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Kristina Reiko Cooper of Local 802 (New 
York City) speaks reverently of her first en-
counter with the cello. “I fell in love with the 
sound,” she says. “I became enamored with 
the idea of playing this gorgeous instrument 
with a big, lush sound.” Cooper started play-
ing her signature instrument “pretty late for 
classical music standards,” she says, at the ripe 
old age of 10. “I had a musical background,” 
she continues, “so it wasn’t like I was starting 
completely new.”

Her musical background included beginning 
piano at age five, and violin a few years later. 
“I think I’m very lucky to have been sur-
rounded by great music from birth,” Cooper 
says. “It’s in my blood, it’s in my soul.” Her 
first memory was of hearing her mother 
playing a Bach solo. “I wasn’t big enough to 
open the door and join her,” she recalls, “so I 
sat down and listened.”

Now, people listen to Cooper play. She is a 
successful touring musician who performed 
all over the world and released numerous 
CDs and DVDs. Her latest album, Stone and 
Steel, reveals much about her state of mind. 

“As a classical musician I’m lucky I get to play 
great works all the time, and I certainly would 
like to continue doing that, but I got to the 
point where I wanted to do something differ-
ent,” she says. “I wanted to perform, record, 
create something that was a representation of 
me, a modern girl playing an old instrument 
and pieces by old composers. It’s a represen-
tation of where I am in life now.”

Cooper splits her time between New York 
City and Tel Aviv, Israel, where she lives with 
her husband and newborn son. Before she 
got married, Cooper converted to Judaism, 
and then she and her husband moved for his 
job as CEO of Lehman Brothers Israel (now 
Barclays Capital Israel).  

“It was important to be in a place to soak in 
[Jewish] culture and lifestyle in a basic way, 
and Israel is the only place you can do that,” 
she says. “It was sort of a crash course,” she 
adds with a laugh. 

Unfortunately, the recent economic crisis hit 
the couple close to home, when right after 
Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy, their 
first child was born. “I was in labor and had 
reporters trying to call and get in touch with 
my husband,” she recalls.

But despite any chaos, and what Cooper calls 
the “circus act” of coordinating travels with 
her cello and a baby, she considers herself 
fortunate to do what she loves and journey 
to exotic places. She recently returned from a 
trip to Cartagena, Columbia, and has played 
in Italy, Japan, France, Kazakhstan, and Uz-

bekistan, among many other countries. 

One of her favorite experiences was filming 
scenes for a DVD with her cello-piano-
percussion trio, Intersection, in Florence, 
Italy. The group played in villas, a coliseum, 
and even took over the Uffizi Gallery for a 
day, playing and shooting both inside and 
outside of the famous art museum.

Unique playing opportunities like this are the 
reason why Cooper joined the AFM. When 
she was 17, she moved to New York City to 
attend The Juilliard School, and within the 
first year she was there, she was asked to 
participate in a recording session. 

“I said, ‘Sounds good,’ but was told, ‘You have 
to be a member of the AFM,’” she recalls. “My 
idea of unions was from the Depression, with 
people walking around with signs,” she says 
with a laugh. “But now I understand how 

incredibly important it is for musicians to 
belong to the union. Musicians have a dif-
ficult life if they don’t have an organization 
to support [them]. I’m grateful it exists and 
proud to be a member.”

Cooper says that she “came into music 
naturally” because of her musical family and 
upbringing, and that is something she hopes 
to pass on to her young son. “He absolutely 
must play an instrument,” she says. “I want 
him to learn and do it well.” As far as him 
eventually becoming a professional like his 
mother, Cooper is reluctant to predict that 
for his future. “I would never push it as a 
profession,” she says, “but if he wants to do 
it, I won’t deny him the desire. In anything 
he pursues, I want him to have the best op-
portunities.”

To learn more about Cooper, visit her 
website: kristinareikocooper.com.

stringed Migration: Cellist Balances travel and Family

Kristina Reiko Cooper of Local 802 (New York City) has to book a separate plane ticket for 
her cello when coordinating her travels.


