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ALL TOGETHER NOW

It’s never too early |
to develop an ear for music

® Appreciating classical works is
a family-bonding experience for some

By TARA DOOLEY
HOUSTON CHRONICLE

It’s tough for Parker Rob-
ertson to pick a favorite per-
formance.

When pressed, he points to
operas Romeo and juliet and
The Cunning Little Vixen. But
he’s attended some fine or-
chestra performances over the

years, and musical theater has .

become a hobby as well as a
pleasure.
“It’s really hard because

there’s so much things, like
operas, that I really enjoy,” he
said.

Parker's 8 years old.

But since he was an infant,
his parents, Greg and Kate
Robertson, have taken him to
concerts, operas, theater, mu-
sicals and ballets, sometimes
in violation of age guidelines
for children in performance
halls.

As a result they have a
young son who enjoys classi-
cal music, concentrates in pro-

ductions that would tax many
a grown-up and contemplates
the confounding mysteries of
music such as why Don Gio-
vanni wore that odd wig at the
end of Mozart’s opera of the
same name.

“We like having that expe-
rience of music as a family,”
said Parker’s dad, Greg Rob-
ertson, who is chief develop-
ment officer for Houston
Grand Opera.

Experiencing music in the
concert hall as a family can re-
quire patience for adults and
children. Arts organizations
from the opera to the Houston
Symphony offer a full line of
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YOUNG FAN: Parker Robertson, 8, has been going to classical-music concerts since he was aninfant with his parents, Kate and Greg,

carefully conceived programs
for children. But sitting in a
room of youngsters galloping
in their seats to Rossini’s Wil-
liam Tell overture — think the
Lone Ranger — might seem
less sublime for someone who
no longer plays cowboys and
Indians.

Conversely, even a third-
grader with musical tastes be-
yond his years might not make
it through Anton Bruckner, an
Austrian whose music is
known for depth and length.
And a squirming child can try
the nerves of an arts patron
who has paid a bundle to listen
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music: An outing depends on the child, the work
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in silence.

“If we focus just on kids at
concerts, parents are left be-
hind, and they are the ones with
the car'keys,” said Alecia Law-
yer, an oboe player and execu-
tive director of the River Oaks
Chamber Orchestra. “Some-
times they check out intellectu-
ally. I think if it can be an engag-
ing thing for the whole family,
evervone says, ‘Let’s go."”

Getting everyone to go was
the drive behind Lawyer’s deci-
sion to start the orchestra three
years ago. Well, that and a de-
sire to create a job for herself.

As the mother two children,
now ages 8 and 4, Lawyer knew
how hard it was for parents fac-
ing down “the 18 years when
you don’t do anything and go
anywhere unless they are inter-
ested,” she said.

So when she formed the
chamber orchestra, Lawyer
scheduled the concerts for a
family-friendly 5 p.m.. She
started out offering on-site
baby-sitting that extended be-
yond the length of the concert.
That gave parents a chance to
sneak out for a dinner date be-
fore retrieving their offspring.

But she also made sure that
the children in the chamber or-
chestra’s care learned about
music and concerts. The pro-
gram includes pizza and games,
but it also offers music-
appreciation lessons geared for
different age groups. Children
ages 5to 10 join the audience for
one short piece.

The idea, Lawyer said, was to
incrementally develop an inter-
est in music and concert going.

“We want them to become
audience members as soon as
possible,” she said.

When that is possible de-
pends on the child, said Ana
Trevino-Godfrey, a soprano and
a founding member of Mercury
Baroque. It also depends on the
repertoire performed.

“You don’t want to take your
3-year-old to the Wagner Ring
cycle,” she said of the compos-
er's epic four-opera series.
“That’s one way to say, ‘Honey,
don’t ever go to the opera
again.’ ”

Inviting children to the
grown-ups’ table of classical
music is a way of allowing them
to participate in their parents’
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LIFELONG INTEREST: “Alot of
theaters have age restrictions.
Only once or twice did anusher
say, ‘He's really small. Is he OK?' ”
said Greg Robertson. Robertson
and wife Kate, center, have been
taking their son Parker to theaters
since he was an infant.

world, said Trevino-Godfrey,
who also founded Prelude Mu-
sic Classes for Children held at
the Motherhood Center in
Houston.

But it doesn’t ensure a future
audience. ‘

“What creates a generation
of concert goers is people who
truly love music, and it starts in
the home,” Trevino-Godfrey
said. “It’s like creating a genera-
tion of really good readers.”

At the Houston Symphony,
administrators rely on parents
to know when their children are
ready to attend concerts, said
Steven  Bros-

SOMETHING FORALL
AGES

= What: River Oaks Chamber
Orchestra with conductor
Lavard Skou Larsen plays
Vivaldi, Villa-Lobos, Santoro
and Mozart

= When: 5 p.m. Saturday

®m Where: St. John the Divine
Episcopal Church, 2450
River Oaks Blvd.

m For children: From 4:30 to
9:30 p.m., child-care
providers and music
teachers offer pizza, games,
videos and music-education
programs. Children ages 5-10
join the concert for the Villa-
Lobos piece,

m For adults: The extra child-
care time after the concert
allows parents a dinner date
before reclaiming their
offspring.

m Ticket cost: $25 for adults;
S10 for students

= Child-care cost: $20 for the
first child and $15 for the
others. Reservations
reguired.

=m For more information:
www.rocohouston.org or 713-
665-2700.

“You want to be sensitive to
everyone else seated around
them and the performance in
general because everyone has
paid to come,"” Brosvik said.

Over the years Kate and Greg
Robertson

vik, symphony brought
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hall well-fed and well-napped.
Often they attended with
friends so Parker felt he was in
comfortable company, Robert-

YOU MUST BE THIS
OLD TO ENTER

Many classical-music or
performing-arts
organizations have age
guidelines for children at
regular or subscription
concerts, though
-administrators say they rely
on the parent’s judgment on
whether a child is ready fora
grown-up performance. Here
are a few:

= Houston Symphony: &
years

= Houston Grand Opera: 5

u Mercury Baroque: no
guideline

m Da Camera of Houston:
Recommended 10 or older,
Children younger than 5 not
admitted.

= Houston Ballet: For
repertory performances, 5;
For The Nutcracker,
Cinderella and other ballets
that appeal to children, at
least 2.

m Alley Theatre: Generally
children under 5 are not
permitted, but the theater
riotes which productions are
not suitable for older
children because of content
or language.

son said.

Parker and his parents also
discuss the concert program be-
fore the performance, and they
steer clear of anything that
might seem over his head. They
also monitor themes of plays,
musicals or operas for content
or treatment that might be inap-
propriate or upsetting for an 8-
year-old, they said.

“Alot of theaters have age re-
strictions,” Robertson said.
“Only once or twice did an
usher say, ‘He’s really small. Is
he OK?' "

Though music and theater
lovers often take a night out for
themselves, the Robertsons
usually keep it all in the family.

“Quite honestly,” Robertson
said, “we get such a joy out of
watching him learn and listen to
music, we'll try to do something
else for date night.”
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