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Maestro Nir Kabaretti leads the Santa Barbara Symphony. (David Bazemore)

The Israeli-born conductor Nir Kabaretti has been music director of the Santa Barbara Symphony
since 2006. I took advantage of the globetrotting maestro’s enforced confinement due to the
pandemic to interview him about the state of his art in these troubled times.

Gerald Carpenter: Maestro, it seems to me that no art depends more on international exchange
than that which those who don’t listen to it call “classical music” — and which those who do
listen, and make, call simply “music.”

Even the most adamantly national of orchestras can have a music director from halfway around
the world and musicians from half a dozen different countries. Musicians are like certain marine
creatures, in that they must keep moving around or they die.

In the United States, unless you live in New York, there is simply not enough work to live
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without leaving your hometown. How many members of the SB Symphony commute to
performances?

Nir Kabaretti: Music is a universal language that doesn’t have physical boundaries/borders,
that’s why it is somehow natural for musicians to move around as you say, and this is not a
phenomenon of modern times where international transportation is easy and accessible to all.

Even in the Middle Ages, the troubadours shared their music wandering through Europe, and of
course later, especially from the 18th century, composers and performers immigrated to different
countries for professional reasons.

Most orchestras in the world have a rich mix of different nationalities and cultural backgrounds,
and likewise, many of our musicians at the Santa Barbara Symphony are originally from
different states of the U.S. and some from overseas, it 1S a micro cosmos.

The music unites us, and we enjoy a good harmony, respecting each other and feeling enriched
by the differences in our backgrounds.

Many of our musicians reside in the L.A. area, but some live in Santa Barbara County, in the Bay
Area, or commute from other states. The fact that we are so close to the second biggest city in the
U.S. contributes greatly to the high caliber of our orchestra, and we have on our roster some of
the best and busiest musicians in the state, playing in all major venues with the Californian
leading orchestras and in the film industry.

If you look at the entire organization, between staff, musicians, coaches and teachers in our
education programs and other people who work for the symphony, we have an impressive
presence of families who live in town and are well-invested in our community.

GC: Now for a question that could probably take weeks to answer, how has the COVID-19
changed your life? How much will change back once we are free of the pandemic? How much
will not? Are you able to go where you need to go?

NK: When the restrictions of traveling and gatherings started, it was clear that the live music
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world will be among the first ones to shut down, and will probably be among the last ones to get
back to normal operations because large social gatherings are the essence of our activities.

A symphony orchestra itself, by definition, is already a packed group of people on stage, who
play very close to each other, so both on stage and in the hall we have an issue with social
distancing.

I have experienced cancellations of force majeure in the past, due to fires and other disasters, but
I believe for the first time in the history almost the entire live music world, among many other
professions, is on hold at the same time.

Personally, all my concerts and professional trips in the U.S. and oversees for the next weeks are
cancelled or postponed to later dates, so it drastically changed my life routine. For the first time
in few years now I will stay in one place for a more than just few days/weeks.

Not being on the road for a while allows me to spend much more time with the family, which is a
positive side effect in this crisis, but I do hope we can get out of this situation as soon as possible.

What makes this emergency situation difficult is that there is no expiration date yet, even after
some countries are already months into it.

I am not a prophet to forecast what the future will look like for us, but it is clear this experience
will have a big impact on our lives much after it is over, and I mean mainly positive impact.

When I see so many beautiful initiatives of residents of our community, who step up and
volunteer to help those in need in such difficult times, I feel very fortunate to be part of such a
unique community. I can only hope that there will still be a warm place for our symphony and
other local businesses in people’s hearts once we are over this.

GC: With your tenured positions in Florida, Santa Barbara and Israel, and your numerous guest
gigs throughout the world, you surely have friends and colleagues everywhere, whose experience
of the pandemic is both similar and dissimilar to yours.
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You have conducted many times in Italy, and you are doubtless in touch with your friends there.
What’s it like for them?

NK: Indeed, the musical world is very small, and in these times I am even more in touch with
many friends and colleagues who experience the very same global cancellations and challenges.
Already in February, things escalated in Italy, and I saw many of my friends dealing with lost
jobs and income.

We are all in the same boat with this unknown situation, and it is a tough reality across the globe
for our industry as well as many other industries, but my concerns go far beyond the professional
activities and musical relationship, there are many family members and friends overseas who are
at higher risk in this situation.

GC: Finally, what are your plans for getting the symphony though this intact? (Do you want to
make God laugh? Tell Him your plans.)

NK: We are in touch very frequently with our symphony family — via email, social media, and
direct calls — checking in with our followers in these challenging times. I can speak on behalf of
my musicians and tell our loyal supporters how much we miss performing for them.

As a part of being in touch with our patrons, we will be streaming some recordings from past
concerts of the symphony sharing unforgettable moments from the Granada Theater. We can’t
wait to be back on stage whenever it will be safe for all.

Streaming the Symphony

Just to follow up on the maestro’s last remarks about the streaming of Santa Barbara Symphony
performances, the symphony has just announced the following:

“The Santa Barbara Symphony announces its first online streaming event in their new series
‘Sundays with the Symphony’ at 3:30 p.m. Sunday, April 19. Sundays with the Symphony will
feature online audio broadcasts of select past performances lasting approximately 30 minutes
each and will run one time only, start to finish, live at
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www.thesymphony.org/livestream/stream.

“The first broadcast in Sundays with the Symphony will feature selections from May 2019
programming, Tchaikovsky’s ‘Romeo and Juliet Overture Fantasy,” and the third movement of
Dvotéak’s ‘Symphony No. 8: Allegretto Grazioso.’”

For more information about Kabaretti and the Santa Barbara Symphony, visit
www.thesymphony.org.

— Gerald Carpenter covers the arts as a Noozhawk contributing writer. He can be reached at
gerald. carpenter@gmail.com. The opinions expressed are his own.
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