
The Art of Programming a Season, or,  
“Why Don’t You Play _______?”
HSO’s Music Director Carolyn Kuan 
is passionate about the music 
she selects for each Masterworks 
concert. Discussing her thoughts 
on programming, Carolyn explained 
that designing a season is always 
a journey of exploration that must 
balance the interest of three groups:  
the audience, the musicians and 
Carolyn herself. Carolyn begins by 
falling in love with the pieces she 
selects. Passion is essential to her 
effective communication with the 
musicians, helping her transform 
individual artists (as many as 90 
or more at a time) into a cohesive 
ensemble, who will breathe and 
move as one. Every performance 
reflects the intensity of Carolyn’s 
emotions; her ability to transmit that 
intensity to the musicians as well as 
the audience is critical.

The needs of HSO’s exceptionally 
talented musicians also require 
attention: they must be artistically 
challenged to create the dynamic 
performance every audience 
member craves. The traditional 
repertoire is familiar and comfortable, 
but musicians hunger for a range 
of artistic challenges. Like each of 
us, HSO musicians delight in the 
music of well-known composers, 

but as true artists, musicians also 
thrive on the process of discovering 
new meanings in the music, new 
and unknown sides of a familiar 
composer, or new aspects of their 
own artistry. To create excitement 
for musicians and the audience, the 
arc of each season must balance the 
familiar and the unknown.

The third component is our audience:  
while it may not be readily apparent 
why a particular composition was 
programmed, you can always trust 
that endless thought went into the 
selection and creation of the entire 
program. Carolyn’s insight is key: 
“Audiences tend to enjoy what 
is familiar and while the HSO is 

dedicated to the most cherished 
works of the composers (such as 
Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony), we 
also know that if it is programmed too 
frequently, it will tire the audience, 
exhaust the musicians, and lose 
the special quality that makes it so 
eagerly anticipated.”  

Steve Collins, HSO’s Executive 
Director, happily noted that exciting 
programming ideas are abundant.  
The real challenge, he stressed, 
is to prioritize and ‘rate’ ideas, 
recognizing that truly great ideas 
must be spaced and not crammed 
into one year, to make sure that future 
seasons remain vibrant and fresh.   
The need for ‘spacing’ often delays 
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certain projects, which can be 
frustrating for all involved, especially 
when everyone agrees a particular 
piece should be featured. For 
example, the HSO had to wait years 
to program The Planets and were 
finally able to include it on the 2016-
17 season. Timing the collaboration 
with guest artists or a particular 
guest conductor causes yet more 
frustrations: it could take years to 
schedule a desired guest artist 
based on his/her availability and/or 
choice of repertoire. Collaborating 
with any guest artist require a longer 
planning cycle, generally two or 
more years into the future.  

Steve offered additional insight 
into other factors: “Built into 
the programming realities of 
every orchestra are financial 
considerations. The cost of each 
concert varies, based on the 
orchestration of the piece selected 
and the size of the orchestra 
required.” For the HSO, each season 
includes six masterworks concerts 
involving the full orchestra, and three 
concerts with the “basic” orchestra 
of 53 musicians. A full orchestra 
could involve as many as 90 
musicians, multiple percussionists, 
an expanded wind or percussion 
section, and “special” instruments 
such as harp (or even two harps), 
bass clarinet or contrabassoon.  
The size of the orchestra is an 
essential factor in programming:  
Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique, for 
example, calls for an orchestra of at 
least 90 musicians.  

Both Steve and Carolyn acknowledge 
that finances are a real factor. As a 
leading regional orchestra, we have 
a responsibility to perform important 
works from the classical lexicon, 
as determined by respected 
musicologists. Examples would 
include Gustav Mahler’s Symphony 
Of A Thousand, or Leonard 
Bernstein’s Mass.  Performing works 

of that magnitude is greatly desired, 
but to be fiscally responsible to 
the organization’s supporters and 
donors, we must be cognizant of 
the financial ramifications of every 
programming choice.

Other considerations include 
balancing composers by styles 
and nationality (German, Russian, 
French, English and American 
among others) and different 
instrumental concertos (piano, cello, 
flute, violin, etc.) And the realities 
of living in a temperate climate are 
real: the possible loss of a concert 
day or one or more rehearsal days 
during the winter must be taken into 
consideration when scheduling the 
season as a whole.

Steve noted the importance of 
watching industry “best practices” 
and our obligation to observe 
other orchestras to learn which 
programming choices or styles 
are successful. Are there clear 
industry “trends” for both POPS! 
and Masterworks? How do other 
orchestras program contemporary 
works? For example, a current 
trend is to shorten the overall 
length of a classical performance, 
or schedule some performances 
without intermission, depending on 
the repertoire selected. Orchestras 

throughout the country now 
commonly pair a famous symphony 
or overture with a new composition 
by a contemporary composer.  
Another trend is experimenting with 
new musical sounds and styles:  

many orchestras, including the 
HSO, bring in new genres of music, 
as we did last season with Golijov’s 
Rose of the Winds. Blending sounds 
and styles will be featured on our 
opening concert in October 2017 
in the music of Japanese composer 
Kanno, who marries the sounds 
of the Far East, using traditional 
Japanese instruments (the koto and 
the shakuhachi), with the distinctive 
sound of a western orchestra.

Who bears ultimate responsibility 
for programming? Carolyn has final 
say on what will or will not appear 
on a Masterworks program, but 
it is critical to understand that 
the process is truly collaborative.  
Suggestions for performance pieces 
and even themes come from multiple 
sources including other staff, Board, 
musicians and even audience 
members. But above all, a thrilling 
performance cannot be faked: if it is 
anything less than genuine, all of us, 
from the musicians to the audience, 
will know it.   
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On April 25, 2017, more than 2,500 
students and teachers from the 
Hartford Public Schools packed 
Mortensen Hall at The Bushnell 
Center for the Performing Arts. In 
eager anticipation, each child tightly 
clutched a recorder, a gift to each 
young participant from the Hartford 
Symphony Orchestra. Bright excited 
smiles decorated every face as the 
lights came up on the HSO’s Sixth 
Annual Link Up concert.

Carnegie Hall’s Weill Music Institute 
developed Link Up as a curriculum 
model to facilitate orchestral 
collaboration with local schools in 
the learning of music skills. Most 
contemporary Young People’s 
Concerts take a different approach, 
integrating, [or some might say 
diluting], music skill learning 
components with content from core 
academic disciplines. While this 
approach may be attractive to a non-
arts classroom teacher, aiding in the 
learning of core subjects through 
an integrated arts model, Link Up’s 
proven strategy for success in music 

learning is a dream come true for 
Hartford’s music teachers. “Please 
don’t stop [doing this program]. We 
need this and other programs like 
it,” says James Boyd of Rawson 
Elementary.  

Link Up, which began in New York 
City, is now a global force. In the 
2016-17 season, over 90 orchestras 
participated worldwide, from the 
USA to Japan to Kenya. Probably 
the most significant reason that Link 
Up is so special, and so valued by 
the teachers, is that it’s not only a 
concert, not just a one day affair: Link 
Up is a year-long curriculum. In the 
fall, teachers from 20-25 Hartford 
elementary schools sign up for the 
program and receive comprehensive 
booklet-and-CD packages from 
Carnegie Hall. Each child receives 
their own workbook to write in, learn 
from, and make music with, but 
best of all, the HSO provides each 
child with a soprano recorder. The 
students decorate their workbooks 
and recorder cases, proudly drawing 
their names in bold marker so that 

everyone knows that this instrument 
is theirs to keep. 

Students spend the school year 
practicing music skills such as 
rhythm, beat, composition, and 
even performing posture, and they 
prepare the music in their workbooks 
so that they are ready for concert day.  
Hartford’s music teachers attend 
professional development sessions 
co-led by Hartford Public Schools 
Director of Arts Tracy Abbate, and 
HSO Education Coordinator Miriam 
Engel, discussing teaching strategies 
and reviewing the Carnegie Hall-
provided resources. In the spring, 
Hartford schools receive visits from 
the HSO’s Woodwind Quartet, an 
ensemble whose instruments are 
most closely related to the recorder, 
and whose warm and engaging 
presentation prepares the students 
for the final phase of the curriculum:  
the collaborative concert.

Experiencing the sound of 2,500 
recorders playing at the same time 
is delicious mayhem – the sheer joy 
of children playing music for the first 
time. The students are so excited 
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Bravo! 2017
The HSO Has Much to Celebrate!
On April 29, 2017, the Exhibition Hall of the Connecticut Convention Center was 
transformed into a colorful, breath-taking setting, celebrating our wonderful 
Hartford Symphony Orchestra. The event was magical, inspiring patrons, 
sponsors and donors to step forward, raising more than $193,000 for music 
education and community engagement programs.

With 400 guests, this was the HSO’s largest Gala. Cirque performers wafted 
between the tables to the music of the HSO. Dressed in vibrant colors, our 
generous attendees raised their paddles to lend their support, and after 
dinner, enjoyed delectable desserts and dancing to the HSO Jazz Band. It 
was a ‘beyond the imagination’ kind of night.

Our heartfelt thanks to all of our guests, sponsors, hosts, contributors, the Gala 
committee and our dedicated co-chairs, Jennifer DiBella and Shari Cantor. 
Plans are already underway for 2018 and we hope to see all of you there! 
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to be performing with the orchestra 
in the concert hall that scarcely a 
moment goes by without a toot or 
whistle escaping someone’s recorder.

During the fifty-minute concert, 
students performed four pieces with 
the orchestra: the Link Up anthem 
Come To Play by Thomas Cabaniss;  
the Anvil Chorus from Verdi’s Il 
trovatore; O Fortuna from Orff’s 
Carmina Burana; and In the Field 
Stood a Birch Tree, a Russian folk 
song that is the basis of Tchaikovsky’s 
Fourth Symphony.  Six violin students 
from Hartford’s Milner School played 
alongside the symphony and the 
onstage cast included three guest 
soloists to help engage and lead the 
children’s participation. In addition 
to performing with the symphony, 
the students enjoyed hearing the 
orchestra perform Dance of the 
Adolescents from Stravinsky’s Rite 
of Spring; Mars, the Bringer of War 
from Gustav Holst’s The Planets; and 
segments of Tchaikvosky’s Symphony 
utilizing the Birch Tree melody now so 
familiar to the children.  Much to the 
students’ delight, the concert included 
a surprise visit from the Kennelly 
School Drumline, an ensemble from 
a Hartford PK-8 school, showcasing 
student musicians.  

The reviews from teachers were 
excellent, with some commenting it 
was the best Link Up concert they had 
attended in six years. The letters and 
hand-drawn pictures from students 
are precious proof of how orchestral 
music can enrich the lives of children:

“Dear Orchestra: My favorite part is 
“Come To Play”. I learned different 
families make music ROCK! In 
the future, I want to play the violins 
because you really inspire me! 
Sincerely, Maricelis”

“The Orchestra Rocks because you 
have amazing musicians and I loved 

it so much! I wanted to be in it so 
much! Sincerely, Aniyalisse”

“I liked when you played Mars. You 
guys are a real inspiration. Next 
year I hope me and my class can go 
onstage and perform with you guys! 
Thank you.  From Carlos.”

“Dear Hartford Symphony Orchestra, 
you guys are awesome. I think you 
guys did a great job playing the 
instruments. You said we would play 
the flutes, so you played the violins, 
pianos and we played together. It 

was great and awesome. I hope we 
see you next year. Sincerely, Eliezer”

“Dear Maestra, I had a blast and I 
have some things to tell you. My 
favorite part is when we got to play 
with the orchestra on our recorders 
and I learned that you can make rock 
and roll beats with the orchestra and 
I have improved on how I use the 
recorder and I hope next year’s will 
be even better!  Sincerely, Heaven.”

“I like the Orchestra Rocks because it 
made me want to play the trumpet or 
trombone. Sincerely, Bryce. PS. Could 
I please have a trumpet or trombone?” 

Link Up’s success this year also 
yielded an exceptional honor: on 
May 11th at the State Capitol, HSO’s 
Education Coordinator Miriam Engel 
was recognized by the Connecticut 
Arts Administrators Association 
during their annual Celebration of 
Arts Advocacy, for “outstanding 
support and advocacy of the arts 
in Hartford.” She was nominated by 
the Hartford Public Schools, in large 
part due to her extraordinary work 
coordinating the Link Up program.

The Hartford Symphony Orchestra’s 
Link Up program is sponsored by 
Lincoln Financial Foundation and 
recorders for the children are funded, 
in part, by the Ahearn Foundation.

If you are interested in seeing the 
fantastic, beautiful chaotic glee 
that is Link Up, save the date for 
next year: April 18, 2018! We have 
limited seats available for donors and 
would love for others to experience 
the joyful exuberance of our music 
education program. For reservations, 
contact Jillian Baker, Annual Funder 
Manager, at 860-760-7302. For more 
information about Link Up, or any 
of our other education programs, 
please visit hartfordsymphony.org/
education-community.
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HONORING HSO’S NEWEST ENCORE SOCIETY MEMBER

LeonaMae Page
How much money does it take to be 
part of something you care about?  
Our newest legacy donor, LeonaMae 
Page, challenges all of us to realize 
the power of one – and reminds all of 
us that philanthropy is not determined 
by the amount, but what a gift means 
to the donor. 

An avid symphony lover with limited 
means, becoming a donor or 
subscriber was beyond LeonaMae’s 
reach. But several years ago, she was 
fortunate to secure employment with 
enhanced (although limited) financial 
security, and LeonaMae realized she 
could do something she’d always 
wanted to do: support the symphony.

LeonaMae recalls her first trip to the 
Hartford Symphony Orchestra on 
a third grade field trip. Her love of 
orchestral music began that day and 
grew steadily stronger. In 2015, when 
the symphony faced difficult choices, 
LeonaMae wrote a public letter printed 
in the Courant, entitled “A Valentine to 
the Symphony” expressing her deep 
gratitude for the HSO, with hopes for a 
positive outcome. Many others wrote 
letters, but LeonaMae combined 
her words with action: she became 
a monthly sustaining member of the 

Annual Fund, determined to do her 
part to ensure the symphony would 
be there for others to discover, just as 
she had.

LeonaMae carefully budgets to 
ensure her continued membership 
at the Player’s Club level. She wants 
to take part at a meaningful level to 
enjoy the benefits she treasures, such 
as bringing her niece and nephew 
to donor-only rehearsals, thereby 
inspiring another generation of music-
lovers. LeonaMae values experiences 
over things and her own words say 
it best: “Supporting the symphony is 
more important to me than an extra 
trip to Panera, as much as I enjoy 
Panera! Seeing the HSO on my credit 
card statement each month makes 
me feel great, knowing each month, 
I am making a difference. I know 
I am helping – and that I’m part of 
something important.”  

LeonaMae wisely recognizes that while 
some might view her sacrifice as small, 
it has big impact: “Of course it’s great 
to give more if you can. And if you can, 
you absolutely should. We need you! 
But for those who think that $21.00 per 
month doesn’t matter, I know it does. 
If everyone who loves the symphony 

(but thinks they can’t afford it) became 
a donor at that level, imagine what a 
difference it would make!”  

Last month, LeonaMae took another 
step to put words into action: she 
named the HSO a beneficiary of her 
retirement fund and proudly became 
a member of HSO’s Encore Society. “I 
want people to understand how much 
this matters and how easy it is to do.  
You don’t have to wait until you have 
‘enough’ and you don’t have to be a 
millionaire – you just have to care.”  

To LeonaMae from everyone at the 
HSO: You inspire all of us. We are 
eternally grateful.

We invite all to explore the varied 
rewards offered by membership 
in the Annual Fund. HSO’s Annual 
Fund Manager, Jillian Baker, is 
at 860-760-7302 and is happy 
to answer questions. https://
hartfordsymphony.org/individual-
support/giving-levels/  

Music is the gift that keeps on giving.  
It is easy to join LeonaMae in our 
Encore Society – and thereby ensure 
the continuation of HSO’s beautiful 
music for generations.  

For more information, please contact 
HSO’s Development Director, Ruth 
Sovronsky at 860-760-7321. https://
hartfordsymphony.org/individual-
support/planned-giving/

Make the gift of 
music everlasting.
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If you would like to receive this newsletter electronically, please contact Jillian Baker. Call 860-760-7302 or 
e-mail jbaker@hartfordsymphony.org and provide your e-mail address.

Jeff Verney, CEO of United Retiree 
Solutions for United Healthcare, 
joined the HSO Board in 2012. After 
graduating from Williams College, 
and receiving his MBA from The 
Wharton School, Jeff spent 10 
years in San Francisco with CIGNA.  
Twenty years ago, he was relocated 
to Cigna’s home office in Bloomfield, 
and 10 years ago, moved to United 
Healthcare to lead a team working 
with employers to provide Medicare-
based healthcare benefits to retirees, 
helping them live healthier lives. We 
wanted to know more about Jeff’s 
love of music – and the little-known 
fact that he plays in a rock band!

“My childhood home was filled with 
music. My dad directed the junior 
choir at St. Alban’s Episcopal Church 
in Simsbury. My parents sang in the 
adult choir and I sang in the junior 
choir. I took piano lessons for about 
five years in elementary school 
until, like many of my classmates, I 
discovered the Beatles – so I quickly 
shifted from piano to guitar and began 
writing songs and singing with a rock 
band during my junior high and high 
school years. The band disbanded 
when I started college – BUT – when 
I moved back to Simsbury, the band 
reunited! We’ve recorded five CDs 
and have performed in various venues 
during the past 20 years.

My love of orchestral music began 
when I attended HSO children’s 
concerts in fifth grade. As an adult, I 
routinely attended orchestral concerts 
wherever I lived, learning more about 
the incredibly varied repertoire. But 
‘kid’s concerts’ are still my “soft spot” 
– watching the expression on the 
faces of children at HSO’s Discovery 
Concerts says it all.”  

Jeff’s favorite composers? “Mozart, 
Beethoven, Bach, and Brahms. 

But the real treat is the variety of 
composers Maestra Kuan features 
in our Masterworks concerts.  I’ve 
learned to appreciate the majesty of 
Bruckner, and the music of the 20th 
and 21st century composers.” 

His most memorable HSO concert?  
Easy: “HSO’s June 2016 Masterworks 
was a concert I will never forget. 
Not only did the program feature 
Gershwin’s An American in Paris, 
but it included Rose of the Winds by 
Osvaldo Golijov featuring eclectic 
soloists, some of whom are members 
of Yo-Yo Ma’s Silk Road Ensemble. 
The audience’s response was electric; 
the applause was endless. My wife 
and I called several of our friends and 
said, “You need to go to this concert!” 
We joined them the next day, and the 
concert was just as spectacular. Our 
friends were so thankful we’d given 
them the opportunity to hear the 
power and majesty of the Hartford 
Symphony Orchestra.”

What challenges and opportunities 
does he see in HSO’s future? “Our 
greatest opportunity is to bring 
music to everyone by going into the 
community. We perform in venues 
beyond The Bushnell and the Talcott 
Mountain Music Festival;  we are 
at the Wadsworth Atheneum, Real 
Art Ways, hospitals, hospices, 
schools and hope to expand to more 
community locations. I am most 

excited by HSO’s future: opening 
doors to the unlimited possibilities 
that music brings to all. 

Our biggest challenge is to build a 
strong, sustainable financial base 
for the symphony that will enable 
the HSO to thrive. The 2018 – 2019 
season will be our 75th anniversary 
and we want to make sure that we 
will celebrate our 150th anniversary 
during our 2093 – 2094 season!”

Jeff is dedicated to the community, 
and has served on the boards of a 
variety of different organizations. We 
asked about the motivation driving 
his philanthropy and commitment:

“I had a brain aneurysm about 10 
years ago and was given a 10% 
chance of surviving. The experience 
really made me realize the importance 
of making every minute count and 
living as full a life as possible. That’s 
what triggered my deeper involvement 
in the community and causes I believe 
in. I love this Symphony. We need it in 
our lives and in our community. When 
I became Board Chair, I even got a 
new license plate: I am so proud that 
my plate is “HSO.” It’s a great way to 
promote the symphony.

“I treasure my service on HSO’s Board, 
helping to make the greater Hartford 
community a more vibrant place to live, 
work and play. I am deeply grateful to 
everyone supporting the HSO through 
concert attendance, philanthropy, or 
volunteerism – they are our critical 
partners. It takes all of us working 
together to sustain the HSO, and in 
turn, the great music of the HSO – a 
tapestry of diverse musical experiences 
– strengthens our community and 
enriches all of our lives.”

Jeff lives in West Simsbury with his 
wife Pam, and their son, Sam.

SPOTLIGHT ON

Jeff Verney, HSO’s Board Chair Since 2016

Jeff and Pam Verney. Photo by David Fried


