
O ver the course of my first year as the CSO’s
conducting fellow, I have learned that the
most important element of the music

director’s role in an orchestra is friendship. It’s true 
that, ultimately, the conductor must spend more time
with the score than any other musician on stage.
However, the music is not the only consideration of a
music director, despite the title. His job is to build
relationships both within the orchestra and the
surrounding community.

On one of my first days in Chicago, I heard that 
[CSO music director] Riccardo Muti had requested
photos of all of the CSO musicians – well over 100
individuals. Over the next few days I noticed that in 
his very limited free time he was going over them one
by one, trying to remember everyone's name. It left 
a deep impression on me that this was one of the first
steps he took as a music director.

Maestro Muti is instrumental in creating an atmos-
phere where relationships are built and nurtured
between himself,members of the orchestra, the staff,and
ulti-mately the greater community that we all serve.
Regardless of his or her position, whether a musician,
staff member, or back stage crew, the Maestro always
greets everyone elegantly,because they are all his friends.

Of course, friendship is never a one-way street.
There’s always give and take in any relationship as
successful as the one between Muti and the CSO. It’s 
a well-known story that after the European tour in
2007, many CSO musicians wrote personal letters
inviting Muti to become music director. It has been 
said that this made the difference when he eventually
chose Chicago over the other fine orchestras courting
him at the time.

When I came to Chicago as the Conducting Fellow
for the first time it felt as though I had gone home to 
see my family in Japan. I knew only the people that 
I had met during the competition, but the atmosphere 
in which the staff welcomed me was fit for a returning
family member rather than a rookie apprentice. This is
the spirit of the CSO family.

The CSO’s spirit of friendship extends outside of  the
Orchestra Hall, where Muti and the musicians have been
very active in community service. In autumn 2011, the
maestro made his second visit to the Illinois Youth
Center, a juvenile justice centre in Warrenville, IL, to give
a chamber music performance with CSO and Chicago
Symphony Chorus members. At the Youth Center I met
about 20 teenage girls rehearsing a choral performance.
Some of them had difficulty concentrating on the
rehearsal and seemed not to be interested in singing.
But when Muti arrived, he told them: “Don’t think of
classical music as something special for a select few.
Music is music, you feel what you hear, and today, I
would like to communicate with you through music”.

The girls were absolutely silent and attentive during
his speech and the performance. At the question and
answer session afterward, I was surprised to see that
almost everyone asked questions of the musicians,
including those who had seemed uninterested during
the rehearsal.

Inspired by the CSO’s passion for outreach and
community involvement, I have been developing a pro-
ject in Japan that applies this philosophy. Last year I 
was appointed music director of Orchestrada, founded
in Tokyo in 2010. It’s innovative not only for its perf-
ormances as a leading symphony orchestra in one of 
the world’s most competitive markets, but also for its

commitment to adding value to the wider community.
Orchestrada’s mission is to bring together musicians

and audiences of all ages and backgrounds. This has  
has resulted in performances in venues ranging from
public school classrooms and hospitals to the largest
concert halls in Tokyo. In the past year, Orchestrada has
presented four concerts, to which we have invited
nearly 500 individuals who are blind, disabled, ill,
or otherwise usually unable to attend such concerts.

This year, I hope to build even more relationships
within the CSO family and continue Orchestrada’s
community outreach. I’ll have the opportunity to con-
duct the CSO’s pre-professional training orchestra, the
Civic Orchestra of Chicago, including score-reading
sessions with the Civic’s principal conductor Cliff Colnot
and a master class with Maestro Muti.

Discussions with Maestro Duain Wolfe, director of 
the Chicago Symphony Chorus, has been invaluable as 
I prepare to conduct Carmina Burana with Orchestrada
in April 2013. The apprenticeship will also enable me 
to collaborate with Rome’s Opera House, where my
Italian lessons in Siena this past summer will help me 
to understand the text of the operas I will be studying.

My experiences as the CSO’s Conducting Fellow go
far beyond the walls of Symphony Center. I hope that,
just as Muti and my mentors at the Chicago Symphony
have done, I will be able to build friendships through
music with many more people in Chicago this season
and throughout the world for many years to come.

The application deadline for the second International Solti
Conducting Apprenticeship is 1 November.

www.cso.org/apprenticeship
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is the official international media
partner of the grand opening of artsmanagerINTERNATIONAL Singapore’s first and only 

5,000-seat performing arts venue  Grand Opening 1 November!

Mentored by the maestro
Sean Kubota is the Chicago Symphony Orchestra’s first ever conducting fellow. Here, he reveals what he’s
learned from the great Riccardo Muti 
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