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Portsmouth, New Hampshire – March 2….Leading up to last weekend’s announcement of its $13.5 million Treasure the Future capital campaign, The Music Hall gathered experts in arts, economic and sustainable development for a breakfast symposium titled “Performing Arts Centers as Economic Engines: Next Steps for The Music Hall.”  With the campaign’s public announcement, and news that $9 million in contributions had already been raised, the work of the arts center in driving regional economic growth becomes more measurable.  

The gathering of industry professionals was held Friday, February 26, in The Music Hall’s raw space at 131 Congress Street, the future Center for Performing Arts and Education called ‘The Loft.’  Over bagels and coffee, the group of local, regional and national leaders discussed at length the impact of arts developments on a community. 

Washington, D.C., arts advocate Sandra Gibson, Pres/CEO, Association of Performing Arts Presenters was a special guest. She spoke to her belief that performing arts organizations are a civic force engaged in the important work of building community. Gibson’s research documents how the creation of civic arts centers “sparks economic revival.” She heralded The Music Hall’s new space as “an investment in, and for, the community.”   

Funds raised through the Treasure the Future capital campaign will allow The Music Hall to modernize the backstage riggings to 21st century standards (the hemp system behind the curtain dates from 1901), complete the historic finishes in the upper lobby, and raise its first endowment.  The Music Hall will also fit up the storefront Loft space as a Center for Performing Arts and Education to be used for educational programs, performances, films and administrative offices. (More information about the campaign and the Loft at http://campaign.themusichall.org) 

The Music Hall’s Treasure the Future projects are of interest not only to Music Hall audiences and related downtown businesses, but also to economic planners, developer and realtors.  At the Symposium, Chris Dwyer, Senior VP, RMC Research, and Portsmouth City Councilor, remarked on the growing recognition of the inherent connection among the fields of planning, economy, arts and culture. Said Dwyer, “a strong arts and culture sector improves a city’s edge in the competition for the most desirable employers and the newest generations of workers through branding a ‘sense of place,’ inspiring community loyalty from civic and business leaders, and contributing to the development of a skilled workforce.” 

Patricia Lynch brought Gibson’s and Dwyer’s national perspectives into sharper focus by talking about how The Music Hall vision and developments, specifically the proposed Loft, fit into the Northern Tier and the City’s plans for sustainable growth. “Portsmouth is at a cusp moment. The Music Hall Loft along with the Discover Portsmouth Center and the African Burying Ground tie closely into new developments and will fuel lower Congress Street while feeding Market Square’s strong development. Our vision for The Music Hall is one of a rising tide lifting all boats,” she said.

Since 2004, The Music Hall’s membership has grown from 900 to more than 3,000 members.  Ticket sales have rocketed from under $1 million to an expected $1.7 million this year.  “In the last few years, The Music Hall has stepped out from behind-the-scenes to play a leading role in the local economy,” said Margaret Talcott, Director of Strategic Communications.   

The growth has been felt region-wide as The Music Hall’s economic impact has swelled to $5.5 million a year in show-related spending, according to Americans for the Arts nationally recognized Arts & Economic Prosperity Calculator.   (The calculator excludes cost of admission. With The Music Hall’s projected $1.7M in ticket sales included, this year’s impact would rise to $7.2M.)

“Ask restaurant owners in town and you’ll learn their business is red hot on a Music Hall performance night.  CEOs tell us they use The Music Hall as a recruiting tool for new employees,” said added.  The Music Hall is one of the top ten employers downtown, with 19 FTEs plus on-call hourly technical crews. 

“We’ve set a course for The Music Hall that will benefit everyone in the community. At its completion, The Treasure the Future campaign will not only bring great cultural advancement to New England. Most important, it will afford the arts center a sustainable business model that runs as a sturdy engine for economic growth for generations to come,” added Talcott. 

*Information on the Arts and Economic Prosperity calculator at http://www.artsusa.org/information_services/research/services/economic_impact/005.asp
About The Music Hall: An American Treasure for the Arts

The Music Hall is a nonprofit performing arts center that entertains 100,000 patrons, including 20,000 school children, annually with acclaimed film, music, theater, and dance performances. Its historic 900-seat theater, built in 1878, is the oldest in New Hampshire and designated an “American Treasure” by the U.S. Senate in the Save America’s Treasures Program administered by the National Trust for Historic Preservation and the National Park Service. Living out its mission to be an active and vital arts center for the enrichment of the Seacoast community, The Music Hall presents diverse and relevant programming, including its signature series and innovative community outreach programs, and hosts numerous community fundraisers and celebrations for the benefit of more than 40 local nonprofits.  A cultural anchor in a thriving Seacoast economy, The Music Hall and its patrons contribute $5.5 million annually to the local economy through show and visitor related spending. The Music Hall is a 501c3 tax exempt, fiscally responsible nonprofit organization, managed by a professional staff with the assistance of a dedicated volunteer Board of Trustees. The historic hall is located in Portsmouth, the seaport city recently named a “Distinctive Destination” for 2008 by National Trust for Historic Preservation and one of the “20 Best Towns in America” by Outside magazine (July 2008). For more information about The Music Hall and its schedule of events, visit www.themusichall.org. 

For more information about the just-announced Treasure the Future capital campaign, visit: http://campaign.themusichall.org 
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From the Feb 26 Symposium 
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Symposium 1:   Sandra Gibson, Washington, D.C., arts advocate and Pres/CEO of the Association of Performing Arts Presenters (left), in The Music Hall lobby with Chris Dwyer, Senior VP, RMC Research and Portsmouth City Councilor, following the breakfast symposium “Performing Arts Centers as Economic Engines.”  

Symposium 2:  (left to right) Sandra Gibson, Washington, D.C., arts advocate and Pres/CEO of the Association of Performing Arts Presenters; Patricia Lynch, Executive Director of The Music Hall; and Chris Dwyer, Senior VP, RMC Research and Portsmouth City Councilor.  
