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Forever Young
The inspiring players of Carnegie 
Hall’s National Youth Orchestra 
debunk the myth of the ‘death’ of 
classical music.

By Thomas May

It’s a ploy that  can be counted on 
to generate controversy and drive traffic: 
announce the death of “classical music” 
outright — however that’s defined — and 
flavor your obituary with a sauce of ominous 
statistics. Another round hit the blogosphere 
and Twitterverse this January, courtesy of  a 
Slate article titled “Requiem: Classical music 
in America is dead,” which came illustrated 
with a gray-haired conductor stationed in 
front of a tombstone. Predictably, the piece 
triggered a raft of indignant but thoughtful 
counterarguments in response. 

What tends to become the focus of such 
discussions is the problem of aging audiences 
and how to attract a new fan base, along 
with how to reinvigorate the repertoire 
that’s programmed and make it meaningful 
for twenty-first-century listeners. But a 
third — neglected — element is just as vitally 

outreach important: the perspective of the musicians 
who bring it all to life in real time. What’s 
being done to ensure that this corner of “the 
holy triangle of composer, performer, and 
listener” (to borrow Benjamin Britten’s 
phrase) is aligned with whatever reforms are 
undertaken with regard to the other two?

One of the most inspiring recent initiatives 
to cultivate young talent in the American 
scene begins its second year this summer. The 
National Youth Orchestra of the United States 
of America (NYO) was launched by Carnegie 
Hall’s Weill Music Institute last year, when 
the ensemble’s young members gathered 
from around the country at the beginning 
of July to prepare for a series of concerts 
that culminated in a tour to Russia and the 
London Proms. The structure set in place in 
2013 — a period of rehearsal and intensive 
preparation leading up to a high-adrenaline 
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off and running. Maestro 
David Robertson (above) 
conducts his first rehearsal 
with the National Youth 
Orchestra of the USA at 
Purchase College, SUNY 
(left). Maestro Valery 
Gergiev led the NYO in 
2013 (right). 

period of performances on the road — is being 
continued this year.

The composition of the NYO changes each 
year, with players culled from a nationwide 
application and audition process. This year, the 
NYO gets off the ground July 5 with a two-
week training residency at Purchase College, 
SUNY, just north of New York City, with a 
faculty of principal players from top American 
orchestras coaching the musicians. 

In 2013 maestro Valery Gergiev led the 
NYO’s public concerts in Purchase, at the 
Kennedy Center, in his native Russia and 
in London. Taking on this role for 2014 is 
California native David Robertson, music 
director of the St. Louis Symphony. Robertson 
is clearly an experienced hand at inspiring 
young musicians: he has undertaken projects 
with the Aspen Festival, Tanglewood, the New 
World Symphony and students at Carnegie 
Hall’s Academy. “I’m expecting the level of 
technical ability of these musicians to be scar-
ily high,” says Robertson a few months before 
he will have met for the first time with the 
current crop of NYO players. “And I expect 
to find an extraordinary level of enthusiasm. 
The expression of that energy is something 
each person develops at their own pace. One 
challenge will be to bring them to understand 
how this fits in to the overall approach to the 
music they’re playing. How can they make 
this come alive in any concert?”

Robertson’s responsibilities also include 

devising a program that will appeal to the 
players and show their strengths off to 
concertgoers. It’s a particularly interesting 
selection for 2014: Bernstein’s “Symphonic 
Dances” from West Side Story, the Britten 
Violin Concerto (with Gil Shaham as soloist), 
Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition (in 
the famous Ravel arrangement) and a newly 
commissioned piece by Samuel Carl Adams. 

“I think I was about sixteen when I started 
to feel the responsibility of music-making and 
first started to emotionally engage with music,” 
recalls the twenty-eight-year-old Adams. The 
commission therefore represents a chance 

“to relive that experience as the NYO players 
make this transformation from being young 
musicians to being artists. I’m excited to wit-
ness that first-hand.” He adds that his music 

“usually focuses on large-scale harmonic 
journeys, so it will also be interesting to have 
to write a piece compressed into a short span.”

The NYO’s planners have committed to 
including a commission from an American 
composer each year for a “concert opener.” 
The honor of writing the inaugural piece went 
to Sean Shepherd, thirty-five and the New 
York Philharmonic’s inaugural Kravis Emerg-
ing Composer. Shepherd’s piece, Magiya 
(Russian for “magic”), shared the program 
with the Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto 
(featuring Joshua Bell) and Shostakovich’s 
Tenth Symphony. Shepherd thought that his 
piece had “aimed rather high… but I was 

as surprised as anyone to see that my notes 
seemed to pose very little of a challenge on 
the technical front. If I could go back and hear 
that stupendously great (and huge! — there 
are a lot of feet on that stage) sound from the 
first rehearsal, I would have surely thrown 
more at them. I told Samuel Adams to do just 
that for his new piece, and can’t wait to hear it.”

“Of course you want to have music that’s 
really enjoyable to play,” says Robertson. “A 
principal thing about playing in an orchestra 
is the notion of being part of a group but at 
any one moment also being the representative 
for the entire orchestra. We see this in sports 
all the time: We talk about a team and then a 
particular player does something sensational 
that is understood to represent the quality of 
the whole team. So on the concert you want to 
program works that will allow for this global 
aspect while also including moments, as in 
‘Pictures,’ when particular players essentially 
take the whole musical discourse on his or  
her shoulders.”

The NYO program is operating on a 
projected budget of ten million dollars spread 
over its first five years. “I think this is going 
to end up being one of the greatest projects 
we’ve ever undertaken,” says Clive Gillinson, 
Carnegie Hall’s executive and artistic director 
and one of the NYO’s principal architects. He 
emphasizes that the project’s central mission 
is “to bring together the finest musicians of the 
country and offer them a unique experience so 
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that they inspire each other and then take what 
they’ve learned and share that gift within their 
own communities.” And beyond their commu-
nities, the NYO plays a role as an international 
ambassador through its annual tours. 

How can it be that a country with the 
resources of the United States has lacked 
for such an enterprise before now? National 
youth orchestras are a staple of countries 
around the world — Europe, South America, 
the Middle East — and Gillinson himself en-
thusiastically recalls his teenage years playing 
cello in the National Youth Orchestra of Great 
Britain: “That experience was unbelievably 
inspiring and is something that lasts.” 

There was in fact at least one previous 
attempt: the “All–American Youth Orchestra” 
instigated in 1940 by Leopold Stokowski, 
which fell by the wayside after Pearl 
Harbor. And there is an abundance of youth 
orchestras at the state level or connected with 
educational institutions and festivals such as 
Tanglewood and Aspen. 

“Because of the vastness of America,” Gil-
linson observes, “it would have been almost 
impossible to do this costwise before the 
internet era. Another thing is that America 
tends to think in terms of states on this level, 
unless you’re talking about something like 
the Olympics. We’d been discussing this for 
years but wanted to launch only once all the 
strategic plans were in place to make this 
program sustainable and the right model for 
America.” All the costs of tuition, room and 
board during the residency, and travel on the 
tour are covered. A thirty-dollar application 
fee and the cost of travel to and from New 
York are the only expenses participants 
assume (and these are waived in case of 
financial need).

The search for participants in the NYO is 
genuinely national. Last year the musicians 
came from forty-two states, and this year’s 
roster of one hundred twenty players ranges 
across thirty-three states plus Washington, 

D.C. and Puerto Rico. The basic requirement 
is that all participants must be U.S. citizens 
or permanent residents and between the ages 
of sixteen and nineteen during their NYO 
summer. Twenty-six players this summer 
are returning from the inaugural orchestra 
of 2013 after undergoing a mandatory fresh 
audition process — just like the newcomers. 

“I’m very interested in seeing how these new 
players will add to the dynamic and even 
exceed it,” says Gabriel Young, an oboist from 
Ashland, Oregon, who numbers among the 
returning players. 

Another returning alumna, Leah Meyer, 
is a horn player from Belmont, just outside 
Boston. In contrast to last year’s tour abroad, 
this year the NYO will conduct a domestic 
tour with visits to eight American destina-
tions across the continent: Purchase, Carnegie 
Hall (to be broadcast on WQXR), Tangle-
wood, Boone, North Carolina, Chicago, Teton 
Village, Wyoming, Sonoma State University 
and Disney Hall in Los Angeles. “I’m very 
excited to show this country the possibilities 
with music and with youth musicians,” says 
Meyer. “We’re a country of all styles and races 
and ideas. I think it’s important to make 
people aware that this kind of orchestra is not 
just found in old European countries. It’s very 
much alive here.” 

The NYO is aimed at a special niche of 
motivated musicians who don’t necessarily 
foresee pursuing professional musical careers. 
Players already enrolled in a college-level 
conservatory are ineligible. Leah Meyer, for 
example, has been playing in youth orchestras 
since fifth grade but doesn’t plan to attend a 
conservatory; in the fall she will instead head 
to Yale University. 

“What really hit me within the first couple 
of days with the orchestra last year was that 
these are musicians who are not worried 
about the future of classical music,” she says. 

“Whether their future careers will be in music 
or not, they are confident that the music 

practice. In residency 
and training at SUNY 
Purchase College: Gabriel 
Young (top, middle oboist);  
French horn player Leah 
Meyer sings Gershwin’s 
‘Summertime’ with banjoist 
(middle); flautist Carlos 
Aguilar (bottom); while 
Nikolette LaBonte and 
Caelan Stewart of NYO 
rehearse with William 
VerMeulen, Principal Horn 
of the Houston Symphony 
(opposite).

‘How can it be that the United States has 
lacked for such an enterprise before now?’
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they’re passionate about will continue to stay 
alive. I’m leaving my options open, but it gives 
me a lot of faith knowing many of the young 
adults in this orchestra will be the players and 
music educators for my own kids.” 

Both Leah Meyer and Gabriel Young can 
point to extensive encouragement in music 
from an early age in their families. Meyer’s 
parents both played as musicians (though not 
professionally) while she was growing up, and 
Young recalls the fun of giving performances 
as part of a family trio with his sister (violin) 
and dad (guitar). “Even though Ashland is 
hours away from the nearest metro area,” he 
remarks, “that’s not indicative of the level of 
culture here.” 

Carlos Aguilar, one of this year’s newcom-
ers to the NYO, by contrast grew up in a 
completely non-musical environment in 
Escondido, just north of San Diego. The first 

generation of a Mexican family to be born in 
the United States, Aguilar pursued his passion 
for the flute entirely on his own initiative. “I 
decided to join the grade school band and for 
some time was playing on a seventy-dollar 
pawn-shop instrument. I taught myself a lot 
from handbooks, online sites.” 

Eventually Aguilar came to the attention 
of an especially supportive teacher. Particular 
game changers he mentions involve recent 
experiences playing at the Idyllwild summer 
program and participating in a woodwind 
quartet based in Los Angeles. Performing in 
those contexts “made me change overnight as 
a player,” he says. One thing Aguilar is keenly 
anticipating with the NYO is the opportunity 
to make music with others who have reached 
a similarly high level of skill and passion in 
their playing. “It’s so different to be able to 
play with musicians at a very different level 

where we all are capable of the same things 
musically and technically.” 

The trip to Purchase followed by the 
American tour will also mark Aguilar’s first 
time outside of his native California. This 
chance to tour is naturally integral to the 
NYO’s mission as a cultural ambassador — the 
plan for 2015 calls for a tour of China — but 
there’s an additional advantage to performing 
the same program in different contexts. “In 
places like Aspen or Tanglewood, you work 
hard on a program and then play the concert 
once and then move on to the next project,” 
explains Robertson. “The NYO is much closer 
to the connection one sees in professional 
orchestras and jazz groups or rock bands that 
get together and define themselves by playing 
a concert not once but many times. It’s a way 
to experience a kind of communication that 
becomes almost psychic.”  


