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San Francisco Conservatory of Music Library & Archives Oral History Project 

 

The Conservatory’s Oral History Project has the goal of seeking out and collecting memories of 

historical significance to the Conservatory through recorded interviews with members of the 

Conservatory's community, which will then be preserved, transcribed, and made available to the 

public. 

 

Among the narrators will be former administrators, faculty members, trustees, alumni, and 

family of former Conservatory luminaries. Through this diverse group, we will explore the 

growth and expansion of the Conservatory, including its departments, organization, finances and 

curriculum. We will capture personal memories before they are lost, fill in gaps in our 

understanding of the Conservatory's history, and will uncover how the Conservatory helped to 

shape San Francisco's musical culture through the past century. 
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David Tanenbaum 

 

 
David Tanenbaum and Sam Smith in David’s SFCM studio, May 2016 

 

David Tanenbaum has performed in more than 40 countries and has been guest soloist with the 

San Francisco Symphony, Los Angeles Philharmonic, Minnesota Orchestra and others. He has 

worked tirelessly to expand the guitar repertoire, and composers such as Hans Werner Henze, 

Terry Riley, Lou Harrison and Aaron Jay Kernis have dedicated pieces to him. His more than 

three dozen recordings can be found on EMI, Nonesuch, Rhino, GSP, New Albion, Stradivarius 

and other labels. Tannenbaum's most recent release is Awakenings: New American Chamber 

Music for Guitar on Naxos, for which he conducts the Conservatory Guitar Ensemble. He has 

produced many editions of guitar music, including the David Tanenbaum Concert Series for 

Guitar Solo publications. He has also written a series of three books, The Essential Studies, 

which analyzes the études of Sor, Carcassi and Brouwer and complements his recordings of 

those works on GSP. His chapter on "The Classical Guitar in the 20th Century" appears in 

the Cambridge Companion to the Guitar. His web site is www.davidtanenbaum.com. 
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Tuesday, February 2, 2016 

Conservatory archives 

 

SMITH  My name is Sam Smith, and I am here with David Tanenbaum, who is the 

chair of the Conservatory’s guitar department. It is Tuesday, February 2nd, 2016, and we are 

here to do an oral history interview with Mr. Tanenbaum. We would like to start with question 

number one, which is: could you tell us about your early history – where and when you were 

born? 

 

TANENBAUM I was born in New York City, and grew up a little bit there. Then at the 

age of three, my parents bought a house in New Rochelle, New York, which people know from 

the Dick Van Dyke show. I never actually saw that show, but I was raised there. 

 

SMITH   Where in New York City did you grow up for the first three years? 

 

TANENBAUM They had a place in the Bronx. 

 

SMITH  Do you want to describe your parents to us, and what their occupations 

and temperaments/personalities were like? 

 

TANENBAUM My parents were really interesting people. I guess I’ll start with my dad. 

His parents had a grocery store called Tanenbaum’s Groceries. My dad was delivering groceries 

by bicycle starting at age ten, and he played a little trumpet. Then World War II hit, and he lied 

about his age to go fight. In 1944 in the South of France he was hit in the leg by some shrapnel. 

It got infected, and he had to have an amputation above the knee. So he was discharged with a 

Purple Heart. In those days they kept you in rehab for a very long time; he was in a kind of 

hospital for a year. His brother used to sneak him out in the middle of the night – they had open 

mic nights in the Savoy when Charlie Parker and Miles Davis were playing, and he got to play 

his trumpet with them. When he finally got out of the hospital, his parents had set up a chair in 

the back of the grocery store. They said, “Look, this is where our crippled son is going to stay.” 

They had a place for him to read, and listen to the radio; they planned to organize his life there 

and let him work a little bit. But instead he went to Juilliard on the G.I. Bill and learned to be a 

composer, and he met my mom during that time. They got married in 1952 at City Hall, and 

went directly to a double-header at Ebbets Field right after the ceremony. 

 

SMITH  And your father’s name is Elias? 

 

TANENBAUM Elias. He was a composer, and he taught some band. He didn’t have a full-

time job until the Manhattan School of Music hired him when he was fifty. So we didn’t have a 

lot when we were growing up. My mom was a piano teacher, but she was basically raising my 
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brother and I. We went out to eat once a year, and I didn’t get on an airplane until I started 

touring. But my dad taught for twenty-some years at Manhattan School of Music. And you know 
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time when rock and roll was hitting. I distinctly remember walking out of a record store with a 

Crosby, Stills & Nash record, and three older kids who were maybe sixteen going, “Dude, look 

at that little kid with that music. He’s never going to understand that!” But I started to explore 

that music and it led me to the electric guitar. And then my dad said, “Look, if you’re playing 

that stupid guitar, there’s someone who can really play the guitar coming to our local town.” And 

that was Andrés Segovia. 

 

That concert was it. I saw that concert, and I knew the whole thing. It was just one of those 

moments – you hear a lot of guitarists talk in the same way. Segovia himself, when he heard the 

classical guitar for the first time, just knew. I remember like it was yesterday. It was so dramatic; 

an old movie theater, a huge stage, a chair, and a footstool. I thought, “How could somebody 

command this place without a microphone?” And he sat down and did just that. The sound was 
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SMITH  Wow. So did you give up the electric guitar? Did you ever have an electric 

guitar? 

 

TANENBAUM I did, I had a great SG Special. I sold it to a friend of mine. I don’t sell 

instruments well; I still regret that one, it was just a classic. In fact, I’m playing a David Lang 

electric guitar piece next month, and now I’ve got to find an electric guitar. 

 

SMITH  Are there any other kinds of music that you listened to when you were 

growing up that you haven’t touched on that were formative to you? You talked about avant-

garde, European high art, modernist music. You talked about the Classical canon, folk music and 

guitar, and Segovia. 

 

TANENBAUM That’s a pretty big diet, already. 

 

SMITH  It is. 

 

TANENBAUM I got into The Beatles, and The Monkees, Dylan and all that was in the air. 

A piece that somehow got me through emotionally hard times was Beethoven’s Op. 132 String 

Quartet, especially the slow movement. 

 

SMITH  The A-minor? That’s one of my all-time favorite works. 

 

TANENBAUM That was basically my musical diet. It was fairly broad, and I remember 

when I first started to play the guitar I was concerned about repertoire, because I had been 

playing Mozart, Haydn, Bach, on the piano, and all of a sudden there was Fernando Sor, and 

[Mauro] Giuliani, and I wasn’t sure about the contemporary repertoire. 

 

And then two things happened in pretty quick secession. One is that about two weeks after I 

started to seriously play and get lessons, I got into my room one day and there was a new piece 

on my music stand by my dad for guitar. So I thought, “Wow. It’s not that hard to create 

repertoire.” That was the beginning of my work with composers creating new repertoire. 

 

SMITH  How old were you at that time? 

 

TANENBAUM I was around twelve. The other thing that happened was Julian Bream 

released an LP called 20th Century Guitar. It had the Britten Nocturnal, the Frank Martin piece, 

a Henze piece – just incredible repertoire. It was a record that RCA argued that he should never 

put out, because it was all contemporary and they were trying to build his career, and it sold 

better than anyone had ever dreamed. Julian said that after that recording he had carte-blanche 





San Francisco Conservatory of Music / David Tanenbaum Oral History                        11 

 

 

TANENBAUM 
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After the first year, I did a lot of thinking in the summer and decided that I wanted to understand 

what Shearer was talking about, so I cancelled the work with Joffrey and gave him a year to 

work on my technique. That was the only year in my life in which I didn’t really make music. In 

other words, I just did studies, scales and technical things. I was sort of going crazy. I would 

listen to music with friends endlessly, but I wasn’t physically making music. I did smoke a lot of 

cigarettes and a little dope to get through that. It was a horrendously hard year, but I ended up 

grateful that I did it. What I saw then as hard-headedness on Shearer’s part I see now as 

compassion. But it didn’t read like that to me at all at the time. I saw him as an immoveable brick 

wall, completely inflexible. 

 

SMITH  What habits was he trying to break in your playing? 

 

TANENBAUM He felt my positioning was wrong, that my hands were not set up for the 

long-term. 

 

SMITH  Both right and left hand? 

 

TANENBUAM Yeah. He had set out to be a player, and he had injured himself. He 

therefore became one of the first guitarists to really investigate the anatomy and how it worked – 

he talked to a lot of doctors and read about the physiology of the body and applied that to guitar 

technique. 

 

SMITH  So his point was that you might not have a full life/career if you continued 

playing the way you taught yourself to play. I see. 

 

TANENBAUM Am I sure that he was right? I think he probably was right. I was playing 

proficiently, but he did change everything. When I look back on it, he did straighten out what I 

was doing. In other words, I had a bent wrist, which is not the greatest thing. He did position me 

in the way that the hands and the fingers work best. So I think he ultimately did me quite a favor, 

but it was not easy. I became very good friends with Manuel Barrueco during that time, because 

we bonded over the difficulties with our teacher. 

 

SMITH  I see, so he had a similar experience. Was there by this time a tradition of 

pedagogy that he was pointing to that you were not in line with? Or did it come to you out of 

nowhere that, “What are these rules? My hand position has to be like that?!” 

 

TANENBAUM He was creating a school of pedagogy. There was almost none at that time. 

There was an isolated case of one in Uruguay, which is where Segovia spent the war years, and 

there were a few in Europe, but there was nothing widely disseminated. People were playing in 

all kinds of ways. Now you look at techniques, and they’re much more similar. There is now a 
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collected wisdom about how to play the guitar, and how not to play the guitar. But there’s still 

certainly some variety. 

 

SMITH  So you were one of the first generation then, to exemplify this correct style 

that was being developed then? 

 

TANENBAUM I would say yes, at least an anatomically correct way. And I think that the 

second generation was more flexible about disseminating it. We didn’t have to do what Shearer 

did. He was part of the American maverick school – people who were out on their own, carving a 

path through granite, in a way. Like the Harry Partches of the world, who had no support, but 

they stayed with it. 

 

SMITH  But with people like you and Barrueco, the product speaks for itself, so he 

must have become quite a known teacher. 

 

TANENBAUM He’s known as America’s most influential teacher. He also taught David 

Starobin, who’s a widely recognized guitarist, and many others as well. 

 

SMITH  So did Segovia have a funny hand-setup? 

 

TANENBAUM  Well, Segovia was kind of an anomaly. He had huge hands. And he wasn’t 

much of a teacher, it was really an old-school thing. He did master classes, and I did take one 

with him, and studied with him privately some. He didn’t really teach technique, and I’m not 

sure his technique would apply to a normally-framed person with normal hand size. But he did 

not have a straight wrist, he bent it that way [gestures]. Through the last decades of his life he 

had a good-sized belly, and he would hold the guitar up like this [gestures], with the bottom part 

up – it’s very difficult to get around the fingerboard with the left hand like that. He did all kinds 

of things that I wouldn’t teach anyone to do. 

 

SMITH  So the most iconic player – the one that inspired so many people – did not 

exemplify these correct habits of hand placement. 

 

TANENBAUM The guitar is a strange instrument in that way. The two most important 

guitarists of the 20th century are Segovia and Bream, they were both self-taught and neither has 

real technical followers. They had students, but the students kind of went their own way and 

figured their own things out. So that’s interesting. 

 

SMITH  That is very interesting. So you spent how many years with Shearer then? 
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TANENBAUM I only spent two: one fighting and one listening. And then by March of 

that second year I decided I couldn’t take it anymore, because I really felt he didn’t have 

anything to teach me musically. He would give students a piece of music as systematically 

prepared as his technical approach was. It would have green markings for the phrasing, red 

markings for the right hand fingerings, purple markings for the left hand fingers, the dynamics 

would be in black, and you were supposed to just follow what he had already decided. And I 

knew that wasn’t right. 

 

I was enough of a musician already – I had studied for long enough. Whereas he wanted to 

eliminate the trial and error in technical playing, you can’t eliminate that in interpretive work. 

You have to just play and try things. So I did not want to take it further with him, and I went into 

his studio with great trepidation in March of that academic year and told him I had decided to 

move to the West Coast. I really expected to get creamed, but he said, “You’ve learned 

everything I needed to teach you. Just go, and please work on these principles.” 

 

SMITH  So this was in the middle of the second year, when you were in privation 

mode, not playing any music? 

 

TANENBAUM Right. And I knew that I couldn’t do it much longer; I just took that year 

and did it. Meanwhile, I had met a young woman who I wanted to be with, and she wanted to 

move to the West Coast, so I decided to come out here. 

 

SMITH  And that brought you to San Francisco. What happened next? 

 

TANENBAUM What happened next was – this school that I’ve been at basically for my 

life was kind of an afterthought. My motivation was to get away from Shearer, as far as I could, 

and to get as close to this woman as I could. Those were basically the two things that I wanted – 

to work on music and be with her. My dad, who was always back there trying to steer my ship 

(and I thank him for that) said, “You have to stay in school.” So we sent a tape out to the 

Conservatory. I remember it was one of those reel-to-reels, and on one side was my audition, and 

on the other side was her audition as a pianist. Somehow in transit hers got erased, and mine 

didn’t. She ended up doing a live audition and not getting in, so she went to Mills, and I came 

here. And that’s how I got here. 

 

SMITH  And who did you study with here? 

 

TANENBAUM Well, I started in my junior year here with Michael Lorimer. On staff were 

George Sakellariou, Michael Lorimer and Phil Rosheger. The department at that time was not 

rigorously organized – you didn’t even get all your lessons. I remember one student who didn’t 

show up for his jury. They asked him why and he said, “Well, my teacher didn’t show up for the 
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lessons.” 
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around this place. I didn’t need the weekly guitar lessons that I might have needed if I hadn't had 

Shearer. 

 

SMITH  So it almost functioned for you like a kind of graduate experience? 

 

TANENBAUM Yeah. 

 

SMITH  That’s interesting. You alluded to this master class with Segovia in ‘81. 

Do you want to talk about that in more detail? 

 

TANENBAUM Well, Segovia came here every year, and I heard him as much as I could. 

As he aged it got more difficult to listen, but the willpower with which he fought to make the 

guitar 
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warm, like the guitar.” So he would make general statements like that, but then he filled in 

details. 

 

His teaching was old-school – this is done my way. It was as strong willed as his playing was. 

But to be in his presence and watch him think and explain what he did was invaluable. 

One student at that master class took strategic advantage of this teaching style. Every young 

guitarist at that time was looking for a letter from the great maestro. Segovia would write, “This 

guy’s really good” and you had a career. So this one student learned two versions of his piece for 

the master class – one the wrong way and one the Segovia way. He initially played it the wrong 

way, but every time Segovia would ask him to make a change he would do it instantly and 
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TANENBAUM In 1977, after my junior year here, I won what was then the biggest 

competition for guitar in the country, which was down in Carmel, California. I remember that I 

had sprained my foot playing basketball, so I crutched out, somebody brought me the guitar, I 

played, and then I crutched back. 

 

SMITH  Your Itzhak Perlman moment. 

 

TANENBAUM Right. In second place, by the way, was my colleague and dear friend 

Larry Ferrara. He had heard me play with the Joffrey years before, so when I moved out here he 

knew my playing. 

 

The next year I took second prize in the Toronto ‘78 International Competition, which was 
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TANENBAUM As a species. I also wanted to reach our tentacles out and integrate with 

other departments, because the guitar does not do well in a ghetto by itself. There is a really 

strong gravitational pull in the guitar world towards conservative, mostly Spanish repertoire, and 

isolation. It’s just remarkable how strong that pull is. I think health for the guitar is going 

towards playing with other musicians and broadening the repertoire. So I knew I wanted to do all 

that within the curriculum. The first thing I did was talk to a lot of people in the field, 

particularly other department chairs like Jim Smith at U.S.C. who were already doing what I was 

hoping to do. And little by little I started to implement these things, starting with the ensemble 

program, which I felt was the biggest need right away. 

 

SMITH  Can you talk about that? What was the ensemble program? 

 

TANENBAUM Well, it was basically non-existent. There would be an occasional project 

but I turned it into a real class. There are basically two components to guitar ensemble playing 

that we address to this day. One is playing in small ensembles, and I wanted from the beginning 

to get other instrumentalists playing with guitarists. So for instance, in my ensemble class right 

now there’s a clarinet player, a marimba player and a cellist. We structure it so they form 

ensembles for a semester. Each ensemble is given a coach for the semester, they rehearse, they 

get coached, then they play in the class, and finally they perform. So that’s one of the 

components. The other one is larger ensembles that teach them the basics of playing with a 

conductor, of playing together and coloring sound in a larger group. And more than anything 

else, listening together. The guitar is a difficult instrument to play, and we get overly involved in 

the playing of it. We hunch over it and become self-contained. So it was a goal of mine to open 

the bodies up, to have them connect with other players and listen out to what was around them. 

That was the first thing I went after. 

 

SMITH  This ensemble program survives today. 

 

TANENBAUM It survives today. It happened yesterday. 

 

SMITH  How often does a student have to do this as a guitarist? Is it every 

semester, or once or twice during their degree program? 

 

TANENBAUM At the undergraduate level they have to do four semesters out of their 

eight. Graduate students have to do two semesters in guitar ensemble and then one other 

semester of ensemble, but that can be guitar or another ensemble. 

 

SMITH  And they have the ability to form an ensemble with mixed instruments if 

they can, and you encourage that? 
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Steve Reich when it came out, and he told me that the recording sold 50,000 copies in the first 

week, which is pretty extraordinary. But they spent a week in the recording studio. If you know 

Electronic Counterpoint, there are 15 different guitar parts in a 15 minute piece, and Metheny 

did all 15 parts down-pick. He said in interviews that he couldn’t move his right hand for three 

weeks after that, so he just stopped playing the piece. He did a revival many years later, but after 

the recording Steve was looking for a guitar player to do it, and I had been talking to him while 

he was writing it, so I got to tour it. I premiered it all over Europe because Metheny didn’t want 

to play it anymore. 

 

SMITH  After he recorded it. Wow. Was it just a fatigue thing for him? 

 

TANENBAUM It was a total fatigue thing. 

 

SMITH  It’s a wonder he didn’t develop tendonitis. 

 

TANENBAUM He just rested for three weeks, and apparently he was better. 

 

SMITH  So that’s when you toured with Steve Reich, was in the tour for that work. 

 

TANENBAUM Right. And talking about an isolated guitarist – I toured with the group, 

but all I was doing was playing with the pre-recorded tape of Metheny. I never actually played 

with his musicians, though I always wanted to. 

 

SMITH  So what’s the tape? Was that Pat Metheny playing? 

 

TANENBAUM That was Pat Metheny playing. 

 

SMITH  So you played with Pat Metheny. Except that he wasn’t there. 

 

TANENBAUM Sort of, with a time warp. But then eventually I made my own background 

tape. When I first started playing with my own tape there were some people who weren’t really 

convinced that I was playing separate from the tape, because it was essentially the same sound. 

Whereas when I played with Metheny’s electric on tape, it was very clear who the soloist was. 

 

SMITH  There was a funny anecdote that you shared in some interview, and I’ll ask 

you to repeat it here, where you said there was a very tense moment in one of the performances 

when the tape stopped. 

 

TANENBAUM That was actually the second performance of the whole tour. It was in 

Stuttgart, and Steve had a big piece that was going to be premiered there two years later, so he 
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TANENBAUM And we do include those in the curriculum. For instance, Segovia was 

given his first guitar, a 1913 Manuel Ramirez, and we have one from the year before downstairs. 

Segovia played a Hauser guitar as well as a Fleta and we have those makers downstairs. At 2pm 

today Marc Teicholz and John Harris will talk about Segovia’s Ramirez guitars, and they’re 

going to have five Ramirez guitars down there. We’re tying that in with the class I taught last 

Thursday about Segovia. So it’s one thing to talk about these things, but the guitar is a very 

tactile instrument, and it’s invaluable when students can touch an instrument and feel what it felt 

like when Segovia was playing it. 

 

SMITH  I understand. I didn’t realize that the Conservatory has historical lutes in 

its collection. These are not original. 

 

TANENBAUM They are copies, not original. About 43 guitars and other stringed 

instruments have been donated. When you build it, they will come. A lot of guitars live in my 

studio, but we also have an early music collection; a few of those were donated, but most we 

commissioned in various ways. 

 

For instance, very unfortunately two very nice guitars were stolen last year, and when we 

couldn’t recover them we got an insurance payment. From that we’re getting a brand new 

theorbo, our second theorbo, and a Terz guitar, which is tuned a third higher, that’s coming next 

month. So we’re using some of that money to buy some more historical instruments as well. We 

have a Baroque lute, a Renaissance lute, a Baroque guitar and a vihuela from the Renaissance 

period. We have a class called Historical Plucked Strings in which students get lessons with Rich 

on an early instrument of their choice. And that feeds into the Baroque Ensemble. They learn 

their fundamentals, they study continuo, and then they can play in the ensemble on original 

instruments. 

 

SMITH  How is lute tablature different from the guitar? 

 

TANENBAUM Guitar in the very early days had a kind of tablature, but classical guitar 

now uses straight-up notation. We sound an octave down and read all in treble-clef. I’ve long 

thought it should have been two staffs and two clefs, but that’s not about to happen. Tablature is 

used in popular guitar styles, and it’s basically a diagram – the six lines represent the six strings. 

There are different kinds of tablature. In Italian tab the frets are represented by numbers and zero 

is an open string. In French it’s letters A, B, C, D, E, F. In a way tab is fantastic, because you see 

how this music was fingered, but it’s also limited because rhythmically you can only show the 

fastest moving value. So you have to guess the values of slower moving voices. It gives you a 

little bit of freedom in a sense because they don’t dictate values and you can decide, but 

sometimes it’s a little frustrating because you want to know what the composer was thinking. 
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SMITH  There’s guesswork involved. I see, interesting. Other aspects of the 

curriculum that you kind of had to create from scratch? We were talking about literature, context, 

and ensemble playing. 

 

TANENBAUM The curriculum is pretty broad, and it was certainly not all me creating this 

from scratch. We have an ongoing Performance class, and we have some elective classes like 

Transcription and Arrangement. We have a Technique class and a Pedagogy class, which is 

required. We feel that it’s irresponsible not to teach them to teach, because they’re going to teach 

if they stay in this field. Larry is the perfect person for that class because he teaches so much – at 

one point I think he was teaching in four different colleges. He’s presently teaching here, City 

College and SF State. He can bring less advanced students from other schools for our students to 

teach in front of the class. Our students first learn the principles and ideas of pedagogy and then 

they are observed teaching. That’s very valuable. 

 

SMITH  In an interview you said, “We owe it to students to be very conscious of 

the world they’re going to face when they get out of school. It’s no longer a world of the 

superstar soloist; 
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SMITH  So the first degree earned was in ‘64. 

 

TANENBAUM ‘68, I think. Four years later. 

 

SMITH  The program started the same year the Beatles came to America, ‘64. 

 

TANENBAUM Right. And the same year that that Nocturnal piece by Britten was written, 

and the same year that Terry Riley wrote In C and began minimalism, which I think affected the 

guitar as well because it brought tonality and pulse back to Western music. 

 

SMITH  That’s interesting. Have you or others thought about the year ‘64 as a 

guitar year? Is that just occurring to you now, or is that a well-known meme among guitarists 

that ‘64 was a magic year in some way? A galvanizing year. 

 

TANENBAUM It has been for me, and I taught last week in my Modern lit class that it’s 

probably the single most important year, if you had to point to one in the 20th century. I’ve had 

discussions about this with guitarists, but it’s not a meme at this point. 

 

SMITH  Tick through them once again, just so I can be clear. What are the strands? 

 

TANENBAUM The Beatles, which probably was the biggest one. Segovia was perfectly 
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SMITH  You published several study books and recordings to go along with them. 

These were some of the same studies that you accomplished with your first teacher, Rolando, 

right? 

 

TANENBAUM Yes. 

 

SMITH  And now you’re in a completely new position. You’re in the position to 

offer them up to a new generation of young guitarists. Was this project connected with your 

larger goal of creating a serious guitar curriculum? What was the motivation for those projects, 

and what do you think was important about them? 

 

TANENBAUM I wish I could say it was a grand scheme. This was a phone call, and it 

came from a guy named Dean Kamei, who has been a producer of guitar related things in San 

Francisco for many years, almost 40. He’s got a store over near the ballpark called Guitar Solo. 

It used to be by our other school, on Clement Street. He sells guitar sheet music and guitars, and 

he decided back then to start a record company. He wanted the first recording to be these studies, 

because generations of students would want to listen. He said it would be a recording that would 

last, and that has proven to be true. 

 

So he just called me out of the blue one day, and said, “I’m thinking about doing this. Do you 

know the Carcassi and Sor studies well?” And I was able to answer yes to that. I made one 

addition to the project, which was the more contemporary Leo Brouwer studies, which are just 

fantastic pieces. It turned into a two CD project because of that. 

 

We were recording at this little studio on the corner of Irving and 20th, and I remember well that 

we were in the middle of the recording and Chris Isaak came in. I didn’t actually meet him as he 

came in when I wasn’t there. He had been given a very big budget, I think by Warner Brothers, 

and they were taking one more chance with him. He had had a number of recordings and 

although everybody thought he could be a star, but he hadn’t broken through yet. So he was 

looking for the perfect sound for this sort of last chance recording, and he came in and somehow 

loved the sound, not in the studio but in the control room. He immediately booked the thing out 

for six months straight. So we had to stop right in the middle of our project for him to finish. 
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touring. This was Dean’s first recording, and it remains the best-selling recording on his label 

because of all the generations of students who want to hear those studies. 

 

SMITH  Was there another set of editions, or other teaching books that you were 

involved in writing? Am I mistaken about that? 

 

TANENBAUM I think so. The only real pedagogical work I’ve done in print is that. 

 

SMITH  Talk about your teaching style when you began, and think about how it is 

now and what the shift has been. 

 

TANENBAUM I will start by saying that the guitar repertoire is extremely broad, though 

it’s not deep in all areas. Like other outlier instruments, that gives us a certain amount of 

freedom to roam around the 20th and the 21st centuries. We’re not anchored by Haydn, Mozart 

or Beethoven, but we do have a broad repertoire that goes back 500 years. When I started 

teaching I didn’t know enough of the repertoire, and I wasn’t good at judging the level of 

repertoire. I think that is partly because I jumped over some very easy pieces right into those Sor 

and Carcassi studies. Assessing level correctly is one of the most important things a teacher does, 

because you don’t want students over their heads, but you also don’t want them bored with 

music that’s too easy for them. I’ve had to learn that along the way. 

 

In my studio, and in the department, students need to understand the breadth of the repertoire, so 

they’re required in the first two undergraduate years to play from each of the periods: 

Renaissance, Baroque, Classic, Romantic, and Modern. We don’t want to send them out of here 

without really knowing how to handle all those styles. 

 

I would also say that I’ve learned to listen to people better, to hear who they are. Each student is 

an absolute individual with a unique history. Each mind is different, and people learn in different 

ways. I’ve experienced enough of that now that when I develop a plan for each student, part of 

that plan is figuring out how to best get the plan across. So first, I need to learn from these 

students how they learn. I begin with each new student (I have two that just started last week) 

doing a long interview session in which I ask them many things about them and their guitar 

histories. I get a list of every piece they’ve ever studied; all the periods, all the studies, all the 

chamber music. I want to know how they think they learn, whether it’s Socratic, or if they 

respond to a teacher dictating more. I’m not necessarily going to go with their view, but I want to 

know what they think about this. I ask for a guitaristic self-assessment; I have them speak to their 

strengths and weaknesses. I ask them to imagine a world in ten years with no obstacles in it, 

which is of course not our world, but to tell me what they would be doing in that world. I take a 

lot of notes in a notebook with a tab for each of my students. Eventually, through that and 
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SMITH  Was there ever a time when you pulled a Shearer on one of your students? 

“You can’t play anything except for etudes for a year. I need to break down your hands and fix 

them.” Did you ever do that to any of your students? 

 

TANENABUM I never went that far, and I never made a student cut their nails off, but I 

have in any number of cases greatly reduced what they were playing, and made them primarily 

work on technique, especially with freshmen. If I think someone is really going in the wrong 

direction I will break it down, but not to the degree that he did. Because I think you can find very 

easy pieces where students can have some musical nutrition while restructuring technique. 

 

SMITH  Did you tell these students that you yourself had to do the same thing? Did 

that help them get through it? 

 

TANENBAUM Yeah I did, but you can get real resistance. There are some students where 

you do have to put up a wall and say, “Look, this is right. The fact that you came here to my 

studio is an act of trust, and I need you to trust me on this.” I have done that. And tried to bond 

with them, saying that I suffered in the same way. 

 

SMITH  It can be very powerful, I think. 

 

TANENBAUM Solidarity. 

 

SMITH  Let’s come back to the guitar department, and the evolution of that a little 

bit. I believe that you’ve cultivated and nurtured other faculty members here to help you flesh 

out and support this vision for curriculum. Who have you recruited to the department, and what 

have they brought over time? 

 

TANENBAUM Larry [Ferrara] was hired when I was hired, so he has been in the middle 

of all the discussions, and he has just been a wonderful teacher. He is particularly great with 

people who maybe have lost their way a little bit. He’s also produced, quite selflessly and with 

little fanfare, some of our best players. 

 

Marc Teicholz was a private student of mine when I was 21 and he was 14. Then he went on to 

get a guitar degree at Yale, and a law degree at Boalt, at U.C. Berkeley. He’s kind of opposite 

man; he does pro-bono legal work and makes his money with the guitar. He is a wonderful 

player. And he’s one of the quickest people on his feet I have ever seen in reacting to student’s 

playing. He has for a long time taught the Performance class, which is a class about aspects of 

performance, sort of like a master class with about three students a week playing. You want 
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Marc has connected very strongly with Sérgio [Assad]
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It was rather sudden, but then we did a search and found Sérgio Assad, who has just been so 
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TANENBAUM We want to do that. They can change 
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SMITH  
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TANENBAUM Well, me too, but mo
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TANENBAUM I think it has shifted, and I think part of that is the influence of Sérgio, who 

really wants the students to go to where their strengths are. 

 

SMITH  Interesting. Let’s shift gears now, and have you share some memories of 

Conservatory colleagues. 

 

TANENBAUM Well, I would start with Laurette Goldberg, the teacher who influenced me 

the most. She was just a ball of energy. It’s hard to imagine now, but forming Philharmonia 

Baroque was a huge task, and she had to really convince a lot of people. She also produced 

concerts at her home. 

 

SMITH  Really? Where was this house? 

 

TANENBAUM It’s on the Alameda, in Albany. I played there many times. 

 

SMITH  An early music salon. 

 

TANENBAUM Basically that. But she’d get major people coming through, like 

Hopkinson Smith – arguably the greatest lute player on the planet. I went to many concerts there. 

 

SMITH  In your opinion, when the Conservatory moved from the Sunset to the 

Civic Center, did the character of the school change? If so, in what ways? 

 

TANENBAUM I think it was a big change. The Sunset building was almost like an 

extended house. It was so horizontal and wide, but there was a focal point near the front door. If 

you needed to find somebody you just 
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But a small army of us kept trying get another piece from Lou. I would tug at his sleeve, and 

over the years he got kind of crankier and crankier with the question. “Will you stop asking me 

for that piece?! I’m so tired of it! I’m not writing you a piece! “And so, when he turned 80 in 

1997 I ran a festival at the school – five days of Lou’s music, his poetry, art hanging that he had 

curated. It was quite popular, the whole thing was sold out. Michael Tilson Thomas came and 

read Lou’s poetry. Before that was going to happen I said, “Lou, I’m putting together this huge 

thing. What do you think? Maybe a small, little, tiny piece for this festival?” “Stop asking me for 

music!” So there was a piano piece called Tandy’s Tango, that I transcribed for the festival and 

Tandy Beale, the dancer and dedicatee, choreographed it. 

 

After that I gave up getting a new guitar piece from Lou. I thought, “OK, the guy’s 80, he’s said 

no enough times, he doesn’t want to do this, so let’s just forget about it.” Then I’m just going 

about my business a few years later and the phone rings, and it’s Charles Amirkhanian from 

Other Minds. He said, “Hey, I just got off the phone with Lou. He’s going to write you a piece 

for my festival.” I said, “You’ve got to be kidding me. You did not just get off the phone with 

Lou, and he did not say that.” And so I called Lou, and he said, “Well, I started thinking about it, 

and I realized that the problem all along was your guitar. Not the guitar, but

a
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there. He was drinking his coffee, and I started playing for him. He said, “Wow, you understand 

this music perfectly.” After the second movement (there were nine of them) he said, “I have an 

idea. I’m going to write you a concerto.” Pretty hard to finish the piece after that, and all I had 

wanted was to discuss the edition. A master composer like that can certainly promise something 

like that, and then forget about it, but he actually arranged the commission, organized the tour 

and got me connected with the great Ensemble Modern in Germany. And he conducted it. Not 

the premiere, but we did a lot of performances where he conducted it. It was just an amazing gift. 

He heard something, he wanted to do it, and he did it. 

 

SMITH  What was the name of the concerto? 

 

TANENBAUM It’s called An Eine Äolsharfe, Ode to an Aeolian Harp. It’s based on 

poetry by the great 19th century poet Eduard Morike, from Germany. What was so interesting in 

working on that concerto is that Henze wanted a very active interpreter who would be engaged in 

the compositional process. For instance, in the 4th movement he wrote many large chords that he 

knew couldn’t fit on the guitar, and he told me he liked all the notes and expected me to choose 

the chords. I wasn’t yet 30 and Henze was asking me to help him write a guitar concerto. This is 

the kind of journey that you can go on with these composers. You just never know where it’s 



San Francisco Conservatory of Music / David Tanenbaum Oral History                        46 

 

SMITH  You recorded a CD called The Book of Abbeyozzud. 

 

TANENBAUM I recorded the first bunch of them. He wrote that first piece in 1993, we 

edited it, I was playing it, and then he called again and said, “I just realized I’m not done. I’ve 

got a lot more guitar in me.” So it turned into this. I guess the story I’m telling is one of the 

unexpected. You just never know where it’s going to take you. And I love that, and I love the 

ears that these composers have. 

 

SMITH  Is that what you meant by having said that your greatest teachers were 

these composers, because they taught you the sounds that you didn’t know you could make on 

the instrument you spent your life mastering? 

 

TANENBAUM Yes, and they heard things in my playing that was just so valuable to get 

feedback on. 

 

John Adams. OK, that’s the last one. John wrote a piece called Naive and Sentimental Music, 

which has a big guitar solo in the second movement. He asked for me to play it on the recording 
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TANENBAUM Takemitsu was just a fascinating person to me. In 1977 I was newly out 

here and I met him. I just went up to him and said, “I want to play your piece for you.” And he 

responded. Eventually I got to play for him a lot and I have a lot of letters w
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didn’t like, and I decided to turn it into more of a guitar piece. I transposed it a fifth, I used guitar 

effects like harmonics and things like that. That started an exchange with Steve that ultimately 

resulted in the piece being now published as Nagoya Guitars as well, and it’s been recorded and 

played all over the world. The transcription rightly says that it’s by the two of us, because it 

really was a back and forth. Another example of his exacting nature is the recording I made of 

Electric Counterpoint. 

 

SMITH  You made two recordings, or just one? 

 

TANENBAUM 
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written five pieces for me over the years, one of which he withdrew, but I still actually love that 

piece too. It was for guitar and viola, for a duo I had with Geraldine Walther. 

 

The piece that I’ve helped create that has entered the repertoire most is one Aaron wrote for 

guitar and string quartet in 1993 called 100 Greatest Dance Hits. Aaron’s career was really 

skyrocketing at that point. He had had this kind of confrontation on stage with Zubin Mehta that 

led to a lot of press. It was a reading for student composers, w
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didn’t even remember writing. But I did some research with her biographer, and one of the main 

Gubaidulina scholars, and it is her piece. I’m going to do a new edition of that soon. She more 

recently wrote that Repentance piece that I mentioned, and then she got more into the guitar. 

The next piece came in 2010, called Sotto Voce, for two guitars, viola, and bass. And so I 

thought, “Perfect! I’ll do the four pieces as a CD.” I was in touch with her manager and her 

publisher, and they kept telling me that she wanted to revise Sotto Voce. Then she turned 80, and 

then she got pneumonia. She didn’t finish Sotto Voce until 2013, after which I was able to finally 

record it. These are just wonderful pieces with lots of improvisation in them. I did the 

improvisations 
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1958. I am excited now about collaborating with Steve Schick, the director of the Contemporary 

Music Players. 

 

SMITH  And you’re a member of that ensemble. 

 

TANENBAUM I am. And I’ve played a lot of duos with Willie Winant, the percussionist 

here. I always love playing with Willie. 

 

SMITH  Are there collaborations with conductors that have been meaningful to 

you? 

 

TANENBAUM Kent Nagano – we were friends when we were both just starting out, when 

he was living essentially under the highway in the Hayes Valley. His whole life seemed to be 

about preparing for the international career that he seemed sure that he was going to have, and 

that he ended up having. He was learning languages and studying music all the time. We played 

the Rodrigo concerto in the Concord Pavilion for 4 or 5,000 people in a summer concert. His 

memory is ridiculous, it’s just astounding. He can tell you what month we did that in 1984 – I 

couldn’t even begin to tell you when that was. But he remembers all his concerts. We’ve done 

various collaborations over the years. 

 

I was thrilled to work with Esa-Pekka Salonen, whose mastery of gesture, and whose ears were 

just astounding. He took control of the really large forces in Naïve and Sentimental Music with a 

relaxed assurance. I also did that piece with Alan Gilbert and the San Francisco Symphony, and 

he was very nice to work with as well. 

 

SMITH  Has your performance style changed over the years? If so, how? 

 

TANENBAUM It’s probably best for others to say that than me but I can tell you a few 

things from the inside. As a younger player, I would listen to my performances and always feel 

like I could have taken more time. I didn’t necessarily feel like I wasn’t rushing, but that there 

was just more space I could have used. Over the years, I feel like I’m really better at that – that 

my sense of time is more accurate. In other words, I’m taking the amount of time I think I’m 

taking. Just this morning MaryClare Brzytwa sent me videos of our concerts in Shanghai, and I 

was listening to them and thinking, “It is what you think it is now. There’s not a discrepancy 

between what you think you’re doing and what you’re doing.” It doesn’t mean that I think 

everything is great, but I am accurately doing what I want to do now, in terms of time. 

 

SMITH  So you hear how you’re sounding more. 
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TANENBAUM Guitar ensembles are challenging first of all, because it’s the same sound 

in the same middle range. Even coordinating the attack is a lot of work, because it’s just a pluck. 

You have more leeway when you’re blowing or bowing a note. So you work to try to match 

colors in a guitar ensemble, and you learn to play lighter. Guitar ensembles generally don’t 

sound as good when people are forcing. 

 

SMITH  It sounds messy, not tidy. 

 

TANENBAUM And the best guitar ensembles, like the Assads, who have been playing for 

a lifetime, or the Los Angeles Guitar Quartet, rehearse a lot. The World Guitar Ensemble that I 

toured with was basically comprised of soloists. We would get together for two-week rehearsal 

sessions before each tour or recording. We spent full days trying to coordinate the sound. It’s 

hard work, but there’s wonderful repertoire for it. Terry Riley has pieces written for guitar 

ensemble and many people are writing fine pieces. We commissioned a piece by Steve Mackey 

for the opening concert in the new Concert Hall. That’s a fantastic piece with mostly classical 

guitars and two electric guitars as well. 

 

SMITH  Is it called something about turbulence? 

 

TANENBAUM Measures of Turbulence. 

 

SMITH  That’s a CD that released on Naxos, right? In conjunction with the 

opening of the Conservatory and the Caroline Hume Concert Hall. 

 

TANENBAUM Right. The CD was not of the live performance, we did a studio recording. 

As we did two weeks ago at the Biasini Festival, where we opened with a wonderful new piece 

by a Chilean composer named Javier Farias, and the day after the festival spent a day in the 

studio because the composer was still in town. A little bit exhausting, but the piece was ready. 

 

SMITH  What are some of the guitar organizations, and maybe boards, that you’ve 

been involved in over the years, other than Harris? 

 

TANENBAUM Well, the Omni Foundation for the Performing Arts is the longest running 

and the biggest guitar series in America. I’m on their advisory board, so basically Richard 

Patterson, th
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TANENBAUM I do once in a while. I did it last I think two years ago, but they rotate 

people. I would say one of my favorite committees to be on is the artistic committee of the 

Contemporary Music Players. It’s not a guitar committee, but I work with Steve and a few other 

people to program that group. 

 

SMITH  How long have you been doing that? 

 

TANENBAUM Four years, maybe five. We are right now in the midst of programming a 

Lou Harrison Day celebration, because his hundredth birthday is coming up. On April 22 ‘17 

we’re going to have a fantastic day of Lou’s works performed, and the film that Eva Soltes has 

been making – it’s going to be a great celebration of Lou. 

 

SMITH  We’ve talked about this, or I’ve inserted it at various points, but you’ve 

done a lot of recordings. Do you want to talk about some of the more memorable projects that we 

haven’t already covered? Or you could go back to differen
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He said, “OK. We have a stalker. 
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SMITH  Think about someone like the Living Earth Show, who spent a thousand 

hours rehearsing a ten minute piece by one of the most abstract, formidable composers. That’s a 

heavy investment just to get the thing out there, let alone the investment it would take to actually 

absorb that and give it its fair consideration 
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TANANBEUM I would start by saying that I think these fest
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TANENBAUM That’s what we are. 

 

SMITH  Looking back on your life and career – up to now, because there’s still a 

lot that you’re doing – 

 

TANENBAUM Is this my obituary? 

 

SMITH  No, no, no. What are some of the key themes right up to now that stand 

out to you? And I have a follow-up – do you believe that commissions of new music for your 

instrument will make a lasting contribution to the field? We’ve talked a little bit about that. 

 

TANENBAUM I hope so. That’s all I can say. The Riley pieces are getting played a lot. 

The Harrison I mentioned to you has really grown into something. The Kernis is, I think you can 

say, a repertoire piece – it’s pretty much the best piece we have for guitar and string quartet. I 

hope I’ve built something at the Conservatory. It’s for others to fully say, but I’ve certainly put a 

lot of blood, sweat and tears into that department, and I think created a real community there for 

guitar – a destination, I hope. 

 

In terms of my contributions, I think you could probably put your finger on the new music more, 

but as I said, in terms of my own enjoyment, I particularly like that Weiss recording, and I’ve 

had a lot of fun with projects I’ve done with other guitar players. It’s funny, you know, I got a 

reputation for being a new music guy, someone who was really working outside the regular 

guitar repertoire. When I started to do these guitar projects, a number of my composer friends 

said, “You’re going backwards. This is against everything you’ve built. You’re turning into a 

guitar nerd, like everybody else, and you’ve got to stand outside that world.” I didn’t really care, 

I just felt like doing the guitar stuff when I did it. Basically the motivator has been what I was 

particularly excited by. But I did set out to expand the repertoire, and I have done that to some 

degree. 

 

SMITH  There’s a commission that you were involved in that we haven’t talked 

about that I wanted to bring up, because it was so interesting. It’s the Henry Brant piece for one 

hundred guitars which you commissioned on behalf of some guitar agency or foundation, or 

something like that. 

 

TANENBAUM Actually there was a festival going on called the American Guitar 

Congress, and I think you’re getting the point now – I don’t do these things unless I can create 

something new for them. My first two conditions with Biasini were – the guitar students at the 

Conservatory have to go free, and I need to commission some new music. The same thing 

happened with that festival, I commissioned about four or five new pieces for that as well. I was 

artistic director in1989 at Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. Henry is 
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not with us anymore, but I just loved what he was about, which was partly to expand the space 

where music is heard. My dad was friends with him, and he used to talk about always seeing 

Henry composing on park benches on Broadway amidst all the commotion. I thought that his 

music, where he distributed instruments around concert halls, could be interesting for multiple 

guitars. 

 

So I commissioned him through the festival, and in the first conversation we had he wanted a 

copy of the architectural drawings of the concert hall. He wanted to design the piece for the 

space from the very beginning and he came to the premiere to get it right. The piece has three 

groups of guitars on the stage, two on either side of the orchestra part of the hall, and three in the 

balcony. It is called Rosewood, and it’s basically a requiem for the disappearance of the rain 

forest, and how that has changed guitar making. He did a lot of research into that, and he was 

totally right. For instance, starting three years after that piece, July 1992, was the Rio Treaty, 

after which you can’t cut down Brazilian rosewood for commercial purposes. So we have many 

guitars made of Brazilian rosewood, and now you have to be able to prove that the wood was cut 

down before 1992. Customs can actually take your guitar away if you can’t prove that. There are 

sounds of trees being cut down in the piece. Then he’ll have a whole section play some 

sentimental slow guitar piece in E major, all playing chaotically at the same time. Sort of a 

memory of and a cry from the guitar repertoire. And then simultaneously in the balcony you’re 

hearing the sounds of wood being cut down. 

 

SMITH  Were these pre-recorded sounds? 

 

TANENBAUM No, this was all happening at the spot. I did that piece in many countries, 

and it often became a community event. I would write in advance, and teachers would organize 

students from one school on one balcony part, and another school would play another part. I did 

it in Australia in an outdoor concert one time and John Williams played one of the guitar parts in 

one of the groups. I did it in Germany with a whole ensemble of children, and one time in the 

Frankfurt Alte Oper with one hundred and thirty-two guitar players. 

 

SMITH  Did he specify one hundred guitars? 

 

TANENBAUM He specified fifty at least, and preferably many more. Right at the end of 

his life he kept calling me, because he had the idea to write a guitar quartet with the four guitars 

amplified in the different parts of the hall. He really wanted me to commission that piece, but he 

wanted a lot of money and I couldn’t quite raise enough money, and then we lost him not long 

after that. But I was so happy that he won the Pulitzer Prize at the end of his life. I thought that 

was just divine justice somehow. 

 

SMITH  What are some future projects or goals that you are excited about? 
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TANENBAUM 
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talked about music. Finally he wrote that when he looks back on it, and thinks about having been 

taught through fear and through love at the same time, the results were about the same. 

 

SMITH  Wow, that’s a great answer. Knowing that, and going back to Shearer, you 

said you had to break down some of your students but never to that same extreme. Knowing 

though that teachers can have that boomerang effect of inspiring the exact opposite in a certain 

way of what they are trying to instill, how does that knowledge affect your teaching? And your 
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all now than there have ever been before. Bach, remember, walked two hundred miles to see 

Buxtehude play, and now you click a mouse and you can see anything. 

 

I think that if students can learn diversity and different skills without diluting the main focus 

there are possibilities out there. We have an alum named Paul Psarras who’s a wonderful guitar 

player, but he’s an excellent oud player as well. In some Pacific Guitar Ensemble programs he 

played five different plucked stringed instruments. That diversity really helps him. 

 

When I ask the students that come to me to imagine a world in ten years with no obstacles in it, 

most of them describe my life, essentially – teaching at a conservatory and playing concerts. But 

some don’t. Gyan Riley said, “I don’t want your life, you teach too much.” And that’s the life he 

made. He hardly teaches, he just tours. What I like about that story is that Gyan had a vision. So 

you’ve got to have that, and you’ve got to try to make it work. It shouldn’t be anybody else’s, it 

should be yours. As they say; be yourself, everybody else is taken. 


