
Jeri Lynne Johnson is the Founder and Artistic 

Director of the Black Pearl Chamber Orchestra 

(BPCO).  A graduate of Wellesley College, she 

began conducting while pursuing doctoral studies 

in music theory and history at the University of 

Chicago. While studying at the University, in 

1998 she won the Jorge Mester Conducting 

Scholarship to attend the Aspen Music Festival. 

Since then, her conducting teachers and mentors 

include Sir Simon Rattle, Marin Alsop, Daniel 

Barenboim, and John Harbison among others.  

 

In 2001 Ms. Johnson was engaged by the 

Chamber Orchestra of Philadelphia (COP) as that 

ensemble’s assistant conductor. While there, Ms. 

Johnson committed herself to artistic innovation 

by stretching the possibilities of classical music 

through commissions that blend genres and 

audiences -one by the eclectic Tin Hat Trio and 

the other with industrial percussion ensemble 

Scrap Arts Music.  Eager to explore the 

possibilities afforded by emerging technologies, 

she conducted performances of three innovative 

classical music programs accompanied by 

specially created computer-assisted visuals performed in real-time with the music.  A composer 

herself, Ms. Johnson has performed her own innovative multimedia works for the Kimmel 

Center’s See Hear! concert series and with the computer visual music ensemble, Arts in Motion.   

 

In 2005 Ms. Johnson made history as the first African-American woman to win an international 

conducting prize when she was awarded the Taki Concordia Conducting Fellowship, established 

by Maestra Marin Alsop to nurture the next generation of female orchestra conductors.  Since 

then her conducting engagements have included orchestras around the world including the 

Philadelphia Orchestra, Colorado Symphony, Chicago Sinfonietta, Bournemouth Symphony 

(UK) and the Weimar Staatskapelle (Germany).  Ever hungry for new experiences and creating 

connections between art and people, Ms. Johnson's conducting repertoire is unusually broad and 

has led her to performances of world premieres of some of the classical music’s prominent and 

rising stars as well as ground breaking collaborations with artists from other genres like rapper 

Jay Z, singer/songwriter Alicia Keys, and hip hop band The Roots. 

 

Observing the lack of socio-economic and cultural diversity in traditional orchestras and 

audiences, in 2007 she founded the Black Pearl Chamber Orchestra as a model of the 21
st
-

century American orchestra.  The objectives of Black Pearl are (1) to perform concerts of the 

highest artistic standards using ethnically diverse musicians from the nation’s top conservatories; 

(2) attract a younger more diverse audience by creating classical music experiences that blur the 

lines between audience and performers through hands-on engagement.  Each year the BPCO 



presents a three-concert series in 

Philadelphia and 30-weeks of 

educational and outreach 

programming.   
 

As the creative force behind Black 

Pearl she has conceived and 

designed all concert, outreach and 

educational programming to 

reinforce each other.  In a concert 

setting, the orchestra's visible 

commitment to diversity sends the 

message that classical music is 

accessible to everyone. Her 

outreach projects, like iConduct! give audience members opportunities to join her on stage in 

front of the orchestra for a mini-conducting lesson- make good on this promise by allowing 

anyone and everyone in the audience the opportunity to have a positive hands-on experience with 

classical music.  Her ultimate goal is to imprint people with an overwhelmingly positive first 

experience with classical music – or any art form- and create future audiences for orchestras and 

other performing arts.  Almost since inception, these programs have garnered financial resources, 

industry recognition and critical acclaim.  She has secured over $950,000 in corporate, 

government, private foundation, and individual contributions in support of these projects and 

each of her innovative community engagement projects has received a prestigious Knight Arts 

Challenge grant, making Black Pearl the only organization in the nation ever to win three such 

awards.   

 

And these programs are proving successful in changing the demographics for orchestra 

audiences.  In Philadelphia, African- and Latin Americans comprise over 57% of the population 

but traditional orchestras and other classical music groups average only 2% African- and Latin 

American audiences.  In contrast, BPCO attracts audiences that are 60% African and Latin-

American;  50% are under the age of 50; 34% report an annual income below $50,000.  

 

Based upon her work, Ms. Johnson has established a reputation as an artistic project designer 

that can draw new audiences to the arts.  She has been invited to design innovative collaborative 

community engagement arts 

programs with prominent 

cultural institutions in 

Philadelphia such as Opera 

Philadelphia, Art Sanctuary 

and the Barnes Foundation.  

Her collaborative 

performances on behalf of the 

Free Library’s “One Book, 

One Philadelphia” program 

have set the standard for 

combining literature and 

music in ways that 



complement each other and create deeper layers of meaning for each art form.  Projects include 

(1) a live reading of Tim O’Brien’s Vietnam fictionalized memoir The Things They Carried by 

the author paired with an exciting performance of Grammy-award winning composer Jennifer 

Higdon’s percussion piece “Zones”, that was directly inspired by the book;  (2) bringing poets, 

musicians, singers, and spoken word artists for a live recreation (in English and Farsi) of Golha- 

a radio program combining Sufi poetry, Persian classical music, and literature- that would have 

been heard in pre-Islamic Revolution Iran for Marjane Satrapi’s The Complete Persepolis.   

 

A recipient of many civic, community and artistic honors, including a 2011 Woman of 

Distinction from the Philadelphia Business Journal, 2010 British American Project Fellow, 2010 

Philly 360 Creative Ambassador by the Greater Philadelphia Tourism and Marketing 

Corporation, Ms. Johnson has been featured in numerous magazines and newspapers as well as 

television and radio shows including 20/20 and the “Tavis Smiley Show” on NPR.  She was 

heralded as one of today’s leading women conductors on the NBC Today Show alongside 

prominent woman conductors Marin Alsop and Joann Falletta.  

 

 


