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ROBERT GREENBERG sports an array of wacky Beethoven busts in his Orinda home. The lecturer has a
hard-to-resist combination when speaking about classical music.

Lecturer hits high notes

B Robert Greenberg seems
to do the impossible: have
people sit through 3-hour
talks about classical music —
and love it

By Anita Amirrezvani
SAN JOSE MERCURY NEWS

There is never enough time for
Robert Greenberg to tell you every-
thing. The clock is already eating
away at the three hours budgeted for
all the juicy stories, quotes and jokes
he has prepared during the past
three weeks. But Greenberg really
wants, no, he really needs, six hours.
He has come armed with 126 pages
of notes reluctantly cut to 84 and
chopped once again to 74 “and still
I realized that I have way too much

material for tonight!” he exults.

The source of Greenberg's pas-
sion is classical music, and his sub-
ject on this particular night at San
Francisco’s Davies Symphony Hall
is the 19th-century Austrian com-
poser Gustav Mahler. But this isn't
going to be another dry lecture about
a long-dead composer. Mahler is a
“young punk” with relatives like the
Addams Family who managed to
compose music “with a concentra-
tion factor like used-up uramum,”
Greenberg says. “He suffered might-
ily, as he never tired of telling us, but
that suffering resulted in some of the
most stirring music around.”

In fact, “If you can't let it go for
Mahler,” Greenberg insists, in a mini-
crescendo of excitement, “you've
died. Give your ticket to someone
who can!”

Greenberg, a professor at the San
Francisco Conservatory of Music, is
one of the hottest names on the clas-
sical-music lecture circuit. In the next
few months, he will be giving three-
hour talks at Villa Montalvo in
Saratoga, at Davies Symphony Hall
and the War Memorial Veterans
Building in San Francisco, as well as
providing lectures for business
clients such as Strategos in Menlo
Park. Not only does he regularly
draw a capacity crowd of 220 to the
San Francisco Symphony’s “Discov-
ery Series,” but also his San Fran-
cisco Performances Saturday morn-
ing lectures with the Alexander
String Quartet this year sold out
eight months in advance.

Greenberg’s success comes at a
time when arts organizations con-

~cerned over the “graying” of their au-

diences are striving to make classi-
cal music more accessible. Although
virtually all orchestras offer free pre-
concert lectures, patrons seem to
view Greenberg’s lectures as re-
warding performances in their own
right, shelling out $25 and blocking
off three hours of extra time to hear
him.
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The reason, according to fans, is
his ability to mix encyclopedic
knowledge with enthusiasm. “What
really sets him apart is that his pas-
sion for the art form is communi-
cated in every word and gesture, and
it’s infectious,” says Ronald Gallman,
director of education for the San
Francisco Symphony.

At Greenberg’s Orinda home,

perched like a bird’s nest in the trees,
there are a piano, five wild-man busts
of Beethoven and dozens of vintage
cocktail shakers. When asked tn ex-
plain his gift of gab, he refers to his
childhood.

“Where I grew up in southern
New Jersey, you had three choices
in order to survive. You could run re-
ally fast, you could punch really hard
or you could talk. | was always one
of them tawkers.”

Greenberg, 46, begins to ad-lib in
a high-pitched, nasal New Jersey ac-
cent, and it’s easy to imagine him as
a smart, short, bespectacled kid who
had to use his mouth to avoid get-
ting beaten to a pulp. “Hey, you don't
wanna hit me! If you hit me, you're
going to hurt your hand, and my
friend Eddie, who is 6-foot-2, is
gonna wanna hit you, and did you
hear the one about the rabbi?”

Greenberg started his career
wishing he could do something else.
He was still getting his Ph.D. in mu-
sic composition at UC Berkeley when
he realized he could compose music
forever without being able to eat.
That’s why, at the precocious age of
26, Greenberg began his Living
Room lectures on classical music,.

See GREENBERG, Page 6
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These classes, which met for eight
to 12 weeks in a host’s living room,
attracted a wide range of people and
began to sell out by word of mouth.

After a 1992 Wall Street Journal
article took notice of the Living
Room talks, Greenberg’s career took
off. He was invited to create a series
of “Superstar” lectures for the Teach-
ing Company, a Springfield, Va., firm
~ that produces courses on audio and
videotape. Greenberg is probably
known to most of his fans for his
lengthy taped classes on the history
of classical music, opera and
Beethoven’s symphonies.

Although he won’t reveal how
many tapes he’s sold, it's clear they
have done extremely well. Full-page
ads in the New York Times Book Re-
view plug them as if they were com-
modities like stereo systems or vac-
uum cleaners. Libraries have been
one of his biggest customers, and if
Greenberg’s tapes at the Berkeley
Public Library are any indication,
they rarely sit on the shelves for very
long.
n%he tapes tend to get people
hooked when they least expect it.
Last year, Villa Montalvo executive
director Elisbeth Challener was

searching for a lecturer for the Villa's
expanding classical music lineup

when she thought she’d try just one
of Greenberg’s tapes. She ended up
listening to all 48 tapes in “How to
Listen to and Understand Great Mu-
sic,” which clinched her decision to

hire him. *I really defy anyone, no

matter what their background in
classical music, not to be entertained
and educated in a lecture by Robert
Greenberg,” Challener says.

Greenberg defies the image of
classical music as elitist. He doesn’t
hesitate to throw in references to
popular culture, such as comparing
Beethoven's quartets to baseball or
string quartets to the Beatles. Ac-
knowledging that movies, sports and
the Internet are competing for peo-
ple’s time, Greenberg asks rhetori-
cally: “Why should I go to a concert
and listen to music played by four
stuffy people in tuxedos, dead Ger-
manic Euro-males who worked and
lived in a phallocentric imperialistic
culture? Well, it’s not a bad ques-
tion!”

It’s Greenberg’s special gift to be
able to bring the past to hfe. “People
are people, music is music, and it's
all relevant to all people, provided
we have a doorway to walk into it,
he says. “And that’s what I can do —
I can open the door so that we’re
hearing and thinking in the head of

someone at that particular period,
and we get access to the relevance
of the music.”

Some patrons have taken Green-
berg to task for poking fun at musi-
cal geniuses, arguing that he’s being
irreverent. “People think it's all so
serious — it’s not!” he insists. “Any
product of a creative human mind is
going to run the gamut of emotions,
and what I simply do a lot of times
is point that out.”

Challener says it’s just a matter
of audience expectations. “It should-
n't be, but it is still kind of unusual
to mix entertainment with classical
music,” she points out.

Greenberg is also a composer,
though he admits to being too busy
with lecturing to write more than one
piece per year. One of his planu
pieces, “Dude *Tudes,” drew inspi-
ration from his toddler’s movements
(his children are now 10 and 14). The
New York Times music critic
Bernard Holland described his “Iron
Balconies and Lilies,” which set turn-
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of-the-century Yiddish poems to mu-
sic, as “vivid, passionate and ener-
getic, almost to a fault — Mr. Green-
berg’s emotional responses seem
irrepressible.”

But it may be just that sense of
unrestrained excitement that makes
Greenberg such a winning lecturer.
“If something turns me on, [ want it
to turn on my listener,” he says. “I
want them to say, ‘Damn, let’s go to
Tower Records right now!” ”

Contact Anita Amirrezvani at
QaMirrezvanif@sjmercury.coim or
408-920-5756.
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