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The neo-classical lines of Nash-
ville’s new Schermerhorn Symphony Cen-
ter seem entirely at home in the self-pro-
claimed “Athens of the South.” From the
columned and pediment-topped entrance
to the rectangular shoebox of the main
auditorium, the center’s design is in keeping
with architectural traditions of a city where
the art museum is a full-scale replica of the
Parthenon (and even shares the name).

Yet when the center opens on September
9, Nashville Symphony patrons will experi-

ence something entirely different—a con-
cert hall filled with natural light. Thirty
windows rim the upper reaches of Laura
Turner Concert Hall, allowing light—actu-
al daylight or night-time sky—to play a
part in the sensory experience of a full-tilt
orchestra concert.

Architect David M. Schwarz has been
waiting for an opportunity to introduce
that effect into a performance space. “I’m a
great believer in natural light,” he says. “It
reinforces the idea that music is not just an

aural experience. To be able to see changes
of light during a concert is a marvelous
experience.”

After initial skepticism, members of the
Nashville hall’s planning committee came
to agree. The hall’s acoustician, Paul
Scarbrough, principal of Akustiks, recalls in
exquisite detail the group’s visit to Vienna’s
fabled Musikverein during a tour of
European concert venues. As Scarbrough
remembers, the 3 p.m. program featured
Dvorák’s Requiem: “Just as the closing
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LightThrough their transparent and open designs,
new concert halls are reflecting the ways orchestras
interact with the community.
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notes sounded, the sun came around
through the windows, and this golden light
came streaming through, casting this glow
over the space. It was one of those transfor-
mative moments.”

Across the country, the new Renée and
Henry Segerstrom Concert Hall at the
Orange County Performing Arts Center
sparkles in the Southern California sun-
shine. Its 87-foot-tall façade of undulating,
wave-like glass is a striking architectural
statement unto itself. But the water-clear

glass employed by architect Cesar Pelli also
serves to turn the lobby into something of a
stage set, giving onlookers a clear view of
pre-concert gatherings, the hustle-bustle of
a ground-level restaurant, and the lobby
chandelier composed of 300 “points of
light”—Baccarat crystal globes suspended
from stainless-steel rods.

The concert hall, which opens Septem-
ber 15 in Costa Mesa as the new home of
the Pacific Symphony, was designed as a
counterpoint to the Performing Arts

Center’s existing Segerstrom Hall, a multi-
purpose venue that hosts Opera Pacific and
various touring productions; the two facili-
ties face each other across an outdoor plaza.
Pelli readily admits that the severely clear
nature of the concert hall’s glass curtain,
from which all the iron has been extracted
to eliminate any hint of color, is a theatrical
means of creating an instant see-and-be-
seen locale. Pacific Symphony patrons, he
has noted, can wave at their friends across
the way who are attending the opera.

Opposite page, sunlight streams over, and into, Nashville’s new Schermerhorn Symphony Center. Above, clerestory windows bathe the Peter Kiewit Concert
Hall at Omaha’s Holland Performing Arts Center in natural light. Response has been so positive that the center has added more daytime activities.
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Vast expanses of crystal-clear glass, sky-
lights, windows, natural light in the hall—
transparency. It is the new leitmotif of con-
cert halls recently opened and on the draw-

ing board. From the year-old Holland
Performing Arts Center in Omaha, topped
with a windowed “beacon of light” that
beckons residents into the building, to the

soaring exterior wings of
the planned Atlanta Sym-
phony Center, which
can open mechanically
to indicate when a per-
formance is about to
take place, new concert
hall designs intentionally
blur the boundaries

between indoor and outdoor spaces.
Through the very literal openness of their
designs, these halls are highly visible to the
community, offering enticing glimpses into
the exciting sights and sounds within, for
the curious passerby as well as the regular
concertgoer.

It’s a not-so-subtle shift from the idea of
a concert hall as the temple on the hill, the
self-contained, visually and musically pris-
tine facility set apart, sometimes quite liter-
ally, from the surrounding neighborhood.
This attitudinal adjustment can be traced
most notably back to the opening of Walt
Disney Concert Hall in Los Angeles, where
the use of a window and natural light in
the auditorium was often overlooked in the
excitement over Frank Gehry’s unorthodox

exterior design. The hall also incorporates
lots of entrances and public spaces to
encourage pedestrian traffic. “We wanted it
to be very close to the ground level, very
open to the sidewalk, which is very unusu-
al for L.A.,” says Craig Webb of Gehry
Partners, “to create a body language that
was open to the street, with lots of glass, a
lobby café, a place that people were going
in and out of during the day. And not just
for concerts.”

But several architects have been thinking
along the same lines for some time, as
Schwarz and others have noted. Schwarz,
whose Schermerhorn Symphony Center is
at first glance a throwback to a more formal
concert-hall style, notes that the facility is
designed for easy access and daily use by the
community. Its development was an inte-
gral part of plans to create more pedestrian
traffic in the city’s SoBro (South of Broad-
way) corridor. The hall fronts Gateway

Segerstrom Concert
Hall’s innovative curved
glass façade, still
swathed in scaffolding
early in the summer,
was inspired by waves
crashing on nearby
California beaches. The
water-clear glass allows
patrons at the opera
house across the way to
observe their concertgo-
ing compatriots.

“Just as the closing notes sounded, the sun came around through the windows, and this golden light came
streaming through, casting this glow over the space. It was one of those transformative moments,” says Paul
Scarbrough, remembering a concert at Vienna’s Musikverein.
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Park, which is also bordered by the Country
Music Hall of Fame and Museum, and its
landscaped and colonnaded garden will
house a café that is expected to be open dur-
ing the day. “It emphasizes that a concert
hall is a civic building rather than a bastion
of one part of society,” says Schwarz.

The hall itself has multiple entrances for
easy access, “so people don’t get lost on their
way from the parking garage,” says
Schwarz. That seemingly minor point
means that visitors will approach the build-
ing in full view from street level, creating

more of a sense of arrival. Multi-story win-
dows and skylights in the lobby spaces pro-
vide more natural light and views to and
from the street level.

Beacons of Light
The ability for passersby to see into the
building, to have their curiosity piqued by
what’s happening in a bright, lively space
filled with people, was a key element in the
design of the Holland Performing Arts
Center, where the Omaha Symphony per-
forms. As in Nashville, the center was an
integral part of downtown redevelopment
efforts, according to HPAC President Joan
Squires. She says that Omaha, like many
cities, is experiencing an upswing in down-
town residential development, and the cen-
ter faces Gene Leahy Mall, a public park
that feeds into the Old Market arts and
entertainment district. Its two-story glass
entrance allows pedestrians to see through
the building to the greenspace of an interi-
or courtyard.

The main body of the Holland Center,
which was designed by Polshek Partnership
of New York and HDR of Omaha, is ori-

ented horizontally, with perform-
ance spaces on the second floor. Its
elevation above ground level plays
into the center’s visibility to the
surrounding neighborhood; the
nighttime effect is of a long, float-
ing photo frame that’s lit from
within. To top it off, a literal glass
lantern rises from the roofline,
formed by clerestory windows that
allow natural light to stream into
the Peter Kiewit Concert Hall and,
conversely, for interior light from

night-time performances to project out.
This “beacon of light” has given the

Holland Center instant landmark status,
according to Squires. “It glows at night,”
she says. “It’s a part of the skyline now.
People have said you can see it taking off
and landing at the airport. I know myself—
I see it and I instantly know where I’m at.
That’s how light and bright it is.”

Inside, the clerestory windows lend even
more brightness to the airy concert hall
that has cream-colored walls and a stage of
light-toned sycamore. “It really enhances
the experience for the audience,” says
Squires. “They don’t always put the two
together. But they internalize that it’s a
warm and inviting space. There’s a very
clear connection. It’s a space that people
want to be in.”

The idea of a concert hall filled with
natural light is a bit startling to audiences
accustomed to taking their musical experi-
ence in the hush of a darkened space.
However, as Scarbrough points out, “the
darkened concert hall is really a 20th-cen-
tury invention.” There are the windows at
the Musikverein, the Palau de la Música
Catalana in Barcelona, the Tonhalle in
Zurich, and other European venues. Even
Boston Symphony Hall is outfitted with
windows, which were painted over at some
point during the last century, for reasons
that are not entirely clear.

But it all goes back, eventually, to the
Musikverein. The story of an epiphany
experienced during a concert at Vienna’s
revered hall is repeated with striking simi-
larity by veterans of concert-hall planning
teams from Los Angeles to Omaha to Nash-
ville to Kansas City. Only the program
specifics change. For Moshe Safdie, archi-
tect for the Metropolitan Kansas City Per-
forming Arts Center, the magical sunlit
moment at the Musikverein came during
an afternoon rehearsal of Mahler’s Das Lied
von der Erde some fifteen years ago. Like
Scarbrough and numerous other architects,
acousticians and planners, he watched as
the late-day sun streamed in and cast a
golden glow over the hall.

And like Schwarz, he has been waiting
ever since to capture the same resplendent
combination of light and sound in a design
of his own. His plan for the concert hall
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A “lantern” of 
windows at the top 
of Omaha’s Holland
Center for the
Performing Arts
attracts attention
from neighbors near
and far. Inside,
sunlight washing 
over the wood
expanses has a 
subtle effect on the
concert experience.
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that will be home to the Kansas City Sym-
phony includes several interior skylights to
bounce natural light off the organ that is

conceived as its centerpiece. Ground-
breaking is scheduled this October for the
downtown performing arts center, which
will include an opera/ballet house. Both
spaces will spill into a central lobby with a
cabled-glass canopy designed to present a
wide-open, welcoming face to the city.
Completion is expected by late 2009.

Why, after decades sealed in windowless
concert chambers, are we starting to notice
the visceral connection between light and
sound, aural and visual experiences? It
could be partly due to trends in architec-
ture and design over the past couple of
decades. Glass and open expanses have
been so emphasized in buildings of all
kinds that the concept of transparency has
become almost a cliché, notes architect
William Rawn. His firm was responsible
for Seiji Ozawa Hall at Tanglewood, where
he first experimented with a rim of interior
windows to give everyone inside a tree-top-
and-blue-sky view, along with the famous
barn door that could be cast open for those
seated on the lawn. “I wouldn’t be sur-
prised if we start to see a backlash and a
turn toward more use of stone and other
materials among younger architects in
coming years,” he says.

At the same time, Rawn believes larger
factors may make openness a more endur-
ing trend for performing arts spaces. Trans-
parency, after all, has become the model to
strive for in orchestra operations, gover-

nance, and efforts
to connect with the
community. The
democratic, all-
encompassing spir-
it Rawn explored
with Ozawa Hall
factored into his
design for the
Music Center at
Strathmore, which
opened just outside
of Washington,

D.C. in early 2005. A pedestrian
bridge leading from the center’s
parking facility, for instance,

meanders along an indirect path that directs
the eye toward activity in the education
center. Through wide expanses of windows
on each level, visitors can see young violin
students on one floor, a 100-voice chorus
on another, and a dance class on yet anoth-
er. (Resident companies include the Levine
School of Music and the Maryland Classic
Youth Orchestras, and the center boasts
more than 75 educational opportunities
each week.) The future of performing arts,
and the idea that anyone can participate, is
placed right before a visitors’ eyes even
before they get to the concert hall, accord-
ing to Eliot Pfanstiehl, president and CEO.
“You can see that A feeds into B, B feeds

A transparent lobby, glowing like a beacon at night, allows Kansas City
Symphony patrons to mingle with opera or ballet goers in Moshe Safdie’s
design for the Metropolitan Kansas City Performing Arts Center.

Wide windows in the Strathmore educational facility put the future of performing arts right before a visitors’ eyes
even before they get to the concert hall. “You can see that A feeds into B, B feeds into A,” says Eliot Pfanstiehl.

Santiago Calatrava’s
Atlanta Symphony
Center design envisions
extensive gardens and
plazas—planned by
Cesar Pelli—as a daily
draw for city dwellers.
Night-time views may
be even more enticing
as the center’s “wings”
open to reveal light and
pre-concert activities.
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into A,” he says. “The idea is that the build-
ing is full of life everyday.”

Light and activity also benefit the
orchestras and performers who “live” in a
building, as Gehry Partners’ Craig Webb
points out. The natural light in Disney
Hall was as much for the musicians as
audiences. “In the typical hall, the musi-
cians are there during the day rehearsing.
They’re cut off from the daily rhythm of
light, shadow, weather. You lose contact
with daily life, with what’s happening out-
side.” Which, he adds, can only serve to
make the orchestra world more insular.

Light Boxes
Of course, it’s one thing to design a glass-
box performing arts center or natural light-
infused concert hall. It’s another to integrate
design concepts, acoustical standards, and
technical demands. A growing awareness of
and desire for top-notch acoustics most
likely led to the abandonment of concert
hall windows in the first place. Drafty
sound- and energy-zapping openings were
covered over and sealed auditoriums, where
acoustical factors could be better controlled,
became the norm.

Today, thanks to advances in materials,
design, construction, and acoustical studies,
an acoustician’s or planner’s initial thought
of “windows…no way” can be just a reflex
reaction. “We’ve come to an understanding
of how to use glass so we don’t have some of
the problems with urban noise,” says
Scarbrough. In Nashville, he adds, “One of
the things we needed to figure out was what
it was we wanted kept out.” For the down-
town site, that meant sounds of passing air-
craft and Mother Nature’s wrath—severe
thunderstorms are common to the region.
Each of the concert hall windows consists of
an airlock system with a two-inch glass
inner pane and a three-inch outer pane,
separated by two feet of air space.

The windows themselves are the low-iron
variety also employed at Segerstrom Con-
cert Hall; even at a thickness of five inches
total, they appear clear, with no greenish
hue to mask the light. Clerestory windows
at Omaha’s Holland Center are a similar
type and have a comparable airlock system.
Both halls are also equipped with panels
that can be lowered to block light, and

allow possible acoustical adjustments for
jazz or pops programs.

Controlling light can actually present as
much, if not more, of a problem with glass
and windows than sound issues, as Rawn
learned at Ozawa Hall. “At night the glass
becomes black and kind of depressing, a
black hole. That doesn’t have the kind of
warmth you would get with a concert hall
that has lots of wood,” he says. “You have to
control light levels in the room so it doesn’t
read so black.”

For the new Green Music Center at
Sonoma State University in Northern Cali-
fornia, future home of the Santa Rosa
Symphony, Rawn has designed a concert
hall with an entire side wall of glass, taking
full advantage of the five-star view out over
a sheep meadow and the rolling hills of
Sonoma County. The glass wall will be
treated with a special coating to reflect
some light from the interior, and lights
strategically placed along an outside walk-
way will also help eliminate the black-
screen effect. Groundbreaking for the facil-
ity, designed in association with A.C. Mar-
tin Partners and BAR Architects, took
place last fall.

Light streaming from a concert hall can
be a powerful attraction, drawing curios-
ity seekers like moths to a flame. No
design to date has captured that idea
quite like Spanish architect Santiago
Calatrava’s creation for the Atlanta Sym-
phony Center. Calatrava’s sculptural
design for the planned concert hall has a
bird-like quality, with winged sunscreens
that can lift open, allowing interior light
from the upper lobby to signal when per-
formances are about to take place.

The architect has described the approach
to the building as an event in itself, and as
such has wiped clean the delineation
between inside and outside; the partition
between lobby and concert hall is designed
with glazed glass that can turn from trans-
parent to opaque with a flip of the switch.
Calatrava has captured his intent in written
statements about the Atlanta Symphony
Orchestra’s future home: “This means that
there is no longer a complete distinction
between the performance space and the
social space. People will feel they can gather
and shake hands in the hall and not just in
the lobby. We feel this will be a very impor-
tant innovation for the way people use the
concert hall and experience their interac-
tion with the orchestra…In this way, the
orchestra is placed in the midst not only of
the audience but of the entire city.”

Plans for an expansion of the New
World Symphony’s campus in Miami
Beach take that concept to its ultimate
conclusion, erasing any distinction be-
tween interior and exterior. The orchestra
is gearing up to build a rehearsal and per-
formance center onto the back of its Lin-
coln Theatre property that will include
rehearsal/teaching studios and concert
spaces equipped to take advantage of the
orchestra’s involvement in Internet2 inter-
active, long-distance teaching and perfor-
mance activities.

Proximity to a public park is integral to
the design by Frank Gehry. Preliminary
views show an expansion with an entire
back wall of glass, as if the wall had been
peeled away to reveal the inner workings of
the building—and the orchestra. Lobby
areas, then, become something of a prosce-
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nium for the “stage sets”—the rehearsal and
teaching spaces on different levels that
would be visible from the park they face.
Large video screens permanently affixed to
either side of the building’s exterior would
allow outdoor patrons to enjoy perform-
ances transmitted from the concert spaces,
just as viewers around the world could view
them simultaneously via ultra-high-speed
Internet2 connections. (NWS is one of a
couple hundred mostly educational institu-
tions participating in the development of
next-generation Internet services.)

The design picks up and expands upon
pedestrian activity along Lincoln Road
Mall, a popular shopping and dining desti-
nation. Gehry is a lifelong friend of NWS
Music Director Michael Tilson Thomas,
and the latter’s ideas about how the expan-
sion could tap into the energy of the neigh-
borhood informed the architect’s concept,
according to Craig Webb. The music direc-
tor hopes to engage a new music-going
public, inviting the crowds who throng area
nightclubs and restaurants to stop by, even
for ten or fifteen minutes. An “ambulatory”
path ringing the upper section of the per-
formance space, for example, could allow
visitors to walk through at their own pace,
to check out a rehearsal on their way to din-
ner or another show.

“What Michael always says is that he
wants this to be a ‘music ride,’ ” says
Webb. “That could be taken in a negative
way, but Michael’s idea is that he wanted
this to be fun, he wanted it to be exciting,
he wanted it to be immersive and very
experiential.”

That New World Symphony is a teach-
ing orchestra could be said to play a part in
the organization’s willingness to adopt
such unorthodox ideas as drop-in per-
formances. (The campus expansion design
is expected to be unveiled this fall, with a
target completion date in 2010.) But the
very idea of community members becom-
ing so fully immersed in an orchestra’s
concert hall, performances, and activities
that stopping by on a regular basis feels
like second nature…What a great ride that
could be. 

Rebecca Winzenried is managing editor of 
SYMPHONY.
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