


Naples, Italy, where he met Elvira,
his wife of 45 years.

Jacobus founded a 50-piece
NATO band with musicians from
militaries worldwide. They toured
Europe for six years and, eventual-
ly, he lead the Navy Band on San
Francisco’s Treasure Island. But when
he was offered a promotion to lead a
chorus in Washington, DC, Jacobus
knew it was time for a change.

“I had been in [the service] for
20 years,” he says. “Two things
made me want to retire: One, we
didn’t want to leave San Francisco.
The other was, you were forced to
retire after 30 years, and I had this
kind of career decision to make:
Do I want to start a new career
when I’m 50 years old or when
I’m 40 years old? And that was a
pretty easy question to answer.

“So I retired, and I started
looking around for something I
could transfer my skills to, and I

stumbled upon GGU and its arts-
administration program. 

“I didn’t even know there was
such a thing as arts administration,
but I had an interview with Jean
Squair, the head of the program,”
Jacobus recalls. “She was such a
strong character and believed so
much in the arts and management
of the arts, that I got goose bumps
just listening to her talk about the
role of an arts administrator. I was
sold, and I enrolled.”

As part of his arts-administra-
tion degree, Jacobus interned at the
Oakland Symphony. He started at
the struggling organization at a
pivotal time and, within a year, he
had gone from intern to paid
gopher in the development depart-
ment to assistant general manager
to general manager and president.

“They were so needy at that
time,” Jacobus recalls. The organi-
zation was plagued by financial

problems and had an unwieldy
80-member board, he says. Then,
on top of everything, the sympho-
ny’s rising-star conductor, Calvin
Simmons, drowned in a canoeing
accident. Jacobus took the organi-
zation through that time of
despair. And, all the while, he was
going to school at night to earn
his master’s degrees at GGU.

After getting the Oakland
Symphony back on stable footing,
he left to head the Pacific
Northwest Ballet (PNB) in Seattle.
During a 10-year period, Jacobus
helped transform PNB from a
regional company to a nationally
known one. He then headed back
to the Bay Area to head and help
the San Francisco Ballet.

“They had an accumulated
deficit of $3 million, and they
didn’t really have an endowment to
speak of, and they were facing
eviction from the Opera House
because of seismic upgrading,”
Jacobus says. “As a part of our
strategic planning, we said, ‘The
San Francisco Ballet is one of the
best companies in the world, but
not a lot of people know it. So
we’re going to invest a lot of
money into traveling the world so
people can see that it is.’ And it
worked! But that could have blown
up in our faces. We could have
gotten bad reviews in Paris and
London. So we were ‘lucky’ — I
use the word lucky in quotes,
because of course we knew that it
was a great company, and so we
made that gamble.”

In 2002, Jacobus headed to the
Kentucky Center for the Arts, a
quasi-governmental performing-
arts organization, which he helped
navigate through a crisis when its
state funding was slashed dramati-
cally. In 2005, anxious to return to

the Bay Area to be near his children
and grandchildren, Jacobus joined
Copia as only its second president.

“The minute I met Arthur, I
knew he was our guy,” Copia
board President Lauren Ackerman
says. “You can tell he’s a man of
his word — his directness, his
pragmatism. What you see is what
you get. That says a lot.”

Ackerman says it is Jacobus’
willingness to think in new direc-
tions that convinced her he was the
right person to lead Copia through
its next phase of growth and devel-
opment. “He’s an entrepreneur
within the nonprofit world, which
is sort of an oxymoron,” she says.
“He’s a creative thinker.”

According to Ackerman,
Jacobus has already shown the staff
and board in a short time that he is
a leader with a vision. “He gives
people a chance to think creatively
about their jobs, and then he holds
them accountable,” she says.

For his part, Jacobus maintains
there is little difference between
running a performing-arts organi-
zation and running an institution
with a broad-based cultural mis-
sion such as Copia’s. 

“I learned early on that the
chief executive of a nonprofit arts
organization is similar across the
board,” he says. “I’ve had pretty
much the same job in all the places
I’ve been. Obviously, the content is
different, and Copia is a more
complex organization than a lot of
the others were, because we do
have so many components. I used
to have one artistic director when
I was in the ballet or the sympho-
ny; now I have three or four. They
run their piece of the organization
— food, wine, gardens, exhibi-
tions — much the same as an
artistic director would. It’s my job
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“I’m having more fun
than I’ve ever had

in my life.
I’m 65 years old,

and I’ve been working
since I was 20, so

that’s quite a statement.”




