
III’s film “Music Makes a City,”
which documents the history of
the orchestra and which should
be required viewing for all
Louisville citizens, but espe-
cially everyone involved in
metro government and GLI.
What came to me while watch-
ing this film, which concen-
trates primarily on the vision-
ary efforts of the orchestra’s
original conductor, Robert
Whitney, and Louisville’s then-
Mayor Charles Farnsley, is that
a potentially successful blue-
print for the LO’s future lies in
looking backward at how the
orchestra originally grappled
with sustaining itself in uncer-
tain economic times.

The orchestra was founded
75 years ago, in 1937, as the
Louisville Philharmonic Soci-
ety by a small group of civic
leaders and led by the young
Robert Whitney — his first as-
signment after graduating con-
ducting school. For its first dec-
ade, it was a fairly conventional
small-market orchestra, play-
ing the standard orchestral rep-
ertoire of the time and featur-
ing big-name soloists in its sub-
scription concerts. By 1947, this
strategy had led to a crippling
deficit of hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars, a small for-
tune at the time. It was clear
the orchestra could not con-
tinue any further without a sig-
nificant change in this strategy.
Fortuitously, 1947 was
also the beginning of
Charlie Farnsley’s
first term as mayor,
and Farnsley was the
embodiment of an out-
of-the-box thinker. His
solution to the orches-
tra’s existential dilem-
ma was terrifically in-
novative. Instead of
spending large sums of money
on famous soloists, he proposed
that the orchestra invest that
money in commissioning new
works from significant com-
posers.

This plan paid off almost im-
mediately and eventually led to
collaborations with famed cho-
reographer Martha Graham,
sold-out Carnegie Hall con-
certs, grants from the Rocke-
feller Foundation, and hun-
dreds of records released on its
own First Edition label. The in-
ternational fame that came
from these activities directly
led to major corporations like
GE choosing to locate factories
in Louisville, attracted, among
other things, to Louisville’s se-
rious commitments to the arts.

I firmly believe that simply
making the orchestra smaller,
as the current orchestra board
prefers, won’t fix what ails it. A
smaller orchestra playing the
same repertory of mainstream
symphonic works with a parade
of midlevel soloists and guest
conductors is doomed to being
irrelevant both locally and in-

ternationally and, I predict, will
eventually wither and die any-
way. I’d far prefer the orches-
tra to try something bold and
new (or, rather, bold and old)
and fail magnificently, flaming
out in a blaze of creative glory.
But I actually think that with
some serious tinkering, it can
not just survive, but truly
thrive.

I have three key ideas for
how this can happen:

First, since the relationship
between the orchestra’s musi-
cians and the current orchestra
board, well meaning though I’m
sure they are, seems to have
been irreparably damaged, and
since I believe there is no LO
without its musicians, I think
any long-term solution to the
orchestra’s problems needs to
be centered around its corps of
veteran musicians, who con-
tain, more than anyone else, the
institutional memory of the or-
chestra. And so I propose a rad-
ical solution to the current
stand-off between the two par-
ties.

If the current board can’t
find a better way out of its cur-
rent malaise other than end-

lessly asking its musicians for
pay cuts, and then advertising
on Craigslist for replacements
when they don’t comply, per-
haps the time has come for the
board to step aside and replace
itself. I see this new board in-
cluding, if not a majority, then a
significant minority member-
ship of musicians. Alternately,
the musicians could create a
new, separate nonprofit organi-
zation and let the current board
dissolve itself and the existing
corporation and turn over the
assets of the LO to the new enti-
ty. This new, leaner organiza-
tion, with a board made up of a
combination of orchestra musi-
cians chosen by its members
and nonmusician members of
the community, would then be
tasked with reorganizing the
orchestra both creatively and
management-wise. I would sug-
gest the Orpheus Chamber Or-
chestra could be a useful inspi-
ration to follow, as they are the
world’s pre-eminent musician-
run orchestra. They are also an
orchestra that has followed the
LO’s original playbook and

have themselves commissioned
a series of new works for cham-
ber orchestra from many of the
world’s most celebrated com-
posers.

This is not as crazy an idea
as it looks. Why, necessarily,
does there have to be an us-and-
them dynamic at work within
the orchestra, with musicians
on the one end, and manage-
ment on the other? Instead, the
musicians could, via their rep-
resentation on the board, have
a clear role in directing the fu-
ture of the orchestra, including
hiring any management profes-
sionals and/or conductors the
board sees fit. It could even
choose to do away with a single
music director, per se, and
make programming decisions
via a committee of the board,
which is how Orpheus does it.
If it feels the need for a conduc-
tor, it can conduct a search for
one; if it wants to explore the
Orpheus model even further, it
can experiment for a season
without a conductor, letting the
leaders of each section interact
with one another, as in a small-
er chamber ensemble. This has
worked brilliantly for Orpheus,
there is no reason, per se, that
it can’t work for the LO.

Which leads to my next idea:
Embrace returning the orches-
tra to its smaller, chamber or-
chestra-sized roots, which was
its size during its heyday as a
world-famous cultural institu-
tion that commissioned scores

of important works
from major composers
and brought Louisville
great renown. It will
save money, but that
isn’t the main reason to
do it. It will allow the
orchestra to concen-
trate its future re-
sources on both com-
missioning new works

by contemporary composers as
well as revisiting the modern
classics it commissioned dur-
ing the 20th century.

It could take this a step fur-
ther and each year host a major
gathering of contemporary
composers, showcasing them
and their new works to the mu-
sic world in the same way that
Actor’s Theatre has developed
its worldwide reputation from
its Humana Festival of New
American Plays (as opposed to
its performances of traditional
American repertory house sta-
ples).

The key thing, I believe, is
for the Louisville Orchestra to
again embrace the new and in-
novative — to lead rather than
follow. Even if some of the in-
novations end up being less
than successful, I guarantee
the world will celebrate the
LO’s efforts to regain its mantle
as one of the most daring, in-
spiring orchestras in the world.

Dan Gediman, of Louisville, is
executive director of “This I Be-
lieve,” the public radio series.

In 1950, the Louisville Orchestra held the world premiere of William Schuman’s “Judith,” then traveled to
New York City to perform it at Carnegie Hall. COURIER-JOURNAL FILE PHOTO
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teams were in the tournament
then — was played in Freedom
Hall in Louisville with the Cin-
cinnati Bearcats whipping
Ohio State 71-59, one of six Fi-
nal Fours held in that grand old
barn between 1958 and 1969.

Before 1969 there was no
live network broadcast of the
NCAA finals; something called
Sports Network Incorporated
(SNI) cobbled together a pack-
age for interested cities. The
only analysts that mattered
then were your coach, your
girlfriend and your old man.

That1969 game — with John
Wooden’s UCLA whipping Pur-
due 92-72 — had only Curt
Gowdy as NBC’s announcer
and Jim Simpson as color man;
a time when it didn’t seem nec-
essary to send the whole half-
time show back to a distant stu-
dio where a small herd of ana-
lysts could tell you in excruci-
ating detail what you just saw.

It was1975 — a year that the
University of Louisville and
the University of Kentucky
came painfully close to meet-
ing in the championship game
— that NBC saw fit to expand
the broadcast team to an an-
nouncer, color analyst, sideline
reporter and a couple of guys
back in the studio.

Not only were the babbling
basketball genies out of the
bottle, but UCLA won that
game too, beating Kentucky
92-85.

Dribble ahead to 2010, when
the NCAA reached a 14-year,
nearly $11 billion deal — and
yes that figure exceeds the
gross national product of many
of the world’s countries — to
broadcast a 68-team tourna-
ment on CBS, TBS, TNT and
truTV, the last of which sounds
like a network for basketball
evangelicals, not that basket-
ball isn’t a religion around
here.

That deal opened the flood-
gates to the repetitive sea of
longer commercials; how
many times can we watch the
tuxedo-clad Alec Baldwin
swing his trusty sword in a
Capital One ad before hurling a
battle-ax back through the
television?

But, hey, if you’re going to
broadcast that many games —
and with that much money in-
volved — you have to round up
that many more analysts to tell
you what you just saw.

Or even worse — to tell you
what you are about to see; not
that anyone keeps serious
score of the pundits’ predic-
tions or clichés.

English teachers aside, we
no longer care when analysts
demand that in certain situa-
tions players “gotta make” a
shot or “gotta make” a pass;
basketball on a 94-foot Ouija
board.

Why are all really bad, poor-
ly timed or genuinely stupid
shots always just “tough
shots”? And if it’s possible for a
coach to call a “great timeout”
— then is a mediocre timeout
also possible?

If Digger Phelps — who
comes across as the neighbor-
hood know-it-all — is so smart,
why did he only get to only one
Final Four in more than 20
years of coaching, and did he
not say on national television “I
love Vanderbilt” shortly be-
fore it lost to Wisconsin?

The precision of Clark Kel-
logg’s language is a welcome
exception to the cliché norm,
although he can err on the side
of bad impromptu poetry and
was heard to utter: “He’s al-
ways under control for the
most part.”

Can anyone understand
what Bill Raftery is saying
when he suddenly erupts like a
water cannon of words: “Take
it to the tin, Big Fella.” Does
perpetual host Verne Lund-
quist not remind you of your
genial Uncle Bill: “Oh my good-

ness.”
Was that Mr. Unbelievable

Dick Vitale who — after prais-
ing a friend of his now in heav-
en and former North Carolina
coach Dean Smith in consecu-
tive sentences — announced
that Connecticut could be a
“major major block to Ken-
tucky” shortly before Connect-
icut lost to Iowa State 77-64?

Does the one phrase an-
nouncers have to use during
game-ending moments of
great surprise always have to
be, “Are you kidding me?” Will
somebody please step up to
stop that, maybe sacrifice
their body or at least a larynx.

Did one analyst really ask
another: “What does Vermont
have to do to beat North Caroli-
na?” Given answer: “Get back
on defense.” Correct answer:
Move the school to Kansas.

Was that Ashley Judd talk-
ing basketball analytical
smack? Why is it the women’s
NCAA Tournament only needs
three calm, informative studio
analysts — two of them women
— and the men need five guys
who perpetually seem on the
edge of a fraternity party?

Was it that lawyerly Dukie
Jay Bilas who compared Louis-
ville’s neon-orange uniforms to
traffic cones? Wouldn’t the al-
ways direct and pithy Charles
Barkley — who alternately
looks bored and, well, bored —
rather be out somewhere los-
ing weight?

Speaking of analysis, why
are we seeing more of refer-
ees’ posteriors than faces as
they continually bend over the
scorer’s table trying to figure
out what just happened on
their watch? It’s just unbeliev-
able. I mean, are you serious?

Doris Burke has forgotten
more basketball than I shall
ever know; I just wish she
would forget a little of it during
her pedantic color commen-
tary. Hey, Doris, we can see the
game; that’s why they call it
television.

Is that really Bobby Knight
— who once as a color analyst
suggested a particular coach
should control his temper —
who seems so much more sub-
dued, even likable, when toss-
ing softball compliments back
and forth with the ever-unctu-
ous Brent Musburger?

And isn’t that a wonderful
commercial in which a potbel-
lied Knight terrorizes an entire
insurance office in the name of
gratitude?

What’s with the continuing
inanity of those quick halftime
interviews when a coach just
two more bad calls short of ho-
micidal rage is stopped and
asked to politely explain what
his team can do overcome an
inept defense, horrible shoot-
ing and a 25-point deficit?

It is theater and we’ve seen
this play before. We already
know too well the actors and
their lines. We know their
strengths and weaknesses,
their hopes and histories. We
know everything about this
script but how it ends.

Are you serious? Are you
kidding me? That’s why they
play the game.

Bob Hill retired in 2008 after
many years as a Courier-Journal
columnist.

HILL: Analysts run on
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Former Notre Dame coach Digger Phelps, left, and former Indiana
University coach Bob Knight react to a comment before a Notre
Dame-Louisville game in February 2011. AP

ESPN announcer Bill Raftery
works the Louisville-Cincinnati
game at this month’s Big East
Conference tournament. AP

possibility of the biggest natural
disaster in modern human histo-
ry. To which they ask, “Anyone
know if we can drill this hole any
deeper?”

So yes, Rick Santorum. Yes,

Mitt Romney. Yes, Paul Ryan and
Republican politicians all over
this nation. You are right, as right
as you’ve ever been. There is a
moral crisis in this country. A hor-
rifyingly, back-breaking, bank-
rupt-the-core-of-this-nation style
crisis. But it isn’t women or the

poor or the middle class or the gay
community or health-care advo-
cates or environmentalists that
are causing it.

It’s you.

Katrina vanden Heuvel is a Washing-
ton Post columnist.
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