan 2015a & 2015b; Bauman and Murray 2010; Cheng 2016; Garland-Thomson 

1996; Rousso 2013; Sadler, Fulford, and Hoff 2009). Michael Bakan has shown in his 

work on the Artism Ensemble how music can instead transcend a deficit-centered 

approach in working with people with disabilities (Bakan 2015a & 2015b). Joseph Straus 

focuses on personal deficit more than societal disabling effects when discussing disability 

in classical music, but for Straus the impacts of disability on music are not necessarily 

something to overcome (2008). However, to describe this variation of Hail Variations as 

“deficit-centered” based on one hermeneutic interpretation of the short section is surely 

unfair. As with previous variations, one cannot really say one way or the other how the 

music relates to the community in question based on the variation in isolation. We are 

simply not given enough cues in the short section of music to come to an adequately 

complex analysis to relate the music decisively to the highest contested spaces of 

disability practice and discourse. 

Variation VI returns to the risk of orientalism; Cacioppo writes that it “represents 

the Asian American community.” It begins with a one of the musicians playing a table 

gong while the other plays a pentatonic ostinato. The variation also sounds a bit jazzy and 

makes use of fugal texture. The variation is tonally centric, and our musical agent seems 

relaxed and reflective. Entitled “Stronger Together,” the variation may be pulling double 

duty by acknowledging the Clinton campaign into addition to Asian Americans. The 

recurring pentatonic figure is persistent and seems sure of itself, but perhaps questions 

itself in the slow, last iteration, at which point it sounds dissonant against the gong. 
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Variation VII, “Traumeri,” is a lullaby, with a relaxed feel most of the way until a 

slow, quiet ending apart from a brief burst of energy in the middle. This is the “LGBT” 

variation, which uses a cryptogram of the letters LGBT as a recurring motif, shown in 

figure 6. The LGBT community was the only minority group referenced in the piece to be 

represented among the performers in the three concerts within the first year, with 

Buechner being the first transgender concert pianist with national recognition and a 

fulltime academic position.  There is nothing that would be aurally perceived as “LGBT” 

about the variation; in this case, it is obvious that the motif is a token for the community 

rather than an attempted representation. Unlike musical gestures in other variations that 

could potentially be labelled as indexes for their respective populations, albeit 

problematic as representations, the LGBT motif would be a symbol as it does not have 

anything in particular to do with anything that would be considered a “queer sound.”9  

The cryptogram appears to be coded as L=La=A,“G” and “B” are themselves, and 

T=Ti=B; this does not follow the traditional German style in which “B” would be 

expected to be Bb. 

 

 

                                                           
9 Nadine Hubbs (2004) notes that “queer sound” in American classical music 

composition might best refer to the “popular” style of such composers as Copland, who, 
like many prominent American composers who were gay, studied in Paris with Nadia 
Boulanger and could be associated with “French” style. These composers were subjected 
to homophobic and misogynist attacks by composers such as Charles Ives who were 
more influenced by German modernism and serialism. 
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Figure 6. The LGBT motif in Hail Variations. Copyright © 2017 Curt Cacioppo. 

 

Still, like most of Cacioppo’s music, this section of the piece is probably aesthetically 

closer to the German style than the French. Ironically, while this variation relates to the 

marginalized group in question via cryptogram rather than style, Philip Brett noted a link 

between orientalism and queerness among American experimental composers (2009). 

Brett observes that orientalism posits alternate worlds and not-realness in a way that can 

be tied to camp, while also indexing the sexual. While noting that it is still problematic, 

Brett, like others, sees orientalism as a potential strategy used by queer composers for 

escaping the traps of oppressive western cultures. Meanwhile, Jasbir Puar notes the way 

the LGBT rights movement in American can support American imperialism (2007). Such 

observations showcase the deep complexity of the links between the different identity 

groups represented in the piece. 

Variation VII, the “Daughters of Freedom” section, lasts only about a minute and 

makes use of a song from the women’s suffrage movement of the same name. In this 

variation, the style of ornamentation and variation from the base song, a dissonant 

asynchronous chromatic figure, sounds similar to that applied to the “Hail to the Chief” 

melody in the opening. This chromatic passage potentially undercuts the interpretation of 

the treatment of the “Hail to the Chief” melody as a parody, since presumably Cacioppo 

is not parodying the women’s suffrage song; the chromatic treatment of the base song 
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cannot be seen as debasing it. The “Hail to the Chief” theme has returned throughout the 

piece and seemed to symbolize a disruptive force. The theme can seen as “Trump” while 

the dissonant ornamentation could be interpreted as underscoring its ridiculousness. Yet 

in this variation dissonant embellishment does not seem as if it should signify 

ridiculousness. In this variation the ornamentation is more integrated as opposed to 

sounding like a completely different melody, and perhaps feels less disruptive or 

exaggeratedly out-of-place than it did at the opening. Another interpretation would be 

that the dissonance signifies social struggle in general, and thereby can work equally well 

against Trump music or protest music. This interpretation may be superior given 

Cacioppo’s general music idiom, which would lead us to question an inherent connection 

between dissonance and negativity. 

The final section of the piece references both march and learned style, and could 

be analyzed as a fugue. Learned style is a musical topic with imitative counterpoint that 

indexes a high, elite power, while march suggests militaristic power; presumably this 

stands for political rulers. The program tells us that the section reflects Cacioppo’s 

thoughts toward “the United States’ relationship with the international community,” and 

it is wryly subtitled “marcha putinesca” in reference to Trump’s perceived close relation 

with Vladimir Putin. In the first episode of the fugue, the grandeur of the piece appears to 

encounter some resistance. What is preventing our musical agent from continuing forth? 

In fact, our Arabesque motif has returned and seems to be putting up a fight, dragging 

down the tempo at which the piece was pushing forward. Soon, the blues motif returns as 

well, and then the “Stronger Together” ostinato. But that is apparently not enough to stop 
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the fugue theme, which manages to reenter. In the following episodes, the left hand from 

“Rock Solid” comes back, as does the tango motif. Instead of existing solely as orientalist 

tropes upon which virtuosic ruminations were offered, these motifs have returned as 

active participants that take the lead in dismantling the oppressive fugue. These musical 

ideas become subjects rather than objects as become the forces that bring the piece to its 

end. This interpretation of the section might absolve to some extent the potential ethical 

pitfalls that the earlier sections face. The piece could then be interpreted as a play on 

orientalism in which the othered sounds are indeed still dangerous and transgressive but 

for revolutionary means. Ralph Locke notes that this subversion of orientalism is also 

found in orientalist opera from the 19th century. Locke remarks that these operas can 

often contain progressive allegories, but still reinforce limited, distorted, and 

stereotypical images of the orient for Western audiences (1993). However, if one of the 

problems of orientalism is how it obscures imperialist power dynamics by presenting the 

“other” as dangerous, the opposite is true here. In Hail Variations, Cacioppo emphasizes 

rather than obscures political power dynamics. At the same time, the “others” are useful 

in terms of fighting the chief theme and are arguably defined in relation to the white male 

power on which the piece is centered. 

In the final passage, the texture thins out. We suddenly get an adaptation of “The 

Star-Spangled Banner.” Our musical agent calms down, with an understated, soft staccato 

end. This could be interpreted as a moment of patriotism, or as a counterbalance to the 

“Hail to the Chief” theme that feels positioned as more legitimate. But rather than the 

weighty ending that seems to be building, the final chord is almost irreverently brief and 
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delicate, characterized by a single staccato unison in each hand in contrasting registers. It 

is if perhaps what preceded was not so serious at all, or an acknowledgement that the 

wide-ranging piece is not the final word on the subjects upon which it touches. 

 Even before the “Star-Spangled Banner” ending, Cacioppo’s Hail Variations is a 

profoundly patriotic piece of music, which Cacioppo acknowledges at the end of his 

program note. Each identity group—from Asian Americans, Islamic Americans, African 

Americans, LGBT Americans, to Americans with disabilities—gets their moment before 

“coming together in harmony,” one might say. They are all Americans, and explicitly 

marked as such in the paratext, and they can all join together to end oppression in the last 

section. On the other hand, if the musical ideas are all coming together in harmony as 

Americans, they are not “in harmony” in the usual, clichéd sense. In this case, Cacioppo’s 

modernist idiom can be seen as offering a more realistic sense of harmony that is able to 

accommodate dissonance, struggle, and asynchrony. “It ultimately reflects of a sense of 

patriotism as deeply rooted as it is complicated,” writes Cacioppo. In this sense, the 

complexity of “academic music” may be seen as aesthetically supporting the piece’s 

social message. Lee Smithey and Lester Kurtz note that activists may encounter success 

at reducing oppression when they appropriate hegemonic ideas such as patriotism into 

their action performance practices (2018) to signal shared values with a public, even 

though such ideas are often used to justify oppression themselves. In this case, it is 

unclear that the music ever ran the risk of encountering oppression. 

While they work in solidarity in my interpretation to metaphorically dismantle 

structures of power, the musical ideas in the piece are still created by a white male 
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appearing person seemingly to entertain a typical chamber music audience. The piece 

could be seen as a melting pot in which ideas from disparate musical cultures assimilate 

into a piece of music composed in a Eurocentric style under the control of a white male 

composer. While Cacioppo engages with ideas of political power, his musical treatment 

of social difference does not engage with how the genre in which he writes has 

marginalized differentiated musical subjects, which as Olivia Bloechl has noted is a 

frequent issue within music studies (2008). On the other hand, if incorporating musical 

gestures that serve as stand-ins for a marginalized community allows the piece to fulfill a 

progressive mission, one could also argue that, even if tokenistic and essentialist, these 

musical gestures are politically very useful tokens. If instead, for example, in the “Latin 

American” variation Cacioppo tried to represent the experience of the Latinx teen who 

has been stopped and frisked every week on the way home from school, or the 18-month-

old separated from parents and held in an immigration facility, the result would not be a 

documentary representation and could easily feel exploitive of their pain and fear. That 

approach would align him with that which Wlodarski critiques. Instead, Cacioppo offers 

a more general narrative which runs less risk of seeming directly exploitative, and a 

narrative which also happens to be more upbeat, empowering, and positive. 

Theories of allyship from Alcoff (1991), Kivel ([1998] 2011), Kulick (2015), and 

Leonard and Misumi (2016) all appear to encourage Cacioppo’s acknowledging other 

groups in his music, though they do not resolve the potential issues of orientalism or 

cultural appropriation. But the musical agency Cacioppo gives the idioms representing 

marginalized groups does not align with typical orientalism. So perhaps he is in the clear? 
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The piece is musically successful in the sense that I enjoy the musical idiom. But quickly 

moving from marginalized group to marginalized group with little time to engage with 

each did not sit completely well with me after listening to the piece, even though I can 

rationalize it hermeneutically. Perhaps it is inevitable that when representing so many 

groups in a piece composed so quickly, the level of listening Wolfe uses is simply not 

possible for Cacioppo. The pressure for quick output of major works within academia 

may be situated within the neoliberal university (Mountz et al. 2015; Berg and Seeber 

2016), while a slowed-down approach that allowed for more time for collaboration might 

be helpful to creating socially just works.  

Yet aiming for slowness is obviously not always realistic. One of the things that 

impressed me and initially made me want to write about Hail Variations was that it was 

composed so immediately after the election of President Trump and was so ambitious in 

scope. While academic music and academia in general might be well served in some 

instances by a “destigmatization of slowness” (Mountz et al. 2015; Cheng 2016), there is 

also a legitimate reason for politically-minded composers to want to communicate their 

feelings about ongoing social injustices as soon as possible while there is time to organize 

against those injustices. Acting quickly can be important, but this means that interviewing 

lots of affected people may not be possible, especially in a piece that references as many 

groups of people as Hail Variations does. Perhaps acting quickly, resisting academic 

classical music pressure to be perfect—pressure which admittedly I may be reinforcing 

through this critical analysis—and simply making one’s statement is more important than 

waiting to compose until one is sure that one has accounted for every possible ethical 
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issue.  That said, there are other possibilities for composers to respond to political events 

that do not involve representing a list of “others;” I discuss these below.  

If I am questioning Cacioppo’s musical representations of “otherness,” I should 

probably mention that some of my own compositions could likely be seen as cultural 

appropriation or orientalism. For example, during my undergraduate studies at Haverford 

I composed a set of pieces after Joyce’s Dubliners in which the “Araby” movement was 

based on an augmented second motif and was undoubtedly orientalist. In more recent 

works, I have still incorporated sonic gestures that sound Eastern, often unintentionally 

and without intentionality as to their social meaning. As Bloechl notes, traditional 

classical music gestures were frequently appropriations of non-Western musical ideas 

anyway, a relic of colonialism (2008 & 2015). It would be almost impossible to 

altogether avoid using sounds that are not native to one’s identity group. I would not 

suggest that a composer should not be allowed to incorporate such musical features as 

pentatonic harmony, augmented seconds in the melody, and gongs in the instrumentation. 

As discussed further in Chapter 6, borrowing from other genres tends to require white 

privilege to be interpreted by audiences as successful (James 2017), an issue of which 

composers should be aware. In this case, Cacioppo is making no claims about genre-

crossing. In Chapter 7, I create an imaginary composer who successfully composes a 

politically strategic work. Out of all the pieces in this monograph, my conception of the 

fictional work she creates is most closely inspired by Hail Variations; it even includes a 

quodlibet of a patriotic song and a folk song from a marginalized community.  

Ultimately, I consider Cacioppo’s work valuable because of his willingness, like 
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Kaminsky, to engage with overt political themes without seeing doing so as debasing his 

artistic or aesthetic goals. But because classical composers are disproportionately white, 

male, and middle class, questions of representation of groups to which one does not 

belong are a relevant point to the study of social justice and political issues within 

contemporary classical music that deserves ongoing attention and further future research. 

 

Other Representations of Trump by Classical Composers 

It is no coincidence that Cacioppo teaches Haverford’s counterpoint class, which 

focuses on 18th-century technique. J.S. Bach was a frequent user of musical cryptograms 

and puzzles with hidden meaning, although none of these meanings were political per se. 

Michael Marrisen has argued that aesthetic details in Bach’s Brandenburg encode pro-

Lutheran social meaning (1995). More recently and similarly to Cacioppo, Frederic 

Rzweski wove protest music into a concert piano piece for political purpose in The 

People United Will Never Be Defeated, premiered in 1976. More strikingly, Cacioppo is 

not even alone in the use of contrapuntal intertextual use of “Hail to the Chief” in an anti-

Trump piece by an academic composer. Rob Deemer’s 7-second ditty Covfefe, 

harmonized by James Stephenson and composed the morning after Trump’s infamous 

Twitter typo, was shared thousands of times on Soundcloud and Facebook within hours 

of its 5/31/17 publication, surely viral by the standards of classical concert music. The 

score contains a number of jokes, such as a tempo mark of “Bigly.” It too is intertextual, 

using text by Trump and featuring hashtags #MakeAmericaRIteAgain [sic] 

#TheRiteStuff and #TwoWrongsMakeARite, presumably in reference to the closing 
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chords which are Rite of Spring-like. The ditty even has a “Hail to the Chief” quodlibet 

like Cacioppo’s piece. 

Covfefe appears to be intended as a gag, designed to make us liberal elites chuckle 

but not offering anything beyond making fun of a typo.  In contrast, Hail Variations, 

while containing humorous moments, also seems to aim to be both musically and 

topically quite serious. This is not to say that “serious” is good and “fun” is bad. I learned 

about Covfefe from the public Facebook profile of a composer I follow who labeled it “a 

delightful parody of our 'dear leader!',” and I believe she is right. Fun as Covfefe may be, 

it is probably more popular than any of the pieces I am discussing at length in this 

monograph except for “elegy for the arctic” discussed in the following chapter. On the 

other hand, this harmless parody piece does not critique Trump at all; Trump himself 

joked about the term. This would be a non-controversial, harmless joke but not a 

politically successful piece, if that were its intent. Majken Jul Sørensen argues that humor 

in political activism can be subversive and more than just a vent for frustration when it 

directly confronts power or mobilizes resistance (2016), but Covfefe does neither. As a 

friend of mine observed when discussing a blast that killed eighty people in Kabul the 

same day, "‘covfefe’ was stupid, but [Trump] wins when he let[s] that control the news 

cycle over atrocities like this.” I do find the melody catchy. 

Although Covfefe is fairly obviously intended to be a joke, Cacioppo is not alone 

in challenging the opposition between political partisanship and “serious” classical 

music. After the 2016 election, two of my six composition students at the time 

immediately and independently began working anti-Trump compositions. A year later, 
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Berklee College of Music presented a concert entitled I Protest of five works composed 

“as acts of resistance against the current administration,” three of which were composed 

specifically for the occasion (listerv email, October 20, 2017). However, as of mid-2018 I 

am not aware of a work with explicitly partisan themes that has been programmed on a 

major, mainstream concert series or by a prominent ensemble. Time will tell whether 

resistance pieces will continue to flourish, and perhaps even gain acceptance in the 

classical music mainstream, or whether such works will remain regarded mostly as 

marginal. 

Including the three pieces composed for I Protest, I am aware of nine “resistance” 

pieces for the concert hall composed in the year 2017 by American composers. Six of the 

nine pieces were composed by men, two by women, and one by a non-binary person. At 

least two of the composers are immigrants from Europe, and I do not believe any of the 

composers identify as people of color. I am generally unaware of their other social 

identity markers. As none of these pieces have been programmed by major prominent 

ensembles or are likely to be programmed by such groups in the immediate future, I 

found out about them through word of mouth, listserv emails, and Facebook. Therefore, 

in reality the number of resistance pieces composed in 2017 by American composers is 

probably far higher. Apart from the nine concert pieces, I am also aware of a 25-minute 

opera performed by the Gateway Opera of Saint Louis entitled “a Shell of a Troll” with 

overt anti-Trump messaging, including the antagonist wearing an orange wig; as I wrote 

in the introduction chapter, I am not specifically concerned with opera in this monograph 

since it arguably offers more obvious means by which to convey political messages.  
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Despite the recent proliferation of Trump-themed music, the phenomenon of 

music that overtly critiques a specific active political leader is rather unique. David 

Meyer and Joshua Gamson argued in 1996 that it would be unusual for celebrity 

participation in social movements to center around condemning specific, currently-

serving political figures, though the situation in the United States is somewhat different 

today. The popularity of social media is likely a factor in the spread of resistance pieces. 

By comparison, I am not aware of any classical pieces composed in resistance to the 

Obama Administration during any of the eight years of his presidency. While I know a 

number of composers who were deeply critical of the policies of Obama, it is also likely 

that anti-Obama work, especially if presented as a parody of Obama in the style of 

Cacioppo’s parody of Trump, would not have been well-received by their peers. Writing 

an anti-Trump piece seems potentially less risky; while musicians may have expressed a 

range of opinions of Obama, I have seen few—even the Republican ones—who openly 

praise Trump. I am also only aware of one anti-George-W.-Bush-administration piece by 

a classical composer, though I knew very few other composers at the time of his 

presidency and was not on social media or any listservs. Melissa Dunphy’s Gonzales 

Cantata offers a satire of a scandal from the Bush administration and was well-received 

at the Philadelphia Fringe Festival, but not until 2009, after the administration was over.  

Strikingly, these Trump pieces premiered around the same time as multiple 

faculty members around the country found themselves fired, suspended, or condemned 

by university administrators for anti-Trump, anti-fascist, and anti-racist comments, often 

on social media (Cohen 2014; Hiltzik 2016; Kenney 2018). While I am aware of one 
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composer whose university would not support a performance of a climate-change related 

piece because it was seen as “political,” as far as I know, musical responses to Trump 

have been seen as harmless by university administrators, if noticed at all. This lack of 

response, during a moment when other types of political expression was punished, might 

suggest that the pieces indeed serve more of a “venting” role than a strategic change one. 

As I indicated in Chapter 2, I do not see this as invalidating such works per se. To my 

knowledge, there are no recent examples of a composition professor being fired or 

criticized by university officials for writing or premiering a political piece. 

Hail Variations differs from most anti-Trump compositions in that while most 

anti-Trump pieces focus on Trump himself, Cacioppo focuses instead on the 

marginalized groups who would be expected to face the most challenges under President 

Trump. Although this opens Cacioppo up to the dilemmas concerning allyship and 

representation discussed above, focusing on people feels more powerful than focusing on 

Trump, who gets plenty of attention already. The analogy within protests and rallies 

would be mainstream liberal protests that use such chants as “you’re orange/you’re 

gross/you lost the popular vote” versus more targeted actions. The former might be fun to 

say but is unlikely to win over any support from those not already at the protest. In 

contrast, calling attention to specific groups of people could potentially have made people 

at Cacioppo’s concerts think about issues that they were previously ignoring.  

Annie Neikirk’s She Persisted also engages with a specific policy issue, like Hail 

Variations and unlike Covfefe, but avoids the challenge of allyship. The piece has been 

performed four times, although when I attended the second performance—which was in 
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the largest city in which it has been performed, Philadelphia—there were fewer than 

twenty people in the audience. While the title appears to offer an allusion to Mitch 

McConnell’s remarks on Elizabeth Warren, Neikirk’s description of the piece does not 

directly mention any politicians. Instead, Neikirk tells us that the piece generally 

communicates the idea of persistence. When I asked her about the piece, Neikirk 

emphasized that she does not normally consider herself a “political composer” and feels 

less comfortable presenting a piece of this sort than she usually does presenting new 

work. The music is characterized by insistent, dogged musical motifs. She describes her 

use of extended technique as a reflection that women’s persistence requires creatively 

avoiding typically expected roles. Neikirk describes her heavy use of dissonance as partly 

an homage to twentieth-century serialist composer Ruth Crawford Seeger, a composer 

who she admired. Yet the dissonance can also represent the many things that need to be 

resisted. The use of dissonance to refer to divergent things, both modernist music and 

obstacles to overcome, is a feature that the piece has in common with Hail Variations.  

Without attempting to pay homage to every group marginalized by Trump, 

Neikirk may be able to offer more commentary concerning just one. By avoiding either 

limiting her work to a caricature of an unpopular leader or expanding it so far that it 

inevitably tokenizes marginalized groups, Neikirk’s aesthetically compelling piece may 

represent the most strategic way forward. As a woman, Neikirk can be seen as having 

standing to compose She Persisted, although the premise that one woman can speak for 

all is obviously flawed. Would the piece be inherently less successful if a man composed 

it? Given the severe lack of gender equality in music composition, it is probably desirable 
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for representations in classical music of a struggle for gender equality to be primarily 

offered by non-cis-men. But by the same token, if only non-cis-male composers engage 

with such issues, there will be far fewer such engagements. Because composers typically 

work individually, it is hard to apply the ideas from Leonard and Misumi (2016) or Kivel 

([1998] 2011) that invite all to participate but encourage those facing the brunt of an 

oppression to take the lead in movements to end it. Neikirk’s strategy of focus on specific 

issues could be helpful for composers of any identity attempting to compose politically 

just music. But part of the way forward may also be greater collaboration among 

composers between composers and activists such that music composition by academic 

composers can truly tap into social movements. 

 

Conclusion 

Cacioppo has continued to compose explicitly political music. The night before 

United States midterm elections in November 2018, the PostClassical Ensemble (PSE) 

held a short concert/lecture program at the Washington National Cathedral called “I Sing 

the Body Electoral” featuring work by Kurt Weill and a world premiere by Cacioppo, 

both settings of Walt Whitman poetry for baritone and piano, along with a few short 

lectures, all hosted by Jeffrey Brown of PBS NewsHour. Ostensibly the theme of the 

event was a celebration of Walt Whitman, but the political themes were not hidden. The 

imposing National Cathedral would seem to be a strong signifier of elite, hierarchical 

power, and sitting near the front of it as the audience did would place us in the 

powerholder position, which seems accurate given the audience’s likely socioeconomic 
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status based on the ticket prices; Cacioppo was kind enough to arrange for me a free 

ticket, which would have otherwise been upwards of $60. With the performance held just 

weeks after the resignation of the archbishop of Washington, D.C. due to a sexual abuse 

scandal, the location would also seem to be ideally suited for a reminder not to put faith 

in our current powerful institutions, although this was certainly never mentioned. Brown 

downplayed any political resistance potential of the event, asserting that the concert 

should be seen as all about patriotism and celebrating “what is good in our country.” Still, 

the text setting in Cacioppo’s piece, which included his own words along with text by 

Whitman and Emma Lazarus and was entitled (I, madly struggling, cry)10, went beyond 

merely celebrating the good, being with the line “restriction of immigration?” with the 

expressive marking “outraged” in the score, then emphasizing lines such as “America 

must welcome all, without exceptions,” repeating the phrase “welcome the other,” and 

including the line “where the populace rise at once against the never-ending audacity of 

elected persons.” This political nudge evidently pushed audience members more than 

they were expecting. As I walked out, I heard an audience member complain “I didn’t 

want to hear about…policy. I think that’s [PSE’s] problem—they don’t know whether 

they want to be a concert or something else.” Indeed, the goal of PSE stated in the 

concert program was “radically rethinking the concert experience, to refreshing both 

                                                           
10 Knowing that I had been writing about him, Cacioppo asked my opinion in July 

2018 whether to title the piece The Golden Door, which was his initial thought, or (I, 
madly struggling, cry). I responded that I liked the latter “because it contains a sense of 
conflict, and I think that in the present moment, conflict/struggling/crying should be part 
of grappling with the issues the concert is raising.” So to some extent, my analysis of the 
piece is based on an opinion I shared with its author before its completion. 
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format and repertoire.”  But rather than merely letting the audience bask in their 

country’s glory as Brown would encourage, this challenge to norms is helpful to 

imparting a political message the night before an election. While possibly less radical, 

this challenge of the expected concert experience might be put in dialogue with 

Hannibal’s One Land, One River, One People which I discuss in Chapter 6. I did not 

identify any borrowings in (I, madly struggling, cry), aside from the text by Whitman and 

Lazarus, nor cryptograms, or issues of representation of other groups. 

As with Kaminsky, I would argue that Cacioppo should be free to incorporate 

political themes into his music whether or not they are likely to have any political impact. 

Similar to Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio, for concerts in which the audience would not 

normally be expecting to engage with political issues at all, Cacioppo’s music, 

particularly Hail Variations, served the purpose of making them do so. 

The question of allyship is important for politically-minded classical composers, 

especially because the majority of us are white, middle class, and male-appearing. 

Cacioppo is not unique in representing causes of groups to which he does not belong. By 

working with cryptograms and other less direct strategies for representing a population, 

Cacioppo effectively represents causes, and not individual voices. Whereas Reich’s 

sampled voices might give a false sense of documentary, Cacioppo’s instrumental 

depiction of marginalized groups gives no pretense of literal representation. In this sense, 

the use of cryptograms or puzzles like the “LGBT” motif and quodlibets of various tunes 

might be a particularly effective strategy as a response to an “ally” positioning. 

Cacioppo’s techniques are similar to those used in other times and places to avoid 
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censorship, but they may also be well-suited to someone not identifying with a particular 

group.  

While not directly representing marginalized groups, Cacioppo is direct about his 

work’s intended political meaning. Still, Cacioppo leaves open the possibility for 

“multiple readings” in his program note, as if acknowledging that he is not in the position 

to offer one, direct, surefire meaning. Communicating through symbols and indexes 

rather than attempting literal representation may be a solution to the problem of speaking 

for others in music. The use of such signs allows one to show up fully in a political space 

while, in a sense, talking less. 

In examples I have found, cryptograms and puzzles seem to be used primarily by 

white cis-male appearing composers. This may point to a problem with the strategy: it 

will only be accessible to others who will also be disproportionately white men who are 

interested and able to decode the piece’s meaning. Still, as I argued in the previous 

chapter, it is better to acknowledge that one’s audience is not neutral or representative of 

“the people at large” than to pretend to bring everyone together through music. It is 

possible for classical music to attract a different audience, as shown in the next chapter. 

More strategic may be to identify one’s audience and convey a meaningful message to 

them. 

Hail Variations directly confronts the largest number of political issues of any of 

the pieces I analyze in this study. As I have drafted this chapter, I have been sickened to 

read about undocumented parents being detained after taking their baby to the hospital 

for an operation, and frightened for the people of Puerto Rico facing another deadly 
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hurricane. While I enjoy the pieces that I am writing about that spotlight the Vukovar 

Massacre; white supremacy in the concert hall; melting ice in the arctic; and lack of 

money to repair instruments in urban public schools; there is a visceral immediacy to the 

dreadful things happening at the present political moment, with which Cacioppo is brave 

enough to grapple. Hopefully composers belonging to all identity groups continue to 

grapple with such things. 

It felt strange to be finishing the first draft of this chapter in June 2018, less than a 

year after the piece’s premiere but already in a seemingly different political moment. This 

week, stories have been appearing in the media about the masses of young children torn 

from their parents and put into cage-like processing centers where they are sent away 

from their families, likely forever. It would be challenging to come up with a direct 

musical response to this within the concert hall that would be helpful rather than a mere 

exploitation of the spectacle of disaster, though I pose possibilities for musical direct 

action in the final chapter. But any musical response would be political, and we could not 

follow Lang’s appeal to merely get people to think without “telling them what to think”; 

one should not strive to be impartial in this crisis. Complicating our analysis of the U.S.’s 

mass detention of children is that one of the pictures of these cruel and evil child 

detention centers that has been floating around the internet dates to the Obama 

administration (Rizzo 2018). Moreover, the families are escaping violence in their home 

countries that can be tied to past U.S. imperialism of past decades. While I applaud 

Cacioppo’s willingness to engage with the overtly political, all of this exposes the limits 

of focusing one’s attention on a particular politician or political party. Injustice did not 
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start and will not end with Trump. In the meantime, the optimistic picture Cacioppo 

paints in Hail Variations feels ever further from reality. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CELEBRITY AND POPULIST SPECTACLE IN LUDOVICO EINAUDI’S  

ELEGY FOR THE ARCTIC 

 

The grandson of the second president of the Italian Republic and an orchestration 

student of Luciano Berio, Ludovico Einaudi has achieved unprecedented commercial 

success for a 21st century classical composer. With more followers on Spotify than 

Mozart (Heyman 2016), Einaudi has collaborated with such musicians as Lady Gaga, 

Justin Timberlake, and Katy Perry (Moe 2017). Commissioned by Greenpeace, Einaudi’s 

“elegy for the arctic” (2016)—which is spelled all lower-case—stands out among the 

pieces about which I have written as the one that has been seen by the most people by far.  

In this chapter I aim to show that work such as “elegy for the arctic,” although 

shunned by both classical and popular music scholars, is deserving of serious scholarly 

attention, and that musicological and especially ecomusicological methodologies reveal 

incongruities that limit the work’s political effectiveness. “elegy for the arctic” represents 

a manifestation of the tenants of normative celebrity participation in social movements 

within instrumental classical music. The piece’s ability to engage large numbers of 

people gives it strategic value for Greenpeace. I argue against the idea it is devalued by 

its intended medium of consumption of YouTube. At the same time, I argue that the 

structure of the piece itself and aspects of its performance are antithetical to the political 

goals of the environmental justice movement. 
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“elegy for the arctic” has a common instrumentation—solo piano—but an unusual 

setting. Written in a highly accessible idiom, the most popular two YouTube videos of 

this piece have nearly ten million views combined. In the videos, which are identical 

duplicates on the YouTube channels of Einaudi and of Greenpeace España, the work is 

performed by Einaudi himself on an artificial iceberg beside a melting glacier. Einaudi 

has also performed it as a concert piece.  

Einaudi’s relative celebrity status affects his ability to make a political statement 

through music in ways that follow patterns of celebrity participation in social movements. 

In “elegy for the arctic,” he is able to reach millions of listeners in a way that the other 

composers I have studied cannot. While structurally simple, the piece still opens itself to 

multiple readings and is a valid object for academic musical analysis. Yet like most of the 

other pieces I have discussed, “elegy for the arctic” still struggles to pose a challenge to 

listeners that is appropriate for the political theme.  

 

“Alt-classical”: Genre and Reception in the Music of Einaudi 

For all his commercial success, Einaudi has yet to attract published music 

scholarship. How might academic composers view someone like Einaudi? Based on 

casual conversations with colleagues and personal observations of the field I feel fairly 

confident that the answer is not very highly. Works such as “elegy for the arctic” lack the 

unpredictability, irregularity, or complexity in their structural features that characterizes 

the contemporary classical music that attracts the most attention from music scholars. 

Music critics have sometimes found Einaudi’s works to “lack substance” (Woodard 
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2008; Beaumont-Thomas 2016). Meanwhile, they use Western functional tonal harmony 

in a traditional way that prevents them from being categorized within minimalism. It 

would be easy to dismiss Einaudi’s music along the lines of “schlock for the masses who 

know no better.” 

While Einaudi appears to be ignored altogether by academics, many of the other 

most popular contemporary classical composers are either divisive or outright scorned. 

Among the social media feeds of classical composers, debates frequently play out over 

composers from Eric Whitacre to John Adams, other middle-aged white men with 

populist attitudes and professional success. The music of Whitacre, also derided as 

lacking substance (Allison 2015), may be the most comparable to that of Einaudi among 

music that has attracted scholarship. Einaudi been the subject of several articles within 

The Choral Journal, where conductor Andrew Larson (2006) notes that Whitacre is 

commonly described as “the hottest thing in choral music" and as someone who 

composes music “of unearthly beauty and imagination.” While Larson argues that the 

appeal of Whitacre can be understood by its varied textural density, this does not seem to 

be useful for “elegy for the arctic,” whose variation in textural density is minimal. 

However, Whitacre has described his style as "dynamic minimalism" or "romantic 

minimalism" (Larson 2006), labels which—if oxymoronic—potentially could be more 

accurate and useful than those currently ascribed to Einaudi’s music.  

Like Hannibal, discussed in the following chapter, Einaudi crosses stylistic 

boundaries. “While it can be difficult to accurately describe his combination of 

minimalist, contemporary, and classical music in words, you only need to hear a single 
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phrase to recognize it as one of his entirely unique creations,” says promotional material 

for an Einaudi concert at the Kimmel Center in Philadelphia (Kimmel Center 2017). The 

promotional material goes on to draw attention to Einaudi’s “thrilling blend of electronic, 

acoustic, alt-classical, ambient, and pop compositions” (Kimmel Center 2017). As of 

October 1, 2017, the Wikipedia page belonging to his grandfather describes the Italian 

president’s grandson as a “neo-Classical” musician who has “made a name for himself.” 

Meanwhile, an interview in the Telegraph appears online under the section heading 

“World, Folk, and Jazz” (Sweeting 2012). 

The Kimmel Center also calls Einaudi “the most streamed alt-classical artist in the 

world” (2017), but the label “alt-classical” is murky and has received scarce use within 

academia so far. There is no mention of “alt-classical” on Oxford Music Online (as of 

October 26, 2017). For that matter, despite his popularity, is there no mention on Oxford 

Music Online of Einaudi himself, in contrast to Kaminsky, Cacioppo11, Lang, and 

Hannibal. In an article on music composition pedagogy, David Ward-Steinman considers 

“alt-classical” to fall under the umbrella of “contemporary serious composition” (Ward-

Steinman 2011, 5). Ward-Steinman quotes Anne Midgette in The Washington Post: 

Classical music is thought of as a world of formal wear, red velvet seats and 
Mozart concertos. But young classical musicians here and elsewhere are 
increasingly exploring additional ways to express themselves [...] [A]lt-classical 
groups […] are increasingly featured on mainstream, traditional concert series and 
orchestral programs […] [T]he spirit of these groups is permeating, and 
invigorating, the whole classical music world (Ward-Steinman 2011, 21). 
 

                                                           

11 There is no article about Cacioppo specifically, but he is mentioned in two other 
articles: a biography of a former student and a description of an ensemble that has 
commissioned him among other composers. 
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This definition does not completely suit Einaudi. Born in 1955, Einaudi is not really a 

young classical musician and he is not focused on traditional concert series and orchestral 

programs. “Alt-classical” has been used by newspaper reviews to describe such disparate 

composers as Meredith Monk and David Lang. Many of these composers could be 

aligned with postminimalism, another hard-to-define musical genre that is generally 

associated with post-tonal diatonic writing, and many have composed music that might 

be labeled “political.” Einaudi’s near-exclusive use of traditional modes of functional 

tonal harmony and formal design make it inaccurate to label him “post-minimalist,” 

though theorist Jonathan Bernard (2003) argues that postminimalism can emulate 

common-practice tonality.  Anne Midgette (2011) suggests that “‘alt-classical’ better 

conjures up the mood of new classical music with an indie-rock sensibility, combined 

with amplification and a synthesizer or guitar” while “‘contemporary music’ evokes 

visions of serialist knottiness.” Meanwhile, alt-classical.com is of no use at all for 

defining the term by virtue of appearing to be a sex chat website. 

Einaudi himself doesn’t help the matter of labelling in the Telegraph interview: “I 

don’t want to label it with just one word,” he says. “There is something in it that comes 

from classical, but I have influences from different music I’ve experienced in my life, 

from African music to folk and rock” (Sweeting 2012). The use of the term “African 

music” displays Einaudi’s Eurocentricity, but still we are left with little idea of what to 

expect from him. In another interview he offers more detail: 

I grew up listening to a lot of pop and rock music of the time. That was the 
foundation. But also, my mother was playing classical piano when I was growing 
up. So I began hearing Chopin and Bach very early in life. Later, I listened to all 
kinds of music. I went through different phases, studying 20th-century 
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composition: Stravinsky and Bartok, and also American minimalist composers 
such as Terry Riley and Phillip Glass. I got interested in Keith Jarrett's solo work, 
and the modal jazz of Miles Davis, around the time of his album Bitches Brew. So 
there were many different sounds that interested me, and ended up becoming a 
part of my music. (Regen 2010) 

In this case, “all kinds of music” seems to primarily mean classical and jazz, genres most 

often viewed as “high-brow” or “art music” within academic institutions (DeVeaux 1998; 

Wald 2017). The folk, rock, and “African music” borrowings mentioned in the Sweeting 

interview are evidently less important on their own but are woven into the classical 

sound. Given what seems like a hodgepodge of influences, as listeners we may be 

surprised by his music’s apparent simple, even basic aesthetic. Like Hannibal’s One 

Land, One River, One People, Einaudi’s work seems primarily anchored stylistically 

within a classical music tradition. Compared to Hannibal, Einaudi’s identity would be 

expected to more easily give him privilege to genre-cross (James 2014). Yet while 

stylistically Einaudi is more likely to be called “classical” or “alt-classical” than as 

belonging to any other genre, his music does not appear to contain the “high-art” 

aspirations of classical concert music. 

 Still, in a New York Times interview, Einaudi does seem to want to be taken 

seriously as a classical composer: 

I don’t like the idea of “classical crossover,” even if sometimes I see this category 
given to what I’m doing. There are many commercial projects in that genre, 
where they make a quartet out of beautiful fashion models or whatever. I take 
things more seriously than that. And I don’t have a commercial perspective in 
what I’m doing. On the other hand, the idea of “crossover,” of crossing 
boundaries, is interesting in the arts, but this is something that has always been 
true. Stravinsky crossed boundaries- he was embracing folk music from Russia 
and popular music. Mozart was working in a theater and writing songs for a 
company that was almost like a circus when he wrote “The Magic Flute” 
(Heyman 2016). 
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Ward-Steinman sees alt-classical music as a solution to a perception that classical music 

is, citing Alex Ross in The New Yorker, a “stuck-up, sissified, intrinsically un-American 

pursuit” (Ward-Steinman 2011, 20). Einaudi, who, to be fair, is not American and may be 

expected to have a different perspective on this, maintains the showmanship of a virtuoso 

classical musician, yet he seems to do so without upholding the notion of “high art” that 

is inscribed upon classical music. His gestures in performance seem grand and over-the-

top dramatic, possibly even narcissistic. If “stuck-up,” his performance practice does not 

seem “sissified” or “un-American.” In fact, Einaudi could be seen as more like a rock star 

than a classical musician. Despite his Italian heritage, Einaudi’s borrowing from 

American pop music traditions goes beyond that of most American classical musicians I 

have encountered. Einaudi centers attention on himself; he outdoes the virtuoso classical 

soloist, while borrowing effects from popular music, such as the use of strobe lights in his 

live concerts. Einaudi appears to do anything one could think of to grab his audience’s 

attention, positioning himself not only at the top of the hierarchical social structure of 

classical concert music, but at the top by far. 

 In a concert review for The Guardian, Ben Beaumont-Thomas (2016) offers a 

scathing assessment of Einaudi’s apparent self-centered performance practice paired with 

simplistic music. 

Einuadi casts himself as the antithesis to the stuffy conservatoire- but then plays 
music that is less adventurous than your average indie band’s… This is beauty 
that is interested only in itself. All Einuadi can conjure is the dashed-off 
poignancy of an Instagrammed sunset or emailed condolence; his endless minor 
chords recall the emotional illiteracy of an unfaithful spouse pleading for 
forgiveness. Einaudi compounds this by being a mediocre pianist. He can finesse 
a phrase, but is proudly anti-virtuosic, playing only simple arpeggios and limpid 
four-note melodies. 
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Einaudi’s piece is certainly sentimental, though we might question whether 

sentimentality ought to be so looked down upon. Scholars have noted, for example, that 

sentimentality has supported feminine modes of public belonging, while the devaluation 

of sentimental music is tied to the privileging of masculinity (McCracken 2015; Berlant 

2008). Beaumont-Thomas acknowledges that sentimentality need not be viewed 

negatively. 

Sentimental piano-playing is an underrated art, and performers like Keith Jarrett, 
Ryuichi Sakamoto or Ketil Bjornstad understand that you need a wry wit to offset 
it. Einaudi is too busy pondering dew on a rose petal… Einaudi has created… 
dishonest, disconnected fantasy that has nothing to say about how our lives are 
lived. (2016) 

Beaumont-Thomas’ critique appears to stem from a contradiction between alt-classical’s 

rejection of pretension combined with Einaudi’s pretense. This self-contradictory musical 

identity may have accordingly contradictory implications for Einaudi’s political 

effectiveness. On the one hand, Einaudi is scolded for being “too busy pondering dew on 

a rose petal” that his music becomes “dishonest, disconnected fantasy that has nothing to 

say about how our lives are lived.” It feels safe to say that if a composer is dishonest, 

disconnected, and has nothing to say about how lives are lived, that composer might not 

be an ideal choice to write music for a social movement. Yet what is so bad about 

pondering dew on a rose petal that leads Beaumont-Thomas to that conclusion? Surely 

such attention to nature speaks well to that composer’s ability to make a meaningful 

environmental statement. 

Beaumont-Thomas seems to challenge Einaudi’s earnestness by comparing his 

work to an Instagrammed sunset or emailed condolence as though such computerized 
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mediums are unable to convey genuine emotion. Such comparisons to technology may 

support Heyman’s headline that Einaudi is a composer for the “YouTube age.” English 

scholar Scott Russell Sanders argues that “by comparison with nature, the world 

presented by the electronic media is disembodied, stripped down, anemic, and hasty. The 

more time we spend in the ‘virtual’ world, the more likely we are to forget how 

impoverished it is. A screen delivers us a patch of something to look at, and speakers or 

earphones deliver sounds to us from a couple of locations” (2010, 73). Sanders aligns 

technology with consumerism and as diametrically opposed to nature. This apparent 

association between Einaudi and the technological realm rather than the natural realm 

could be seen as undermining Einaudi’s potential value to the environmentalist 

movement. On the other hand, scientists have suggested that human impact on the Earth 

has resulted in the traditional idea of “nature” being replaced altogether with an 

Anthropocene (Crutzen and Stoermer [2000] 2012; Ellis 2018). 

Pedelty feels that “whether a more sustainable sensibility is forged through 

electronic prosthetics or dried goat skins stretched over djembes might matter less than 

how they are employed musically” (2012, 41) and that listeners would do well to 

abandon such a fixed notion of authenticity. The internet can be important for 

disseminating activist music. Noriko Manabe (2015) notes that in Japan, releasing a 

contentious politically-intended song on the internet may be a viable alternative to get 

past a record industry that is unsupportive of musical activism. That said, as I discuss 

further below, “elegy for the arctic” does not seem at all contentious. Instead, the internet 

is also valuable for disseminating information and mobilizing large groups, along with 
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allowing a forum for discussion (Manabe 2015). I would argue that writing for the 

internet does not inherently make Einaudi less able to connect to nature nor does it make 

him less genuine. 

If we do follow Beaumont-Thomas’ insinuation that Einaudi does not come off as 

entirely genuine, one temptation is to read Einaudi as engaging in an ironic or even 

“camp” aesthetic. The over-the-top performance combined with the incredibly simplistic 

but not minimalist music makes such a reading tempting. Under such a reading, his over-

the-top showmanship makes fun of both classical and popular performance traditions in a 

way that would render his performance queer or at least transgressive. The overdramatic 

performance of incredibly straight-forward music could be read as “trashy” but in the so-

bad-it’s-good sense. There would be a rather delightful irony to an ecologically-minded 

piece to be enjoyed as garbage, especially with such a decadent, expensive production. 

Could it even be that “elegy for the arctic” should be read as one big joke? A frequent 

theme in descriptions of protest music is a sense of fun or humor. For example, Pedelty 

writes that musician Dana Lyons’ tour “responded to a serious threat, but it was also 

‘really fun’” (Pedelty 2016, 36). Similarly, most of the dramatic, theatrical actions of the 

Earth Quaker Action Team which I have observed made use of humor and over-the-top 

imagery (Safran 2019).  

But while camp is a self-conscious aesthetic, there is nothing in Einaudi’s 

performances that would make one think this feature is self-conscious (Cohan 2005; 

Clum 1999; Pellegrini 2007). This may be why Beaumont-Thomas feels Einaudi lacks 

the “wry wit” needed for sentimentality (2016). In fact, I have not found anything in the 
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music of Einaudi or his performance that seems ironic or tongue-in-cheek. We don’t get 

the requisite wink that would allow us to enjoy the piece as camp or as trash. As an over-

the-top theatrical musical work, “elegy for the arctic” seems unusually humorless. Nor is 

there a sense from YouTube comments that it is received as such. 

In fact, much insight can be gained from some of the top YouTube comments by 

number of “likes” as of late 2017 (Einaudi 2016b). With 1400 likes, the most popular 

comment is from TatoueLeTemps, and states simply “My Hero.” Made in Panama 

declares “One of the best videos I've ever seen. Simplicity and beauty, but with a 

complex message behind.” Kaustubh Kuvalekar gets nearly 500 likes by asking “Which 

275 idiots disliked [the video]?” Such comments appear to suggest that Einaudi is taken 

seriously as a composer and even treated as heroic, presumably for his environmentalist 

statement. 

By April 2018, a few more explicitly political comments were either added or 

became more popular, such as ALLNEWSUX’s remark “Well, the Earth may be almost 

dead & buried but at least a few tax cheating billionaires got even richer [...] the fact that 

we don't lock up oil execs and Earth killing scum like the Koch brothers proves what a 

pathetic species we have become.” The rise of comments with such specific critiques is a 

very recent phenomenon; none of these were among the top comments when I initially 

examined the work in late 2017. Among other top comments at that time (accessed 12 

December 2017), Moises Goncalves says “we have to save our home, Earth [sic.].” Miss 

Armi remarks “This makes me so sad, the glaciers melting meanwhile [...] this is a 

terrible world we live in today, wars, poverty and our beautiful nature dying due to the 
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people's own disinterest and indifference.” Finally, Miti 66 declares “More of these, less 

trashy pop music will make the world better.” 

Miti 66’s comment provokes comments from other YouTube viewers on the high 

value of Einaudi versus the lack of value in popular music with such self-righteous fervor 

that one might imagine that we are listening to Elliott Carter. “Miti 66 THANK YOU SO 

MUCH. I honestly don't know what crap people listen to nowadays,” reads one response. 

Evoking natural disaster, Tushar Mittal chimes in: “Miti 66 pop Music [sic.] these days 

needs to be hit with an asteroid.” Tessa Marie comments “Miti 66 our world is falling 

apart with terrible music.” Jonathan Hernandez responds simply “Amen to that Brotha.” 

Meanwhile, Fredsik gains just two “likes” for his response: “But this IS trashy pop 

music.” 

These comments show that the aesthetics of the music are not incidental but do 

indeed contribute to listeners’ enjoyment of the piece. Moreover, “terrible music” 

becomes a reason for the world’s demise. In fact, as of December 2017 there was far 

more critique of “terrible music” than there was of oil and companies or the various other 

institutions that support them. Surprisingly for a work we would assume is intended for 

the general public, the listeners—by and large—do not appear to be fans of mainstream 

popular music. Instead, Einaudi’s audience seems as condescending toward popular 

music as we might expect music scholars and academic composers to be toward 

Einaudi’s audience. 

I find myself somewhat inclined to agree with Fredsik’s YouTube comment in 

hearing “elegy for the arctic” as “trashy pop music.” That said, if in earlier chapters I 
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aligned classical music with hegemonic, hierarchical, elitist traditions, then Einaudi’s 

apparent “trashiness” can be seen as a rejection of those traditions that enables his mass 

appeal. At any rate, the piece’s reception shows that we cannot simply write off the 

aesthetics of the piece as irrelevant. Einaudi’s popularity seems to be driven by his music 

along with his support for a popular social cause. 

This does not answer the question of how to categorize Einaudi. Other “alt-

classical” or “postminimalist” composers have styles that seem far richer, more varied, 

and more intricate. While none of those virtues would inherently make for better music, I 

must confess that I do not find the straight-ahead tonality of Einaudi on its own as 

engaging as a performance by Eighth Blackbird or Meredith Monk, or compositions by 

John Adams, Missy Mazzoli, or David Lang, all of whom have also been labeled “alt-

classical” within popular media. In this chapter, I will not propose another genre or label 

that suits Einaudi, but I do argue that his aesthetic choices are important to the piece’s 

success. This might be an obvious statement for most music, but in this case, it is a 

rejection of an interpretation that Einaudi simply plops out the most basic music possible 

to fulfill a commission. In that otherwise potentially feasible interpretation, we would see 

the work’s success as having nothing to do with “the music itself.” 

 

“Popularity” within Contemporary Classical Music and within Activism 

Mass culture has historically been devalued by musicologists (Storey 2009; Wald 

2017). In discussing Katy Perry, one of the pop stars with whom Einaudi has 

collaborated, Elijah Wald urges us to avoid assuming that works that are more popular 
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and less valued by scholars within a genre are popular simply because their listeners do 

not know any better (2017). Often, the rejection of “popular” versus “artistic” culture 

relates strongly to listeners’ identity and is highly gendered; with “popular” genres 

enjoyed young women particularly scorned and set in opposition to notions of 

“authenticity” (Coates 1997, 52; McCraken 2015, 34). Recalibrating our appreciation for 

mass culture mean valuing Perry along with Radiohead within popular music studies, but 

it may also mean valuing Einaudi along with the other composers of the present study. To 

claim that “elegy for the arctic” is a viral music video is certainly relative; as of March 

21, 2018, ““elegy for the arctic’s” 7.3 million views on its most popular YouTube video 

are less than one percent of those for Perry’s “Hot N Cold” discussed by Wald, or less 

than 0.25 percent of Psy’s “Gangnam Style,” the first YouTube video to surpass a billion 

views. We must also remember than 7.3 million views is not an equivalent of engaging 

7.3 million distinct individuals. Finally, while I argue for the validity of online music 

consumption, I would not argue that 7.3 million online viewers who may be idly 

browsing through videos equals the level of engagement of 7.3 million concert-goers. 

Still, by the standards of political classical music, “elegy for the arctic” has 

reached an enormous number of people. By comparison, in many cases the audience for a 

contemporary classical music concert would be lucky to measure in the hundreds. Of the 

other pieces in my present study, Hannibal’s One Land, One River, One People can be 

viewed as quite successful at reaching a wide audience by the standards of most 

contemporary classical music: its three performances sold well in a 2,500-seat 

auditorium; including musicians and ushers it likely reached around seven thousand 
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people. While as of October 2017 the official video for “elegy for the arctic” had reached 

over five million views on YouTube and that number had grown to 7.3 million by March 

2018, duplicate videos add millions more to the total for the piece, and a Greenpeace 

official estimated that the video had reached over ten million people (personal 

communication, 18 December 2017). Meanwhile, to underscore Einaudi’s popularity, the 

first page of a Google search (from Philadelphia on 8 November 2017 as well as with 

Opera Browser Free VPN set to San Francisco, Toronto, Frankfurt, and Singapore) for 

“Einaudi” turns up results entirely referencing Ludovico rather than his grandfather 

Luigi, who served from 1948—55 as the second president of the Italian Republic. The 

opposite is true when searching on Google for “John Adams,” who is by far the most 

performed composer by professional American orchestras as of the 2015—2016 season 

(O’Bannon 2015); as expected, the first page of results are entirely for the second United 

States president rather than the composer. I acknowledge that this is not a completely 

valid comparison; while both Luigi Einaudi and Adams happened to be the second 

presidents of their respective countries, John Adams is a much more prominent figure 

within American discourse due to his position as a “founding father.” 

To say that Einaudi is important because he is popular does not require us to 

ignore our personal preferences as scholars. But it would be simplistic to assume that 

Einaudi is more popular than Lang, Cacioppo, Hannibal, or Kaminsky simply because his 

audience could not understand the other composers. The enthusiastic reception to Lang’s 

Symphony for a Broken Orchestra—discussed in the previous chapter—shows that in the 
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proper context, musical idioms that are far more complex can be enthusiastically received 

by a general audience. Einaudi is not popular solely because he is simple.  

Like many popular music scholars, Pedelty urges that ecomusicology focus on the 

music to which most people listen.  

Musicologists might prefer classical genres, and the academy might still reward 
that preference, but that is not what most of the world downloads and desires. 
Rock and pop provide the soundtrack for the world system. Ecomusicology needs 
to come to grips with that reality. (2012, 20) 
 

When looking at music intended to mobilize masses of people for a campaign, it is indeed 

important to examine music that is heard by masses of people. Since much politically-

oriented work is intended to serve a mass consciousness-raising or mobilizing function, 

including a composer such as Einaudi in a study of politically oriented contemporary 

classical works is important. Still, I disagree with Pedelty’s claim that classical music is 

irrelevant to ecomusicology. In general, assuming what attracts the largest audience has 

the most value does not make sense either for musicology or for campaign strategy. 

Although the disconnect between who musicologists study and to whom the public listens 

is severe, I would not argue that one should abandon any notion of differentiated musical 

value between different composers or styles by assuming that what is popular is 

worthwhile. One reason why a piece’s value should not generally be measured by the 

number of people it reaches is that a composer’s reception hinges on issues of access.  

For decades, musicology has noted the way hegemonic forces shape a composer’s 

reception and popularity (Citron 1993). One possible factor for Einaudi’s popularity 

could be social capital and media savvy that were better than others’, though Symphony 

for a Broken Orchestra had significant media attention as well. The success of popular 
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music is shaped by the commercial music industry, just as the success of contemporary 

classical music is often determined by the nonprofit music world along with the academy, 

and there are reasons to be skeptical of all of those sets of institutions. Nevertheless, such 

hegemony should not itself discredit a popular composer from being viewed as worthy. 

Assuming that action that attracts the largest audience or most participants has the 

most value is equally inaccurate for analyzing social activism as it is for analyzing music. 

A group of three people disrupting a small board meeting could be very effective if one 

of the people on that board is a strategic target who has the power to advance the goals of 

that social movement. Since classical music attracts powerful people and generally 

indexes virtue and high ideals, it may be an excellent choice of genre if one wishes for 

such a musical direct action. In contrast, engaging tens of thousands of people through a 

pop concert in a rally outside that same board meeting could be waste of time if the rally 

is an end unto itself that fails to inspire further action. 

For this reason, I am skeptical of the arguments of scholars of music and social or 

environmental justice who claim such scholarship need not be concerned with classical 

music. That said, most politically-oriented classical music, including “elegy for the 

arctic,” appears to aim to serve a function of general-public collective consciousness-

raising. There are other social functions that classical music could serve, which I discuss 

at length in Chapter 7. But if one’s goal is to simply raise awareness among the general 

public, then focusing on the music to which most people listen does seem pertinent. 

I am not aware of a framework that would completely explain Einaudi’s 

popularity; more research into alt-classical music is needed. He is a white cis-man from a 
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powerful family, although “alt-classical” seems to be a style less dominated by white men 

than “non-alt-classical” or “regular classical” or whatever the alternative to alt-classical 

might be. One factor that makes Einaudi potentially appealing is his lack of subtlety. This 

may enable him to be appreciated upon a single listening by a viewer clicking through 

eye-catching YouTube videos. While this goes against the values of classical music, it is 

advantageous for a campaign hoping to engage large numbers of people online. 

 

Einaudi’s Value for a Social Movement 

Even as musicologists may have reason to be suspicious of Einaudi’s musical 

value, several factors make him a potentially appealing choice for Greenpeace’s Save the 

Arctic campaign to draw attention to a proposal to save the arctic to combat climate 

disruption.12 Perhaps the most obvious is his popularity. The project manager told me that 

they picked Einaudi because they wanted “a spectacular performance that would reach 

millions of people all over the world” and felt lucky that he agreed to the project 

(personal communication [my translation], 21 December, 2017). Yet while Einaudi is 

popular beyond the world of contemporary classical music, he can still claim the high 

ideals and timeless virtue indexed by classical music (Ritchey 2017; Lowe 2007). The 

blend of popularity mixed with an idiom viewed in society as evoking serious virtue is 

also potentially politically advantageous. 

                                                           
12 I use the expression “climate disruption” to emphasize that it is not a neutral, 

passive process of mere “change.” 
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Next, having been called “a composer for the YouTube age” (Heyman 2016), 

Einaudi’s music is perceived as conducive to online listening. It is most likely that the 

large majority of his listeners first encounter his music online. His 2017 live show in 

Philadelphia had rather expensive tickets, starting at $49 with no student or package 

discounts unlike most classical music events. While Einaudi adopts aspects of American 

popular music concert traditions in his show, discussed below, this does not lead to 

increased accessibility but rather—presumably—increased profitability. As a result, his 

online videos become the source of engagement for the vast majority of his audience. 

Another factor that appears to make Einaudi a good choice for an environmental 

piece is that other videos of Einaudi’s works are also set in nature. One of these pieces, 

entitled Night, offers a black-and-white animated forest scene. Fly consists of still 

images: a couple images of sunsets; a person holding a flower. The music in Fly at a 

faster tempo and is a little more active compared to “elegy for the arctic”. An 

electroacoustic track begins as subtle ambient noise, but becomes increasingly complex 

and, as in “elegy for the arctic,” the “background” sound is probably the most intriguing 

aural part of the piece. Nuvole Bianchi shows a variety of nature scenes in time-lapse 

video. Some of the scenes have signs of human activity—a boat, a dock, a fence—that 

might be appreciated as picturesque. Greenpeace was not the first to commission Einaudi 

to compose an “environment” piece. In 2012, the National Centre for the Performing Arts 

in Beijing commissioned an environmentally-themed orchestral composition from 

Einaudi entitled 'Wetlands,' but a recording does not appear to be publicly available. 

Nature appears to be a common inspiration for Einaudi, though not necessarily activism. 
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 Elegy for the arctic was released shortly before a meeting of the OSPAR 

Convention, which implements international environmental regulation in the arctic and 

was to consider a proposal backed by Greenpeace to protect the region from climate 

disruption (Jiménez & Tellnes, 2016). A Greenpeace spokesperson referred to the project 

as a “groundbreaking collaboration.” Johanna Grant Axen, who works for Greenpeace as 

a Europe-based “coordinator for celebrities and influencers,” estimated that the video had 

already reached over ten million people in late 2017 and told me that it was showed to 

OSPAR during their meeting. Grant Axen asserted that Einaudi “was able to push for the 

protection of the arctic in relation to the meeting of the OSPAR commission with a great 

political impact” (personal communication, 18 December 2017). However, the proposal 

was not successful. 

 While we can see the potential appeal in commissioning the piece, harder to 

discern is its success in contributing to an environmentalist cause. While ecomusicology 

has begun to address environmental issues within music, W. Alice Boyle and Ellen 

Waterman (2016) distinguish between “environmentalism” as a political and social 

movement and “ecology” as a field of study of living systems, in which ecomusicology 

responds to the latter. While the label “eco” is used in marketing to denote supposed 

environmental friendliness, Boyle and Waterman see “eco” as referring to a branch of 

science and distinguish it from “environmentalism” which refers to activism. By their 

definition, Einaudi may be more of “ecologically” minded composer than an 

environmental one; he writes music with a relationship to nature but typically without 

obvious activist intent embedded into his musical structures. 
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Pedelty (2012 & 2016) takes a stance more toward an activist ecomusicology and 

mentions several lenses through which to view a piece environmentally. We can look at 

the messages of environmentally-minded songs or musicians. We can examine the 

ecological impacts of a musical performance, such as the performance’s energy and 

transportation needs. For example, a travelling rock and roll concert with complex stage 

effects will inevitably use a lot of energy. So will performing at a festival in a remote 

location to which the audience must drive for hours. We can examine the way a piece’s 

environmental message interacts with its audience. We can weigh engaging a large, non-

politically-motivated crowd with a general environmental song against engaging a group 

of already environmentally-minded listeners with a deeper message. Pedelty sees both 

types of engagement as useful, though with limits (2012, 17). We can weigh how music 

supports an environmental justice campaign or movement. We can also consider its 

corporate sponsors. All of these considerations are relevant to “elegy for the arctic.” As 

Pedelty argues: 

While ecological assessment may seem like a rather coarse way of dealing with 
music, the truth of art has always been partly contingent on its wider social 
resonance. How we make music in relation to context—environment—has always 
influenced interpretation. Music is sometimes perceived as less artful when 
message and means contradict each other…Therefore, when art evokes a 
sustainable aesthetic, visual and material contradictions are inevitably brought 
into the listeners’ interpretive assessments. (2012, 18) 
 
Pedelty critiques the environmental benefit event “Live Earth,” which—like 

“elegy for the arctic”—was seen by millions online. “Live Earth” included 150 

performances over twenty-four hours (2012, 22). “Live Earth” claimed to be carbon 

neutral, in part by purchasing carbon offsets. Participants were asked to take a seven-
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point pledge centered on both personal and collective sustainability, such as improving 

the energy efficiency of one’s own lifestyle and supporting laws to promote sustainable 

development. Overall, the pledge was rather general and unambitious, for example 

instead of fighting for the end of fossil fuel extraction one demand was “to fight for a 

moratorium on the construction of any new generating facility that burns coal without the 

capacity to safely trap and store the CO2” (Pedelty 2012, 24). This is in reality an 

incredibly modest and vague thing for which to fight; coal companies will claim that all 

modern generating facilities are safe and clean, while environmentalists will maintain that 

none are. 

In his 2016 work, Pedelty shows Dana Lyons as a prime example of how a solo 

musician might mobilize audiences to participate meaningfully in campaigns (2016, 26). 

Pedelty argues that Lyons decided to write activist music during a time—the 1980’s—

that was unwelcoming to musical participation in social movements. Lyons seems to be 

unusual among songwriters in his goal-oriented attitude toward musical activism; Pedelty 

writes that Lyons measures his success in terms of “the achievements of his policy 

objectives” as opposed to critical acclaim or profit (2016, 38).  

Lyons takes an arguably anti-intersectional view of music as a “great uniter” 

(Pedelty 2016, 43); Pedelty interprets this statement as saying that music is a good 

community motivator, which is also observed by Manabe (2015). Pedelty notes that in 

environmental movements, music can “lift the spirits of [activists] while bringing 

national public attention” to campaigns (2016, 1). Certainly, environmental activists have 

observed with dismay the inability for scientific information about climate disruption to 
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motivate a community to political action. Pedelty (2016, 198) sees art and music as 

potentially serving that motivator role. Turino similarly recognizes the ability of music as 

a primary force to “unite people to action and bolster community courage in the face of 

oppression and violence” (2008, 215), but is particularly concerned with participatory 

mass singing. Kate Galloway sees the role of soundscapes within environmentalist events 

more generally as to “stimulate connections between audiences and the environmental 

movement, and generate individual and collective environmentalist activity” (2014, 71). 

Elegy for the arctic can be compared to aspects of both Lyons’ work and “Live 

Nation,” and can be analyzed along the other criteria Pedelty offers as well as the 

potential uses of sound within activism offered by Manabe, Turino, and Galloway. One 

way to measure Einaudi’s sustainability is by the sustainability of how he makes money 

(Pedelty 2012). The listener may hear an advertisement before the video on Einaudi’s 

page. While it may seem an impure start to a video about saving the arctic, this itself may 

not be particularly noteworthy. After all, concert halls are full of advertisements too, from 

the program booklet to—in many cases—the names of the halls themselves. One 

carryover feature of Einaudi’s concert in Philadelphia that could be found in a traditional 

classical concert is the mention of the corporate sponsor, in this case the website tells us 

it is “generously sponsored by TD Bank” (Kimmel Center 2017). TD Bank is one of the 

major financiers of TransCanada, the company behind the Keystone XL pipeline. It is 

likely that Einaudi would be associated with sustainability because of “elegy for the 

arctic,” so a subsequent sponsorship from TD for a concert can be seen as a vehicle for 

greenwashing. Though common in classical music, by this measure of environmental 
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sustainability, the piece comes up short. By other metrics, however, “elegy for the arctic” 

may have a more positive or at least complex outcome. 

The inclusion of explicit policy objectives is uncommon in classical music; in the 

previous chapter I challenged Lang’s view of them as unbecoming for the genre. “elegy 

for the arctic” does have them: it supports Greenpeace’s Save the Arctic campaign. How 

clearly it conveys its support is another matter. With the video lasting three minutes and 

thirteen seconds, Einaudi reaches the last chord a full forty-five seconds before the end. 

Over the next twenty-five of those seconds, he slowly removes his hands from the 

keyboard. We see and hear a lone seagull and the sound of gurgling water. At 2’50”, over 

twenty seconds after the end of the piece, we see the phrase “please save the arctic” in 

thin white type in the middle of the screen. By 2’59” the screen has faded to black. The 

first several times I watched the video while doing this project I turned off the video here. 

But for those who continue, at 3’09” we see a link to “raise our voice” to save the arctic 

at voicesforthearctic.org. The link takes us to a petition to have the arctic declared a 

protected area. Protected from what? And by whom? Unfortunately, the initial petition 

page at savethearctic.org (accessed 4 September 2017) is a bit scant on details, though it 

is possible that more details were available prior to the OSPAR meeting, at which the 

proposal sought by Greenpeace was not enacted.  The impact of signing such a petition 

would most likely be minimal, although presumably signing the petition also signs one up 

for Greenpeace emails, which is somewhat useful for the organization.
13

 The arguable 

shortcomings of the petition can hardly be blamed on Einaudi, and it is possible that 

                                                           
13 I am not sure about this because I was already receiving Greenpeace emails. 



154 
 

additional information could be added or could have previously been available on the 

webpage at the time that the video was published. Yet while it may be unrealistic to 

expect the sounds of the piece itself to convey or reflect the message, it is problematic in 

this case that the message is not mentioned at all during the piece but is saved until the 

piece seems neatly wrapped up. In another case, saving the political message for a 

paratext of a politically-intended piece might not be a problem; for example, in 

Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio in Chapter 2 the paratext was central to our understanding of 

the piece. But because of viewers’ tendency to click through videos quickly, this is more 

of a problem for “elegy for the arctic” than it would be for a concert piece. Elegy of the 

arctic may be effective as a piece for YouTube because of its aesthetic lack of subtlety, 

but then its message seems too subtle. 

Shipping a baby grand piano from Germany (Yoder 2016) to the arctic and 

building an artificial iceberg on which to place it along with its pianist and recording 

equipment likely consumed a considerable amount of fossil fuels. Such a critique over 

carbon emissions from transportation might be misguided, however. After large-scale 

marches against the Keystone XL pipeline in 2012, right-wing comments on social media 

lambasted the effort, noting in part the hypocrisy of activists driving long distances to 

protest climate disruption. Nevertheless, after the widespread displays of outrage of the 

pipeline offered in the marches coupled with smaller actions making use of civil 

disobedience the pipeline was—albeit in the end temporarily—blocked by President 

Obama. In my experience of Earth Quaker Action Team’s Bank Like Appalachia Matters 

campaign, activists drove all over the footprint of PNC Bank, targeting shareholder 
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meetings and various private events featuring members of the bank’s board of directors 

and management. Surprising board of directors and executives with unexpected actions 

when they were receiving an award or spending time with family in another city was 

instrumental in winning the campaign for PNC to cease financing mountaintop removal. 

When strategic or essential, travel may be part of an effective effort at combating climate 

disruption, despite the carbon footprint. Moreover, when factored over as many as ten 

million views, the emissions per viewing of the piece could easily be far lower than for a 

typical classical concert, especially a chamber music concert by an ensemble that goes on 

tour. This is true when factoring host server energy.14 In my opinion, “elegy for the 

arctic’s” carbon emissions do not disqualify it from being politically successful. 

Examining the aesthetics of the piece itself could also help us to understand its 

social value. The appreciation among listeners for the aesthetics of the piece indicate that 

structural features of the musical score still deserve attention, while the simplicity does 

not prevent hermeneutic readings of the piece. There is a glistening quality to the music 

that—given the signifier that the piece is an “elegy for the arctic”—might make one think 

of water dripping from a glacier. The arpeggiation in the right hand could be compared to 

                                                           

14 Based on a back-of-the-envelope calculation, the carbon emissions for ten 
million viewings of a three-minute video would be about three thousand kilograms, 
which would be roughly the same as eighteen thousand passenger miles of long-haul air 
travel, such as two touring musicians flying roundtrip nonstop from Rome to 
Washington, D.C, or about 8750 passenger car miles, which would represent 350 people 
driving alone an average of twenty-five miles roundtrip for a concert. Calculated with 
data from https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/sep/25/server-data-centre-
emissions-air-travel-web-google-facebook-greenhouse-gas and 
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2018-03/documents/emission-
factors_mar_2018_0.pdf, accessed January 21, 2019. Note that the EPA data includes 
cars, minivans, SUVs, and small pickup trucks as “passenger cars.”   
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a water topic, but also sounds rather mechanical. Grand pauses near the end between 

chords add no suspense or surprise whatsoever—we already know exactly where the 

piece is going—but perhaps could be interpreted as giving a sense of a musical agent so 

mournful that it can barely make it through the piece. Phrases, including the ending, 

generally end with half cadences, which could be seen as providing a sense of unresolved 

impending doom.  

Elegy for the arctic is in f minor, an appropriately dark key for an elegy. The 

diatonic language feels very even-keeled. The original version’s 62 measures have no 

accidentals whatsoever apart from the leading tone, while an extended version, which as 

far as I know has not been performed, also includes one raised fourth. Compared to the 

Kaminsky, Cacioppo, and Hannibal, expressive markings are limited, and there are no 

paragraphs of text describing technique as in the Lang. Even pedal markings are left up to 

the performer. While nonnormative for contemporary classical music in the scarcity of 

markings, the few accents and tenuto markings contribute to a sense of shape and motion. 

One could argue that this is a more democratic impulse, leaving more details up to the 

performer and removing Einaudi from the top of the musical hierarchy. Indeed, when 

playing the piece in my office I made interpretative choices when playing the piece that 

enhanced my own enjoyment of it. The problem with reading the lack of detail this way 

is that as far as I am aware the piece has never been performed by a musician other than 

Einaudi. In this sense, Einaudi is like a pop musician; someone else might do a cover of 

him, but his is music unlikely to be played directly from his score by a classical concert 

pianist. 
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The opening ten measures consist of sustained low “f” octaves in the left hand 

with sixths moving in stepwise motion in the right hand. The gesture concludes with a 

half cadence. The dynamic marking is p. While less vengeful and enraged than the 

opening of Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio, and far thinner in texture, this too could be read as 

a narrator setting the scene for the piece. There is zero doubt from the opening where this 

music going: a theme in f minor, and the mood it is setting up: sadness. 

Along with one rubato, delicato at measure 11 is one of only two expressive 

words, but it seems meaningful; icebergs can be seen as at once massive and impressive 

yet frightening delicate. This is reflected by the steady rhythm and persistent drive with 

tenuto marks on every accented beat yet a thin texture.  We have a i chord for four 

measures, then a measure of iv (with a tonic pedal), then three more measures of i. The 

amount of tonic, especially in the first half of the piece, often without the third, could 

signify the historic stability or massiveness of the glacier. The chord progression is slow, 

and could not be described as minimalist; it is in fact an extremely conventional tonal 

chord progression. A VI7 chord, first seen in measure 23, is perhaps the most 

harmonically adventurous we get in the piece, which runs 2’30” not including the blank 

space at the ending.  Einaudi follows conventional chord progression rules, including 

instances of cadential 6-4 resolving to a V. Steady eighth notes predominate the rhythm. 

On the other hand, phrases last unequal odd numbers of measures which contributes, 

along with the generous rubato and fermatas, to a somewhat wandering, leisurely feel. 

Voice-leading is sometimes jumpy; in particular slow upward motion in the left hand is 

followed by big jumps downward. We could imagine our musical agent slowly climbing 
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upward out of despair, but crashing back down; perhaps even reflecting chunks of ice 

breaking off from the glacier. Although this does not seem to be a common interpretation 

based on YouTube commentary, the music’s almost painful predictability could be a 

political statement. With climate disruption, it is painfully clear what is happening and 

yet as a society we do not take enough action to stop it. Elegy for the arctic could be the 

floating iceberg that is coming toward us, melting as it goes, contributing to the flooding 

of low-lying areas in the Global South. Within the functional harmony, the lack of an 

authentic cadence—we hear several half cadences and one deceptive cadence—makes for 

a sound that is at once static and predictable but unresolved. 

The overall style and texture seem fairly typical of Einaudi’s piano music, though 

on the more traditional or basic side compared to some of his other works. Certain other 

works such as twice solo do have a small amount of chromaticism, while still others make 

use of less functional harmony. One might be tempted to interpret “elegy for the arctic” 

as a quick job to fill a commission that lacks the detail of some of his other work, or as 

bland as possible to appeal to as many people. However, as shown in Chapter 4 on 

Lang’s Symphony for a Broken Orchestra, under the right context aesthetic simplicity is 

not a requirement for mass accessibility. Meanwhile, social media responses indicate that 

the music is not merely a placeholder vessel for the political message but is in fact highly 

valued in its own right.  

Although we could read stability and basic-ness as reflecting an ancient glacier, 

the background sounds of the actual glacier are in fact more complex and less stable, and 

to me are the most sonically compelling aspect of the video. Like in Hannibal’s One 
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Land, One River, One People, described in the next chapter, what may be the most 

important part of the piece is not notated in the score, although the piece has been 

performed without it. The complex noise of the icebergs is captivating against the 

crystalline timbre of the piano. Einaudi’s writing comes across delicate and fragile, while 

the crashing iceberg is more powerful. Visually, the artificial iceberg on which Einaudi 

and his piano sits is diminished by the massive glacier. Pedelty sees the solo musician as 

representing “the human struggle against larger, dehumanizing forces” (2016, 63). In this 

case, it seems as if Einaudi’s apparent solitude goes up against the larger, dehumanizing 

forces of nature instead of institutional power. The problem under this reading is that 

Einaudi is positioned as conquering nature instead of conquering the forces that are 

destroying nature. 

The video is clearly mixed carefully. Despite the claim that it is the “Official 

Live” video this is not the sound that one would actually hear by chance in a raw 

recording of a piano on an iceberg. In the opening, the sound of a crashing iceberg 

heralds the low pedal tone F octaves in the left hand. Later, the delicato arpeggiations are 

heard without any sounds of nature. The iceberg sounds return as Einaudi gets to the sfz 

accented low Db octaves. Finally, just as the piece is ending we hear the call of a gull 

flying overhead. YouTube commenters “seagoth” and “Jarrah Hanssen” astutely notice 

that the falling icebergs tend to line up with the lower octaves. While “seagoth” jokes that 

it seems like the low notes make the iceberg fall, it is in fact hard to believe this is 

correlation not intentional. It is not as if part of the iceberg would just happen to fall off 

at exactly the right moment and that the resident seabirds could be told to hush until 
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exactly the moment the piece ends. Whether accomplished by mixing, multiple takes, or a 

combination, the effect is dramatic, cinematic, and does not come across as spontaneous.  

It is a fairly undisruptive climate disruption piece. With that said, the power of 

nature can be seen as almost divine. That the simplistic piano part feels insignificant or 

even dull compared to the sounds of the natural soundscape can be metaphorical. Nature 

is positioned as all-powerful, while a human attempt to mimic it via the small, obviously 

and unabashedly artificial iceberg is almost laughable. That the most compelling part of 

the piece is the natural soundscape could be interpreted as a major virtue of the piece. 

James Rhys Edwards argues that Western music gives voice to the “logic of 

domination” and that ecomusicology can allow us to move beyond conceptions of 

“agency and mastery” toward understanding music as “acts of nature” (Edwards 2016, 

156). Edwards proposes a mode of critical listening to enable us to understand a world of 

nature and culture. This framework challenges listening for human domination over 

nature or a binary opposition between natural and human-made sounds. Under this mode 

of interpretation, we should avoid seeing either the glacier or the musician as dominating 

the other, since Einaudi is literally part of nature and his music is part of the complex 

soundscape. While the obvious artificiality of the scene and the mixing does not 

necessarily lend itself easily to this mode of listening, such a strategy may make the piece 

the most compelling. Rather than casting them in opposition, it is the blend of piano and 

glacier sounds, and the images of Einaudi’s iceberg and the glacier together are what 

captivates our senses. The piece then has the potential to be successful if we try to resist 

the urge to center our attention on Einaudi. The problem might be that from the way the 
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piece is set up, Einaudi does not necessarily seem to want us to do that, but in fact 

appears rather comfortable as the center of attention. Even in the musical score, the first 

full page consists of a photograph of Einaudi in snow boots. The human figure is 

positioned front and center in the piece. 

It is possible to hear music in which there is a clear solo voice but still an equal 

exchange between solo and soundscape. For example, Denise Von Glahn (2016) argues 

that the musical agent represented by the solo trumpet in Libby Larson’s Deep Summer 

Music seems to grow out of the soundscape itself and remains in union with its 

surroundings. Listening and watching elegy of the arctic in this way could also be a mode 

through which to see “the piece itself” as politically valuable. This is also problematic, 

however. A discourse in which there is no “unnatural” and everything is seemingly in 

harmony does not particularly seem to lead us to combat climate disruption. 

I played through both the original and extended versions several times on the 

upright piano in my office in the basement of the music building. When I played the 

piece for the first time, I felt almost embarrassed. Not—as would be more common—by 

my piano playing; I enjoyed the instant gratification, extremely rare for me, of being able 

to sight-read the piece with a high degree of accuracy. Rather, knowing that my 

colleagues would be able to hear me through the thin office walls, I wanted to call out 

something like “I promise this piece isn’t mine!” For a “serious” music scholar, much 

less a composer, to take any pleasure in “elegy for the arctic” in a place of classical music 

creation feels taboo, similar to what Elisabeth LeGuin describes in finding comfort in 

easy listening music (1994). As with such music, the lack of structural complexity may 
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be understood as beneficial. That the composition is as accessible to play as it is to hear 

can be seen as a virtue. A virtue of vernacular music is that mass participation may be 

more viable; in this case, as a mediocre pianist I can play the piece in its entirety with 

minimal practice. Yet that does not seem to be a likely message of the piece, either. 

While the musical score is not widely available, we can all watch Einaudi performing the 

heroic and un-replicable action of playing the piece on an iceberg via YouTube. 

Still another reading could position the over-the-top-ness and lack of subtlety of 

both the piano part and the way the video is mixed and edited as transgressively denying 

listeners the sophistication and subtlety that are associated with “high art” contemporary 

classical music. This is similar to the camp/trash reading that I dismissed above because 

there is nothing that indicates a sense of playfulness or irony in any of Einaudi’s 

performances. Instead, a related interpretation that might be more viable is that the 

melodrama is necessary to convey the sense of climate disruption. In combating climate 

disruption there is no time for the nuances with which we are accustomed; it can be a 

waste of time to argue about complexities of climate science or whether sea levels will 

rise five feet or fifteen feet. Climate disruption is already causing massive devastation, 

and so a musical response to it could need massive, over the top, straight-ahead gestures 

to convey it, with none of the bourgeoise subtlety for which classical music is known. 

While I may prefer to remain in the harmonic world of Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio for 

disaster-pieces, that the Einaudi makes me cringe could actually be more effective in this 

case. Once again, this interpretation is not necessarily supported by the reception of the 

piece on YouTube, as discussed above, or in popular media. 
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“elegy for the arctic” has attracted significant attention from popular media, 

including fairly similar articles from such disparate sources as the Huffington Post 

(Mazza 2016 & Capretto 2017), Slate (Berman 2016) and catholic website Aleteia 

(Mauro n.d.). A passage of the description of the piece from the website Grist reads:  

Greenpeace shipped the baby grand piano from Germany to the Arctic for the 
stunt, which was meant draw attention to a proposal to create a sanctuary in ten 
percent of the Arctic Ocean, protecting it from oil drilling, fishing trawlers, and 
other exploitation. 
 
There are no promises it will work, but enjoy the exciting performance on a 
stranded iceberg (Yoder 2016). 
 

Several points in this passage point to its practical impact and social meaning. The 

passage acknowledges that the work may be politically unsuccessful, but implies that “an 

exciting performance” makes it worthwhile. This description exemplifies the style of the 

media coverage. The Slate article was published under the section of website called “Did 

You See This? The Best of Web Video.” All of the coverage has been in non-music-

related websites, presented as feel-good story. Like for Lang’s Symphony for a Broken 

Orchestra, this enables wider reach by preventing discourse on the piece from being 

pigeonholed within classical music. The potential for wide reach is significant because 

the piece does have strategic intent for Greenpeace, and exposing the piece to a large 

number of listeners supports Greenpeace’s strategy. While in the Grist article the piece is 

called a “stunt,” the work has a specific goal within a campaign. But although the Grist 

article notes that the piece was composed to draw attention to a proposal to designate a 

sanctuary in ten percent of the arctic, the actual music is silent on these intentions.  
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Einaudi’s piece does not directly blame climate disruption on anyone. In fact, the 

only reason that it can be positioned unambiguously as a politically intended work is that 

we know it was commissioned by Greenpeace as part of a campaign to save the arctic. 

The piece does not directly tell us to be angry at coal mining companies, or institutions 

promoting fracking, or tar sands. It is titled an elegy, not a protest piece. Similarly, the 

language in publications on the piece express that it is supposed to make us feel sad, not 

riled up to take action. Einaudi’s own paratext before the piece is even more general: 

I wanted to express the idea of eternity and fragility that I had felt [in the Arctic]. 
The glacier is so immensely powerful, yet on the brink of eradication. This 
fragility of life is something which we often forget; this is my musical reflection 
on the Arctic (Einaudi 2016a, 5). 
 

Rather than to try to combat climate disruption, we might surmise that Einaudi thinks the 

appropriate response is to reflect on the delicate nature of life. We might counter that the 

Arctic is not really so fragile on its own but is part of an earth that has been brutally 

exploited and extracted by industrialized human civilization. The piece itself does not 

necessarily suggest a delicate, fragile Arctic but can it be viably interpreted as showing a 

an “immensely powerful” one. 

An “elegy” is a problematic musical response to climate disaster. An “elegy” 

seems to suggest that a listener might go through the requisite stages of grief for the 

dying arctic, ultimate winding up with acceptance. Within environmental justice 

movements seeking to combat climate disruption, acceptance is not what we want. The 

media’s promotion of a sense of inevitability of disaster and powerlessness to create 

change can be one of the major obstacles to successful social movements (Moyer et al. 
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2001). While social movements can combat such perceptions, it seems counterproductive 

for a piece of music written to support such a movement to take the form of an elegy.  

Neil Postman feared that media would allow us to be “reduced to passivity and 

egoism…the truth drowned in a sea of irrelevance” ([1985] 2006, xix). In a culture where 

viewers constantly consume (Postman [1985] 2006), the piece can be seen as allowing for 

consumption with no further thought. Such arguments about popular media go back even 

further; we might refer to Walter Benjamin’s fear of mass-produced art that gives masses 

the right to express themselves without providing an opportunity for changing power 

structures ([1936] 1986). In the 21st century, music educators have noted that in the era 

of social media, students expect instant gratification or feedback from their music 

(Gipson 2010, 2). “elegy for the arctic’s” basic aesthetic might be viewed as belonging to 

a media culture that allows no time for reflection. This does not invalidate the work per 

se. At some point in a social movement, we have to move from reflection on to action. A 

complex piece that invites us to ponder for hours over its meaning might bring joy to 

admirers of contemporary classical music but might be a pastime that is sometimes 

unhelpful to political struggle, one could argue. Of course, if one follows that argument, 

then certainly music that encourages hours of mindless YouTube watching is no better. 

The basicness of Einaudi is not inherently a problem; it could be effective if the function 

of that basicness were a clear and effective call to action. That the piece’s “ask”, a 

petition, is saved until too longer after the music stops could be a critical problem, but a 

spreadsheet sent to me by Greenpeace estimates that the video generated slightly over 

150,000 signatures. In a difficult year—2016—Greenpeace lists Einaudi’s performance 
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as a “victory” for their campaign (savethearctic.org, accessed 5 December 2017). We can 

see Greenpeace labeling the performance a “victory” as evidence that even the music 

itself is in some ways unfulfilling, the fact that it was created at all could be used as a 

point to mobilize around. It could also be that Greenpeace labels everything as a victory 

to avoid the aforementioned sense of hopelessness created by the media; I have seen this 

tactic used effectively in regional environmental justice movements. Still, I maintain that 

presenting a lament more than a direct call for action is problematic. For all the 

information about climate disruption, there is still very much a need for people to be 

connected to ways to take direct action. 

The vague message that Einaudi offers as a “popular” composer fits with the 

understanding of celebrity participation in social movements offered by David Meyer and 

Joshua Gamson (1995). Meyer and Gamson observe that is rare for celebrities to claim 

solidarity with a marginalized population, and that it is more common to call for charity 

than for structural change. The distinction Meyer and Gamson draw between the source 

of political power for celebrities versus that of other political figures may be dated in the 

era of Trump, while celebrity participation in identity-based social movements seems to 

have increased since their 1995 article, for example in the 2017 #MeToo campaign. Still, 

as Meyer and Gamson note, within the United States certain types of celebrity 

participation is expected within certain social movements.  In order to stay attractive to 

their followers, celebrities may advocate for less challenging, more popular social 

movements, while more divisive movements are traditionally approached more 

cautiously by celebrities. A general pro-environment, pro-conservation campaign is 
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sufficiently general and agreeable that it may be a perfect cause for a celebrity. Meyer 

and Gamson specifically cite campaign for the preservation of Walden Pond led by rock 

musician Don Henley as an earlier such example of symbolic, pro-conservation, non-

controversial action (Meyer and Gamson 1995). Unlike Lyons, who Pedelty argues was 

taking a risk by engaging with politics in the 1980’s, a general pro-environment message 

in 2016 would be expected to be well-received and potentially bolster Einaudi’s 

reputation. 

Regardless of his professed non-commercial aspirations, the piece likely benefits 

Einaudi, perhaps even more than it does its environmental cause. Because the most 

popular video is on Einaudi’s YouTube channel and has a commercial beforehand, we 

can imagine that Einaudi has made a significant amount of money off the piece. In 

addition, Einaudi has engaged in a type of celebrity participation in social movements 

that would be seen to bolster his image, at least in the United States  

Musician Sakamoto Ryūichi, whom Beaumont-Thomas describes as an effective 

sentimental artist unlike Einaudi, has been challenged for his involvement in campaigns 

targeting nuclear power plants (Manabe 2015). Manabe notes that he had received 

industry support for his earlier anti-landmine work, which apparently did not target a 

specific industry that was tied to the media (2015). Although the “Save the Arctic” 

campaign itself targets oil companies, such targeting is notably absent from “elegy for the 

arctic.” Even in Japan, where Manabe has noted that celebrity participation in social 

movements is less valued than in the United States, Einaudi’s non-challenging pro-

conservation message seems as if it would likely be acceptable.  
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A riskier piece would be one that casts specific blame for climate inaction, but 

classical music that directly blames natural disasters on specific people or institutions is 

historically very rare. For example, a common 18th-century Lutheran interpretation of the 

1755 Lisbon Earthquake saw it as human-caused, a divine punishment for humanity’s 

bad behavior. Yet Joyce Irwan (2017) observes that this interpretation is not found in the 

18th-century Lutheran music composed in response. Irwan discusses Georg Philipp 

Telemann’s Wie ist dein Name so gross, also known as Donnerode, which emphasizes 

the glory of God and evokes the sublime while offering no sense of God’s wrath or 

punishment (Irwin 2017). While listeners would have been familiar with sermons that 

emphasized the human-caused nature of the earthquake, the role of music would have 

been seen less as for reinforcing blame than bringing people together to reflect and mourn 

and celebrate and take solace in the power of God. In classical music from the 18th-

century to the present, disaster-themed music may have been seen as better suited to 

provoking awe in the power of God or of nature, while the role of blaming humanity 

would be better left to religious leaders or scientific and intellectual ones. 

Just as Telemann’s listeners would have been familiar with the idea that humans 

were to blame for the Lisbon earthquake from sermons (Irwin 2017), it seems safe to 

assume that Einaudi’s listeners are familiar with the idea that climate disruption is caused 

by humans. Unlike Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio, “elegy for the arctic” cannot be accurately 

understood as an educational or awareness-raising piece. Elegy for the arctic could, 

however, be interpreted as serving a “uniting, galvanizing role” that commentators have 
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argued is harder for any type of music to play in 21st-century social movements versus 

earlier ones (DeLuca 2017). 

By avoiding references to human communities or institutions and being 

performed “in nature,” “elegy for the arctic” gives an image of a powerful Nature that 

reigns supreme, not unlike Telemann’s image of God reigning supreme. Our focus is put 

exclusively on the natural world. The piece has a profound sense of location-less-ness. 

The articles about the performance do not specify a location other than “the arctic.” The 

video does not offer the name of a specific location either, although it does offer a set of 

coordinates. While a few might go through the trouble of identifying the location by its 

coordinates, it seems safe to assume that the vast majority of the millions of people who 

have viewed this piece will have no idea where it takes place. This sense of “location-

less-ness” in terms of human geographical boundaries in a piece with a very specific 

natural geographical location is politically significant. On the one hand, we could feel 

closer to the glacier than we actually are. For example, Americans might implicitly 

associate “the arctic” with Alaska and imagine that we are seeing melting icebergs in our 

own country. A decision not to offer a location could allow listeners to feel more 

connected to a piece. This strategy would contrast with Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio, in 

which we are made to feel close to a place about which we previously felt no connection 

through the intensity and intimacy of the piano trio itself. I offered a hermeneutic 

interpretation of Vukovar Trio in which I argued that appeared particularly human and 

vulnerable and intimate. Einaudi’s piece is harder to read as such. The decision to offer 

coordinates—mere numbers—instead of the name of place denies the viewer a 
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connection any particular humanity; we assume that the surroundings are just nature, with 

no human presence except for Einaudi and his piano on their artificial iceberg. By 

avoiding other connections to humanity, we can consider Einaudi presenting us with a 

vision of conservation that hinges on preserving nature, which reigns supreme. Whatever 

this part of the arctic is called by humans is insignificant, we might imagine.   

No matter how the field is defined, recent ecomusicological methodologies make 

a point of centering culture along with nature and sound (Schippers 2016; Boyle and 

Waterman 2016; Pedelty 2012 & 2016). Yet “elegy for the arctic” appears isolated from 

any particular culture. While my interpretation has reflected an American bias in focusing 

especially on how the work would be received in the United States, the work seems to 

have a “placeless” quality in terms of specific human-designated place. The “placeless, 

cultureless” aspect of “elegy for the arctic” pushes the piece toward reception by an 

international audience. How it might be received differently in Italy and in the various 

European countries involved is beyond the scope of this paper, although Aaron S. Allen 

(2016) has observed that Italian musical tradition has included discourse of the 

connections between music, nature, and soundscape over a century before the work of R. 

Murray Schafer. In any case, the majority of YouTube comments are in English, not to 

mention the title.  

Does music with political aspirations need to do more than ponder the nature of a 

non-specific location? Maybe, to use Beaumont-Thomas’ analogy, we all just need some 

good rose petal dew pondering time. Sanders (2010) contends that electronic media is by 

definition devoid of a sense of a place, rendering it unable to contribute to our 



171 
 

understanding of our environment, but I would argue that is does not need to be so. One 

irony of the decision to avoid images of humanity in elegy of the arctic is that Svalbard is 

historically a center of coal-mining. One could imagine this history being incorporated 

into a climate-disruption-themed piece filmed on the island. Contemporary classical 

music about coal-mining does exist; notably a Pulitzer-Prize winning oratorio by Julia 

Wolfe (2014) along with a forthcoming opera by Maurice Wright. As with opera, a 

YouTube piece’s inclusion of a visual element could have given Einaudi an especially 

compelling opportunity to introduce the human aspect of climate disruption. A problem 

with Einaudi’s promotion of conservation without reference to humans is that it is most 

likely only to appeal to existing environmentalists. Mobilizing diverse groups of people 

facing day-to-day challenges in their own lives to save the arctic because a glacier is 

pretty is less likely to be effective than mobilizing around, for example, saving the arctic 

to prevent peoples’ communities from going underwater. Increasingly, even “Big Green” 

organizations such as Greenpeace have taken steps toward embracing a people-centered, 

intersectional environmentalism that recognizes the disproportionate effect of pollution 

and climate disruption on lower income and people of color communities.  

Journalist Naomi Klein (2014) argues that climate disruption is tied to capitalist, 

globalist society, in large part because travel, shipping, and migration are significant 

sources of climate disruption. In addition, Klein notes that international trade deals have 

in many instances led to green energy programs being challenged. If, at least for the sake 

of argument, we are willing to accept that countering climate disruption means opposition 

to neoliberal globalism, Einaudi has an inherent problem. Jetting across the world to 
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perform on every continent, he may be the quintessentially globalist composer. 

Stylistically, he claims to borrow from musical traditions across the world while 

subjecting them into a white, Western dominated sound. Pedelty acknowledges both the 

argument that capitalism is to blame for the environmental disruption, citing such authors 

as Klein, as well as the argument that capitalism is the solution. While hesitant in his 

2012 work to fully take a side in that debate, Pedelty notes “the cognitive dissonance of 

contemporary capitalism: a rhetoric of sustainability matched by unsustainable acts of 

consumption” (2012, 18). 

The media plays a role in upholding a self-contradictory vision of consumerist 

environmentalism. Just as Ritchey notes that individualist, consumerist discourse is 

present in the world of contemporary classical music (2017), Robert Hackett cites Klein 

in asserting that media colludes in downplaying collection action and the idealization of 

material profit (2015). Advertising helps to create "a set of cultural conditions that makes 

us less inclined to deal with climate change," so that "a media and telecommunications 

industry fueled by advertising and profit maximization is, at the moment, part of the 

problem rather than part of the solution" (Hackett 2015). An adequate response to climate 

disruption from music and media must challenge the foundations of contemporary 

American society. Essential to the solution is “structural reform of the political 

communication system, particularly to ensure the financing of public interest journalism 

that is independent of capital logic, and especially the extractive energy sector” (Hackett 

2015). Instead of segregated in “green” sections in liberal media outlets next to “viral 

videos of cuddly animals making unlikely friendships,” (Klein 2014, 62) stories about 
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melting ice sheets must be at the forefront of our attention. Climate disruption belongs in 

the heart of the leftist agenda, argues Klein. Equally, I would argue that social justice 

must be at the heart of our understanding of climate disruption. Instead of seeing people, 

“elegy for the arctic” gives us the sense that we are by a glacier far removed from any 

sense of humanity, a pure, neutral nature. This place doesn’t even seem to need a human 

name, we might surmise; it is only known by its geographical coordinates. 

Klein, who is often highly skeptical of Big Green environmental organizations, 

generally writes positively about Greenpeace. Greenpeace does seem concerned with 

people along with “nature.” It opposed the North American Free Trade Agreement as 

many other Big Green environmental organizations supported it (Klein 2014). Along with 

other Big Greens it has supported comprehensive immigration reform, arguing in part 

that immigrant communities are often less able to defend themselves against 

environmental risks (Radford 2013).  Greenpeace has also challenged human rights 

abuses by Shell and Chevron (Klein 2014, 197). On the other hand, Greenpeace has been 

criticized for neglecting the cultural significance of the locations of its actions. For 

example, setting up a Greenpeace banner in Peru may have damaged ancient artifacts on 

the site (Neuman 2014). Greenpeace also apologized after being criticized by indigenous 

Inuit communities for the implementation of its anti-sealing campaign (Kerr 2014). If we 

see Greenpeace as ignoring people in the places where it engages in activism, the lack of 

mention of Svalbard in “elegy for the arctic” could be seen as part of this pattern. 

That said, Greenpeace itself has held previous direct action in Svalbard, and in 

contrast to the video’s emphasis on nature over people, the “Save the Arctic” website 
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(accessed 18 December 2017) mentions oil drilling and the concerns of indigenous 

communities ahead of even mentioning wildlife. The project leader of the Spanish office 

Pilar Marcos Rodríguez told me that she hoped the piece would be “very embarrassing” 

for the members of OSPAR who blocked the proposal from taking effect (personal 

communication, 21 December 2017). While OSPAR is a little-known regional body, the 

piece was heard around the world. The problem for attaining this goal through “elegy for 

the arctic” is that the piece does not seem to invite critique of OSPAR or even mention it 

explicitly, and the YouTube commentary suggests that listeners would not necessarily 

have been aware of such an intent. Marcos Rodríguez told me that the secondary goal 

was: 

to show the beauty of the arctic through music, so that people would be very 
motivated to unite around the cause and do something for the environment. While 
governments like to keep their environmental issues in private discussions and 
behind closed doors, viral pieces like Ludovico’s make public the issue of the 
arctic. The people want its protection, so politicians feel more pressure. (personal 
communication [my translation], 21 December 2017)  

Marcos Rodríguez’s comments suggest the commission was the result of specific and 

intentional strategy. The attention Greenpeace was seeking is well aligned with what a 

celebrity can bring to a social movement. At the same time, the lack of specific political 

challenge in Einaudi’s composition exemplifies a common, though not inevitable, feature 

of both celebrity and contemporary classical music culture. 

Greenpeace has since made other attempts to present climate disruption as artistic 

spectacle, such as installing a giant dead whale made of plastic on a beach in the 

Philippines in 2017 (McDermott 2017). Unrelated to Greenpeace, the idea of constructing 

an artificial iceberg to make a statement about global warming was used again by Gianna 
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Stewart in a work unveiled October 8th in the Fort Point Channel which separates South 

Boston from Downtown. “For me, something changing the shape of the planet is almost 

too massive to comprehend,” says Stewart in an interview, “but having a little chunk on 

your daily commute…” (Cook 2017). Like Einaudi, Stewart brings the iceberg into the 

sight of the public in a striking, sensational way. In this case, the out-of-place-ness comes 

not from a piano but from the iceberg’s place in Boston. Yet while an iceberg in Boston 

raises eyebrows, the Waterfront, downtown, and South Boston neighborhoods that 

surround the Fort Point Channel are all susceptible to being submerged underwater due to 

the rising sea levels. In that sense, Stewart’s work can be seen as more connected to 

climate disruption’s relationship to humanity. The work is more likely to be replicable at 

a low cost. While the Einaudi would mainly be viewed by already-sympathetic liberals, 

while the Stewart would catch the eye of anyone in the city, from corporate executives to 

tourists viewing the nearby Boston Tea Party museum. On the other hand, due to some 

captivating quality of Einaudi’s music, the YouTube video has allowed “elegy for the 

arctic” to be viewed across the world. While Cook’s work has received attention from the 

Boston media, it would be less likely to go viral online without the video. Moreover, the 

title of the local NPR article, “That ‘Iceberg’ in Boston’s Fort Point Channel? It’s a 

Warning About Global Warming,” suggests that the message of the iceberg would not be 

immediately obvious. If one had to look up the meaning of the iceberg on NPR, that 

would significant limit the number of people who take in the message of the work. A 

final distinction is that while the Einaudi is part of an ongoing campaign, the Stewart is 

not. Comparing and contrasting these two climate-change-inspired artificial-iceberg 
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spectacles leads us to some of the strengths and weaknesses of elegy of the arctic. The 

potential success of each of these works is determined by a large number of factors, many 

aside from the aesthetics of the works themselves. 

Within contemporary classical music, the idea of disaster as artistic spectacle was 

famously articulated by Stockhausen after the 9/11 attacks, who referred to them as “the 

greatest work of art that is possible in the whole cosmos” (Stubblefield 2014, 3). Lyons 

also used large-scale spectacle; a high point of his musical tour included two hundred 

people dressed as caribou running into a reflecting pool at the state capital and 

“drowning” to represent the effects of proposed damming, some of which was 

successfully prevented (Pedelty 2016). Though Pedelty does not offer much detail on 

how exactly Lyons interacted with larger environmental movements, theatrical spectacle 

is not uncommon in such movements. For example, Philadelphia-based Earth Quaker 

Action Team has used street theatre and music in successful campaigns targeting banks 

and utilities environmentally and socially destructive practices (Safran 2019). 

However, “elegy for the arctic” is lacking in the intense sense of horror that 

characterizes contemporary spectacle. Thomas Stubblefield (2014) argues that 

postmodern and particularly post-9/11 artistic spectacle often articulates itself through 

offering a dramatic void or absence, leveling the hierarchy between status and absence to 

amplify absence. This would make sense for a melting iceberg but is not something that 

we see in Einaudi. One could imagine a film that somehow captures the dramatic void of 

where a glacier used to be. Instead, we still see the glacier as massive and solid as the 

music is persistent, steady, and tonal. Unlike Lang, Einaudi is not really engaging with 
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the contemporary “visual culture of disaster” (Stubblefield 2014, 22). Instead of a 

postmodern “logic of absence,” we are instead given a cornucopia of visual and auditory 

stimuli. This denial of postmodern expectations could contribute to the sense of cringe-

worthiness, though it may also produce a sense of nostalgia and regret. “elegy for the 

arctic” displays not-realness, an essential aspect of spectacle (Lentricchia and McAuliffe 

2003), by virtue of being played on an iceberg that is not real, disrupting the natural 

landscape. Yet this is a sort of superficially disruptive not-real-ness that may not really 

have the potential for psychological disruption that Frank Lentricchia and Jody 

McAuliffe describe. It has also the bravado and eye-catching-ness of the spectacle of 

Stockhausen’s Helikopter-Streichquartett, plus all of the apparent costs, logistical 

challenges and energy use associated with its performance, but none of the drama. On the 

other hand, Marcos Rodríguez noted that the logistics were hardly challenging compared 

to Greenpeace’s previous actions that consisted of mounting oil rigs, and that it was a 

great way to bring together “marine biologists, journalists, social media experts, and 

sailors” (personal communication, 21 December 2017). 

If Einaudi was not commissioned by an environmental organization, we would 

have no reason to expect his piece to contain any sort of call to action. And the 

inadequacy of the call to action provided at the end of this piece perhaps falls more on 

Greenpeace than on Einaudi. On the other hand, still noteworthy is the way in which the 

call for action occurs after the end of the piece and does not seem particularly imbedded 

in the messaging from Einaudi himself. Elegy for the arctic is neither a rebel piece like 

Hannibal’s One Land, One River, One People described in the next chapter, nor a direct 
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service piece like Lang’s Symphony for a Broken Orchestra described in the previous 

one. It is not a consciousness-raising piece like Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio either because 

it is written for an audience that will already be familiar with the disaster that the piece is 

about. And it lacks the overt critique of Cacioppo’s Hail to the Chief. 

In other chapters, I argue that political power of One Land, One River, One 

People comes from its potential for discomfort, while the lack of discomfort from 

Vukovar Trio was a possible shortcoming. To me, “elegy for the arctic” does offer some 

discomfort, especially when the music is performed without the glacier sounds and 

imagery. Einaudi has performed the piece elsewhere, including a live studio 

performance—also available online—for radio station KCRW, a Los-Angeles-area NPR 

affiliate (KCRW 2016). The recording features substantial pedal and, perhaps through 

editing in the studio, each pitch seems exceptionally reverberant, as if recorded in a much 

larger space than it was. Fermatas are long. Einaudi slowly shakes his head as he 

performs. Especially in this version without the iceberg sounds, it is annoyingly cloying. 

Listening can make one squirm in a way that the dissonant, post-tonal pieces by 

Kaminsky, Cacioppo, and Lang do not. 

In Kaminsky’s Vukovar Trio I noted that while the dissonance was musically 

satisfying and felt appropriate for the theme, it was normative for the genre. In contrast, 

in “elegy for the arctic” the lack of dissonance is uncomfortable. This could be compared 

in Weill’s use of emotionally inappropriate music to make the audience uncomfortable to 

foster discussion and reflection (Graber 2017). But while Naomi Graber noted that even 

Weill used such a device with only mixed success, here there is no sense of intentional 
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emotional inappropriateness for political value. As noted above, my own opinion on the 

aesthetic seems to be a minority one. 

 

Conclusion 

Despite its simplicity, I have shown that “elegy for the arctic” is still open to 

multiple, contradictory readings. We might have expected that Einaudi’s extremely 

straight-forward musical language would be helpful at unambiguously sending a political 

message. However, the many possible interpretations of the piece indicate its simplicity is 

ultimately just as politically ambiguous as the complexity of the music of Kaminsky, 

Cacioppo, or Lang. 

In the previous chapter, I noted that Lang, like many classical composers, was 

opposed to the idea of his music making a direct political statement. By comparison, 

Einaudi is willing to tap into the campaign of a specific activist organization in his viral 

YouTube hit “elegy for the arctic.” Even more than Lang, Einaudi embodies the role of a 

celebrity in a social movement. Elegy for the arctic can be seen as automatically 

politically successful insofar as—regardless of “the music itself”—it is popular enough to 

connect a large number of listeners to a social movement. 

Despite what I consider to be the piece’s shortcomings, this is the only piece 

among those in this study whose performance ends with a clear, specific “ask” to the 

listener, in the form of a petition, that goes beyond simply a request for money. Music 

that encourages fundraising is certainly valuable, as discussed in the Lang chapter. So is 

music that can push listeners to engage with a problem in another way. While signing a 
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vague petition may not be especially useful, “elegy for the arctic” is rare in even 

attempting to tap into a specific sustained social movement. Such an attempt is full of 

potential for future composers with social justice and political aims. 
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CHAPTER 6 

SPEAKING TRUTH TO POWER IN HANNIBAL’S  

ONE LAND, ONE RIVER, ONE PEOPLE  

 

On Friday November 13th, 2015—hours after 137 people died in attacks in Paris—

Allison Vulgamore, then the Philadelphia Orchestra’s president, took the stage at the 

orchestra’s home at Verizon Hall. Vulgamore offered a brief speech about keeping Paris 

in our thoughts, and asserted that while Barber’s Adagio for Strings would be the 

traditional orchestral piece for such a tragedy, the centerpiece of that night’s program, the 

premiere of Hannibal’s One Land, One River, One People was especially appropriate. 

During a three-year residency with the Philadelphia Orchestra, Hannibal has so far 

created music for black churches, prisoners, and neuro-diverse communities. By 

comparison to some of his other work, One Land, One River, One People appears on the 

surface to function as a typical orchestral piece and was premiered during a traditional 

subscription-series concert. To Vulgamore, the piece was about “coming together.” Yet 

after experiencing the work myself, I found that it was just the opposite. Although 

Vulgamore’s interpretation is supported by certain superficial aspects of the piece, by 

subverting listener expectations Hannibal’s One Land, One River, One People denies the 

audience an anticipated sense of social unity. In doing so, this piece accomplishes a 

political challenge in a way that contrasts with many attempts at political contemporary 

classical concert music. 
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 I interpret this piece as speaking truth to power by exposing social boundaries 

within the genre of classical music itself. Rather than promoting a sense that—as one 

might expect from the title—we are all “one people,” I see the piece as revealing 

difference. In particular, my interpretation of this piece is informed by its performance 

practice. I also argue that multiple aspects of Hannibal’s performed identity allow him the 

access to make such a political action. The impact of a piece such as One Land, One 

River, One People is made complex by the manner in which the piece challenges social 

boundaries. As such, the piece presents the listener with a challenge in a way that the 

concert pieces of most classical composers do not. While Hannibal’s identity presentation 

allows for a unique mode of accomplishing such discomfort, the piece’s ability to present 

a challenge may offer guidance for strategic incorporation of social justice or political 

themes within contemporary classical music. 

In this chapter I do not wish to ascribe author intent to Hannibal, with whom I did 

not make personal contact until after completing a draft of this chapter and with whom I 

have not yet had chance to discuss the points below. recognize that it may seem 

counterintuitive or even oxymoronic to argue for an emphasis on strategy while 

simultaneously downplaying intent. Yet if I asked Hannibal whether he agreed with my 

interpretation and he said he did not, this would not undercut the potential strategic value 

that the piece contains. My argument can thus be seen as a sort of hermeneutics of social 

movement strategy. I do analyze comments Hannibal has made to the media, other works 

of his which may appear to be “more overtly political,” and an existing academic 
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interview. I argue that his piece works as a political challenge whether or not it was his 

goal, and interpret of One Land, One River, One People as a non-violent direct action. 

Born in the segregated South as Marvin Peterson, the composer has gone by 

several names including Hannibal Lokumbe; Hannibal, Man of Jonah; and 

mononymously as Hannibal. The instability around his name contributes to sense of 

mystique, described later. I refer to him as “Hannibal” in keeping with the usage of the 

Philadelphia Orchestra, which was instructed when it first performed his work to refer to 

him professionally as such (Darrin Britting, email to author, January 26, 2018). 

The concert program described the theme of the week’s concerts as “love of 

nation.” Hannibal’s large-scale piece, which included soloists and choir, was the second 

half of the program where it was preceded by Copland’s Appalachian Spring suite. 

Copland’s communist sympathies were not mentioned, nor the outsider identity markers 

of Copland, a gay Jew, or of Hannibal, who is Black. Instead, the program booklet writes: 

“for [these] composers, the job at hand was discovering the elements of melody, rhythm, 

and instrumental color that most vividly captured their national accents and sensibilities” 

(Kozinn 2015, 14). Interpreting the piece as a display of American nationalism would 

indeed justify Vulgamore’s sentiment that the piece was about coming together. Indeed, 

rhetoric around “American national” sound in classical music has historically erased its 

creators’ “othered” identities or “transgressive” politics (Hubbs 2004).  

On the surface, One Land, One River, One People sounds like a perfect neoliberal 

fantasy. The title suggests a post-identity framework of unity. Within such a framework, 

we don’t need to worry about divisions of race or class or the way those play out in 
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classical music; instead we are all “one people.” The composer’s experience as a jazz 

musician and incorporation of “bluesy” sounds might also suggest that the work is “post-

genre,” which philosopher and popular music scholar Robin James describes as directly 

related to the problematic idea of “post-identity” (2017). While James’ discussion attends 

to popular music, the concept of classical music being “post-genre” seems to also be 

compelling in this historical moment.  Journalist Peter Dobrin’s description of Hannibal’s 

style captures its potential to be heard as post-genre: 

Hannibal’s style walks an elegant line. The jazz idiom is pronounced. Recent 
spiritualists such as Gorecki are an influence. The vocalists move toward opera, 
then gospel. Styles blend and morph. As a piece of theater, it follows the dramatic 
contours of a Bach mass. As social conscience, it carries the peace and humanity 
of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (Dobrin 2017) 

 
Dobrin’s language choices focus on musical style, but identity issues are just below the 

surface. To James, “post-genre” music is appealing in a neoliberal society because it 

assumes that racial equality has been achieved; it is thus also “post-race.” Yet James 

notes that “post-genre” usually describes music by white artists who branch out from 

traditionally white genres. To be “post-genre” tends to require white privilege; it is 

desirable to hegemonic audiences when white artists borrow from people of color but not 

the other way around. For example, James discusses how white Taylor Swift has the 

privilege to “shake off” her racial identity while Latinx Pitbull does not. Meanwhile, 

according to James’ analysis, non-white musical genres remain viewed as “ugly” (James 

2017, 23) and are not eligible to engage in such borrowing of other genres itself. The 

result of such a construct is a culture in which it appears that “we’re all in this together” 

but which is implicitly still white-led. 
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James would consider Hannibal, as a person of color, unlikely to be accepted as 

“post-genre.” Nevertheless, I suspect his classical concert music is acceptable to pass as 

“post-genre” because aesthetically the piece is mostly in a [white] populist, classical 

idiom that borrows from other [black] idioms. Although Dobrin’s description gives a 

sense of a non-hierarchical intermingling of styles in Hannibal’s work, few would listen 

to One Land, One River, One People and not identify it within the umbrella of classical 

music. Classical music frequently borrows from other genres; the composers in the 

previous two chapters have also been noted to “transcend” genre boundaries in their 

works, for which they are praised. 

Meanwhile, the Philadelphia Orchestra as an institution would be appreciated by 

its audiences, donors, and the wider public for commissioning a person of color whose 

music has non-classical influences. The orchestra’s incorporation of diversity would help 

it retain approval under what James terms Multi-Racial White Supremacist Patriarchy, or 

MRWaSP (2015). James’ acronym MRWaSP, which she directs readers to pronounce 

“Mr. Wasp,” pays homage to the traditional “WASP” [White Anglo-Saxon Protestant] 

concept and also situates it within patriarchy. James argues that MRWaSP is a more 

efficient form of white supremacy for a globalized, neoliberal hegemony because 

purporting to be inclusive by embracing forms of “diversity” and “multiculturalism” is 

less resource-intensive than cultural border-patrolling and exclusion (2015, 12). 

Similarly, Hubbs, drawing on research by sociologist Bethany Bryson, notes that 

“contemporary high-status, middle-class Americans distinguished themselves not by 

cultural exclusiveness—for example, listening only to classical music (as in Bourdieu’s 
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1960’s)—but rather by cultivating broad, inclusive, often global musical knowledge and 

tastes” (Hubbs 2014, 3). This inclusiveness had limits, however; listeners appreciate 

symbolic multiculturalism in the form of “high status types of music that are popular 

among non-Whites” while excluding low-status genres (Bryson 1996, 887). That “high-

status, middle-class Americans” remain an essential part of the classical concert call 

audience might also speak to the appeal of “genre-crossing” music.  

MRWaSP represents globalized hegemony; therefore, to say that it is a useful 

concept to understand the actions of a large cultural institution such as a symphony 

orchestra is not to accuse the specific symphony orchestra of any ill-intent. This idea is 

historically situated and may be already be becoming dated; it strikes me as possible that 

the concept of multiculturalism as patriotism is now declining in the U.S. under the 

Trump presidency, though a thorough analysis of the state of multiculturalism in 

contemporary American society would be well beyond the scope of my present research. 

That said, for 2015, the year of the premiere of One Land, One River, One People, 

MRWaSP can be a useful concept. 

An orchestra’s desire to commission a piece by a composer such as Hannibal can 

be situated within MRWaSP. Under late capitalism, orchestras struggle increasingly. The 

connection between institutional economic security and the need to appeal to some sense 

of worldliness and social justice is underscored in a recent fundraising appeal. “[Our] 

music sets a change in motion,” proclaims a fundraising email signed by a principal 

player in the orchestra, “You realize you are not alone; you are part of a community of 

music lovers enjoying the emotion, power, and beauty of sound…Together we can make 
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a difference. Whatever we want in the world to create, to manifest, we can do it” 

(Jennifer Montone, mass email, August 3, 2017). The precise change that the orchestra is 

supposed to enact is left open to interpretation. With the subject “Together We Come 

Alive with Music,” the email contains sentiments that may be essential within today’s 

classical music world, an acknowledgement that music must exist for more than itself. 

“Classical music today… means to do nothing less than change the world,” asserts 

Dobrin in a news article on another of Hannibal’s works presented at a Philadelphia 

church (2017). “The art form may or may not be up to the task,” Dobrin astutely 

concedes. At the same time, the email underscores the present reality in which even 

principal chair musicians are responsible not only for “changing the world” but must also 

participate in fundraising work. In both senses, the musical ivory tower is no longer 

available. Under such circumstances, commissioning a person of color with an interest in 

social justice who perhaps can support “a community of music lovers enjoying the 

emotion, power, and beauty of sound” might be an appealing prospect. This desirability, 

in turn, potentially gives Hannibal power. 

Even as American orchestras’ financial positions decline, a symphony orchestra is 

a hegemonic institution. Melanie Lowe notes that the overwhelming majority of “the 

makeup of today’s classical concert audience is…undeniably educated and at least 

reasonably prosperous” (2007, 177).  In Philadelphia this audience also appears 

overwhelmingly white relative to the population of the city itself. “Art” music belongs to 

those with social power, and is accordingly viewed in popular culture as elitist or 

snobbish (Lowe 2007, 167). Looking at the program booklet, there is little doubt who the 
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Philadelphia Orchestra serves. Despite the orchestra’s apparent appeal to progressivism 

in the commissioning the piece, the target audience nevertheless signifies “power.” When 

opening the program booklet for One Land, One River, One People, one first sees a full-

page ad for Cartier watches. Then another full-page ad for Lexus. Then smaller ads for a 

luxury cabinetmaker, more Swiss watches, more luxury cars, an investment firm, luxury 

condos, several luxury retirement communities, a local hospital offering stylish luxury 

suites with personalized concierge service to enhance one’s next visit, and an appeal to 

include another hospital’s foundation in one’s charitable portfolio. While there are also a 

few performing-arts-related ads, the bulk of the ads indicate the orchestra’s assumed 

primary audience. The orchestra’s best intentions aside, commissioning a composer like 

Hannibal would not fundamentally change an orchestra’s positioning within a hegemonic 

space, but it would allow it to make a symbolic stand for diversity that would be helpful 

to its survival within a society that values some non-challenging forms of 

multiculturalism. 

Yet elements of the piece’s performance disrupted the ability to enjoy One Land, 

One River, One People as simply a MRWaSP commodity. Conspicuously the orchestra 

was accompanied by choirs of two HBCUs instead of the choirs that typically accompany 

the orchestra. Hannibal asserts “I can say to the power brokers at the major concert halls, 

No!’ I know a white choir can sing my music, but there’s something else the world needs 

to hear” (Dumpson 2014, 94). It is remarkable that Hannibal, who presents himself as 

very much an outsider in the classical music world as I discuss below, is able to make 

such a demand. In part, Hannibal’s appealing position to the orchestra within MRWaSP 
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provides him with this power. Hannibal’s presentation of his personal identity, to be 

discussed below, furthers his power. The vocal soloists were people of color as well, and 

wore African-appearing clothing that was highly marked within the venue. The choir and 

conductor in contrast wore typical concert attire, as did the orchestra. These atypical 

features draw attention to the racial makeup of the rest of the ensemble and the audience. 

The music was enthralling. The piece is post-tonal yet tonally centric, 

characterized by an emphasis on stacked fourths and fifths (027) along with tertian 

chords. There is a lot of parallel stepwise motion by whole steps for the choir, which 

creates a powerful, gripping sound that is also pragmatic for non-professional singers. 

The text, which tells a creation story, feels spiritual even as the audience would be unable 

place to it within a specific spiritual tradition.  The music might be described as relatively 

simple and accessible compared to much contemporary classical music, yet original and 

complex enough to engage classical musicians; far more complex than the Einaudi 

discussed in the previous chapter. Like the title, this populist musical idiom fits with the 

post-identity reading of the piece; it can be seen as “bringing everyone together.” 

Allusion to jazz is subtle. The music is still far more complex than that of an “alt-

classical” or “crossover” musician—for example, Ludovico Einaudi—and more like that 

of an academic composer. 

Hannibal is not an academic composer at all, though he has had a long and 

successful career in music. Hannibal learned music theory in eighth and ninth grade from 

a music teacher at Booker T. Washington High School he describes as a “gift from God” 

(Dumpson 2014, 82). He was introduced to both the classical and jazz canons, and 
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describes Principles of Orchestration by “the great Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov” as a 

useful reference guide (Dumpson 2014, 83). Hannibal recalls that he “saw value and 

genius in each of them. It was proof that in music there is no need for a caste system” 

(Dumpson 2014, 86). Even if for Hannibal this was less of an intentionally political 

statement than a recollection of his strategy for surviving high school, the statement can 

still be read for political value. On the one hand, “value and genius in each of them” can 

be seen as statement of non-threatening post-genre/post-racial values. On the other hand, 

it poses a challenge to classical music tradition, which in fact contains a very strong caste 

system.  

Hannibal lived through the integration of Texas schools. He describes the those 

changes as disruptive to his music education. His new school had six music teachers, two 

of whom had degrees from Eastman, but he struggled in the racist, hostile environment of 

his new school. Of one white music teacher at his integrated school who eventually came 

to support Hannibal’s talent, he declares “our mutual love for a broad range of music was 

our connection” (Dumpson 2014, 86). Hannibal attended North Texas State University 

from 1967 to 1969 and played in the college big band (Kernfeld 2002). However, during 

college Hannibal says that he was “heartbroken” by his experience with academic music 

and left to avoid being “totally indoctrinated by the exclusively Eurocentric musical 

perspective” that was offered:  

My professor, while looking down his nose at me asked, “So what do you think 
you want to do to make money; what career do you think you want to go into?” I 
replied, “I will compose remarkable music for remarkable orchestras.” With a 
smug, arrogant White-man smile I had grown to expect, he countered, “Don’t be 
unreasonable. That will never happen. You people are good with your hands. 
Why don’t you make furniture or something like that?” (Dumpson 2014, 89). 
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Hannibal’s discussion of this memory reveals his lifelong awareness of racism, such that 

it is difficult to make an argument that he could be, just a year after this interview, “post-

racial.” Indeed, in this interview for the music education dissertation of Donald 

Dumpson, who later conducted the choir rehearsals for One Land, One River, One 

People, Hannibal frequently comes off as far less conciliatory than in his official 

interviews promoting his music. Hannibal explicitly identifies with Afrocentrism, while 

identifying classical music with Eurocentrism. 

While Hannibal is part of a history of African American composers who faced 

discrimination within orchestral music spaces, the desirability of borrowing musical 

idioms from black culture also has a long history in American classical music. Like 

Hannibal, William Dawson had a conservatory teacher who told him to avoid writing 

orchestral music (Kuhner Brown 2017). Yet Dawson also had a white teacher who wrote 

a “negro symphony” (Shadle 2017). While predating a contemporary neoliberal structure 

of MRWaSP, the incorporation of black musical ideas into a white genre was acceptable 

even then when done by a white composer, but not the other way around. Indeed, 

borrowing black music has been privileged in prominent circles of American classical 

music since Dvořak’s New World Symphony (Shadle 2017). 

During the concert, Hannibal was seated in the balcony. He was not introduced as 

the composer beforehand and looked different from in his cover photo in the program. He 

appeared an outsider in the classical concert hall, a tall black male with long dreadlocks, 

also wearing African-appearing attire. The Kimmel Center does have at least one 

stagehand with dreadlocks, but I did not believe I had seen anyone wearing a dashiki at 
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Philadelphia Orchestra concerts before. In his cover shot for the orchestra he appears 

rather androgynous looking. While he does not present as “post-identity,” he is still very 

much an “other” within classical music. He is hard to place exactly. 

As the music progressed, Hannibal cheered, hooted, and howled joyfully, “mid-

performance outbursts - the sort usually associated with medical emergencies” (Stearns 

2015). While I slowly started to figure out that he was the composer partway through the 

forty-minute piece, there was a moment when I wondered if other listeners were thinking: 

was this a renegade audience member who simply didn’t know how to behave at the 

orchestra? Alas, one of the few people of color in the audience, drawing this much 

attention to himself. How embarrassing! Though in fact, this may have seemed especially 

marked because, probably due to families of the HBCU choirs, there appeared to have 

been more people of color in the audience than usual. This tension made me aware of 

minor aspects of the concert experience that I would normally ignore, having scrawled 

things in the margins of my concert program such as “house lights seem a little brighter 

than normal?” It seemed that some audience members never figured out he was the 

composer and gasped when he came on stage to bow at the end.  

Making things more uncomfortable, the audience was instructed in the concert 

program booklet to shout “whoop” at certain points in the second movement. “We ask 

that you say it with as much reverence and as much power as possible,” wrote Hannibal 

in the concert program, to “give a shout-out to the many unsung workers who helped 

build our great country” (2015b, 39). Framing the request around workers who “build our 

great country” sounds agreeable and post-identity enough in that the workers are not 
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specified apart from having a patriotic function, though on his website Hannibal 

references “songs which The Jonah People sang to gain strength and solace while 

working in adverse conditions, for little or no pay…This term Jonah People was given to 

me by The Creator upon asking what name does The Creator give to those Africans, and 

the descendants of those Africans who were forced aboard the slave ships centuries ago” 

(Hannibal n.d.). But whether interpreted as celebrating the nation or referencing slavery, 

such behavior as whooping flagrantly violates the norms of a symphony orchestra 

concert; it seems more like a reference to a different musical practice, such as jazz, some 

forms of popular music, or music of the black church. Accordingly, many in the audience 

did not seem to want to whoop at all. Christopher Small (1998), while not condemning 

classical music, has noted that the social relationships of the classical concert hall 

correspond to a rigid, hierarchical, hegemonic system of human relationships. Inviting the 

audience to whoop challenges the hierarchy. I ended up sort of half-whooping; I wanted 

to participate but found it highly discomforting to be making noise when people on either 

side of me were not. Ultimately, I left the performance with a heightened awareness of 

the racialized, hierarchical nature of the concert tradition in which I was situated. It was 

troubling but moving, while the music was lush and exciting. It matters that the non-

traditional elements of the piece index other genres of music, such as jazz or gospel. A 

random person shouting during the concert might feel more avant-garde and be equally 

alienating but would not have the same political meaning. Even if this was not Hannibal’s 

intent, I interpret this as an effective political challenge. 
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Hannibal’s behavior can be interpreted to have stolen the show. Philadelphia 

Inquirer music critic David Patrick Stearns picked up on his performance as an act of 

theft:  

…early on during concertmaster David Kim's bluesy solo, the composer's 
outbursts began…[Interruption] was encouraged…overshadowing one of tenor 
Rodrick Dixon's more impassioned solos. Never mind that some of us were 
deeply interested in what Dixon was singing about…The composer's 
‘encouragement’ not only stole the focus from his music, but its performers. You 
could argue that the piece is Lokumbe's and he can disrupt it if he wants to. But 
the concert wasn't his. It was ours. (Stearns 2015)  
 

Stearns couches his critique in progressive, anti-patriarchal language: music belonging to 

the people, not the composer. Such language sounds straight out of “new” musicology; 

perhaps aligned with Small’s (1998) theorization of the concept of “musicking” that 

decentralizes the position of the composer. Stearns’ argument is strengthened by the fact 

that young people of color were among the performers. Yet Stearns misses the possibility 

that to encourage audience participation can make the piece belong to the people, which 

often is especially true in performative spaces more typically occupied by black people. 

Indeed, to some extent a degree of audience participation or at least reaction within a 

piece is found in most other genres of music. Classical music’s current demand of “silent 

contemplation” throughout a performance is an extreme of presentational music rather 

than a global norm (Turino 2008, 52). When the “silent contemplation” tradition arose in 

the nineteenth century, it reflected reverence toward the then-new idea of the “master” 

composer (Burkholder 1983), but at this point, the tradition is so ingrained that it 

supersedes the actual composer’s intent. 
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I see Hannibal as taking up the space as an occupation, disrupting its normal 

function for strategic political purpose and creating a useful sense of discomfort. 

Following the view of such activists as George Lakey (2011) that successful acts of 

protest take place outside the realms of normal public discourse, the disruption of the 

normal, unjust concert space is a condition of successful protest. To be “disruptive” 

could, in some contexts, support neoliberal ideals. However, in this case the disruption 

prevents the piece from serving the neoliberal ideals with which Ritchey argues 

contemporary classical music may all too often be aligned, even if under a guise of social 

justice (2017). I see Hannibal’s piece as highlighting the extent to which, despite the title, 

we are not really all “one people.” Lakeyta M. Bonnette argues that after the 1960’s Civil 

Rights movement, activists increasingly had to contend with the illusion that racial 

equality had already been achieved, and that a new role of black music became was to 

illuminate inequality while rejecting dominant, white culture (2015, 38). Hannibal’s 

music can be viewed in this light. One Land, One River, One People speaks truth to 

power by sending a direct message to an elite authority in a way that violates typical 

decorum and creates a disruption for a given physical space. In doing so, the piece may 

serve as a critique of traditions within classical music itself. 

In fact, on his website, which was down for most of the time I was working on 

this project but was up again as of early 2019, Hannibal explains that the title was never 

meant to express the generic, unifying message that one might expect. He describes 

“coming to realize” the meaning of his title after being visited by the spirit of his great, 

great, grandmother: 
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Initially I did not fully understand the timeless and universal meaning of the titles. 
After living for sixty six years in America as a Man of Jonah, I assumed that One 
Land referred to Africa, One River to The Nile, and One People to the African. 
This was cleared up by a visit from the spirit of my Great Great Grandmother, a 
Cherokee Shaman who escaped Andrew Jackson's death march known as The 
Trail of Tears…She made clear to me that One Land refers to the physicality of 
humanity, One River the blood of humanity and One People the spirituality of 
humanity. The bulk of the text comes from her. (Hannibal n.d.) 

Admittedly, Hannibal’s original meaning for his title may have worked better for my 

analysis; his revised interpretation of its meaning is more universal, focusing on 

“humanity” in general instead of “Africa” and “Jonah People.” Given the mention of 

“Andrew Jackson’s death march,” both of Hannibal’s versions of the meaning of the title 

are imbued with politicized understandings of identity, power, and rejection of white 

supremacist violence. 

The piece may also force musicians out of their comfort zone into new 

experiences. Though concertmaster David Kim and conductor Yannick Nézet-Séguin 

managed to seem unruffled despite the noise, watching the scene reminded me more of 

my experiences disrupting corporate board members at a shareholder meeting than of a 

typical concert. Percussionists played instruments invented by Hannibal; while playing 

new instruments may not have been a new experience for them, Hannibal’s had 

evocative, racially-marked names such as “Brother Martin’s Emmett stick,” which 

Hannibal writes on his website—though not in the program—is a reference to Emmett 

Till. According to a column in The Times-Picayune not written until 2018, three years 

after the performance, Till’s mother regarded Hannibal himself as “a kind of adopted 

son” (DeBerry 2018). This is never mentioned in Hannibal’s interviews or biographies. 

As for the instruments, “the musicians in the orchestra love playing these concepts,” 
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claims Hannibal (Dumpson 2014, 94), and it indeed may be a joyous piece to play. As 

Stearns’ review highlights, however, the piece also has substantial divisive potential. 

Stearns writes that Hannibal is “a seasoned composer, not some jazz interloper” 

(2015). This statement seems not only racially charged, perhaps inadvertently, but ironic 

given the colonialist legacy of classical music. Classical music is not a pure, neutral 

musical form but has appropriated global musical ideas since early modern European 

history (Bloechl 2015). While [white] classical composers can freely borrow sounds from 

other genres, Hannibal’s foundations as a [black] jazz musician are potentially marked as 

suspect, which is in keeping with James’ idea of MRWaSP. Stearns excuses this, though, 

because Hannibal has proved himself by composing music for other classical [white] 

ensembles. 

What Stearns cannot excuse seems to be questioning classical music’s social 

traditions and bringing in other social traditions—such as cheering during a piece—

borrowed from non-white genres. It appears that borrowing a social tradition from 

another genre is far more taboo than borrowing an aesthetic or structural feature of 

another genre. It may be that once one undermines the social traditions that underpin a 

genre, one eliminates the possibility for one’s piece to function within a MRWaSP 

framework.  This works especially well within a definition of classical music as a social 

construct more than an aesthetic one. Jazzy sounds aren’t a problem; the orchestra would 

receive no criticism for playing Gershwin. However, undermining the hierarchical social 

structures of classical music creates unease. 
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In Dumpson’s interview, Hannibal explicitly resists the multicultural principles 

behind MRWaSP.  

People ask me about multicultural this and multicultural that; I don’t look at 
music from a multicultural perspective… Every person, race and nation has 
stories, and I’ve always been wounded by the way in which the history of The 
Jonah People is treated and the lack of history that’s been presented representing 
that history. Nothing is more dangerous than the mischaracterization of a person 
or of a people. That’s horrible! That’s called psychological warfare! That’s what 
you do when you are getting ready to decimate people. You say, “What you are 
and what you have is not legitimate.” On my birth certificate, it states that I am 
illegitimate. For someone to tell me that I’m not legitimate has been a great 
impetus for my work on matters relating to Afrocentricity! So everything I do is 
fed from that (Dumpson 2014, 93-94). 
 

Later in the interview, Hannibal expands on his dislike of institutional multiculturalism, 

precisely as implemented, I would argue, by large classical music institutions within 

MRWaSP: 

I always found it a bit intellectually adolescent that people are just starting to try 
and implement multiculturalism. Now multicultural is the big thing. It always 
sounded to me like something people say because the government mandated it in 
order that the institution receives federal funding. That’s my feeling about it 
(Dumpson 2014, 102). 
 

Hannibal’s remarks on multiculturalism align with MRWaSP along with Bryson’s 

observations that American elites like musical multiculturalism in ways that resist social 

integration (1996). Hannibal also expressed outrage at non-black artists being 

commissioned to work on civil rights related projects, asserting “Jonah people need all 

the commissions we can get to personally express the struggle of the people of Jonah. If 

they can’t find a composer who can write about the Civil Rights Movement and they 

don’t want me, come to me! I’ll tell you of some composers that are very worthy. Then, 

of course, they would call that reverse racism” (Dumpson 2014, 99). 
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Hannibal’s official interviews promoting One Land, One River, One People use 

comparably amicable and unifying language to describe his past: “It’s that village 

everyone always speaks of when they say, ‘It takes a village to raise a child.’ Well, I’m a 

product of that. I was raised by a village. I had many mothers, many fathers, many sisters, 

cousins, everything” (Hannibal 2015a). It isn’t that Hannibal completely sugarcoats his 

experience or erases racial difference per se, as he later continues “[Music] helped me to 

deal with the violence that this society really was pushing me towards. Every time I look 

around, policemen are stopping me. Every time I go in a store, I get followed. It’s a lot. 

The layers of that kind of treatment as a human being to another human being can create 

a monster” (Hannibal 2015a). In this interview intended as promotion targeted to the 

public, music is a force that allows Hannibal to “overcome” racial discrimination rather 

than a cultural product embedded with his own racial history. James argues that 

narratives in which actors are able to spectacularly “overcome” forms of adversity, which 

include racial difference, are particularly celebrated within MrWASP (2015). Since 

adversity under late capitalism is inevitable, narratives in which individual actors 

overcome such adversity are particularly socially appealing within popular culture. From 

this interview, we get the sense of a composer who is appreciative of his musical 

opportunity for enabling him to overcome hardship. Hannibal’s official interviews offer a 

narrative that would be appealing to listeners and institutions, which in turn ensures his 

access to present his music which can create discomfort. Yet in the Dumpson interview, 

for a doctoral dissertation that would not be expected to be read so widely, Hannibal 

suggests that his musical experiences did not simply transcend his experiences of racism. 
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While expressing appreciation for a large classical music organization, Hannibal 

shows how the production of music can lead to the reproduction of racism. 

Don’t treat the music of The Jonah People like it’s something you do during the 
so-called Black History month. That’s what I respect about the Chicago 
symphony. The president of the orchestra said we ought to treat [Hannibal’s 
composition African Portraits] with the respect it deserved. It wasn’t a special 
February concert. I told him, whatever you do, let’s not do it in February just 
because it’s Black History month. That’s when the country seemingly 
says, okay—let the darkies out! Let them shine! Grease them up! Let’s put them 
on display. It’s your time to shine! It’s like the Sundays we would be off on the 
plantation. We would be in town dancin’- singin’ for massa’ sitting on the porch 
with—you know, it’s the same thing now; it’s just different, but it’s the same 
thing! I’ve run into that before. I’ve run into principal violinists not respecting my 
music, by not rehearsing it because they thought it would not be technically 
challenging. They paid a big price for that (Dumpson 2014, 101). 
 

Based on this passage, one wonders about how Hannibal felt that the Philadelphia 

Orchestra played one section of One Land, One River, One People without his 

interruptions at an MLK concert. Unusually, the copyright for the first section appears on 

the score as “Philadelphia Orchestra Association;” perhaps he was required to sign over 

his rights.15 This would indicate that from his position of power to have a large-scale 

piece commissioned by the orchestra and dictate the race of its accompanying choir, 

Hannibal could not entirely escape being tokenized. After all, his capacity to be used as 

such a token was part of the source of his power to begin with. In the passage above, his 

language choices contrast sharply with the more conciliatory tone he strikes in 

promotional interviews and on his website. Even if he did want One Land, One River, 

                                                           
15 The orchestra librarian was unsure of this and the artistic administrator did not 

respond to my inquiry. I decided against asking Hannibal the first and so-far-only time 
we met in person, at a public masterclass with orchestra administrators present. I hope to 
follow up on this in the future. 
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One People to be understood as “timeless” and “universal,” his interview with Dumpson 

shows that he views classical music institutions as part of a specific, vulgar, white 

supremacist history. 

While I argue that the orchestra’s hegemonic positioning makes it a worthy target 

of direct action, my goal is not to position the Philadelphia Orchestra as an antagonistic, 

opportunistic, or racist powerholder. To suggest that its decisions are shaped by 

MRWaSP, or to place it within systems of oppression in general is not to condemn the 

orchestra specifically, much less its musicians. It is not as if orchestra members or even 

management have intentionally chosen to be part of such a phenomenon, and I am glad 

that they commissioned Hannibal to write the piece. For any such institution to avoid or 

even minimize partaking in MRWaSP would require a concerted effort. I do wish that 

their attempts to be less of a culturally homogenous space felt less tokenizing and more 

systemic and consistent, and I wish they programmed much more new music in general. 

While the Philadelphia Orchestra makes an interesting case study, I also do not mean to 

single it out from other prominent American professional orchestras, though certain other 

orchestras may attract an audience with more diversity, for example, a larger Asian or 

Asian American population. My point in emphasizing the orchestra’s homogeneity is not 

to position it as malevolent, but rather to highlight Hannibal’s “outsider” status within the 

space. 

A major difference between Hannibal’s occupation of the space and those of other 

non-violent occupations targeting large institutions is that while most occupations are 

held without permits at all, Hannibal’s was actually commissioned by the orchestra.  An 
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orchestra librarian was enthusiastic about the piece and kind enough to offer me access to 

the orchestra’s copy of the score when I couldn’t locate it elsewhere. It is highly likely 

that many of the musicians quite liked the piece; after all, they are part of the same 

generally liberal intellectual and cultural sphere as the many contemporary classical 

composers incorporating social justice and political themes in their music. Nézet-Séguin 

was likely excited to conduct it, or least was genial enough to appear that way on stage. 

Still, when engaging in direct action it is important to distinguish between employees of 

the institution being targeted and the institution itself, whether it is a corporate or 

government entity or a non-profit cultural one. That many people within the orchestra 

likely supported the piece does not invalidate the orchestra as a target of direct action. 

Indeed, symphony orchestras have also been chosen in recent years for unpermitted 

demonstrations, such as a Black Lives Matter protest at a concert in St. Louis (Giegerich 

2014), due to their symbolic value. 

One could still say that the Philadelphia Orchestra was remarkably generous and 

permissive in allowing this piece to be performed. One might also wonder whether the 

Philadelphia Orchestra as an institution is willing to offer a week of programming now 

and then in order to promote an image of itself as forward-thinking and “diverse,” 

essential for its success within MRWaSP and neoliberalism, especially if the piece is 

paired with popular classical works like Appalachian Spring. In 2018, the orchestra held 

a week of concerts entitled “South American Sounds” that oddly began with Gershwin’s 

Cuban Overture. Hannibal is evidently aware of the risk of this based on his 

condemnation of Black History Month. The piece denies what Hannibal might have seen 
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as the orchestra’s attempt at the “financially mandated multiculturalism” of which he has 

such distaste from working in its usual function.  

While Philadelphia’s Orchestra’s relationship with the piece is different from that 

of most institutions targeted by direct action, many of those institutions share with the 

orchestra a need to cultivate a positive public image to ensure their survival. The 

Philadelphia Orchestra actively consented to the piece, though I have been unable to find 

out much about the circumstances and details of the commission; they may not have 

realized how the piece would be received or interpreted. State institutions grant permits 

for expressions of dissent and celebrate themselves for doing so. Perhaps One Land, One 

River, One People can be compared to a march that gets a permit from the city, then 

deviates slightly from the expected route. Or to use the categorizations of the Global 

Nonviolent Action Database, the piece could qualify as “guerilla theatre,” the use of 

which has been documented in over thirty campaigns on the database (accessed January 

18, 2018) from labor rights struggles to apartheid divestment campaigns. 

Due to the acoustics of a concert hall as opposed to a street corner and the skill of 

the musicians involved, the structural content of the music and the text in One Land, One 

River, One People is able to be more complex and more audible than that of most protest 

music. Certain characteristics of the musical score support the reading that the piece is 

not a simple crowd-pleaser. Expressive markings are particularly unusual. Hannibal has 

stated that he finds it important for expressive marks to help musicians visualize the 

music in a specific way, noting that he would rather write “play like an eagle in the 

thermals” or “attack the note like a snake bite” than “soaring” or “staccato” (Dumpson 
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2014, 88). The expressive mark for the opening of the piece is “grandma, humming in the 

kitchen.” In the section that involves the “whoop,” the score describes the effect as a 

“serious depiction of field hollers.” These markings in the score are not presented to the 

audience, but may still be an additional mode by which Hannibal “others” himself to the 

orchestra. 

Despite its composition by a composer without advanced degrees in music, the 

score itself mostly follows the practices one might expect for an orchestral work by an 

academic composer. One unusual feature is that the score is self-published in three 

individually bound “veils,” the first of which gives the Philadelphia Orchestra 

Association as the copyright holder; the other two list “HL Music,” presumably standing 

for Hannibal Lokumbe.  Overall, the music appears to have been precisely notated in 

most parts; minute details are included as in the music of more academic contemporary 

classical composers. The writing is also idiomatic for the instruments and voices in a 

conventional manner that appears to emphasize practicality. Dynamics tend to be on the 

extreme side; for example, there are lots of “sff” markings in the choir parts. This makes 

sense since a university choir may be less likely to capture subtler dynamic changes. A 

complex soprano line is mostly doubled in the orchestra.  

The precise level of detail means that the composer exercises a lot of control, 

which normally would feel hegemonic. Small’s concept of “musicking” to replace the 

notion of a fixed “piece” of music acknowledges that conventional classical music values 

the composer as the ultimate source of creativity and substance for the piece (1998). 

Notably, the only part not notated in the score is the composer’s interruption part. The 
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score seems to validate Stearns’ assertion that Hannibal makes the piece his, rather than 

the orchestra’s or audience’s. At one point the soprano sings “I am the living word, not 

bound by pen or page” but overall the music seems very bound by pen on page, which is 

actually typical fashion for the genre. 

Percussion is an exception. In some places, percussionists are told to improvise on 

various instruments; there is even an improvised harmonica solo. In some places, only a 

vague descriptor for the improvisation is given such as “your imagination- color 

throughout.” In other places, there are more specific descriptions, such as “16th note feel; 

2 & 4 on snare (a hint of funk).” The harmonica solo has no description at all. In addition 

to this improvisation, some parts are indicated as to be performed “on cue,” presumably 

giving leeway to the conductor, though not the musicians, to make decisions about timing 

in the moment. “To be conducted dramatico” is another marking found at one point. The 

conductor’s role as show-person is explicitly embraced. As with Lang’s Symphony for a 

Broken Orchestra discussed in Chapter 4, this leaves the conductor with agency in some 

unusual places for a contemporary piece and lack of agency in others. On one hand, the 

conductor’s decision of how to physically present himself is made for him. On the other 

hand, he is left to make his own decision about the timing of certain instruments’ 

entrances usually made by composers, and seems to get some flexibility on tempo. 

Because the interruptions are not indicated in the score, the conductor does not even 

know when an important aspect of the piece that greatly shapes its meaning will occur.  

Occasionally the score contains a surprising accidental choice, such as what 

seems like a Cb scale notated B♮, Db, Eb, E♮, Gb, Ab, Bb, which could be interpreted as 
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an effort to ensure the orchestra does not get too comfortable. A few musical adjustments 

are written in pencil, perhaps Hannibal and Nézet-Séguin agreed to minor changes during 

rehearsal. More surprisingly, there are also a few collisions between markings in the 

score. Though nothing is inherently harmful about such features, and his disregard for 

such convention may be seen as part of his rejection of a contemporary symphonic 

musical culture, which sanctifies the printed musical score (Small 1998). When I attended 

a masterclass with Hannibal for emerging composers, I appreciated that Hannibal did not 

seem to pay attention to notational details, in contrast with other composition 

masterclasses I’ve attended, though he did urge one young composer to include a 

copyright notice in her music and to select a performance rights organization. Still, one 

would not expect collisions in a score to be submitted to the Philadelphia Orchestra. The 

orchestra’s music librarians are clearly fastidious; while I was looking at Hannibal’s 

scores in their library, they chatted about some bad page turns in parts for another piece 

produced by a large, professional publisher. Ultimately, it seems that Hannibal is able to 

get away with a lot, in the score perhaps but even more in the performance. As I argued 

above, his identity as a black composer who writes in a Jazz-inflected populist classical 

idiom aids in his access to the orchestra, but this alone feels like an insufficient 

explanation. Another factor may have allowed him to slip past both the orchestra 

librarians who would be guarding that his score kept to convention and, more 

importantly, orchestra leadership who would be guarding that the performance customs 

kept to convention and were welcoming to patrons. 



207 
 

One argument is that since Hannibal was arguably being tokenized by the 

orchestra, he could have been held to a “lower” standard musically, in the sense that 

features of his score or performance practice could exist outside orchestral norms.  To be 

clear, even if the orchestra’s overall programming would make Hannibal appear 

tokenized, this does not mean that he wouldn’t have been taken seriously by the 

musicians and librarians, and there is nothing inherently “lower” about the music. 

Philadelphia Orchestra Librarian Bob Grossman writes that Hannibal does not have a 

publisher and instead “works directly with people in a spiritual way” (Bob Grossman, 

email to author, April 25, 2017). To Grossman, Hannibal himself seems to come across 

as something “spiritual.” Hannibal’s creation of a mystical identity for himself combined 

with his assigned identity markers can strengthen his political power, such that arguably 

he can “get away with” music that might not seem to belong in the classical concert hall. 

One way to see this may be through Frank Wilderson’s assertion that black people 

are excluded from the “shared optimism” in everyday discourse that “presumes a 

‘natural’ state of kinship” (2013, 183). To Wilderson, racial violence forces black people 

outside of a shared sense of humanity and historical temporality. Hannibal is treated as an 

exoticized other because he is viewed as outside this sense of humanity under MRWaSP. 

Helena Grehan notes that anxiety over the “other” as posthuman has deep roots in both 

modernist and postmodernist writers (Grehan 2009). 

In the predominantly white-led institution with which he works, Hannibal’s 

embrace of the cosmic may also contribute to a sense that he is outside of everyday 

humanity. Some expressive markings in the score suggest cosmic implications, including 
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“the earth is formed. It rotates in the mystical heavens,” “the Black Hole,” and “gamma 

ray burst.” While seemingly Afrofuturist, Hannibal’s website also notes his interest 

Dogon spirituality. The Dogon are an ethnic group in Mali whom Hannibal writes are 

known for their “extraordinary knowledge and perception of astronomy.” For me, his 

background—having grown up in the segregated south—already made him so different 

that I may have found it tempting as an audience member to “other” him as something 

extraterrestrial. Hannibal’s website design is outer-space themed. His attire during the 

concert places him as Afrocentric against typical Eurocentric concert garb, which may 

further other him. Even his name change—the use of the name of a larger-than-life 

military leader from antiquity from the “othered,” non-white city of Carthage who 

terrified Roman society—may contribute to a mythical identity within a Eurocentric 

classical music social space. We lose a frame of reference to whom he can be compared. 

Indeed, the idea of telling someone who is mythical to fix a collision in his score seems 

slightly ridiculous. 

The obvious comparison to Hannibal in this way might be Afrofuturist composer 

and cosmic philosopher Sun Ra, another black jazz musician who established an identity 

for himself—in a much more literal sense of actually presenting himself as non-human—

as outside of everyday humanity. Also born in the segregated south, Sun Ra too was an 

innovator with regards to instrumentation, creating unusual instrumental voicings and 

futuristic keyboard sounds as early as the 1950’s (Sinclair 2010). In a 1966 interview, 

Sun Ra said, “Well, the planet is in such a bad condition that it’s inexpressible. It was bad 

enough but now it’s got worse. They’re not sure about their religions, they’re not sure 
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about their politics, they’re not sure about education and philosophy, they’re not sure 

about anything [...] so you’ve got complete confusion” (Sinclair 2010, 19). It seems 

reasonable to imagine Sun Ra and Hannibal feeling similar pain over the state of the 

world, yet Sun Ra goes further in distancing himself from his audience by using 

“they/their” rather than “we/our” to discuss the state of the world. It is not surprising then 

that Sun Ra was more interested in creating new, otherworldly, Afrocentric alternate 

spaces in which to make music, whereas Hannibal retains a desire to bring existing places 

of musicking to an alternate Afrocentric world. Where Sun Ra brought his aesthetic to his 

own Arkestra, in works like One Land, One River, One People Hannibal instead 

transforms the social meaning of an existing hegemonic orchestra. Rather than creating 

an alternative institution, Hannibal manages to push radical change on an existing one, 

even if just for one week of performances. This action could be put in dialogue with 

Stefano Harney and Fred Moten’s theory of the Undercommons, in which, drawing on 

black radical tradition, they reject normative modes of order and governance along with 

supposedly subversive critique that takes place within normative modes of 

professionalism in spaces like the university (2013). At the same time, they do not 

literally leave the university. 

Afrocentric but not necessarily Afrofuturist, Hannibal’s alternate world does not 

exactly seem to be another planet. Where Sun Ra’s musicians were wearing outer space 

costumes and setting loose battery-driven robots in 1950’s Chicago (Corbett 2006), 

Hannibal’s costumes and performance practices are comparatively grounded on earth, 

just in a different genre. In fact, in a different genre they would not be out of place at all. 
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When Hannibal calls for cheering in a smaller-scale piece performed at an AME church 

commemorating the victims of the Charleston shooting, the effect seems to fit right in. It 

could be that all Hannibal ever wanted was for an audience to be as comfortable cheering 

as if they were part of a black church; perhaps the pushback and discomfort over One 

Land, One River, One People was disappointing to him. Composer intent aside, what in 

One Land, One River, One People Hannibal achieves—albeit not to everyone in the 

audience and certainly not to Stearns—is the creation of a sense of alienation within the 

traditional practice of classical music. 

The connection between the spiritual and outer-space realms has a long history in 

African American thought. In a recounting of a 1927 sermon by southern black preacher 

Rev. A W. Nix, his flock is invited to travel through the heavens, “through the First 

heaven, the Heaven of Clouds, and into outer space…We’ll pass on to the Second 

Heaven…” Rev. Nix names each of the planets, ending with “Neptune, with her four 

glittering moons” (Lock 2010, 30). Graham Lock has observed that the space chants in 

the work of Sun Ra have commonalities with traditions of the black church (2010). 

Unlike Hannibal, Sun Ra was hostile toward the black church, which he saw as 

regressive. Nevertheless, Lock notes that Sun Ra’s means of articulating a vision of Afro-

futurism were steeped in 19th-century black cultural traditions. While Hannibal never 

makes claims of being from another planet, as with Sun Ra the idea of existence “outside 

a ‘natural’ [white, hegemonic] state of kinship” while tied to historical Black cultures can 

be helpful to understanding his social and political power.  
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While Stearns, the Inquirer critic, opposes or at least overlooks the potential of 

Hannibal’s interruptions, I do relate—whether I like it or not—to the sentiment that it is 

important Hannibal is “not some Jazz interloper.” Before I heard the piece, knowing how 

many excellent composers there are in Philadelphia who can never get pieces played by 

the orchestra, I recall finding it a bit frustrating that one of the few world premieres of the 

season would be given to such an “outsider,” in a geographical and cultural sense. This is 

a frequent issue with major orchestras; for example, a 2018 article by Dobrin lamented 

that the fact that the Philadelphia Orchestra has not recently programmed any pieces by 

any of the Philadelphia region’s many noteworthy women composers apart from Jennifer 

Higdon (Dobrin 2018). Hannibal had already achieved some success in Jazz; did he really 

need my world too? Here he was, without so much as a college degree—which would not 

have been unusual at one point but is for classical composers today—with a privilege that 

most of us academic composers can only dream of. I was not unaware, of course, of the 

substantial privilege that belongs to most of us—particularly white, middle-class, male-

appearing people like myself—who pursue doctoral degrees and academic careers as 

composers. An important challenge for white academic composers would be to recognize 

that the power structures that make opportunities for such careers so limited are part of 

the same power structures that exclude marginalized groups including people of color. 

Our present situation as composers seems a bit like a microcosm of the larger political 

environment, in which underemployed and marginalized groups are pitted against one 

another by factors such as race. Granted, most academic composers have too much 

cultural capital to be aptly compared to the white working class as my metaphor would 



212 
 

have it. Still, music that challenges oppressive power structures ought to be valued by all 

composers, whether academics or “outsiders.” One Land, One River, One People is a rare 

piece in presenting such a challenge, a challenge that was successful on me, at least. 

Hannibal’s collaboration with the Philadelphia Orchestra now continues in the 

form of a multi-year residency. On September 28, 2017, the Philadelphia Orchestra 

premiered Hannibal’s “Hymn for the World” as part of its “We’re HEAR Week,” 

described on its website as “a weeklong celebration starting on 9/25 that kicks off the 

2017-18 season of community service events.” The concert was a “sensory-friendly” 

event, which at first glance seems ironic since Hannibal’s work tends to be quite sensory-

intense. A sensory-friendly concert to welcome neuro-diverse people is an impressive, 

inclusive idea; that the concert was free makes it even better. Unfortunately, it may not 

have been well marketed, and 2500-seat Verizon Hall appeared only about 20% full. Still, 

the audience consisted of families of all ages—mainly with autistic and otherwise neuro-

diverse children—and appeared substantially more racially and ethnically diverse than a 

typical subscription orchestra concert, though still majority white. 

While some of its features would be similar to a typical orchestra family concert, 

the event offered additional accommodations ranging from ASL interpretation, to fidget 

toys, to a “cool down space” available. Moreover, rather than simply a throwaway 

concert of excerpts of “greatest hits,” the orchestra took the concert seriously enough to 

use it as an opportunity to present—in addition to the Hannibal world premiere—a Tan 

Dun piece with an electroacoustic part that the audience was instructed to download and 

play from their cellphones during the piece to create a sense of sound coming from 
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throughout the hall. However, the world premiere was not advertised on the orchestra’s 

page about Hannibal’s residency. The description for the concert, which mentioned such 

features as arts and crafts and an instrument petting zoo, did not offer any information at 

all about Hannibal’s piece or any of the music being played. The program was conducted 

by a young assistant conductor, who awkwardly announced at the beginning of the Tan 

Dun—right after the Hannibal—that we were finally about to hear the piece “we had all 

been waiting for.” 

Despite what might be viewed as shortcomings, some of which might be expected 

from the first concert of a new format, through its efforts to be inclusive the description 

of the concert on the Philadelphia Orchestra website did sound perfect for Hannibal: 

• A shush-free concert: Making noise and verbalizing is okay. 
• Flexible seating: It's okay to move around or find another seat. 
• Lights stay on at low levels through the concert 
• […] 
• Audience participation. 

 
Perhaps this sort of concert format is exactly what Hannibal wanted all along. One Land, 

One River, One People underscores the extent to which our perception of the music is 

shaped by its performance context. The piece violates a set of decorum that I argue—

following such musicologists as Small—symbolizes hierarchy, but that decorum is also 

quite literally exclusionary for certain neuro-diverse audiences. For the Philadelphia 

Orchestra to offer a concert in which performance context is so heavily altered in order to 

welcome a marginalized group is striking, albeit in line with recent practices of other 

ensembles in the United States. 
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It is not often easy to measure the direct impact of any non-violent direct action, 

and One Land, One River, One People is no exception. Is that possible that, by forcing 

the audience into a different sort of concert experience, Hannibal played a role in opening 

the way for the orchestra to try other sorts of concert experiences to welcome 

marginalized populations? Dobrin has since referred to Hannibal as the orchestra’s 

“consulting conscience” (2017). I have argued that Hannibal’s performance practice is 

disruptive and divisive in a politically helpful way. That it lines up with practice that 

welcomes people normally excluded from symphony orchestra concerts underscores the 

power and opportunity for classical music that could come from breaking down the 

hierarchies of the genre’s traditions. 

Hannibal’s strategy for challenging cultural norms, which reflects his life 

experiences, identity, and his history in jazz, does not necessarily leave most classical 

composers attempting similar musical direct action with a clear roadmap to follow. 

However, One Land, One River, One People demonstrates that a concert hall can be an 

effective place for speaking truth to power through music. Hopefully, those of us 

composers who are so inclined can devise other strategic musical direct actions that work 

for our own identities. 
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CHAPTER 7 

MODELS FOR STRATEGIC USE OF CONTEMPORARY CLASSICAL MUSIC 

WITHIN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

 

Daniel Hunter and Betsy Raasch-Gilman (n.d.) offer the following allegory to 

illustrate four types of social change actors: 

In a Midwestern city in the US, a major tornado hits and knocks down a 
big manufactured home park. Almost forty people are still unaccounted 
for, and might be trapped in the rubble. The city’s response is terribly 
inadequate – both in terms of preparation for a disaster like this, and in 
terms of execution of its flawed plan. State and federal offices have the 
resources to respond, but are not adequately mobilized. The bungled relief 
effort highlights a number of broader issues about how the government at 
all levels responds, especially to working poor Midwesterners. 
 
Hunter and Raasch-Gilman offer four possible reactions to this scenario: 

1. People could be dying under the rubble and need help immediately. We 
should go to the park right now and try to help the rescue efforts. Even if 
we can’t help them, there are probably children who need care and could 
use our help. [the helper] 

2. We need to get on city hall’s case right away, and see what is keeping the 
authorities from doing their jobs. We know they could get the state and the 
feds in here right away. There are systems in the city and we need to make 
sure everyone has tried all the options. [the advocate] 

3. We need to get people together to plan an action about all the needs that 
aren’t getting met. What can the churches do? What can the Rotarians and 
the Chamber of Commerce do? We should bring together the people who 
are suffering and allies together to put pressure on government to change 
the situation. [referred to by Hunter and Raasch-Gilman as the change 
agent, but sometimes known as the organizer] 

4. We can’t let the government abuse people like this! Where’s the governor 
and mayor? We need to raise our voices so they and the public can hear 
our outrage! Let’s go camp on the state capitol grounds until he asks for a 
disaster declaration and gets the disaster relief funds flowing. We’ll 
dramatize the loss of homes by setting up tents right where he has to look 
at them every day! [the rebel] 
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Hunter and Raasch-Gilman validate all four reactions. If writing for classical 

composers, one could imagine adding a fifth hypothetical reaction, perhaps something 

like: 

5. When times are hard, we do what we love and what we know: make music. 

I will write a set of new string quartets. It's my job as composer to create 

environments in my music in which empathy flourishes. My music will play 

a powerful role in changing hearts and minds and envisioning a more just 

world. It is impossible to know just how many people's lives will be 

impacted by my masterpiece, but I hope that everyone it touches will 

continue to spread the love I put into the piece. This is why we make 

music. This is a big reason why I make music - to illuminate truth. Nothing 

is more healing than music. We can never overestimate the good that 

comes from artistic communication. When we touch one another through 

music, we are touching the heart, the mind, and the sprit, all at once.  

 
This imaginary reaction I have created above is a portmanteau of a half-dozen excerpts 

from public social media comments and mass emails I have saved since 2016 from 

American composers and musicians responding to political situations or disasters, lightly 

edited to preserve continuity. The majority are direct quotes from living composers 

although one sentence is from a composer quoting a listener’s response to his music and 

the last two sentences are from the official Facebook page for Leonard Bernstein (2016) 

quoting a speech from 1963. While well-meaning and sometimes thought-provoking, 

whatever benefit my imaginary reaction might have feels less tangible than the other four, 

and in some points, it feels comically self-congratulatory. While composers who take 

such a stance may also be part of social movements and engage in creating social change 

separately from their music, what I wish to emphasize is the pervasiveness of the idea 

that simply the act of creation of classical music is already a sufficient response to social 

injustice. 
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 Of the pieces discussed in the preceding chapters, Hannibal’s One Land, One 

River, One People may belong in Hunter and Raasch-Gilman’s “rebel” category, where 

“rebel” music would aim to accomplish social change by posing a direct challenge to 

existing institutions. Lang’s Symphony for a Broken Orchestra can be seen to some 

extent as a “helper” piece as it serves a specific marginalized group and seeks to provide 

that group with an immediate, tangible benefit: repaired musical instruments for 

schoolchildren. Alternatively, Lang’s piece could be seen as an “organizer/change agent” 

piece because it organizes the community to provide the resources to for the instrument 

repair. Most politically-oriented concert music also seems to serve a general 

consciousness-raising social function, bringing an audience together over a political 

issue. However, much politically or social-justice-oriented classical music, including 

other music described in this monograph, does not really successfully engage with any of 

the four types of social change above. In this chapter, I build on observations from the 

previous chapters to critically examine the potential for strategic social action in the form 

of classical music. While some of the roles I create below for strategic classical music are 

admittedly speculative, I nevertheless see contemporary classical concert music as full of 

potential for positive social change. 

 

Social Movement Strategy, Nonviolent Action, and Classical Music 

Hunter and Raasch-Gilman credit Bill Moyer as the inspiration for their four types 

of social change. While Moyer (2001) also identifies four roles within social activism, his 

interpretation of them is somewhat different. In addition to using the term “reformer” in 
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place of “advocate,” Moyer omits altogether the “helper” roles and instead adds the role 

of “the citizen.” The citizens are essential in winning over public support for a cause 

because they are perceived as “good” by the majority of the public (Moyer 2001, 23). 

They believe in laws and traditions. They discredit the discourse that activists are 

repugnant and dangerous. Classical music’s social position could be quite useful to social 

movements for this role. After all, its indexicality is used by corporations for that same 

purpose: to prevent something from being seen as dangerous or evil (Ritchey 2017).   

In contrast to the rebel, the citizen does not condemn society, but calls upon it to 

live up to its potential. Cacioppo’s work, which he describes as rooted in patriotism, does 

this particularly explicitly. Contemporary classical music with political intentions may 

most often fit most comfortably into the role of the citizen. They are in good company; 

Moyer suggests that Martin Luther King, Jr., and Nelson Mandela are both examples of 

the “citizen” category. “Citizens” are likely the most heroized actors for social change in 

American discourse. At the same time, Moyer recognizes that the citizen may fall into the 

traps of naïve citizenry and super-patriotism, which are ineffective to creating change 

(Moyer 2001, 28). In fact, the examples that Moyer gives of effective “citizens” also have 

notably “rebel” tendencies. 

One challenge for classical music to be a “citizen” in most cases will be the small 

audience that the music receives. In most cases, contemporary classical music is not the 

ideal mode for mobilizing large masses, or even changing majority opinion. Moreover, a 

challenge for classical concert music is that its performance is most often controlled by 

what Moyer calls “elite powerholders in the closed system of an oppressive hierarchy” 
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(2001, 26). Nevertheless, through strategically targeting its audience, classical music can 

still fulfill several of the roles that Moyer sees for each type of activist. While classical 

composers may be well suited to be “the citizen,” they can also use their music to 

accomplish the benefits of the other activist types as outlined by Moyer. As rebels, they 

can write music that: 

• Puts issues on society’s social agenda through dramatic, nonviolent 
actions 

• Shows how institutions and official powerholders violate public 
trust by causing and perpetuating critical social problems 

• Forces society to face its problems. (Moyer 2001, 24) 
 

As changes agents, composers may write music that: 

• Promotes citizen-based democracy 
• Redefines the problem to show how it affects every sector of 

society 
• Moves society from reform to social change by promoting a 

paradigm shift (Moyer 2001, 26) 
 

As reformers they can: 

• Transmit movement analyses and goals to powerholder institutions 
and individuals 

• Mobilize movement opposition to conservative backlash efforts 
• Nurture and support activists (Moyer 2001, 21) 

 
These are just some of the potential benefits Moyer sees for each activist type; I have 

highlighted ones in which it seems plausible that classical music could have a role. These 

benefits are line with what scholars have noted that music in general can contribute to 

social movements (Manabe 2015; Pedelty 2016; Roy 2010; Sterne 2012; Street 2012; 

Turino 2008). 

While there are many types of social action, it is striking how much classical 

music with political themes does not fall into any of those categories. This is not to 
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invalidate such music, but there may be a contradiction in music with social justice or 

political aims but for which the various types of social action prove irrelevant. Even 

when music can support one of the types of social change actors, the benefits Moyer 

identifies for each type do not always lead to tangible change. For example, what does it 

mean exactly to “force society to face its problems?” Who specifically must acknowledge 

them for the problems to be considered addressed? What does addressing them look like? 

Further attention to campaign strategy, which I offer below, is needed to discern how a 

piece of music can be politically effective. By strategy I mean big-picture thinking 

toward accomplishing a specific goal within a campaign arc, while within one 

overarching strategy there may be a variety of specific tactics (Smithey 2009). 

Further adaptations of Moyer’s concept such as Hunter and Raasch-Gilman’s 

indicate that the four roles of social change are not fixed, clear-cut, or all-encompassing. 

Most importantly, Moyer, along with other social theorists, argues that multifaceted, long 

term sustained social movements are best suited to creating change. While Moyer argues 

that successful social movements require all four roles (2001, 27), campaigns can be won 

without all four in some cases. Since 2012, I have been part of activist organization Earth 

Quaker Action Team, hereafter EQAT, which self identifies as a rebel group primarily, 

and which led a successful campaign to end PNC Bank’s investments in mountaintop 

removal coalmining. While our win also included the support of Rainforest Action 

Network, which took more of a reformer/advocate role, the campaign did not mobilize 

other types of groups in any significant way. Naomi Klein (2014) seems to be skeptical of 

the “citizen” and “reformer” roles when she criticizes partnerships between “Big Green” 
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environmental organizations and corporate sponsors whose own work is environmentally 

damaging. She is especially skeptical of groups that offer up “best practices” developed 

with industry groups that supposedly address local concerns but are not developed with 

input from the local community. This is a potential concern within music as well. As 

noted in Chapter 4, input from and dialogue with a marginalized group that is to be a 

topic in a piece of music is rarely part of the composition process, though there are 

exceptions, such as Julia Wolfe’s Anthracite Fields, in which she engaged with coal 

miners prior to the composition. 

Social movement theorist Gene Sharp argues for civil disobedience, an inherently 

“rebel” mode of change-making that includes lawbreaking or other unsanctioned 

behavior, as the most effective form of political resistance. “It is not enough to denounce 

evil; we must learn how to defeat it when it is next attempted,” notes Sharp (1980, 71). 

Sharp argues that noncooperation is essential to resisting oppression, noting that the 

Holocaust was made possible by cooperation, while lives were saved by noncooperation. 

He continues: 

A firmly established regime need not take serious note of a minor 
opposition which is restricted to verbal dissent, while continuing a passive 
submission and cooperation with the regime. If even a majority dissents 
only in words, while refraining from any action which the regime would 
have to take seriously, there is nothing that requires the regime even to 
consider the advisability of a change… 
 
The problem, therefore, is to find a mode of dissent which is both capable 
of willing power proportionate to the number of dissenters and which 
simultaneously does not violate the rights of others or seek to impose 
minority rule. The mode of dissent must be one which can be applied in 
group action… (Sharp 1980, 120) 
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Civil disobedience may be practiced by any number of people, but is generally successful 

only when it is collective rather than individual. It is difficult for a democracy to ignore 

civil disobedience because protestors willingness to take risk and even accept legal 

penalties for their action is ostensibly in line with democratic cultural values (Sharp 1980, 

127). Just as civil disobedience may be difficult to ignore, it also may be difficult to 

ignore classical music because that too is positioned within popular discourse as in line 

with universal cultural values (Ritchey 2017; McMurray 2017). This may be why 

relatively small actions within a large social movement frequently receive outsized media 

attention when they involve classical music, such as the 2014 Black Lives Matter protest 

at the St. Louis Symphony or the 2018 anti-Israeli occupation protests at the Philadelphia 

Orchestra (Safran 2018). This may also contribute to the attention that Symphony for a 

Broken Orchestra received. 

Sharp urges us to think about structures of power as unstable and contingent on 

the acceptance of the general population; oppressive power is not fixed and monolithic 

but rather insecure and must be held up by various forces (1973). Dictatorships have 

weaknesses, factors that limit their power or in some cases cause them to disintegrate 

(Sharp 1973). To Sharp, the role of change-makers to is find ways to withdraw sources of 

that power. Loci of power vary from situation to situation, but activists can identify 

which loci may be most easily and impactfully shifted, and dismantle loci through 

sustained pressure. Sharp also argues that simple change of rulers is insufficient to create 

lasting change (1973). This would suggest that composing a parody of a politician like 
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Trump is less strategic than focusing on ways to alter structures of power, although the 

latter is certainly more difficult. 

Like the roles of social change, the precise definitions of campaigns, social 

movements, direct action, and civil disobedience are unsurprisingly all contested. Peter 

Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler define a campaign as “a sequence of strategic 

interactions in which the participants try to pursue more or less known objectives” (1994, 

10). They distinguish this from a social movement in that rather than going on for 

generations, a campaign tends to have a recognizable beginning, middle, and end. For 

example, we can see the mobilization against the Keystone XL pipeline as a campaign 

that is part of the environmental movement. Ackerman and Kruegler focus their 

scholarship on campaigns that employ various forms of nonviolent direct action. 

Nonviolent direct action can be defined as change-making that exists outside the bounds 

of institutional political channels that includes “noncooperation, obstruction, or defiance” 

(Carter 2005, 3; Chenoweth and Stephan 2011; Lakey 2011). George Lakey, who, apart 

from his involvement in academic and civil rights causes, was a founding member of 

EQAT, defines nonviolent direct action as “a technique of struggle that goes beyond 

institutionalized conflict procedures like law courts and voting…[Instead,] methods of 

protest, noncooperation, and intervention that typically heighten a conflict – and the use 

of these methods without the threat or use of injurious force to others” (2011). Direct 

action is more directly confrontational than more institutionalized modes of change-

making, which in the United States would mean voting, courts, petitions, or even rallies. 

It can either be defensive or change-oriented (Schock 2013). Lakey argues that a 
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campaign, even if not successful itself, can jumpstart a larger social movement (2016). 

Direct action can sometimes take the form of civil disobedience. However, Carter argues 

that boycotts or strikes could also be considered direct action, even though they are 

accepted by liberal democracy (2005, 2). While direct action, my focus here, is non-

normative change-making, music can also be used to encourage normative democratic 

participation, such as a get-out-the-vote piece. I am aware of no examples of this within 

contemporary classical concert music; Post Classical Ensemble’s I Sing the Body 

Electoral concert—held in Washington, D.C. the night before the 2018 midterm election 

and including the premiere another politically-oriented work by Cacioppo—comes close, 

but was not explicitly orientated toward encouraging democratic participation. The 

limited audience of the concert hall would be a hindrance for concert music to be used in 

such a way, though classical music sounds can be useful in commercials for political 

campaigns due to their indexicality (Christiansen 2014). 

It should be noted that direct action and nonviolent direct action are not 

synonymous, but my focus here is on nonviolent action. Kurt Schock argues that 

commitment to nonviolence along with strategy improves success (2013). The technique 

of struggle chosen must allow for lasting liberation, which Sharp argues violent 

techniques do not (1980). Specifically, Sharp argues that nonviolence is less likely than 

violent revolution to have the aftermath of a ruler seizing increased centralized power 

(1980, 60). Nonviolence can decentralize rather than centralize power by coinciding with 

the growth of non-State institutions in society and increased self-reliance of those who 

wield nonviolent sanctions. I discuss the development of such institutions in relation to 
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music below. Nonviolent action has a significantly higher global success rate than 

violence as measured by Erica Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan between 1940-2006 

(2011). Nonviolence activists are also better positioned to take advantage of the paradox 

of repression (Smithey and Kurtz 2018), which is discussed below. 

Some actions can blur the line between symbolic protest and direct action, and 

symbolic action can also be valuable to a social movement. Quoting then-student-activist 

Sara Blazevic, who would later co-found the Sunrise Movement, Naomi Klein sees the 

fossil fuel divestment’s successes as serving a significant but symbolic role, 

delegitimizing the industry’s moral standing and social power even if not directly 

significantly harming the industry financially (Klein 2014, 355). To delegitimize 

something like fossil fuel extraction could be a good role for political classical music, 

given the high ideals and virtue associated with the genre. If classical music can help 

Intel legitimize its development of weapon and surveillance technologies (Ritchey 2017), 

surely it can help activists legitimize their opposition to extractive industries. 

Nonviolent direct action is not just for “mild-mannered” opponents (King 2007, 

19). However, neither is it only for repressive regimes. Direct action within liberal 

democratic society is often justified by pointing to the deficits of democracy (Carter 

2005, 227). Sharp argues that organized civil disobedience may “play an important role 

in the preservation and development” of democracy (1980, 116), noting that minority 

dissenters were often appreciated generations later for bringing out changes to policies 

that had majority support. Yet strategic calculation for social movements must foresee 

conflict, since goals are attained at the expense of opponents who are working on their 
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own strategic calculation (Ackerman and Kruegler 1994, 7). Similarly, Pilisuk et al. see 

social action as “oriented more toward conflict than consensus” (1996, 16). Schock 

emphasizes the asymmetric nature of civil resistance, in which the challengers are at a 

lower position of social power than those they are challenging (Schock 2013). Mary King 

observes that staging nonviolent struggle has the potential to “bring parity to the 

unbalanced relationship” of the parties of a social conflict (2007, 11). This would be an 

unusual position for classical music, in some situations, the fact that it indexes a higher 

social power could be beneficial to a campaign. 

Whether symbolic or more direct, a key for social change is the ability to support 

a sustained campaign in a specific way. Lakey argues that a one-off demonstration is for 

venting, not for exerting political power (2016 & 2018, 4). “One-shot wonders, no matter 

how well publicized, rarely produce movements that get concrete wins…The typical 

protest is organizationally hollow, unsustainable, and not really a problem for the 

economic elite, which above all fears our staying power,” argues Lakey (2016). This is 

also the inadequacy of classical music that serves only the purpose of consciousness-

raising, with no room for additional action after consciousness is reached. Nonviolent 

direct actions, like works of classical music with social justice or political aspirations, 

often react to past events rather than planning a strategy to change the world; they are too 

often a mere channel for participant’s emotional reactions rather than a means of offering 

something constructive (Sharp 1994). Instead of one-off protests, Lakey advocates for 

“genuine campaigns, with winnable demands, targets that can yield those demands, and a 

strategy for growth and escalation” (2016). Accepting Lakey’s suggestion that campaigns 
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are the strategic way to create change, there is a shortage of true strategic classical music. 

The only piece in the previous chapters that was part of a campaign rather than a “one-

shot wonder” was Einaudi’s “elegy for the arctic,” and in that case, I argued that the 

music and the video did not do enough to connect the listener to the actual Greenpeace 

campaign. But it does not have to be this way. A campaign will go through many tactics 

as circumstances change and as the arc of the campaign escalates (Chenoweth and 

Stephan 2011; Tilly 2008; Lakey 2011 & 2016; Moyer 2001). Methods of nonviolent 

resistance chosen within a social movement often reflect cultural or religious traditions of 

the society in which the social movement is unfolding (Smithey 2009; Carter 2012, 12). 

The success of any social movement will depend on the way its actors use a “cultural 

toolkit” available to it (Zald 1996), and contemporary classical music can be part of that 

toolkit to strategically support social change. 

Moyer identifies eight stages of a social movement (2001, 44-45), beginning with 

“normal times.” The second stage is “proving the failure of official institutions.” This 

leads to “ripening conditions,” when protests can begin. Then there may be a “trigger 

event,” when the social movement takes off. While it can be skipped, the common fifth 

stage is a “perception of failure” when goals are not immediately achieved as activists 

hoped. Moyer argues that this happens when a movement is on the precipice of success, 

reassuring that “powerholders’ failure to change either their minds or their policies is a 

poor indicator of the movement’s progress” (2001, 59). While the movement can shift to 

stage six organizing, activists at this stage will often feel disheartened and burnt out, 

especially if they lack a long-term strategic framework. Eventually, the movement can 
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still achieve “majority public opinion,” and finally, once it is more costly for 

powerholders to maintain their old practices than to make changes, social movements see 

“success.” The eighth stage is “continuing the struggle,” including celebrating success, 

fending off the potential backlash, extending success and promoting paradigm shift, and 

moving on to other sub-issues. Moyer’s framework is useful for understanding many 

successful American social movements, from the civil rights movement to the LGBT 

rights movement. My own experience in EQAT’s previous campaign follows the eight 

stages. Within such a long, sustained campaign, it is hard to see exactly when music is 

“successful” toward the strategic goal and when it is not. Still, one can see a role for 

music at any of these stages, from spotlighting and agitating around institutions’ failures 

to reenergizing burnt out activists to celebrating success. The idea that sustained social 

movements create change is a challenge for political uses of classical concert music 

because such music rarely taps into such movements. It is entirely possible for classical 

music to be used as part of a sustained social movement, and there is room for classical 

music within various stages of a campaign arc. 

Chenoweth and Stephan argue that mass participation is key to the success of 

nonviolent resistance (2011, 30). This appears to be true for resistance that aims to 

overthrow a government regime or occupation, the primary focus of their research. 

Similarly, Timothy Garton Ash sees large crowds as an essential part of peaceful 

revolution (2009, 377). Due to audience size, contemporary classical music may 

generally not be the ideal vehicle for mass mobilization. Fortunately, the requirement of 

mass participation is not true for direct action campaigns with more modest goals. Here 
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too I would highlight EQAT’s campaign targeting PNC as an example that success is 

possible without engaging the public on a massive scale. Charles Tilly’s descriptions of 

effective direct action dating to 18th century England (2008) indicate that successful 

nonviolent direct action that is less about winning over the public than it is about showing 

strength. Even so, building up popular support is essential to the long-term viability of 

political changes in a democracy (Sharp 1980, 128). Even in my example of EQAT, a 

tiny group which defies some of the principles that scholars articulate for larger social 

movements, the campaign targeting PNC’s investments in mountaintop removal would 

not likely have worked if most of the general public in its service area was actually 

actively supportive of mountaintop removal. Because direct action is typically about 

withdrawing popular support for something oppressive, Sharp calls for protestors to 

behave in a “disciplined, dignified manner in all circumstances” (1980, 137) for purposes 

of gaining legitimacy.  

While highly grounded in historical examples, Sharp’s stance is problematic 

insofar as cultural norms of discipline and dignity are embedded with issues of identity 

and hegemony. Relatedly, I have sometimes heard activists charge that nonviolent direct 

action is only for the privileged, or that lobbying a politician in the United States today 

should count as a form of civil disobedience when done by a person of color because 

even if officially sanctioned such behavior is outside of societal expectations. In fact, 

throughout the documented history of nonviolent direct action, the riskiest, edgiest 

nonviolent direct action campaigns were frequently led by people of color, women, 

people living in poverty, queer and trans people, and other marginalized groups. At the 
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same time, in cases in which white privilege would benefit a direct action campaign, so 

could harnessing classical music. 

Reducing campaigns to a common progression of strategies can be overly 

mechanistic; such strategies cannot be looked at as a common formula for victory 

(Ackerman and Kruegler 1994). Nevertheless, Ackerman and Kuregler outline twelve 

principles of strategic nonviolent conflict, which begin with formulating functional 

objectives (1994, 23). The lack of functional objectives is not a problem that is specific to 

classical music; Ackerman and Kruegler see a shortage of campaign strategy in many 

social justice organizations (1994, 24). Nevertheless, given the foundations of classical 

music, which are—as I have argued in previous chapters—especially problematic, 

approaching the idea of creating change with attention to strategy may be especially 

important. 

Just as it can serve the stages of a social movement that Moyer discusses, classical 

music can serve Ackerman and Kruegler’s principles for strategic movement 

development. For example, music can be a vehicle to mobilize funds. In September 2018, 

members of the Philadelphia Orchestra, Curtis Institute of Music, and the Daedalus 

Quartet held a benefit concert to support the ACLU along with a local campaign to such 

down an ICE detention facility near Philadelphia. In October 2017, the Dali Quartet and 

Ricardo Morales played a benefit concert for Puerto Rico relief. EQAT, among its many 

uses of music, is also planning a fundraising gala with soprano Julianne Baird. That said, 

classical music concerts are not necessarily ideal fundraising vehicles since they most 
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often need to be subsidized themselves, a paradox at play in Chapter 3 with Lang’s 

Symphony for a Broken Orchestra. 

Given that classical music is indexed with a sense of universal good virtue, one 

could imagine classical music being used especially well in an effort to alienate 

opponents from their expected bases of support, another of Ackerman and Kruegler’s 

strategic principles (1994). The indexicality of a movement’s choices of cultural symbols 

can also allow a group to articulate a nonviolent, peaceful-appearing identify for itself 

which can help make it seem less threatening to police and other authorities, ensuring the 

safety of participants and increasing its cultural capital (Smithey and Kurtz 2018).   

Classical music can be helpful at combating certain phenomena activists have 

encountered in recent years and will likely continue to encounter in the future. As of 

2018, we are currently in a moment when social justice activists are losing a lot, which 

makes it hard to have the morale to remain in a sustained campaign. Music in general can 

serve as a morale booster when facing repression and brutality. Meanwhile, in an age of 

increased repression, when activists pay attention to strategy, repression can fuel rather 

than impede a social movement because it undercuts the legitimacy of the elite (Smithey 

and Kurtz 2018). Repression can be a sign that protestors are causing a real threat to a 

regime if they continue to resist (Smithey and Kurtz 2018). In fact, social movements 

may wish to strategically increase their likelihood of encountering the paradox of 

repression. The paradox of repression is most often a result of cultural phenomena rather 

than literal political confrontation (Smithey and Kurtz 2018, 164). Repression can trigger 

deeper identification with one of the parties of a conflict (Smithey and Kurtz 2018, 165). 
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Smithey and Kurtz suggest that successful political performances “coordinate narratives 

and codes to condense meaning into symbols and narratives that are agonistic, pitting 

good against evil” (Smithey and Kurtz 2018, 167). Performance provides opportunities 

for preexisting notions of virtue to be tied to one’s movement such that repression against 

its followers will generate moral outrage. Social movements can appropriate hegemonic 

symbols to build legitimacy, even symbolic ideas such as patriotism which are often used 

to justify oppression (Smithey and Kurtz 2018, 172). In this light, although the cultural 

understanding of classical music as virtuous is racialized and deserves critique, it can 

nevertheless be strategically harnessed in situations where “speaking the language of the 

oppressor” is necessary, likely in smaller, less public-facing campaigns in particular. 

During the civil rights movement, protestors choreographed their actions to appear as 

upstanding citizens, wearing their “Sunday best” for sit-ins or marches to portray their 

respectability being violated by “white local ruffians” (Smithey and Kurtz 2018, 180).  

When authorities are seen as attacking or disrespecting widely 
shared symbols, they may mobilize people in defense of shared collective 
identities. Thus, tactics that symbolically invoke events or principles 
that are deeply embedded in collective memory and identity can 
take on an almost sacred quality and present a dilemma to authorities 
who want to repress a movement but would do so at the risk of offending 
a much larger population. (Smithey and Kurtz 2018, 176) 
 

Smithey and Kurtz observe that performances can signal shared values between 

challengers and the regime in order to make oppression less likely (2018, 178), and 

classical music would seem to have potential for such a performance. In several roleplays 

in which action groups test out an action scenario, I have observed that those who act the 

police role report feeling “disarmed” when protestors break out into peaceful song. 
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Similar uses of music took place during the civil rights movement. While more elitist, 

classical music has some of the same indexicality, such as moral virtue and peacefulness, 

as the spiritual and folk music used during the civil rights movement, and is generally 

likely to be accepted as unmenacing (Lowe 2007; Ritchey 2017). In addition, as Kramer 

observes, “people know that classical music is supposed to be listened to in a certain way, 

with a certain ritualized respect, quietly, on one’s best behavior” (2007, 210). It is not 

music that is likely to court a brutal response from officials, although if it did, the 

juxtaposition between the sonic atmosphere of the music and images of brutality would 

be striking to the general public and might result in backlash against the officials. 

Musical civil disobedience in the concert hall is plausible, as I argued in the 

previous chapter. At the same time, many critiques of ineffective direct action can also be 

applied to classical music. “Nonviolent movements have often been merely reactive, 

often relying on spontaneous mobilization and tactical countermoves rather than focusing 

on maintaining the initiative,” or on strategic planning, writes Sharp (1994, ix). There are 

a few additional shortcomings of classical music for social movements. It is not usually 

an ideal genre for mass singing or performing, though Manabe (2015) and Turino (2008) 

have noted presentational genres of music with a small group of performers and 

designated audience can also serve social movements. Perhaps a greater disadvantage 

becomes apparent when reading case studies from Moyer (2001), George Lakey (2016 & 

2018), Naomi Klein (2014), and throughout the Global Nonviolent Action Database. 

Successful campaigns require seizing the opportunities of the moment and adapting on 

the fly, a degree of spontaneity and resilience that does not come naturally to classical 
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music performance. Contemporary classical music tends to require a lot of rehearsal, 

often for a relatively short amount of music. Whether it is the Helper delivering medical 

supplies to a North Korea under siege or the Citizen refusing to give up her seat on the 

bus, it is hard to imagine a place for classical music in most of the pivotal direct actions 

of the last century of American history. 

Noise-making in general is among the less risky strategies for resistance to 

repression (Chenoweth and Stephan 2011). Ash initially privileges “genuine, 

spontaneous, popular creativity” (2009, 382), which does not sound much like classical 

music. At the same time, he argues, as does Mayer N. Zald, that the civil resistance 

leaders are engaged in acts of “political theatre,” thereby what is needed is “strategic 

dramaturgy” (Ash 2009, 384; Zald 1996). “Its objective is not to entertain, to inspire fear 

or pity, or to cause some moral reaction in its audience. Here, these effects are all means 

to another end: social and political change” (Ash 2009, 384). Ash explicitly mentions 

spectators as a role for political art, and his emphasis on goal-oriented music would seem 

to require advanced planning, which would make a pre-structured, presentational genre 

such as classical music a strong choice. Aesthetics aside, Ash’s argument values goal-

oriented art over art-for-arts-sake within arts activism. 

Rita Raley suggests that arts activism should not be measured based on whether 

or not it makes a difference in terms of “widespread media recognition, policy changes, 

and visible structural transformation” (2015, 290). Activism can instead provide just a 

“rupture, blip, or glitch into the smooth normative unfolding of the everyday, whereby 

the ordinary is estranged from and doubled back upon itself, and different practices, 



235 
 

routines, and habits are made possible” (Raley 2015, 290). Small actions that tinker at the 

margins of public discourse may have large consequences. I agree with Raley that 

successful artistic actions do not always need to “think big.” Where I diverge from Raley 

is when she suggests that this means that we do not need to think “in terms of impact and 

implications for large-scale systems” (Raley 2015, 296). While this impact may be 

abstract or minute for small actions, the examples she gives of successful activist art 

projects, which help residents gather fallen fruit or to access public lands, actually do 

have a tangible impact on structures of agriculture and landownership. Art that works 

against traditional social structures in small but tangible ways may be regarded as 

politically strategic and may ultimately support social movements; in Raley’s case the 

food justice and economic justice movements. 

There are times when classical music is not the best choice for a social movement. 

Music is generally chosen within social movements as a symbol of that movement’s 

values (MacLeod 2013; Smithey 2013), and for this classical music’s traditional 

hierarchical social values would more likely be a hindrance. Other common uses of music 

within social movements, such as reaching a less literate population (Smithey 2013; 

Bendaña Rivas 2018), would also be most likely better suited to other genres. 

In the end, perhaps the biggest obstacle to classical music’s effectiveness as 

means of political expression is neither its small audience nor its elitist connotations. 

Instead, classical music may be limited by a paralyzing aversion on the part of composers 

to communicate a message that directly “tells people what to do.” This is ironic; in his 

(1998) work on “musicking,” Small (1998) places the composer at the top of the elite 
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hierarchy; the voice that is expected to be in control. Yet many composers do not use 

their control to change the audience’s behavior or encourage them to take action in a 

specific way. In a time of political and social crisis, I would argue that composers must 

question their assumption that indirectness is the best route for music to be politically 

effective, and harness their potential power. 

 

Action Pieces 

As part of this dissertation, I composed a set of three compositions that could be 

used as direct actions. Two of the pieces in the set accommodate impromptu street-

speaking, while the third could be used as a march. Some of the text is based on poetry 

while other parts of the text are left open-ended and could be adapted to different social 

movements.  The music also references existing songs which have been used in previous 

social movements. The pieces are scored for soprano recorder, melodica, voice, and 

handheld percussion, instruments which are inexpensive, durable, portable, and fun. Each 

part may also be doubled on any other instrument in any octave. 

I mentioned the piece to individuals within two organizations to which I belong, 

EQAT and the Philadelphia chapter of Jewish Voice for Peace. Both organizations, 

especially EQAT, make some use of singing, often rooted in their respective spiritual 

traditions (Safran 2019). Both organizations also lean white and middle class, and not 

coincidentally seem to have more members who enjoy classical music than the general 

public. I was surprised by the enthusiasm my concept received from individuals within 

those groups, including from sociologists Lee Smithey and George Lakey who are cited 
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above. We as musicologists and composers might do well to remember that the doubts 

we may feel and issues I have pointed out here regarding classical music’s position 

within social movements do not necessarily reflect the reception of classical music 

among a general public or even among social movement leaders. Instead, social 

movement leaders are often eager for new ways to use music while white middle-class 

social movement leaders in particular may be likely in particular to implicitly perceive 

classical music as virtuous. 

I describe here my experience organizing a performance of one the pieces I 

composed, not to suggest in any way that it represents an ideal model for politically 

oriented classical music, but to highlight and reflect upon the potential and challenges of 

one strategy that composers might use. The scores of all three pieces in the set are 

included in the appendix along with detailed background and logistical notes; the 

performance was of “Action Piece #3,” the simplest aesthetically. Running less than 5 

minutes, this piece has a steady 4/4 pulse throughout with idiomatic, straight-forward 

writing for each part. The “concert” was held in April 2018 inside the headquarters of 

utility company PECO in support of EQAT’s campaign for PECO to substantially 

increase its commitment to local jobs and renewable energy. Such a win is both realistic 

and would be tangibly helpful to local struggles for environmental and economic justice 

(Safran 2019). 

I held the background role of “action lead,” keeping a birds-eye-view of the 

performance. A fellow PhD student in music conducted, while an EQAT staff person 

served as security liaison. The performers were an intergenerational mix of music 
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students at Temple University and members of EQAT. Two other friends helped me craft 

a system of portable music stands made of cardboard and string with the reverse side of 

each stand serving as a protest sign (see figure 7).  

 

 

Figure 7. Performing “Action Piece #3” in April 2018 at the PECO Building in 
Philadelphia. Photo by Rachael Warriner. 

 

I do not consider myself an expert organizer, but I was very pleased with the 

crowd of twenty musicians plus a few spectators, not including about a half-dozen other 

musicians who initially RSVP-ed but were not able to make it. We had to time the 

performance for when the PECO building was open, which meant a weekday daytime 

concert. It also turned out that several “new music” events were taking place that week, 

including a Philadelphia Orchestra concert with a world premiere that was met with a 
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protest of the Orchestra’s upcoming concerts in Israel (referenced in Chapter 1) during a 

matinee performance the same day as my premiere.  

Usually direct actions are planned by the team of people, but I bottom-lined most 

of the planning on my own, which was somewhat stressful. On the one hand, the amount 

of planning required for a relatively small, simple action was enormous. On the other 

hand, the amount of planning required for an ensemble concert in an unusual venue was 

probably not out of the ordinary at all. As mentioned above, the amount of planning that 

typically goes into a classical concert would be a downside for protestors considering 

using classical music. On the other hand, if dedicated classical musicians who were 

already planning a complex performance wish to use their music as a protest, this shows 

that it is certainly possible for them to do so. 

In my mind, it was “serious” project—part of my dissertation—and I assumed 

that if musicians said they would be able to make it, they would be there. As it turned out, 

I may not have clearly communicated this expectation. A number of musicians who had 

committed to being at the performance canceled, some for serious reasons such as a 

family emergency but others for somewhat less valid reasons, such as rehearsing another 

student’s composition for a different concert. The social context of the piece was 

probably so different from that with which musicians normally engage that their typical 

expectations for being a musician did not carry over to the event. The fact that they were 

not paid—I would not want to reinforce the “paid protestor” myth anyway16—may have 

                                                           
16 While there are examples of institutions hiring “protestors” on their behalf, 

President Trump has also claimed without evidence that protests against him since his 
election were paid for by George Soros and other liberal billionaires (Koren 2018). 
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underscored to the musicians that this should not be treated as a “real performance.” On 

the other hand, activists may not have realized that “performer” was just as essential an 

action role as police liaison or marshal. 

In a moment of panic, I invited people two days before the concert to sight-read 

during the performance. Undoubtedly this had a negative impact on the aesthetic quality 

of the performance, though it did allow more people to get involved. I do not believe that 

this is a foregone result. I think it is possible that I could have communicated my 

expectations better. Also, with the exception of needing one more melodica for balance, 

we would have been fine with the smaller number of musicians. I had assumed that any 

reasonably competent pianist would be comfortable and willing to try melodica; this too 

was not always true. I think it was a matter of chance and perhaps lack of confidence 

among musicians that basic piano skills would easily transfer to melodica. 

As with Lang’s Symphony for a Broken Orchestra, the open instrumentation 

meant that the parts were better for some instruments who were doubling than for others. 

However, one of my favorite pieces of feedback was that the hard-to-place-ness in terms 

of genre and unpredictability of sound relative to most protest music may have been a 

source for further disorientation for PECO employees and security. According to the 

police liaison, the security personnel did seem somewhat disoriented.  

The ability to improvise length would be helpful since the optimal timing for a 

given action is unpredictable. In this case, we simply played the piece twice as the police 

had not yet arrived when the piece was over, and we felt that we wanted to spend longer 
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in the building. The other two pieces in the set have sections in which performers can 

street-speak over a drone, thereby allowing for improvisation of length. 

When I listened to the recording, I wondered if I should have tried to get the 

trained singers to be in the front. Also, due to volume of the tenor saxes and trombone, 

the piece sounded somewhat marching-band-like, which made me unsure about hearing it 

as “classical music.” This dilemma was the same that would have faced Found Sound 

Nation when deciding how to mic Symphony for a Broken Orchestra. Having only 

trained singers and a better blend of timbre would have changed this a lot. Was it 

sufficiently different from “normal” protest music to be worth it, given the preparation 

required? The sound in the recording was much less curated compared to Lang’s open 

instrumentation in Symphony for a Broken Orchestra, yet after listening many times I 

have mostly convinced myself that this is “acceptable classical music” that demonstrates 

effective use of a variety of compositional techniques. The diatonic but post-tonal writing 

is fairly similar to my normal style, but with more aleatoric and otherwise open-ended 

details, and with a somewhat lower concentration of accidentals and uneven rhythms that 

does not detract from the music even if it makes it look less impressive on the page. 

The structure of the piece required ceding a lot of control and leaving more details 

up to fate. By luck we were able to enter the lobby unimpeded to perform the piece 

inside, ideal for acoustics, but we would have had to accept if PECO had managed to 

block our entry, adapt the action design to work outside, and claim it as a win. That said, 

one could critique that power was still solidified in the hands of the composer and 

conductor and argue that this is a fundamentally undemocratic structure. However, as 



242 
 

Andrew Cornell notes (2011), some degree of designated leadership is a necessary part of 

a social movement. 

I was surprised how enthusiastic EQAT members were about the action. 

Ironically, those who helped and participated in the performance often seemed to do so 

out of a sense of an innate “power of music” of which this dissertation has expressed 

skepticism. “Music and musicianship is what's going to make protests work and be the 

river by which the change we want in the world flows in on,” wrote a friend who kindly 

loaned melodicas for the performance. While this may be an overstatement, it was nice to 

have musicians involved, simply as another group of people to add to the campaign. 

The music students were impressed by the musicality of the EQAT-ers. I was 

surprised that the music students never expressed fear about engaging in direct action, or 

worried about interacting with PECO employees or security. One musician joked about 

getting arrested, but he seemed comfortable and not actually fearful. I was waiting for a 

musician to ask how to respond in the unlikely event they were approached a security 

guard or police officer. Since no one ever asked while we were planning for the action, I 

decided not to bring it up to the action participants at all. In retrospect this might have 

been a mistake as a PECO official approached my adviser who was standing off to the 

side during the concert, but he handled the encounter graciously. PECO did call the 

police, which shows that they were disturbed by the performance and suggests that the 

action was a success, though we had time to play twice before they arrived. 

There were few spectators from PECO. However, the leader of the Philadelphia 

chapter of 350.org was in attendance and expressed interest in using the piece in their 



243 
 

campaign targeting the public transit authority’s construction of new natural gas power 

plants in highly polluted low income, people-of-color neighborhoods to power their 

electric trains. Since the public transit system has several spaces with far more people 

than the PECO lobby, including some that are very acoustically interesting, the piece 

could work well there. On the other hand, since there are already occasional subway 

performers in some stations, the piece might feel less disruptive or non-institutionalized 

depending on the space. The issue of spontaneity came up when the 350 Philly leader 

asked me a week before a different environmental justice action if I could organize some 

simple music for it, and I led a traditional protest song instead of my own piece; the 

timeline required for planning classical musicking is too long to meet the needs of most 

nonviolent direct action movements in this way. In 2018, I am afraid I stalled slightly in 

planning the transit system Action Piece performance while prioritizing finishing this 

dissertation, perhaps breaking my promise to myself not to become the kind of 

academic—or composer—who writes about social justice at the expense of actually 

doing it. When I came back to the idea, the transit system had moved ahead with natural 

gas plant construction, and 350 Philly was past the point in their campaign’s strategic arc 

where they felt the performance made the most sense, although they are still interested in 

it for a future campaign. When using classical music as direct action, escaping from the 

practical time and logistical constraints of the genre may be both trickier and more 

important than escaping from the aesthetics of the genre. Lakey cautions that activists 

should be careful that engagement with the public does not become an energy drain 

(2016). Music is most often used as a strategy for engaging a public, and classical music 
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does require a lot of time and energy. For that reason, this composition, and frankly the 

premise of this chapter, is more for musicians looking to engage in activism than the 

other way around. On the other hand, hopefully participants would feel energized by the 

experience. 

Overall, I think the performance was a success. It supported EQAT’s campaign by 

getting new people involved in direct action and keeping PECO on its toes. It was a lot of 

fun for both musicians and activists as both an action and a piece of music. There is a part 

of me that does not feel that such a performance could ever really be appropriate to 

respond to the horrors of today’s world. I find solace in the Facebook comment of a 

former EQAT staff member: 

The wisdom of EQAT (et al) is that I need to find my place in the work 
and stay focused, find the pressure points and lean in to them. My heart 
wants the abolition of the US empire, and the colonialist states…I want to 
wrap my arms around each and every child who have been torn from their 
parents. I want to pull down the razor wire and reunite each family. And I 
struggle to find "that of God" in those who are creating and enacting these 
policies, knowing that they are not the first, nor the last, to do so. Let's feel 
the depth of the horror together without giving in to it. Let's find paths 
forward together without simply falling into past solutions that don't 
change the underlying frameworks (June 19, 2018). 

So might be the wisdom and potential of composers finding ways of using their music to 

support a strategic campaign within a social movement. 

 

Prefigurative Music 

While I advocate for strategic nonviolent action campaigns to create social 

change, music that does not support any such campaign or explicitly advocate for a social 

cause can still be politically strategic. Music for music’s sake can be socially valuable at 
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certain times. As Sharp observes, not only do our societies fail to meet our basic needs, 

but these are defined too narrowly. “We need joys, relaxation, creativity, opportunities to 

grow and change, and to satisfy our curiosities as we seek new knowledge, insights, and 

truths” (Sharp 1980, 311). When contemporary classical music is able to provide such 

things, it may be seen as responding to a human need. If the ideal world we seek is one 

full of music and art, then by nature the creation of music and art is, indeed, a politically 

useful act. 

The creation of music that meets the needs of the world we want to live in could 

be seen an act of prefigurative politics. A facet of anarchist thought in particular, 

prefigurative politics refers to an immediate shift into acting in a way that reflects the 

world we want to live in; a rejection of the notion that “the ends justify the means.” As 

Gordon argues, prefigurative politics means avoiding a discourse of futurity, focusing on 

the present instead of on a revolution which we will not live to see. Prefigurative politics 

can also serve as a cover for the hopelessness of revolutionary accomplishment (Gordon 

2018).  

The idea of music having the potential to function prefiguratively could perhaps 

be put in dialogue with Attali’s idea of music as prophetically oriented toward the future 

(1985). Yet just like a direct action campaign, effective prefigurative politics must 

actively oppose social domination. Otherwise, it would be easy to fall into a “retreat into 

the self-limiting lifestyle politics of community gardening and the like [which] offers 

little more than personal solace” (Carroll 2016, 6). Which is not to say one should not 

garden, or spend time in the world of non-strategic classical music, for that matter. 



246 
 

Anarchist historian Andrew Cornell argues that “when creative radical projects aren’t 

aimed at movement building, they can end up functioning more like clubhouses for self-

selecting radicals, and can appear as irrelevant or off-putting to people whom organizers 

would like to become more politically active” (2011, 162). This is especially applicable 

to classical concert music because it tends to have an exclusive, niche nature by default. 

In his his work on mid-twentieth century Philadelphia-based anarchist Movement for a 

New Society, hereafter MNS, Cornell sees “political potential of long-term organizations 

that actively oppose all forms of social domination through a delicate balance of strategic 

organizing campaigns and prefigurative activity” (2011, 159). Like Sharp, Cornell rejects 

the idea that “humans’ inherently altruistic and cooperative natures would flower once 

oppressive institutions were eliminated” and that one could simply “prompt a mass 

insurrection to topple the existing order, and the rest would follow” (2011, 158). MNS 

recognized that new institutions would need to be ready for the power vacuum when an 

insurrection occurred. Yet as time went on, MNS focused on the creation of these 

prefigurative alternative institutions at the expense of mobilizing the community for 

social change (Cornell 2011). Today, some of these institutions live on though MNS 

itself does not. For example, the food co-op they started, of which I am a member, now 

serves a predominantly white middle class population in a rapidly gentrifying 

neighborhood. 

Carter asserts that the construction of alternative institutions can be a form of 

direct action (Carter 2005, 5). However, Cornell distinguishes between “alternative 

institutions” and “counter-institutions,” arguing that only the latter has strategic value and 



247 
 

that neither can replace organized direct action campaigns. Cornell sees the institutions 

left behind by MNS as alternative institutions rather than counterinstitutions because they 

do not pose a threat to oppressive social relations and may even bolster them. “Effective 

counterinstitutions…have the potential to demonstrate concrete benefits of the work 

undertaken by the radicals who launch them, helping to legitimize their ideas and 

beliefs…Additionally, some counterinstitutions, such as collective households, can 

reduce living expenses and time devoted to wage labor, freeing up time for radicals to 

commit to organizing campaigns” (Cornell, 2011, 161). Prefigurative counterinstitutions 

also allow for radicals to develop better ways of responding to the needs that are 

currently in the hands of for-profit and state enterprises, “reducing reliance of them and 

draining them of their legitimacy” (Cornell 2011, 161). Such institutions must actually 

delegitimize rather than uphold social hierarchies. 

Although a music composition itself is not an institution, a similar logic can be 

applied to political music, assuming we deconstruct the idea of a fixed “work” that exists 

in isolation. As shown in the previous chapter in the case of Hannibal’s One Land, One 

River, One People, which was not part of a campaign but which I argued was 

nevertheless effective, a composition can substantially alter the space in which musicking 

is occurring. William Carroll argues that “the tightly scripted programming of neoliberal 

capitalism positions us as consumers in a hypermarket in which money talks. For those 

with funds or credit, the program offers a seductive formula for ‘amusing ourselves to 

death’[…]. For the majority world, […] little more than precarity and immiseration” 

(2016, 1). By default, classical music plays into the amusement of the former group. To 
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be effective as prefigurative music, I would argue that a piece must not merely provide an 

alternative to an existing, established practice of musicking but actually run counter to it, 

like One Land, One River, One People. Prefigurative music should seek to dismantle 

hierarchy. One Land, One River, One People does this very effectively, but this required 

substantial subversion of classical music norms. The creation of counterhegemonic music 

might be regarded as a prefigurative activity if it creates needed joy and improves quality 

of life for those engaged in struggles for justice.  

While I have argued above that the social meaning of classical music may be 

strategic for social movements’ interactions with elite powerholders, that same social 

meaning means that such music is not by default the ideal mode for prefigurative quality-

of-life oriented political work. Creation and destruction are both part of social change 

(Cornell 2011), and music may be more obviously a creative force than a destructive one. 

However, due to its indexicality, the destructive capability of classical music may offer 

more potential more than its creative ability for promotion of social justice. 

One could argue that prefigurative music should simply be any music that 

enhances the well-being of its creators. Many activists and scholars have noted that self-

care can be radical action with proper attention to structures of power (Mountz et al. 

2015; Ahmed 2014). Audre Lorde famously writes that “caring for myself is not self-

indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare” (1988, 132). 

Contemporary classical musicking may promote the well-being of some who do it; it 

does for me. Classical music in general has a lack of immediacy of interpretation; a 

slowed-down pace. Contemporary classical music requires some reflection and deep 



249 
 

listening. Because classical concert music demands respect in the form of quiet 

contemplation, it invites a type of listening that removes musicians and audiences from 

their everyday lives (Kramer 2007). This may be part of the reason why composers such 

as Lang are reluctant to put it to a strictly utilitarian, blatantly political purpose. Even so, 

classical music can function as a radical alternative to neoliberal life, with its slower pace 

offering “a more sensuous path” than the “grim austerity” of daily life (Mountz et al. 

2015, 1246). 

Yet power structures do matter. Sara Ahmed argues that “selfcare is warfare” 

when systems of power mean that one’s self is not supposed to be cared for. “When a 

whole world is organized to promote your survival, from health to education, from the 

walls designed to keep your residence safe, from the paths that ease your travel, you do 

not have become so inventive to survive” (Ahmed 2014).  In earlier chapters, I accepted 

that solidarity may be more important than diversity for classical music. But in this case, 

the radical potential of self-care is limited if the music is intended to nurture 

predominantly the most privileged members of the public. I recognize that everyone 

deserves self-care, privilege and identity aside, and also that there are individuals with a 

range of identities who listen to classical music. I have met a range of people with 

beautiful stories to tell about how classical music has brought peace and joy to their 

turbulent lives, and I do not by any means wish to minimize this. This is one reasons why 

I would not argue that all music needs to be politically strategic to begin with. Exposure 

to art can serve either to help socialize people to exist within the status quo, helping them 

cope, or it can encourage questioning of the status quo (Mattern and Love 2013). While 
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both are valid—we deserve to be able to cope—, music becomes prefigurative when it 

enables the latter, challenging the conditions by which it is able to exist and nurture. 

Much like Rosenthal and Flacks (2011), I am distinguishing between music being 

valuable to people individually, as any piece of music might be, and music promoting 

systemic change. 

Comparing compositions to prefigurative institutions could also be helpful in 

thinking through the identity issues touched upon in the discussion of Cacioppo’s Hail to 

the Chief. “Organizations and social milieus that desire social justice remain more 

racially and class divided than many of us wish they were,” notes Cornell (2011, 178). “It 

is not that people of color, or working-class people, are automatically more radical or 

born with a perfect knowledge of what to do, strategically, in a given moment. 

Nevertheless, history shows that whenever people with some kind of privilege seek to 

change things for the better, supposedly for everyone, without the active involvement of 

those with less privilege, the latter’s conditions and concerns are nearly always 

neglected—and often made worse” (Cornell 2011, 179). The mantra of “never about us, 

without us” can inform our analysis of some of the less satisfying aspects of the 

experience performing in Symphony for a Broken Orchestra I described in Chapter 3. 

This is part of the idea of prefigurative music; if we want a musical culture that reflects 

our political ideals, we must build an anti-racist music. However, Cornell also notes that 

this line of thinking does not always enhance social movements. “The current moment is 

one in which we need as many radical (and progressive) political organizations, efforts, 

and organizers as we can get…There is much that can be accomplished by white and 
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mainly white political groups, assuming they recognize antiracism as a principle, and 

work to develop antiracist consciousness, analysis, and multiracial alliances” (Cornell 

2011, 180). MNS dissolved in part over internal dissatisfaction with its inability to 

become a multiracial organization. Such counterinstitutions, and musical spaces, will 

generally remain predominantly white when implemented without a concerted effort to 

change, and even then, efforts to promote diversity may not be enough to produce the 

desired result. While trying to demonstrate a better world through music, one can 

inadvertently create barriers. The point of solidarity work “is not that radicals with some 

form of privilege should always take directions or await requests for help from those on 

the other side of that hierarchy. Rather, those committed to change need to be humble and 

learn about the ways that other people are struggling, to do what it takes to build the 

personal bonds on which strong social movements arise” (Cornell 2011, 184). 

While comparing music to counterinstitutions may be helpful for considering 

identity issues, attention to social movement strategy does not fully address the identity 

issues found in contemporary classical music. As in classical music, the majority of 

academic literature on social movements seems to be by white men. This is not the case 

of nonviolent action itself, which is often led by people of color. For example, King notes 

that Arab women have been at the forefront of nonviolent action over the past century 

(2011). The abundance of military analogies, the universal use of “he” as generic 

personal pronoun, and relatively minimal attention to identity issues found in the work of  

Sharp (1973, 1980 & 1994), who is also the basis for much of the other work on social 

movement strategy I have cited, is worth challenging. Thus academic writing on social 
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movement strategy may be seen as having the same problem with “the master’s tools” as 

politically oriented classical music. Further consideration of this would be essential to 

attaining a complete understanding of politically strategic uses of music. 

There are still more useful parallels between social movements and prefigurative 

institutions and classical music spaces. Social movements face pressure to behave in a 

way that conforms to norms of leadership and centralized accountability, are faced with 

uneven power dynamics among members, and often replicate hierarchy. There is a 

tendency that as organizations grow their bureaucracy will grow as well. Classical 

concert music performances will also reproduce the genre’s hierarchies unless one 

explicitly takes non-normative action to prevent this from being the case. Changing one’s 

social or organizational structures in order to be more liberating is not without 

drawbacks. MNS’ use of consensus led to building trust and common political 

perspective among members, yet also likely contributed to its ultimate downfall (Cornell 

2011). According to members whom Cornell interviewed, it was helpful for some types 

of decision-making and not for others. Despite the claims of being leaderless, certain 

people still were de-facto leaders, with less accountability and less appreciation. 

Benjamin Court identifies the same problem with Cornelius Cardew’s “scratch orchestra” 

(2017), the experimental musical ensemble in the 20th century, which could also be seen 

as form of prefigurative music-making. Some division of labor and established roles were 

necessary for MNS, but Cornell leaves unanswered precisely how such roles should be 

ideally constituted within a social movement. Delegated authority that avoids 
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reproducing social hierarchies along identity lines can prevent unintentional coercive 

hierarchy in decentralized groups (Cornell 2011, 176). 

Cornell argues that while prefiguration is important, it must not “prevent us from 

clearly distinguishing between different forms of action and the value we believe they 

hold” (2011, 160). MNS also recognized the power of direct action, yet sought to do 

organizing and action in a way that did not replicate authoritarian structures. 

Prefigurative work also includes building nonauthoritarian social relationships and non-

instrumental organizing, in the sense of not seeing people as commodities, in one’s 

activism. As Cornell concludes, we need both campaigns and counterinstitutions. Concert 

music can be strategic if it either serves a campaign or turns the concert hall into a 

counterinstitution. 

Mark Mattern and Nancy Love distinguish between a “community-driven” and 

“elites-driven” approach to making change through arts and culture (2013). The elites 

driven approach is driven by public figures or institutions to celebrate a city or region and 

promote growth, and is organized top-down. Backers see the benefits as “audience 

development” in the form of exposure to “high art,” especially for youth, or 

beautification of parts of the community that were once blighted (Mattern and Love 2013, 

341). However, such art can perpetuate the dominance of existing power structures, such 

as the financial institutions that often fund such art. Elites-driven art “legitimizes existing 

power structures by beautifying them and giving them the respectability accorded to arts 

patrons in dominant western culture” (Mattern and Love 2013, 342). Instead, community 

arts “seek to face reality and change it” (Mattern and Love 2013, 343) and are 
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collaborative rather than top-down. Mattern and Love acknowledge that there can be 

overlap between the approaches, but see community art as the one that will prefigure a 

better society. Concerningly, Mattern and Love also see a correspondence between 

community versus elites-driven art and aesthetic sensibility in a way that would clearly 

push most classical music, which they do not discuss in particular, onto the side of the 

latter. 

Elites-driven art generally incorporates a commitment to formal aesthetics, 
marked…by commitments to detached observations of art objects and events; 
formal analysis of art forms viewed as autonomous from a social context; and 
rejection of popular forms of arts and culture as legitimate art. Community arts 
embrace a performative aesthetics marked by a more dynamic, inclusive 
understanding of arts and culture; greater emphasis on the importance of affective 
engagement with an art form; the artist’s and the art form’s deep links to, and 
engagement with, a social context; and an understand of audiences as direct 
participants in the process of creation (Mattern and Love 2013, 347). 
  

By default, classical music would be seen as elites-driven, and this may be an 

impediment to its prefigurative potential. Yet Symphony for a Broken Orchestra 

exemplifies the way this distinction is not clear-cut. The piece involved collaborations 

among many constituencies throughout the city in a participatory and inclusive manner, 

facets of community art. Public school music teachers were heavily involved. 

Nevertheless, it was largely led top-down. Instead of placing a “shiny veneer” over 

problems as elites-driven art tends to do (Mattern and Love 2013, 342), the piece’s 

aesthetic instead highlights the disrepair. Still, as I argued in Chapter 3, this celebration 

of brokenness may be situated within neoliberalism and may not make the piece more 

socially just. The piece did not promote gentrification, a common impact of elites-driven 

art projects discussed by Mattern and Love. But in some ways, I argued, the piece 
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contributed to the exclusion of marginalized populations and maintained normative White 

supremacy. 

Carroll argues generally that the institutions which are creating alternative 

knowledge and new counterhegemonic systems are built by the subaltern (2016). Cornel 

West remarks that the most unfree people in America have creates the freest art forms 

(2004, 216). West connects political freedom with the aesthetic, suggesting what could be 

interpreted as a sort of prefigurative music. “And if we lose our precious democratic 

experiment, let it be said that we went down swinging like Ella Fitzgerald and 

Muhammad Ali—with style, grace, and a smile that signifies that the seeds of democracy 

matters will flower and flourish somewhere and somehow and remember our gallant 

efforts,” West concludes (2004, 218). Where does this leave classical music? King notes 

that coming from an elite background can be helpful to leaders of nonviolent movements 

to maintain legitimacy (2007, 171), but she is not concerned with prefigurative action 

specifically. The possibility of works like One Land, One River, One People suggests that 

despite classical music’s own elite standing, it need not only be involved in projects that 

maintain the standing of the elite, even when not tapping into a specific campaign. 

In a 1970 manifesto, Jerry Rubin is much more skeptical about the idea of 

prefigurative performing arts. 

Revolution-in-the-auditorium is a contradiction. We get pissed when our 
revolution energy is wasted with a play that is defined by walls and exit doors, by 
starting and ending times, by ticket prices. 
 
The only role of theater is to take people out of the auditorium and into the streets. 
The role of the revolutionary theater group is to make the revolution. (1970, 133) 
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While not related to classical music specifically, this manifesto might be read as rejecting 

the “museum” idea that is ascribed to classical music by J. Peter Burkholder (1983). But 

if new classical music can be more than such a museum piece, then it can take people 

“into the streets.” To do so would require a concerted focus on political strategy, and a 

willingness to “be political” openly. 

 Radical puppeteer Morgan Andrews also critiques traditional high-culture 

performance, seeing it not only as too small in the audience it attracts but too averse to 

risk, resulting in “predictable, rehashed entertainment” opposed to truly radical art (2007, 

183). In contrast to cultural analyses from earlier generations from the likes of Adorno 

([1941] 2002) or Benjamin ([1935] 1969), to Rubin and Andrews it is high art, not 

reproducible mass art, that is predictable and placating to the masses and valueless to 

radical anti-capitalist politics. However, activist Cindy Milstein notes that vernacular 

mass art can also be predictable and dull. “Beyond the issue of who makes works of art, 

why can’t art made by anti-authoritarians be provocative, thoughtful, innovative—and 

even composed of materials that can’t be found in a dumpster?” (Milstein 2007, 297). 

The D-I-Y “low culture” aesthetic of much activist art often merely mirrors the present 

social conditions, rather than pointing to something more beautiful, argues Milstein. 

Personally, I absolutely love Andrews’ low-culture-aesthetic puppet shows, and could not 

recommend them strongly enough,17 and I also love traditional high-culture-aesthetic 

classical music. If we agree with Milstein’s concern about the “Wal-Martization of 

resistance art” (2007, 300), activist classical music can offer an alternative. To do so, it 

                                                           
17 Disclosure: I lived in Andrews’ apartment living room for two weeks in 2012. 



257 
 

would have to transcend both high-art and mass-art aesthetics, and neither be 

aesthetically oriented toward fetishizing deterioration and garbage nor toward oppression 

and imperialism. It would have to envision the “not yet existent,” the prefigurative power 

of music. Milstein offers several examples of artists, such as Banksy, who she finds 

startle people out of their everyday experiences and gesture toward something greater 

(2007). I agree with Milstein that activist art ought to push people out of their everyday 

experiences, and I am not convinced that this requires any aesthetic in particular, or that it 

cannot be accomplished with everyday materials. Which genre of music is politically 

valuable for a social movement will depend largely on the campaign, specific action, and 

how it is to be used. Some good news for composers is that from the five pieces studied 

in depth in the preceding chapters there is no evidence that “dumbing down” one’s 

aesthetic is strategic, or that the structural complexity of classical music is a limiting 

factor. Many of my observations of the Lang, a highly complex dissonant work for four 

hundred players that was enthusiastically received by a broad audience, were similar to 

my observations of the Einaudi, a structurally straight-forward piano piece. While the 

aesthetics of each piece contributed to my reception of them based on my personal taste, 

they did not on their own make the experiences of each music politically valuable or not. 

As shown by the aftermath of the Arab Spring, exit from oppression without a 

plan for what comes next is not enough. Sharp observes that throughout history 

revolution is frequently followed by new regimes worse than the ones before (1980). 

Therefore, the development of prefigurative counterinstitutions is essential. If art and 

music should be considered a basic human need, so is the creation of prefigurative music. 
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Toward a Goal-Oriented Music 

Composers concerned with using their music to create social change could benefit 

from adopting a critical, strategic, goal-oriented methodology to their music-making. 

Models already exist for goal-setting in social movements. I will conclude this study by 

offering two possible models. One is the SMART goals framework, whose many 

common uses include strategic action planning. The other is the mediator/moderator 

model used within music therapy.  

While its origin is contested (Brown, Leonard, and Arthur-Kelly 2016), the 

framework of SMART goals is frequently used by social movements, along with various 

types of organizations and institutions. Within academia, SMART goals may be familiar 

due to their use in pedagogical goal setting (O’Neill 2006; Tichelaar et al. 2016; Brown, 

Leonard, and Arthur-Kelly 2016), the rationale being that starting with such goals would 

improve the possibility of meaningful student outcomes. In an online resource from 

Training for Change (Hunter, Whelan, and LaRocca n.d.), an organization that offers 

training for activists and organizers, the acronym SMART is explained “Sequential, 

Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and Time-Specific,” but this acronym is not fixed. 

These “T” might also be “targeted,” the “S” might also be “specific,” and “R” might be 

relevant. The notion of “realistic” goal-setting might be helpful to pair with Tilly’s work 

on “political opportunity structures,” in which he notes that one of the significant impacts 

a campaign can have would be to change what is realistic as it goes (2008). 
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Using SMART goals as a methodology for music composition or analysis may 

seem terribly banal, yet its clearness is appealing, with a utilitarian value similar to 

Pedelty’s appraisal of music by environmental impact (2012). To take Lang’s Symphony 

for a Broken Orchestra and use the acronym as described by Training for Change: Fixing 

the school district’s broken instruments was a measurable goal that turned out to be 

achievable and realistic as well. There was a plan to accomplish the goal in a specific 

timeframe, and sequential steps for recruitment, rehearsal, and fundraising to support that 

plan. The instrument repair goal satisfied “SMART” criteria. In contrast, the goal of 

“bringing together the city through music” does not really satisfy any of the letters. But 

suppose we change the “R” to “relevant.” Fixing the instruments was relevant in that it 

mattered a great deal to the school district students and teachers. But in media coverage, 

there was an evident desire to try to ascribe more than just instrument repair to the piece 

in order for it to be relevant as a major news story. 

If a piece supports an ongoing campaign, it would still need its own goals around 

what it would bring to the campaign. The performance of “Action Piece #3” in the PECO 

lobby had some specific goals of how it would support EQAT’s Power Local Green Jobs 

campaign, a campaign with its own set of overall goals. The performance would get new 

people involved—although if I were really being specific, I should have identified a 

minimum number of musicians new to the campaign that I wanted to get involved against 

which success could be measured—and it would create an unwelcome situation for 

PECO, measured by their decision to call the police or block the doors. 
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 SMART goals are not the only way by which to measure goal-oriented music. If 

composers do become more concerned with goal-oriented music, we would be remiss to 

overlook a branch of music studies which has by definition always been concerned with 

promoting well-being in a specific, goal-oriented manner: the field of music therapy. One 

framework used in that field which would have potential for goal-oriented composers 

would be the mediator-moderator model. This model is described by Alan Kazdin, who 

argues that practitioners need evidence-based explanations for how and why their 

interventions produce change (2007). The mediator is the theoretical pathway being 

addressed. The therapist, or in this case the composer, would create an intervention, 

which in this case would take the form of a music composition, based on the mediator. 

The moderators would be context surrounding the intervention that could potentially be 

limiting factors, while the composition would be the mechanism of change.  

This would be a radically different way of approaching composition, and it may 

not be advisable in all circumstances. Insights from disability studies remind us not to 

pursue change-making or repair uncritically. Following the methodologies of a field that 

often engages in pathologizing theories of difference may be a danger. In his 

ethnomusicological work on neurodiverse populations, Michael Bakan privileges the 

relativistic epistemological orientations of ethnomusicology over those of the scientific 

and medical orientations that often underly music therapy (2015b, 133).  That said, 

ethnomusicologists are not the only ones who can discuss music in neurodiverse 

populations in a non-pathologizing way and it would be a mistake for composers to avoid 

seeking models of other disciplines. Boston’s Higashi school offers a chorus and jazz 
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band that is both goal-oriented and non-pathological; a quote on its website asserts that 

“music is a subject which affords the child with autism parity with typical children” 

(Boston Higashi school n.d.). Community-oriented and resource-oriented music 

therapists focus on resources and strengths rather than deficits with attention to social 

context, while rejecting a healthy/ill dichotomy and seeing the client as an empowered 

collaborator (Schwabe 2005; O’Grady & McFerran 2006; Gold et al. 2005; Potvin et al 

2018; Economos, O’Keefe, and Schwantes 2007; Ruud 2006). 

I conclude by offering a fictitious example of using a mediator-moderator model 

for goal-oriented music making. In my narrative below, the composer takes some 

enormous risks, and engages in actions that would be wildly unrealistic for some 

composers. This specific action may have limited replicability, and I gloss over some 

logistical issues that would have to be fleshed out during a planning process based on the 

particular circumstances. With that said, the point I wish to highlight is that she 

strategically designs her musical action based on mediating pathways with consideration 

of moderating factors. 

An established composer in the United States with tenure at the local university is 

upset that across her city, people who had escaped from life-threatening circumstances 

and raised families in the region for decades were being deported by Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement (ICE). She knows this has been going on for years, but one 

morning she awakes to learn that her next-door neighbor, with whom she had become 

friends and would sit on the porch and talk music and food and politics, had been 

detained in the middle of the night with his two small children. They are later deported.  
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For the next several days, she is almost paralyzed by the fear and pain and rage 

and sorrow building in the pit of her stomach. She tries composing as a form of catharsis, 

and it helps maybe a little. But as soon as she feels able to act and think again, while still 

holding on to the righteous anger, she knows she needs to find a way to address this 

atrocity. Having read, by chance, a bit of Gene Sharp, our composer follows the theory 

that sustained campaigns are the way to create change; this is her first mediating 

pathway. She finds a local group that has been pressuring city council to let the city’s 

contracts with ICE expire. Their proposal seems popular with residents, has been 

successful in other cities, and could make a real difference, as it would end ICE’s access 

to local government databases that can be used to help identify undocumented 

immigrants. The group has planned a six-month strategic arc, in which they hope to meet 

with city officials, mobilize the public, and organize a small march. In fact, the campaign 

leaders used SMART-goal-setting among other techniques when they were coming up 

with their campaign. However, they have been struggling to get much attention from city 

council and from the public at large. The city’s relatively small size, out-of-the-way 

location, and limited transportation options are not conducive to organizing a march of 

thousands of people; these factors are moderators. Even more moderating factors are the 

small group size, limited interest from the media, unavailability of councilors to meet 

with the group and unwillingness to discuss their demand, and—on top of all of that—a 

power-hungry head of security at city hall who is quick to order the arrest of anyone who 

speaks out of turn at city council hearings. The city councilors’ disinterest and 

unavailability are somewhat surprising for this fairly small city; after all, it is a college 
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town with a progressive reputation. Because of the notorious head of security, the 

group’s leaders have been afraid to challenge councilors directly, especially knowing 

that some of its members are undocumented themselves and are assumed by leaders to be 

reluctant to risk arrest. Using classical music is not our composer’s first thought; she 

knows better than to retreat to her music as a response to oppression and evil in and of 

itself. But as time goes on, the campaign is looking for a new tactic. Not much seems to 

be happening. One councilor wrote a letter to the group, not responding to their demand 

but promoting a city-sponsored “unity concert” with music from immigrant communities; 

some group members suggest our composer try to get involved in the effort but she 

demurs, seeing this elites-driven form of community art as a distraction from the systemic 

changes that need to occur (Mattern and Love 2013). At this point, she has been part of 

the organization for almost a year, and she feels confident enough to take a significant 

risk to support the campaign’s escalation. She feels that the small march was only for 

venting. She also knows from conversations that a number of members in the group 

would be actually more willing to take risks than the group’s leaders realize. 

Being familiar with the general idea of the paradox of repression, her next 

mediating pathways are that that courting repression can help a social movement gain 

momentum, and that using symbols that signal shared values while courting repression 

can help build support (Smithey and Kurtz 2018). She composes a piece that incorporates 

the national anthem in quodlibet with a tune she learned from her former neighbor from 

his country of origin. While composers may not typically be known for their adept social 

skills, she tries her best—she has organized concerts before—and surprises herself to 
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find that she has some success as a social movement organizer. In particular, she recruits 

a couple of friends who are musicians from the local orchestra. Even though it is a part-

time, regional orchestra, and few in the city actually attend its concerts on a regular 

basis, it is nevertheless broadly viewed in the community as a respectable organization 

representing good moral virtue. Members of the campaign learn the piece too; there is a 

simpler part for amateurs. They plan a guerilla concert at the next city council meeting. 

A media advisory is sent. As soon as the music starts, the head of security grins through 

his greying moustache, and nods at the undercover police officers who significantly 

outnumber the musicians in the hearing room. They descend on the musicians, leading 

them out in handcuffs as cameras flash. The musicians are frightened, but making music 

together is emboldening. The meeting is adjourned, and before the piece reaches its first 

cadence—yes, this composer does like cadences in her music, now and then—the hearing 

room is empty.  

Fifteen people in all are arrested, including some especially brave undocumented 

college students, and members of the orchestra. They are all quickly released with 

summary citations, which they easily contest. The battle is not over, but public awareness 

has been raised and opinion galvanized. The use of classical music seems to have 

resulted in unusual media attention, from arts-and-culture reporters as well as the usual 

local political reporter. Op-eds start pouring in the local newspaper, and not long after, 

a group leader receives a voicemail from the councilwoman representing the left-leaning 

University-West District, looking to set up a meeting. It will take additional strategizing 

and many more actions, but in the end, the city will decide not to reauthorize its contracts 
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with ICE. This will limit the extent of information-sharing between ICE and the local 

police, at least marginally increasing safety for the local immigrant community and 

resulting in fewer families torn apart. 

Admittedly, our composer recognizes, there is no empirical way to quantify how 

much of the win can be credited to the music. This would be true in most campaigns and 

for most tactics, musical or non-musical. Nevertheless, as they celebrate with another 

group member’s famous vegan cupcakes, members of the organization generally see the 

arrestable music action as a turning point in the campaign. 

Again, I do not mean to privilege the edgy, risky musical non-violent direct action 

practiced by this composer over other forms that will be more realistic for other 

composers. The point of this hypothetical scenario is to show how musical action can be 

changed with ongoing, methodical attention to strategy. Still, as politically-oriented 

composers and other individuals within the contemporary classical music world find 

strategies that work for them, it will probably frequently be desirable to push oneself out 

of one’s comfort zone, especially when one has the privilege—such as from identity or 

from job security—to do so. While this action may seem far-fetched—I admit that it feels 

like a reach even to me—, we composers probably do need to stretch the limits of what 

currently feels realistic, both for the future of our genre and for our ability to use it to 

promote the future of the world we want to live in. 
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Final Thoughts 

Throughout this dissertation, neoliberalism has come into play as a force behind 

many of these pieces. Within the social sphere of classical music, a wealthier population 

with more formal education experience than the general public (GfK 2017), it is not a 

surprise that neoliberal discourse continues to dominate. Yet the desire to impose a 

requirement that a work of art have a measurable outcome could also be situated within 

neoliberalism. I do not believe that composers should be bound to compose goal-oriented 

music. Despite Lang’s claim, doing so takes more than “writing what we would write 

anyway,” requiring us to think about social movement strategy. It seems impractical and 

unhelpful for us to cease composing the concert music that brings us joy and made us 

want to become composers in the first place. I know that I myself am not going to 

approach all of my future compositions like the strategic-composer-character I created 

above. 

That said, for composers who do wish to use their music to change the world, to 

be intentional about political aims does not limit the value of classical music. As 

anarchist artists Erik Reuland and Josh MacPhee write, “even if we reject the idea that art 

can be boiled down to simple utility, that doesn’t mean we can abandon a concern with 

efficacy” (2007, 2). Composers may do well to follow Cacioppo’s willingness to engage 

with political struggle and to criticize authority figures. At the same time, having a clear 

“ask” or demand of the listening audience or way of changing audience behavior is 

important if one’s goal is to make change through music. Tapping into an existing, 

ongoing social movement can be a way to do this. Unlike Einaudi, most composers are 
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not celebrity figures and so will need to find techniques that go beyond conventional 

models of celebrity participation in social movements. I have experimented with tapping 

into nonviolent direct action movements in my own music as one route to go about this. 

Hannibal instead destabilizes the institution of the concert hall itself. 

My own activism in my personal life has particularly been the “rebel” role. Much 

like the classical music with which I grew up, my upbringing and personality does not 

necessarily make me a natural fit for this role. In general, I hate the idea of causing 

people discomfort, and to be blunt I have mostly lived my life very much concerned 

about whether people like me, though EQAT and other activist groups have helped me 

start to shift my thinking. A number of the writers I have cited in this chapter have been 

involved in some capacity with EQAT or with the remnant organizations of MNS, 

organizations with which I have personal connections. All of these individuals have 

heavily shaped my personal theory of change, while they themselves are influenced by 

others whom I have cited such as Moyer and Sharp. Yet throughout its history, classical 

music has been used for political purposes by those with very different theories of change 

than mine. Classical music could support any of the activist types that Moyer identifies, 

while in this chapter I have particularly promoted its potential for the “rebel” role. It fits 

in that role about as well as I do, I think. Nevertheless, there is room for future work on 

other ways in which classical music can strategically contribute to social change. 

I must admit that over the course of writing this dissertation, various global 

political events have made my personal outlook on the future of our society become 

significantly less optimistic, and it is tempting to forget about using classical music to 



268 
 

make social change and instead use it as a retreat from society. But so long as it is 

imbedded with an oppressive history, it can never be a fully satisfying retreat—though I 

recognize that it does function that way for many people. To reiterate, I hope that 

composers and musicians do more, because I increasingly think the survival of not only 

our genre, but also our world, may depend on it. 
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