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Kirk Trevor dreams big. You can’t blame him for that. As artistic director of the Missouri 

Symphony Orchestra, or MSO, it’s his job to come up with a big, inspiring, knock-audiences-off-

their-feet lineup for the symphony’s Hot Summer Nights season, an eight-week concert series 

that is, all things considered, the official yearly Big Event at the Missouri Theatre Center for the 

Arts. 

Every year, Trevor — an unassuming, slightly hurried and British-born conductor and musician — 

compiles a stash of ideas for classical, popular or family-friendly musicians who might make good 

guest artists for the next summer. In addition to building the MSO, which consists of nearly 40 

players from all over the country, it falls to Trevor to find those headliners who will sing, play 

along or otherwise grab audiences’ attention. 

The guest artist selection process has moved into an annual rhythm. After making his list of 

possibilities, Trevor proposes the budget he needs to bring them here. Then he holds his breath. 

Because, as much as it’s his job to dream big, it’s the job of the board of directors of the Missouri 

Symphony Society, or MOSS, to rein in the maestro. 

When he suggests one sum of money needed to make the season possible, the board comes 

back with another, smaller number, and that process has continued amiably for years. And 

despite those constraints, which apply to any not-for-profit arts organization, Trevor always 

makes it work. Through his efforts MOSS has introduced headliners such as Art Garfunkel to 

Columbia, not to mention The 5th Dimension, Eileen Ivers and a number of lesser known but 

talented gems such as the Eroica Trio and Lara St. John. And in response, audience numbers 

have steadily risen in his nine-year duration as artistic director. 

“I would say in the last three years we’ve had more sold out shows than in the previous 30,” 

Trevor said last month, matter-of-factly, slurping a cup of coffee at the Cherry Street Artisan 

during a break in rehearsals. But 2009 was a little different. 



BUDGET CUTS, VICIOUS CYCLES 

In October 2008, always, Trevor suggested his list of artists to the MOSS board for the current 

season. This time, when the board came back with its answering budget, Trevor’s jaw dropped. 

Last year’s allowance of about $69,000 had dropped to $37,000. 

So in addition to having to cut the big-name acts — which can cost tens of thousands to book, 

depending on how much clout the artist has — Trevor had to scale back considerably. He started 

calling in favors to musicians he had known for years who might be willing to take a pay cut, 

sometimes even for about half their normal fee. Many of them, hearing the increasingly familiar 

phrase “these are difficult times,” agreed. His own daughter, a talented violinist named Chloe, 

played for the opening gala on June 6. The pianist Gleb Ivanov and guest conductor Carl Topilow 

are friends of Trevor’s, too. 

From his vantage point at the head of the orchestra, Trevor worriedly watched “dramatically 

reduced” audiences trickle into the auditorium during June and July. “The economic crisis?” he 

said, echoing the easiest explanation for lackluster ticket sales. “I don’t know. If suddenly I 

announce that the Eagles are going to play with the symphony tomorrow night, I bet I could sell it 

out between now and tomorrow night. Why is that?” 

His question highlights the importance of bringing in exciting headliners to stud the season and 

lure new audiences beyond the classical music lovers. But without enough money, this proves 

impossible. Ayako Tsuruta, who heads up the Plowman Chamber Music Competition at MTCA, 

mentioned to a friend recently that the theater should let potential donors know more about new 

and exciting events coming up after fundraising goals are met. He replied, “Well — it’s a question 

of which comes first, the chicken or the egg, isn’t it?” 

In the arts world, budget cuts create a vicious cycle. Less expensive, lesser known musicians can 

lead to lackluster audience responses. Then, without advertising — another area where the 

theater’s belt has been tightened — fewer people hear about the show at all. Ticket sales drop 

further, the organization is forced again to make cuts to cover expenses and the devestating 

spiral continues downward. 

GLOOMY DAYS, FUTURE DREAMS 

Simply put, not-for-profit arts organizations such as MOSS and MTCA are hurting right now, and 

not just in Columbia. According to the results of a John Hopkins Center for Civil Society Studies 

study released on June 29, not-for-profit theaters and orchestras across the United States have 



taken a “particularly hard hit” in the lagging economy, “with nearly 75 percent of the former and 

half of the latter reporting ‘severe’ or ‘very severe’ stress.” 

It seems like everything that could happen to make things more difficult has taken place. Rising 

health insurance costs forced MTCA to cut family coverage for staff members in February. Utility 

costs shot up, and it didn’t help that the theater’s post-renovation, state-of-the-art technology 

proved more expensive to use and maintain. Revenues, endowments and ticket sales are hurting 

nationwide, but worst of all is the drop-off on individual donations, on which not-for-profit art 

institutions heavily rely. In the John Hopkins survey, nearly 80 percent of theaters and 70 percent 

of orchestras reported losses. 

Current board members declined to comment about the budget. But former Executive Director 

David White, speaking from his home recently after having resigned his post, called the latest 

cuts to the symphony society’s programming — which also included making the formerly annual 

Plowman competition a biennial — “very strategic decisions to try to deal with foreseeing — as 

best as anyone could” without “a crystal ball — the struggling economy.” 

Yesterday, the Hot Summer Nights 2009 season finale featured harpist Deborah Henson-Conant. 

In a few months, Trevor hands over his 2010 season guest artist suggestions. 

Right now, he’s looking at things the way he usually does, dreaming big, looking at potentials 

such as ’70s retro band Big Bad Voodoo Daddy and Grammy-winning singer Anne Murray. He 

has no idea what the budget will look like, that “ever-evolving shape.” But like everyone who 

stands on untenable ground, the only way out is taking one cautious step forward at a time. 
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