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Cabrera marks
10 years of
innovation at
Cal Symphony

Music director continues ‘adventurous,
outside-the-box concert programs

By Georgia Rowe
Correspondent

Donato Cabrera admits
that he was well into pro-
gramming the California
Symphony’s 2022-23 season
before he realized it was his
10th year as the organiza-
tion’s music director.

“I wanted to go back and
make sure not to repeat my-
self, to see what was miss-
ing,” he said. “I started
counting, and it was 10 sea-
sons.”

Fans of Cabrera and the
Walnut Creek-based orches-
tra might also have missed
the milestone. But the past
decade has seen the con-
ductor accomplishing great
things — revitalizing the or-
ganization with smart pro-
grams and offstage innova-
tions, making the Califor-
nia Symphony one of the
region’s most vibrant musi-
cal attractions.

Cabrera, who held pre-
vious resident conductor
posts with the San Fran-
cisco Symphony and Opera,
and also currently serves as
music director of the Las
Vegas Philharmonic, has
brought in young resident
composers such as Kather-
ine Balch — who capped her
residency with “Illuminate,”
which Cabrera conducted in
its dazzling world premiere
in March of this year — and
current resident Viet Cu-
ong, scheduled to unveil a
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new work later this season.

He’s also elevated the or-
chestra’s programs by delv-
ing into overlooked corners
of the repertoire. His 2021
performances of Vaughan
Williams’ Symphony No. 5
brought a powerful sense of
discovery; last month, Ca-
brera opened the 2022-23
season with music by con-
temporary composer Anna
Clyne, along with works by
Kodéily, Tchaikovsky and
UKkrainian composer My-
roslav Skoryk.

This week, Cabrera re-
turns with another attrac-
tive program. Titled “All
Things Strings,” it includes
Elgar’s “Introduction and
Allegro” and Dvorak’s “Ser-
enade for Strings”; pianist
Elizabeth Dorman joins the
orchestra for Gerald Finzi’s
“Eclogue for Strings.” Polish
composer Grazyna Bace-
wicz’s “Concerto for String
Orchestra” completes the

lineup.

In a recent interview, Ca-
brera said his work relies on
strong connections with
the symphony’s audiences,
“making sure they’re along
for the ride.”

“We never assume that
they’re going to just buy the
ticket,” he said, “that in our
e-mail blasts, the California
Symphony blog and other
programs, we give them as
many opportunities as pos-
sible to learn about some-
one like Katherine Balch
— why she’s composing a
piece, or why I program or-
chestra pieces together. It’s
our hope that they never
feel like they’re not part of
the process. I think that’s
why we’ve been able to keep
the audience, and it’s why I
can be quite adventurous in
my programming.”

While traditional orches-
tral programs often hew to
a tried and true formula
— a short work and a con-
certo, followed after inter-

mission by a symphony —
Cabrera says he builds pro-
grams around a narrative.
In the case of “All Things
Strings,” he says, “two nar-
ratives come together —
the idea of soloists and or-
chestra, and Eastern Eu-
ropean composers writing
for string orchestra. To me,
that’s something more com-
pelling, to share this narra-
tive about these composers,
these forms of music.”

The California Symphony
musicians are clearly on the
same page, says Cabrera,
noting that there’s been lit-
tle turnover in the orches-
tra’s ranks since he became
music director. He believes
his choices resonate with
the players: That was ap-
parent, he says, in rehears-
als for the performances
of the Vaughan Williams
Fifth. “I believe there was
only one person in the or-
chestra who had ever played
it before,” he said. “It was
exciting, for all of us.”
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It was also, for many
of the musicians, the first
large orchestra piece they
had played since before the
pandemic. Cabrera says Cal-
ifornia Symphony was one
of the first orchestras to
present a full program dur-
ing that period. “The nature
of the piece — and that’s ex-
actly why I wanted to pro-
gram it — has such an in-
credibly healing property.
That sense of healing, the
sense of discovery, was in
the rehearsals, and it was
palpable at the concert. We
were all experiencing that
communal act of concertgo-
ing for the first time again.”

Looking ahead, Cabrera
says there’s much to be ex-
cited about — including the
March 2023 concert, which
features works by Zemlin-
sky, Alma Mahler and 19th-
century Austrian composer
Hans Rott. “It’s a program
where we get to learn about
Mabhler by not performing
Mahler,” he says. Resident

composer Cuong will unveil
a new work in May.

After accidentally discov-
ering it was his 10th season,
Cabrera is feeling optimis-
tic.

“It’s given me an oppor-
tunity for reflection, be-
cause these days, music di-
rectors don’t often stick
around that long,” he says.
“I’'m thankful that I've been
able to last this long with
the California Symphony,
but also I feel so proud of
what we’ve accomplished
over these 10 years.”

“The fact that we’ve been
able to have these ideas, and
then implement them, is be-
yond just being around for
10 years,” he adds. “We’ve
really been able to do some-
thing in Walnut Creek that
most regional orchestras
have never been able to do,
and that’s very special. I feel
very fortunate.”

Contact Georgia Rowe at
growe@pacbell.net.



