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I. Introduction

Since a 1985 report by then-President William Bowen, there has not been a comprehensive report on the status of the performing arts at Princeton University by administration officials. As we are aware of recent administration efforts towards creating such a report, in part due to our efforts last year, we offer here our own status report on the hope that it may be used to inform necessary decisions related to performance support given to the undergraduate student body. It is our desire that these suggestions will reveal the unfortunately limited student theater and dance opportunities here at Princeton, and how these problems may be progressively and intelligently addressed—informed in this case by the very people who will directly benefit from such progressive efforts—the undergraduate students.

Collectively, the Performing Arts Council (The Black Arts Company, BodyHype, diSiac, Expressions, Princeton Mime Company, Princeton Shakespeare Company, Princeton University Players, Quipfire!, Theatre~Intime, and Triangle Club) represents over 350 students at Princeton in over 30 major productions on campus per year; this number does not include the over 20,000 audience members, at least one half of which are students. The Performing Arts Council has engaged in group publicity and performance drives in an effort to unify student theater and dance support. We meet bi-weekly, often with a representative of the Undergraduate Student Government, to improve inter-group communication and to address campus-wide theater and dance issues.

In addition to our 30+ productions a year, several students, independent of a specific student group, mount their own productions in various spaces; this year, at least three productions will be held in the few blackbox spaces available. Another 10+ productions are mounted by the Program in Theater and Dance as creative theses by Program students (usually around 30 students per year). These students combined contribute to some of the primary sources of arts and entertainment on campus. Although Princeton is not generally recognized by prospective students as being a national center for the creative arts, the number and enthusiasm of students participating in performance on campus is indicative of a strong theater and dance community. Princeton does have the potential to become a haven for actors and dancers, and the student theater and dance groups would like to work with the administration towards achieving this goal. It is our hope that, within the next 25 years, Princeton will become such a national center for the arts, as it is in many other areas, and will regularly attract interested students within its walls.

II. Space

A. Limitations of current performance facilities:

Listed here are the current major venues for student theater and dance productions. As will become evident, none of these venues provide adequate support for student productions, in terms of quantity and/or quality. Because student groups themselves feel crowded for adequate performing space, there are no doubt many other undergraduates who wish to produce shows independently from one of the theater and dance organizations, but cannot do so because of resource limitations. The opinion has been expressed by some University administrators that lack of performing space induces creativity by its students, implying that increasing performance space will somehow inhibit creativity. We, the students themselves, feel that this is far from the true case in which lack of performing spaces makes current production possibilities limited and routine. 

McCarter Theatre


McCarter Theatre no longer has a significant influence on the performing space for students at Princeton. The student productions at McCarter are currently limited to two to three Triangle Club performances a year. Triangle has also performed in several of the other performing spaces below. McCarter’s close relationship with the University makes it an underutilized resource that may prove beneficial to all undergraduates and theater and dance organizations in particular, if properly tapped.

Richardson Auditorium 

Richardson Auditorium serves a primary function as a music recital hall, and by its very nature is therefore not ideally suited to theatrical or dance productions. In addition, despite the claims of the Concert Office at Richardson Auditorium, it is has been always clear that student groups occupy a low priority for scheduling; this past year, student theater and dance groups (of which we represent ten) were offered only two weekends during the entire year, down from four as in previous years, one of which fell during our Reading Period. The Concert Manager’s Office has, on several levels, made it clear that outside performances, which relatively few students attend, are a more important use of this undergraduate space than the many student theater, dance, and a capella groups who wish to perform in the only large performing space on campus. Attempts to address this issue over recent years has not been successful, as is evident from the Manager’s continued practices, both on a personal level to student groups, on a policy level to scheduling. Richardson Auditorium is on a primarily undergraduate campus and its priorities should be shifted towards undergraduates who live and study around its walls more than two weekends out of the entire year.

In addition, student groups have very limited resources, yet are asked to pay high rent and labor fees for producing shows at Richardson. These fees are often never provided by any of the current funding sources (below) and have caused some groups to fall into debt. Groups often have very limited rehearsal time in the space, and frequently are not even allowed to rehearse the night before the show opens. Richardson has limited theatrical possibilities because of its role as a concert stage—large, extensive sets are difficult to mount without a building space, and the set cannot be moved in until the day of the show because of other activities.

Hamilton Murray Theater

Theatre~Intime, a student theater group that operates the Hamilton Murray Theater in Murray-Dodge Hall, generally voluntarily without University support, currently maintains this 189-seat theater, producing several shows a year, and serving as host to several of the other student groups. Intime occupies a unique space as a solely undergraduate-run theater that is able to operate without day-to-day University guidance. However, Intime is limited by its small seating, and does not receive significant University support, technically and financially. It is undergoing a significant renovation during the summer of 2000, which should improve the delivery of its services. Intime regularly must turn away at least twice the number of produced shows and other student groups because of the physical restrictions of its season length. Most of these shows are never produced elsewhere because there is no other viable theater on campus.

185 Nassau Street (and Berlind Theater addition to McCarter Theatre)

Although 185 Nassau Street Acting Studio, Dance Studio, and the new McCarter addition all will have the technical resources that student theater and dance groups desire, these venues are usually restricted to the Program in Theater and Dance programming (senior theses being the major component). These spaces are very important to the academic side of theater and dance on this campus, but serve little function to support student theater and dance groups, since these groups usually cannot use these spaces. This distinction is an important one that University officials seem to have overlooked when considered resources for students interested in theater and dance on this campus: student groups do not generally have access to the facilities operated by the Program in Theater and Dance and thus are not directly served by projects which enhance its facilities. The new Berlind Theater will, however, allow a brief period in the Fall Semester during which student groups may apply to use the existing Program space, which would be freed up by the new theater. The Program estimates however, that most thesis productions will still be performed in the existing space, limiting its availability to student groups.

Blackbox Theaters 

Currently, Forbes and Wilson Colleges have small performing spaces known as Blackbox Theaters. These provide very restricted space, limited lighting capabilities, and small audience sizes. Students usually must find independent sources for funding in these spaces, and are severely limited in all senses by its space and capabilities. The possible artistic and production quality of these shows suffer because of their presentation in the blackbox environment. Student groups must jockey for the few available rehearsal times in these spaces.

Frist Campus Center

The new Frist Campus Center will have a new performing space; at this time, we cannot completely predict how this space will impact performance venues on campus. However, because this space will also double as a movie theater, the concerns over its use as a movie theater have taken precedence over its use as a performing space; current plans include the showing of movies almost every night, thus preventing many student performances in the space. By design, the space is primarily a movie theater; it has no flexible wings, has no backdrop other than the movie screen, does not have any building spaces, has a limited lighting arrangement, and does not have auditorium acoustics. By its very nature as a converted lecture hall, it does not serve as a theater and dance performing space. Hence, its utility as a performing space is small to theater and dance groups. We must stress however, that the presence of a viable film theater may have a profound impact on student life, and this addition is valuable for its cultural impact despite its theatrical shortcomings.

The existence of several potential rehearsal rooms throughout the building is encouraging and may represent a needed outlet for rehearsal space on campus. However, these spaces can primarily be used for theater rehearsals only, as dance groups require specialized flooring and sound equipment in order to rehearse.

Other spaces

There are several other small rehearsal spaces on campus, such as the 185 Nassau Street rehearsal rooms, the Wilson College Dance studio, and Dillon Gym rooms. These are currently not adequate for the rehearsal needs of all of the student theater and dance groups; many groups compete for rehearsal time in these spaces. 

B. Recommendations for Space

Needless to say, Princeton does not, and will not under current plans, have an adequately large, modern, flexible auditorium that can be regularly used by student theater and dance groups. Until such an auditorium (a dedicated “Princeton University Performing Arts Center”) is built, Princeton will continue to have a lack of adequate performing space on campus. Although the University is concerned within the next 3-5 years with improvements to the Program in Theater and Dance and the Frist Center, the construction of a dedicated University theater and dance space for students should be a long-term high priority for encouraging the performing arts on campus.

The additions to the Program in Theater and Dance are welcome in terms of providing general support to theater and dance on campus, but these spaces are not available regularly to student groups, as they are to be used mainly by the Program for academic programming. It is encouraging, however, that the current plans call for a requirement of one non-Program performance in the new Berlind Theater per semester. We would like to ensure that this becomes policy as the building is constructed so that student groups may indeed also benefit from the new space. 


Small rehearsal and performing spaces are needed throughout campus. These can be in the other residential colleges that do not currently have such a space, and can be incorporated into new Upperclass Housing plans. As the dormitories are renovated, a useful addition would be small spaces for rehearsal, or even more small blackbox theaters; this serves not only to unify the Upperclass dormitories similar to the residential college facilities, but also to aid student performance groups. Unused buildings or rooms can easily be converted into a rehearsal space. It is imperative, however, that these must also have floors that are suited to dance rehearsal, as currently very few of the spaces have an appropriate floor required for dancing.

III. Performing Arts Funding

A. Current Funding Resources


Currently, most student theater and dance groups must ask the Undergraduate Student Government for funding of performances. The USG must also consider funding from all of the other student groups on campus as well. Students who wish to produce shows independently of a student group also must ask the USG. Students who receive some financial support from the Program in Theater and Dance for thesis productions, or from Theatre~Intime for productions in that theater, often must go to individual departments or University officials to ask for small sums of money in order to successfully mount their productions; the USG has recently forbidden thesis productions from asking for funding, but the Dean of the College has not offered compensatory production funding for these theses. As is stated above, the use of several University spaces, including Richardson Auditorium and the Program in Theater and Dance facilities, because they are managed by professionals, required rent and labor costs that are often difficult for groups to find. Student groups also must pay for various University services, such as occasional media services and banner space, as well as the usual cost of production (sets, lights, costumes, props, etc.).

B. Funding Recommendations


As is common practice at several schools comparable to Princeton, this campus could greatly benefit from a centralized arts fund. This fund, most likely created by a significant University donation, would take applications from student groups or individual students wishing to produce shows and distribute the funds appropriately. Because performances require large funding unique from the other student groups, removing such funding requests from the normal USG committee would increase the funding available to other student groups and increase its efficiency. The fund would be presided over by a joint committee of undergraduate students involved in theater and dance, representatives from the Undergraduate Student Government, representatives from the Program in Theater and Dance, and University officials. This kind of centralized arts funding would go a long way towards demonstrating the University’s encouragement of arts of all nature on campus. The most relevant reference for such a fund is the “Sudler Fund” of Yale University.

IV. Academic Resources

A. Program in Theater and Dance


The academic resources of Princeton’s Theater and Dance (PTD) program are a primary concern for prospective students interested in a theater and dance curriculum. These students are primarily those in the Department of English (“Program Five”) or independent Certificate students from other departments. The number of Program students is significantly (<10%) lower than the total number of students involved in theater and dance productions on campus, although a significant minority do participate in some way in Program events. Currently, the PTD offers a limited number of classes to students by application, and has a number of professional technical and academic resources for students in the Program. The addition of the Berlind Theater will no doubt provide more performing space and flexibility for the Program. Its double use by McCarter Theater, however, may significantly reduce its potential use by students, including those in the Program.

B. Recommendations


Because of the professional technical and academic resources of the Program, given enough staff, faculty, and funding, the Program should extend its borders to the campus as a whole and offer workshops in areas of technical theater, acting, and dancing to all students on a more informal, less academic level. The idea has been expressed by University administrators that the Program should not interact with student groups; we, the student groups themselves, feel that the Program could have a tremendously positive impact on student group performance quality and operation, as long as this influence is advisory rather than regulatory. The Program could take a more active role in advising student groups artistically and technically towards making all productions more successful on this campus. The Program’s resources could become more available to student group usage, when not in use by the Program itself. In addition, the perspective offered by the permanent staff in the Program is a valuable resource to the often transient leadership of organizations led by four-year students. Naturally, the Program would need additional funding for more staff members and to host student groups in the Program spaces.

IV. Other Resources

Currently, the University has begun offering free ticket passes (“Tiger Tickets”) to events at McCarter Theater, Richardson Auditorium, and Taplin Auditorium. Although perhaps encouraging arts awareness in general on campus, this program has actually hurt student groups because these passes are not accepted at student group performances in these spaces, nor are they accepted at any other student group performances. This program should be expanded to include as many student theater and dance performances as possible, both at the PTD events, and at student productions throughout campus.

The Alumni represent another resource to be developed in connection with theater and dance on campus. A recent attempt at a Princeton Council for Arts for alumni and students interested in campus arts has not succeeded, but could serve to inform the alumni and students about all of the arts on campus, to provide various forms of support to these productions, and to provide a network of theater and dance professionals available to graduates. Alumni coordination with the Performing Arts Council would provide a connection between the arts on campus and the alumni in the outside world.

V. Admissions

Because of the University’s relative lack of resources for students interested in the arts on campus, compared to comparable other campuses, many such students are already skeptical when considering Princeton as a future home. The Admissions Office, if the University is committed to maintaining an active artistic life here at Princeton, should actively recruit such students interested in theater and dance. If the University can invest so much in athletic recruitment and support, it seems that it would be possible to invest a similar amount of effort in making the University a haven for artists as well as athletes.

VI. Conclusions


Persistent calls throughout recent years by student theater and dance organizations for greater University support for the performing arts have led to some improvements; with the exception of the Berlind Theater expansion of the Program in Theater and Dance facility and the Frist Campus Center, few changes can be said to have occurred since President Bowen’s 1985 report on the arts at Princeton. It is time for Princeton to change its image as a unfriendly environment for the performing arts. 

As students, we have heard our peers calling for more institutional support: our member students have complained at the lack of adequate space and funding; some prospective students have been reluctant to come to Princeton because of the significant disparity between its performing arts resources compared to other, similar Universities; and even a few students have considered transferring from Princeton to pursue more artistic endeavors at such Universities. Before Princeton loses more students to other campuses, it must take a strong stance in support of student theater and dance on campus, not only in terms of the academic programming and resources, but also in terms of support that is beneficial to student organizations and independent students who provide enrichment to the student body every year. This support primarily includes improvements to the physical resources on campus, and changes in the funding policies of the arts. More generally, the University must change the prevailing attitude that the performing arts are not supported here. The arts should become more than merely a peripheral interest of the University policy and culture, but a vital, important source of its strength. Such a reorientation, combined with other changes in arts-related University support and programming, has the possibility of transforming the undergraduate culture on campus away from external sources fueled in part by alcohol, towards internal sources created by the diverse, vibrant student population itself; strong action from the Board of Trustees would begin this process of transformation.
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