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These young musicians, most of whom
are in their 20s, are the tip of the iceberg
of a remarkable music-education venture
that has been underway in Venezuela
since 1975. La Fundacién del Estado
para el Sistema Nacional de las Orquestas
Juveniles e Infantiles de Venezuela (State
Foundation for the National System
of Youth and Children’s Orchestras, or
FESNOJIV), based in Caracas and known
colloquially as “El Sistema,” is the creation
of José Antonio Abreu, an economist
the
transformative power of music. Today, it
involves approximately 250,000 children
and youth, who are being trained to play
instruments and perform in orchestras
all over Venezuela. The program is free
to the participants (with instruments
provided), and is funded almost entirely
by the Venezuelan government. Perhaps
most remarkable of all, the estimated two
million children who have passed through
El Sistema are predominantly from
disadvantaged families. FESNOJIV is as
much a social venture as it is a musical one;
its goal is not so much to train musicians
as to rescue children from the poverty and
crime prevalent in Venezuela.
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praised tour for the orchestra, which
began in Los Angeles, where the orchestra
joined the Sibelius Academy Symphony
Orchestra (Finland) and the UBS Verbier
Festival Orchestra (a training ensemble
made up of young musicians from 30
countries) in a three-week International
Festival of Youth Orchestras hosted
by the Los Angeles Philharmonic. The
festival included a day-long symposium
examining models for music education,
and the LA Philharmonic announced
its intention to launch its own Sistema-
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youth. The

estimated two million children who have
passed through it are predominantly from
disadvantaged families. El Sistema is as
much a social venture as a musical one.

While news about El Sistema has been
circulating in the music world for some
years, U.S. audiences finally got to hear
its results first-hand last fall. The visit to
Carnegie Hall was the final stop in a highly
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inspired program, Youth Orchestra LA.
The Simén Bolivar Youth Orchestra of
Venezuela (SBYOV) got an enthusiastic
response there, and in its subsequent
stops in San Francisco and Boston. The
orchestra had already visited Europe in
August, playing to excited reviews at
the Edinburgh Festival (Scotland is also
exploring the creation of a Sistema-like
program), the London Proms, and six
cities in Germany. Reviews, despite a few
minor cavils, were ecstatic; in an essay
about the SBYOV in The Wall Street
Journal, Greg Sandow commented, “The
simplest reaction would simply be, “Wow!
This is what classical music should be.””
Clips of the youth orchestra’s uniquely
energetic performance of Bernsteins
“Mambo” have won wide popularity on
YouTube, making the SBYOV a classical-
music phenomenon.

In many ways, the El Sistema operation
is the opposite of the way Western classical
music is taught and experienced in the
more developed world. “In the U.S. and
Europe, culture tends to be owned by
the elite, and shared as much as possible
with others,” says Mark Churchill, dean
of preparatory and continuing education
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Gustavo Dudamel

at New England Conservatory, which

has a longstanding relationship with El
Sistema. “What's so fascinating is that in
Venezuela, they are doing it the other way
around. The culture is being introduced
from the lower economic strata. It has
become the hallmark of the lower classes;
and the middle- and upper-class kids who
participate are the minority.”

Clive Gillinson, executive and artistic
director of Carnegie Hall, is also intrigued
by El Sistemas upside-down quality.
“Almost all of us who are involved in
music education think of the top-down
approach—you find the right teachers,
identify talent, etc. For me, effectively
this has been a bottom-up process, with
a small number of people who wanted
to make music together and helped other
people do it. Its amazing, and almost
counter-intuitive, the way it has grown
up out of passion, not out of particular
skills or talent. And now that it has grown
exponentially, all of that has reached
a point where skill level is very high,
and these players become impassioned
ambassadors for the next generation.”
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Anticipation ran high™_
for the Simoén Bolivar
Youth Orchestra’s
Carnegie Hall debu'ﬁll} .f__
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When Abreu launched the program
33 years ago, Venezuela had only two
orchestras, and the musicians were pre-

dominantly European émigrés. To change
that, Abreu started what he called the
Youth Orchestra of Venezuela: a handful
of children and some volunteer teachers

who met in a garage to rehearse. As
the rehearsals went on, more and more
people came to play. In a few years, the
orchestra had performed successfully
abroad, and Abreu had collected many
friends and supporters. Most importantly,
he persuaded the government, rich in oil

money, to fund his operation. Abreu’s

astute and charismatic leadership, and
his messianic zeal, have kept that state
funding of El Sistema’s budget (currently

$29 million US) through many changes
of administration, from the far right
wing to the current socialist regime
of Hugo Chévez, who announced on
national television last summer that he
was supporting a major expansion of the
program. The Venezuelan government
funds FESNOJIV as a social service pro-
gram, but the positive attention that it
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Above: Young El Sistema violinists practice.

Below: El Sistema bri|'1|gs together young people throughout \
Venezuela. Bottom: Young violinist in the niicleo Montalban, one of i
b

El Sistema’s local centers in Caracas
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has drawn from abroad, both for its social
gains and for its artistic achievements, is
clearly an important factor in the govern-
ment’s continued support.

Today, FESNOJIV is a far-flung, com-
plex operation. It is essentially an after-
school program, operated through local
centers, or “nucleos,” in all 24 states in
Venezuela. In a November interview,
Eduardo Mendez, director of nucleos
and training for FESNOJIV, said that
the system now has 161 nucleos, with the
largest ones in each state’s central city, and
smaller, satellite ones in smaller towns and
rural areas. There are several in Caracas
alone: the Montalban ntcleo serves
approximately 2,300 students.

The nucleos are open every weekday
afternoon and on Saturdays. There is
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no exam for entrance; all are welcome.
Beginners (some are as young as two)
come for several hours and learn basic
musical skills by singing and participating
in rhythm bands. (Mark Churchill is
particularly intrigued by the fact that chil-
dren are assigned instruments early, and
those instruments are part of their training
even before they get them; wind players do
breathing exercises, for example.) After the
introductory period, students receive their
instruments and begin daily group lessons
covering technique, reading, and rhythm;
they also have daily choir. Once they
have gained enough familiarity with the
instrument, they join one of the orchestras
of the nicleo.

Both the intensive nature of the training,
and its group orientation, continue as the
students advance through the system.
Students come every day after school,
and spend approximately four hours
there. The first two hours are spent in a
sectional rehearsal, in which they work
on the music that they are playing in the
orchestra, sometimes in smaller groups.
The next two hours are spent in the full
orchestra rehearsal, during which students
are pulled out for one private lesson of
40-45 minutes each week. The orchestras
perform regularly. There are no seating
auditions: Students join the orchestras
based on age, and seating rotates for
different pieces.

Affluence of Spirit

Susan Simdn, a FESNOJIV graduate who
directs the Montalban nucleo, created the
teaching method that has been adopted
by El Sistema. As described in an in-
depth graduate thesis that examines the
program, “Orchestrating an ‘Affluence
of Spirit’” by Jennifer Diana Mei-Lyn
Chang, Simén takes her inspiration
in part from the techniques of Sinichi
Suzuki, who believed that making music
is as natural as speech, and that all chil-
dren can learn to play. The training is
supportive and collaborative rather than
competitive in nature. Older students
teach and mentor younger ones, and the
ideal of the orchestra—a group united
in a single artistic goal, rather than the
aspiration of the soloist—is the model for

SYMPHONY

ORCHESTRA LEADERSHIP ACADEMY
seminar League

of American
April 11-12, 2008 Orchestras
Boston, MA |

Engaging - Sustaining - Transforming

Vision and Values: An Institutional Perspective
In partnership with the New England Orchestra Consortium

Develop the skills and strategies to build greater alignment within your
institution.

Move your orchestra toward a shared view of its work—a common, and
commonly held, vision. Discover how to build dialogue among stakeholders to
encourage an aligned viewpoint, a vital prerequisite for the important work that
orchestras need to do—whether around strategic planning, enhanced civic
engagement, succession or artistic planning, the development of new
initiatives, labor relations, long-term financial planning, and more.

This seminar will explore the development of skills and strategies that will build
a coalition within your orchestra: everyone working together toward a future
that is a reflection, not of the parts, but of the whole.

Designed for staff and board members (with strong encouragement to include
musicians as well). Team participation highly encouraged.

Faculty: Ronnie Brooks, director, Amherst H. Wilder Foundation Center for
Communities, director, James P. Shannon Leadership Institute

Cost: $275 per person

For more information and to register for any OLA program, go to
www.americanorchestras.org, the Learning and Leadership Development
section.

OLA is part of Learning and Leadership Development =
( 200: LEADERSHIP

MY

at the League of American Orchestras.

The Orchestra Leadership Academy is made possible

by grants from The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation,

The Hearst Foundation, Inc., The Bruno Walter Memorial
Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts,

the Argosy Foundation, The Lynde and Harry Bradley
Foundation, Con Edison, Target, and a gift from

Daniel R. Lewis.

Finiien
wrkmemisdrer sl shoarenrer wirtsari of Ner maricoal werkd
wiliccapcpirmiinion vox

Spmralar,
LTI - = warwpriradetive wy



the program. What is more, the children
of the nucleo and its orchestras develop
close personal relationships—they create
a family built around music.

At the same time, standards are high,
and the intensive nature of the program
produces a remarkable artistic result. As
Churchill points out, the intensive focus
on orchestra and the group orientation
“develops  their playing
skills much earlier, and to a much

ensemble

larger degree.” Simon Rattle, visiting
the program in Caracas, watched an
orchestra of 800 play Tchaikovsky and

Simon Rattle
watched an
orchestra of 800
young El Sistema
musicians play
Tchaikovsky an
was astonished
by their ability to
“phrase the same
way, and be able
to communicate

backwards and

forwards.

was astonished by the ability of such
a large group to “phrase the same way,
and be able to communicate backwards
The excitement and
enthusiasm for music of the young people

and forwards.”

in the program is also one of its hallmarks.
In Tochar y Luchar, a 2006 documentary
film about El Sistema, Rattle went on to
say, “I saw in everybody’s faces what I
believe music to be about—pure joy.”
Abreu’s twin goals for the program—
artistic excellence and social improve-

ment—have worked hand in hand to
create this result. Anecdotal evidence
points to the betterment of the child-
ren’s lives as their families, proud of their
accomplishments, work harder. Num-
erous stories tell of children rescued
from the streets, and from prisons: A
Caracas ntcleo, El Chorro, is one of five
in Venezuela that specializes in high-risk
children, victims of homelessness, extreme
poverty, abandonment,
and drugs, who are referred to it through
a government program. El Chorro offers

violent abuse,

This photo and below: Young musicians in the
nicleo Montalban, one of El Sistema’s local
centers in Caracas

intensive psychological and social services,
as well as providing residential care
for those in need. The Inter-American
Development Bank, based on its studies
of FESNOJIV’s effect on Venezuelan
society, has invested millions of dollars
in buildings for FESNO]JIV, including
the $25 million Center for Social Action
through Music in Caracas, an eleven-story
building with concert halls, studios, and
classrooms; seven more are planned for
other cities.

FESNOJIV has its own reward system
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as well. The very best players audition
and are invited to join the Simén Bolivar
Youth Orchestra. They live in Caracas
and are paid a stipend and provided with
housing. The orchestra rehearses daily
for three hours and tours extensively.
The players may also attend conservatory
or university, working their studies
around their musical obligations. The
24-year-old violist Jhoanna Sierralta
has been in the orchestra for five years,
and recently began studying journalism
and communications in college. Rafael
Payare, a 27-year-old French horn player,
did two and half years of university study
in chemistry and engineering, but gave
it up, deciding that his future was in
music. “In chemistry and engineering,
everything was too square,” he said. “It
was too easy—you study, you do well
on your exams, you get a job. When you
study music, and play concerts, anything
can happen. Magic things.”
Thebest-known productsof FESNOJIV
are the bass player Edicson Ruiz, who at
seventeen became the youngest player
ever to join the Berlin Philharmonic, and
26-year-old Gustavo Dudamel, now the
young rock star of the conducting world
and music director-designate of the Los
Angeles Philharmonic. Dudamel was
always precocious: He started violin at
five at his ndcleo in Barquisimeto, became
the concertmaster of the youth orchestra
at twelve, began conducting studies at
fourteen, and at eighteen was named
music director of the Simén Bolivar Youth
Orchestra.
with his orchestra is complete, and in

Dudamel’s  identification
New York, as on several CDs recorded
for Deutsche Grammophon, they play
passionately for him.

But Dudamel’s skills obviously translate:
His debut with the New York Philharmonic
at the end of November was a lively affair,
with the orchestra impeccably following
the young conductors lead. At times
during the Philharmonic program of
Carlos Chavez, Dvorik, and Prokofiev, he
seemed like a young race car driver taking
on a finely tuned Maserati and having the
time of his life: “Let’s see how quickly it
can accelerate! Let’s see how well it takes
this corner!” Yet there was narrative tension
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and color as well as excitement; the music-
making was never just display. At the end
of the concert, Dudamel plunged into the
orchestra, hugging the players and urging
sections to stand for applause. Churchill
says, “He’s in love with the music. Its a
pure, direct love affair with those players
who are making the music with him. It
was just like Lenny Bernstein.”

For most of the musicians of El Sistema,
however, the future is in Venezuela, not
the international stage. Unlike the bleak
prospects of three decades ago, there are
now opportunities for them to work as
musicians. There are more professional
orchestras, and most importantly, El
Sistema itself is a frequent employer of its
graduates, who become its teachers. This
is certainly Jhoanna Sierraltas plan. “It’s
important to communicate what we've
learned to the younger generation,” she
says, “and make certain that they can do
the same.”

It will be up to such followers of the
gospel according to Abreu to carry on the
work of keeping El Sistema flourishing.
In a question-and-answer session at Car-
negie Hall before one of the Simén
Bolivar Youth Orchestra concerts, Abreu
commented that Dudamel “desires pro-
foundly to devote himself to the task
of helping to form a new generation of
musical leaders in Venezuela.”

Dudamel insists that his new inter-
national responsibilities will not prevent
that from happening. “I am from Ven-
ezuela and I love my country and the
people of my country,” he says. “This will
very happily exist along with my com-
mitment to the Los Angeles Philharmonic.
I will always work to give the people of my
country the advantages that I had.” o

Heidi Waleson is opera critic for The Wall Street
Journal and a New York-based freelance writer.
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