
DRAFT: 

A CFBTER FOR THE ARTS IN PER.FOWtANCE 

The Teey rmaore that New York, or rather America, or indeed the whole world, aight 

shortly benefit fl"'OIl the chances ot a proper ceot.er tor the pertoraing arts, ha.a set 

ott more hopes and tears in the realm of music, theatre, and the danae than at &117 time 

since the founding of the Metropolitan Opera. So much t o be hoped tor, so little expectedJ 

so JD8J17 sad precedents ot starts and stops. But whatever the tuture, our preaeot atmos-

phere is different ih kind .from the climate in which earlier projects have been projected 

to founder in the friction of individuals and organizations, none of which could hope to 

establish such a dreaa alone, yet none ot wh01a were ultillatel7 willing to sacrifice an 

inoreasih~ expanai Te and unrealistic auton01117. Today, there is nobod7 in authori t7 

who baa not great good will tor the grand project as a whole, - - not read)" to surrender 

artistic or historic autonOIQ', but eager to be aembera of a federation. For New York 

City baa urgent needs to be filled. The ~eot destruction of Camegie Hall, the long 

sto17 ot the inadequacies of the Metropolitan Opera Rouse are more than pressing pretexts. 

New York City has its local ausioal servic .. to maintain and imprOTe; the rJat ot the 

nation can only benefit b;r what usua1}7 first happens to ita prime port; the whole world 

increasi.ngl.y turns t o us tor si.gnals of important spiritual f'ultillaent comparable t o 

our eminence. in uaetul technics and finance. 

In discussing, or sketching a new Cctel" of the Perfo~ Ari.s, it is i.Jnpossible 

to separate t he pr actical from the ideal. Since the ideal is at once the most attractive, 

the most expensiTe, as well aa the cheapest (in the long run) , it is unwise t o ignore 

it, no matter what real-estate speciaHats may tell us. Thq haTe been worn down b7 

limitations in the eTeryda7 business of management. However 1 if we let the restricti ons 

ot our pres ant miserable improvisation and inadequao7, boveTer ingcliousl.y' overcome, 

det8rlline futur• chances, we surrcder absolute quality to dubious expediency, at the 

Tery outset. 

\'.lhat are t he entire desires, superimposed on t he m.i..n1mal needs , for a gres.t\clllter, 

planned as one might plan with freedom a great new medical or military establishment? 
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That i e, presupposing the end function ot musical and the.l.trical psrfol"''D.lllce was a 

vit&l necessit7? Either the arts in perform .. nce deserve and can COIIIIIWld action on such 

a suppoaition, or they crumot; if they can 't, further discussion i.8 useless. It they 

can, then let us acknowledge th"' fact ot their special necessities. The arts ot per­

formance are custodian• of magnificent repertories of vocal and instrumental literature, 

ot danoe and of spoke drama. Thq require drtuosi. performers and powerful esprit de 

corps, - the traditions ot a West Point or Annapolis grafted onto the oonserT&toriea 

of the Comedie Francaiae or the Russian State music and be.llet schools, inhabiting a 

plant in tSVflrY way equivalent of the New York l-ledical Center or the Hetx-opolitan 

Nuajum of Art. 

New York hats the tinest opera in the New World, a l•ding orchestra, great ballet 

coapanies, and at least the potential of cl.&asic dramatic repertor;y groups, which in 

the years to com.e seem DUre to grow into something approaching institutional rather 

than specu.latiTe theatre. None are ideally' housed. Both the Metropolitan auditorium 

and Camegie Hall have glamorous links With the ,past, but neither their proprietors nor 

their public can s:n:r longer afford to aupr.ort their iri<..-o!lv~encoe or wasteful. operatiTe 

costs. tuch is lost in the destruction of an:r historical monument, but there are 

monuments which are unique masterpieces, and others, which, atter all, are only aore 

or less :flattering frames for the far more important maeterwoaka ot IAusic that is their 

function to present . There 1a a great deal more to be gained if they can be replAced 

by frames of splendor and suitabilitY" by our preaent builders. Modem architects are 

seldom given the chance to .rect honorific structures in which function is not shelter 

alone but magnificence also. There is «1ough rudimentar;y skeletal beaut)" in J:B&.I11' recent 

structures, euch as the Secretariat of tbe United tlations, the Alcoa Building in Pitt­

sburg, the Johnson ax Faotocy, to indicate t hat ima.gihatiTe richness can luxuriousl)" 

enhance materials and basic use. It is stil l practical. to build a palace. I palace is no 

mere ostentation of wa3te apace, but rather the autboritat1Te promcdae of space, traa 

exterior lobbies and staircases to shimmering auditoria and m.'lgio-mald.ng stagea, 

orchestrated towards splendor, parading the action of people at their peak of performance. 

Lavish lobbies and reckless staircases, grand arcades opening on greenery punctuated b7 
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fountains and carved stone, opulent approaches and wide perspectives are the adormaente 

ot honor th:j,t arts in performance require to be !'ully appreciated in their historic 

e.nd psychological cl.inate. Are we, who are eo COO!plecently generous with airplane­

carriers and guided JlisfJUes, too poor t o provide for handicrat't which has no use but 

glory? 

Let us assume we nre not - for the sake of the dream. Let us presup ose splendor 

as the prime funation ot such a Center, because there is even the chance that it may come 

true, for the best of empirical reasons : necessity. Necessity alone has not forced the 

desire to find new houses tor &pera and orchestra, but it has to a healthy degree broken 

dolfll the barriers of rigid isolation which has sOI'&letimee seemed in the public eJ'e to 

treat these artiatie •tewards ~<'ore as social clubs than as public service agenciee. No 

one would ask either opera or orcheatn1 to eurrender aesthetic autonoay ' it is, tor 

example, naive to imagine that a great independant orchestra could wer serYe a great 

independant o;.era com1 n7, maintaining at the same time full. schedules tor both. But 

there is SOlie chance of msical collaboration, of new audienoee shared, of close 

prox:lmity of a:ia and site that has never sesed possible before. 

Granted opera and orchestra need new homeo; that means a mini.nlum. construction of 

a lurgo opera ... houae and a concert-hall big enough U> replace Carnegie Hall. But will 

the new concert-hall ba a simple music-shell, or vill it provide an equipped stage? 

\'Jheu the l:lritish built the new Festival Hall on the Th.ames Southbank, specialists 

excluded a proscenium-stage which they were ohortly forced to improrlee within the 

perfect acoustic shell, to the detriment of all eYente supsequentl.J" staged there. Ami 

in a true center ot the perfonrlng arts, which ve feel we deeerYe1 ... is there no place 

tor the spoken word, tor the revivals of classic drama, ancient or modern? Hence, a 

third ball, smaller than the other two must eerYe as hOJile for drama . With a fair-sized 

orchestra pit, it could ho1t8e popular seasons ot operetta, of which we have a consid­

erable !Uld growing contam.poraey repertory. It could be very useful to the manBganent 

of the great opera-house for the proper eoale of production required b7 Gluck, Mosart, 

or Rossini, as well as the whole realm of noTeltiea wnich coat too much for large 

production, and which are rarely' comfortable in big halls. 



Three such houses make a lot of seats to fill . There are fittr- two weeks in a year, 

and one hundred and .f1tty-six units of pooled time shared bJ' three theatres. lt ia con­

ceivable that a central source of labor end maberiala might serve auoh a canter, witb 

interchangeable statfa and artiste, storage-apace and practice facilities. However ma.n.,. 

the seats, minillum needs at once total up 1(Uite a lot of weeks o.f work. If the •et can 

use same tventy- ti.TW weeks for its present season, plus rehe.:Jrsal time and the poasib­

illt;r of a junior season, some forty-plus are taken. There are also foreign aggregations 

t o be invited to these shores tor limited engagements. \ole have long enjoyed the Sadler'• 

tlells biennial visits; next ;rear we will greet the Ro~l Danish Ballet; but the Kabuki 

Theatre, the Soviet Ballet, the Vienna Opera and many others h ve never beon able to be 

invited here tor lack o.f a proper tree. The recent visit or the CametU!e Frm1caise baa 

proven that even a foreign language is no barrier; the wordleas tours of our native 

great SJmPhOnic and ballet organisations h~ve been potent ~hassadors. 

It our orchostra needs tor its own season some twent7 weeks, visitors ft'QJ~l Boston, 

Fhlladelphia, 1-tl.nneapolis and the rest are still to we served, and there ere the 

necessary debuts or annual app"83ranoea of a variet7 o.f ~<~.usici&ns and choral groups . The 

cO!!lilercial possibilities inherent in the support of artists !rom the r~cording induat17 

and television increases rather than diminishe3 the need tor t~rsonal appearances and 

live perfol"'llallce. If the new Music Hall to-be had EV1 equipped stftge, the ba.llet c011pani.ee, 

who co .ll.d also use twent;r week111 or more would not be exiled to the early Fell or late 

Spring. 

s !or the third, or amallel'lt house (assuming 40C10, 3000 and 1200 as possible 

capacities), it woul41 be one 1n which the spoken voice could ve heard without mechanical 

amplification. If we are eYer to have a pel'IWlent National Thestre, we certainJ.T need 

a nationa.l hOJRe in which it could be host or tenant, and l'faahington D.c. has not the 

audience tor it . When we invite the Old Vic, or the Comedie Francai!e, the theatres we 

now find for ths on Broadway, where they must aocom.odate their own polished priduotiona 

to improvised presentation, are lese th:m ideal . 

In whatever order t hey get tnauelvea builfl, it seems thr.t we need, at the least, 

three houses: Opera, Husic Hall, Drama House. Mu~icH8ll can double tor Dance; Drama. can 



5 

double for operetta and small opera. Is it too much to ask for a still smaller hall, 

fer chamber~ueic, amall choral groups and other soloists and ensembles? Any mad thought 

of three !'rea-standing utru.ctures breathing in a green park is aanething th; t the richest 

oit7 of the richest nation in the world cannot consider. The least we can do is to provide 

the !tJW acres tor the most urgent of our requirements, with the greatest imagination. 

The scheduling ot one hWldred and fifty-six annual week-units, keepin& the partic­

ipating agencies happy, w.Ul be no easier than any other large proble of industrial 

engineering. But consider the canstruotion and operation of tbe Pctagon, Oak Ridee or 

the U.N. enclave. Dealing with artists o~y adds another dimens1onJ dealiny with the 

entrenched boards of f'.mous institution.e is easier when the idea of entrGrtchmeht has 

become obsolete. Sotle authorit7 will doubtless cOIIle into being, wen a Performing Arts 

Incorporated, which will be responsible for the maintenance of order and the qualit7 

of performances. It is no insuperable problem. The Vtlr'f fact of the physical exintence 
• ot a decent, or superior working-place would oerta~ provide an atmosphere where 

collaboration, the sol-e aystan that succeeds in theatret could be a joyful nom.. 

A center or the performing arts depends upon performers, and perfomers depend upon 

their training. Opera-singers, ballet-dancers; ideal.l7, actors, are virtuosi only a little 

l!lhort of acrobats. They can presuppose their technique only a•ter long training has b.accae 

inherent to their daily perfonnance. ould it not be sensible if supporting sohoola found 

a home close to sucp a Ceuter. Association b7 proximity , if' not by direct alliance could 

serve existing schoole, and the eventual theatres . These schools now make theti' own way. 

$()!lle are endowed. In every European countey with a tradition of music and th tre, there 

is the subsistent tradition of schooling and discipline. A child aspirant knows stage 

h zard nnd company responsibillt7 not as SEething il'lpoeed b7 accident, but ingrained 

from first app ranee. One ot tha disadvantages ot the sai-cloiatered atmosphere ot 
such a &eat training complex as the Juillard SchoU and the nearby Music Department of 

Columbia University is its distance from oun centere ot practical mueic~g. 7he 

e~cellent work by our two vocational high-schools in the city public-aakool system has 

been ooverly limited b.f lack of proper sp..1.ce. And there ia nwer enough individual studio­

practice apace in New York, vhel'e young unattached artists can differ !ron and eru•ich 
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present~ractice by personal experiment. 

rhich of all t t.is serrlcing is too much to expect, too costly to budget? Which 1a 

' 
siapl.7 too luxurious to consider? It we were planning a new hospital, a center for an 

undeveloped branch of electronic or atomic science, or indeed only a nationD.l Air Force 

Academy (for such a Center, in the beat sense, is for the nation too) ... would we gl"'ldge 

them. libraey, museum, or exhibition space? The 1-.fuaic Division of the Hew York Fublic 

Library, the MuseUJll of Natural History and the Ketrooolita.n Museum ot Art have fantaa-
1 

tic colleetions of 1nstl"Ulllents, documents, manuscripts and pictures which are shown onl7 

occasionally _and then in part . If there is little space left OVJer could we not build, 

at lea*t a single unit, high in the air? If the Lincoln Square acreage is, strictly 

considered, l.imited, might not contiguous areas be developed later? 

All of this is only a recapitulation of familiar hopes . But now oossibillt:r is 

itlfiammatoey, and the gre.Et.test coabination of tact and patience, dispatch and parser... 

Tera.noe must be exceroised to hold to the ideal of a true canter of all the arts in 

performa:1ce - arts which are as closelF interrelated as biology, chemistey and pbya1oe, 

and which deou.nd a similar energ in research and expansion, and a similar support trail 

the great public and informed stewards of ~bllc and private funds. Thie is no place to 

outline possible or probable financing, nor to aduabrate the position of federal or 

municipal govemllnects. One cannot. solve the intricate human probl4DS in partioular nor 

the musicaJ. life of the capital ot the world 1n one simple e;ynthesis . The question of a 

second local orchestra (such as the S;ymphony ot the Ail") of a Becond opera companJ" (such 

as the New Yorl- City Opera) , of the American National Theatre and Acad~, and mAJ1 others, 

remain to be considered. Certainly, lines must be drawn and more plans than one have 

previously failed tor tr,ying t o include too much from the start. There is no place in 

such a center for any agencies already .,ell taken care ot, nor for the generalized 

vocational education on an unspecialized level. This wou1d be a center for the fl.D.rta in 

performance, for the performers and their public. 

And beyond the question of establishment and construction there is the problem of 

m.a.intenance. No one believes in subsidy', o~ if they belieYe in the principle, no city 

or central government will seriously face the fact. It must be up to the public to support 
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the finiehed Center, to maintain it in the style to whicih it. J.n.Ust accustem i t self. !-lot, 

for rich America is the annual grant of a million pounds to Covent Garden for opera and 

ballet, nor ot a ndllion and r:. quarter to the Camed:ia Francaiee. l'~o bond iesues are 

over-aubscribed s in Vienna for a new opera. But the Metropolitan and the Phil.barmonic 

have always bad their desperatelY' loyal friends, :md they have s\U"Vived. whatever the 

oost . The ballet has never bad a larger public nor been u ore actiYe. 

And thm, i.f the ideal is held t,o • the dra~-powel" o! the monumental aspect• 

of such a Center, includes the p~rformance of the art or architecture as s)'Sbolic focue 

and magnet of ineetima.ble dimensions . New York has long lacked a focal faoade . To be 

sure we have the glor.r ot our haphazard sky- line and the formal perpendicular blocks ot 

Rockefeller Center. Its little plaza, like the shy but tidy opeo area of Leyer House 

tease us with lilhat could be done. Still, the facade ot the Place de 1 'Opera ie still 

the queen-symbol of music ill perfornumoe. The palace that Charles Garnier offered all the 

arts in its planned reckless opulence show what the arts can give back !or such an 

honoring . Let all the cr~tft and cunning of builder, painter 1 sc~lptor, coa.bine to show 

an incredulous world that America actually credits the uses of the intangible, without 

prive - the epher.eral performance in eternal mawterpieces, made by the most enduring 

artists everywhere. 

Lincoln Kirstein 
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