
The St. Paul Chamber Orchestra practiced in the Ordway Center’s Concert Hall — its new home. The SPCO’s first concerts there are March 5-6.
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W
et paint glistened on the staircases of 
the new $42 million hall at Ordway 
Center for the Performing Arts a few 
days ago. Workers were putting the 
final touches on a venue that will pol-

ish St. Paul’s reputation as an arts and culture hub.
Opening with a gala  Feb. 28, the 1,100-seat Ordway 

Concert Hall fulfills a promise dating to the center’s 
launch 30 years ago, when money issues forced the 
founders to scale back their ambitions.

Coupled with its 1,900-seat Music  Theater, the Ord-
way now packs a one-two punch that should bring more 
events to the capital city.

“St. Paul is as strong now as we’ve been in decades, 
with light rail in and a new regional ballpark coming,” 
said St. Paul Mayor Chris Coleman, an early champion 
of the project. “But the arts and culture stuff is what 

continues to drive development. The Ordway, which is 
so beautiful on Rice Park, is key to all of that.”

The new hall — which replaces the 306-seat McK-
night Theatre — will serve as home for the St. Paul 
Chamber Orchestra. That frees up the main stage for 
locally produced Broadway-style shows such as “A 
Christmas Story,” or longer runs by the Minnesota 
Opera, which will present the world premiere of Pulitzer 
Prize-winning composer Kevin Puts’ “The Manchurian 
Candidate” March 7 as part of a monthlong “Rock the 
Ordway” celebration.

“The problems we’ve had have been problems of suc-
cess,” said Ordway President Patricia Mitchell, referring 
to past turf battles  among the center’s tenants.

When she first heard musicians playing in the new hall, 
“It brought tears to my eyes. This fulfills Sally’s dream.”

It’s a new era for St. Paul and the house that Sally Ordway Irvine built.

Sally Ordway Irvine 
and family  contrib-
uted $15 million to 
get the Ordway built.

See ORDWAY on E7 Ø

Sandy Oltz may be the only Min-
nesotan who knows what Julianne 
Moore will be wearing to the Acad-
emy Awards on Sunday.

She promised Moore that she 
wouldn’t spill, and she laughs at the 
irony that anyone would worry.

“With my memory?” Oltz said. 
“I’m not telling anybody.”

Oltz, 50, probably will be wear-
ing jammies when she watches the 
Oscars from her home in Sartell, 
Minn., outside St. Cloud.

She’s 100 percent certain that 
Moore, the star of “Still Alice,” will 
win best actress for her poignant, 
understated portrayal of Alice How-
land, a renowned linguistics profes-
sor who  learns that she has “younger-
onset” Alzheimer’s disease.

“She nailed it,” Oltz said of Moore.
Moore has Oltz to thank for that. 

 Oltz, whose Alzheimer’s was diag-
nosed four years ago, guided Moore 
by sharing her personal experiences 
of living with the devastating disease. 

Now the two women  communi-
cate regularly via e-mail and Skype, 
their professional relationship blos-
soming into a friendship.

“The first time we talked, we were 
supposed to have 30 minutes, but 
we ended up talking [via Skype] for 
about an hour and a half,” said Oltz, 
her hair red and curly, her eyes ocean 
blue, which led Moore to exclaim, 
“We could be sisters!”

For back-to-back interviews at 
the Alzheimer’s Association offices 
in St. Cloud, Oltz wore stylish lamb-
skin boots that Moore gave her for 
Christmas. “They feel just like but-
ter,” Oltz said. “I’ll be wearing them 
in the middle of July.”

The real 
woman 
behind 
‘Still Alice’
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That would be the late Sally Ord-
way Irvine, founder of the center, 
which was named for her grandfa-
ther, Lucius Pond Ordway, an early 
investor in what became 3M Co., and 
the backer of the St. Paul Hotel across 
Rice Park. 

The founding inspiration
The story goes that one day years 

ago, Irvine wanted to take in some 
entertainment in downtown St. Paul. 
She found nothing to her liking, so 
she resolved to build a multipurpose 
hall that would serve everyone, from 
opera and symphony aficionados to 
lovers of theater and dance. Irvine 
contributed $7.5 million to the effort, 
a figure that was matched by family 
members.

Built for $46 million, the Ordway 
was an immediate hit when it opened 
on Jan. 1, 1985. Millions of people have 
seen theater shows, operas and dance 
and music concerts there. The Ord-
way also draws tens of thousands of 
children each year to its Flint Hills 
International Children’s Festival. 

That success sparked a revitaliza-
tion in downtown St. Paul, which 
added other key anchors, including 
a new Science Museum of Minnesota 
building in 1999 and Xcel Energy Cen-
ter in 2000. 

At the same time, however, the 
Ordway’s principal users often found 
themselves at loggerheads as they 
competed for time on the main stage.

Architect Benjamin Thomp-
son’s original vision for the Ordway 
included an 1,100-seat second stage 
that was downsized for financial rea-
sons. The McKnight Theatre, while 
fine for smaller theater productions, 
was not a good alternative for main 
stage programs.

The often vitriolic correspon-
dence between Ordway tenants 
landed on the desks of two important 
funders — Carleen Rhodes, president 
and CEO of the St. Paul Foundation, 
and Bob Senkler, chairman of Secu-
rian Financial Group.

“They were all coming to us for 
grants, and Bob and I said, ‘We have 
to solve this,’ ” Rhodes said.

Light-bulb moment
In the summer of 2005 Rhodes and 

Senkler brought together the lead-

ers of the Ordway and its three prin-
cipal arts organizations — the SPCO, 
Minnesota Opera and Schubert Club 
— as a trust-building exercise to see 
if they could solve the calendar issue. 
The arts leaders subsequently cre-
ated an organization, the Arts Part-
nership, to collaborate on common 
issues. 

They also toyed with an idea to 
convert the main stage for concerts, 
but “it was expensive; we would’ve 
had to shut the Ordway down for 
18 months, and it would’ve looked 
exactly the same,” said SPCO Presi-
dent Bruce Coppock. 

One day after a meeting in 2007, 
Kevin Smith, who was then head of 

the opera and is now Minnesota 
Orchestra president, pointed to the 
McKnight Theatre and suggested 
tearing it down to build a concert hall. 

That was an “Aha!” moment. “We 
ran into the McKnight, pulled out our 
tape measures and saw that it was 
56 feet across,” Coppock said. “The 
Musikverein in Vienna, arguably the 

best small concert hall in the world, 
is 58 feet across. We knew it was 
possible.”

They called on architect Tim 
Carl, of Minneapolis-based HGA. 
He returned two weeks later with 
a sketch that, unbeknown to him, 
echoed the Ordway’s original plan.

“Our charge was to not ruin the 
Ordway,” Carl said. “The beauty of 
the original building includes the way 
those copper and glass window bays 
dance along Rice Park.”

A national model
The city of St. Paul committed $3 

million to the project. The state later 
ponied up $20 million in two bond-
ing rounds. Private donors made up 
the rest. In all, more than $83 million 
was raised, including $32 million for 
an endowment to cover upkeep.

How the Ordway resolved its 
challenges — ones shared across the 
nation by multipurpose halls — is 
already being studied as a national 
model.

“I’m impressed by the Ordway 
project in terms of the close collabo-
ration between its users,” said Marc 
Scorca, president of Opera America, 
a New York-based umbrella organi-
zation. “They had an opportunity to 
make adjustments that would serve 
everyone, especially the public, and 
they took it.”

If Rhodes and Senkler are among 
the heroes of the new hall, so is Mitch-
ell, the solution-minded leader who 
assumed the Ordway’s presidency in 
2007 after helping build Disney Con-
cert Hall in Los Angeles.

For one thing, she gave up critical 
control of the Ordway’s calendar to 
the Arts Partnership. 

“A dictatorship is much more effi-
cient than a democracy, but it’s also 
more prone to revolution,” Mitchell 
said. “Everyone gave something, and 
we all get more for it.”

If the new hall brought tears to 
Mitchell’s eyes, it has many others 
beaming, including board member 
John Ordway III, nephew of Sally.

“Coming from a family with virtu-
ally zero artistic talent, we’re proud, 
honored and humbled to have our 
name on such a beautiful building,” 
he said.
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Following a gala Feb. 28 ($125-$1,000; info at 651-282-3114 or www.rocktheordway.org/gala), the Ordway will celebrate with a monthlong festival. Some highlights:

March 4: “Mozart for the Young 
at Heart,” performed by members of 
the Minnesota Opera and Minnesota 
Youth Symphonies.

March 5 & 6: The SPCO lights up 
its new hall with Prokofiev, Tsonta-
kis and Beethoven.

March 7: “20 Years of Freedom,” 
a concert by two South African leg-
ends, trumpeter Hugh Masekela and 
singer Vusi Mahlasela.

March 7-15: Minnesota Opera 

premieres “The Manchurian Candi-
date” by composer Kevin Puts and 
librettist Mark Campbell, the team 
behind “Silent Night,” which won 
Puts a Pulitzer Prize.

March 11: Ananya Dance Theatre 
premieres “Aahvan: Invoking the Cit-
ies,” an Ordway-commissioned epic.

March 12: Concert by La Santa 
Cecilia, Grammy winners for best 
Latin rock album.

March 13-14: SPCO plays Mahler’s 

Fourth Symphony.
March 14: A free Family Day (9 

a.m. to noon) includes storytelling, 
arts and crafts and dance lessons.

March 15: Vocal group Cantus 
performs “Songs of the Baltic Awak-
ening.”

March 17: St. Patrick’s Day concert 
by celebrated Celtic group Cherish 
the Ladies.

March 18: St. Paul singer-song-
writer Haley Bonar, fresh off a Euro-

pean tour.
March 19: Grammy-winning Twin 

Cities group Sounds of Blackness sings 
songs of hope and freedom.

March 20: The Schubert Club 
presents “Love Songs,” by Brahms, 
Schubert, Schumann and Berg, per-
formed by vocalists from the Cham-
ber Music Society of Lincoln Center.

March 21: Broadway legend Ber-
nadette Peters sings Stephen Sond-
heim and other show tunes.

M A R C H  AT  T H E  O R D WAY

JIM GEHRZ • jgehrz@startribune.com
The Ordway Center was aglow on a recent Saturday night. “The beauty of the original building includes the way those copper and glass window bays dance along Rice Park,” said architect Tim Carl.  

BRUCE BISPING • Star Tribune 1984
Sally Ordway Irvine was a major supporter of the Twin Cities arts community and the spark behind the Ordway. 

BRIAN PETERSON • brianp@startribune.com
The ceiling of the new Concert Hall features a wavelike 
pattern of oak dowels designed to enhance the sound.

BRIAN PETERSON • brianp@startribune.com
The Concert Hall’s lobby overlooks Landmark Center, 
Lawson Commons, the St. Paul Hotel and Rice Park.  

 La Marisoul of 
La Santa Cecilia. 
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Ever since Ordway Center was 
built 30 years ago, the musicians of 
the St. Paul Chamber Orchestra have 
not only had to perform in a one-size-
fits-all theater more suited to opera 
and symphonies than to chamber 
music. They also had to contend with 
an overcrowded calendar, fighting for 
rehearsal time and concert dates with 
the Ordway’s other tenants. 

Now, like a sister who has had to 
share space with three siblings finally 
getting her own room, the SPCO is 
stretching out and getting comfort-
able in the new Ordway Concert Hall. 
The musicians still will have to share 
on occasion. But this second stage is 
designed especially for a chamber 
group’s sound. 

“It’s the beginning of a new era,” 
said SPCO President Bruce Coppock. 
“A concert hall is as much a part of an 
orchestra’s identity as the musicians’ 
individual instruments.”

The hall also gives the SPCO much 
more onstage rehearsal time, and the 
option to increase the concerts it plays 
on coveted Saturday nights from 18 
to 24 a year. The first concerts in the 
space, featuring a program of Proko-
fiev, Beethoven and the premiere of a 
string arrangement of George Tson-
takis’  “Coraggio,” will be March 5-6.

“It’s such a luxury,” said Kyu-
Young Kim, senior director of artis-
tic planning. “The weeks in which 
we play concerts at the Ordway, we 
have access to rehearse in the hall 
all week long, when we used to have 
only Thursday mornings. And Satur-
day nights, it’s our dream to play as 
many of them as possible.”

Tailor-made acoustics
The 1,100-seat Concert Hall is 

smaller than the adjacent 1,900-seat 
Music Theater  where the SPCO used 
to play, projecting a more intimate 
feeling appropriate to a chamber 
orchestra. Nearly every aspect of its 
design has an acoustic as well as an 
aesthetic function.

Minneapolis architect Tim Carl, 
who oversaw the recent renovation of  
Northrop Auditorium, designed the 
hall in the classic rectangular “shoe-
box” style, with minimal separation 
between performance platform and 
the audience. Unlike the Music The-
ater, there is no proscenium. A rela-
tively narrow width of about 72 feet 
further promotes a sense of immer-
sion. (By contrast, Orchestra Hall in 
Minneapolis, which seats nearly 2,100, 
is 92 feet wide.) Three tiers of seating 
include a choral loft behind the stage 
that can accommodate more than 100 
singers or audience members. 

The strikingly beautiful ceiling is 
made of 14 miles of mahogany-stained 
oak dowels arranged into undulating 
wooden screens. The “wavy” screens 
allow sound waves to fill the upper 
space of the hall before returning to 
the musicians and audience below. 
Acoustician Paul Scarbrough, who 
has designed acoustics for dozens of 
concert halls worldwide, added more 
than 1,000 gypsum wall panels varied 
in depth and width to temper brittle-
ness in treble frequencies and ensure 
an even diffusion of sound.

To make the hall more versa-
tile, draperies and banners can be 

deployed on the ceiling and side 
walls to dampen the acoustics for 
shows employing amplified music. 
An acoustical break between the hall 
and foyer allows both halls to present 
simultaneous performances without 
noise interference. A 22-inch-thick 
wall and double-slab roof keep out 
the din of 5th Street traffic.

The SPCO recently performed a 
“hard-hat concert” for the construc-
tion workers who built the hall and 
their families. Principal cellist Julie 
Albers said that during the concert 
she noticed that the acoustics bring 
out a “more pronounced warmth” to 

bass overtones. 
“In rehearsal, you can hear every-

thing so clearly, but what happens 
when the space is full of people gets 
really exciting,” she said.

Albers called the new hall “revital-
izing.” She said, “To be able to play in 
this space, to hear every little nuance 
and work in such detail, will really 
help us develop our sound. And to 
know it’s our home will do enormous 
things for the identity of the group.”

Kim, who has been working with 
 Scarbrough on small touches such as 
adding curtains and some additional 
materials behind the stage, said only 
subtle changes have been necessary 
during the fine-tuning process over 
the past month. The choral ensemble 
Cantus came in to test how vocals 
sound from the stage. 

“Like anyone who’s bought a new 
house knows, there are always vari-
ables you don’t know about going in, 
but once you’re living there you figure 
it out,” he said. “We can play so much 
softer, blending the string sounds — 
you can hear everything on the stage.”

The audience effect
“The audience will find that the 

SPCO is defined in their minds in a 
completely different way,” Coppock 
said. “The aural experience is that 
much more dynamic.”

The orchestra remains committed 
to its neighborhood concerts around 
the Twin Cities, so trying to accommo-
date more Saturdays at the Ordway 
is “a difficult jigsaw puzzle,” he said. 
“But Saturday nights have an energy 
of their own, in large measure because 
the audience is rested, but also they 
have more of a sense of occasion.”

The hall will have an anchoring 
psychological effect for audiences as 
well as the orchestra, Coppock said.

“When we embarked on this plan, 
we drove a stake deep in the ground,” 
he said. 

For Kim, the hall won’t feel quite 
real until the first official concert, but 
“it does already feel like home.”

Kristin Tillotson • 612-673-7046

A hall of their own

BRIAN PETERSON • brianp@startribune.com
Musicians of the St. Paul Chamber Orchestra prepared to rehearse in the new Ordway Concert Hall. 

The Ordway Concert Hall is not just a hand-in-glove 
artistic fit for the SPCO, but a psychological home, too.

ZSW [C M Y K] E6 Sunday, Feb. 22, 2015

E6  •  VARIETY  •  S T A R  T R I B U N E  •  S U N D A Y ,  F E B R U A R Y  2 2 ,  2 0 1 5 

612.332.5299
DAKOTACOOKS.COM
1010 NICOLLET MALL
DOWNTOWNMPLS

3/10-11 CASSANDRA WILSON
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@ O’SHAUGHNESSY -
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“Titans of the genre” – Rolling Stone

“She has a classic, ageless voice that can

be adapted from pop to soul in one song”

- City Pages

“one of the most meltingly beautiful tenor
saxophone tones in the world.”

- Guardian

“Black Violin works hard but makes it all look
like play.” - NY TImes

“The voice is as stunning
as always, her phrasing
immaculate, her ability
to pack emotional
wallops equaled by very
few” - JazzTimes

“Pedrito and the band are virtuosi of first
order.” - John Scofield

“Her voice is a complex, expressive,

flexible instrument made of sugar

and grit.”

- Pamela Espeland, MinnPost

“Fleck andWashburn explore roots music using

the tones and coloration options that arise when

two banjos join in conversation.” – NPR

“Scythian’s enthusiasm is contagious, and shows

seem to end with everyone dancing, jumping around

or hoisting glasses.” -Washington Post

3/25-26 THE LAST OF THE SOUTHERN
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AND DELFEAYO MARSALIS

3/27 STORM LARGE

3/28 JOHNETTE NAPOLITANO

3/29 TIERNEY SUTTON TRIO WITH

MARK SUMMER – “AFTER BLUE”

3/31 ELIANE ELIAS TRIO

FOODIE NIGHT

MATTHEW AND
GUNNAR NELSON
RICKY NELSON REMEMBERED

3/8 2 SHOWS!

SXSW2013 BREAK-OUT KEYNOTE PERFORMERS!

BLACK VIOLIN
2/28 - 3/1
R&B CLASSICAL HYBRID DUO

“…abundant talent”
– Star Tribune
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LIFESTYLE STAGE

Thursday, February 26 at 12pm

Sunday, March 1 at 4pm

Minneapolis Convention Center
February 25–March 1

Wednesday 12pm–9pm
Thursday 10am–9pm
Friday 10am–9pm
Saturday 9am–9pm
Sunday 9am–6pm

Minneapolis Convention Center  

For complete show information visit homeandgardenshow.com

Win!

Plant yourself at the annual
Home + Garden Show

HOMFURNITURE.COM

Stop by the Star Tribune booth next
to the featured gardens and register
to win great backyard items from
HOM Seasonal Concepts and
Rainbow Play Systems.
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