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Musical Chairs: 
Rostering Break of Reality

The ways that professional musical ensembles organize themselves vary according to the size, function, 
and mission of the enterprise. Orchestras and military bands, for example, may arrange traditional 
contract hires or even full-time employment, while smaller ensembles are usually more flexible in how they 
pay and retain their members. This case examines the rostering system developed by Break of Reality, a 
cross-genre chamber quartet. The group’s two co-founders are core members of the organization while 
the other two seats rotate among seven independent contractors. The advantages and drawbacks of 
Break of Reality’s roster system form the substance of the case. As is common in artist-run ensembles, 
the co-founders of Break of Reality have taken on administrative roles. The reader is tasked with drafting 
a recommendation that evaluates not only the current model for hiring ensemble members but also the 
organizational structure of Break of Reality. 

This case study was prepared by Blaire  K.S.  Koerner. The Eastman Case Studies are developed solely as the basis for class discussion. 

Cases are not intended to serve as endorsements or sources of primary data nor are they to serve as illustrations of effective or 

ineffective leadership or decision making.
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Breaking Out
Percussionist Ivan Trevino and cellist Patrick Laird 
formed Break of Reality in 2003. Consisting of three 
cellists and one percussionist, and self-described 
as “a cello quartet gone mad,” the group’s signature 
musical style bridges classical, rock, and indie rock. 
Performing their own arrangements of Bach to Villa-
Lobos and covers of Metallica, System of a Down, 
and Radiohead, their concerts incorporate both 
acoustic and electronic works, as well as an element 
of improvisation. When electronics are included, it is 
only for amplification, reflecting one of the group’s 
core artistic missions to stay true to the natural sound 
of the cello. 

Considered “too loud” for traditional recital halls, 
Break of Reality sought other types of venues to match 
their audacious musical style. In 2007, the group 

collectively moved to New 
York City and cultivated a 
fan base by playing in coffee 
shops, malls, rock clubs, 
and in Central Park. Trevino 
and Laird composed original 
music for the ensemble and 
recorded four full-length 
albums over the next few 
years: The Sound Between 
(2006), Spectrum of the 
Sky (2009), Covers (2012), 
and Ten  (2014), which 
have sold 50,000 copies 
combined. Online exposure 
increased the group’s 
popularity even further. 
The ensemble placed 
recordings on streaming 
sites such as Spotify and 

Pandora Radio, offered on playlists spanning cellist 
Yo-Yo Ma to heavy metal bands. They shot videos and 
uploaded them to YouTube, such as their rendition of 
the Game of Thrones theme song, which generated 

millions of views and was hailed by the Huffington 
Post as “the best rendition of the theme song you 
will ever hear.” Break of Reality’s music has also been 
featured on a variety of radio and television programs, 
including National Public Radio, Public Broadcasting 
Service, and Dateline NBC. Distancing themselves 
from traditional chamber music, Break of Reality 
does not use a program in its performances, opting 
instead to communicate directly with  audiences. 
As Trevino describes it, the group seizes every 
opportunity to “share a story about the music and 
the concert, and we hope to leave them with a good  
personal connection.” 

With the increase in popularity came touring 
opportunities for Break of Reality in a variety of venues 
across the United States, including the California 
Worldfest, Alaska Center for the Performing Arts, 
and with Laredo Philharmonic Orchestra in Texas. 
The group has traveled internationally as well, having 
played in South America, Malaysia, and Japan. In 2015, 
Break of Reality embarked on a tour of Central Asia,  
including stops in Turkmenistan and four cities in 
Kazakhstan.  In a rare ambassadorial opportunity on 
behalf of the United States Department of State, they 
returned the next year to the region to help celebrate 
25 years of diplomatic relations. The connection to 
the government continued in 2017, when the group 
was a guest of the U.S. Embassy in the Philippines. 
As a part of the American Music Abroad Program, 
Break of Reality conducted free music workshops 
and performances in Zambales and Manila for a week, 
sharing their unique style with the hope of keeping 
instrumental music “alive and relevant,” in Trevino’s 
words. As a part of its tours, Break of Reality has also 
incorporated educational initiatives, visiting hundreds 
of national and international schools to perform 
with music students and encouraging them to think 
creatively about how traditional instruments might 
be used.

“[Break of Reality] 
songs go from 
0 to 60 in a split 
second, turning 
on a dime to take 
you from a quiet 
chamber recital 
to a thundering 
arena rock 
concert: Fans of 
both Nine Inch 
Nails and Kronos 
Quartet will be 
pleased.” 

–  New York Press


