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The Allentown Symphony Association is fighting tough economic times by kicking things up instead of slowing things down. Its 2009-10 schedule features 49 events -- more than double from last season's 18.

"The big goal of an organization like this is to never actually compromise in any way the artistic quality ... of what we're doing," said Diane Wittry, symphony conductor and music director.

The hall's 2009-10 slate does not have big-name stars or hit musicals like those unveiled by the State Theatre in Easton for its upcoming season. Instead it's a lineup rich in classics and ripe with new programs for connoisseurs of the arts, including a performance of "Romeo and Juliet" with dancers from American Ballet Theatre, and a concert of Broadway tunes.

Meanwhile, the association is continuing to work on a plan to pay off a $2 million debt that resulted from poor marketing of events, shrinking attendance and a costly 15-year renovation. A preservation committee was formed in December to explore options.

"We're continuing to look for city, county and state funding, but this economy isn't one that makes people give donations," said association Executive Director Sheila Evans. "However, because we've focused so much on being frugal in the last couple of years, the downturn hasn't hit us as much as it has some other places. We've got plans in place to go forth and be healthy."

With that mentality, Evans and Wittry have booked concerts they hope will consistently fill the hall's 1,200 seats and cater to different constituencies.

Wittry is particularly excited about "Gypsy Rhythms," a concert based on folk melodies in Hungarian and eastern European music (April 10). It will feature Laurence Kaplan on an unusual Hungarian instrument called a cimbalom, a type of dulcimer.

"We know there are some dulcimer clubs in the area, and some people that really focus on folk music, so we're partnering with the folk community here," Wittry said.

The season opens Sept. 12 with "Bravo Broadway!" featuring Melissa Errico, Anne Runolfsson and Gary Mauer performing tunes from shows such as "Wicked," "Jersey Boys" and "Les Miserables" with the Allentown Symphony.

The focus on Broadway can be attributed to responses from an online poll of audiences, Wittry said. In addition to wanting more musicals, the respondents also indicated a desire to see rock music.

Wittry said she's looking into rock acts, but said it could take time to incorporate them into the schedule because of the advance planning that goes into lining up acts.

New this season will be nine simulcasts of performances by the Metropolitan Opera Company. The hall will be the only theater in the area to broadcast the live transmissions on a 35-foot screen in high definition.

"Imagine seeing the film of the opera live in Symphony Hall, where you know we've got this wonderful theater with great sound," Wittry said.
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2009-10 SCHEDULE

CLASSICAL SERIES

American Voices, 8 p.m. Oct. 3, 3 p.m. Oct. 4

Brahms Festival, 8 p.m. Nov. 14, 3 p.m. Nov. 15

"Romeo and Juliet," 8 p.m. Feb. 13, 3 p.m. Feb. 14

Sibelius Concerto for Violin and Orchestra, 8 p.m. March 13, 3 p.m. March 14

Gypsy Rhythms, 8 p.m. April 10, 3 p.m. April 11

FAMILY SERIES

The Messiah, 8 p.m. Dec. 5

"Peter and the Wolf," with the Ballet Guild of the Lehigh Valley, 2 p.m. April 25

POPS CONCERTS

Bravo Broadway!, 8 p.m. Sept. 12

Bell Telephone Hour Concert, 8 p.m. May 8

OTHER CONCERTS

Curtis Symphony Orchestra, 7:30 p.m. Oct. 24

The Allentown Band, 3 p.m. Oct. 25

"The Nutcracker," 2 p.m. Dec. 12 and 13

Jazz Cabaret!, monthly performances by area jazz groups

More info: www.allentownsymphonyhall.org

