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KRANNERT 
CENTER FOR THE 
PERFORMING ARTS 
MARKS ITS

5OTH 
ANNIVERSARY

A half-century ago, the 
Krannert Center for the  
Performing Arts opened as  
a facility of unprecedented scale 
and design for any educational  
institution anywhere. In the 
coming two seasons, the U of I’s 
remarkable complex will celebrate 
its 50 years as an outstanding 
venue for performance, instruc-
tion and outreach. What follows 
is a free-ranging look at the 
shows, facilities, artists, faculty, 
students, staff and stories that 
make KCPA great. 

Here’s looking at you,  
Krannert Center.

BY MARY TIMMINS



is for ELLNORA, 
the biennual gui-
tar extravaganza 
named in honor 
of the beloved 
Mrs. Krannert, 
who, with hus-
band Herman, 
endowed KCPA. 
(See “Meeting 
of the Minds.”) 
Launched as the 
Wall to Wall 
Guitar Festival 
and renamed in 
2010, the three-
day, multi-genre, 
every-other-Sep-
tember event 
attracts dozens 
of performers 
and thousands of 
listeners. With 
past headliners 
including Buddy 
Guy, Lucinda 
Williams and Taj 
Mahal, watch for 
an announcement 
of bookings for 
ELLNORA 2019. 
Meanwhile, gui-
tarist Marcus Tar-
delli will mark the 
festival’s spot on 
the calendar this 
year with an Oct. 
3 ELLNORA 
Reverb concert.
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 is for bargain—
of the student  
variety. Tickets 
for $15 (or less) 
are available to 
students for any 
Krannert Center 
performance, 
thanks to a pol-
icy instituted by 
KCPA Director 
Mike Ross. Such 
culture-friendly 
pricing ensures 
that as many 
undergraduate 
and graduate stu-
dents as possible 
enjoy seats for 
the world-class 
concerts, plays, 
recitals, dance, 
films and other 

pro-
grams 
that 
fill the 

Krannert Center 
seasons. Get ’em 
while you can, 
kids—the chance 
to experience the 
world’s best artists 
and performances 
will never come 
this cheap again.

is for the two de-
partments that call 
KCPA home—the-
atre and dance. Both 
were born around 
the same time as 
KCPA (theatre cele-
brated its 50th last 
March and dance 
will do so in Febru-
ary 2019), and each 

sprang from very 
different origins at 
Illinois (theater as a 
major in the LAS 
communications de-
partment and dance 
in kinesiology). The 
Center brought both 
to new levels, liter-
ally, offering space 
for faculty offices 
and studio instruc-
tion. The depart-
ments also found a 
new academic home 
in the College of 
Fine and Applied 
Arts, alongside the 
School of Music.

is for Friday, as 
in Friday, Sept. 
7, 2018, opening 
night for KCPA’s 
two seasons of 
golden anniver-
sary celebrations. 
Lighting a Cather-

ine-wheel fireworks 
of performances 
and festivities that 
will spin into the 
spring of 2020, 
the opening party 
promises a lively 
musical lineup, a 
vintage car display 
and refreshments. 
The party is free 
and open to the 
public, and guests 
are encouraged to 
dress in the style 
of their decade of 
choice from the 
’60s forward. Pais-
ley and bell-bot-
toms, anyone?

is for the Greek 
antecedent of UI’s 
outdoor Amphi-
theatre, designed 
by architect Max 
Abramovitz as 
KCPA’s fifth 
performance 
space. An austere 
semi-circle of 
steeply mounted 
white blocks set 

below the soaring 
glass windows of 
the Great Hall, 
the Amphithe-
atre dramatically 
evokes theater’s 
ancient beginnings, 
and is visible as 
one approaches 
from the Quad. 
Performances in 
this space, which 
holds an audience 
of 560, are rare and 
special. It’s endur-
ingly popular with 
students for sun-
bathing, studying 
or meeting up for a 
first date.

is for home, as in 
Come Home to 
Krannert Center. 
The weekend of 
April 12-14, 2019, 
will find artists, 
alumni and admir-
ers of the Center 
gathering for three 
days of concerts, 
presentations and, 
of course, parties. 
Yes, there’s no 
place like home—
especially when 
it’s a world-class 
home. “Our hope 
is that former staff 
and faculty and 
students, former 
patrons, artists and 
people for whom 
Krannert Center 
has been mean-
ingful in their lives 
will be able to 
return to Cham-
paign-Urbana,” 
says KCPA Di-
rector Mike Ross. 
“We are planning 
a glorious reunion 
and celebration.” 
Watch for details 
about the event, 
which heralds the 
50th anniversary 
of KCPA’s open-
ing festivities on 
April 19-20, 1969.

is for intermission, 
taking place as it 
does, in a 1.5-acre 
lobby that can 
hold up to 4,000 
people. When 
constructed in 
1968, the parquet 
floor required the 
entire supply of 
teak available for 
import into the 
U.S. that year. 
The lobby has 
effortlessly accom-
modated the later 
additions of the 
Intermezzo café, 
the Promenade 
showcase and gift 
shop, and Stage 
5, a venue and bar 
for free concerts. 

is for the Jupiter 
String Quartet, 
KCPA’s house 
band—if rendi-
tions of Beethoven, 
Bartok and Britten 
may be thought of 
as house music. The 
award-winning  
ensemble in res-  	
  idence joined the 
UI School of Music 
faculty in 2012, and 
its members offer 
courses and indi-
vidual instruction 
in chamber music. 
The four appear at 
KCPA at least three 
times a year and 
tour throughout the 
Americas and Eu-
rope. The quartet 
takes its name from 
the planet Jupiter, 
whose astrological 
symbol resembles 
the numeral four.

is for Sinfonia 
da Camera and 
the Champaign 
Urbana Symphony 
Orchestra. The 
latter is KCPA’s 
resident orchestra, 
while the former 
is its professional 
chamber orchestra 
in residence. It 
numbers around 
50 UI students, 
faculty and staff, 
and is now in its 
34th year. Led by 

long-time director 
and pianist Ian 
Hobson, the Sin-
fonia will play six 
engagements in the 
2018-19 season, 
including the Gil-
bert and Sullivan 
classic The Pirates of 
Penzance. Through 
its community out-
reach, the Sinfonia 
sponsors an annual 
Youth Concerto 
Competition. 

is for the acoustic perfection synonymous 
with Foellinger Great Hall, acknowl-
edged as one of the finest concert spaces 
in the world. Architect Max Abramov-
itz, whose design for New York’s Avery 
Fisher Hall had proved fashion-forward 
but acoustically challenged, collaborated 
with acoustics expert Cyril Harris to 
produce optimal warmth and sound dif-
fusion in this elegant, deceptively narrow 
space, which seats more than 2,000. A 
suspended plaster ceiling, wooden walls 
and floor, and noise-absorbing plush 
seats—as well as a heating and cooling 
plant whose operational sounds were 
located across the street—yield acoustic 
warmth so profound and accommodating 
that the Great Hall “daylights” as a re-
cording studio from which thousands of 
recordings have emerged over the years. 

Cannonball Adderley V Gary Burton V Quincy Jones V Gerry Mulligan V Carlos Montoya V Isaac Stern V Dizzy Gillepsie V Vienna Boys’ Choir V Chicago Symphony Orchestra V Vladimir Ashkenazy V Van Cliburn V Ravi Shankar V Count Basie V Dee Dee Bridgewater V Itzhak Perlman V Beaux Arts Trio V Paul Winter Consort V Saint Louis Symphony Orchestra V Juilliard String Quartet V London Philharmonic 
Orchestra V Yo-Yo Ma V Pat Metheny Group V Soviet Emigre Orchestra V Czech Philharmonic V Ray Charles V Jean Redpath V United States Marine Band V Tokyo String Quartet V Vienna Chamber Orchestra V San Francisco Symphony V Doc Watson V Dan Fogelberg V Philip Glass Ensemble V John Williams V Burl Ives V Jessye Norman V Preservation Hall Jazz Band V Stan Getz V Woody Herman V Ollie 
Watts Davis V Vermeer Quartet V Luciano Pavarotti V Staatskapelle Dresden V Sharon, Lois & Bram V Marvin Hamlisch V Marian McPartland V Kronos Quartet V Charlie Byrd Trio V Irish Rovers V James Dapogny’s Chicago Jazz Band V The Chenille Sisters V Billy Taylor V Marilyn Horne V Academy of St. Martin in the Fields V Ramsey Lewis V James Galway V Mandy Patinkin V Turtle Island Quartet V Leontyne 
Price V Alex Slobodyanik V Alison Krauss & Union Station with Clearfork Bluegrass Band V The Nylons V Cleo Laine V Tito Puente & His Latin Jazz All Stars V Beverly Blossom V Judy Collins V Wynton Marsalis Quintet V Guarneri Quartet V Doc Severinsen and His Big Band V Frederica von Stade V Kodo V Leslie Nielsen (as Clarence Darrow) V Celtic Heart V Bobby McFerrin V London Symphony Orchestra V 

BCD E
FGH JA

An alphabetical 
compendium 

of much that is 
marvelous about 

the U of I’s  
performing arts 

center

Krannert
Center  
to the 
Letter 

I
Foellinger 
Great Hall 
is world-re-
nowned for 
its warm 
acoustics.
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They were a gracious couple from Indiana with a pas-
sion for philanthropy and a fondness for education 
and the arts. Fortune had smiled on his hard work and 

so Herman, 1912 eng, and Ellnora Krannert smiled together 
on their home in the Midwest, supporting a range of public 
endeavors so generously as to approach extravagance. And 
without them, one of the world’s finest performing arts cen-
ters might never have come to be.

In the fall of 1962, the Krannerts approached the University 
of Illinois with a wish to make a major gift. Notwithstanding the 
gem of an art museum already bearing their name, which had 
opened the previous year on the south end of the Illinois cam-
pus (as well as a host of other facilities at educational institu-
tions, hospitals and a research institute in Indiana)—the couple 
felt compelled to do more.

But as to what “more” meant, they wanted to talk. Grateful to 
the University for the engineering education that had propelled 
Herman from a deprived Chicago childhood to extraordinary 
success as founder and leader of Inland Container Corp., an In-
diana manufacturer of corrugated boxes, they came to the table 

looking for guidance on how to 
(yet again) make a difference.

UI President David Henry 
offered a range of ideas. But it 
was the vision of a center for 
the performing arts—one that 
would attract thespians, mu-
sicians, dancers and singers 
and allow students to learn, 
practice and perform under the 
guidance of gifted faculty—that 

most impressed the Krannerts. 
In December of 1962, Herman 
sent a letter to Henry committing 
$16 million for a performing arts 
center. When construction bids 
came in higher, he immediately 
pledged $5 million more, with 
the University covering the cost 
of the parking garages. The final 
cost would come in at $26 mil-
lion—estimated at $300 million in 
2018 replacement value.

Committed not simply to 
philanthropy but to the transformation that philanthropy can 
support, the Krannerts worked with Max Abramovitz, ’29 faa, 
on the Center’s design and construction. Abramovitz—who, like 
Herman, attended Crane Technical High School in Chicago—
had already transfigured the UI campus with Assembly Hall, 
the space-ship-shaped, paper-white, concrete-domed arena 
now known as State Farm Center. Viewing the Krannert Center 
assignment as the foremost challenge of his career, Abramovitz 
began by envisioning a unique facility, laid out with four perfor-
mance spaces and stacked with underground levels accommo-
dating instruction, rehearsal and production. 

The Krannerts approved Abramovitz’s architectural plans in 
1964. As they worked together, Ellnora famously asked for a big 
lobby because, she told Abramovitz, she was tired of Broadway 
theaters so pressed for space that audience members had to 
spend intermissions outside on the curb. Abramovitz obliged 
her with 1.5 acres of lobby space. The Great Hall’s handsome 
and acoustically friendly plaster ceiling also was created at 
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her request. As to Herman’s input, generations of Krannert 
Center-goers have him to thank for his suggestions for capa-
cious underground parking and extensive outdoor lights, both 
of which have proved welcome, especially on many blustery, 
snowy Midwestern nights in winter seasons since. 

When the Krannert Center for the Performing Arts opened 
five years later with a month of festivities in the spring of 1969, 
it immediately won accolades as one of the world’s finest 
facilities of its kind. Fifty years later, its allure, elegance and 
performance-friendliness endure. The Center remains uncom-
mon in its instructionally centered design and continues to be 
acknowledged as one of the finest performing arts facilities on 
any campus anywhere in the world.

“We have only provided the bricks and mortar, but it’s the 
people that count—the people who work in the Center, the peo-
ple who come to the performances,” Herman told this publica-
tion. “The Center is for people. That’s what Mrs. Krannert and I 
want.”—M.T.

Some visiting artists  
performing in 2018-19

September
The Builders Associa-
tion theater company
Los Angeles Master 
Chorale

November & December
Ballet Folklórico de México

Violinist Itzhak Perlman

Cynthia Oliver/COCo Dance Theatre 
Manual Cinema,  
No Blue Memories: 
The Life of Gwen-
dolyn Brooks

January
Arturo O’Farrill and the  
Afro Latin Jazz Ensemble
Savion Glover featuring Mar-
cus Gilmore 

February
Susan Graham, mezzo-soprano 

Jupiter String Quartet with Chungliang 
Al Huang, Tai Ji master 

Hanzhi Wang, accordion 
Eighth Blackbird and Third 
Coast Percussion 

March
Mark Morris Dance 
Group: Pepperland 

April
Andersson Dance and Scottish Ensemble: 
Goldberg Variations-ternary patterns for 
insomnia
Dee Dee Bridgewater 
and the Memphis  
Soulphony 

Come Home to  
Krannert Center: A 
50th-Anniversary Weekend 

Chicago Symphony Orchestra 

Season
  Tickets

Left to right, architect 
Max Abramovitz, UI Pres-
ident David Dodds Henry 
and donors Ellnora and 
Herman Krannert in 1964 
with a model of the per-
forming arts center they 
helped to create. Both 
Abramovitz and Herman 
Krannert were among the 
first to receive the Illinois 
Alumni Achievement 
Award, presented in 1960 
and 1963 respectively, 
well before the extraor-
dinary construction of 
Krannert Center. 

         eeting  
of  the Minds
M

How the generosity of one Illinois alumnus and the architectural vision 
of another birthed a performance center like no other

“We have only 
provided the 

bricks and mor-
tar, but it’s the 

people that 
count.”

—Herman Krannert
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is for the Chicago 
Symphony Or-
chestra, which has 
played KCPA 36 
times—more than 
any other off-cam-
pus artist or en-
semble—since its 
first concert date 
at UI in 1973. 
Happily, campus is 
an easy two-and-a 
half-hours south 
from the Windy 
City. The CSO’s 
37th KCPA con-
cert will include 
works by Berlioz 
and Chopin.

is for Mike Ross. 
Director of KCPA 
since 1997, Ross 
has taken the 
Center in exciting 
directions, includ-
ing more synergy 
with UI academic 
units, community 
engagement, and 
championing 
free speech and 
artistic expression. 
“I continue to be 
invigorated by the 
Center’s mission.”
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What It 
	Took
	 Building Krannert Center for the  
	 Performing Arts required: 

	 V 5 years to complete (1964-1969)
	 V �$21 million including a $13 million gift  

from Herman and Ellnora Krannert
	 V 2 city blocks of ground space to hold
		  37,650 cubic yards of concrete
		  4,320 tons of steel
		  904,500 bricks
		  45,000 square yards of plaster
		  3,200 square feet of granite
		  1,112 tons of limestone
		  220 miles of wire
		  50 miles of conduit

What It 
	Takes
	 Operating KCPA (2018) entails managing:
	 V �More than 300 performances and  

events annually
	 V 300,000 square feet of space
	 V 5 theaters with a total of 4,450 seats
	 V Parking for 600 cars
	 V Approximately 300,000 visitors each year
	 V Almost 80 full-time staff members
	 V �80 percent of the UI student body  

interacting with Krannert
	 V A $21 million endowment

	 V A budget of $9,230,163 (2016)
	� (Funding sources: 42 percent University;  

24 percent grants, gifts and sponsorships;  
21 percent earned; 13 percent student fees)

What’s Next
	 Taking KCPA into the future means:
	 V �Endow the Dream, a $30 million,  

five-year campaign to provide:
	 	 �$15 million for visiting artist  

fees and programming
	 	� $5 million for research and the  

incubation of new artistic work
	 	 �$5 million for education  

for arts and non-arts students
	 	 �$5 million for fostering access  

and public engagement

is for quiet, a  
curious term for 
a performing 
arts center where 
expression is all. 
But “quiet” is the 
word. From the 
prairie colors and 
elegant concourses 
of glass, stone, 
brick, marble and 
wood to the con-
spicuous absence 
of staircased and 
chandeliered gran-

deur, the décor has 
endured through 
time. “Quiet” also 
applies to the 
Center’s sound, 
wrapped in layers 
of engineering 
and delivered to 
audiences in peak 
condition.

is for KCPA’s 
Tryon Festival 
Theatre. No wall 
parallels any other 
wall here, creating 
an arrangement 
that invites sound 
to travel easily 
from the stage to 
the last row in the, 
nearly 1,000-seat 
house. This venue 
has hosted operas, 
plays, ballets, musi-
cals, concerts, pup-
pets, acrobats and 
comedians over the 
years, including the 
annual holiday bal-
let, The Nutcracker. 

SQis for Western 
Kabuki, an inter-
national theater 
fusion conjured 
by Shozo Sato, 
a longtime pro-
fessor of art and 
design at Illinois, 
who performed 
at the opening of 
KCPA in April 
1969. Sato went 
on to win inter-
national acclaim 
in 1978 for his 
Kabuki Macbeth, 
melding the 
Japanese theater 
tradition with 
Shakespeare. 
Kabuki Madame 
Butterfly, Medea, 
Mikado, Achilles 
and Othello fol-
lowed at the Cen-
ter and in venues 
worldwide.

is for the Mark 
Morris Dance 
Group, a New 
York company 
that calls KCPA 
its Midwestern 
home. Renowned 
for its innovative 
choreography, 
the company has 
formed deep ties, 

not only to the 
University, but to 
the local commu-
nity, collaborating 
on the Dance 
for People with 
Parkinson’s pro-
gram and offering 
family fun classes 
during its annual 
campus residency.

is for 
nexus, 
the role 
that KC- 
PA itself 
plays both as a 
prestigious venue 
for some of the 
world’s finest 
actors, singers, 
musicians, danc-
ers, acrobats, pup-
peteers and other 
performers, and 
as an instructional 
space to nurture 
the artists and 
audiences of the 
future. This role is 
a glittering light in 
the brilliant net-
work of excellence 
and exploration 
that is the Univer-
sity of Illinois. 

is for Level 2 in 
the Center, a ver-
itable village of 
costume and scene 
shops, a paint 
room, an audio 
center, rehearsal 
spaces, stage en-
trances, offices, 
bulletin boards and 
tunnels. Oh, and 
the loading dock, 
where KCPA 
occasionally hosts 
staff gatherings. 
The ingenuity 
of the design is 
apparent in this 
hive of work and 
(literal) play, which 
connects to all four 
performing spaces. 

KL P R

National Acrobats of Taiwan V St. Olaf Choir V Tango Buenos Aires V Pacifica Quartet V Ballet Flamenco V The Black Watch and the Band of the Welsh Guards V Kiri Te Kanawa V Ballet Folklórico de México V Leo Kottke V Michael Feinstein V Nick Offerman V Haifa Symphony Orchestra V Béla Fleck V Bollywood Masala Orchestra and 
Dancers of India V Janis Ian V Joshua Bell V American Ballet Theatre V Marcel Marceau V Waverly Consort V Pilobolus V Jean-Pierre Rampal V Members of the Royal Shakespeare Company V José Limón Dance Company V Paul Taylor Dance Company V Twyla Tharp Dance Company V Edward Albee V Medicare 7, 8, or 9 V Mercedes 
McCambridge V Murray Louis Dance Company with Dave Brubeck V Reduced Shakespeare Company V Tom Chapin V American Indian Dance Theatre V REO Speedwagon V Christine Lavin V National Theatre of the Deaf V Loretta Swit V Hastey Pudding Puppet Company V Cirque Éloize V Robin & Linda Williams & Their Fine Group V 
Merce Cunningham Dance Company V STOMP V Bang on a Can All-Stars V Mark Morris Dance Group V Mikel Rouse V Afro-Cuban All Stars V Joshua Redman Quartet V DO JUMP! Extremely Physical Theater V Spalding Gray V Sweet Honey in the Rock V Shanghai Ballet V Indigo Girls V Bruce Hornsby V Drummers of West Africa V 

is for the operatic 
ethos of Lyric 
Theatre @ Illinois, 
a UI School of 
Music program 
for nascent divas 
and future musical 
theater stars. Of-
fering graduate and 
undergraduate de-
grees, the program 
teaches singing for 
the stage in a range 
of styles, and is rich 
in performance 
opportunities, in-
cluding three fully 
staged musical 
and opera pro-
ductions annually. 
Co-director of the 
Lyric since 2013, 
acclaimed baritone 
Nathan Gunn, 

’94 faa, made his 
directorial debut 
in February with 
a production of 
Don Giovanni, in 
which he also sang 
the title role. Gunn 
gave the produc-
tion a very 21st 
century spin, trans-
forming Giovanni 
from a seducer into 
a corporate raider. 

is for Krannert 
Center’s Colwell 
Playhouse. So 
beautiful is this 
setting—crescents 
of red seats out-
lined by dark walls 
and floor—that 
when viewed from 
above, it evokes a 
CGI template for 

a video game. The 
elegant continental 
seating has ex-
tra-wide rows, no 
center aisles and 
600-plus seats, cre-
ating an intimate 
setting particularly 
designed for the 
spoken word. 

NO
M

“Artists feel safe 
to try things—
and sometimes 
fail—because we 
have an audience 
that understands 
it’s a Tier 1 
research insti-
tution—we’re 
doing research. 
And Krannert is 
unique in that 
way among all 
performing arts 
facilities.”
—Nathan Gunn,  
baritone, UI  
Professor of Voice

“[Krannert Cen-
ter is] one of the 
most ingeniously 
worked out art 
complexes any-
where.”  
—The New York Times

50 Years of Star Performances

Kabuki  
Macbeth
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It’s a big, big, big world beyond campus and 
Nathan, ’94 faa,  and Julie, mmus ’92, amusd 
’01, Gunn are very much its citizens. In their 

allied careers—he a fabled opera star, she a gifted 
pianist—they have roamed the globe with stops 
in such famous venues as Carnegie Hall, the Paris 
Opera and the Royal Opera and in performances 
with partners as diverse as the London Sym-
phony, Mandy Patinkin and Cafe Carlyle Cabaret. 

In 2007, the two came home to campus and 
Krannert Center, where they had developed and 
polished their talents and met while students in 
the UI School of Music. Now the parents of five 
children, they both hold SOM faculty appoint-
ments, including leadership roles in Lyric Theatre 
@ Illinois, a vocal-performance degree program. 
But teaching and family responsibilities have not 
sidelined a rigorous touring schedule, particularly 
for Nathan. The critically acclaimed and popularly 
beloved baritone has sung numerous engage-
ments in 2017/2018 alone.

Over the next few years, the two will be going 
out into the world for a different purpose—as 
advocates for the future of the performing arts 
center that launched them to international 
success. The Gunns are serving as the faces 
of Endow the Dream, a five-year, $30 million 
campaign to take KCPA to a new level of sup-
port for top-notch programming, resource-rich 
education, cutting-edge research and expanded 
access and public engagement. 

“I want to actually endow the dream that Her-
man Krannert had,” says Nathan. “I would like to 
see $300 million raised to bring this facility into 

the 21st century so 
that we can do cre-
ative work with virtual 
reality, have a studio 
where we can en-
gage more kids, and 
make it a destination 
for people who come 
to campus, much 
like Millennium Park 
in Chicago, where 
everyone wants to go 
to ‘The Bean.’ This 
should be a place where people gather.”

The couple will be sharing stories about the 
Center and envisioning its future at get-togeth-
ers with alumni who, like themselves, studied 
at Krannert Center, and artists who, also like 
themselves, have performed there. Many such 
alumni, artists and supporters can be found 
around the country and the world. The Center’s 
constellation of connections, which enhances 
the arts globally and attracts artists to campus, 
has come to be called “The Krannert Effect.” 
“It’s like one of those maps—‘Where United 
Flies,’” Julie says. “I can see it in my head.” 

Nathan adds: “We hope to shine a light on the 
graduates from this campus over the past 50 
years who have enjoyed what goes on here at 
Krannert Center—and others around the country 
and the world who have enjoyed what has been 
incubated here, so that they recognize this jewel 
of a performing arts facility. It doesn’t exist any-
where else.”—M.T.
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is for the “signing 
wall,” a stretch of 
painted concrete 
block along the 
main corridor 
through Level 2 
(see “L”). Artists 
who perform 
at KCPA are 
invited to auto-
graph the blocks 
and hundreds 
have obliged in a 
Sharpie-enabled 
proliferation of 
printing, cursive, 
scrawls, self-car-
icatures, stencils 
and line drawings 
of musical instru-
ments. The wall 
bears signatures 
of performers 
from Joshua 
Bell to Dweezil 
Zappa. In several 
languages and in 
many ways, the 
messages all carry 
the same thought: 
Thanks for the 
chance to perform 
for this wonderful 
community in this 
great space.

is for KCPA as 
the zenith of such 
centers, described 
by Director Mike 
Ross as “an ecosys-
tem for the per-
forming arts. This 
facility inspires 
people all the 
time,” he says. “We 
hear it from faculty 
and students. We 
hear it from artists 
from all over the 
world. We hear 
it from audience 
members. We hear 
it from University 

guests who never 
imagined that such 
a place would exist 
in the heartland, 
in a population 
center of this 
size. Krannert 
Center inspires 
people all the time. 
And I believe it 
helps people to 
sustain hope.” n

is for Krannert’s 
Youth Series, a 
living foray into 
the intersection 
between arts and 
community. Now 
in its 36th year, the 
program provides 
low-cost tickets 

to school groups, 
allowing teachers 
to treat students to 
top-notch perfor-
mances of music, 
theater and dance. 
The series has 
brought more than 
350,000 students—
from pre-kinder-
garten kids to high 
schoolers—to the 
Center.

is for the “X” in box, as in “black box,” 
as in the Studio Theatre. With every 
component moveable in this compact 
performing space—from stage and seats 
to curtains and lighting—Schrödinger’s 
cat has nothing on the possibilities here. 
But that’s what directors are for and 
many have willingly met the challenge 
of suiting the physical environment to 
match their vision. Painted brown and 
seating up to 200, the theater has exits on 
four corners—three more than the box 
that held the sometimes-unfortunate fe-
line. An intense setting for smaller scale 
and club-style plays, the Studio Theatre 
has also hosted experimental and avant-
garde productions. 
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Emmylou Harris V Mikhail Baryshnikov V Nancy Wilson V Laurie Anderson V Jerry Hadley V Herbie Hancock V Taj Mahal V Lyle Lovett V Martha Graham Dance Company V Sonny Rollins V Betty Buckley V Shawn Colvin and Natalia Zukerman V 
Los Lobos V Jorma Kaukonen with Cindy Cashdollar V Andrew Bird V National Bunraku Theater of Japan V The Blind Boys of Alabama V K.D. Lang with Dustin O’Halloran V Chick Corea and John McLaughlin V Big Head Todd and the Monsters V 
Kashu-Juku Noh Theater V Suzanne Vega V Septeto Nacional Ignacio Piñeiro de Cuba V Buddy Guy V Carolina Chocolate Drops V Lucinda Williams V Audra McDonald V Orquesta Buena Vista Social Club® V Roseanne Cash V Cassandra Wilson 
V Drive-By Truckers V Ani DiFranco V Scott Silven V Zakir Hussain and Rakesh Chaurasia V Silk Road Ensemble: Layla and Majnun V Cahoots NI V Lawrence Brownlee V Sonia de los Santos V Spontaneous Combustion V Makana V Sierra Hull n
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is for Illinois 
undergraduates, 
with whom KCPA 
connects in many 
ways. Foremost is 
the first-class in-
struction in music, 
dance and acting 
that students re-
ceive, along with 
opportunities to 
take the stage 
in the Center’s 
peerless perfor-
mance spaces. 
Students also 
work at KCPA as 
support staff and 
members of the 
Krannert Center 
Student Associ-
ation who usher 
and advocate for 
the Center. And  
Krannert Center 
Ambassadors con-
nect their fellow 
students to KCPA 
through marketing 
and promotion.

is for the Volkswa-
gen Beetle that 
enjoyed a brief 
artistic residence at 
the Center 25 years 
ago. As part of its 
silver anniversary 
celebration in 
1994, KCPA threw 
a party where the 
’60s-style deco-
rations included 
the car, which had 
been taken apart 
and reassembled 
for its “engage-
ment” in the Stu-
dio Theatre. It was 
one of two known 
appearances by a 
motor vehicle in 
that space. The 
second took place 

in the fall of 2014, 
when cadets from 
Lincoln’s Chal-
lenge Academy 
muscled a red four-
door sedan into the 
Studio Theatre. 
After the removal 
of its doors and a 
new “distressed” 
paint job, the vehi-
cle played a strong 
(but silent) role in 
a production of 
the play, Polaroid 
Stories.
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“I would like to 
see $300 mil-
lion raised to 

bring this facil-
ity into the 21st 
century so that 
we can do cre-
ative work with 

virtual reality, 
have a studio 

where we can 
engage more 

kids, and make 
it a destination 
for people who 

come to cam-
pus, much like 

Millennium 
Park in Chicago, 
where everyone 

wants to go to 
‘The Bean.’”

—Nathan Gunn

 “[The facility] 
inspires people 
all the time ... and 
I believe it helps 
people to sustain 
hope.” 
—Mike Ross, Krannert 
Center director

“[Krannert is] 
where I started 
devouring West-
ern drama, which 
laid the founda-
tion of what I do 
today. It changed 
my life.”  
—Ang Lee, filmmaker

Top 
Gunns

Music icons tour for Krannert Center The “black box” 
Studio Theatre 
can be configured 
in a myriad of 
ways.

Sonia de Los Santos 
Family Fun


