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California 
dreamin’

BEAUTIFUL WEATHER, 
AN IMPRESSIVE ROSTER 
AND A THRIVING INTERNSHIP
PROGRAM. CLAIRE JACKSON
CHECKS OUT CALIFORNIA’S
HOTTEST CHAMBER MUSIC
FESTIVAL, MUSIC@MENLO

Ican’t wait to get some delicious dissonance,’ says
Wu Han, co-artistic director of Music@Menlo, as
she introduces the festival’s Rise of Modernism

program at St Mark’s Episcopal Church in Palo Alto.
Smiling enthusiastically, the pianist and wife of
her fellow director, Emerson cellist David Finckel,
personally presents almost every concert during 
the festival’s three-week-long extravaganza.

Set in the heart of Silicon Valley, Music@Menlo 
is now in its sixth season and has developed into
a must-attend event on San Francisco Bay’s classical
music calendar. The area is brimming with potential

dot-com donors and an audience that is affluent,
interested in expanding its mind, and looking 
for stimulating music while the San Francisco
Symphony and San Francisco Opera are on vacation.

Seeking shade from the heat of the Californian
sun, Wu Han and I sit at a picnic table under a
carousel the next day to talk about the birth of
Music@Menlo.

‘We realized that there wasn’t a concert series
over in this part of the peninsula during the 
summer, so David and I said “let’s do it,”’ she
explains, ducking out of the sunshine. P
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‘I understand the importance of building from 
the bottom up,’ emphasizes Wu Han. ‘To run a
festival like this would be impossible without the
support of the interns.’

Sophie Walker is currently working as a student
liaison officer intern at Menlo. Her work is intense,
often for weeks without a day off. But, as she
explains, ‘I love the intensity because it really 
creates a community among the staff, interns, 
artists, students and audiences since we are working
with each other constantly to achieve an objective’.

Rather than spending her summer vacation
whiling away the time on a beach or at the mall,
Walker quickly realized that an internship was a
crucial addition to her résumé.

‘Doing an internship is important for post-grad
employment opportunities, but that’s just the
practical requirement,’ she says. ‘As much as you
learn about the importance of communication and
teamwork in an academic environment, it’s vital 
to test-drive those skills.

‘In terms of the arts, I have learned a great 
deal about chamber music,’ she continues. ‘I have
only played orchestral repertoire in the past so it 
has been excellent to be part of a program that 

in terms of classical music during the summer
months. It didn’t make sense to think that dot-com
people didn’t like the arts – there are 11 youth
symphony orchestras in the Bay area alone and a
trend for music education; therefore we knew there
were students and parents who wanted some music.’

Dubbed chamber music’s ‘power couple’ by the
Wall Street Journal, Wu Han and Finckel set their
sights on Menlo School in Atherton.

‘I was invited to look round the campus,’ continues
Wu Han. ‘It seemed great but we needed to be sure
there was a suitable concert hall. I went over to the
ballroom, everything was locked up but I tried the
door and it opened – I took that as a sign.

‘The first year we expected to have empty seats
but we actually made 98 per cent capacity,’ she
smiles proudly. 

The success is, in no small part, due to the
structure of the festival’s staffing. Music@Menlo 
has an active internship program and invites around
20 students to undertake placements annually. It’s a
great opportunity for young people to experience the
ins and outs of running a music event, as well as
providing them with the chance to immerse
themselves in some exciting chamber music.

‘We knew what we wanted straight away – it
wasn’t a case of adding details in later. I’ve worked
on both sides, so as an artist I also know what
presenters are going through.’

Music@Menlo features recitals by internationally
famous artists, combined with contextual lectures,
intensive coaching sessions and performance
opportunities for students. It also has its own
recording label – Music@Menlo LIVE – that produces
audionote CDs with each ticket purchase so you can
absorb the notes with the musical examples prior to
the concert, rather than rummaging around with the
program during the event itself.

The festival is innovative in other ways too: 
‘David and I really believe that if anyone wants to
hear classical music then they should be able to hear
it for free,’ says Wu Han. ‘The prelude concerts at
Music@Menlo are family-oriented and free of charge.
If a family of five wants to attend a classical concert
it costs a fortune so this is our gift from the festival
and part of our service to the community’.

It’s a pretty generous gift and one that’s well-
received. As we talk, the line for the afternoon’s prelude
performance is forming quickly, snaking around the
leafy campus’ lecture theater. A television is wheeled
out to screen the concert and cater for any overflow.

‘The Hewlett Foundation [the William and Flora
Hewlett Foundation – patrons of Music@Menlo]
realized that there was nothing happening here P
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‘TO RUN A FESTIVAL 
LIKE THIS WOULD BE
IMPOSSIBLE WITHOUT THE
SUPPORT OF THE INTERNS’

Left: Nicolas van Poucke in
rehearsal; below: the line for
the prelude concert forms;
right: artistic directors David
Finckel and Wu Han; far right;
Stent Family Hall at Menlo



has traveled through the musical ages from baroque 
to contemporary’.

The interns come from varied backgrounds, not solely
classical. It’s an unrivalled opportunity for students
with an interest in production, stage management
and events organization to hone their skills – and
ignite an interest in classical music in the process.

Dillon Chambers, associate artist liaison intern, 
has the difficult job of ensuring the smooth airport
transfers of all the artists and press. During one of our
jaunts along the freeway he explained he’s a bit of 
a metalhead – the kind of music that ‘makes System
of a Down look soft’. But all the exposure to chamber
music has expanded his repertoire: ‘I’ve definitely
enjoyed listening to some new music’, he says.

Unlike those on many internship programs, 
Menlo interns are entrusted with a high level of
responsibility – a privilege that sees candidates travel
from all over the US to be part of the festivities.

‘We want to create a sense of pride of ownership,’
reflects Wu Han. ‘There’s no dirty work here – it’s not
about making copies and coffee. Of course you need
an element of hand-holding, but the key is to
develop strong working relationships. ‘Understanding
and thoughtfulness is obviously appreciated – after

all, communicating well is no different from playing
music – you must be intuitive and sensitive.’

As if to illustrate this last point, a member of staff
wanders over brandishing a box of much-needed
chocolate ice-creams. Between mouthfuls, Wu Han
continues to explain how the young people make
Music@Menlo that little bit more special.

‘Everything’s in the detail, like a five-star hotel –
we are willing to fix things and go an extra step. 
Our festival is like a temple or a sanctuary – we 
don’t want anything to interrupt that experience.’

It’s an accurate description, from the chocolate-
covered strawberries and mini-cheese boards
available at the evening performances (carefully
crafted and sold by interns) to the evocative art
commissioned by the season’s artist-in-residence.

While the program includes an institute for
international students, Wu Han is keen to make it clear
that this isn’t purely a summer school. Recitals are
combined with masterclasses and intensive coaching
– often led by Wu Han and Finckel themselves. 

Wu Han is a woman in demand. Our conversation is
interrupted again, this time by a young pianist hoping
to get some of the artistic director’s advice. Wu Han
arranges a meeting, enthusing how the students have
progressed over the course of the festival.

‘When they first arrive they are like a deer caught
in headlights. But after a few sessions they settle in
and feel more comfortable with public speaking 
and performing.’

Passionate about adventurous programming,
Music@Menlo includes rarely performed chamber
repertoire that challenges audience and performers
alike. During my stay I experienced some little-
known Charles Ives songs, Louis Gruenberg’s Four
Diversions for String Quartet, and the Bartók string
quartet cycle played in its entirety. 

The importance of showcasing living composers is
also emphasized. Wu Han tells the story of a young
girl who sat in on a recital by a living contemporary
composer and later gushed ‘it was the best thing 
she had ever heard’. 

Wu Han’s retort was ‘of course it is, it is the 
music of your era – it was created for you.’

Created, no doubt, as lovingly as the 
Music@Menlo festival itself – a place for musical
reflection, revelation, with – above all – the
repertoire at its heart. 
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‘OUR FESTIVAL IS 
LIKE A TEMPLE OR 
A SANCTUARY’

Romeo, Romeo...


