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PERFORMANCE AT CARNEGIE HALL 

For more than a century, Carnegie Hall has set the standard for excellence in performance. Its walls have echoed with applause for the world’s outstanding classical artists, as they have for the greatest popular musicians of our time and for the many prominent dancers, politicians, authors, and political crusaders who have appeared on its stages. From Gustav Mahler to Frank Sinatra, from John Philip Sousa to Leopold Stokowski, from Fats Waller to Woodrow Wilson, and from Marian Anderson to Luciano Pavarotti, Carnegie Hall has hosted them all.

Today, Carnegie Hall remains America’s preeminent concert hall and a vital, active center of culture for performers and audiences.  Every artist who stands on the Hall’s stage is standing on a base of history, anchored by a tradition of excellence.  As Andrew Carnegie said when the cornerstone of his new Music Hall was laid in 1890, “It is built to stand for ages, and during these ages it is probable that this hall will intertwine itself with the history of our country.”

• The Artists •
The Hall was originally known as the “Music Hall” when it opened its doors in 1891.  People began to refer to it as Carnegie Music Hall and eventually, during the 1894–95 season, the name was officially shortened to “Carnegie Hall.”  In the eleven decades since, the prestige of making a Carnegie Hall appearance has attracted the world’s finest performers to its stages. 

In November 1891 pianist Ignacy Jan Paderewski made his debut to such extraordinary acclaim that a legend was born. From then on, a success at Carnegie Hall would be the litmus test of greatness. Celebrated composer and pianist Sergei Rachmaninoff made his Carnegie Hall debut in 1909, playing his Second Piano Concerto as guest soloist with the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Vladimir Horowitz first rattled the rafters in 1928. A host of other great keyboard artists have made history in Carnegie Hall, among them Arthur Rubinstein and Josef Hofmann, whose 1898 debut had people pushing and shoving to get in.  One of the most dramatic moments in the Hall’s history came in 1958, when the 23-year-old Van Cliburn staged his triumphant homecoming after winning the gold medal in the first International Tchaikovsky Competition in Moscow.  More recently, Carnegie Hall saw the debuts of such extraordinary pianists as Murray Perahia, Martha Argerich, and Evgeny Kissin.

The early years of the Hall’s existence also saw celebrated violinists such as Fritz Kreisler and Eugène Ysaÿe appear in concert. Then, one warm October afternoon in 1917, with a revolution going on in his Russian homeland, the brilliant 16-year-old Jascha Heifetz made his debut.  Since then, the roster of violinists who have played at Carnegie Hall has come to include such eminent performers as Yehudi Menuhin, Isaac Stern, Itzhak Perlman, and Pinchas Zukerman. The greatest cellists of the 20th century, including Pablo Casals, Gregor Piatigorsky, Mstislav Rostropovich, and Yo-Yo Ma, have graced the stage on numerous occasions. Over the years, countless singers have appeared in concert and recital at Carnegie Hall, including such luminaries as Enrico Caruso, Plácido Domingo, Maria Callas, Renée Fleming, Paul Robeson, Leontyne Price, Luciano Pavarotti, and Beverly Sills. And when a hall in the nation’s capital was closed to her because of her race, the great Marian Anderson found herself welcome on the Carnegie Hall stage.

• The Orchestras and Their Conductors •

In 1892, the Philharmonic Society of New York joined the Symphony Society in making its home at Carnegie Hall. The Philharmonic quickly contributed to its own prestige and that of the Hall: on December 16, 1893, it gave the world premiere of Antonin Dvořák’s Symphony No. 9, “From the New World,” with the composer in attendance.

From its earliest years, Carnegie Hall had a national and international significance. With orchestras beginning to tour as a matter of civic and national pride, Carnegie Hall became a desired destination in New York City. Great American orchestras have been a staple of Carnegie Hall programming since the Hall’s first decade, when both the Boston Symphony and Chicago Symphony made their first visits. Over the years it has become a home away from home for the orchestras of Philadelphia, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and Washington, D.C., among others. With their rich traditions and varied programming, these ensembles and others from around the country have contributed much to American culture.

Carnegie Hall has been a favorite venue for the world’s finest conductors. Gustav Mahler, Arthur Nikisch, Willem Mengelberg, Sir Thomas Beecham, Pierre Monteux, Fritz Reiner, Charles Munch, Leopold Stokowski, George Szell, and Bruno Walter all passed in glory through its portals. Arturo Toscanini electrified Carnegie Hall audiences for 28 years at the helm of the New York Philharmonic and the NBC Symphony, writing an unforgettable page in the Hall’s history when, with son-in-law Vladimir Horowitz as soloist, he raised $11 million for the World War II bond effort in a single benefit performance of the Tchaikovsky Concerto in B-flat Minor.

America’s own Leonard Bernstein made his celebrated 1943 debut with the New York Philharmonic on the Carnegie stage and conducted more than 400 concerts there, both as the Philharmonic’s music director and as guest conductor of the Vienna Philharmonic. Bernstein’s mentor, Serge Koussevitzky, brought his Boston Symphony Orchestra to Carnegie Hall numerous times, introducing New York audiences to many new works, including Bartók’s Concerto for Orchestra and dozens of pieces by American composers. Herbert von Karajan took his first Carnegie Hall bow in 1955 with the group he would head for the rest of his life, the Berlin Philharmonic. Sir Georg Solti earned a place in the Carnegie Hall pantheon thanks to his visits with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra in the 1970s and ’80s, visits that helped secure the orchestra’s preeminent reputation among American ensembles.

• Jazz, Folk, Pop, and Public Forum •

From its inception, Carnegie Hall has prided itself on its importance as a showcase for American culture. It has succeeded in this role in part because it has hosted every performance genre, a claim very few venues can make.  This openness to every style of music, as well as to other cultural and community sensibilities, is one of Carnegie Hall’s strongest assets.

In the days before radio and television, Carnegie Hall gave a prominent public forum to anyone with a cause. Jack London spoke on communism in 1906; Emmeline Pankhurst lobbied for women’s suffrage, and Margaret Sanger for birth control. A young Winston Churchill spoke on the Boer War, and Mark Twain and Booker T. Washington shared the stage at a Lincoln Memorial Meeting. Clarence Darrow debated Wayne Wheeler on the merits of prohibition and found there were none.

Early jazz was first heard at Carnegie Hall in 1912, in a concert by James Reese Europe’s Clef Club Orchestra. This performance foreshadowed many stellar evenings featuring a cavalcade of jazz greats that has included Fats Waller, Louis Armstrong, Count Basie, Billie Holiday, Dizzy Gillespie, Ella Fitzgerald, Charlie Parker, Oscar Peterson, Sarah Vaughan, Mel Tormé, Miles Davis, and John Coltrane. A 1938 concert by Benny Goodman and his band, one of the most celebrated events in Carnegie Hall history, marked a turning point in the public acceptance of swing. Duke Ellington made his Carnegie Hall debut in 1943 with the New York premiere of his tone poem Black, Brown, and Beige.

In 1933, John Jacob Niles became the first folk singer to perform at Carnegie Hall. Following in his footsteps have been Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger, Judy Collins, Arlo Guthrie, Bob Dylan, and Joan Baez. Popular entertainers who have performed at Carnegie Hall include Josephine Baker, Judy Garland, Ethel Merman, Nat King Cole, Lena Horne, Frank Sinatra, Liza Minnelli, and Tony Bennett. In 1964, the Beatles made their New York concert debut (their third live appearance in the U.S.) at Carnegie Hall. They were followed by The Rolling Stones that same year and, later, by The Doors, Bob Dylan, Elton John, David Bowie, and Stevie Wonder.

Carnegie Hall has been the site of numerous television and radio productions—among the more famous, Leonard Bernstein’s Young People’s Concerts, the televised NBC Symphony concerts led by Arturo Toscanini, “Horowitz on Television,” “Carol Burnett and Julie Andrews at Carnegie Hall,” weekly radio broadcasts by the New York Philharmonic from the 1920s through 1962, and “AT&T Presents Carnegie Hall Tonight” in the 1980s. And “Live From Carnegie Hall” recordings by an endless list of great artists and entertainers—Paul Robeson, Sviatoslav Richter, Edith Piaf, Glenn Miller, Ike and Tina Turner, Groucho Marx—often qualified as among those artists’ definitive statements. 
• Presenting Concerts at Carnegie Hall•

Today roughly a third of the concerts at Isaac Stern Auditorium (capacity 2,804) and Weill Recital Hall (capacity 268) are presented by The Carnegie Hall Corporation. Carnegie Hall presents more than 160 concerts and events each year, ranging from orchestral performances, chamber music, recitals, and choral music to jazz and musical theater.

In recent seasons, Carnegie Hall has added to its season several annual series, each with a particular focus: 

· Distinctive Debuts, a collaboration of Carnegie Hall with several European concert halls, designed to give rising young artists international exposure

· Perspectives, an artistic initiative in which musicians are invited to explore their own musical individuality and create their own personal concert series through collaborations with other musicians and ensembles

· Making Music, the award-winning series featuring contemporary composers in conversation, sharing their own musical points of view and performances of their works

• Richard and Barbara Debs Composer’s Chair at Carnegie Hall •

Carnegie Hall’s Composer’s Chair was inaugurated in 1995 with the intention that the appointed composers would collaborate with the Carnegie Hall staff in the creative aspects of the Hall’s activities.  Ellen Taaffe Zwilich was the first appointee and held the position for four years.  During that time, Ms. Zwilich was commissioned to compose three new works, and her compositions were performed regularly during each season of her tenure.  She also helped to inaugurate Making Music, the award-winning series presenting music by and conversation with contemporary composers.   

In 1999, Carnegie Hall named its Composer’s Chair for trustee and chairman emeritus Richard Debs and his wife, Barbara, in honor of their long-standing commitment to Carnegie Hall and its artistic goals. 

Pierre Boulez holds the Richard and Barbara Debs Composer’s Chair at Carnegie Hall through the 2002–2003 season.  Since being named to the position in 1999, Mr. Boulez has served in an advisory capacity on contemporary music programming and with design issues as related to programming in the new Judy and Arthur Zankel Hall. 

Beginning in September 2003, John Adams will hold the Composer’s Chair, working closely with Carnegie Hall’s artistic team in developing artistic initiatives and plans for the Hall’s three stages, with particular focus on Zankel Hall.  

• Carnegie Hall Commissioning Program •
Carnegie Hall has always been a place where new and innovative works are nurtured.  Although new works have long been a part of Carnegie Hall’s fabric—the world premieres of such now-standard works as Dvořák’s “New World” Symphony and Gershwin’s An American in Paris took place at the Hall—it was only recently that The Carnegie Hall Corporation actively began its own commissioning program.  Carnegie Hall’s first two commissioned works were Leonard Bernstein’s Opening Prayer, premiered by the New York Philharmonic and Zubin Mehta in December 1986, and Concerto for Piano and Orchestra (commissioned jointly by Carnegie Hall, the Detroit Symphony, and the American Symphony Orchestra League) by Ellen Taaffe Zwilich, which was premiered at Carnegie Hall in January 1987.  

In 1990, this process was institutionalized through the Centennial Commissioning Project.  Launched during the 1990–1991 Centennial Season with a series of 13 commemorative commissions, this project was instituted to honor the past of the Hall.  Thirteen major composers, nine of them Americans, were matched with world-class artists to form an impressive roster of premiere performances for orchestral, vocal, and chamber ensembles.

Since then, Carnegie Hall has regularly commissioned new works ranging from solo recitals to large orchestral pieces.  In addition, Carnegie Hall commissioned over 125 new arrangements for jazz band from 1992 to 2002.  During 2002–2003, Carnegie Hall presented the world premiere André Previn’s String Quartet (with Soprano) with the Emerson String Quartet and Barbara Bonney.

Carnegie Hall Commissions, 1986–2002
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• Hosting of Independently Produced Events •

The majority of the concerts that take place at Carnegie Hall each season are produced independently. 

These events are not only a welcome source of income for the Hall, but they also bring variety to the stages, the artistic profile of the institution, and the long-held tradition of inclusion.  Such esteemed local musical organizations as Musica Sacra and the Oratorio Society of New York (the very group for which the Hall was built and in which Louise Whitfield Carnegie once sang) also perform in the Hall on a regular basis.

Jazz greats have continued to appear at Carnegie Hall as part of the annual extravaganza known as the JVC Jazz Festival.  In the tradition of Frank Sinatra, Liza Minnelli, and Lena Horne, many popular music stars of today continue to perform at Carnegie Hall. Recent debuts include Jewel, Wyclef Jean, Sting, Destiny’s Child, Dave Matthews Band, Elton John, Jerry Seinfeld, and Robin Williams.


Some of the above content has been excerpted and adapted from the commemorative publication Carnegie Hall: Building on the Tradition, by Theodore W. Libbey, Jr. 
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