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Symphony orchestras nationwide – from Portland, Oregon to Hartford, 
Connecticut to Nashville – have been laying off musicians and staff because of the 
ongoing economic effects of the Covid-19 crisis. Others, including those in Boston and 
San Francisco, have been forced to cut musicians' pay. 

But the relatively small and scrappy Columbus Symphony Orchestra, made up of about 
45 full-time musicians and 14 staff members, remains intact.  

Executive Director Denise Rehg says it's a feat for the organization in a devastating year 
for the performing arts.  

“We set a goal early that we were going to do what we needed to do to keep them 
employed,” Rehg said. “Our goal has been to protect the full-time musicians. We were 
just able to hold things together and serve the community in ways we never have before 
on a shoestring.” 



Douglas Fisher, who has played bassoon for the symphony since 1984 is and president 
of the local musicians' union, said the Columbus Symphony has handled the pandemic 
as well as can be expected. 

"None of the full-time musicians have suffered any loss of wages or benefits since the 
pandemic began," Fisher said. "In most cities, particularly with larger orchestras, the 
musicians have had to take pay cuts of up to 30%. Fortunately, we've been spared that." 

It’s not that the symphony has avoided the economic impacts of Covid-19. Its budget has 
been cut substantially this year – $7.5 million for the 2021 fiscal year, which it recently 
started, compared to $9 million last year.  

And it’s not had enough work to pay its part-time cadre of symphony players and stage 
hands, which Rehg says is unfortunate.  

Though it ended its last fiscal year in the black, it projects a deficit this year that Rehg is 
hoping to cover through additional fundraising. 

But Rehg says the Columbus Symphony’s relatively small size and dependence on 
donors is actually what has allowed it to survive. 

That an a “very nimble” mindset.  

For example, it’s been able to save money by not performing at the Ohio Theatre and 
instead playing outdoor community venues in an outdoor concert series.  

“Despite the fact that it’s been a catastrophic health situation, it has not affected our 
donor base’s ability to help us,” Rehg said. “We have goals to increase the amount of 
fundraising we do to offset what we know will be temporarily a decrease in our earned 
revenue. We think we can do it.” 

Rehg said larger symphonies have a larger share of earned revenue than the Columbus 
Symphony. More than 65% of the Columbus Symphony’s income is through donations.  

 
“What’s happened, I think, is the symphony has managed to find ways to survive that 
maybe a larger symphony with more revenue streams, with higher earned revenue, 
(couldn’t),” Rehg said. 

The pandemic has allowed the symphony to “step up to try to help the community in 
new ways,” Rehg said, completing projects that might not have gotten done had Covid-
19 upended most of their plans. 

That includes creating and distributing a new music curriculum for third graders in 
Columbus City Schools, developing mentorships and fellowship programs for young 
musicians of color, a virtual symphony gala fundraiser, and creating dozens of 



educational, promotional, behind-the-scenes and performance videos for patrons and 
the public. 

It also conducted 20 free outdoor community concerts, which brought out a total of 
4,000 people, as well as 31 free outreach concerts with limited audiences. 

“Things that we had talked about doing for a long time, we made them priorities and put 
them on steroids,” Rehg said. “Our new strategic plan is service-based. We’re really 
taking that seriously. All of the things we did cost us less than (playing) in the big halls.” 

Rehg said the success of the free outdoor concerts has led the symphony to think about 
making that an annual feature.  

“We are exploring the possibility of always doing one free week of concerts across the 
community,” she said. “We’re pretty bullish on continuing to do that. We want to target 
some more underserved communities. We want to get to the underserved populations 
more than we have.” 

 


