








March 29, 1999

President Harold T. Shapiro

One Nassau Hall

Dear President Shapiro:

Representatives from nine of the major student theater and dance organizations on campus have been meeting over the past semester in an ad hoc committee, the Performing Arts Council, to discuss general concerns regarding theater and dance at Princeton. This is an open letter from the Performing Arts Council to the University administration and community.

Collectively, The Black Arts Company, BodyHype, diSiac, Expressions, Princeton Mime Company, Princeton Shakespeare Company, Princeton University Players, Theatre~Intime, and Triangle Club represent over 300 students at Princeton. These students contribute to some of the primary sources of arts and entertainment on campus. Although Princeton is not generally recognized 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. 

One of the most difficult and persistent challenges to student theater and dance on the Princeton campus is the availability of performance spaces. Quotes from a February 2 article in the Daily Princetonian may have given a false impression of the facilities available to students. For example, Richardson auditorium is primarily a concert hall and is not suited to staged performances; it is used now only out of necessity. In addition, students are not given the apparent priority suggested by its administrators; only four theater groups are given a choice of at most four, single weekends in which they are allowed to perform. Richardson also has strict technical policies that prevent most major productions in the space.

Nevertheless, we are encouraged by the plans for the Frist Campus Center with its new stage. We have been told that this space will be available primarily to students and is currently intended to alleviate some of the resource issues. However, this stage will only have restricted use as a theater space because of its multipurpose design as a film and dance hall, and only limited productions will be feasible. In addition, we still have concerns over the fair scheduling and technical flexibility of the space. In light of this, we respectfully request that the University form a policy for the scheduling and scope of student productions in the new space; without this, we fear that students may gradually become excluded from its use. Also, as many groups cannot grow beyond their current scale without storage of past costumes, sets, and props, the small storage available in the Center may be neither permanent nor large enough to prove useful. 

The plans for a McCarter addition are promising because we hope that the new space will allow the 185 Nassau facilities to be made more available to non-Program in Theater and Dance student groups. However, this facility will service the growing number of theater and dance thesis projects for the half-year it will be used by the University and we do not foresee significant availability to student performing groups.

Student groups lack rehearsal as well as performance spaces. We support any plans for conversion of older spaces, such as Aaron Burr Hall, into rehearsal spaces, and hope that some space will be reserved in the new student center for rehearsals. These spaces are particularly important for dance groups, which require additional space and special flooring.

Despite these plans, the reality is that Princeton will still be without its own modern theater with adequate technical facilities and a large seating capacity. Such a theater is necessary not only to provide an appropriate space for performance, but also to demonstrate that Princeton values the performing arts in general. A converted lecture hall (Frist Center), a music recital hall (Richardson), and a former high-school gym (185 Nassau) neither serve our needs adequately nor indicate an arts-friendly environment that would encourage students and faculty alike to come to Princeton. 

Secondary to space issues is the difficulty of funding for student groups. Most productions require significant outside funding. Currently, there is little organization to this process and it is a matter of chance whether one receives enough funds to produce a show. Funding is especially important for productions independent of any student group, which we would hope to encourage as further outlets of the creative arts at Princeton. Currently, students, including those working on their creative theses, must spend time and resources petitioning individual departments, deans, programs, and offices rather than focusing on the creative elements of their production. This waste of time and energy could be alleviated by the adoption of programs similar to those at Harvard and Yale. There, most funding for student productions comes from a centralized, endowed arts fund, which simplifies the process of obtaining money for both students and the administrative officials. Such an organized funding process is vital to strengthening the quality and quantity of productions by students. 

Our concerns are particularly relevant in the context of the Trustee’s Alcohol Initiative. Theater and dance on this campus provide the primary source of alternative entertainment to the “Street” and we would hope the administration will be interested in working with us towards increasing this type of programming.

In 1985, then-President William Bowen published a report on the status of the Arts at Princeton. To our knowledge, there has not been such a comprehensive review of theater and dance since then. In this report, an ad hoc committee similar to ours stated that nearly 20% of the Princeton student body contributed to the performing arts on campus. It is obvious that the performing arts at Princeton have not merely failed to grow, but have declined. After 14 years, it is time that the administration completely review the academic and extracurricular opportunities and deficiencies of the creative arts at Princeton. As representatives of this community, we wish to be a part of such an effort and pledge to work with the University towards our hopefully mutual goal of tapping into the wealth of creative talent on campus and making Princeton a national center for the performing arts.

Sincerely,

The Performing Arts Council:

Charmaine Williams ‘00, The Black Arts Company

S. Jean Lee ‘00, BodyHype

Darayan Didier-Blanchard ‘00, diSiac

Abby Teich ‘01, Expressions

Chris Milne ‘01, Princeton Mime Company

M. Lee Spangler II ‘01, Princeton Shakespeare Company

Amanda Whitehead ’00 and Ryan Sawchuk ‘00, Princeton University Players

Adam A. Friedman ‘01, Theatre~Intime

Katherine M. Oman ‘00, Triangle Club

Cc: 
Trustees of Princeton University

Dean of Student Life Janina Montero

Provost Jeremiah Ostriker

Spencer Merriweather

Professor Michael Cadden

The Daily Princetonian

