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ZANKEL HALL: THE THIRD STAGE,

FROM ANDREW CARNEGIE TO THE 21ST CENTURY

The opening of Judy and Arthur Zankel Hall on September 12, 2003, restores Andrew Carnegie’s original 1891 concept of having three outstanding auditoriums of different sizes under one roof, and creates a 21st-century venue for music performance and education.

With concerts ranging from early music to avant-garde multimedia productions, from jazz to world music, and from solo recitals to chamber music, Zankel Hall expands the breadth and depth of Carnegie Hall’s offerings.  It allows for the integration of programming across three halls with mini-festivals tailored both to the size and strengths of each hall and to the artists and music to be performed.  The new flexible space also provides Carnegie Hall with an education center equipped with advanced communications technology.

When Carnegie Hall opened its doors in 1891, it was among the first performing arts complexes with its three auditoriums: the Main Hall (now Isaac Stern Auditorium, capacity 2,804), the intimate Chamber Music Hall several floors above West 57th Street (now Joan and Sanford I. Weill Recital Hall, capacity 268), and the lower-level Recital Hall (now Judy and Arthur Zankel Hall, capacity 540 to 644, depending on configuration). 

The three spaces have undergone many physical changes throughout Carnegie Hall’s 112-year history, none more than the lower-level venue.  Originally built to be a 1,200-seat auditorium, it was actually the site of Carnegie Hall’s very first performance, a piano recital that took place one month before the Main Hall’s official opening in 1891.  

As early as 1895, the lower-level Recital Hall veered from its original purpose when the space was rented to the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, renovated, and renamed the Carnegie Lyceum.  The Academy occupied the space for the next 57 years, making extensive renovations to the original architecture that included expanding the wing space and installing a proscenium.  During these years, young actors appearing in Academy productions included Edward G. Robinson, Hume Cronyn, Spencer Tracy, Anne Bancroft, and Kirk Douglas.  

In 1956, the Carnegie Lyceum became known as the Carnegie Playhouse, a haven for off-Broadway dramatists.  Highlights included a production of Antigone starring Nancy Marchand, an early stage appearance of Peter Falk, and a revival of On The Town with Pat Carroll.  Four years later, the Playhouse was converted into a first-run art-film house, the Carnegie Hall Cinema, before being rented by Cineplex Odeon in 1987.  To support its use as a movie theater, the original balcony was replaced with a projection booth and the space was divided into two small theaters.  

When the cinema’s lease expired in 1997, Carnegie Hall seized the opportunity to reclaim the space for music.  Carnegie Hall’s then Executive and Artistic Director, the late Judith Arron, envisioned restoring Andrew Carnegie’s original concept of a three-venue complex and expanding the Hall’s education programs.  The late Isaac Stern championed the idea and helped launch the campaign to revive the third stage at Carnegie Hall.  

After decades of makeshift renovations to sustain non-musical uses, the lower-level space had been irreversibly compromised, both architecturally and acoustically.  This apparent obstacle, however, provided Carnegie Hall with the opportunity to create a completely new facility for the 21st century.  Polshek Partnership Architects, working with Carnegie Hall, Jaffe Holden Acoustics, and theater designers Auerbach·Pollock·Friedlander, designed a space that was contemporary in style yet complemented the existing 19th-century landmark building.  

(more)

Work on Zankel Hall began in spring 1999, under the supervision of Tishman Construction Corporation.  Over 6,300 cubic yards of bedrock were removed from underneath the building to create the volume of space called for in the design.  

With a leadership gift from Carnegie Hall Vice Chairman Arthur Zankel and his wife, Judy—and significant support from the City of New York, the State of New York, and the federal government—the third stage at Carnegie Hall has become a reality.  Through the generosity of Carnegie Hall Chairman Sanford I. Weill and his wife, Joan, Zankel Hall’s auditorium is named in memory of Judith Arron.  

The completed Zankel Hall features a variety of adjustable auditorium configurations—including multiple-sized end stages, center stage, and flat floor—which allow artists and audiences the opportunity to experience music in a variety of settings.  It also accommodates the latest recording and audiovisual systems and high-performance communications networks, facilitating multimedia productions and interactive educational activities.  

Zankel Hall opens with a two-week festival starting on September 12, 2003, followed by a full season of programming, under the leadership of Carnegie Hall’s Executive and Artistic Director Robert Harth.  
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