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The
Impossible
Becomes [POSsiDble:

The MAKING of
WALT DISNEY CONCERT HALL

G reat works of architecture exude a sense

of inevitability and fitness. Rooted and timeless, they appear as if they hawve always stood,

the complications of their birth forgotten or briskly receding into the past. By definition, creating
innovative public architecture—the most cvic, Costly, time-intensive, and physical l:}lr the ares—
entails a certain ameount of risk, strife, and negotiation. Potential hazards lie at every step of the
process, from the planning and design stages to construction, otcupancy, and critical reception.
All buildings are realized through the confluence of many individuals who must work together
to make them happen. But a building of ground-breaking design must also overcome the inherent
apprehension of the multiple parties involved: the client, the bankers, the backers, the contractors,
and the community. A large public commission that aspires to creative originality must also
Lramscemd fn'l'l:E‘.’- beyorsd 15 immediate circumstance, obstacles ﬂ-f SLONOMICS, palitics,

and leadership,

These challenges are worth the effort because a great cultural building provides a rare,
memaorable experience that contributes immeasurably to the identity of a city. The Eiffel Tower,
the Sydney Opera House, and the Centré Pampidou are among the most celebrated examples
of beloved civic icons that were highly controversial at the time of their creation. What is espe-
cially motable about the sixteen-year history of Walt Disney Concert Hall is its democratic process,
Unlike Francois Mitterand's grands projets for cultural infrastructure and monuments in Paris in
the 19804, this bullding did not result from the patrenage of the state, nor was it the product of
a private commission. Walt Disney Concert Hall emerged—in fits and starts—{from a collaboration
of private individuals and civic, cultural, and corporate leadership inm Los Angeles. The history
of the Concert Hall is the story of a city's growing pains.
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MUSIC CENTER EXPANSION

1;2 reots of the Concert Hall's complicated
public/private alliance can be traced to the inception of the Music Center, In 1955, the supervisors
of the County of Los Angeles appointed Dorothy Buffum Chandler to chair a civic committes
to promote the creation of a performing arts center for Los Angeles. The wife of Los Angefes Times
publisher Morman Chandler and an imposing force herself, Bufl Chandler secuned County land
on Bunker Hill and raised millions of dallars for the three-building complex designed by Welton
Becket and completed in 1967 She subsequently planned to establish a performing arts academy,
and in 1968, her son-in-law F. Daniel Frost drafted an agreement between the Music Center
and the County that reserved the County-owned Lot K for the conservatony.’ The Music Center
abandoned the plan, but retained a "slim legal hodd” for expansion on the site.’

In the earky 19305, the Music Center considered, then scaled back, an ambitious plan
to build three new theaters on Lot K. Music Center president Michael Newton recognized that
the addition of a new hall for the Los Angeles Philharmonic would benefit the entire organiza-
tion.® Meanwhile, the County supernvisors wene maneuvering to regain Lot K for more lucrative
uses, They retained architect Barton Myers to develop plans to shift the site for the new concert
hall to the Civic Center Mall, flanked by the County Courthouse and the Hall of Administration
and across Grand Avenue from the Music Center, which would free Lot K for commercial develop-
ment. in 1985, Myers presented these plans to Frost (then Busic Center Chairman) and Lew
Wasserman (former Music Center Foundation treasurer), who reacted with surprise and outrage,
having expected to see plans for the Lot K site” A stalemate enswed, which ended only when
thie County agreed to give the Music Center limited time to raise funds for the proposed building;
atherwise, Lot K would revert back to the County® A major donar soon stepped fonward—
to the shock of both the County and the Music Center.

THE GIFT

E‘v all accounts, Lillian 8. Disney's decision
in May 1987 1o bestow the Music Center with 550 million for a cancert hall—"the largest single
gift in the history of the United 5tates for a cultural bullding™—was extraordinary.” An elegant,
yet extremely modest woman, the eighty-seven-year-old widow of Walt Disney opted 1o stay
in the background when the gift was announced. “Her wishes are to let the gift speak for itself”
a spokeiman faid" Since the mid19508, the Disney family had amassed millions of dollars from
the licensing and =ale of the commercikal rights to the Walt Cisney name.” The family had inemded
to start a charitable foundation, but wrged by her daughter Diane Disney Miller to do something
that would bring tangible results, Lillian Disney settled upon a concert hall to be mnamed in honor
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LOMALD COTHLA
Lillian Disney hod @ very positive

outlook on life. She was very kind and gentle

to everybody—iust a very refined lady

It’s strange that Walt Disney and Frank Cehry
never worked toegether, they might have. [ Dad nad lived
ten years lenger, | know thelr patns wowld have crossed



of her late husband.® The Disney family had a long-standing relationship with the Music Center.
Walt Disney, who had been friends with Bufl Chandler. had participated in its initial stages,
Lillian Cisney was a founder of The Blue Ribban, a volunteer group that supports the activities
of the Music Center, and their daughters Miller and Sharon Lund were active on various boards,”
The gift also reflected Walt Disney’s love of music, as evident in his collaboration with the
conductor Leopold Stokowski to combine classical music with animation in the 1940 film
Fantasia, and his fascination with innovation and urban planning, as seen in the visionary plans
for EPCOT (Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow).” A state-of<the-art concert hall

in Downtown Los Angeles appeared to be the ideal memorial for Walt Disney and a powerful gift
for Los Angeles.

Lillian Disney's two major conditlons for the gift were that the hall be bullt on Lot K
and that approval by the County of Los Angeles, the Music Center, and the Philharmaonic
Association be settled within thirty days. Other conditions included her approval of the architect,
agreement from the County to build the parking garage, and a deadline to break ground by
December 3, 1992—in five years—or the gift would be rescinded.” From the beginning. the County's
hold on Lot K generated other conditions. Supervisor Edmund D. Edelman, althouwgh always
supportive of the Music Center, insisted that commercial uses be included on the site so "as not
to impede the county's revenue potential.™ Mrs. Disney was amenable to the County’s objectives,
but stated irst and foremost. the concert hall,..must be designed and built. . .to be one of
the finest in the world and serve as a permanent tribute to my late husband, Walt Disney.™ She
requested that any adjoining development be designed by the same architect who designs
the haill*

Aside from Philharmeonic leaders who greeted the news as "a dream come true,” kirs.
Disney's gift was met with skepticism, even by critics at the Les Angefes Times. Dan Sullivan
lamented the gift's purpose: "If only Mrs. Disney had offered the Music Center a 550-million gift,
free and clear, to be used in whatever way would do its artists the mast good!™ Charles Champlin
noted that the new hall would require operating monies and “possibly even supplementary
capital funds that do not presently exist.” concluding: “The iromy of Mrs. Disneys offering is that
it really is a challenge.™"

THE CHAIRMAMNSHIP

Befure the announcement was made, the Music
Center leadership considered how best to organize the planning for Walt Disney Concert Hall,
Frost recalls, *Mia [Frost, his then-wife] said the only persen to do the work is Fred Nicholas,™
An attorney, real estate developer, and "old hand at dealing with civic complexities,” Fraderick
M. Micholas had just spent six years overseeing the complicated design and construction process
of Arata |sozaki's Grand Avenue buikding for The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles
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(MOCA)." After making a [ew inquiries, Frost discovered that Nicholas enjoyed a reputation for
an effective, no-nonsense management style, and immediately offered him the pesition of chair.
Micholas was stunned—he recently had been offered the chairmanship of MOCA, and now
suddenly was confronted with another, equally challenging proposition—but agreed to talk with
Lillian Disney, "1 wanted to meet Mrs, Disney and to know whether she had a commitment to
world-class architecture,” Nicholas says. She told him that “world-class architecture was fine,” and
she wanted a garden and great acoustics.” Nicholas subsequently accepted the chairmanship
for the Concert Hall, through which he felt he could continue his efforts to revitalize Downtown
Los Angeles. He organized a committee to oversee the design and construction process—

the Walt Disney Concert Hall Committee, which Frost dubbed “the Nicholas Committee™—

with Nicholas, Disney family attorney Ron Gother, and Bob Wilson of the Disney Foundation as
the original members.” He assembled a series of subcommittees for the selection of the architect,
contractor, and construction manager (chaired by then-director of MOCA Richard Koshalek and
developers Robert Maguire and James Thamas, respectively), with input from experts and the
Music Center, He identified professionals in architecture, development, and acoustics to prepare
the building program, and retained architectural historian Carol McMichasl Reese to document
the proceedings from the beginning. Above all, he wanted a process “clean and pure, free of
extrangous political pressures.”™ Diane Disney Miller recalls, “It was a beautiful stare.™

DEFINING THE PROGRAM

-|:E mission was straightforward: to create
a world-class concert hall with great acoustics. But what kind of concert hall wiould best suit
the Los Angeles Philharmonic? How many seats were optimal? What type of connection between
the orchestra and the audience was preferred? How would the bullding relate to the rest of
the Music Center and to the greater urban context? To gain a clearer idea of the issues imolved,
Michalas arranged a research tour of the great concert halls around the world. |0 November 1987,
a small group. including Nicholas, Koshalek. Gother, Joanne C. Kozberg, Stanley Beyer, Royce
Diener, Donna Vaccarino, Los Angeles Philharmonic executive director Emest Fleischmann, cellist
Barry Gold, and trombonist Byron Pebbles traveled to performances in major concert halls in
Europe: Cologne, Berlin, Paris, Birmingham, Nottingham, London, Amsterdam, and The Hague.
In February 1988, a smaller group including Miller and her husband Ron visited concert halls
in Tokya and Osaka, Japan.” The Berlin Philharmonie, designed by Hans Scharoun, emerged as
the groups favarite for its combination of acoustical excellence and audience intimacy.™ Later,
Fleischmann specifically cited the Berin Philharmonie when he described what he wanted
Walt Disney Concert Hall to be: a single-purpase hall that is inviting, open, and accessible to
the streéet. 4 space that creates a close connection between the musicians and the surrounding
audience; and a performance hall that has a rich, warm sound that preserves absolube clarity
and transparency.”
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Micholas oversaw the bullding program, which was drafted by architect Donna Vaccaring
and refined by Fleischmann. He also enlisted Charlotte Massim, an architectural program
consultant from Paris who had been recommended by the conductor Daniel Barenbaim and
Paris acoustical consultant Daniel Commins, who was teaching at the University of Californka,
Los Angeles. Don Stastny, an architect based in Portland, Oregon, served as the professional
advisor for the design commission.

Despite all these efforts, members of the Music Center's old guard still resisted the wislan
propased for Walt Disney Concert Hall. Nicholas recalls that after a discussion about how the
Concert Hall could become the focus for the city, much like the Sydney Opera House, one trustee
tald him and Koshalek not to go to any maore troubtde. I tell you what to do,” he sald. "Cet thea
drawings for the Darcthy Chandler Pavilion out of the drawing cabinet, hire the same architect.
upgrade the mechanical, lighting and sound systems, and build the same damn building across
the street.™

THE COMPETITION PROCESS

N'n:hnlu considened the Architectural

Subtommittes to be the most important of the subcommittees, To remove the possibility of
palitics, he avoided representatives from the City and County of Los Angeles. the Music Center,
and the Los Angeles Philharmanic. Instead, he chose individuals who were imsaobeed with "culture
and excitement and creativity” in the city: the directors of three art museums and deans from
two architecture schools.™ Accordingly, the five jurors were John Walsh from the ). Paul Cetty
Museum; Earl A Powell from the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACKMA); Richard Koshalek
from BIOCA, who chaired the subcommittes; Richand Weinstein from the University of California,
Los Angeles; and Robert Harris from the University of Southern California. The charge of the
subcommitiee was to recommend an architect to the Walt Disney Concert Hall Committies,
who would then make the final decision, In this way, the subcommittee members could “act on
the basis of their conscience,” and the Concert Hall Committee would be free to follow or
disregard the subcommittes’s recommendation.™ According to the initial conditions of the gift,
Mrs. Disney had the right to weto the selection and to choose the architect: however, she
gave the Concert Hall Committee the authorization to make the decision,”

The competition preparation began in August 1987 with a list of eighty architects
from around the world. To bring the list down to twenty=five architects, the subcommittes held
numersus mestings in an open process, to which the Music Center leadership was invited.
The twenty-five architects who were chosen then submitted their qualifications, and during a
slide show at Mrs. Disney's house in Holmby Hills, the subcommittes reduced the field to six
candidates: Goffried Bohm of Cologne;: Harry Cobb of Mew York: Frank Gehry of Venice, California;
Hans Hollein of Vienna; Renzo Piano of Genoa; and James 5tirfling of London. The jurors looked
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for diversity among the architects to make the choice easier and to get the unusually talented
into the mix. The subcommittes conducted interviews with the six architects, and then, as previ-
cusly agreed upon, the subcommittee and committee could each eliminate one candidate for
any reason, At this time, two architects were dropped.

THE FINAL FOUR

On March 17, 1988, Nicholas and Koshalek
announced the four finalists: Goffried Bdhm, Frank Gehry, Hans Hollein, and James Stirling. All
but Cehry were winners of the Pritzker Architecture Prize, architectures highest honor. BGhm,
best known for the Church of the Pilgrimage in Meviges, Cermany, réceived the Pritzker in
1886, Hollein—the winner of the 1985 prize—was the architect of two acclaimed modern art
museums in Manchengladbach and Frankfurt, Cermany, Stirling, who won the Pritzker in 1981,
had designed (with partmer Michael Wilford) a number of cultural buildings, including the Neue
Staatsgalerie and the Chamber Theatre in Stuttgart, the Clore Gallery at the Tate Museum in
London, and the Arthur H. Sackler Museum at Harvard University. Gehry, the only local architect
on the list, had built work throughout Los Angeles, including the Aerospace Museum, MOCAS
Temporary Contemporary, and the Goldwyn Library in Hollywood, “In making the decision,”
Micholas said, “the subcommittes applied what they called a ripeness test,” to determine whather
the architect was at that stage in his career that he could be producing his greatest work.™
Each architect received 375,000 to prepare the competition materials,

Ag soon as the final four were announced, members of the subcommittes started
“getting flack® from the Music Center and others close to the project: “You can't pick Frank Gehry;
we're gaing to be the laughingstock of the whaole universe,™ Gehry's popular reputation as
an architectural *wild man” for his wse of uncomventional materials, for a rawness that exposes
process (like the work of his Venice artist friends), and for an idiosyncratic, personal form-
making that evokes the disunity and energy of wernacular Los Angeles clearly scared the elites
of Downtown Los Angeles. Ironically, his work also demonstrated a highly pragmatic business
sense. By this time Gehry was internationally recognized as one of the most progressive archi-
tects in the country. His work had been included (although he agreed to it reluctantly) in the
Museum of Modern Art’s Deconstructivist Architecture exhibition in 1988, At the very moment he was
named as a finalist in the Concert Hall competition, down the street, MOCA was presenting
a major retrespective of his work organized by the Walker Art Center in Minneapalis, Mareover,
Cehry had previously collaborated with the Los Angeles Philharmonic on the renovation of
the Hollywood Bowl in phases from 1970 to 1982, He also had two other music venues to his credit:
the Merriweather Post Pavilion in Columbia, Maryland, and the Concert Pavilion near San
Francisco, When asked about the experience of each of the finalists. Fleischmann mentioned
Gehry's music pavilions, stating, “We [the Philharmanic] performed there [in Concord] with
Leonard Bernstein and found it terrific to play in.™ One might presume that Gehry was the shoo-in
candidate and that the competition was partisan, but this was not the case. "It was really the
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absodute opposite,” says Fleischmann. *It was loaded against Frank with that Music Center lot;
you know what the feeling was about Frank in the city.™ Among themselves, the subcommittee
took a straw vote after selecting the final four, and the winner was Stirling. He was a prominant
European architect of the moment and his designs were not considened extreme, while Hollgin
was seen as perhaps too quirky.™

Each of the finalists received a highly detailed, iternized program for the design
commission in three booklets—what became known as the “play book.” The competition's three
main foci were summarized as challenges and opportunities.” The first challenge was to create
a “conceptual link™ to the Music Center, The second was “to develop the site and building to its
optimum potential as a focal point in Downtown Los Angeles.” Highlighting the sites role
as an urban link, the program cited the opportunity to design a civic plaza “reflecting the warmth
and friendliness of Southern Califernia.” In addition to the design of the concert hall, the archi-
tects were also asked to do a preliminary planning analysis for Lots Q and W2, to the east of Lot
K. That program comprised commercial and retail space on the ground floor and offices above.
The third challenge related to the acoustics of the hall, which, the play book stipulated, “should
produce good natural spund: strong, clear, and direct sound without distortions.” The architects
were encouraged to design to acoustical parameters. Abowve all, the program stated, “the concept
must represent an inspired solution, one that honors the creativity and integrity of Walt Disney
and upholds the standard of artistic excellence of the Music Center's resident companies,™

in july, the four finalists returmed to Los Angeles for a competition briefing, followed by
a kick-off reception at Lillian Disnay's houwse. The event revealed an aspect of the donor that
would prove cruceal later in the competition. Weinstein recalls: “There were flowers everywhere
at the house, incleding an explosion of [Mlooms] along the border of the lawn where the party
was held. It was clear that Mrs. Disney was an inveterate and passionate gardener. The evening
was filled with ceremony, speeches, champagne, and lots of people, and architects cruised
around like sharks,™™

FINAL SELECTION

Al‘ter the briefing. the architects met with the
subcommities tawo more times: for a concept review in September and for the final presentations
in late Movember. The two-stage look at the design development allowed the subcommittes to
assess not only the progress of each design concept, but more important, how well the anchitects
listened and responded to feedback from the earlier review. As Nicholas had said earlier in the
process, they wene not looking for a final design "so much as a way to judge the architect’s ability
to solve problems and work with the cdlient group.™

In early Movember, as the final presentations approached, a member of the Walt Disney
Concert Hall Committee grew increasingly concerned about the possibility of Gehry Deing selected.
This committée member strangly proposed that the Architectural Subcommittee provide
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RICHARD WEINSTEIN

| was concerned about @ mission statement. ...

| wanted to see how carefully the architects would
listen. It’s one thing to get a program and make
sure you've got every space on the program in

the building. It's much harder to catch the spiric

of what the client wants and to have your design be
responsive to those intangible messages.

ICPHN WALSH

I will say that we could be thought of as a pretty closed little circle of

partisans for advanced contemporary architecture.. .. 50 if | were a businessman,
a banker, or a reluctant trustee of the Philharmonic_. | might well

look at this frive and say, well, yeah, of course they're going to come up with. ..
an architect who's going to cost us a fortune and for uncertain results

What | think they weren't occepting, couldn't see, didn't know about, was the
fact that Frank hod proven himself so thoroughly as o quy who could deliver

a building on time, on budget



commentary onby and not final ranking as part of their recommendation. Furthermore, he
demanded, they were not to speak with the press. The subcommittes resisted. All of the members
decided to quit together if they were prevented from providing the committee with an uncen-
sored recommaendation, and at the subtommittes’s suggestion, Walsh drafted a resignation ketter.
The subcommitiee’s decision to engage in a public dialogue diminished the conflict and the
crisis was averted, At the end of November, each of the architects presented their submissions—
a narrative, eight panels of drawings, a site model, and a Lot K model—to the Concert Hall
Committee and Architectural Subcommittes,

After careful deliberation and a difference of opinion espressed by one subcommittes
member, the final decision of the subcommittes became unanimous. On December 5, the Disney
Concert Hall Committee gathered in the former Crocker Bank Center on Hope 5Street to hear
the subcommitiess recommendation, Lillian Disney wone her lucky red dress.® Each of the five
subfammittes members made a presentation to the group, explaining his reasons for the
selection. Because of Weinstein's passionate commitment to the most innovative architecture,
he began the discussion; Walsh was given the closing position due to his calm, confident manmer
and his clear understanding of the decision-making process and the uncertainties involved,

The subcommittes provided a rmnking of the four architects, and at the bottom was
GCottfried Bohm. In Bohm's scheme, a massive dome superstructure of reinforced concrete creates
a grand atrium that contains all the functional spaces. The concert hall is raised off the ground.
Surrounding the dome are buildings topped by roof gardens, stair and lift towers, escalators,
and bridges. Walsh considered Bohm's idea fabulous and impossible, with a Cerman idealism and
“romanticism in these vast interlor spaces with zillions of tiny people.™ Weinstein called it
preposterous: *1 found Béhm's sort of romantic, Wagnerian excess to be really a way of showing
contempt for Los Angeles and the whole enterprise.™ The Los Angeles Times likened it 1o "a huge
Brunnhilde bra cup in an Olympian-scale performance of the Twilight of the Gogls.™

The project by Stirling also disappointed. Relating the design to the tradition of monu-
mental public buildings and the “populist aspect” of contemporary places of culture and enter-
tainment, Stirling created an ensemble of abstract geometrical forms unified at ground level by
a grand concourse.®™ Like Bohm, Stirling’s design lifted most of the primary spaces off the ground—
which some members of the subcommittee considered an elitist gesture.* In the design,

a square box office that is topped by a rotating elecoronic billboard is situated at the cormer of
Crand and First streets. The cylindrical concert hall, dubbed “Snowflake® for its tiered, interlocking
balconies, places the conductor and orchestra almost centrally in the room. According to the
competition consultants, the hall's circular shape had low probability of attaining an outstanding
acoustical environment.” During the concept review, Stirling was asked to redesign the

balcony in order to improve sight lines, but returned in November with no change in the design.
I was disturbed by his kind of belligerence,” Weinstein says* In addition, as Walsh pointed

out, the project could be amywhere, Detroit or Dosseldorf.”
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It took a number of years te get organized, to get

e all of the wark done, and to hire the architect, because
LIS Was a very, very political process, and | wanted
to keep the process from exploding. It was an incredible
process.. because we had participation from all the experts.



The jazzy improvisatiom of Hollein's final design appealed to some subiommittes
members, but ultimately misfired. His improvisation as well as "appetite” was much in evidence
during the competition.™ During a jumbled concept review, Hollein displayed four altemative
schemes, and for the final presentation, he sent a second, alternative model, which was prohibited
by the rules, Intended to be “light, exuberant, joviul with a touch of distinction and splendor,”
the postmodermn scheme comprises a large horizontal monolith broken up by an assemblage
of varied forms, colors, and materials—white marble, green quartzite, red sandstone, gray and
green granite, and aluminum.” Within the building are literal allusions to Walt Disney, including
"a 'Walt Disney sculpture listening to the concert from a high pedestal” and a “Mickey Mouse
bridge,™ The design aims to connect to a populist cultural context by anticipating a future Academy
Awards ceremany, with Oscar in the form of carvatids reminiscent of the Vienna-Musikverein,™
which Weinstein termed "beyond tasteless.™ Furthermare, consultants deemed its uneven hex-
agonal concert hall to be acoustically flawed.” The design’s relation to the urban context is also
problematic. “The project is a long way from Los Angeles in being so enclosed and compacted,
50 turned imward, and the relation to the Music Center is very tenwous,” Walsh reported.™ Hollein
placed a “slow second” in the competition.”

Cehry won the commission decisively, with a thoroughly considered design and the
poetential for a highly eriginal architectural statement, With its generesity of openness and
space and a lush garden, Gehry's scheme evidenced a full understanding of what a building in
Los Angeles should be. 1ts great glass-roofed conservatory, terraces, and facade were accessible
to culturally and economically diverse audiences—as a “living room” for the city.™ In response
to the acowstical and social requirements for the new concert hall, Cehry created a more visceral
and immediate experience through a surmound stage.™ Unlike those of his competitors, Gehry's
design also takes into account how musicians will experience the building and includes many
special features, such as the musicians garden. The design responds both to Fleischmann's
concems and to Mrs. Disney’s love of gardens and flowers. The narrative submitted by Gehry capi-
talized on botanical metaphors, depicting the concert hall as a “"garden oasis™ in the city, which
would grow out of the plaza in a “floral form of French limestone.™ Fram the cost and project
management consultants' reports it was clear that Cehry was the only one of the four architects
who had absorbed the program and had truly listened.®

MNow that Cehry was the clear winner, one question remained. How could the
Architectural Subcommittee make the Concert Hall Committee comfortable with the selection?
At the December 5 presentation, they let the diplomatic Getty director John Walsh close the
case for Gehry:
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For me. Cehry wins this competition hands down, by o wide margin, This is both for the
qualities he's shown in bis career, and for hiz encry, which seems to be much the best,
and frarkly the only one I'd really want to see built for the Philbarmanic

Because some of you are still uneasy of the ides of Gehry on this job, | fust wont
to say something about why | think he's such a logical choice—in fact the safest chorce
am the list.

Gehry's popular reputation is @ funay thing, and he's partly te blame. For you, like @ ot
of people, his trademark may be chain link and plywoesd, cheap materials and a king

of bohemion thumb-your-nose attitude. And you may think of kim o5 on the fringe artis-
tically. Actually his biggest clients see him quite differently. Cehry takes o lot of pride

i bevng @ refiable, dowm-to-garth, businessiike builder of binldings chat work. Don't forget
that he started with shopping centers and malls and commercial developments—Santa
Monica Place is just one—and he's done building after buifding on time, on budger.™

“Wie waited five, six days and gradually [the Concert Hall Committee] came around,”
says Nicholas, as the subcommittes was able to explain its reasons for selecting Gehny Once
the subcommittes had given their recommendation, tha leadership of the Music Center
and Architectural Subfommittes made a persuasive case for Cehry, They reminded the press and
the Concert Hall Committes that you choose an architect, not @ design, Furthermaore, it was
reascned that the architect shouwld be a problem-solver and someone responsive to the context
of Los Angeles. The Music Center leadership involved in the pracess (Frost, Kozbeng, Frankdin
Murphy, and others) as well as Nicholas met with individueal members of the Disney family
and the Concert Hall Committes to encourage them to accept the Architectural Subcommithes’s
decision, Gehry's selection was announced on December 12, 1988,

Rizaction to the selection was swift and largely positive. Leon Whiteson, archivecturs
eritic for the Los Angeles Times, called the design "guintessentially Angelenc” amd chronicled
the rise of Cehry's star™ Gehry himself described the event as *more thamn a lictle miraculous.™
An editorial in the Los Angeles Times praised his plan for the Concert Hall as “marvelaus,

a brilliant and innovative addition to the Music Center” and stated “it is not surprising that his
plan was the unanimous choice.™ The good times continued for Gehry; a few months after
receiving the Walt Disney Concert Hall commission, he was named the 1989 recipient of the
Pritzker Architecture Prize, Ada Louise Huxtable, a member of the Pritzker jury, cited Gehiry's gifts
as an innovator; "He takes chances; he works close to the edge; he pushes boundaries beyond
previous limits. There are times when he misses the mark, and times when the breakthrough
achieved alters everyone else’s vision as well, And he believes, as most architects do, that

it is always the nest project that will realize his aims.™ Walt Disney Concert Hall was poised

to be that next project
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CONTINUED DESIGN PROCESS

G!hr'r'!- competition-winning project for Walt
Disney Concert Hall marked the beginning of the design process. Now, with the architect named,
the client group could begin to better address the complex set of issues involed in the Concert
Hall's planning and implemeantation. Among the key concerns were the acoustics of the hall, use
of the owerall site, urban planning beyond the immediate site, and the contractual agreements
among the entities involeed.

The most straightforward and critical factor influencing the design of the Concert Hall
wias the choice of the acoustician. During the architectural competition, it was understood that
the subcommittes was recommending the architect, not the project, as the design of the project
would likely undergo considerable change once an expert acousticlan (to be selected in part by
the architect) and the archastra’s music director became truly collaborative partners in the hall's
design. A good working relationship between architect and acoustician was orucial, During
the research tour to Japan, the Walt Disney Concert Hall Commitiee was most impressed by the
bright, chear, yet warm sound of Tokyo's acclaimed Suntory Hall, which had been built in 1986,
The acoustician of that hall was Dr. Minoru Magata, a pioneer of architectural acoustics whio had
designed more than sixty halls and theaters during a forty-year career™ In December 1988, Cehry
flew to Tokyo to meet Nagata, who commented on their instant rapport: °1 liked Mr. Gehry imime-
diately for his frankness.™ For his first major project overseas, Magata and his assistant, Yasuhisa
Toyota (who became chief concert-hall acoustician upon Magata's retirement in 1994), traveled
to Los Angeles monthly and worked with Gehiry by fax machine, Gehry's office started the design
for the Concert Hall from scratch and made eighty-two models at one-sixteenth-inch scale,
with four concert-hall prototypes: Berlin, Vienna, Amsterdam, and Boston, Gehry, Fleischmann,
and Magata chose the workable models, none of which had bakconies, elite seats, or boxes,™
The design of the hall and the acoustics evolved together.

At the same time, Gehry began to redesign the entire project, which led 1o a more
troubdesome matter: Who was the client? The Los Angeles Philharmonic—the resident company
of the Concert Hall—was but one of the various constituencies that made up the multi-headed
client, which also comprised the County of Los Angeles, the Music Center, the Disney family,
and the Walt Disney Conmcert Hall Committee, all of which were pulling in multiple directions.
Micholas continued to serve as the project's “glue.” joining the boards of both the Los Angeles
Philharmonic and the Music Center. He also met daily with the project manager Fred Stegeman,
weekly with the County's lawyers, and regularly with Brs, Disney.

With multiple constituencies, the governance of the prn]m became very complicated,
and the decision-making, cumbérsame and lengthy." Furthermone, each group had its own ideas
about the project. The Los Angeles Philharmonic wanted to relocate Its offices there. The County's
objectives wene mare problematic and contributed to various proagram changes—and delays,
Despite the strong support of Supervisors Edelman, Kenneth Hahn, and Deane Dana, the county
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sought to protect taxpayers, and insisted upon an income-generating use of the public land, A
chamber music hall, included in the original program, was replaced by a 3150-room Ritz-Carlton
Hotel, which was also designed by Gehry, The addition of the hotel to the site led to further
changes in the site plan, the Concert Hall design, and the size of the parking garage, all of which
increased project costs and delays. A labor dispute between the Community Redevelopment
Agency of Los Angeles (CRA) and the hotel developer later terminated the deal, and the hotel was
off the boards.” CGehry's office designed, redesigned, and then redesigned the project again,
Significantly, the commission for Walt Disney Concert Hall arrived in the Gehry office
at a transitional moment. A year after the award, the office began to transform itself into a
global operation, growing from a staff of thirty to seventy-five and implementing new computer
applications." in 1989, the office typically worked with executive architects on major projects—
a problematic relationship, as executive architects can be indifferent to design and are often
inclined to commit their best resources to their own projects. For the Concert Hall, Gehry chose
the firm of Dworsky Associates. But the competition-winning design that Dwaorsky agreed
1o oversee was to evolve radically into one of unprecedented complexity. In 1991, led by Gehry's
partner Jim Glymph, the Cehry office began to wse CATIA (Computer-Aided Three-dimensional
Interactive Application), a computer program that originally had been developed for the French
aerospace industry to translate complex three-dimensional objects into construction documents.
Dworsky Associates had difficulty using and trusting the software and were cautious legally
and architecturally.™ The resulting working drawings were poorly organized, confusing. and
unfinished.” Only during the bidding for the project were the drawings found to be virtually
useless, and contractors sought to protect themselves with exorbitantly high bids,

THE COMPLEXITY OF PRODUCING
AMBITIOUS ARCHITECTURE

A complex mesh of political, planning,
managernent, and bidding problems led to the construction shutdown of Walt Disney Concert
Hall in Movernber 1994, Insiders cited delays caused by the complicated negotiations with the
County and numerous redesigns related to acoustics. Others pointed o the difficult nature
of the decision-making process, which had come ta include Dworsky Associates, a construction
consortium of three companies, an acoustics firm, other management and consulting entities,
as well as music director Esa-Pekka Salonen.™ The project had been fast-tracked—a common,
if sometimes risky, strategy in which construction is begun before detailed drawings and a maxi-
mum building cost are finalized—s0 that ninety-two-year-obd Lillian Disney could See progress.
The official groundbreaking had taken place on December 10, 1992 —just days before the five-year
deadline for the start of construction, a condition that had accompanied Lillian Disney’s founding
gift. The project had braved civil unrest, a major earthquake, and a recession that struck Los
Angeles in the early 19905, The 1994 Northridge earthquake caused the structure of the Concert
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The county envisioned us, the Disney family entities,

as if we were a developer and assumed that we were developing
for our own private benefit a building on county lang

They never could vrderstand that this was their bullding.. ..
.-"-.II.:J i i f_rlu;'!,' rmposed restnction IJI".:!" Fesirrcron

EONEET B, LCALYTON

What I kept in mind were two things: Great cities do
great things, and this is a great city. [ cannat imagine : i
ENIS project failing. | suppose | said that a thousand times i L
Cieat cities do great things, and this project cannot fail il



Hall to be changed to a steel-brace frame, which further increased costs since eighty percent of
the steel was already purchased.” Costs [or construction and materials and for professional and
consulting fees continued to escalate,

In August 1984, the project reached a new nadir, raising [resh doubts about its future,
when walt Disney Concert Hall officials announced that the hall, estimated at 5A0 million in
1992, would now cost an additional 550 millien.™ In response, Richard 5, Volpert, an attorney for
the County, stated that the County was not committed to the complex and costly design: “If
you throw enough money at it, you can build an atom Bomb, fiy to the moon, build the [\Wwhalt)
Disney Concert Hall.™ Four months later, County officials threatened to declare the project
in default of its lease agreement and called for making the County-ownied parking garage a stand-
akone structure ™ The Music Center leadership, now under Chalrman Robert B. Egelston, guietly
regrouped, They browght in a Houston-based management company, Hines Interest, to reassess
cost estimates. They also appointed Harry Hufford, a former Music Center acting president and
County chief administrator, as a new full-time volunteer chief executive officer to oversee Hines
and fund-raising.” But still the project lay dormant, with obstacles so great its recovery appeared
reEarly I'I'I'IPEIH“:II!- By 1906, despite an array l.'l'l' internaticnal commissions including a new
Cuggenheim Musaum under constrection in Spain, Cehry said the floundering Walt Disney
Concert Hall project made him feel like a pariah in Los Angeles.™

CHAMGE OF MOMENTUM

Wth its construction on hold for nearly two
years, Walt Disney Concert Hall began to show signs of life in 1996 through press articles
and other key svents that sent emergency signals to Los Angeless civic leadership. Newspaper
repartage and editorials were vital to the adwocacy of the Concert Hall throughout its long
gestation and particularly during the prolonged delays.” In November 1992, architect and writer
Joseph Giovannini helped to counter superficial criticism of the Concert Hall's exterior by explaining
Cehry's design process and the underlying principles behind its unusual forms in the Los Angeles
Times Magazine.* The next month, Herbert Muschamp, architecture critic for the New York Times,
praised the project to a national audience as a "magic democracy™ "For once, an architectural
imagination soars to the level of the highest civic hopes.™ In October 1996, Nicholal Ouroussall,
the newly appointed architecture critic for the Los Angeles Times, wrote a front-page article
heightening attention to the hall's increasingly precarious status.™ Each of these articles—
especially Ouroussoff's challenging piece—not only raised public awareness about the Concert
Hall and its architecture, but more important, heartened members of the Disney family who
were very discouraged by this time.
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From a different perspective, Log Angeles Times music critic Mark Swed alerted the
Los Angeles music community to the benefit Walt Disney Concert Hall would bring to the Los
Angeles Phitharmonic. In two articles, also published in early October 1996, Swed described
howe the Philharmonic had enchanted audiences in Paris during their three-week residency at the
stravinsky festival that fall. At Thédtre du Chatelet, the orchestra played in the same room
a5 the audience, just as it would in the proscenium-less Walt Disney Concert Hall, He wrote:

[1]t iz motable that the voice [the Phitharmaonic] did finglly find was a woice the
hametown Crowd at the Dorathy Chandler Pavilicn mever hears. In the live, intimate
acoustic of the [Thédtre Ju] Chatelet. the Philharmanic sound has an arresting
immediocy. ... And the word eround Pans, at the moment, is that if more Angelenos
could hear sound like this, they would be just as ecstatic as the Parisians were Tuesday,
and there would be no stopping the building of the new [Walt] Disney Concert Hall.™

In a subsequent article, Swed argued that the opportunity to hear the Philharmonic
in a superior, vivid acoustical setting was a reason “to lobby hard” for the Concert Hall: "Players,
patrons and management are sounding newly optimistic about the troubled hall, for which
2150 million must be raised (a third of that by June 1}. With this residency, one Philharmonic
supparteér anncunced, ice cream bar in hand during an intermission, everything is changed.™
Fleischmann believes that the residency at the Thédtre du Chatelet marked a turning point in
the fund-raising campaign and in the attitude of Los Angeles towards the Concert Hall, by
showing the absolute necessity of a hall that would match the artistry of the Phillkarmonic.™

Directly on the heels of this media push came the first Los Angeles exhibition of the
design materials for Walt Disney Concert Hall, which were shown on MOCAs plaza from October
271996, to April 27 1997 MOCA director Koshalek arganized the exhibition Walt Disney Concert
Halt: A Cefebration of Music and Architecture as a blatant act of cultural advocacy and public educa-
tion. Presented free and open to the public around the clock, the exhibition comprised Gehry's
large-scale models, computer renderings, a large collection of working models, a full-scale
miock-up of a limestone wall, and a specially designed pavilion containing a huge model of the
Concert Hall's interior. Some of the work had previously been on view at the 1991 Venicoe Biennale,
where it had captivated international audiences.™ The Los Angeles presentation was an inten-
tionally “aggressive move to help rescue the financially embattied” Concert Hall.® Fund-raising
was critical to meet a new deadline set by the County to raise at least 550 million of a 5150
million shortfall by June 1997.%

In an exceedingly rare display of professional support, the international architecture
community also rallied behind the yet-unbuilt work. “Build It and They Will Come” read the
headline of a full-page advertisement for Walt Disney Concert Hall in the front section of the
Los Angeles Times on March 4, 1997 A fong list of architects—local, national, and international—
followed, as well as the names of curators, editors, publishers, critics, and designers who
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endorsed Gehry and the Concert Hall project. The ad's organizer, Thom Mayne, principal of the
Santa Monica-based architecture firm Morphosis, recognized the building's importance for
architecture and culture, and for the city of Los Angeles, and encouraged architects 1o speak out
in suppart of the project.™ To raise funds for the advertisement. he first contacted the local
architectural community and then reached out to the East Coast. The respanse was immediate
Even major architects who did not like Cehry's building contributed.™ Mayne also enlisted the
support of architects around the warld, as he felt it was extremely important to acknowledge the
City's global culture and its position as a "mecca for architecture.™ Coming at a low point for
the project, the advertisement also raised the spirits of supporters, especially Lillian Disney.*
The strongest backing for the building came in the form of Gehiry's owin work. |n 1956,
reports began circulating about an architectural marvel taking place in Bilbao, Spain. When
the Cuggenhelm Museum Bilbao opened in October 1997, it was declared a masterplece and an
instant landmark: Cehry and the industrial port city in northern Spain soon became househodd
names. As Muschamp abserved. people now recognized Cehry as an architect who could bring
a major project like the Cuggenheim in on time and on budget, regardiess of his works ability
Lo arouse a range of associations and projecticns ™ And the best news was that the ane-hundred-
million-dollar Guggenheim Museum was entirely the product of the Gehry office, which designed
and completed all of its own construction drawings. Bilbao, [inally, was the proof that Los
Angeles’s civic leaders needed that Walt Disney Concert Hall could be bailt,

NEW CIVIC LEADERSHIP

A'. much as any single factor, a leadership
vacuum in Los Angeles caused the delay in building Walt Disney Concert Hall. By the mig-1990s
the great philanthropic business leaders active in the 19705 and 1980s—the Franklin Murphys, the
Robert Andersons, the Edward Carters, the Thorton Bradshaws, the Carl Hartnacks—were gane
and no one had truly replaced them yet. The delay in the project allowed time for new leadership
in Los Angeles to emerge. i

Then-mayar Richard Riordan and his friend Eli Broad, then-chief executive of SunAmerica
and @ major art collectar, joined farces in 19996 to <ave the praject, which one potential domor
Labeled a "black hole,™ The mayor and Broad arranged fund-raising meetings with prospective
contributors over “many breakfasts, lunches, and dinners.” and were able to initiate corporate
and business interest in the project. In March 1987, they launched a fund-raising campaign called
“The Heart of the City."™ The Concert Hall supporters now looked to its importance as an agent
and bexcon of urban revitalization in the Downtown core. ©l see Disney Hall as one of seven
pearls in a new Downtown necklace,” Riondan said in a statement. “Disney Hall will be a major
part of the renaissance of the heart of the city.™ Broad, who was later appointed chairman
of the project’s oversight committee, saw the Concert Hall within a larger urban context and part
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The stary of Disney Hall is complicated bécause
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during the entire fifteen-year life of the Concert Hall.

Nobody at that point had ever built a building like this at this scale;

IL's @ very big building. There's a lot of complexity to it.... We were

also introducing the use of CATIA, which is the surface modeling program
that we useé ta make shapes



of a future cultural corridor. He stated: "It wasn't about Disney Hall. 1T was really about the
city.... No one seems to care about the center, the hub of the city, the Downtown. And we said
no city can be great today or in world history without a vibrant hub or center.™ The County had
requested a fund-raising plan for the estimated 5264.9 million needed for the hall, and the goals
were Lo raise 552 million by July 1997, $89 million by December 1997, and %142 million the next
vear,™ By the end of 1997, they had brought the fund-raising total to 5168 million—almost double
the stated goal—with the help of many new contributors, among them, Mark Willes of the
Times Mirror Company, Mike Bowlin of Atlantic Richfield Company, Ron Burkle of Ralphs/Food
4 Less, David Coulter of Bank of America, and Faul Hazen of Wells Fargo. To the credit of bMusic
Center chairman Andrea van de Kamp and community leader Stanley Gold, the year concluded
with stunning news: The Walt Disney Company, which up to this time had not pledged any funds
to the project, planned to make a challenge gift of $25 million, with a first matching gift from
Rov E. and Patti Disney—another major step toward the full financing of the project.™

Just as its financial prospects were dramatically revived, Walt Disney Concert Hall
headed toward another crisis. In response to constant pressure to lower costs, the Concert Hall's
fund-raising leaders contemplated a “design/build” process in which other firms would complete
the design and working drawings, with the building's design architect relegated 1o a consulting
role. In June 1997, Gehry balked and announced that he was willing to leave the project. Then
an important early supporter stepped in. Diane Disney Miller had played a prominent role in the
early planning and served as the family’s spokesperson throughout the project. She and her sister
Sharon Lund acted resolutely in late 1992 as the Walt Disney Concert Hall Committee debated
the question of fast-tracking. Miller stated: "It was our job to support this project.™ Learning
five years later that Gehry's design could be compromised, Miller was furious. She intervened at
once to ensure the architects continued participation. She arranged for dedicated funds from the
Disney family to pay Gehry's office to complete the working drawings (Gehry donated his time
throwgh the end of construction ). From that point on, it was agreed that she would co-chair
a new oversight committee, "We promised Los Angeles a Frank Cehry building, and thats what
we intend to deliver,” she said. ™ Her stalwartness, tenacity, and imagination—characteristics she
shared with her father—guaranteed that Walt Disney Concert Hall would remain true to the
vision of the architect,
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of a future cultural corridor, He stated: "It wasn't about Disnay Hall. It was really abaut the
city.... No one seems to care about the center, the hub of the city, the Downtown, And we said
no city can be great today or in world history without a vibrant hub or center.™ The County had
requested a fund-raising plan for the estimated 5264.9 million needed for the hall, and the goals
were to raise 552 million by July 1997, 539 million by December 1997, and 5142 million the next
year,™ By the end of 1997, they had brought the fund-raising total to $168 million—almost double
the stated goal—with the help of many new contributors, among them, Mark Willes of the
Times Mirmor Company, Mike Bowlin of Atlantic Richfield Company, Ron Burkle of Ralphss/Food
4 Less, David Coulter of Bank of America, and Paul Hazen of Wells Fargo. To the credit of Music
Center chairman Andrea van de Kamp and community leader Stanley Gold, the year concluded
with stunning news: The Walt Disney Company, which up to this time had not pledged any funds
to the project, planned to make a challenge gift of 525 million, with a first matching gift from
Roy E. and Patti Disney=—another major step toward the full financing of the project.™

Just as its financial prospects were dramatically revived, Walt Disney Concert Hall
headed toward another crisis. In response to constant pressure to lower costs, the Concert Hall's
fund-raising leaders contemplated a “design/build” process in which other firms would complete
the designm and working drawings, with the buildings design architect relegated to a consulting
role. In june 1997, Cehry balked and announced that he was willing 1o leave the project. Then
an important early supporter stepped in. Diane Disney Miller had played a prominent role in the
early planning and served as the family's spokesperson throughout the project. She and her sister
Sharon Lund acted resolutely in late 1992 as the Walt Disney Concert Hall Committee debated
the question of fast-tracking. Miller stated: "It was our job to support this project.™ Leaning
five years later that Gehry's design could be compromised, Miller was furious. She intervened at
once to ensure the architect’s continued participation. She arranged [or dedicated [unds from the
Disney family to pay Gehry’s office to complete the working drawings (Gehry donated his time
throwgh the end of construction).™ From that point on, it was agreed that she would co-chair
a new oversight committee. "We promised Los Angeles a Frank Gehry building, and that's what
we intend to deliver,” she said.™ Her stalwartness, tenacity. and imagination—characteristics she
shared with her father—guaranteed that Walt Disney Concert Hall would remain brue to the
vision of the architect.
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CONCLUSION

n the end, what matters most, of course,
extends beyond the people and details of its making to the future life of the building itself. Walt
Disney Concert Hall will engage awdiences with the greatest ideas in music and architecture,
The space of the Concert Hall—where, as Weinstein notes, “you feel the joy of creation in the
work itself™'—will challenge conductors and musicians to rise to another level of performance,
a5 Pierre Boulez, Zubin Mehta, 1saac Stern, and others have said of the world's great concert
halls. Walt Disney Concert Hall will be transformational both for the Los Angeles Philharmaonic,
inspiring them to be daring, and for the city, becoming what Deborah Borda terms a “convensr”
of intellectual thought and discussion.™

it is a building, therefore, that links abstractly, yet potently to the vision of its namesake.
As was noted years ago during the architecture competition, Gehry is perhaps the one architect
alive whose imagination has s0 much in common with Walt Disney's. His work gives a sense
of wonder and delight with serious undertones. “just what we got as kids from Disney movies. ™
Like Disney, Gehry has an intuitive ability to understand what people want, with an immediacy
that connects vo all types of people,™ Finally, Walt Disney Concert Hall s what Lilliam Disney
enwvisioned and mare: a concert hall with outstanding acoustics and a garden in the heart of the
Los Angeles—symbolic of the citys hard-earned achievement and the worthy struggle to realize
wiorks of creativity that can communicate intuitively for all time. We feel that, without any
doubt, Walt Disney Concert Hall is the most astonishing masterpiece of public architecture ever
Built in Los Angeles,
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A hall gives an orchestra 1ts soul,
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We have demonstrated to the people of Los Angeles—
who do not always believe that they ve got a great city
ir believe they con accomplish great things—that great
things con be done, that theve |5 S0ME CIVIC Ieadersiip
out there. We don't have o tradition of philanthropy,

but perhaps this is the beginning



