Performing Arts Council

Unit 2509 Frist Campus Center

Princeton University

arts@Princeton.edu 

May 9, 2002

Dear Committee on Whitman College:

The Performing Arts Council was created three years ago as an ad hoc committee to address certain issues regarding performance space and performing arts funding at Princeton University. Today, the Performing Arts Council has expanded to include twenty theater and dance groups, and it continues to address these issues and others related to theater and dance on campus.  We are writing to you today to begin a dialogue about how the design of Whitman College can most effectively address the current needs of performing arts organizations and further a thriving arts culture here at Princeton.  Since the new “ellipse dorm” next to Scully Hall is going to include many musical practice and storage facilities, we feel it is important for the Whitman buildings to pay particular attention to the other major performing arts divisions on campus: theater and dance.

The performing arts spaces in Wilson and Forbes colleges currently operate at maximum capacity.  Both of the black box theaters located in these colleges are used by several campus theater and dance groups each year.  In addition, the Wilson College dance studio is the only dance studio on campus in which student organizations have scheduling priority.  Because of this, it is often in use continuously from noon through midnight several days each week.  Clearly past precedent has shown that student performing arts organizations have made full use of Residential College performing arts spaces in the past, and in doing so have brought a welcome dimension of artistic exploration to the College ethos.

Reflecting on the current state of theater and dance on this campus, the Performing Arts Council notes several areas in which new facilities are necessary to solve existing problems.  One major concern that many of our groups face is the lack of adequate support facilities other than performance venues, specifically theatrical rehearsal rooms, dance studio spaces, large storage rooms for set pieces or costumes, and scene shop space.  We strongly urge your committee to take these requests in particular very seriously.  Though our groups perform in theaters, we often do not have access to those spaces until the week of performance despite the fact that we rehearse our shows for up to three months ahead of time.  The lack of adequate rehearsal space and dance studios makes our work even more difficult, and forces some groups to rehearse well after midnight.  Not having a dedicated common area for groups to store set pieces and costumes on campus forces us to throw away many reusable set pieces and costumes each year.  This represents a waste of both time and money that need not happen.  With more rehearsal space, dance studios, and storage areas, the quality of the performances that we will be able to create will increase dramatically. 

The most fundamental problem with the Residential College theaters that currently exist (in Wilson and Forbes) is that they are converted basements rather than designed theaters.  Their low ceilings, lack of wing and dressing room space, limited lighting facilities, and structural support columns all severely limit the ways in which the space can function as a theater.  Though our organizations continue to produce in these spaces, which provide flexibility useful for some productions, they are far from ideal.  While a properly designed theater in Whitman College would certainly be put to great use by students, adding another “basement black box” to Whitman College is not something that would be very helpful.  

Given these observations, the Performing Arts Council offers the following recommendations to your committee, in order of relative importance:

1) That Whitman College be designed to include at least one properly equipped dance studio for use primarily by student organizations, administered by the Whitman College Administrator.  As the current administrator to the Wilson Dance Studio will attest, the demand for usage on that dance studio is extremely high.  The two other dance studios on campus (at 185 Nassau Street and in Dillon Gym) are both used at least 40 hours per week as a primary rehearsal facility by other campus users (Program in Theater and Dance and Club Sports) and are not regularly available for student organization usage.

2) That a large theatrical rehearsal room be included in the College to alleviate some of the problems caused by the current shortage of rehearsal venues on campus.  Adding theaters to campus, such as Frist, Berlind, and potentially a new Whitman Theater, without adding dedicated rehearsal halls for student organization use will only exacerbate an already critical shortage.  This space could be controlled by a student worker supervised by the Whitman College Office, as the Forbes and Wilson Black Box Theaters currently are.

3) That a large room with a high ceiling be dedicated to serve as a location for student performing arts organizations to store set pieces (usually platforms or flats up to 16’ x 16’), properties, and other items that would then not need to be wastefully thrown out after every production.  Part of this room should be enclosed as a costume storage area, which would require dehumidification and temperature control.  The same student worker who would control the rehearsal room recommended above could control this storage facility.

4) That a small theater (seating between 100-150 in flexible configuration, with a circuited lighting grid, wood stage floor, and substantial playing area) be designed for the college, to be administered by the Whitman College Administrator and the Buildings and Grounds division that currently administers the Forbes Black Box and Wilson Black Box.  This theater would provide the same advantages of flexibility that the current black boxes offer, but would also be a fully functional theater, rather than a converted basement with extreme technical limitations.  Dressing rooms, box office facilities, wing space, and a set storage area adjacent to this theater would be very useful as well.

We realize that these are not small requests, and that your committee operates within a limited budget.  However, we want you to be familiar with the current limitations that our groups face that can be solved with the creation of new facilities.  The Residential Colleges are an ideal place to situate these types of facilities because the college administrators can provide the minimal administrative support that they require, with the help of the buildings and grounds theater division staff that currently oversee the existing black boxes.  Additionally, these facilities add tremendously to the social life and spirit of the college.  

We hope that this letter has given you a clear sense of our perspective on the ways in which Whitman College can best accommodate and be enhanced by the performing arts.  If at all possible, we would very much like to appear before your committee to present these requests to you and to answer any questions that your committee has.  If an appearance is not possible, we hope that you will address questions to us via email or letter so that we can continue this important dialogue.  Even once decisions have been made about which facilities to include, we believe that representatives from the Performing Arts Council can provide essential input into what features are most needed in those facilities. 

We look forward to hearing from you at arts@princeton.edu, or you may contact Chris Wendell directly at (609) 986-7118.  

Best Regards,

Chris Wendell ’03 

and the Performing Arts Council
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