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Fact Sheet: Music Culture in Philadelphia

The City of Brotherly Love has seen a meteoric rise on the Billboard charts, from the vibe-worthy Philly

Sound and genre-bending Queen of Soul to the Legendary Roots Crew and Meek Mill

PHILADELPHIA, October 9, 2026 — Everyone knows Philadelphia moves to that “East Coast swing,”
rehearsed in neighborhood barbershops and harmonized on street corners. There is no denying how much
the city has influenced music history, from the soulful sounds of Gamble and Huff and Boyz II Men to the
legacies of Patti LaBelle and The Roots —Philly is very much a vibe.

Need further proof? The Council of the City of Philadelphia issued Resolution No. 250583 in 2025,
recognizing Philadelphia as “America’s original music city,” while calling out its “legacy of producing

world-class musicians across genres, and its powerful economic impact, generating billions in revenue,
jobs, tourism, and local business growth.” An economic study showed tangible data:

Philly’s music industry produces $6.1 billion in total annual output

Supports 31,000 jobs and $1.4 billion in employee compensation

Spans 320 establishments, employing 21,000 individuals who earn $610 million in wages
Pennsylvania’s broader music economy ranks No. 5 nationally in music industry employment by
state and No. 6 in industry GDP

Philadelphia Orchestra: Founded in 1900, Fritz Scheel raised the baton on their first performance;
they stepped onto the stage at New York’s Carnegie Hall in 1902.

Philly Pops: Established in 1979, Peter Nero took the reins as music director for one of the largest
pop orchestras in the country; they reorganized and rebranded in 2024.

Philly Fife & Drum Company: Directed by Lois Herbine, this ensemble performs Colonial-era
music while dressed as Continental soldiers; check their Semiquincentennial schedule.

Music Venues: Where to Go

Academy of Music

Ardmore Music Hall

City Winery

Curtis Institute of Music

Dell Music Center

The Fillmore Philadelphia

Highmark Mann

Kimmel Center for the Performing Arts
The Met Philadelphia

Theatre of the Living Arts

See: Visit Philadelphia’s Comprehensive Guide to 40+ Concert Venues for more information.



mailto:ashley@visitphilly.com
https://phillyguides.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Music-Resolution-5-25.pdf
https://www.phila.gov/media/20250604073135/Executive-Summary-Philadelphia-Music-Industry-Economic-Impact-Year-2025.pdf
https://philorch.ensembleartsphilly.org/about-us/history/key-historic-moments
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mNG0tsBIM7Q3h0zcywsNuhIGjJ1qlaAONNyNxZjEuVU/edit?tab=t.0
https://resoundingphiladelphia.com/
https://resoundingphiladelphia.com/
https://www.visitphilly.com/articles/philadelphia/where-to-see-live-music-in-philadelphia/#the-fillmore-philadelphia-the-foundry
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History Lesson: Facts & Firsts

The first documented musical performance in Philadelphia history happened at Old Swedes
Church on July 2, 1700, when German immigrants sang hymns at the church’s consecration. Did
you know? An original hymn book from 1708 resides at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania.

Founding Father Francis Hopkinson wrote the country’s first secular song, “My Days Have Been

So Wondrous Free,” helping earn him the title of America’s first poet-composer (1759).

Francis Johnson, a Philadelphia-born bugle and violin virtuoso of African descent, was the first
American to lead a musical ensemble on a European tour. Additionally, Johnson was the first

Black composer to have his works published as sheet music (1817).

On December 13, 1759, Michael Hillegas opened the first music store in America by selling
instruments and sheet music in Philly. Also, Hillegas was the First Treasurer of the United States.
The Academy of Music, first opened in 1857, is the oldest opera house in the United States and
the oldest venue still used for its original purpose.

In 1914, John T. Gibson purchased the Standard Theater on South Street and turned it into a top
venue for Black entertainers — from “Negro vaudeville” to early jazz — and a popular stop on the
“Chitlin’ Circuit.” Gibson was Philadelphia's richest man in the 1920s.

In 1924, Marian Anderson became the first African-American singer to sign with RCA Victor
Recording Company. She recorded spirituals “Deep River” and “My Way’s Cloudy.” (Note: The
Marian Anderson House — across the street from the Union Baptist Church where she performed
as a child — in Philly’s Graduate Hospital neighborhood celebrates her life and legacy).

On August 5, 1957, Dick Clark’s American Bandstand was broadcast live from WFIL-TV
studios. It showed teenagers dancing to Top 40 songs and became a national and cultural

phenomenon.

In 1971, Kenny Gamble and Leon Huff launched Philadelphia International Records, leading to a
new groundbreaking genre called “Philadelphia Sound,” which mixed disco, soul, pop and funk.
Philly hip-hop duo Will Smith and DJ Jazzy Jeff won the Grammy Award for Best Rap
Performance in 1989, marking the first time rap was recognized at the awards show.

Boyz Il Men arrived on the scene in 1991, effortlessly blending 1960s Motown and 1970s soul
into infectious harmonies that quickly defined and symbolized the town as Motown Philly.

In 2009, The Roots — formed in 1987 by Tariq Trotter and Ahmir Thompson — became the first
hip-hop house band in late-night television when they joined Late Night with Jimmy Fallon.
Meek Mill further cemented Philly’s rap credibility when Dreams and Nightmares took the world
by storm in 2012, eventually becoming the unofficial anthem of the 2018 Super Bowl champion
Philadelphia Eagles. He was nominated for a Best Rap Album Grammy in 2020.

In July 2025, Wu-Tang Clan closed out their wildly successful farewell tour at Xfinity Mobile
Arena by bringing out hip-hop icons LL Cool J, Ms. Lauryn Hill and Freeway, with group
members receiving city proclamations at the end of the sold-out show.

Musical Moments: The Events

Marian Anderson at the Lincoln Memorial (April 9, 1939): While this free concert on the
steps of the Lincoln Memorial didn’t happen in Philly, its impact stretched beyond music and
became a pivotal moment in civil rights history, breaking music’s color barrier.


https://hsp.org/blogs/fondly-pennsylvania/the-sound-of-music-from-citys-earliest-days
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/essays/my-days-have-been-so-wondrous-free/
https://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/essays/my-days-have-been-so-wondrous-free/
https://archives.upenn.edu/exhibits/penn-people/biography/francis-johnson/
https://www.operaphila.org/your-visit/venues/academy-of-music/
https://explorepahistory.com/hmarker.php%3FmarkerId=1-A-62.html
https://marianandersonhistoricalsociety.weebly.com/
https://explorepahistory.com/hmarker.php%3FmarkerId=1-A-6A.html
https://explorepahistory.com/hmarker.php%3FmarkerId=1-A-6A.html
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Live Aid (July 13, 1985): this simultaneous concert, held at John F. Kennedy Stadium, saw
Madonna, Tom Petty, Bob Dylan, Mick Jagger, Neil Young, Phil Collins, plus Black Sabbath, Led
Zeppelin and The Beach Boys, among others, in a benefit for famine relief in Ethiopia.

Live 8 (July 6, 2005): an ode to Live Aid, this show on the Rocky steps sought to put pressure on
political leaders to “Make Poverty History” — and included performances from Bon Jovi,
Destiny’s Child, Alicia Keys, Dave Matthews Band, Maroon 5, Stevie Wonder, and more.

Made in America (Sept. 1-2, 2012): Jay-Z headlined the inaugural two-day concert on the
Benjamin Franklin Parkway, giving way to an annual festival that featured everyone from Pearl
Jam and Nine Inch Nails to Rihanna and Nicki Minaj to Bad Bunny and Kendrick Lamar.

David Bowie (July 8-12, 1974): The “Chameleon of Rock” set up residence at the Tower Theater
in Upper Darby, PA, during his “Diamond Dogs Tour,” blending glam rock and Philly soul into
what would become his first live album.

Bruce Springsteen (Feb. 5, 1975): The Boss played in and around Philadelphia often, but a
historic performance at The Main Point in Bryn Mawr, PA, is widely considered his opus,
considering it was the first time he sang “Thunder Road” live.

Roots Picnic (June 7, 2008): The city’s longest-running hip-hop festival started at Penn’s
Landing with Vampire Weekend and Esperanza Spalding on the stage; today, the Roots Picnic is a
cross-cultural phenomenon and proud Philly tradition — Jay-Z will headline the 2026 show.
Taylor Swift (May 12-14, 2023): The pop-star diva from West Reading, PA sold out three
straight shows for The Eras Tour at Lincoln Financial Field; tourism surged: 95% of the city’s
hotel rooms were booked as 68,000 people attended nightly.

Who’s Who: Icons & Legends

Mario Lanza

Marian Anderson

Billie Holiday

Russell Thompkins Jr. (The Stylistics)
Patti LaBelle

Teddy Pendergrass

Hall & Oates

Chubby Checker

Joan Jett

John Coltrane

The Delfonics

The Hooters

Harold Melvin & The Blue Notes
Jim Croce

Billy Paul

The Orions

Todd Rundgren

Jerry Blavat

Bobby Rydell

Clara Ward
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e Ethel Waters
e Bobby McFerrin

Who’s Who: The New(er) School
Jill Scott

Sabrina Carpenter
Taylor Swift
Meek Mill

Will Smith

DJ Jazzy Jeft
Pink

Lil Uzi Vert

Eve

Jazmine Sullivan
Boyz II Men

The Roots
Freeway

Beanie Sigel
Schooly D

The Menzingers
The War on Drugs
G Love & Special Sauce
Tierra Whack

Dr. Dog

To check out places to experience live music, please visit our guide.
About Visit Philadelphia:

Visit Philadelphia® is our name and our mission. As the region’s official tourism marketing agency, we
build Greater Philadelphia’s image, drive visitation and boost the economy. On Greater Philadelphia’s
official visitor website, visitphilly.com, visitors can explore things to do, upcoming events, themed
itineraries and hotel packages.

Compelling photography and videos, interactive maps and detailed visitor information make the site an
effective trip-planning tool. Visitors can also find loads of inspiration on Visit Philly's social media
channels.

Note to Editors: For high-resolution photos and high-definition B-roll of Greater Philadelphia, visit the
Photos & Video section of visitphilly.com/mediacenter.

Visit Philadelphia's work is supported by multiple funding partners, including the Commonwealth of
Pennsylvania. Learn more at VisitPA.com.


https://www.visitphilly.com/tag/live-music/
http://visitphilly.com/
http://visitphilly.com/mediacenter
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