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Novo Is New ASO Music Director

Outreach Skills, Musicianship Cited

By Eileen Rivers

Washington Post Staff Writer
Thursday, March 10, 2005; Page AA03 
When Jose-Luis Novo walked up to the Maryland Hall podium last week after being introduced as the Annapolis Symphony Orchestra's new music director, attendees rose to their feet. Their applause echoed through the auditorium. 

After a two-year-long wait for a new leader, Novo gave the diverse crowd of ASO musicians, fans and administrators at the March 3 announcement something to shout about. To the musicians, Novo -- the music director of the Binghamton Philharmonic in New York -- is a superb artist. To the search committee that picked him for the job, he's a symbol of hope. The committee is confident that Novo will help the ASO fulfill its ultimate goal -- to become "the best regional orchestra in the country." 

	



Jose-Luis Novo is the Annapolis Symphony Orchestra's new music director. More than 200 applied for the position. (Photos Grant L. Gursky For The Washington Post) 


	

	


The committee had an "opportunity to look at what our vision should be," said Kathleen B. Eisenhart, search committee chair. "Our vision was that we wanted to be the best." 

To meet that goal, the committee created a profile of a music director who would best fit the orchestra's needs, Eisenhart said. That director had to be a superior performer with the ability to interpret orchestrations. He also had to have outstanding baton technique, the respect of the musicians and a good sense of community outreach. 

The committee received more than 200 applications from conductors worldwide, but Novo was overwhelmingly the right choice, Eisenhart said. 

"They were all strong," Patricia Edwards, an Annapolis Symphony Orchestra trustee and member of the search committee, said of the nominees. "We just had to find the one that fit us." 

On Feb. 26, the search committee presented Novo's name to the symphony's Board of Trustees, which approved the selection the same day. Novo will begin a four-year contract with the Annapolis Symphony Orchestra on July 1. He also plans to continue his tenure with the Binghamton Philharmonic, where he has been conducting since 2003. 

The symphony's last music director, Leslie B. Dunner, left the orchestra in 2003 after his contract expired. Since then, the orchestra's search committee has spent about 1,000 hours reviewing resumes, looking at video tapes and interviewing candidates in the search for the right replacement. In Binghamton, Novo has become known for graceful conducting, and for having a good rapport with his musicians and the community -- qualities that were on the ASO's wish list. 

"He's very effective speaking to the audience," said Stephen Raube-Wilson, executive director of the Binghamton Philharmonic. "He's a very warm and genuine person and he projects that very readily in the concert hall. That's really been very successful in terms of creating a rapport between the organization and the community." 

Novo, 38, has master's degrees of music in violin, and musical arts in violin, from Yale University, and a master's degree in conducting from the Cleveland Institute of Music. Originally from Spain, he was an assistant conductor of the National Youth Orchestra of Spain by the age of 19. Later he became an associate conductor of Colorado's National Repertory Orchestra. 

As music director of the Binghamton Philharmonic, Novo has led innovative outreach programs. He hopes to bring some of those programs, including lectures for senior citizens, to Annapolis. 

As the ASO's music director, Novo will be responsible for training musicians, holding auditions, developing the orchestra's music program and conducting performances. He wants to broaden the symphony's schedule to include dates throughout Maryland and in Washington, D.C. 

When Novo conducted the Annapolis Symphony in September as part of the selection process, he set Johann Strauss Jr.'s "Gypsy Baron Overture," and Maurice Ravel's "Tzigane" on the orchestra -- new works for many of the members. 

"It was good to show the orchestra how I teach," said Novo during a phone interview from his Cincinnati home. "When I was working with them, they were reacting well to my suggestions. That's very good because it sets up a good starting point to grow together artistically. It feels like a good fit." 

In addition, Novo's program challenged the musicians, said Denise Nathanson, the ASO's acting principal cellist. 

"He has incredible musicality," said Nathanson, who was also a member of the ASO search committee. "It was not repertoire that we've played 20 times, but he gave us a feeling of understanding the music, a high feeling of security in doing the music." 

The search committee started looking for a music director in February 2003. By November they had conducted phone interviews, reviewed video tapes and winnowed the nominees from the initial 200-plus applicants to 25 meriting further review, and then to six finalists. Those finalists conducted the orchestra at different times over the past two years. 

"It's a good thing I didn't know about the selection process [at the time]," Novo joked when he formally accepted the position last Thursday, "or I would have been more nervous then I am now." 

"The most important thing," Novo added later, "is developing the strength of the orchestra. I want to take [them] to the next stage." 

Before his tenure officially begins, Novo will return to Annapolis to conduct the ASO's May 6 and 7 performances. 
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