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For classical-music lovers, one of the best parts of fall is not the colorful foliage and cooler 
temperatures—welcome though these may be—but the return of The Orchestra Season. 
There is an extra layer of excitement when the season brings with it the chance to 
experience a brand-new concert hall, especially one with a fine pedigree. This season, one 
of the most highly anticipated new concert halls opens on September 29 and 30 in northern 
California, when Music Director Bruno Ferrandis leads the Santa Rosa Symphony’s first 
concert at the Joan and Sanford I. Weill Hall, at the Donald & Maureen Green Music 
Center.The orchestra has commissioned a world premiere, Sonoma Overture, by Nolan 
Gasser, for the occasion, and has invited Ferrandis—plus Conductor Laureate Jeffrey 
Kahane and Conductor Emeritus Corrick Brown—to participate in the festivities. All in all, not 
a bad way for an orchestra to start its 85th season. 
 
Weill Hall is part of the $110 million Green Music Center, which encompasses several 
buildings, of which this is the largest and the first to open. Situated on the campus of 
Sonoma State University, a public institution that is part of the California State University 
system, the Green Music Center is 50 miles north of San Francisco in the heart of the 
Sonoma wine region. Eventually the center will include the 250-seat Schroeder Hall, 
complete with a tracker organ, and an outdoor Hollywood Bowl-style space suitable for pops 
and other larger concerts. Weill Hall is modeled after Ozawa Hall at Tanglewood, summer 



home to the Boston Symphony Orchestra, right down to the “barn door” at the back that can 
be opened to a lawn accommodating an extra 3,000 people. The 1,400-seat hall even has 
the same architect and acoustician as Ozawa Hall: it is designed by architect William Rawn, 
theater consultant Len Auerbach, and acoustician Larry Kirkegaard. Its acoustics are meant 
to resemble the warmth and intimacy of Vienna’s Musikverein and Symphony Hall in Boston. 

The hall will host not just the Santa Rosa Symphony, which serves as its resident orchestra, 
but also act as a presenter, with visiting ensembles this season to include the San Francisco 
Symphony, Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra and Chorale, and Tallis Scholars. There will be 
a slew of top-notch mezzo-sopranos—Joyce DiDonato, Elina Garanca, Stephanie Blythe, 
Tara Erraught—and an all-American program with composer John Adams leading the 
International Contemporary Ensemble in his own works as well as music by Stravinsky and 
Philip Glass. Among the instrumental soloists will be Yo-Yo Ma, Vadim Repin, Wynton 
Marsalis, and Ann-Sophie Mutter, as well as jazz artists Chucho Valdés and Buika. 

The hall has taken more than a decade to complete from the time it first was conceived in 
1997, ultimately involving many local people and organizations. Its story begins with lead 
donors Donald and Maureen Green, both amateur singers and lovers of choral music, who 
wanted to build a hall suitable for vocal music; Ruben Armiñana, Sonoma State University’s 
president, who desperately wanted to bring a world-class hall to his campus; and a regional 
orchestra, the Santa Rosa Symphony, which wanted to upgrade its primary concert space. 
At the end came a late financing push by Sanford Weill and his wife, Joan, who own a home 
nearby, to get the thing completed. 

In the first installment of SymphonyNOW’s coverage of this weekend’s opening events, we 
spoke to seven people connected with Weill Hall, just before the hall was about to open. 
 
Jennifer Melick: How did you become involved in building this new hall? 

 
Ruben Armiñana, president, Sonoma State University 



Ruben Armiñana, president, Sonoma State University:  In about the summer of 1994, my 
wife and I were invited to a seminar in upstate New York about the role of the liberal arts in 
higher education. In the evenings there was always some sort of theater, art exhibition, etc. 
One of these was a visit to Tanglewood. I knew a little bit about Tanglewood, because my 
wife, who is a conductor, had gone there to attend a seminar in 1990 of the League of 
American Orchestras—the last public performance of Leonard Bernstein, as it turned out. 
She had come back from that seminar and said, “I want to buy a house in the Berkshires, 
because of this place called Tanglewood.” We went back—by this time Ozawa Hall had been 
built, and we were really really impressed with the inside and outside characteristics of the 
hall. We were saying to each other, “This belongs in California, not Massachusetts,” because 
summers in northern California are much cooler, drier, and there are no flying insects! We 
were really even more than that impressed with the whole issue around Tanglewood of what 
I call this coming together of education, music, and performance—no matter where you 
were, you saw students, younger and older, talking about their craft in classes, practicing, 
and performance. It fit so well with the course we were taking, about the role of the liberal 
arts in higher education. I went back to Sonoma State, and at a meeting of my cabinet, I 
said, “I think this fits what our role should be, and I want one of those.” My vice president 
said, “He is crazy.” 
 

 
Jeff Langley, director, Sonoma State University of Performing Arts, and artistic director, Green Music Center 

Jeff Langley, director, Sonoma State University Sch ool of Performing Arts, and artistic 
director, Green Music Center:  I first became involved with the project while visiting 
Tanglewood in the summer of ’97, just before I flew out here to start my job as joint chair of 
the performing arts at Sonoma State University. Even before I took the job I had heard 
rumors about building a small choral hall, so I met all the major players of this project at 
Tanglewood: Don Green, the original founding donor, Ruben Armiñana, president of the 
university, and his wife, Marne; the architect, William Rawn; and the acoustician—Larry 
Kirkegaard. At the end of those four days, I think we all knew that somehow this wild new 
idea was going to happen. 



 
Architect William Rawn (second from right), with (from left) Larry Kirkegaard, Sanford Weill, 
Ruben Armiñana, and Len Auerbach. Photo by Stephanie Berger 

William L. Rawn, III, architect, Joan and Sanford I . Weill Hall: Here’s how the whole 
project started for me. Ruben Armiñana called me out of the clear blue. Ruben was a little 
nervous that most architects wouldn’t take the call very seriously, but little did he know that a 
big chunk of my family lives, or lived, in Napa. So I knew Sonoma, and it caught my 
attention. I went to California and spent some time with him, and we walked the campus, to 
look at various sites for a concert hall. At lunchtime I went hiking around the periphery of the 
campus, and found this open field outside the lines of the campus, across the creek. It had a 
really beautiful view of the Sonoma sheep hills beyond the campus—not vineyards, but 
grazing lands. It must have been in the fall, because it was dry, this kind of golden brown 
color of California hills. I came back to Ruben and said, “I know you don’t own this piece of 
land, but this site would be the best.” Ruben said, “We can do anything we put our heads to.” 
I thought this would take him three years to do. He calls me back four weeks later and says, 
“We’ve done it, we’re closing on the property next week. That’s where we’ll put the concert 
hall.” Ruben wanted to give his faculty, civic leaders, and donors a sense of the magic of 
Tanglewood—the magic of Tanglewood is not so much about architecture so much as a 
place to be surrounded by classical music and everything it represents. 

 
Santa Rosa Symphony Executive Director Alan Silow 



Alan Silow, executive director, Santa Rosa Symphony : We were once a very good 
community orchestra, then Jeffrey Kahane came, and he raised the profile and the level of 
musicianship, and we became a pretty darn good regional symphony orchestra. The 
organization as a whole got to a place where we felt that if we really want to fulfill our vision, 
we need a better hall. The Wells Fargo Center [our old hall] was originally a church. The 
vision of our board meshed with President Armiñana at Sonoma State, who had been 
inspired about the sort of educational music interplay that he saw at Tanglewood. And then 
Don Green and his wife were members of the Sonoma County Bach Choir, real lovers of 
classical music—they were asking themselves, how can we create a new hall for the choir? 
All those things came together serendipitously, and I think it took all three to move this 
ahead. 
 
Melick:  Can you describe what the hall sounds and looks like? 
 
Alan Silow:  Acoustically and visually, it’s an extraordinary space. And for a regional 
orchestra like the Santa Rosa Symphony, it’s nothing less than a transformational 
opportunity that we can call this concert hall our home. Everyone who walks into the hall for 
the first time—even before the music begins—has pretty much the same one-syllable 
response: “Wow.” Everything just seems like suddenly someone turned the stereo on. The 
seats wrap around—it’s a shoebox shape, which makes for a very intimate space. 

 
Bruno Ferrandis, music director and conductor, Santa Rosa Symphony.  
Photo by Clay McLachlan/ClayPix.com 

Bruno Ferrandis, music director and conductor, Sant a Rosa Symphony:  It’s beautiful! 
Not only the place, but all around these beautiful hills, the scenery here. I’m convinced this is 
a great hall that we have in our hands—a pearl. The sound is extremely clean, precise. And 
what a pleasure to distinguish between a piano and a mezzo-piano, or a forte and a mezzo-
forte. We have these nuances finally. The musicians were in awe when they reacted to it: a 
big relief, “Ooooh.” And I see the audience—it’s a tri-dimensional hall, with the audience not 
just behind me but in front of me. In my programming I am trying to choose a wide variety of 
pieces to try out all the possibilities of the space as fast as possible—from Edmund 
Campion’s The Last Internal Combustion Engine, with electronics, to Berlioz’sSymphonie 
Fantastique. 



 
Len Auerbach, theater consultant, Green Music Center. Photo by Stephanie Berger 

Len Auerbach, theater consultant, Green Music Cente r:  I’ve heard it during acoustical 
testing without an audience, and with a small audience—about 500 people for a San 
Francisco Symphony concert—and it sounded fantastic! The connection to the surrounding 
area and getting some vista is important. You can see outside through the glass, and in the 
evening look out at the sun going down. This is patterned after Vienna’s Musikverein—when 
the sun sets there at certain times of the year it comes in the high back windows and glitters 
off the chandeliers. There’s a moment of magic there. I’ve been in Vienna several times, and 
the new hall has that warmth. Weill is going to have its own reputation, I’m sure of it. All halls 
have their own characteristic. 
 
Melick: What do you think the hall will do for the Sonoma region of California? 
 
Silow: Northern California has a wine country kind of status. I think ten years from now, we’ll 
be as well-known as a cultural destination as we are now as a wine destination. It will have 
that big of a transformative effect, and not just for the Santa Rosa Symphony. Ticket prices 
for our concerts went up this season in the new hall, but demand is there—total revenue has 
broken every record for our classical series that we’ve seen in the orchestra’s 85 years. 
We’re bringing all our music education programming to this hall—we have four youth 
orchestras. This year we are hosting the Bay of Hope Youth Orchestra Festival in January. 
And we’re going to be initiating a three-concert Family Concert Series. We think the hall will 
attract not only people from the greater Bay Area but also artists and orchestras from around 
the world who will want to perform in this hall. 
 
Armiñana: I look to increase our student participation in the performing arts—that will be a 
growth area for us. And it will serve as a gathering place for our communities: it will give a lot 
of reason for somebody for Healdsburg, or the town of Sonoma, or somebody from 
Mendocino, to come to the university and feel that the university is very much a part of the 
greater community. 



 
Robert Cole, artistic consultant, Green Music Center 

Robert Cole, artistic consultant, Green Music Cente r; former director of Cal 
Performances in Berkeley, California (1986-2009):  The world will know about it as soon as 
artists have played there. Because it’s actually a small world, and we all talk to each other! 
It’s not in the middle of a major city—but then neither is Tanglewood. I’m trying to create a 
destination hall. You have to think big. This is not just our hall in Sonoma County. This is a 
place that could be an international center, because it’s so unique. To me, it’s a success only 
if that happens. Why do people go to Salzburg? Not because it’s a little town in Austria. 
Mozart happened to be born there, but that doesn’t cut it. It’s because they have really great 
stuff happening there which you can’t hear anyplace else. 
 

________________________________ 

Stay tuned:  This weekend and early next week, stay tuned for coverage of Weill Hall’s 
opening events, which include not just the Santa Rosa Symphony’s opening concert on 
Sunday afternoon, but also a Lang Lang recital on Saturday night and a free Sunday-evening 
acoustic concert by singer/songwriter Alison Krauss. For more information on the opening 
weekend’s events, visit the Green Music Center website. 
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