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Berkeley Symphony is unique among American orchestras: founded in 1969 in the intellectual and 
artistic nexus of Berkeley, California; led by the restlessly innovative Music Director Joana Carneiro 
and Executive Director René Mandel, an actively performing violinist; committed to premiering and 
commissioning new music, including a disproportionate amount of music written by women; and 
sustained by the supportive musical environment of Berkeley, the East Bay, and the San Francisco 
Bay Area. 
 
From the outset, the people behind Berkeley Symphony’s culture and programming were attuned to 
the culturally diverse people and the heady creative climate of their home city. Thomas Rarick, a 
protégé of the great English maestro Sir Adrian Boult, founded the orchestra in 1969 as the Berkeley 
Promenade Orchestra. Reflecting the spirit of the times, musicians performed in street dress and at 
unusual locations such as the University Art Museum. 
 
When Kent Nagano became the music director of the orchestra in 1978, he charted a new course by 
offering innovative programming that included a number of rarely performed 20th-century works and 
numerous premieres. The renamed Berkeley Symphony Orchestra gained an international 
reputation for its adventurous programming, and became known for premiering the music of 
international composers and showcasing young local talents. During the 30 years he served as 
music director, Nagano established an international reputation as a gifted interpreter of both the 
operatic and symphonic repertoire. Nagano stepped down from his post at Berkeley Symphony in 
2008, after his 30th anniversary season.  
 
In January 2009, Portuguese conductor Joana Carneiro became the orchestra’s third Music Director 
in its 40-year history. She begins her eighth season with the Orchestra in the 2016-17 season. 
Noted for her vibrant performances in a wide diversity of musical styles, Carneiro has attracted 
considerable attention as one of the most outstanding young conductors working today. In addition 
to her role at Berkeley Symphony, Carneiro has a thriving international conducting career, as 
principal conductor of the Orquesta Sinfonica Portuguesa, official guest conductor of the Gulbenkian 
Orchestra, and many other conducting engagements for orchestras and opera companies 
throughout the world. 
 
Carneiro and Berkeley Symphony are continuing the orchestra’s steadfast commitment to presenting 
original and unique programs, with a 2016-17 season that combines time-honored classics with 
important contemporary works and newly commissioned music, including a commissioned world 
premiere of an orchestral work from Paul Dresher and a co-commissioned West Coast premiere of 
James MacMillan’s Symphony No. 4. Under Carneiro’s direction, the orchestra has maintained the 
highest standard of musical excellence as she continues to cultivate new relationships and conduct 
the work of prominent contemporary composers such as John Adams, Esa-Pekka Salonen, Brett 
Dean, Kaija Saariaho, Edmund Campion, Gabriela Lena Frank, Mason Bates, Samuel Adams, Mark 
Grey, Paul Dresher, and James MacMillan, among others, while showcasing the classical 
masterworks.  



 
As of the conclusion of the 2015-16 season, Berkeley Symphony has performed 64 world premieres, 
28 U.S. premieres, and 21 West Coast premieres since the 1980-1981 season. Over the past 35 
seasons, nine percent of the new works were commissioned or co-commissioned by Berkeley 
Symphony. Forty-four percent of the music performed in the last 15 seasons was written by living or 
recently active composers, and 19 percent of those living composers are women. Berkeley 
Symphony’s leadership in commissioning and performing new music has been acknowledged with 
the prestigious ASCAP Adventurous Programming Award in 10 of the past 12 seasons.  
 
Since it began, Berkeley Symphony’s commitment to fostering the work of new and established 
composers has brought success and international prominence. In 1981, the renowned French 
composer Olivier Messiaen journeyed to Berkeley to assist with the preparations for his imposing 
oratorio The Transfiguration of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Nagano and the orchestra, joined by the 
composer’s wife, pianist Yvonne Loriod, gave a sold-out performance in Davies Symphony Hall. In 
1984, the Orchestra collaborated with Frank Zappa in A Zappa Affair, a critically acclaimed 
production featuring life-size puppets and moving stage sets, catapulting Berkeley Symphony onto 
the world stage.  
 
Celebrated British composer George Benjamin was first introduced to the Bay Area in 1987 when 
Berkeley Symphony performed his compositions Jubilation and Ringed by the Flat Horizon. Thomas 
Adès’s opera, Powder Her Face, was debuted by the orchestra in a concert version in 1997 before it 
was fully staged in New York City, London and Chicago. In 2003, Naomi Sekiya was named the 
orchestra’s first Composer-in-Residence. Her Sinfonia delle Ombre and Concerto for two guitars and 
orchestra received their world premieres that year. The orchestra also commissioned her Manzanar: 
An American History (2005), co-written with Jean-Pascal Beintus and David Benoit. Berkeley 
Symphony performed the U.S. premiere of Unsuk Chin’s Violin Concerto in 2004; the piece won one 
of the world’s most prestigious music composition prizes. Recent orchestra-commissioned works 
include Mark Grey’s Frankenstein Symphony (2016, co-commissioned with Atlanta Symphony 
Orchestra); Oscar Bettison’s Sea Shaped (given its world premiere in 2014); Samuel Adams’ Violin 
Concerto (world premiere, 2014), and Gabriela Lena Frank’s Holy Sisters (world premiere, 2012). 
 
Under the baton of Music Director Joana Carneiro, the Orchestra performs four concerts a year in 
Zellerbach Hall, on the UC Berkeley campus. Berkeley Symphony also presents Berkeley 
Symphony & Friends, an annual chamber music series in association with the Piedmont Center for 
the Arts.  
 
A national leader in music education, the Orchestra partners with the Berkeley Unified School 
District (BUSD) to produce the award-winning Music in the Schools program, led by Conductor and 
Education Director Ming Luke. Music in the Schools offers comprehensive, age-appropriate music 
curricula to more than 4,600 local elementary and middle school students each year. Over 200 in-
class sessions are led by Berkeley Symphony musicians at all eleven BUSD elementary schools 
each year. Classroom sessions include hands-on music education and curriculum guides for 
teachers designed to meet state standards for music education. In the middle schools, Berkeley 
Symphony musicians lead 130 ensemble coaching sessions, 22 master classes, and six ensemble 
adjudications each year. “Meet the Symphony” and “I’m a Performer!” concerts take place in BUSD 
elementary schools, providing young musicians opportunities to rehearse and perform side-by-side 
with Berkeley Symphony. Four annual Family Concerts provide opportunities for students, their 
families, and community members to experience a Berkeley Symphony concert together. All Music 
in the Schools programming is provided free of charge for children and their families. 
 
For more information, please visit www.berkeleysymphony.org. 
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