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Orlando Philharmonic Orchestra’s 
25th Anniversary Gala and Concert

Landmark anniversary celebration concert features 
Yo-Yo Ma and Colin Jacobsen.
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H
ow could Yo-Yo Ma still not have made his 
Orlando debut? A worldwide ambassador 
of music, culture and the arts, whose career 
spans more than 50 years, Ma is bound for 

Orlando in May to cap off the Orlando Philharmonic 
Orchestra’s (OPO) 25th anniversary season. The 
celebration consists of a special Gala for the 25-year 
milestone and, in a separate concert, Ma’s long-de-
layed first performance in Orlando. It’s a momentous 
achievement for the Philharmonic.   

“A lot of things had to line up, starting with the 
organization growing to a point — both artistically 
and financially — where we could do something this 
significant,” says Executive Director Christopher 
Barton. “For the Philharmonic to grow in 25 years 
and be successful in succeeding the organization 
that came before, and to have arrived at this point 
where we can bring arguably the world’s greatest 
living musician to Central Florida for the first time 
is a celebration for us and, we hope, for the whole 
community.”

OPO’s preceding organization was the Florida 
Symphony Orchestra, which disbanded in 1993 after 
43 years of service. Former members soon picked up 

the pieces and assembled what is today the Orlando 
Philharmonic Orchestra; the careers of many current 
longtime members — with some having also doubled 
as staff members in the organization — date back to 
the 1970s and 1980s. 

Today, the OPO operates on a sturdy $4.5 million 
budget to present about 160 concerts per season, 
including all subscription series, education outreach 
and free community events. And, yes, the orchestra 
has raised its profile, particularly since the appoint-
ment of Music Director Eric Jacobsen in 2015, whose 
personal connection to the famed cello virtuoso was 
instrumental in his booking with the orchestra.

“This is a time in which Orlando is growing in such 
a fun way and the orchestra is at the place where it’s 
ready for this. I’m really happy that we can be great 
hosts for Yo-Yo. I know that the orchestra is going to be 
at the top of their game,” says Jacobsen, who first met 
the Chinese-born former child prodigy around 1999, 
when his older brother Colin Jacobsen joined Ma’s 
multicultural music workshops at the Tanglewood 
Music Center. 

Colin, who first appeared as violin soloist with 
OPO last year, is a founding member of Ma’s Silk 
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Road Ensemble — the result of those workshops. 
Eric remembers driving to Dartmouth College (New 
Hampshire) in those early days to see his brother play 
with the ensemble, which would program contem-
porary arrangements of Eurasian music alongside 
mainstay classical pieces. After Juilliard, Eric also 
joined Silk Road. The Jacobsens have been incredibly 
influenced by Ma, who is an 18-time Grammy Award 
winner, and a Presidential Medal of Freedom laureate 
under the Obama administration.   

The Jacobsens have continued working with Ma 
over the years; they have collaborated in the ensem-
ble The Knights, cofounded by the brothers, most 
recently recording Osvaldo Golijov’s cello concerto 
Azul. Ma’s high-profile appearance is the latest 
installment of Eric’s mission to “bring the world to 
Orlando and Orlando to the world,” as he puts it. “It 
felt like such a great way to celebrate the 25th anni-

versary and cap it with this piece.”
The piece is Brahms’ powerful Double Concerto in A 

minor, Op. 102, featuring Ma and Colin as soloists and 
Eric on the podium. Composed in the tradition of the 
concerto grosso, the concerto is scored for solo cello 
and violin foiled by a large orchestra. Yet, “Brahms 
creates room for the soloists to still shine, even with 
this massive instrumentation,” says Eric.  

Though Eric has not conducted the piece before, he 
knows it well: He has performed the solo cello part, 
with Colin on violin, many times. As conductor, the 
focus for his first performance is to sustain Brahms’ 
songlike melodies. 

“The challenge is to sing a melody that is in very 
long phrases — to start without having the end 
necessarily in sight. You have to keep the idea of 
the tension through a line, which I think is the most 
exciting thing. But great music is often like that: You 

“Brahms creates room  
for the soloists to still shine,  

even with this massive 
instrumentation.”

ERIC JACOBSEN
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can’t get to the end without really pushing yourself to 
sustain something truly special.”

But before the concert on Tuesday, May 8, at Bob 
Carr Theater, there’s the Saturday gala at the Hilton 
Orlando — the largest fundraising event yet for the 
organization. 

“The theme of the gala is taking the form of a kalei-
doscope,” explains Barton. 

There will be small ensembles and a full orchestra 
performance to represent the different aspects of its 
programming. 

“It’s the culmination of everything the organization 
has done this season and in 25 years.”

The Road Forward
As for the future, the organization is evaluating how 
it will continue its performances at the Plaza Live — 
home of the Focus Series — and what opportunities 

Steinmetz Hall will bring when it opens in 2020 at Dr. 
Phillips Center for the Performing Arts. But in between 
now and then, the orchestra plans to extend Ma’s Silk 
Road concept of mingling musicians from different 
cultures for its 2018-19 season at Bob Carr Theater and 
Plaza Live, with its FAIRWINDS Classics Series and 
Focus Series, says Barton. “It’s an interesting way to 
continue what first brought Eric and Yo-Yo together.”

To purchase tickets for the 25th Anniversary Gala 
on May 5 (each ticket includes a premium ticket to the 
concert featuring Yo-Yo Ma and Colin Jacobsen), visit 
orlandophil.org.

Esteban Meneses is an Orlando-based freelance writer. 
A graduate student of humanities at Rollins College in 
Winter Park, Esteban became a “student” member of the 
Music Critics Association of North America in 2015. He 
has contributed to Orlando Arts Magazine since 2011.
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