feature story

World-famous pianist Lang Lang will perform three different
piano concerti over three nights, Jan. 14-16, as part of the
Symphony’s centennial season.
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46 musicians since I arrived, more than half the
orchestra.
“At that level of performance, everyone can
play; they have the musicianship and technique.
For me, what counts is personality; that’s what
makes the difference. I’m proud of the people I
chose. They blend together so well to make great
music.”
But besides a group of excellent musicians,
credit also goes to their conductor.
“People ask, ‘What’s the trademark of a great
conductor?’,” says Ling, who has conducted
the finest orchestras worldwide. “To be able to
inspire musicians to play their best, and even
beyond what they can do. That’s my daily goal.”
Ling seems to be meeting his goals. As of
this year, with its budget of $19 million, the
Symphony has returned to top-tier, “group one”

status with the League of American Orchestras.
That’s due, in no small part, to the largesse of
Joan and Irwin Jacobs, who are honorary chairs
of the centennial season.
“I wasn’t exposed to classical music much as a
child,” admits Irwin Jacobs, “except in the film
‘Fantasia,’ which I made my mother take me to
four times! New Bedford [Mass.], where I grew
up, was 60 miles from Boston, but that was a big
trip at the time. We occasionally went to hear the
Boston Symphony.”
But as an adult living in San Diego, Irwin and
his wife, Joan, made orchestra music a priority in
their lives.
“From the time we arrived in San Diego
in 1966, Joan and I were involved with the
Symphony — attending, supporting, and I was
on the board,” Irwin says. “They were always

struggling. There was not enough community
support, even in attendance. Then there was the
bankruptcy [in 1996]. And one day, Joan said,
‘It’s never going to be a great symphony if every
week they’re trying to meet payroll.’ And that was
the beginning.”
Then came the Big Gift.
“I thought maybe it would help encourage
audiences to come out and see why these crazy
people gave so much money,” Irwin says with
a smile. “It wasn’t just a lump sum, though, as
some people think. Most of it is to be distributed
in increments, over the course of 10 years.”
The Jacobs’ generosity had a powerful effect.
“It’s amazing how it has changed things,” he
continues. “The Symphony has had a balanced
budget ever since we became involved. They
have a good executive director, Ward Gill, and a
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