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A L A N  H E S S

Taking on the
Vienna Philharmonic 

BY  JAN  HERMAN



TAK ING  ON  THE  V IENNA  PH ILHARMONIC

No doubt the Internet has its dark
side, its labyrinth of sex shops, scams and frauds. But the Net is also an arena
for good works. As one little-known, American expatriate composer has
shown, it is a potent tool for bringing change even to the most hidebound of
cultural institutions, the Vienna Philharmonic.

Through his adroit and impassioned use of the Net, William Osborne
mobilized a tiny, far-flung band of feminists who pressured the Vienna
Philharmonic—among the world’s highest-paid orchestras and, historically,
the most important in terms of symphonic music—to accept a woman member
for the first time since it was founded in 1842.

Osborne, who has lived in Germany for the past 19 years, not only
challenged the Vienna Philharmonic’s traditional all-male ideology; by dis-
seminating detailed scholarly articles about the orchestra’s operations on
the World Wide Web, he provided the intellectual underpinning for street
protests at Carnegie Hall in New York and caught the attention of the tra-
ditional media—the very catalysts that led to the hiring of harpist Anna
Lelkes in 1997. 
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“Cybergrass”—Osborne’s term for grassroots activism in cyberspace—
is neither new nor limited to the cultural arena. In the world of finance,
disgruntled shareholders have organized via the Internet to influence bank-
ruptcy negotiations; labor unions have seen rank-and-file rebellions fostered
on the Net. But Osborne vs. the Vienna Philharmonic provides a fascinating,
even unique, case study in the annals of musicology and the wider world of
grassroots activism.

More than three years ago, in “Art Is Just an Excuse,” the first of several
seminal essays, Osborne contended that the Vienna Philharmonic’s belief in
male supremacy was gender bias of the worst sort, rooted in a historical
rationale of national identity and cultural purity, and that its exclusionary
policy was part of an intolerable racist heritage. The orchestra’s discrimi-
natory practices, he argued, cast such a pall over its considerable artistic
achievement that the institution has turned out to be the shame, not the
pride, of Western civilization.

With this argument, Osborne and his cohorts ignited a global
debate in cyberspace. Classical music fans from New Zealand to Costa Rica
traded thousands of e-mail messages, for and against; some suggested fur-
ther action (a boycott of Vienna Philharmonic recordings by music libraries,
for instance), while others dismissed the concern over gender bias as kow-
towing to political correctness. The intensity of the debate was as striking
as it was widespread.

When news of the debate seeped into print and onto radio and televi-
sion in Europe and the United States, it was deeply embarrassing to the more
progressive members of the private, self-governing orchestra, but especially to
the Austrian government, which employs the 150 or so Vienna Philharmonic
players as civil servants in the Vienna State Opera orchestra, a separate, pub-
lically funded, nearly identical twin. If bad publicity was the lever that pried
open the Vienna Philharmonic to women, it was Osborne’s advocacy in cyber-
space that picked the lock to the door.
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“We would have been powerless without the Internet,” says Osborne, 47, a
gangling New Mexico native with pale blue eyes and a reddish goatee. He
noted in a recent interview that the core group of feminists who actually orga-
nized the protest numbered fewer than a half-dozen. 

Chief among Osborne’s allies were Monique Buzzarte, a New York
freelance musician and writer who put up a Zap the VPO web site to encour-
age and track the protest, influencing the National Organization of Women to
get involved, and Varda Ullman Novick, a Los Angeles media researcher and
pollster who acted as a traffic catalyst, instigating debate by forwarding e-mail
messages to key music list servers.

“Actually, the Vienna Philharmonic couldn’t have cared less about us,”
Osborne adds. “What we say doesn’t count. It’s what The New York Times says
that counts. The most important thing was to use the orchestra as a clear illus-
tration of how reactionary classical music is. If it were just the Vienna
Philharmonic, the whole issue would be much too parochial to bother with.

“The real issue, which the orchestra validates, is that women are not
treated fairly in music,” he says. “I wanted to show that we’re not just talk-
ing through our hats, that this is a really important problem. In a certain
way, taking on the Vienna Philharmonic is a means to a bigger end. I could-
n’t care less about Viennese parochialism. That’s a backwoods place, Vienna,
if you want to know the truth. I’m trying to focus on classical music at the
end of the 20th century.”

THE  UNTOUCHABLES

The Vienna Philharmonic has such prestige as a

sacred national institution that not even politi-

cians can touch it.

When Sonja Ablinger, a Social Democrat in the

Austrian Parliament, began an inquiry into the

orchestra’s gender bias, her efforts were stymied. 

Since hiring its first woman, Ablinger says, the

orchestra pays lip service to equal opportunity

but covertly “tries to discourage women” from

applying for jobs.

Gabrielle Mossrych, who heads the Orchestra

Committee of the Vienna Volksopera, says: “Here in

Vienna we can’t do anything. It has got to be an

international call for change, or there’s no leverage.”



Parochial or not, the power and influence of the Vienna Philharmonic is evi-
dent 157 years after it gave its first concert as an ensemble (then called the
Philharmonic Academy) to present what was at the time a new genre of post-
Beethoven symphonic music. 

Today, the Vienna Philharmonic not only commands the highest con-
cert fees of any orchestra—as much as $200,000 a night, and sometimes more,
on standing-room-only international tours—it sells more recordings and earns
more money for its members than any other orchestra, except perhaps for the
Metropolitan Opera orchestra. Its reported annual income amounts to about
$15 million after expenses, income divided among the 150 players. In addition,
Philharmonic members earn large government salaries for their jobs in the
Vienna State Opera orchestra, and a significant minority earn yet a third salary,
also government-paid, to teach at the Vienna Music Academy.

Part composer, social historian, and musicologist, Osborne came to the issue
of gender bias through long and bitter experience. For many years, he and
his wife, Abbie Conant, a classical trombonist, fought sexism in the Munich
Philharmonic. Their court battles with that orchestra, following Conant’s
arbitrary demotion from solo to second trombone, ultimately ended in a
precedent-setting legal victory—but not before she struggled “through some
of the worst experiences of my life,” she says, “simply because I was a
woman trombonist.” 

Osborne had tried spreading the word about gender bias in Munich
with paper mail. “It was so laborious,” he recalls. “And then I got a modem—
and boy! I really started spreading the word. Instead of standing in line at the
post office, all I had to do was type something up and hit a button.” 

Building on his Munich experience, Osborne posted his first Internet
message about the Vienna Philharmonic on Oct. 16, 1995. The detailed note
described the orchestra’s belief that “gender and ethnic uniformity give it aes-
thetic superiority.” Sent to a list of American trombone and trumpet players,
the message received little notice; but four days later it was forwarded to the
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International Horn Society, where it caused extensive discussion. Within two
weeks, e-mail traffic amounted to 50 pages of printouts.
“At that point,” Osborne says, “I began using the entire music area of the
Internet [list servers, news groups, and chat rooms] to try to raise a protest.”

On Jan. 24, 1996, he sent documented information about the
orchestra’s categorical exclusion of women to various music lists: Gender in
Music, the International Alliance for Women in Music, the International
Trombone Association, the IHS, and various trumpet, tuba, and brass
groups. His information was forwarded separately to the lists of the
International Conference of Symphonic Musicians, the American
Musicological Society and others, for a total of 11 groups that he knew
about. Later he learned that feminist, opera, and labor-relations organiza-
tions also got the information, causing e-mail discussion (especially at
ICSOM) that continued unabated for months.

Another Osborne post (“More VPO Info”) followed, encouraging gen-
der-in-music scholars to begin writing about sexism in the Philharmonic and
other orchestras. He contended—correctly, as it turned out—that reporters in
the traditional mass media would take notice. He also urged members of
Gender in Music to write the orchestras themselves, and he supplied addresses.

Yet another significant post (“Orchestras and Social Reality”) went
to the International Alliance for Women in Music and seven other lists on
Jan. 31, 1996. “It was not specifically about the Vienna Phil, but rather
about what people could do to oppose discrimination,” Osborne notes.
Relentless as ever, he wrote largely in response to questions that had been
raised in the e-mail discussions but hadn’t been answered. This time he drew
a direct link to the case of Conant vs. the Munich Philharmonic, using it as
a concrete example of a successful action.
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“THE REAL ISSUE, WHICH THE ORCHESTRA VALIDATES, IS THAT WOMEN ARE
“NOT TREATED FAIRLY IN MUSIC.”



Within days, on Feb. 2, 1996, he received his first e-mail inquiry from a jour-
nalist, Andreas Saenz of La Nación in Costa Rica, who proposed writing an
article. “Saenz did the piece and predicted protests against the Vienna Phil
more than a year before they actually happened,” Osborne says. “He based his
prediction on the activity that was evolving on the Internet.”

Osborne soon began to see the impact of his cybergrass campaign in
the real world. On Feb. 13, 1996, West German State Radio interviewed mem-
bers of the Vienna Philharmonic to get their views on the growing controversy.
What they said in defense of the orchestra’s exclusionary policy merely con-
firmed Osborne’s critique.

“From the beginning,” flutist Dieter Flury explained, “we have spoken of
the special Viennese qualities, of the way music is made here. [It] is not only a
technical ability, but also something that has a lot to do with the soul. The soul
does not allow itself to be separated from the cultural roots that we have here
in central Europe; and it also doesn’t allow itself to be separated from gender.

“So if you think the world should operate according to quotas,” Flury
went on, “then it’s naturally irritating that we’re a group of white-skinned
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VPO  PR  PLAYS  ON

As part of its European tour in the spring of 2000,

the Vienna Philharmonic played concerts at

Mauthausen, site of the infamous Nazi concentra-

tion camp, and at the Vatican, two significant

gestures of symbolic importance.

The VPO has made overtures to Jewish groups

“as a way of cleansing its racist past,” Osborne

says. “Their latest little gesture of ‘de-Nazification’

is a good way to start the next millennium.” 

“These public-relations gestures are positive

actions,” Osborne adds. “But unfortunately, part of

their intention has been to mislead the public.”

The gestures toward the Jewish community, for

example, “have a confusing and specious charac-

ter, since the racial ideologies at issue are not

specifically anti-Semitic.

“The real issue at hand is the Vienna

Philharmonic’s post-war policy of remaining entirely

white, because they feel that people who are—visi-

bly—members of racial minorities would destroy the

orchestra’s image of Austrian authenticity.” 

And so, Osborne continues to rail against what

he calls the VPO’s “show-biz propaganda,” which

he sees as being taken to the ultimate in the

Mauthausen concert, scheduled for May 7. As

Osborne puts it, “It’s racism celebrating anti-

racism on the site of the worst racist horror in the

history of humanity.”



ONE  WOMAN’S  BATTLE  AGA INST  SEX ISM 

Abbie Conant says she was unprepared for her

sexist treatment in Munich, or for the attitude of

the late Sergiu Celibidache, who encouraged it.

A noted Romanian conductor, Celibidache

had recently been appointed music director of

the Munich Philharmonic when Conant arrived

from Italy, where she had played solo trombone

with the ochestra of the Royal Opera of Turin.

“I did not know the hatred I would be con-

fronting in the Munich Philharmonic,” Conant

recalled in a 1998 speech to the State Music

Council of Nordheim-Westfalia, Germany.

“A group of colleagues made it their business

to harass me in any way they could. This sexism did

not bother Celibidache. When he was displeased with

the ensemble, he would call us a ‘ladies orchestra.’” 

Conant, 44, a Juilliard-trained musician

from Tesuque, N.M., had won the solo trombone

position in a blind audition in 1980, defeating 32

male candidates for the job. “The orchestra didn’t

know that I was a woman,” she said, recounting

that the invitation to audition had been addressed

to her as Herr (Mr.) Conant. “When I stepped from

behind the first-round screen at the audition, they

were quite dismayed. It was only the second time

in the history of the Munich Philharmonic that a

screen had been used.” 

It was also the last, according to a superb

account of the case by Monique Buzzarte, pub-

lished in 1996 in the Journal of the International

Alliance for Women in Music and posted on the

IAWM web site. 

(Women hold on average a third of the posi-

tions in U.S. orchestras. A study by Harvard

economist Claudia Goldin and Princeton University’s

Cecilia Rouse found that blind auditions increase the

chances for women. When a screen is used, their

success in initial rounds improves by 50 percent,

and in final rounds by 300 percent.) 

After Conant had been in the Munich

Philharmonic for nine months, Celibidache demot-

ed her with the declaration: “You know the

problem. We need a man for solo trombone.” She

says, “I had no choice but to turn to the courts.” 

The litigation lasted 11 years, from 1982 to

1993, and comprised four trials, numerous hear-

ings and extensive medical testing. Doctors at the

Gautinger Lung Clinic drew her blood to measure

how efficiently she absorbed oxygen; they exam-

ined her rib cage, measured her lung capacity,

gauged her breathing speed. She also had to pro-

duce testimonials to her musicianship and submit

to a court-appointed audition by an outside expert.

The results of that test, conducted by a

conservatory professor who was also president

of the German Trombone Association, were

unequivocal. Conant was judged an outstanding

trombonist capable of performing the most dif-

ficult passages expected of a musician in a top

orchestra. Still, it took another five years of legal

battles following her reinstatement as solo trom-

bone to win equal pay with male soloists of the

same rank and seniority. By 1993, having

regained everything that had been lost in 13 dif-

ficult years, Conant resigned in favor of a

professorship at the State Conservatory of

Music in Trossingen, Germany. (The orchestra

hired a “17-year-old male with no orchestral

experience as her replacement,” Buzzarte says.)

Osborne and Conant then moved to a small vil-

lage in the Black Forest near Trossingen, just

when the World Wide Web was heating up.
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male musicians that exclusively performs the music of white-skinned male
composers. It’s a racist and sexist irritant. I believe you have to put it that way.
If you establish superficial egalitarianism, you lose something very significant.
Therefore, I’m convinced that it is worthwhile accepting this racist and sexist
irritant, because something produced by a superficial understanding of human
rights would not live up to the same standards.”

If that wasn’t clear enough, Roland Girtler, a professor of sociology at
the University of Vienna, added: “Another important argument against women
is that they can bring the solidarity of men into question. You find that in all
men’s groups. And the women can also contribute to creating competition
among the men. They distract men.”

Osborne lost no time exploiting such remarks. He transcribed and translated
that radio interview, and posted the transcript on the Internet in both English
and German. This prompted the International Alliance for Women in Music
(IAWM), an organization largely comprising female academics and com-
posers, to begin formulating a protest action. Much discussion centered on
possibly using the street-theater tactics of the Guerrilla Girls, a New York-
based artists’ collective whose anonymous members don gorilla masks in their
actions. Osborne demurred. “Most people are not aware of the Vienna
Philharmonic’s employment policies,” he wrote in a May 14, 1996, e-mail. “A
simple and dignified protest by women musicians in front of the concert halls
during the orchestra’s international tours, along with factual advance letters to
the media, would be all that it takes to create a lot of publicity.”

Ten months later, in the weeks leading up to and during the orches-
tras’s winter tour of the United States in February and March of 1997, events
would prove him correct. In the meantime, he continued to prepare the
ground, teaming up with Monique Buzzarte, who had been reading
Osborne’s Internet messages.

As she followed the e-mail debate, Buzzarte recalls, she was struck by
a message from one of the IAWM leaders saying it wasn’t the group’s role to
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get involved in an orchestra protest. “That made me go ballistic,” she recounts.
“It was like a leader of the NAACP saying it shouldn’t get involved in civil
rights.” Buzzarte sent a stinging reply to that effect and volunteered to help
coordinate any effort that might be initiated. “It sealed my fate,” she says. “The
IAWM made me a board member and allocated about $300 for me to do some-
thing. You can’t even do postage with that. So I thought the best thing was to
use the power of the Internet and mass-forwarding.”

Buzzarte set up her provocative, highly organized ZAP the VPO web site,
launching it on Nov. 15, 1996, with service instructions (“What can I do?”),
background information (“Who’s taken a stand?”), dates and places for
demonstrations, a news archive of media coverage and an online library, as
well as links to other music- and government-related web sites and mailing
lists. She wrote prominent musicians and feminists—“Anybody I knew or
thought I could get hold of by e-mail”—asking for a statement of solidarity.
“They were just b-flat requests: ‘Here’s what I’m doing. I’m soliciting com-
ments that I can parlay; I will post your response on my web site.’” 

Her campaign, dubbed VPO Watch, also displayed a sense of humor
in the use of such slogans as “Testosterone Is Not An Instrument” and “Don’t
Let the Men of the Vienna Philharmonic Keep Playing With Themselves.” 

The first to send a statement was the noted avant-garde composer
Pauline Oliveros; eventually Gloria Steinem and the composer Joan Tower
responded. Only a small number of established artists and feminists replied,
however. “That was an eye-opening experience for me,” the 38-year-old
Buzzarte says. “I guess I’m an idealist. It hadn’t really occurred to me that
people with big reputations who didn’t have to be scared would want to
keep their distance.”
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VPO WATCH DISPLAYED A SENSE OF HUMOR IN THE USE OF SUCH SLOGANS AS
“TESTOSTERONE IS NOT AN INSTRUMENT” AND “DON’T LET THE MEN OF THE
VIENNA PHILHARMONIC KEEP PLAYING WITH THEMSELVES.”



Having done the spadework, Osborne now unleashed his main
Internet attack: an unrelenting series of well-reasoned, historically
detailed, acutely researched articles notable for their scholarly tone and, in
contrast to the ZAP the VPO web site, the absence of polemics. In all, he
posted a half-dozen articles and thousands of e-mails amounting to tens of
thousands of words over a period of roughly two-and-a-half years from
October 1995 to June 1997.

Buzzarte not only put all Osbourne’s essays and articles on her web
site, she posted the news articles that began appearing in the print press. 

More than 125 articles were published from Jan. 15, 1997, to Feb.
28, 1997. The first came out on the front page of Der Kurier, an important
Austrian daily in Vienna, under the headline: “US Womens’ Groups Theaten
Boycott of the Philharmonic/Massive Pressure on the Orchestra to Take
Women Musicians.” Within six weeks more than two dozen major newspa-
pers around the world reported that the orchestra had voted reluctantly to
accept its first woman. 

A majority of those articles came on the eve of the Vienna
Philharmonic’s 1997 American tour, and another 75 appeared in the aftermath
of the historic vote “on the woman question” (bitter words of the orchestra’s
then-chairman Werner Resel, who opposed the vote and soon resigned). 

Most of the press reports contained information and ideas traceable to
Osborne’s original e-mail messages and article postings.

During that same six-week period, traffic on the ZAP the VPO web site
was astonishing by the standards of classical-music groups, if not by the
Internet’s. Buzzarte doesn’t know exactly how many people logged on—“I
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THE  VPO ’S  GOLDEN IMAGE

First minted by the Austrian National Bank in

1990, the success of the “Philharmoniker” gold

coin as a collector’s item worldwide has been

tied largely to the orchestra’s legendary reputa-

tion. According to government statistics, 106.5

tons of pure gold have been used to create

some five million Philharmoniker coins worth

roughly $1.1 billion.



stopped counting after 10,000 hits,” she says—but she estimates enough peo-
ple visited her site to fill 5,000-seat Carnegie Hall many times over. Which is
just the sort of thing that would concern the Vienna Philharmonic or any major
touring orchestra, Osborne maintains.

It was no coincidence, he adds, that the historic vote to admit a
woman came on Feb. 27, 1997, the same day that the orchestra flew off to
the United States to play at Carnegie Hall. (In its only other U.S. stop on that
tour, the Vienna Philharmonic played three concerts at the Orange County
Performing Arts Center in Costa Mesa, California, where about 150 protes-
tors demonstrated.)

Perhaps not surprisingly, the battle for public opinion of the New York
intelligentsia matters as much to Osborne as it does to the orchestra. “In fact,
it’s more important to change the thinking of The New York Times—and there-
fore the thinking of the New York intelligentsia, which reads it faithfully—than
to change the Vienna Philharmonic.

“Columbia Artists, the agency that controls something like 95 percent
of the world’s name conductors, is headquartered in Manhattan,” Osborne
continues. “That says something about why the Vienna Phil, which uses only
guest conductors, cares what The New York Times says. It’s basically the only
paper they [the orchestra] read from America. And it’s not so much that they
go to America as to Carnegie Hall.”

Despite demonstrations in front of Carnegie Hall for three consecutive
years however—never large, the turnouts dwindled from 80 or so protestors
in 1997 to eight in 1999—the Vienna Philharmonic continued to play sold-out
concerts. And while The New York Times had reported the admission of the
harpist Anna Lelkes into the orchestra as front-page news, its music critics did
not take the issue of gender bias seriously.

In a 1997 column, the Times chief music critic Bernard Holland dis-
missed the protest with a condescending brush-off. His disdain was palpable.
“What we seem to be witnessing,” he wrote, “is a clash of two provincial cap-
itals.” In his opinion, the issue was a mere misunderstanding between insular,
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“THE MET HASN’T DONE AN

OPERA BY A WOMAN SINCE 1903.

THERE AREN’T MANY AROUND,

BUT THERE ARE ENOUGH OF THEM.” 
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old-fashioned, but respectable keepers of tradition in Vienna and newfangled,
impatient, Southern California hicks in Culver City (where the then-president
of the IAWM lived). “Culver City may have a hard time understanding that the
values so immediately important to it may not be important to the Viennese,
even to many of its women,” Holland wrote. It was the same unction the
orchestra used to excuse itself. 

The following year, when the orchestra arrived in New York (on the
first anniversary of Lelkes’s hiring), the Times’s classical music editor James R.
Oestreich interviewed Resel’s replacement, the new orchestra chairman
Clemens Hellsberg, and took at face value Hellsberg’s claim that the orchestra
was now committed to hiring women.

Oestreich gave considerable legitimacy to the claim that gender dis-
crimination was a thing of the past, even though the orchestra had just filled
four jobs in the string and brass sections with men again, instead of with
women. The orchestra had not only failed to hire a woman but, as reported in
the Los Angeles Times, had declined to audition a highly qualified female can-
didate for solo viola. (She was Vienna Academy-trained violist Gertrude
Rossbacher who had played for 10 years in the Berlin Philharmonic, where
she’d been hired by its legendary conductor Herbert von Karajan. The Vienna
orchestra filled the solo viola position with a male second violinist, not a reg-
ular viola player, from the Vienna State Opera.) 

On the eve of the 1999 tour, as though to lend credence to The New

York Times’s reporting, the orchestra announced it would hire a second
women, Julie Palloc, another harpist. She will join the orchestra this year,
when Lelkes is expected to retire.

“The Vienna Phil is trying to present this as a big step forward,”
Osborne says. “But hiring women harpists is nothing new. Male harpists are
rare. Lelkes played for more than 20 years with the orchestra as a permanent
substitute, without being granted membership in the club. She earned less pay
and her name never appeared in the programs. She was a non-person.”



In any case, female harpists do not figure in the central equation of
the orchestra’s psychology or its music-making. As second violinist Helmut
Zehetner told a German interviewer: “If you ask how noticeable gender is with
these colleagues, my personal experience is that this instrument is so far at the
edge of the orchestra that it doesn’t disturb our emotional unity.”

For the first time, however, a New York Times critic, Anthony
Tommasini, took serious notice of the orchestra’s sexism by reviewing its 1999
Carnegie Hall concerts in the context of Osborne’s charges, rather than treat-
ing gender bias as a moral issue wholly separate from art. Without naming
Osborne, he quoted from one of Osborne’s IAWM articles and, while still prais-
ing the quality of the playing, endorsed the view that the orchestra’s
continuing sexism is wrong artistically as well as ethically.

‘

“Obviously, the unanimity of purpose that the Vienna Philharmonic has
achieved is a precious thing and you can understand their fear of diluting it,”
Tommasini wrote. “But what accounts for this quality? The maleness of the
players? Maybe that was so in a time when women routinely were oppressed,
but it makes no sense any longer.”

When Tommasini’s review appeared, Osborne was jubilant. “So final-
ly we got the truth into The New York Times,” he e-mailed associates. “The
Times’s previous dismissal of your protests played a large role in bolstering the
orchestra’s resistance to change.”

Osborne considers Tommasini’s review “a real breakthrough.” He also
regards it as a piece of virtuoso writing. “As a critic, he kept a dignified tone
and yet he lambasted them.” When making his own arguments on the Net,
Osborne had bent over backwards to write in sober tones and to offer well-
documented notes. “If you want to be responsible, that’s how you must do it,”
he insists. “I had to write as though I were producing lab reports.”

Despite the push-button ease of the Internet, Osborne’s work was long
and lonely. Over the months and years, he gave considerable thought to the
strategy and tactics that made for a successful cybergrass campaign.
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“When you’re picking on somebody to pick on, there are certain
rules,” he says. “For instance, I heard of some people trying to get up a
protest about the fact that there are so few women band directors in the
public schools. Well, how to you protest against 10,000 local school boards?
You can’t. 

“You have to pick out a single institution that’s in the media limelight
and has a certain vulnerability.” 

He cites the Metropolitan Opera as a perfect target. 
“That would get a lot of attention,” Osborne says, “and it would be

very useful. The Met hasn’t done an opera by a woman since 1903. There
aren’t many around, but there are enough of them. And even if they thought
there weren’t any at all, why haven’t they commissioned one? The Met is very
vulnerable there.”
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OSBORNE ’S  E -TRA IL

OCTOBER  1996  “Art Is Just an Excuse: Gender

Bias in International Orchestras,” published in

the IAWM Journal and placed on its web site, soon

linked to the Zap the VPO site.

JANUARY 7, 1997 “The Images of Purity: The Racial

Ideologies of the Vienna Philharmonic in

Historical Perspective.”

FEBRUARY 11, 1997 “A Difficult Birth: Maternity

Leave in the Vienna Philharmonic.”

JUNE  1997 “Patrician Rituals: Toward a Critical

Theory of Orchestra Patriarchy” (e-mailed to the

Los Angeles Times in March 1997, but not posted),

presented in June to the Feminists Theory and

Music Conference at the University of Virginia.

D E C E M B E R  1 9 9 7  “The Purity of Pizzicato-

Polkas: A Commentary on Tokenism in the Vienna

Philharmonic,” posted on the eve of a subsequent

Philharmonic tour to Carnegie Hall in the winter

of 1998, when the media had been lulled into

believing the orchestra had ended its males-only

policy with the admission of harpist Anna Lelkes.

JANUARY 1999 “Blind Auditions and Moral

Misogyny,” his most comprehensive analysis of the

need for blind auditions to protect women’s rights.

FEBRUARY  2000  An expanded and updated ver-

sion of “Patrician Rituals”—retitled “Symphony

Orchestras and Artist-Prophets: Cultural Isomorphism

and the Allocation of Power in Music,” published in

the Leonardo Music Journal, a joint venture of the MIT

Press and the International Society for the Arts,

Sciences and Technology (in print and online).



But although a protest against the Met “would have enormous poten-
tial,” he has no intention of taking it on. “It’s a lot of work,” he says, “and it
would be better to get somebody who’s a real opera aficianado. I know the
inside workings of German-speaking orchestras like the back of my hand. I
know what they’re going to say and do before they do it. I don’t know the
opera world as well.”

Still, if someone were to take on the Met, Osborne emphasizes, the
real issue is not the opera itself but the status of women in music.

“The Met is just a vivid illustration of how bad things are for women
composers. That the major American opera house hasn’t done an opera by a
woman during the entire 20th century is worth protesting. Even the major
European opera houses have done their token women.”

Osborne shakes his head, marveling at such basic and incontrovertible
facts. Then he wonders out loud with a Cheshire cat’s smile whether cyber-
grass against the Met would get any takers. 

“Maybe somebody will do it,” he says. “I hope so.” 39
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