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“I can’t imagine a more fitting tribute to my father than the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts. He and my mother envisioned a performing arts center that gave voice to America’s playwrights and composers, that offered a stage to its dancers and a seat to audiences seeking to include the arts in their lives.


President Kennedy said, ‘I look forward to an America which commands respect throughout the world not only for its strength but for its civilization as well.’ The Kennedy Center ensures that we are that much closer to fulfilling his vision for America.”


— Caroline Kennedy


“I have been honored to serve on the John F. Kennedy Center Board of Trustees since its earliest days. Four decades later, it has truly become a dynamic center for the performing arts, recognized around the world for its unwavering commitment to excellence. Theater, music, opera, and dance come alive on its stages every night of the year.


I am proud of the Center as a living memorial to my brother, President Kennedy. The Center honors him in a very distinctive way and affirms his belief in the vital role of the arts in our national life.


In his words: ‘I am certain that after the dust of centuries has passed over our cities, we, too, will be remembered not for victories or defeats in battle or in politics, but for our contribution to the human spirit.’ “


— Ambassador Jean Kennedy Smith









“There is a connection, hard to explain logically but easy to feel, between achievement in public life and progress in the arts. The age of Pericles was also the age of Phidias. The age of Lorenzo de Medici was also the age of Leonardo da Vinci. The age of Elizabeth was also the age of Shakespeare, and the new frontier for which I campaign in public life can also be a new frontier for American art.”


—John F. Kennedy


When the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts opened in our nation’s capital on September 8, 1971, its mission was to be the “national center for the performing arts.” Forty years later the Center has succeeded in that mission and continues to celebrate it—countless times over—in every state and country around the world, and in the hearts and minds of millions of audience members, performers, and artists. In The Nation’s Stage, that history comes alive through a stirring historical and pictorial narrative.


An incubator and springboard for some of the most memorable and important theater, dance, opera, and musical productions of the past four decades, the Center has hosted plays by Tennessee Williams, Arthur Miller, Tom Stoppard, and August Wilson, as well as theater for young people with Debbie Allen; dance by Antony Tudor, Agnes de Mille, Mark Morris, and Jerome Robbins; orchestral scores by Leonard Bernstein, Aaron Copland, Dmitri Shostakovich, and John Cage; and breathtaking performances from the world’s most notable actors, musicians, and dancers.


Every year, millions of Americans and people from around the globe gather at the Center to enjoy the arts. This book, an introduction to the Center’s accomplishments and abilities and a commemorative artifact for those who have enjoyed those gifts over the years, is a historical narrative with hundreds of colorful archival photos that allow past audiences to relive the most magical moments at the Center. Those who’ve never been inside receive a backstage pass to all the glamour and wonder this national treasure has to offer.









MICHAEL DOLAN is the author of The American Porch: An Informal History of an Informal Place. He has written for The New Yorker, Slate, Outside, The New York Times, and many other publications and has written and produced scores of TV documentaries. He lives in Washington, D.C.


MICHAEL SHOHL is a writer and editor who lives New York City.
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FOREWORD


Since its opening in 1971, the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts has emerged as one of the world’s most important, exciting, and respected centers for the performing arts. With more than 2,000 performances each season, an education program that serves eleven million Americans annually, and an arts management training program that has taught arts leaders from seventy-two nations, it is one of the busiest arts venues in the world.


This level of achievement could not have been easily predicted. Enacting federal legislation to create a national cultural center took several decades. The final authorization in 1958 came with no federal appropriation. The initial efforts to raise the requisite private funds for construction went poorly. And the nation’s capital, for all of its other virtues, was not well-known for its commitment to, or interest in, the performing arts.


So what happened over the past four decades to make this Center, re-authorized in 1964 as a living memorial to President Kennedy, such an indispensable part of life in Washington and such a vibrant force in the performing arts world?


The answer: the long-time support and active involvement of a great many dedicated, visionary, and committed individuals who saw the potential of a national cultural center.


For forty years, presidents, cabinet members, and members of Congress have faithfully supported the Center and attended its performances.


Over the same period, members of President Kennedy’s family, in particular Senator Edward Kennedy, Ambassador Jean Kennedy Smith, and Caroline Kennedy, devoted considerable time and effort to ensuring that the Center would meet and exceed the goals established by Congress.


Roger Stevens, who spent nearly three decades as the Board of Directors’ first chairman, made certain through his inspired and intense hands-on involvement that the Center had no choice but to succeed. Those who followed Roger in that role—Ralph P. Davidson, James D. Wolfensohn, James A. Johnson, and Stephen A. Schwarzman—made their own distinctive and important contributions to the Center’s health and vitality.


These chairs have been aided immeasurably by the members of Congress and scores of citizens from throughout the country who, once appointed by a president of the United States, have served as trustees.


Thousands of full-time employees and volunteers at the Center have brought the dedication needed to build and maintain a world-class performing arts center.


And, of course, the Kennedy Center has been blessed from its start with performances of the world’s most significant and talented artists and the efforts of the finest art educators.


Yet the work of all of these vital people would not have been enough without the support of the Kennedy Center’s loyal patrons. Their support, through ticket sales and contributions, has enabled the Kennedy Center to operate at a level unimaginable forty years ago.


The pages that follow celebrate, commemorate, and display only a fraction of the arts performances and educational initiatives that have both contributed to the Center’s vibrancy and been nourished by its support. We hope you enjoy this look at The Nation’s Stage: your stage, in every sense, for so many Americans have supported, built, and contributed to this thriving national cultural center for these United States. The Nation’s Stage belongs to all of us.


—David M. Rubenstein and Michael M. Kaiser


DAVID M. RUBENSTEIN became Chairman of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in May 2010. MICHAEL M. KAISER has been Kennedy Center President since 2001.
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The Concert Hall, opened in 1971 and renovated in 1997, is the most spacious performance venue in the Kennedy Center, seating 2,454.





INTRODUCTION




“There is a connection, hard to explain logically but easy to feel, between achievement in public life and progress in the arts. The age of Pericles was also the age of Phidias. The age of Lorenzo de Medici was also the age of Leonardo da Vinci. The age of Elizabeth was also the age of Shakespeare, and the new frontier for which I campaign in public life can also be a new frontier for American art.”


—John F. Kennedy





To stand before the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts is an awe-inspiring experience. The building is 630 feet long, a distance of two football fields, end to end. It is over 100 feet high, eclipsing the height of the Sphinx by thirty feet. It is 300 feet wide, equivalent to a thirty-story building. The exterior walls are covered with 3,700 tons of Carrara marble. The Grand Foyer is one of the largest rooms in the world and is 75 feet longer than the Washington Monument is high.


But the Center is far more than marble and stone and metal. It represents a country’s belief in the power and importance of the arts. A nation’s devotion to commerce will promote stability. A nation’s emphasis on defense will promote security. But a nation’s commitment to the arts will encourage passion, inspiration, and imagination.


The Center isn’t just about entertainment. In addition to offering a variety of artistic expressions for viewers to enjoy, it also offers the arts as a form of education, bringing theater, music, dance, and more from around the nation and around the globe to patrons old and young, to aficionados and to those who’ve never seen such works, and offering both students and professionals alike lessons in ballet, classical music, voice, and much more. Kennedy Center programs teach skills, discipline, commitment, teamwork, and a kind of faith that all of these strengths can be used to create something truly amazing.



The Beginning


The institution that became the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts was conceived amid excitement and anxiety. In 1958, when President Dwight D. Eisenhower signed the National Cultural Center Act, authorizing construction of such a building in Washington, D.C., the United States was enjoying unparalleled prosperity. At the same time, the Cold War was intensifying. The arts were tangled in that tension.


Apart from local philanthropists such as the Ford and Guggenheim Foundations, subsidies for the arts were scarce in the United States. At the national level, funding was all but invisible. When President Eisenhower signed the national cultural center into law, it was the first time that the federal government had put tax dollars toward constructing a structure dedicated to the performing arts.
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The splendid Grand Foyer of the Kennedy Center, one of the largest rooms in the world, is lit by sixteen chandeliers and wall sconces of Orrefors crystal, gifts from Sweden.


At the time, America’s artistic focus seemed to tend more toward crowd-pleasing fare. Americans were more drawn to Hollywood blockbusters and chart-topping music hits, not to the classical forms. There seemed more of an interest in “pop culture” than in “culture.”


In mandating the Center, Congress set what seemed to be a reasonable annual sum of federal support and decreed that, once the building was up, the National Park Service would maintain it. Authorization in hand, officials analyzed seven sites around Washington, D.C. In time, the search committee eliminated all the sites except a patch of Foggy Bottom opposite Theodore Roosevelt Island. The acquisition required complex negotiations involving the White House, the U.S. Navy, the Department of the Interior, and the Board of Commissioners of the District of Columbia. Officials hired architect Edward Durell Stone, designer of the U.S. Embassy in New Delhi and codesigner of New York’s Museum of Modern Art. Stone drew a flowerlike structure, 100 feet tall and 180 feet in diameter, which he said would cost about $75 million. The Center’s trustees nodded and went to work raising money. It wouldn’t be as easy as they hoped.
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The Eisenhower Theater’s 2008 renovation enhanced both its intimacy and technical capabilities.



President Kennedy


During the 1960 election, John F. Kennedy campaigned with the slogan “Let’s get America moving again.” Some people can still recall hearing him say that in his Boston bark, fuzzed by AM radio static. In person and through the megaphone of the media, the young senator had an invigorating effect.


Among people Kennedy moved was Spain’s Pablo Casals, widely regarded as the world’s most talented cellist. Casals had been a master musician a long time. After exiling himself from his homeland to protest Franco’s takeover, and living in Puerto Rico, Casals heard something in Kennedy’s presidential campaign he found inspiring. He wrote to the candidate wishing him success. Kennedy wrote back. An epistolary friendship bloomed.


After taking office, Kennedy invited Casals to play in the East Room again. The occasion was a state dinner honoring Puerto Rico’s governor, Luis Muñoz-Marín. The day of the event, November 13, 1961, the President met with Casals. That evening, the Kennedys dined with their guests and then repaired to the East Room. There, Casals favored the group with a few classical pieces, climaxing with an encore of “Song of the Birds,” the Catalan folk song with which he had closed every appearance since going into exile, and which embodied his yearning for freedom.
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Architect Edward Durell Stone (second from right) shows President Kennedy (center) an early model of one of his designs for the Kennedy Center.


That concert, which drew worldwide attention, became a highlight among many touchstones of the Kennedy cultural legacy, including poet Robert Frost’s reading at Kennedy’s inauguration, African-American mezzo-soprano Grace Bumbry’s 1962 East Room performance, and a host of other associations linking the Kennedy presidency to the arts.


Also in 1961, and also at Kennedy’s request, another man of prominence visited the White House. The president wanted to ask if real estate mogul and Broadway producer Roger L. Stevens would chair the cultural center project. Stevens, who had made a mark raising money for Adlai Stevenson, said he’d take the job with the condition that the government covered his expenses, paid him one dollar a year, and provided a car and driver when he was in the capital. The men shook on it. Stevens went to work. To improve fund-raising, he organized An American Pageant for the Arts, a closed-circuit TV spectacular. Aired at locations in 150 cities on November 29, 1962, the program starred the President and Mrs. Kennedy, with an appearance by former president Eisenhower and performances by Marian Anderson, Harry Belafonte, Fredric March, Bob Newhart, and seven-year-old cello prodigy Yo-Yo Ma. Despite the impressive artistic display, ticket sales enlarged the building fund by less than $500,000. Another fund-raiser, a coffee-table book with text by Frost, James Baldwin, and other celebrated American writers, did no better. A benefit record of performances by the service bands sold well, but not that well.


Adjustments were in order. Stevens studied Stone’s plans. Concluding that the floral design could cost $100 million to construct, he asked the architect to return to the drawing board. Stone brought back a simpler rectangular scheme he said would offer “idyllic repose in one of the most glorious settings in the world.” It also would cost far less to build, doubtless a factor in a congressional decision to give the trustees five more years to raise the money.


In his efforts on behalf of the national cultural center, the president didn’t stop at television appearances. In October 1963, he invited a roomful of American CEOs to lunch and asked that a hundred companies each contribute $100,000 toward the center. “The nations of the world have their great and beautiful centers for the performing arts, but here in the world’s greatest capital we have nothing,” Kennedy said. The CEOs agreed to help fill that gap.


The corporations’ largesse was to be announced early in 1964 at a White House dinner. But before then, in late November 1963, the president and Mrs. Kennedy flew to Dallas for what was supposed to be a standard political fence-mending trip, but ended in Kennedy’s tragic assassination.


Within days of the event, discussion began of how to honor the slain president, perhaps by renaming Pennsylvania Avenue. Instead, the project on Roger Stevens’s plate became the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts. Besides advancing the arts in America and the world, the Center would serve as Kennedy’s sole official memorial in the capital. Congress agreed to fund the difference between the cost of building the Center and $12 million the trustees had amassed.
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President Lyndon Johnson breaks ground for the Center in December 1964. Robert F. Kennedy, the late president’s brother, (back center) looks on.


During groundbreaking on December 2, 1964, President Lyndon Johnson turned up the first earth with a gold-plated shovel, a tool of considerable pedigree. President McKinley used it in 1898 in a White House tree planting. In 1914, President Taft broke ground with it for the Lincoln Memorial. In 1938, President Franklin D. Roosevelt did the same for the Jefferson Memorial.


By 1965, volunteers calling themselves the Friends of the Kennedy Center were giving hard-hat tours of the construction site. They also gave slide shows at business meetings and schools and staffed a trailer, located a little inland of where the Hall of Nations is, in which visiting dignitaries could study a model of the building. They organized the Tom Sawyer Project, which had schoolchildren paint panels to decorate the safety fences ringing the excavation. (A little more than fifteen years later, the volunteer Friends of the Kennedy Center numbered nearly seven thousand, including a core of several hundred members who regularly stood watch to give tours and staff an information booth and the gift shop that replaced the card table and cigar box of the 1960s. By 2011, their more than eighty-five thousand hours yearly of voluntary work amounted to a million and a half dollars in labor.)


In 1966, Jacqueline Kennedy commissioned composer Leonard Bernstein to write a piece of music to be performed at the dedication. Three years later, one of the Center’s earliest programs, the American College Theater Festival, began in tents on the Mall, later moving to Ford’s Theatre in downtown Washington.


Construction was supposed to take two to three years; it took more than six. When jets began using National Airport, the roof and windows had to be reworked to block the noise. Structural steel cost millions more than estimated. A strike in Italy delayed delivery of a load of donated Carrara marble. These and other bumps delayed the opening several times. On certain aspects the planners missed the mark by a wide margin. They assumed there would be only a two-member staff—the chairman and a secretary. And they included no rehearsal space.
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Roger Stevens (left) with Patrick Hayes and Aldus Chapin, managing director and vice president of the Washington Performing Arts Society, respectively, on a hardhat tour of the construction of the Center.
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The Kennedy Center, quick to include the surrounding community from the beginning, and with the help of the Friends of the Kennedy Center, created the Tom Sawyer project, which asked each state to provide safety panels, painted by the children, to help brighten the construction zone and bring beauty to the Center prior to its completion.




Unexpected Dividend


I’ve been volunteering at the Kennedy Center since before there was a Kennedy Center. I’ve worked every Tuesday since 1968. I was with the Service Guild of Washington, which did volunteer work all over the city. I called Lily Guest at the Center and asked if she could use some volunteers. She said to come to a trailer that stood a little inland of where the Hall of Nations is. There were twelve of us. We’d give tours of the site in hard hats. To promote the Friends of the Kennedy Center, we ran a speakers bureau, taking a slide show to business meetings and schools. I’ve always been a tour guide.


When the Center opened, everybody wanted to see it. We’d each take a position, wait for a few hundred people to gather, and then give the spiel. Eventually more volunteers signed up, and we could take groups of fifty or so on real tours.


I never expected when I started volunteering at the Center that I’d be there for forty-three years, or that I’d have a grandson who’d spend two years as a fellow with the National Symphony Orchestra. His name is Daniel Getz. He plays the viola. In 2008, my fortieth anniversary as a volunteer, I came to the annual volunteers gala, and there was Daniel to play for me.


—Geri Lewis


GERI LEWIS is the longest-serving Kennedy Center volunteer.





However, the Center did open, and it would be supported by strangers and family alike, far and near. Twenty-two African nations contributed gifts to establish the African Lounge. Sweden and Norway contributed chandeliers, to the Grand Foyer and Opera House, respectively. Both Edward M. Kennedy and Jean Kennedy Smith would serve on the Kennedy Center Board of Directors, both striving to maintain the family’s vision of what the Center should be. Room was found for offices and rehearsals. An array of programs began to blossom. Some took familiar routes while others lit out for unexplored territories or sought new angles on the familiar. From the National Symphony Orchestra (NSO) to the Washington National Opera (WNO) to The Suzanne Farrell Ballet to the battalions of performers who have appeared at the Center, all have the same goal: artistic excellence. Striving to present artists and performances of the highest caliber, the Center illuminates culture, showing how and why the arts matter, in the United States and around the world.


Always Evolving


As the arts evolve, so does the Center. Decade to decade, it has reengineered programming and emphasis and even quotidian elements such as transportation, aiming continually to strengthen the ties that bind a unique entity to the world, to the nation, and to its hometown of Washington, D.C.


The effect is to reflect the spirit of a country and a culture directed ever forward. The Kennedy Center was no more finished in 1971 or in 2011 than the United States was finished in 1787 or in 1865. As Americans have labored to keep perfecting their union and to maintain its place in a world that refuses to stand still, the Center has adapted to the resulting changes. In the words of Center president Michael M. Kaiser, “There’s a new Kennedy Center every five years.” Viewed over the long haul, the Center calendar charts signal advances in American life.


Even if that masterwork had been available, the Kennedy Center of 1971 would not have staged August Wilson’s 20th Century, a festival celebrating the playwright’s life and work, but in 2008 the Kennedy Center did stage all ten Wilson plays, to great acclaim.


In 1971, few Americans could even conceive of personal computers, never mind personal computers behaving like TV sets that could show live performances, but since 1998 Millennium Stage has employed technology to do exactly that.


For many Americans in 1971, China was an enigma and the Arab world was mostly ignored, but in 2005 and 2009 Kennedy Center festivals celebrating those cultures drew record crowds and earned well-deserved plaudits.
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The Center’s renowned celebrations have included the month-long August Wilson’s 20th Century (2007), performances of Wilson’s ten plays, each exploring the African-American experience in a different decade.
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The African Lounge, created with gifts from twenty-two African nations, is decorated with artwork that represents traditional styles and designs passed down through generations.
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The KC Jazz Club in the roof-level Terrace Gallery is home to performances by jazz veterans and fresh, contemporary talent.




The arts foster connections, both obvious and subtle, that make the world more intimate, even in troubled times, and in that process the Center operates at the vanguard. Each season brings extraordinary moments, many of them pictured in these pages. In addition to appearances by the greatest names in the arts, the Center also shines a spotlight on rising young performers, as well as talents from around the world who may or may not achieve the fame their artistry deserves but who strive to preserve, perfect, and present it anyway.


Not every innovation or development at the Center led to ideal results. Like a play, or a piece of music, the processes of composition sometimes requires editing, requires the addition of something that might have been omitted or the substitution of something that doesn’t quite fit. This was seen during the attempt to establish a national theater under Peter Sellars, an earnest experiment that had some uneven results. The very effort to bring the Center into existence included arrangements that time revealed as unsatisfactory, such as having the Park Service manage the building and grounds.
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