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Many artists and creative individuals have described their need
for regular routines and rituals that instill a sense of calmness
amidst their unpredictable lifestyles. For Ainars, that need
is expressed in the form of driving. Between his concerts and
performances, he will take any opportunity to “hit the road”.
Whether he is motoring through unfamiliar streets of a new
city, or cruising the motorways at speed, he finds a sense of
peace and harmony. As this article is being written, Rubikis is
conducting in the Edinburgh festival and perhaps driving through
the thoroughfares of the historical city set against the backdrop
of the majestic castle of Edinburgh.

This September will be his first visit to Hong Kong. Between his
rehearsals and concerts, you may catch a glimpse of the “lean
and graceful” young Latvian as he drives through the scenic
coastal route of Pokfulam, intrigued by the parallels between his
home town of Riga, another seaport, or cruising along the Tsing
Ma bridge over the sparkling Pacific Ocean.

A

you were to use an analogy to describe
| F the role of a conductor, what would it be?

For someone who appreciates fine dining,
a conductor is like the head chef of a Michelin-
rated restaurant. The perfect dining experience
is the result of artistry, creativity and leadership
all coming together, supported by the refined
skills and expertise of an entire team of culinary
professionals. For others, a conductor might be like
the pilot of a fighter jet — the aircraft is a product
of state-of-the-art technology, requiring the utmost
skill and concentration to operate. The pilot needs
to demonstrate a complete understanding of his
aircraft, or indeed as some would say, become one
with it.

The International Gustav Mahler Conducting
Competition was launched by the composer’s
granddaughter Marina Mahler and the Bamberg
Symphony Orchestra. Its inaugural competition in
2004 drew the spotlight to Gustavo Dudamel, the
charismatic star conductor who took first prize,
currently Chief Conductor of the Los Angeles
Philharmonic. In 2007, the judges did not award
a first prize. It was to be six years of anticipation
before another winner of the triennial competition
was selected — Ainars Rubikis. The musical world
now watches the career of this talented young
Latvian conductor with great expectation, hailing
him as “Europe’s hottest young conductor”.

In 1983, in Latvia's capital city of Riga, a five-year
old boy was taken by his mother to audition for the
Emil Darzins musical high school. After observing
his early potential as a small child, she took him
to a music specialist so that he would have the
opportunity to sing in a children’s ensemble. This
was the begining of what Ainars later fondly
remembered as his “singing childhood”.

“From the beginning, my mother knew as much as
| did about music. She studied with me and music
training always came first — everything else was
secondary,” he recalled, “in my years of study, my
mother often attended my symphonic concerts and
operas.”
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From being a choir member, he continued his
music education into choral, and later orchestral
conducting. He was the first in his family to study
music — a “white sparrow” to use a Latvian saying,
reflecting his out of the ordinary choice.

He was subsequently awarded conducting prizes
and regularly appeared with orchestras and choirs
in Latvia. In 2008, he was appointed Assistant
Conductor at the Latvian National Opera.

In February 2010, he travelled to Bamberg in Bavaria
to compete in the Gustav Mahler Conducting
Competition. Described by the Financial Times as
“lean and graceful, audibly nervous when he spoke,
self-effacing and touchingly sincere”, Rubikis was
competing with some of the world’s most talented
conductors, including 17-year-old British wunderkind
Alexander Prior, already appointed Assistant
Conductor for the Seattle Symphony Orchestra at the
time he entered the competition.

According to Rubikis, “the reason why | went for the
competition was not to win, but to try my hand at

it, and to conduct one of Europe’s best orchestras.
Everything else was in God's hands.”

When the judges announced Ainars Rubikis as the
winner, the Financial Times observed, “by awarding
Rubikis first prize, the Bamberg jury is sending a
strong message to the music world. It was a vote for
substance and truth above sensationalism.”

The “visibly moved” composer and juror Herbert
Blomstedt told The Guardian, “he was the most
poetical of them all, the most soulful, who created
an atmosphere that was very charged without being
histrionic.”

The music world was waiting for their next
“discovery” to blaze a trail after emerging
triumphantly from the Mahler competition. But
instead of throwing himself into the stardom, he is
taking the time to grow his musicianship. Indeed,

“if other orchestras respond with the passionate
empathy that Bamberg extended to Rubikis, he might
become a gentle sensation in the Claudio Abbado
mould,” the Financial Time wrote.
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Despite appearing with prestigious orchestras
around the world since winning the competition,
Ainars Rubikis has not compromised the qualities
that landed him the accolade in the first place.

“An excellent sound was heard from the orchestra —
clearly beautifully rehearsed — in the animated and
spirited way they played the music, without being
tempted to overt showmanship,” was Die Presse’s
review of his début at the Salzburg Festival with
the Gustav Mahler Jugendorchester last month. The
performance opportunity came as part of winning
the Nestlé and Salzburg Festival Young Conductors
Award.

His rapport with orchestras has been noted time and
again. The Guardian observed, “Holding the baton
delicately between his thumb and forefinger, it is as
if Rubikis is wrapping his arms around the orchestra
in a generous, graceful hug, a firm embrace that,
sure enough, produces the warm and cultivated
sound for which he is well known...The orchestra
takes Rubikis to their hearts.” Double-bass player
Luuk Godwaldt told The Guardian, “The joy of music
is written on his face. He convinces me and makes
me want to play.”

“[Rubikis] certainly has the respect and devotion of
these musicians” was Frankischer Tag's observation
of Rubikis’ return to conduct the Bamberg Symphony
in January 2011. Perhaps, the rapport has to do with
Rubikis' expressed belief in the connection between
the conductor and the orchestral musician, that he
should be part of the same organism.

“A key path | try to find in the rehearsal process as
soon as possible is to attempt to establish mutual
trust between the orchestra and conductor, because
| believe that these two must form a single entity”,
he said, “You must become the heart of every
musician’s energy.” ==
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Simply Classic- Drumroll, please!
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