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Cultural life in America came of age in the 19th century just as the system of aristocratic, royal, and 
ecclesiastical patronage in Europe was in decline and being replaced with state support, often with a 
strong central authority. American musicians, in contrast, never benefited from the support of kings, 
nobles, or a central church. As a society, Americans have preferred a pluralistic approach to supporting 
creative artists that emphasizes diversity and places responsibility for constructing a living directly on 
the artist. Composers and musicians have had to rely on a complex web of support that includes 
private patrons, philanthropic foundations, and federal, state, and local governments. In addition, 
there remains an emphasis on sustaining oneself through the marketplace with the sales of sheet 
music, scores, recordings, concert tickets, and similar products.

During the Colonial period in America, the infrastructure to nurture and support composers and 
musicians barely existed. Helped in large part by private patrons, it evolved in the 19th century with 
the creation of educational opportunities, the formation of performance organizations and venues, and 
the development of appreciative audiences. As the new country stabilized and grew wealthy, some 
Americans began to engage in philanthropic activities, though they initially concentrated on social 
issues such as poverty and illness. By the middle of the 19th century, however, some philanthropists 
turned their attention towards the arts and culture. The wealthiest patrons, such as Andrew Carnegie, 
were able to build concert halls or finance an orchestra as Henry Lee Higginson did. Others patrons 
provided assistance to individual musicians and composers. For instance, many composers sought 
training in European conservatories because of the lack of available institutions in the United States. 
Some composers secured financing for their travels from wealthy patrons: Arthur Farwell received 
support from Thomas Mott Osborne, a wealthy industrialist from Auburn, New York, who financed his 
first year and a half of study in Europe.

Some patrons supported composers with the basic living necessities, such as lodging and living 
expenses. For example, Judge John Speed provided Anthony Heinrich with a small cabin on his estate 
outside of Louisville, and Mrs. Ole Bull provided Farwell a place to live in 1897. Gertrude Vanderbilt 
Whitney supplied Edgard Varèse with an allowance in 1921 so that he might focus on composition, and 
Alma Morgenthal Wertheim gave stipends to composers such as Aaron Copland and Israel Citkowitz. 
betty Freeman paid annual grants to John Cage for living expenses from 1965 until his death, and 
financially aided Harry Partch and Paul Dresher in a similar fashion. A few patrons were able to extend 
this concept by forming artist retreats. Two notable ones include the Macdowell colony in 
Peterborough, New Hampshire, founded in 1907 by Edward and Marion MacDowell, and Yaddo in 
Saratoga Springs, New York, founded in 1900 by Spencer and Katrina Trask.

Other patrons created opportunities for new works to be heard, an essential component to the success 
of any composer. Throughout the late 19th and early 20th century, patrons hosted “at homes,” in 
imitation of the famous French parlors and salons. Isabella Stewart Gardner held many such concerts 
in her home in Boston around the turn of the 20th century. The patrons of the modernist composers in 
the 1920s often hosted recitals in their homes in New York City, inviting an impressive list of guests 
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who could assist composers in furthering their work. In addition to these smaller gatherings, some 
patrons arranged larger performance opportunities such as concerts and festivals and often 
commissioned works or awarded prizes in conjunction with them. For example, Carl and Ellen Stoeckel 
began the Norfolk Music Festival in 1900 in Litchfield, Connecticut, and commissioned works by 
numerous composers, including George Chadwick and Horatio Parker. In 1918 Elizabeth Sprague 
Coolidge built an auditorium near her home Pittsfield, Massachusetts, to host chamber music festivals.

Commissioning works was one of the most significant ways that individual patrons could support 
composers. Commissioners have ranged from those with modest means to the very wealthiest and from 
those who are simply interested in music to fully trained professional musicians. This last category 
includes patrons such as Elise Boyer Hall, who commissioned many works for the saxophone in the 
early 20th century, and Serge Koussevitzky, who personally commissioned many symphonic works. 
Jack and Linda Hoeschler, who commissioned their first piece from Stephen Paulus in the 1980s, have 
since arranged for and financed the creation of around 70 works and formed the Minnesota 
Commissioning Club with four other couples. Other commissioning clubs formed around the country in 
the late 20th century, including Sound Investment, run by the Los Angeles Chamber Orchestra, and 
Bang on a Can’s People’s Commissioning Fund.

By the early 20th century, the wealthiest philanthropists found themselves inundated with requests for 
financial aid from individuals and organizations. The use of an organized and administered corporate 
structure in the form of a charitable foundation provided a buffer between supplicants and the fortunes 
of these men and women. Changes in tax laws in the 20th century also contributed to the formation of 
foundations. The Sixteenth Amendment to the US Constitution, ratified in 1913, instituted a federal 
income tax levied on individuals and corporations. The War Revenue Act of 1917 included a provision 
to allow for the deduction of charitable donations, and the Revenue Act of 1935 substantially increased 
the tax rate for wealthy Americans and corporations. These measures influenced some to give away 
portions of their wealth through philanthropy to avoid taxation. Tax-exempt foundations became the 
preferred method of distribution, a consequence of which has been fewer private patrons in the later 
20th century and onward.

Foundations , as defined by the Internal Revenue Code of the United States, are nonprofit corporations 
or charitable trusts whose primary aim is to issue grants to individuals or organizations for scientific, 
educational, cultural, religious, or other charitable purposes. One of the earliest foundations was the 
Carnegie Foundation, founded by Andrew Carnegie in 1910. Other millionaires such as the 
Rockefellers soon followed. Foundation support for performing arts organizations and composers was 
initially low but grew significantly in the 1950s and 60s.

Large foundations, such as the Carnegie, Rockefeller, and Ford Foundations, have tended to award 
grants to institutions rather than individuals, and music has represented a small portion of the total 
monies distributed. Their efforts on behalf of music have typically been directed towards larger 
projects such as purchasing instruments and equipment, funding commissioning programs through 
specific orchestras, and supporting educational and performance institutions. Numerous smaller 
foundations have formed over the years, however, that focus more specifically on music and on 
composers. These include the Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge Foundation, the Serge Koussevitzky Music 
Foundation, the Fromm Music Foundation, the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation, and the Martha 
Baird Rockefeller Fund for Music. (See Koussevitzky Foundations and martha baird Rockefeller .) 
These smaller organizations concentrate on the commissioning and performance of new works, funding 
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residencies, subsidizing the recording of new works, and sponsoring seminars, educational 
opportunities, and journals. Some organizations award grants to very specific populations, such as the 
New York Foundations for the Arts, which supports residents of New York. Others support specific 
genres of music such as rhythm and blues, Jewish music, and musical theater. The John Simon 
Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, founded in 1925, awards fellowships to scholars, scientists, and 
artists, allowing them to further their studies. Numerous composers have been among the recipients. 
Similarly, the American Academy in Rome awards the Rome Prize, which allows artists and scholars to 
reside at the Academy and pursue their independent projects. Since 1943, the Pulitzer Prize for Music 
has recognized composers for an existing musical composition; the prize serves to both acknowledge 
and sustain the winners. (See Awards.)

Several foundations act as agents for other foundations, private donors, and federal, state, and local 
governments by accepting large grants and redistributing them to individuals and organizations in the 
form of grants, fellowships, scholarships, commissions, awards, or prizes. The most active 
organizations in this respect are the American Composers Forum, the American Music Center, and 

Meet the Composer. All three organizations assist composers through programs for commissioning, 
performing, and recording new American music. All together, foundations have become the main 
source of commissioning funds for composers in America.

While patronage through individuals and, later, foundations grew along with cultural life in the United 
States, government support took longer. Unlike in Europe and elsewhere, the government of the 
United States was reluctant to enter the business of directly supporting the arts. In the 19th century, 
any efforts on behalf of culture were typically concerned with the visual arts, particularly the 
acquisition of works to adorn federal buildings. The exception for music during this period was the 
granting of a national charter for the establishment of a National Conservatory of Music. The first 
government-sponsored program came as a result of the severe economic conditions of the Depression 
of the 1930s. The Works Progress Administration, Federal Music Project of the established three 
temporary work relief programs for artists: the Federal Art Program, the Federal Theater Program, 
and the Federal Music Program. Musicians were typically employed by the federal government in 
orchestras that performed throughout the country, especially in rural areas with limited access to 
performances. After World War II, serious debate over government support of the arts began. 
Arguments in favor of support often cited the advantage of cultural exchange programs in cementing 
relationships with allies, as well as the notion that federal support for the arts would enhance the 
perception of American cultural life in comparison to its European counterparts. Finally, some argued 
that art should be available to all Americans and that federal support was critical to achieving that 
access. Those against federal funding argued that the cost of such a program would be too high, that 
the arts should not be subjected to the possibility of government control and censorship, and that more 
pressing issues should occupy the federal government. Musicians and composers themselves were 
divided, largely over the issue of artistic control. After 15 years of proposals and debate, legislation 
was passed in 1964, creating the National Council on the Arts. The following year, the National 
Foundation on the Arts and Humanities was created. The Foundation includes two endowments, one 
for art and one for humanities, funded through Congressional appropriations.

From 1966 until 1972, the National Endowment for the Arts awarded grants to composers through the 
Composer Assistance Program. These grants assisted composers with copying costs for a completed 
work. In 1973 the Endowment created the Composer-Librettist Fellowship. Until direct grants to 
individuals were discontinued in 1995, the Endowment awarded over 1000 grants to composers, 
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including composers of large orchestral works, small ensemble pieces, and works in less conventional 
genres such as electronic music and sound installations. Composers in all stages of their careers have 
received grants and nearly every state has been represented. In addition to direct assistance to 
composers, the Endowment has supported performing arts organizations, some of which perform new 
music by American composers. Since the elimination of direct grants to individuals, funds now pass 
through qualified re-granting authorities such as state arts councils and organizations such as Meet 
the Composer and the American Music Center.

Throughout the history of the arts in the United States, commerce has played a vital role in the support 
of music. Sheet music publishers, record companies, radio and television broadcasters, and other 
commercial entities have supported the work of composers, songwriters, and musicians while also 
benefiting from their creative efforts. The support offered has typically been in the form of royalties to 
the creator, but companies have participated in the process by providing studios, instruments, 
marketing and sales support, or even financial support. This tinge of commerce has led some to view 
music as entertainment rather than art, making the role of a patron ambiguous: should an artist be 
able to profit from her work while receiving financial aid from a patron, foundation, or the 
government? On the other hand, the publishers, record companies, and others with a financial interest 
in the creative work become, in effect, patrons.
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