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Jazz
Town

SFJAZZ is the West Coast’s
center for America’s signature
art form
By: Mel Lambert

Photos: Courtesy of SFJAZZ

J

azz is probably the only truly American musical
genre, with roots from European harmony and
form blended into African-based music,
moving through improvisation, polyrhythms,
syncopation, and swung notes. But in live
performance, jazz music often needs to work
against unsympathetic environments that
hinder spontaneity between the players and, in
turn, their ability to communicate with the audience. As
trombonist J. J. Johnson said in 1988, “Jazz is restless; it
won’t stay put, and it never will.”
Opened in January of this year in San Francisco’s artscentric Hayes Valley neighborhood—adjacent to Davies
Symphony Hall and Conservatory of Music—the threestory SFJAZZ Center is considered to be the first
performance and education complex to be built on the
West Coast exclusively for jazz. “The challenge was to
design a hall that has the effect of an acoustical
performance even when amplified,” says SFJAZZ founder
and executive artistic director Randall Kline. However, it
also has to work “when used purely acoustically—say with
a solo-piano recital. Most jazz is performed on acoustic
instruments but is typically reinforced for the audience and
for the artists via stage monitors. It was important that the
audience hear the music as transparently as possible.”
The 35,000-sq.-ft. complex houses Robert N. Miner
Auditorium, which can be formatted with as many as eight
configurations from 350 – 700 seats, depending upon the

performance requirements. An ensemble room directly off
the lower lobby is used for intimate performances and
rehearsing larger acts. It was christened Joe Henderson
Lab and is augmented by three practice rooms and a
digital laboratory. The architect of record was Mark
Cavagnero Associates, of San Francisco—winner of the
2011 American Institute of Architect’s California Firm of the
Year—with Auerbach Pollock Friedlander, of San
Francisco, handling general theatre consulting and
production video elements. SIA Acoustics served as
acousticians, taking the lead with sound system design
and acoustical issues. Structural engineering was supervised by Forell/Elsesser Engineers, of San Francisco, with
WSP Flack+Kurtz, of New York, overseeing mechanical,
electrical, and plumbing, and Hathaway Dinwiddie, of San
Francisco, as lead contractor. Construction, which took
seven years to complete, is reported to be $65 million.
“Openness and proximity were two big words used
often and early,” Kline says. “The first big aspect to settle
was the shape of Miner Auditorium; there was an early
bias from me to use an amphitheatre as a starting point.
The ancient form—with steeply raked seating surrounding
a stage—is a natural choice for jazz. But since we also
present a lot of music that is related to jazz—world music
and some chamber music—we needed an acoustically
flexible hall.”
“Randall Kline saw our Community School of Music and
Arts project [in Mountain View, California] and felt it was
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close to the spirit he desired,” Cavagnero says. “The goal
was to develop a space with the intimacy of a club but the
acoustic quality of a music hall. This meant moving the
performer out into the audience area and positioning
audience seating on all four sides of the stage.
Acoustically, the project was extremely challenging and
required full integration of the architectural design and
materials with acoustic needs. Similarly, because the
SFJAZZ Center would host small, medium, and large
bands, lighting positions needed to be flexible and have
multiple locations. Keeping these elements and maintaining
the club-like intimacy was the overarching challenge of the
entire design.
“My first thoughts were to have a steeply raked
auditorium so that the audience could see the performers
with the shortest possible sightlines, and the performers
could see the audience’s faces engulf them. The Miner
Auditorium is designed to be highly flexible to accommodate different seating setups and acoustic needs, from a
solo pianist to a large ensemble on stage. The raked seating
allows for storage and operational accommodations under
the main area. This space also allows for low-velocity,
quieter air to be delivered under the seats to the audience.”

Inside Miner Auditorium
“We designed the seating, stage, and auditorium configuration in collaboration with the architect,” says S. Leonard
Auerbach, ASTC, Auerbach Pollock Friedlander’s president
and founding principal. “Up to 700 patrons can be accommodated in the custom theatre, with seats no further than
50' from the stage. By wrapping the stage on four sides,
with tiered seating risers and terraces, the [Miner] is
configured for optimal intimacy [and is] ideal for experiencing jazz concerts and other events.” The firm developed
a family of custom solutions, including fixed theatre seats,
loose stacking chairs, and swivel stools, which “created a
unified visual audience experience while providing excellent
sightlines, comfort, and meeting all ADA guidelines,” says
Auerbach, who served as principal designer on the project.
The stage itself was fitted with twenty 3'-x-6' platforms
and ten custom platforms, supplied by Clare, Michiganbased Stage Right, along with two custom stair units and
one portable exit stair, all integrated with custom hardwood
flooring.
Flexible theatrical systems developed by Auerbach
Pollock Friedlander included a spiral piano lift supplied by
Gala Theatrical equipment, a material lift, overhead rigging
support and technical catwalk system, theatrical lighting,
room-reduction banners, video-projection systems, and a
broadcast infrastructure. “Seating surrounds the stage in
various asymmetrical locations and elevations for intimacy
and a variety of viewing experiences,” Auerbach says. “Six
variable-acoustic AcouRoll banners, from Bronx, New Yorkbased acouStaCorp, have been concealed from the
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audience behind the upstage wall; configurations were
determined by the acoustician and programmed by the
owner at a control panel backstage.” Two custom AcouRoll
banners were added for window treatments in the
auditorium stage.
Eleven retractable AcouRoll banners, integrated into the
ceiling with mesh closure panels, shape the hall visually for
various types of performances, with configurations that
allow for reduction to approximately 350 seats for more
intimate performances. Steeldeck custom-built 22 NivoFlex
platforms, semi-automated scissor platforms stored flush
to the main finished floor for dance and flat floor events;
raised from the storage position, these platforms provide
flexible seating risers. Stage extension platforms allow
multiple stage configurations and, combined with the semiautomated platforms, provide more than eight seating and
stage configurations.
“The acoustical canopy contains an integrated hidden
film screen [supplied by Stewart Filmscreen], with overhead
lighting catwalks, balcony rail, and soft-fit lighting positions
that enable various theatrical lighting angles consistent with
the asymmetrical room design,” Auerbach explains.
“Finally, pathways, technical power, and camera-mounting
positions accommodate a broadcast TV-production truck
for documenting high-profile events.”

Joe Henderson Lab
Configured as a multipurpose space, Joe Henderson Lab is
situated directly off the lower lobby. “The flexible space
allows for up to 70 patrons and is located at street level
with glass walls on two corners emphasizing a connection
to the surrounding area,” Auerbach points out. “Like the
main auditorium, automated variable-acoustics AcouRoll
banners shape window walls acoustically for various types
of performances. A computerized lighting-control system
and power is also provided. The floor is sound-isolated.”
Configurations were determined by the acoustician and
recorded by the owner at the touch screen control panel
backstage.
“Overhead is an integrated series of strut and theatricalpurpose bus power tracks for theatrical lighting and
speaker hang points, which allows for flexible lighting while
maintaining a cleanly designed ceiling. A video screen is
integrated into the ceiling for projection,” Auerbach says.

Flown Meyer Sound line arrays for Miner
Auditorium
Sam Berkow, of SIA Acoustics, designed the performance
sound, acoustic canopy, and banner systems for Miner
Auditorium. “SFJAZZ wanted an ultimate room for
musicians to play in, for the audience to listen, and for
engineers to record,” he says. “To do it all in a relatively
small space that allowed flexible seating for up to 700
wasn’t easy.”
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The adjustable auditorium allows a variety of performances, seating between 350 and 700 audience members.

The sound system’s role is about balancing and
augmenting the natural stage sound while remaining
sonically transparent. Thus, Berkow, Kline, and production
manager Cecilia Engelhart selected Meyer Sound MINA
loudspeakers. “We picked Mina cabinets for several
reasons,” Berkow says, “including a great high-frequency
response, great dispersion characteristics, and their
compact size. Overall, we strongly preferred the sound of
Mina because we could be confident that the sound from
the speakers would match the sound from the stage. In
particular, the cabinet’s acoustic manifold ensures a very
soft, ‘silky,’ high-frequency sound that brings out the
nuances of instruments like saxophones. And Mina is a
small cabinet, in keeping with the scale of the room; it is
also extremely well-behaved in long line arrays, performing
almost exactly as [MAPP Online Pro, Meyer’s acoustical
prediction software system] predicts it should.”
The dual arrays of 16 Mina cabinets per side are
augmented by five Meyer 500-HP subwoofers flown in a
three-front, two-rear cardioid array. “The sub array works
extremely well,” he says. “It has a null on stage, allowing
musicians and microphones to be free from the off-axis

low-frequency energy that a traditional cluster would
generate. Keeping such energy from muddying up the
on-stage sound is extremely important for jazz. Although
the system can rock, it’s intended to provide a natural
sound and to enhance the energy from the stage, not
overwhelm it!”
Eight Meyer JM-1P arrayable loudspeakers, two UPJ-1P
VariO boxes, and four M1D-SM line array cabinets were
specified as side-, rear-, and front-fills. A Meyer Galileo
loudspeaker management system with two Galileo 616
processors handles signal routing. BBI Engineering’s
principal Mark Roos and project manager Pete Maiers
served as AV integrator/contractor.
“We defined a set of three criteria for the sound system
to meet: uniform coverage of the audience seating areas,
low distortion for high-frequency devices, and minimal
off-axis energy reaching the stage,” Berkow says. “The
use of long line arrays creates uniform coverage and
reduces the amount of off-axis energy on the stage.
Flying subs is a bit unusual, but, given the lower height of
the stage, the floor mounting would result in both
disruption of sightlines and tonal balance for those seated
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The names of Giant Steps donors appear within the SFJAZZ sign
on the center’s Franklin Street glass wall.

SFJAZZ hosts a variety of educational programs, including family
matinées, jazz history courses, and a digital lab program.

directly in front of the subwoofers.”
For mixing consoles, SIA specified an Avid Profile at the
front of house, an Avid SC48 at monitors, and an Avid
ICON D-Command feeding a full Pro Tools rig in the
recording/broadcast booth. The sound system offers both
digital and analog splits for recording purposes.

use of diffusive materials on the side walls and ceiling.”
SIA worked with the team to help the architects find a set
of wall and ceiling treatments that could provide control of
reflections and meet the visual requirements.
“Miner Auditorium was designed to project sound from
the stage uniformly to the audience,” the acoustician
continues, “whereas the balcony is asymmetric and
shallow, which, in many aspects, is a very interesting
design! The 24'-wide and 12'-deep acoustical canopy area
above the stage is filled with a total of sixty-four 2'-by-2'
variable-depth panels manufactured by RPG Diffusor
Systems [based in Upper Marlboro, Maryland], which
provide a critical acoustical element within the auditorium.
The goal of this canopy is twofold: to create a responsive
and supportive stage environment for acoustic instruments
and to help project the sound into the audience. The only
variable acoustical elements are some retractable AcuRoll
absorptive banners hidden within the lower section of the
upstage wall. This section holds a 16'-wide acoustical
diffuser that can be covered by banners when more
absorption is needed.
“In this project, we put forward several elements, such
as the diffusive acoustical canopy that houses more than
64 wooden diffusers, the cardioid subwoofer cluster, and
the diffusive side wall and ceiling treatments, all of which
are nonstandard. By getting these elements into the
design early and emphasizing their importance throughout
the project, we were able to achieve a very positive result.
I also think that the entire design team worked to achieve
the client’s vision.

Variable acoustics control
“The program, or intended use for the space, presented a
number of challenges,” Berkow says. “First, we faced the
challenge of two performance spaces that allowed simultaneous usage in close proximity. So we needed to
allocate space and resources to create two acoustically
isolated spaces. It was also apparent early in the design
process that in order to accommodate a 700-seat-count
space, we would not be able to use room-shaping
techniques—meaning that one of the most effective tools
available for acoustical design, slanting walls, could not be
used. This implied that our selection and positioning of
acoustical materials, both sound-absorbing and sounddiffusing, would be critical.
“Jazz spans a wide range of styles, volumes, and sizes
of ensembles. Early on, we decided on a limited number of
acoustically variable elements [because] the team was
challenged by Randall Kline to create a space that was
‘acoustically alive’ and use the sound system to enhance
sound from the stage rather than being the primary source
of sound reaching the audience. In order to do this, we
proposed an acoustically diffusive acoustical canopy
above the stage, a diffusive upstage wall, plus extensive
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SIA Acoustics has been involved with a number of
projects related to jazz music. “Our team worked on Jazz
at Lincoln Center, New York City, and the new JALC facility
in Qatar. We also served as acoustical and sound system
designer for The Jazz Standard in New York as well as
many other venues. Having opened an LA office more than
seven years ago, we have also been working in and
around the Bay Area for many years. As a fan of jazz
music, I was able to talk about the specific design
challenges [that genre] presents,” Berkow says.
“At SIA Acoustics, we believe that reverberation time,
as a single number, is not as useful or critical as widely
thought. Instead, we spend tremendous effort looking to
create a spectrum of reverberation times that result in a
tonally balanced decay of sound. We strongly believe [this]
is a critical factor in creating a successful venue. Tonal
balance is generally believed to require that the decay of
sound energy at low frequencies should not exceed the
upper-mid frequencies by more than a predetermined
amount. For this hall, we spent considerable effort trying to
find a set of finishes that balance the LF decay with the
higher frequencies.”
Joe Henderson Lab presented its own audio
challenges. “The room is rectangular, with two solid glass
walls,” Berkow says. “Additionally, the room was
programmed to host a wide range of events in two staging
orientations, length-wise and cross-wise. We used a wide
range of sound-absorptive and diffusive materials on the
non-glass walls to control reflections from the glass.
Additionally, a set of acoustical banners was included to
allow the glass to be covered when required. Lastly, the
architects proposed a glass wall segment, allowing the
room to be visually connected to the main lobby. We
suggested slanting this piece of glass to direct reflections
upward to the sound absorptive ceiling.
“After this facility opened, and from experience during
subsequent concerts [in Miner Auditorium], we will be
recommending many more cardioid subwoofer arrays in
sound critical fixed-audio installations. And for venues
where the stage sound is an important part of what the
audience is hearing, we’ll be quicker to recommend
diffusive upstage walls.”

Video and lighting systems
“The video systems were developed to support ‘guerilla
broadcasting’, live streaming, and large-scale, real-time
IMAG and content-developed video projection,” Auerbach
says. “We designed the video infrastructure and control
center to enable a readily adaptable setup, including the
interface of outside broadcast trucks.”
Housed in a series of Middle Atlantic equipment racks,
the video equipment installed in Miner Auditorium includes
a Crestron DM-MD16X16 digital media matrix switcher

with 8G optical fiber I/Os, AJA HD10DA distribution amplifiers, Denon DBP-2012UDCIP universal disc players, a
Panasonic PT-DZ12000 projector feeding a Stewart
motorized projection screen concealed in the acoustic
canopy, a Panasonic AW-HE120 HD-SDI camera with IP
control and a Crestron control system and touch panels.
Video includes Samsung 1080p LCD monitors and an LG
42" flat panel with Innovox Flex speaker bar. A Da-Lite
custom screen in Joe Henderson Lab is fed from a
Panasonic PT-DZ50U projector.
Theatrical lighting systems are built around a series of
ceiling concealed catwalks and distributed positions
throughout the auditorium. The power and control is
provided with traditional dimming, distributed power, and
data for standard fixed and advanced automated moving
lights. Selected for its flexibility across a wide range of
productions, the hall’s theatrical lighting package includes
a pair of ETC Sensor dimmer racks that are productionlinked and a single Sensor dimmer rack for architectural
and house lighting. A total of 148 ETC 2.4kW dimmers
handle production lighting, while 44 ETC 2.4kW and 14
ETC ELV10 low-voltage dimmers are used for architectural/house lighting. Some two dozen 120 VAC and four
208 VAC DMX-switched relay circuits are available with a
DMX multiplexer for LED architectural/house lights.
A single MA Lighting grandMA2 Lite console connects
to the dimmers via a total of eight portable ETC NET3
gateways. Theatrical rigging includes a Skjonberg Controls
control system with a pair of one-ton C&M chain hoists
and an LCD handheld interface with 13 chain-hoist power
and control receptacles.
The lighting rig consists of eight ETC Source Four
PARnels, five Clay Paky Alpha Profile 800 STs, 12 Martin
Professional MAC Auras, 62 ETC Source Fours, and four
ETC Source Four PAR EAs.

A positive acoustical experience
To codify an approach, the entire design team visited a
variety of venues, from small intimate jazz joints to
historical jazz venues such as the Village Vanguard and
Jazz Standard, Jazz at Lincoln Center, Carnegie Hall’s
Zankel Hall, and St. Anne’s Warehouse in Brooklyn.
Numerous iterations of room configurations were
developed, from the most formal to the most eccentric.
“An auto muffler shop used to stand on the site, and one
of the biggest challenges was fitting the desired design
configuration within the very compact area,” Auerbach
says. “All members of the design team and SFJAZZ staff
worked in an integrated fashion to make it successful. The
separate performance, public, and administrative areas
were conceived to function to specific needs and work
together as a whole.”
Berkow says that the design team first started listening
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The building, located in San Francisco’s Hayes Valley, includes an adjustable auditorium, a multi-purpose ensemble room, rehearsal
spaces, digital learning lab, and administrative offices as well as a café, lobby, retail shop, and box office on the ground floor.

grand-opening spotlight, a Bobby Hutcherson birthday
celebration], which sounded intimate but powerful.
“Comments I have heard from audiences, artists, and
critics in the months since opening are a true measure of
what the SFJAZZ Center is becoming. A typical comment
is: ‘This is the best-sounding hall for jazz I have ever been
in.’ What makes it work so well is the way the architecture,
theatre design, and sound design work together—like a
great jazz band.”
“The realization that we helped to achieve the client’s
vision of a place for jazz was very special,” Auerbach says.
“The entire venue has been very well-received by the
public and the music community. It is always thrilling when
the first note is struck; opening night at SFJAZZ was
especially significant. Each project has its own criteria and
dynamic. The SFJAZZ Center site was compact and a bit
challenging, but the art of compromise without losing sight
of the goal enabled all of us to produce amazing results.
No matter what the scale of a project may be, this level of
collaboration is essential.”
Mel Lambert has been intimately involved with production
industries on both sides of the Atlantic for more years than
he cares to remember. He is now principal of
Media&Marketing, a Los Angeles-based consulting service
for the professional audio industry, and can be reached at
mel.lambert@mediaandmarketing.com or 818.558.3924.
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to the room about a month prior to opening. “At that time,
the room was still a construction site, but we began four
days of system tuning. We were immediately impressed
with the sound. In the weeks prior to the opening, we held
a series of ‘super-secret testing concerts,’ which were not
really all that secret but did allow us to bring in audiences
of varying sizes and listen in real-world conditions. During
these concerts, tweaks were made to the sound system,
helping us to get closer to our goals. Feedback from both
musicians and audiences has been impressive. We are
extremely proud of both the acoustical and sound system
design of this facility.”
“My first reaction to Miner Auditorium was based on the
acoustics,” Kline says. “We could see how the room was
shaping up architecturally as the finishes were being put
into place, and it was all that I hoped for. The acoustics
are always a nail-biter until the end. When Sam [Berkow]
was doing his first tests, it was clear that we might have
something special. This building is a perfect example of
the sum being greater than the parts, except that the parts
are of the highest quality and that the people designing
them were the best in the world.
“The sound system is flawless, crystal-clear, transparent, and perfectly matched to the hall; the sounds of
the instruments were the most natural I have heard in a
hall this size. I especially noticed the vibraphones of
Bobby Hutcherson and Stefon Harris [during the venue’s

