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On the Cover: Upper left: Graham Conley, Daniel McCusker, Judy Padow, and Cynthia Hedstrom in the Lucinda Childs/Philip Glass/Sol Lewitt production Dance, 1979; upper right: Scene from Les Arts Florissants’ Atys, 1989; bottom: Brooklyn Academy of Music, Peter Jay Sharp Building, 2009.
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Audience during a performance in the Howard Gilman Opera House, 2013.
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Scene from the Trisha Brown Dance Company piece Set and Reset, Next Wave Festival, 1983.
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Ballet Folklórico Cutumba, DanceAfrica Festival, spring 2011.
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Richard Fallon, Georges Corraface, and Jeffery Kissoon in The Mahabharata, Next Wave Festival, 1987.
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Scene from the Malpaso Dance Company production Dreaming of Lions, spring 2017.
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Known around BAM as “signy,” these iconic letters rotate at the intersection of Flatbush and Lafayette Avenues, and are a Brooklyn landmark, 2014.






PROLOGUE

I am a person of singular focus and resolve. For much of my adult life, I achieved what I call “the rule of one”—one son, one job, one boss, one home, one brother, one ex-husband, and one twenty-two-year relationship. My professional life has always been all consuming, and so I have tried, out of necessity, to keep everything else as simple and as streamlined as possible. For thirty-six years (1979 to 2015), almost without fail, I woke up every morning at six a.m. and rode five miles on my exercise bike. While riding, I read a handful of newspapers and magazines, scanning the stories for leads and inspiration, making notations in the margins, which came out wavy and incoherent because of the bike, necessitating translation by one of my loyal assistants.1 After the workout, I showered, got dressed, and went to work, moving methodically through my day of countless meetings and events, which stretched late into the night, never losing sight of the overall objective: at BAM, we were on a path to glory, and no one was going to stop us. As I declared on many occasions during my thirty-six-year run to our board, staff, artists, audience, and anyone else who crossed my path, BAM was not a job, but a crusade!2

Though sensitive to the challenges faced by others, I am not someone you will hear kvetching about hardships or tribulations. However, I am highly impatient about things that interfere with my plans, such as weather and traffic. My feeling is that our time on this planet is too short to be spent complaining, if we can actually solve the problem. We have to work with what we’ve been given. There is much to be done in this life, and we must not succumb to negativity or cynicism but rather press on with the task at hand. At least, that is what I try to do each day, even when things look bleak and when faced with unexpected setbacks and loss. I got back up on my bike each morning and kept riding.

My story can be summed up as follows. At the age of twenty-nine, I interviewed for a position in the development office of the Brooklyn Academy of Music (BAM). I was hired and worked there tirelessly for nearly four decades, eventually ascending to the presidency, helping to raise hundreds of millions of dollars for the institution while it became one of the most significant cultural centers in the world. BAM was and still remains the epicenter for contemporary experimental performance in all disciplines. During my time there, we revolutionized the nonprofit arts model, built an enduring institution, and elevated Brooklyn’s place on the cultural map. All those years, I never looked back, not once. I had neither the time nor inclination to pause and ask: What does this mean? What can be gleaned from all that we have accomplished and what else must be done? A little reflection might have been a good thing, but at the time, it was not in my playbook.

In the years that have passed since I stepped down from my position as president of BAM, I have finally been given the gift of time to ponder and process the wild and amazing ride that characterized my thirty-six years there. This book will feature personal stories and raw reflections, tales of glamour and of grit, as I look back—with wonder, pride, and occasional regret—upon my career and reflect upon the near misses, the twists of fate, the total failures, the great triumphs, and the personal sacrifices I made along the way. In the following pages, including what I hope will be a series of “entertaining and illuminating” footnotes, I will recount some of the greatest moments in BAM’s history, including unforgettable stories featuring artists and celebrities—such as Laurie Anderson, Ingmar Bergman, Peter Brook, Chuck Davis, Paul Simon, Rufus Wainwright, and Princess Diana—with whom I worked over the years. I also will explore the challenges I faced as a female executive, and will offer constructive approaches and advice for people at all stages of their careers, regardless of whether they work in the for-profit or nonprofit sectors. Though I will enumerate key strategies for institutional success, this is not a business textbook or a nonprofit manual—and neither is it a comprehensive history of BAM or its groundbreaking work. At its core, this is a very personal story about life, leadership, and fundraising at one of the most daring cultural institutions in the world, and a testament to the role the arts play in urban transformation and the survival and growth of cities, neighborhoods, communities, and individuals, and what it takes to build world-class institutions and authentic, diverse communities.
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A New York magazine cover story! With Harvey, Joe, and Doug Allen (then VP of marketing), discussing plans for the Next Wave Festival, 1987.
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Stereo-viewer card of the original Brooklyn Academy of Music on Montague Street, ca. 1861.
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Even as a toddler with my bubbie in the background, I was working the phones.





1 This process of untangling the notes became widely known to my staff as “KBH as a second language.” I believe BAM’s human resources department gave my potential assistants a test to see if they could read my scrawl. This was a qualification for getting the job. Even in today’s sophisticated technological world, I prefer pen and paper. I was finally forced to adopt email when it simply became impossible to communicate without it. I hired a “tech coach,” locked my office, and swore that neither he nor I could leave until I was reasonably proficient. The BAM staff hovered outside my door that day waiting to see if I had the ability to actually be part of the twenty-first-century process of communicating. Luckily, I succeeded, but let’s not go crazy. My skills on the “information superhighway” are essentially relegated to the parking lot.

2 While my opinions about using this term have evolved over the years, and it’s not the right word for everyone, it was my mantra at the time. I adhered to the definition of a crusade as “an energetic and organized campaign concerning a social, political, or religious issue.” For me, BAM was all three.



CHAPTER ONE:


I’m Your Gal


I’m a person of strong preferences. Once I’m into something or someone, I become hooked, usually for life. That’s how I’ve always been about the theater. I was born in Baltimore, Maryland, on September 24, 1951. My parents, Howard (a furniture salesman) and Paula (a housewife turned Jewish Community Center program director), supported my love of drama from the time I was eight years old and first got involved in acting and directing plays at summer camp. From this early age, I knew I would end up in New York City, my spiritual and artistic home.


In college, I majored in drama and later earned a bachelor’s degree in theater from the University of Maryland in 1973. After graduating, I planned to pursue my lifelong commitment to the arts. At twenty-three, however, I had to find a job, so I joined the group sales staff at a new theater in the L’Enfant Plaza in Washington, DC. A few weeks into the job, the Yom Kippur War broke out and there was an appeal from various Jewish organizations for volunteers to work on the Israeli communal farms (called “kibbutzim”) throughout the country, as they were shorthanded now that most young adults were serving in the army. While I wasn’t religious in any way, I had visited Israel briefly once before and was moved by the place and felt motivated to return. My pal Tina Silverman and I went to the local Jewish Community Center, filled in forms, and signed up as volunteers. We were told what to pack and to be ready anytime. The call came three days later and we departed for New York.


When we arrived at JFK airport, we were met by an unforgettable scene. Hundreds of kids our age—playing guitars, hanging out, and making friends—were waiting in the terminal for instructions regarding our departure for Tel Aviv. An air of hippiedom prevailed, as it was the early seventies. We were told, since we were flying into a war zone, not to tell anyone our specific destination. This added a heightened sense of importance to our mission.


After many hours of waiting, we finally boarded planes for the thirteen-hour flight. By now Tina had hooked up with a cute guy we had met in the terminal, while I connected with some crazy Zionists from Chicago. It was a different world then and supporting the Israeli cause seemed to be a much simpler affair than it is today, especially for a Jewish girl from Baltimore. It was a powerful moment for me, halfway across the world, when we approached the airfield at Ben Gurion and saw the yellow stars of David on the ground as the sun came up. The El Al sound system played “Hatikvah,” the Israeli national anthem, as we landed, and every young volunteer on that plane had tears in their eyes.


The kibbutz year and a half was a total adventure. Tina and I both met our future first husbands there and Tina would go on to live in Israel for the next twenty-two years. My future husband, Tony, was a gentle bird watcher from Gloucestershire who had, like many Brits, come to Israel for the sun and free housing, which was offered on the kibbutz in exchange for work. While Tony was involved with the kibbutz’s fishing industry, working outside in the ponds, I secured a nice job in the laundry, where it was warm and cozy. The laundry also served as the central gathering place for all the women dropping off dirty clothes. Needless to say, this was ground zero for community chat. I actually learned quite a bit of Hebrew there, because I didn’t want to miss out on any of the kibbutz gossip! Tony was not Jewish, and when he had arrived at the kibbutz months earlier, the last thing he had expected was to end up surrounded by war. However, the kibbutzniks needed help, so he stayed, and we became a couple.


The kibbutz experience—living in a rural environment while a war was raging and simultaneously experiencing my first serious personal relationship—had a profound impact on my young life, broadening my horizons intellectually and emotionally.


When I returned to the States, I landed a job working for a fledgling theater program run out of the Jewish Community Center of Washington, DC. But after two years of producing plays like Happy Hanukkah, Charlie Brown, and tours of the Chelm Players—a series of Sholem Aleichem stories we adapted into plays—I grew restless and started plotting my path to New York.


Some friends from the University of Maryland—Ken Bloom and Harry Bagdasian—had started a company in downtown DC called the New Playwrights’ Theatre, which developed and presented new works by young playwrights. They had somehow acquired a building for their work. I approached them and said, rather desperately, “I’ve gotta get out of the JCC. Tell me what you need, and I’ll do it.” To which they responded, “We need someone to raise money.” So, without hesitating, I agreed to do just that. As I embarked on becoming an arts administrator, I simultaneously enrolled in a master’s program at George Washington University, earning an MFA in directing. The dual tracks of my experience, pursuing both the creative and the business sides of the arts, would prove to add both depth and knowledge to my future career.


As it turned out, when it came to raising money, I was a natural. I had what I like to call “the fundraising gene.” I’d never done it before, but somehow I knew just what to do. The week I started working for New Playwrights, the Washington Post published a list of the fifty largest companies in DC. I spotted it in the paper and thought, aha, I’m going to go and ask all of these companies for money. And that’s pretty much what I did. In a few months’ time, I managed to increase the New Playwrights’ Theatre’s revenue and began to sense that I had found my calling.


During that first year, I applied to a service organization called the Foundation for the Extension and Development of the American Professional Theatre (FEDAPT), which offered workshops for arts administrators at the Eugene O’Neill Theater Center in Waterford, Connecticut. They had advertised a weeklong retreat on fundraising, and I was selected as an alternate. Much to my delight, someone dropped out and I was invited to attend. That single week in Connecticut fundamentally changed my life and the trajectory of my professional goals. It was there that all of my ideas about fundraising coalesced into a singular vision, one that has shaped and fueled my career ever since.


The workshop was held near the childhood home of Eugene O’Neill in New London, Connecticut, one of our nation’s greatest playwrights. It felt like a sacred space from the moment I stepped onto the grounds. Nearly twenty young arts administrators from small theater companies had been selected to take part in this workshop. Over the week, we met with some of the top regional theater people in America, including the head of FEDAPT, Fred Vogel, and Bill Stewart, then managing director of Hartford Stage, who led the workshop and talked to us about many things, including how to raise money.
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As a preteen Harold Hill in the all-girl Camp Wohelo version of The Music Man—definitely big trouble in River City!
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And in keeping with playing the boys’ parts, here I am as Bert, the chimney sweep in the camp’s production of Mary Poppins.
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On the road in Europe with my British boyfriend (later husband), Tony Hopkins.
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Around age twenty, channeling Janis Joplin.
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My pal, Tina, and I entertained the kibbutzniks on Shabbat by singing songs we made up combining the few Hebrew words we knew with English. Here we are signing our rendition of "Tea for Two" performed as "Tay for Shnay."
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Five generations of the Brooks family. On the bottom right is Great-Grandmom Wilf holding my son, Matt. Behind her is my mother, Paula; then me; my father, Howard; and in front, his mother, Mom-Mom Brooks.
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Maternal grandparents Mamie and Hyman Friedman—“Mom-Mom and Pop-Pop Friedman.” A childhood loaded up with family events, Jewish holidays and Baltimore delicacies: steamed crabs, coddies, and Mom-Mom’s cheese strudel.





For me, the highlight of the week, and perhaps the most significant moment of my early career, was meeting Polly Brown, then head of development for the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis. As Polly and I walked the well-trodden grounds of the O’Neill Center together, I got to ask her questions, and while listening to her describe the Guthrie’s complex, layered, long-range approach to engaging donors, I had what can only be described as an epiphany. I suddenly understood the entire system and could see it clearly from every angle. I realized that, fundamentally, fundraising is like a military operation. The odds are always against you. It’s going to be 90 percent rejection, with many “casualties” along the way, and you must constantly shift your strategy to find new ways forward. If you can’t handle the uncertainty, then this isn’t the career for you. In order to achieve victory, you need a battle plan for each potential donor. You must always be working, tirelessly, on multiple fronts, based on a comprehensive strategic plan with clear and achievable goals. Rejection isn’t personal. As Michael Corleone, played by Al Pacino, says in The Godfather, “It’s not personal. It’s strictly business.” You have to be strong and resilient to do this work. You have to grow a thick skin.
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Brooklyn Academy of Music Opera House, 1910.







[image: ]


BAM marquee, 1977.





Coming out of that week in Connecticut, I knew that my next move would be to New York. In spite of some early success and great colleagues at the New Playwrights’ Theatre, I lasted just one year before packing my bags and heading north. Like every aspiring theater professional, I had written to Joseph Papp, the founder of the Public Theater, and said, “I’m a young administrator, why don’t you hire me?” Of course, I never heard back, but I always kept my eyes on the prize—a career at a great New York City arts organization. The same people at FEDAPT who had selected me for the workshop at the O’Neill Center let me know about a possible opening at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, which was trying to establish a repertory theater company. When I expressed my great enthusiasm and interest in the job, they1 helped me get an interview, and I traveled to Brooklyn with all the idealistic energy of a hungry young professional, ready to do whatever it would take to build a lasting career in the theater.


On the fateful afternoon in summer 1979 when I first met with the impresario Harvey Lichtenstein about working at BAM, determined to get the job, I was still pretty green. BAM, too, was still finding its way. Though it had begun to establish itself as a serious home for cutting-edge choreographers and directors—such as Trisha Brown, Merce Cunningham, Meredith Monk, Robert Wilson, Jerzy Grotowski, and Peter Brook—it hadn’t yet achieved financial stability or fully discovered its voice.


Harvey Lichtenstein—a forceful, charismatic visionary and BAM’s president and executive producer—was a trained dancer who had studied at Bennington and Black Mountain College, performed for some reasonably well-known New York companies during his youth, and then reemerged in his thirties as a formidable producer and a tireless champion of experimental theater, dance, and opera. Driven by intuition, moxie, and sheer strength of character, he was one of the least practical and most contradictory people I have ever known, and he was always willing to bet the ranch on an idea or an artist in which he believed. It’s what made him great, and it was also one of the principal challenges of working for him over the course of twenty tumultuous years.


During our first meeting, in the dark, decaying opera house that housed his office at 30 Lafayette Avenue, he shared his expansive vision for BAM, recounting how far the institution had come since he had taken over in 1967 and reflecting on what it could one day be. As I sat across from him in his wood-paneled office, listening to him talk, he fixed his penetrating, owl-like eyes on my face, silently trying to determine if I had what it took to join the team. Then, he leaned forward in his chair and said in his distinct and gravelly voice, “Look, Karen, I need someone who can work like hell.”


Without missing a beat, I leaned forward and replied, “I get it. I’m your gal.”


“You’re hired,” he forcefully responded. We stood and shook hands. This was the moment everything converged. BAM became my home, my universe: everything.


After the interview, Harvey sent me down the street to Junior’s2 on Flatbush Avenue Extension, world famous for its cheesecake, to meet with the board finance committee chair, Stanley Kriegel, a man who was pure Brooklyn—he lived in the same house his in-laws had lived in a generation earlier and was married to his equally Brooklyn wife, Charlotte, for decades—and was hell bent on making the borough shine despite the deprecating Brooklyn jokes, the economic decline, and the sense of hopelessness felt by many at the time. He was a BAM board member for over thirty-five years.
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Junior’s Restaurant—forever a Brooklyn icon, ca. 1970.
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Interior view of flood damage to BAM after a water main break on Ashland Place, 1977.





Stanley always said I was his protégé. I, in turn, always told him he “wasn’t just the oldest board member at BAM, he was the oldest board member on earth!” He adored Harvey and appreciated the challenge of resurrecting the “old academy,” a venerated Brooklyn institution that, in its earlier heyday, had been a stomping ground for Mark Twain, Booker T. Washington, Isadora Duncan, Sarah Bernhardt, Paul Robeson, and even Franklin D. Roosevelt.3


In 1903, the original BAM building4 burned, and the new academy, built with monies contributed by a committee of one hundred of the foremost citizens of Brooklyn, was relocated in 1908 to the border of the Brooklyn business district, in Fort Greene, where it still stands today. During the early to mid-twentieth century, the academy hosted performances by Ruth St. Denis, Martha Graham, Marian Anderson; speeches by President William Howard Taft, William Butler Yeats, and Thomas Mann; and concerts by Gustav Mahler, Arturo Toscanini, Sergei Rachmaninoff, Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman, Count Basie, and Louis Armstrong. After World War II, the institution fell on hard times when audiences and sponsorship began to wane as the economics of the surrounding neighborhoods and communities changed.


In 1967, Harvey Lichtenstein was appointed president, catalyzing the rebirth of the academy as a cultural force in New York City. Harvey soon established the institution as one of the country’s leading dance centers and gave artists and companies such as Merce Cunningham, the American Ballet Theatre, Alvin Ailey, and Twyla Tharp an artistic home. At the same time, he created residencies and spaces for some of the world’s most daring theater companies and artists, such as The Living Theatre, led by Judith Malina and Julian Beck;5 the Polish Laboratory Theatre, led by Jerzy Grotowski; the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC); Robert Wilson; and the International Centre for Theatre Research, led by Peter Brook. Harvey also presided over the recovery of the place after a massively damaging water main break in 1977 flooded the opera house, which required support from both the city and the private sector to restore it to its historic grandeur.
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Scene from The Living Theatre production of Paradise Now, 1968–69.
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Scene from The Living Theatre production of Paradise Now, 1968–69.





This radical reimagining of BAM and its core aesthetic, and his leadership following the flood, established Harvey as a cultural impresario of the highest order that ushered in a new era of expansion and reinvention for the institution, and cemented the academy’s reputation as an international center for experimental performance. In addition, because of the flood, Harvey strengthened his relationships with key city officials, paving the way for millions of dollars in government investment to renovate and upgrade BAM’s buildings. “Harvey likes you,” Kriegel coyly said after we sat down. “We’re going to hire you—on trial. In a year, we will decide if we’ll keep you on permanently.” In that moment, I was hired as a development officer, making a starting salary of eighteen thousand dollars. And for the next thirty years, at nearly every BAM event, Stanley would introduce me with a wink by saying that I was “doing okay” but “was still on trial.”


What Harvey didn’t tell me during the interview, and what I soon learned on the job, in a sort of baptism by fire, was that the BAM Theater Company, one of his pet projects, had been bleeding money from the moment it opened in 1977 with its first production, The New York Idea by Langdon Mitchell. Harvey was a dreamer, and his dream was this totally ambitious, insane, enormous thing that had never been established in America before, a great repertory theater company, like the RSC, which would feature some of our best actors and directors presenting classics alongside groundbreaking productions of new fresh works. It was a beautiful vision. It was also one of the first and hardest lessons that I was to learn as a young development officer.


If you are going to do something bold and visionary, something that’s never been done before, it’s important to raise a lot of money in advance. You need at least three years’ worth of funds in the bank, which will allow you to make mistakes and to occasionally fall on your face. With all bold ideas, such as the BAM Theater Company, there’s the possibility that things aren’t going to work out the way you had hoped they would as unforeseen obstacles arise, and therefore it’s critical that you build enough cushion so that you can afford to be wrong.


Harvey, of course, didn’t work that way. As he designed a second iteration of the BAM Theater Company after splitting with Frank Dunlop, the first artistic director, he still was trying to make it on a shoestring. For the new venture, he had raised virtually nothing beyond the first year, and even that was light. When I joined the BAM development staff, the company was set to relaunch during the next season under the direction of the legendary RSC veteran David Jones, and I don’t think we had three months of money, let alone three years, in the coffers. I was thrilled by the challenge and the opportunity to build a great theater company from the bottom up. I believed we were going to do something historic with David Jones, who had a formidable reputation from his time at the RSC. That said, I don’t think Jones was prepared—without more money, time, and a legion of loyal allies—to take on the massive work of a repertory company. I certainly wasn’t prepared for the sheer amount of money we would lose—millions of dollars—in an incredibly short period of time.


The rebooted BAM Theater Company wasn’t just a fiscal disaster, it was a critical train wreck. Everything about it was ambitious, but very little of it made practical sense, including the pairing of relatively obscure classical texts, such as Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale, which was intended to mark David Jones’s debut as artistic director, with less-than-well-known actors. The critic Walter Kerr reportedly fell asleep during The Winter’s Tale and then wrote a lackluster review, summing up the production as “a very long night…. The people grow thinner as a difficult play stretches out.” The reviews that resulted from some of the other BAM Theater Company shows were even more damning, bearing the kinds of headlines and zingers that sink artistic reputations forever. In 1981, the New York Times critic Mel Gussow wrote in his review of Arthur Penn’s failed production of Ibsen’s The Wild Duck, “Mr. Penn, who has had such notable success with contemporary drama, has taken a perverse approach in his first attempt at a classic, and has managed to drown ‘The Wild Duck.’ ” As I recall, the headline in one of the papers read “Dead Duck in Brooklyn.” And, in his review of Emily Mann’s production of Sophocles’s Oedipus the King, Frank Rich delivered the final and fatal blow: “Given this production’s additional misfortunes…it would be hard to argue that much remains of ‘Oedipus’ in Brooklyn. But there is a tragedy. Just last year, in its first season, the BAM Theater Company promised to make a major contribution to this city’s cultural life. Only a Sophocles could have imagined that this troupe’s proud ascent would lead to so swift and sorrowing a fall.”


Harvey always believed that the critics, no matter how much they disliked individual productions, would never purposefully denigrate or undermine the BAM Theater Company itself, especially in its earliest stages of development. So when the all-powerful Frank Rich (known by many in the field as “The Butcher of Broadway”) equated the company’s abrupt rise and fall to a Greek tragedy, Harvey took it all very personally. Regarding the company, Harvey could be a pretty volatile guy if you crossed him. I mean, this was a man who, when you were driving with him, would yell at red lights. He was pissed off that they slowed him down.
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Helen Hayes, a longtime friend of BAM, led the appeal to raise $300,000 after the 1977 flood.





Unfortunately, by that point, there was little that could be done to keep the company alive.6 The other thing that Harvey hadn’t anticipated was that in order for the company to be successful and sustainable, its productions would need to attract large audiences over a long season. This meant running the shows for real stretches of time in order to build up a subscription base,7 but it also required advertising dollars, which we simply did not have. In those days, before the Internet, advertising for the theater, to keep the “rep” continually in the news, was almost exclusively done in magazines and newspapers. The subscription base for the BAM Theater Company, in its two-year run under David Jones, from 1979 to 1981, averaged 60 percent at its peak. Had the company lived to see another couple of seasons, who knows what might have been possible. But without consistently good reviews or time to build up subscribers, the project was basically doomed. In spite of a four-hundred-thousand-dollar grant from the Ford Foundation, we lost a lot of money in a matter of months. This was the situation into which I had unknowingly walked, headfirst, as a young development officer, when I accepted the job at BAM.
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Talk about a bad review! The BAM Theater Company production of The Wild Duck by Henrik Ibsen, panned by the New York Times in 1981.





To his dying day, the untimely demise of the BAM Theater Company was one of Harvey’s greatest regrets. After his retirement, he still spoke regularly about his unfulfilled wish to establish a true repertory theater in New York, housed in Brooklyn. The traumatic memory of the BAM Theater Company still lingers in the halls of the institution, so much so that at the time of my departure, the leadership and staff would still joke that, because of the BAM Theater Company, the words “Thou shall not produce” were forever engraved upon the walls of the executive offices. Of course, a lot of producing has taken place since those days, but always with great caution and substantial fundraising and planning in place early on.


Working for Harvey was never dull. Even though he retired in 1999, BAM remained an intense work environment, from the day I walked through the doors in 1979 until the day I left in 2015. Harvey was the most determined person in the world. He knew about every medium and art form, which is something one rarely sees, and he always put the artists and their visions first. If he didn’t have the money to realize their dreams, we’d be charged with finding it. In spite of his zeal and his habit of taking big risks, he was also a master at running the business of BAM, and he could handle everything, from cultivating artists and donors to the most minute details of daily operations. No matter how bad it got, he lived to fight another day, so he was a remarkable person to learn from and be mentored by, even if he was never easy.


When I first showed up for work, an eager twenty-nine-year-old fundraiser with ambition and drive to spare, I quickly discovered that the development office, crammed into an out-of-the-way attic space above the opera house, was the land that time forgot. It was the dawn of the computing age, and we had this floor-to-ceiling thing called the System Six, about eight feet tall and five feet wide, which we all thought very impressive, even though its only function was word processing. Nevertheless, “the Six” was revered. However, the majority of our work still took place on handwritten file cards. BAM was nearly bankrupt, and in order to begin digging us out of the crater left by the first season of the BAM Theater Company, I was tasked, as my first job, with organizing the spring gala.


During his first decade as the leader of BAM, Harvey had collected an eccentric and motley group of supporters for the board of directors, including a few Brooklyn residents who seemed like they hailed from the beginning of time. One of the more colorful members of the board, who also served as gala chair that season, was the vice president of the International Longshoremen’s Association, Anthony Scotto. An allegedly powerful member of the Gambino crime family, which ruled the Brooklyn waterfront for decades, he had recently been indicted on thirty-three federal bribing and racketeering charges.8 Nevertheless, I was determined to work with him to ensure the gala’s success.


I remember calling the International Longshoremen’s Association and asking if I could come over to meet with Mr. Scotto and help him develop his invitation lists. As I enthusiastically blabbed on about mailings, invitation copy, and the dinner menu, the man who had answered the phone responded formally, with a thick Brooklyn accent. He eventually cut me off and said, “Young lady, Mr. Scotto will sell the gala tickets his own way.” I may have been young and wet behind the ears, but I knew enough at that moment to back off and let Mr. Scotto do it in his own way.


It turned out, when Mr. Scotto told people to show up, they showed up, they sat through the gala, and they paid. The gala was, for the most part, a success, with the exception of a seating fiasco that cast a shadow over the event and served as a lesson for galas to come. Out of necessity, we had to seat some of Mr. Scotto’s guests in the front mezzanine of the opera house, which offended many of them greatly—and these were not the types of people you wanted to offend. “Don’t make us sit there. We want to be in the orchestra, in the front,” some of Mr. Scotto’s associates forcefully said, pointing toward the front row. Lesson: gala seating is not about watching a play; it’s about status.


When I think back to my first months on the job, I was doing twenty different things: running galas, writing grants, calling prospects, and meeting with foundations. I was the original multitasker. At the time, I was working for a man named Philip Jessup, a BAM vice president who was in charge of the development office. Jessup, as it turned out, was not suited for fundraising. He was a decent person, but he had neither the tenacity nor the passion for the job. He had come from the William Donner Foundation, where he had grown accustomed to giving money away rather than raising it. Ultimately, Jessup didn’t last very long under Harvey’s relentless style of leadership. At the end of my first year, he left BAM and moved to Canada, where I heard he got involved with an environmental organization working to combat acid rain, while I embraced Brooklyn and the daily joys and struggles of Lichtenstein.


Right before Jessup left, my son, Matt, was born, and I took a three-month maternity leave. When I came back to work, I decided to go for Jessup’s job. I had been fairly successful in raising funds, even in my first year, and Harvey had gotten to know me over that time. He knew I was an effective, tireless worker and he knew he could hire me really cheaply. I think he paid me twenty-nine thousand dollars, but since I had started a year earlier at eighteen thousand, going up to twenty-nine was a big step. Also, I was given the title of vice president, the youngest in BAM’s history. Harvey figured I was self-starting, he could work me to death, and would not have to pay me very much, a perfect trifecta for hiring a BAM senior executive. So, that’s how I got the job.
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Buildings in the BAM neighborhood were in various states of collapse. These brownstones were located on Lafayette Avenue, on the site that is now Betty Carter Park, ca. 1970.





Needless to say, it was a crazy time. I had a small baby at home and a husband who was from Gloucester, a town in the English countryside. Tony was more suited to hiking and camping than the hardball daily life of the city, making things even more complicated as I settled into the new job. BAM was bleeding money, the BAM Theater Company was imploding, and things were getting so bad that a few times, we had to postpone payroll just to stay above water from week to week. Under my leadership, the development office began moving rapidly in a new direction. I was working day and night to find new donors, managing the galas, and handling foundations, while my colleague David Bither, who soon departed for a life’s work in the record business (as he definitely preferred listening to records than writing proposals), cultivated and maintained relationships with corporations, and other colleagues wrote various grant applications. There weren’t many of us working in the office, and we were inventing our approach on our feet and improvising as things blew up all around us.


Right around the time that the BAM Theater Company started falling apart, Harvey announced a fundraising event at the fashionable River Café on the Brooklyn waterfront looking out on the Manhattan skyline, which never took place. This was one of many setbacks to our solvency. Ultimately, the project was doomed and the theater company had to be shuttered. By this point, BAM had racked up an enormous deficit, close to 2.5 million dollars, which threatened to bury the entire institution, whose total budget at the time was probably a little over three million dollars. Desperate times called for desperate measures, and, at Harvey’s instruction, I was part of an effort (along with then–chief financial officer Sharon Rupert) to keep BAM afloat by orchestrating a five-bank bailout.


A man named Ed McDougal at Bankers Trust was the key banker who helped us pull the five financial institutions together, mostly from banks that don’t exist anymore,9 to loan us the money that we hoped would give us enough leeway to recover from the deficit. Of course, when we finalized the loan, it felt like we had just enough rope to hang ourselves. It kept us from closing our doors, but didn’t do much beyond that. Each bank put in a certain amount, totaling around three hundred thousand dollars, so that no one bank was on the hook for too much, and each received a donor credit for agreeing to the loan. It all felt a bit surreal. There I was, in my second year working at BAM, and I was negotiating bank loans to keep us solvent for another three to six months.


In those tumultuous first few years of my tenure in the development office, things were anything but boring. Every other week, it seemed, we were dealing with yet another crisis. One of the most memorable ones erupted out of BAM’s box office, when we discovered that some of the box office staff members were stealing. Lenny Natman, a loyal employee who served as assistant house manager at the time, and who later died of AIDS at a very young age, knew there was collusion between the house manager, a guy named John Miller, and the box office. Miller was this truly eccentric fellow who always wore a coke spoon around his neck on a silver chain. He was a total trip.


The box office was staffed with unionized workers, which presented a challenge when we tried to fire them all at once. This was their scheme: It was the era of the hard ticket, before computers, and, as people walked up to the box office to buy tickets right before a show, otherwise known as “rush tickets,” they would typically receive a discount. The box office staff, however, had been selling these tickets at full price, stamping the stubs as rush, and then pocketing the difference. Once suspicion was aroused through Lenny’s revelation, a trusted employee was stationed at the opera house entrance to ask customers what they had paid for their tickets, and the full fraud was revealed. Various members of the box office staff were involved, along with the house manager, and since Lenny Natman was an honorable person, the scheme, as he revealed it, was told to Judith Daykin, who was then executive vice president, and Harvey.


When the box office staff showed up for work the following week, BAM’s lawyer, Ron Feiner (who would turn out to be my future life partner for twenty-two years),10 was waiting for them with the stamped “rush ticket” stubs that had been sold at full price, hard evidence of their scheme. Many of the box office staff were fired in one fell swoop along with John Miller, who then moved to California and died a year later. Given the optics and how the story might affect fundraising, we decided not to go public, but we reported the incident to the union, which managed to find jobs for some of the guilty individuals at Broadway theaters or Madison Square Garden by Friday. That was how seriously they took the problem. Still to this day, I run into these guys behind ticket windows at Broadway theaters and whenever I see them we awkwardly exchange hellos, while a flood of memories come back to me about how, on top of not having any money and struggling to stay open week to week, our own box office staff was caught stealing from us. Things had gone from bad to worse.


There were so many crazy disasters taking place during those first few years that some days I hardly knew which way to look. When the BAM Theater Company closed, Harvey was simply devastated. He would have done anything to save it. At the same time, as Harvey licked his wounds, staff morale began to plummet. We had to pare back the number of employees and those who remained were stretched and underpaid. Fort Greene, the neighborhood that surrounds BAM, was economically depressed and intimidating to some Manhattan patrons, who were then very sought after as donors and audience members. During the early eighties and Ronald Reagan’s trickle-down economy, which had forsaken underserved urban communities, Manhattan theatergoers, even the adventurous ones, were increasingly reluctant to cross the East River and come to Brooklyn, so much so that BAM became the butt of many a joke, the most famous of which went like this:


Manhattanite 1: “There’s this terrific production I just saw.”


Manhattanite 2: “Oh, yeah? Where’s it playing?”


Manhattanite 1: “Well, it’s at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, then it’ll be in London.”


Manhattanite 2: “Great. I’ll see it in London.”


The way many people regarded the divide between Brooklyn and Manhattan at the time was like the barrier between North and South Korea.


Oddly though, mirroring the old adage about turning lemons into lemonade, all of the adversity of the late seventies and early eighties is really what laid the foundation for BAM’s ultimate success. These circumstances and our Brooklyn location, out of the spotlight, gave us the freedom to do whatever we wanted if—and that was a big if—we could figure out how to pay for it. It forced us to do a lot of soul searching, to refine our mission, and to get better at articulating what made the institution unique. Because we had no money, we had to be very strategic about our spending. Instead of presenting a lot of small productions and events spread out over the year, we decided to go big with a handful of ambitious, highly visible projects, ones that people couldn’t see anywhere else. This left our theaters dark for many nights that year, which was an unfortunate but necessary step as we retreated, regrouped, and reevaluated, therefore earning our chance to live another day. This proved to be one of the key ingredients to BAM discovering and owning its true identity and to the unprecedented comeback on the horizon.


By doubling down on the edgy, idiosyncratic work of visionary artists whom Harvey knew and loved, and offering bold new productions and concerts that one could only see in Brooklyn, we began to refine BAM’s identity and carve out a space for it in the New York City cultural scene. A few years earlier, Harvey had fortuitously hired a new vice president of marketing, Charlie Ziff, who was an extremely talented professional. Charlie came up with a number of very successful marketing concepts, such as “Shakespeare on Flatbush” and the “Anti-Nutcracker” (a production for Nutcracker haters), and, most critically, he was the marketing executive who officially rebranded the Brooklyn Academy of Music as BAM. Though Charlie, who left BAM for the Ford Foundation and later died of AIDS,11 didn’t stay on the job long enough to see BAM’s full transformation, he made invaluable contributions to what can only be described as a moment of convergence, when everything came together: BAM’s name, its irreverent marketing strategies, its brand and look, and the advent of a new festival that would come to define the institution, with a focus on hybrid, experimental, cutting-edge work across all performance disciplines. After surviving the demise of the theater company, BAM had finally found its calling and its true identity. It didn’t make sense, given our Brooklyn location and our budget, to try and be a second-rate Lincoln Center. We decided it was better to be a first-rate BAM.
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“Signy,” the digital marquee, featured “KAREN” on the day of my gala, 2015.
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Great visual artists created iconic posters and program covers for the BAM Next Wave Festival right from the beginning. This one is by Francesco Clemente, 1984.








1 Essentially one superstar individual, Joseph Melillo, was the program director of FEDAPT and, though I didn’t know it at the time, he was someone who would play a major role in my life at BAM for over thirty years.


2 A couple years later, Junior’s caught on fire. I happened to pass by on the night of the blaze and observed a large group of hard-core Brooklynites standing on the median on Flatbush Avenue Extension as the building burned. They were chanting “Save the cheesecake!” Brooklyn won my heart at that moment. The Rosen family, who had owned Junior’s since its inception in 1950, rebuilt the place on the same spot, maintaining their exact orange-and-white color scheme, right down to the napkins and logo.


3 See page 287 for a brief history of BAM and information on each BAM venue.


4 The original building opened in 1861 in Brooklyn Heights. That building was the site of many historic events, including the Brooklyn and Long Island Sanitary Fair in 1864. The fair, which ran for a week, was, in essence, a large-scale fundraiser with booths and events taking place every day. The proceeds helped pay for bandages and other supplies for Union soldiers fighting in the Civil War. Remarkably, the Brooklyn Sanitary Fair raised four hundred thousand dollars, an astonishing sum at the time. Because of this phenomenal success, I used to declare that the mantle of fundraising was on us for well over a hundred years.


5 Harvey always told the story about our maintenance staff asking him why there was always so much discarded underwear on the floor of the opera house following performances by The Living Theatre. The Living Theatre actors were known for disrobing down to their birthday suits at most performances. It was a kind of celebration of the human body in keeping with the vibe of the era.


6 Harvey pulled out all the stops to try and save the company but, finally, it simply could not be saved. One of his best ideas was to ask the great actress and “first lady of the American theater,” Helen Hayes, to shoot a television commercial promoting the season. One of the plays, a lesser known work by her late husband, Charles MacArthur, titled Johnny on a Spot, was in the repertory and she was very supportive of both the production and the repertory concept. On the day of the shoot, I was given the opportunity to ride in the limousine to her home in Nyack, New York, to pick her up and accompany her on the trip back to Brooklyn. She was so kind and generous with her time, even showing me around her home, which was filled with memorabilia from her remarkable career. She asked if I wanted to hold her Oscar, which she won in 1932 for the film The Sin of Madelon Claudet. I was humbled and thrilled. It was a big moment for a young arts administrator who idolized Helen Hayes and her generation of leading ladies.


7 Subscribers who purchased tickets to multiple shows are the bread-and-butter customers for theaters with multiple offerings. Subscription purchases provide advance cash and assure that bodies will fill seats way before the show reaches the stage. During the seventies and eighties, subscribers were the mainstay of theaters all over the world.


8 Naturally, because that’s the way things sometimes roll, his indictment was announced just a few days after we had secured his agreement to chair our annual gala, but even with all of his other problems, Mr. Scotto remained committed to the job.


9 In spite of the mess that we caused, BAM was not the reason for their demise!


10 And just in case you are wondering…Ron had been BAM’s lawyer since the late seventies. And yes, we knew each other for years, working together on all of BAM’s various problems. Ron was a flirt, and he was as smart as he was charming and funny. So it seemed like good karma that we found ourselves in a significant personal relationship, which launched in 1993 after we were both divorced. Of course, we followed the appropriate conflict of interest protocols as our status became public. More about this personal narrative can be found in chapter 14.


11 Sadly, the AIDS crisis, which was a full-on epidemic at that time, prematurely ended the lives of many great artists and arts administrators just at the peak of their careers, such as the brilliant choreographer Arnie Zane; fashion designer and major BAM supporter Willi Smith; staff members Donald Krintzman and Bob Applegarth; my close friend and advisor Stephen Reichard; and so many more. It was crushing to attend so many funerals during that period. The loss of these treasured colleagues and friends left a gaping hole in our vibrant New York artistic community.




CHAPTER TWO:


The Next Wave


In the early 1980s, faced with imminent financial demise due to the losses inflicted by the BAM Theater Company debacle, Harvey, in his “no guts no glory” style of nonprofit arts management, again bet big on what he knew and loved. This time, his wager was on new work by contemporary creators like composers Philip Glass and Steve Reich, minimalism, things that nobody else was touching, things that were really in his DNA. It was a time of great productivity, and there was this incredible creative flow at BAM in those days. From a fundraising and institutional standpoint, the stakes couldn’t have been higher. We knew we had to act boldly if we were going to turn things around, and so we began to develop an approach to working with funders that would treat them as integral partners in the conception and delivery of our programs, marketing strategies, and various projects from the very beginning.


In addition to producing and presenting new works, Harvey was interested in commissioning visual artists to collaborate with performing artists on interdisciplinary projects. He had a vision of touring some of our more successful productions to the heartland of America, an idea that would later turn out to flop—the rest of the country wasn’t yet ready for Harvey. He sought, among other things, to publish a serious magazine, featuring pieces by established critics and writers about the work on our stages.1


In the first year of what we ended up calling Next Wave, which started as a series, we presented Philip Glass’s minimalist operatic masterpiece Satyagraha, and the corporate giant Philip Morris came on as a sponsor with a twenty-five-thousand-dollar grant, which would be the first of many donations from the company to come. Satyagraha, which took its title from Mahatma Gandhi’s concept of nonviolent resistance to injustice and featured a libretto adapted from the ancient Hindu poem the “Bhagavad Gita,” is arguably Glass’s greatest work, one that redefined opera in the twentieth century. Satyagraha received effusive reviews and sold out its run. Around the same time, we produced seminal works by three major dance companies: Laura Dean, Trisha Brown, and Lucinda Childs, which drew new audiences for BAM from all over the city—and the region. One of the pieces by Trisha Brown, Set and Reset, featured unforgettable scenery by Robert Rauschenberg and a virtuosic score by Laurie Anderson and went on to become critically recognized as one of the most important works in the history of postmodern dance. Another piece, called Dance, choreographed by Lucinda Childs with music by Philip Glass and set design by Sol LeWitt, created a huge controversy, which of course brought out the press and sold out the house for the run. Dance was pure minimalism and you either embraced it as hypnotic and mesmerizing or it drove you totally nuts. At the end of the show some people literally pelted the stage with tomatoes while others stood and cheered. I stood at the back of the house as usual, watching this display, and thought to myself, This is great. Everyone is so passionate. I knew that New York was just right for me.


The unprecedented success of the Next Wave Series, the consolidation of our programming, and our focus on what BAM did best catalyzed radical change within the institution, as well as within the borough of Brooklyn. BAM was becoming a destination for intrepid, adventurous, hip audiences in search of experiences they simply could not have in the more traditional cultural spaces of Manhattan. The second year of the Next Wave Series, 1982, featured new work by the minimalist composer Steve Reich, the Flying Karamazov Brothers, Laurie Anderson, and the Bill T. Jones/Arnie Zane Company, further cementing BAM’s burgeoning reputation for bold, risk-taking programming and laying the foundation for what would soon become the Next Wave Festival.


The impetus and energy for what evolved into the Next Wave Festival did not come directly from the theater world but rather originated in the art world. Harvey had gone to lunch with RoseLee Goldberg, the art historian who would later found Performa, the renowned multidisciplinary performing arts program, and he came back with the kernel of an idea: “We’re going to merge the whole thing into a festival,” he said—one that would explore the interconnections between disciplines and would establish BAM as the global epicenter of experimental performance. As it turned out, we would work closely with people from the art world to develop the concept.


We hired the consultants Anne Livet and Steve Reichard (of Livet Reichard), who were well known in the visual arts community, to formulate a marketing and fundraising strategy to attract audience members from the contemporary art scene who would be more adventurous and receptive to new work. We wanted to engage artists, collectors, curators, critics, influencers, and thought leaders to drive other audiences to follow in their footsteps and come to BAM. We knew that if the contemporary art world bought into BAM and what it represented, the rest of the New York cultural scene would too. To this end, Livet and Reichard helped us establish a Producers Council—a new fundraising stream generated by thousand-dollar contributions from individuals through annual dues, and we were able to land the famous pop artist Roy Lichtenstein and his wife, Dorothy, as our first council chairs. This was a major catch and Roy Lichtenstein’s early buy-in went a long way toward establishing BAM’s legitimacy within art circles as it attracted other high-profile artists to get involved.
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