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_COTATI CITY HALL

The Cotati Philharmonic offers recession-busting
arts program and a radical approach to business

Gabriel Sakakeenyantsto presentclassicamusic
"without the nose-in-the-air approach.

Photo by Michael Amsler

Foranybodyamiliarwith thecity of Cotati,asmallwine-countrjnamle60milesnorth of SarFranciscahethoughtof afull-
sizesymphonwrchestraqueezinigito atiny city hallacrosthe streefrom grazingheeringsasmileto thefaceForthose
who have actually heard the Cotati Philharmonic, the smile grows wider and deeper.

With apopulationof 6,500peopledozen®f sheepandareputatiorasa hub of mellowcountercultureéSonomaCountyOs
smallestity doesn@eenalikelyspotto find afull-fledge@rchestrafferingbetter-than-respectat@aditionsof Stravinsky,
Copeland, Brahms, and Beethoven.

Returningfor their third seasori0 musiciansNprofessionalsd amateurssomecommutinghoursfor rehearsaksnd
performancesNofféour concerseteactyearThe musiciansoloistsandconductomll arevolunteerandall concertare
free (and usually full).

"Wethink of it assimilarto otherprofessionalsNlawyemsddoctorsNwhodonatetheir skills. . . sortof aprobongublico
orchestraSaysGabrielSakakeenyusicdirector,conductoranddrivingforcebehindthe Cotati Philharmonicwhichis
funded with a $13,000 grant from the city coffers.

"Our missioristo presenthe beautyof thesavorksfor everybodyRNincludingurselvesNwithouthe distractionsf money
andwithoutthenose-in-the-a@pproackoprevalenin mostorchestratommunities/Ve reallyaredoingthisfor loveof the
art and for the sake of community. And | think both are richer for it."

Communityorchestraarenot all that unusuain anationthat churnsout thousandsf college-trainesiusiciansactyear,
mostwith little or no chancef landingafull-timejobwith aprofessionarchestraBut the Cotati Philharmonids not your
typicalcommunityorchestran keepingvith the cityOseputatiorfor progressiveolitics the Cotati Phil (asthe symphonys
affectionatelgnown)wasbornin aspiritof democracgndsharediecisiomakingsomethingf abreakfromthetraditional
autocratimatureof mostorchestra$Thereisaneffortto do thingsdifferentlymaybealittle moredemocraticallyylolinist
PetetWehausesays'We shargesponsibilitiesndrolesandwehavecommittee$o work on issuesNandometimeseOre
more successful than others," he adds.

Wehausen@se asoccasionaloncertmastés an examplef sharingEvanCravesand DamienTing alsohaveserveds
concertmasten anunusuabpproacho a postoftenfraughtwith competitionconspiracyandconsternatioin other
orchestrasehauseservesn a committeechargedvith helpingto setup guideline$or recruitingnewmusiciansBut
strugglingvith questiongitting the levelof musicianshipgainsthe inclusivegualityof acommunityorchestréasledto
some fallout and at least a few defections.

"Thiswaspresentedsabottom-uporganizatioatfirst,"saysformerorchestrmmembewhoaskedo remairanonymousA
bigsellingpoint wasthat wewouldall haveasayin the directionthe orchestravouldtake | donGthink thatOseallybeerthe
case and thatOs a big reason some of us left."

Asmanyasadozermusicianiavdeft overthe threeyear®f the orchestra@sistencesomeor philosophicaleasonsome
due to scheduling, work, and family conflicts.

"Thisis ayoungorganizationvith averyidealistidramework,Wehausesays:That sortof idealismsometimebasto be
tempered in order to make the whole thing really work."



But fractiougpoliticsasidethereis a sensef a higherpurposevhenorchestranembergsometogethefor rehearsabnd
performancedVeOreyingto dosomethindiggethanjustputtingon afewconcerts Say®ennisDorch,violinistbynight,
CotatiOs assistant city manager by day. "There really is a sense of trying to save this as an art form."

Partof the orchestra®@sistenceanbeattributedto avoidleft whentwo otherlocalclassicalutletsfizzledNfirstSonoma
StateUniversity@schestran thelateO80sndthenthe neighboringRohnertParkChambeOrchestran the ©90sNleaving
theregionwith onlythe well-establishe@anteaRosaéSymphonynderthe batonof acclaimedonductormndpianistleffery
Kahane.

But the simpleabsencef relativelaffordablelassicahusicdoesn@kxplairhowthe Cotati Philharmonicameto be.That
requires an examination of the orcheaisa@Oetr&abe Sakakeeny.

Sakakeenyjdeocommunicationsmanagefor Agilent Technologiessarneda bachelor@egreat the SanFrancisco
Conservatorgf Musicin 1985anda master@s orchestratonductingrom RiceUniversitytwo yeardater.An active
participantin the musiccommunityof Houstonbeforeheadingo California,Sakakeerserveasprincipalconductorof
Campanilérchestraandmusicdirectorof the HoustonYouth SymphonieandBalletOperaHe alsohasconductedhe
ColoradoPhilharmonicthe Auburn Symphonythe SanFrancisc& outh Symphonythe SanFranciscaValtzingSociety
Orchestra, the Opus One Ensemble, and the Houston ComposersO Alliance.

Sakakeengkeepindishandin teachingandcomposingswellasconductingHe recenthtaughtafive-dayntensiveourse
at Oberlin Conservatory of Music on dealing with performance anxiety.

Lastyearthe Cotati Philharmoniglayed'Romancédor Flute,Bassoomand Orchestra,Written for his wife llse,an
accomplishdtitist,andbrotherGeorg&akakeengprofessiondlassoonisthoteacheat Oberlin.Thepiecdésdedicatetb
his parentsbhoth of whomhaverootsin the easterMediterraneanNhimotheris Croatianandhisfatheris Lebanesélis
LebanesgrandfathemlsonamedGabrielSakakeenwasnewto the United Statest the turn of the lastcenturywhenhe
invented and patented an edible holder for frozen confectionsNthe ice cream cone.

"ThatOs the kind of legacy | have to live up to," Sakakeeny says with an engaging grin.

The motivationfor the longhoursandhardwork, headdsjs asimpleappreciationf somethindpeautifulNmakingt and
sharingt. "I think peoplearehungryfor whatwehaveto offerandl knowthatweOreungryfor the opportunityto perform
these pieces of art," Sakakeeny says.

Afterdrawingcapacitaudiencespproaching,000for eactof its concertshefirsttwo yeargheorchestrhasmovedecently
fromaborrowedthurchto the SpreckelBerformingArts Centerin neighboringRohnertPark Thefirst offeringduringthe

2001b0Xeasor;The Powerof Goodnessyasa responsto the Septembet 1 attacksandthe newconsciousnetisey

spawneéh this country The programincludedanexcerpfrom Sir EdwarcElgar@EnigmavariationsWritten for afriend

whodiedin battle Beethoven{islin Concertowith soloist]ameE’otochnyandStravinskyCTsirebirdSuite,'amusicabattIe

between good and evil.

Partof thestrategyor revitalizinghegenren thecommunityisaconsciousffortto makeheworkrelevantor peoplendto
avoidtheelitismoftenassociatadith classicahusic'WeOneallytryingto getawayromthatimage $aysiolinistDorch."If
weOrevergoingto getstringprogramsackinto schoolsyehaveto movebeyondhat environmenof elitism.Thisis truly
beautiful stuff and should be available for everyone."

So far, the sheep have not been invited.
On a Mission

What distinguishethe Cotati Philharmonicasiddrom therelativeljhighcalibeof performancéor suchasmaltown,isa
largemgoalof revitalizingclassicahusicand perhapsthrougharecentlycreatedonprofit businesentity, gettingclassical
musicbackinto publicschoolsThe AmericanPhilharmonicAssociationgreatedhis year s a dual-purposeorporate
umbrellaor the Cotati PhilharmonicFirst,it will actasthe businesgepresentativier the orchestraallowingthe city of
Cotatito stepawayfromthe potentiallyhigh-insuranagskassociateslith the group And secondlyit will try to establishn
educationatomponenthatwill givethe orchestrawayto recruittalentandgetclassicahusidnto highschoolatthesame
time.

"Thegoalisto raisamoneyto hiremusiciant gointo publichighschoolandinstill classicahusigorogramsandalsdbeour
principleplayersisuallysectiorieaders GabrielSakakeergays:Therearesomanyfine musiciansut therestrugglingo
makealiving,| donCthink weOhblavea hardtimefindingpeopléf weoffereds50,00Gyearsayandtheywerepositionechs
mentor teachers and tutors in schools."
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