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WHENHOWARD HANSONREcITALHALLWas first dedicated on Thursday, February 19,
1976, Howard Hanson, who directed the school from 1924 to his retirement
in 1964, stood before an audience of luminaries such as Eastman Director
Robert Freeman, Professor of Chamber Music John Celentano, and Professor
David Craighead ashe marveled at how the drab classroom of room 406 was
imaginatively and magically transformed into what he called “a beautiful

architectural fantasy.”

Expressing gratitude for the dedication,
he told the audience that “this lovely little
hall with its hundreds, and eventually thou-
sands of recitals by gifted young performers,
is bound to become the very heart and soul
of our institution.”

While Howard Hanson Recital Hall has
been an important space for smaller recit-
als, studio and master classes, and as ad-
ditional classroom space, its original de-
sign has posed challenges, especially for the
changing needs of a contemporary music
school. The stage was cramped and inacces-
sible, the blue fabric seats had become worn
and uncomfortable, the acoustics were in-
flexible and ineffective, and there were lim-
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ited ways for performers and instructors to
use the space. Almost 50 years after it was
first dedicated, the recital hall needed up-
dates to make the space more functional for
the twenty-first century.

To bring the hall up-to-date and cement
its multi-use functionality, Eastman’s prior
dean, Jamal J. Rossi, prioritized Howard Han-
son Recital Hall as his final renovation proj-
ect. Overtwoyears, the Howard Hanson hall
wasredesigned, fully gutted, renovated, and
debuted anew in January 2024. The only
original details that remain are panelingon
the far wall of the hall as well as the audito-
rium ceiling and floor, which was refinished.
(Thefloorand ceiling of the stage were reno-

vated.) Alsoremainingisasteel beambehind
the walls that was signed from 1975, during
the original renovations. In this renovation,
the hall received a complete facelift—from
the stage to the walls, seats, and even green-
room—and many technological enhance-
ments. Now, Howard Hanson Recital Hall
is the school’s most coveted small perfor-
mance hall, classroom, recording space, and
virtual meeting room. Ithas the most techno-
logically advanced capabilities of any other
room in the school.

“The complete renovation of Howard
Hanson Recital Hall complements the re-
centrenovations of Eastman’s other perfor-
mancevenues—Kodak Hall at Eastman The-
atre, Kilbourn Hall, and the Hatch Recital
Hall,” said Rossi. “As one of the most state-
of-the-art locations on the Eastman cam-
pus, Hanson Hall is now a multi-use space
that integrates highly advanced technol-
ogy into an acoustically and aesthetically
pleasing hall. It also houses a beautifully
restored 1906 Steinway piano. I am grate-
ful to the many craftspeople, technicians,
and Eastman colleagues who brought this
project to fruition.”

The hall is extremely compact: With 57
seats (down afew seats with thisrenovation),
the hall measures just under 1,100 square
feet, which includes the greenroom. Despite
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the challenges of such a small space, East- [1] The audience at the Howard Hanson Recital Hall dedication concert. Center row, L-R: University
man’s facilities team packed in the hall’s ca- Chancellor W. Allen Wallis, Mrs. Hanson, Dr. Hanson, University President Sproull, Eastman
Director Robert Freeman, and Professor of Chamber Music John Celentano.[2] Howard Hanson

pabilities to ensure the space would benefit
speaking at the Howard Hanson Recital Hall dedication in 1976.

performers, professors, scholars, and admin-
istrators. Every detail was thought through
with the help of Rochester-based CJS Ar-
chitects, who designed amodern space that
retained the room’s historical elements, and
Building Services Group contractors, who
carried out the design despite any behind-
the-wall surprises of a century-old building,.
Allhired contractors on the project were lo-
cal to Rochester.

“The concept was a top to bottom reno-
vation with really great technical accoutre-
ments,” remarked Kevin Gibson, Executive
Director of Operations, who brought his ex-
perience on the Kodak Hall and East Wing
renovations to this project. “We wanted it to
be cosmeticallybeautiful and wanted tobring
itup to date with current needs.”

Paul Spaulding, Director of Facilities and
Auxiliary Operations, who managed the day-
to-dayaspects of the renovation project, says
that the facilities team worked hard tounder-
stand and implement details that would make
the space functional for the various stakehold-
ers who use it. He joked that multipurpose
spaces tend to serve no one function well. But,
heassured, “we’ve tried to comereally close.”
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REBUILDING APIANO FOR ARENOVATED HALL

A nine-foot 1906 Steinway piano is the cen-
terpiece of Howard Hanson Recital Hall. But
it’snotjust any piano: The pianowas chosen,
purchased, and fully rebuilt to serve the newly
renovated concert hall.

Technician James Reeder and his team
at Reeder Pianos, based in Michigan, found
the piano—one that was originally built in
what is considered Steinway’s golden age of
pianos—and rebuiltitin their shop. They’ve
done prior work for Eastman, rebuilding two
of Eastman’s Steinway pianos, oneinthe East-
man Theatre and another thatis available in
Hatch Recital Hall. Butbecause of the unusu-
ally small space and challenging acoustics of
the hall, Howard Hanson Recital Hall’s piano
is the only one built specifically to the needs
of one of Eastman’s halls.

“We showed Reeder’s team the space and
talked to them about what the piano was go-
ingtobeusedfor,” said Mitch Moore, the for-
mer manager of instrument services, who re-
tired this summer after 26 years at Eastman.
“Theykept all thatin mind when they rebuilt
it. They knew it was going to be going into
apretty small space for a nine-foot piano.”

Theonlyoriginal partsthatremainare the
case and cast-iron plate. The piano hasanew
soundboard, pin block, strings, keys, action,

and hammers—everything that can be re-
placed, was.

A nine-foot piano is large for such a small
space (itused tohouse aseven-foot piano), but
Mooresaid thatthe school’s pianists preferthe
bigbass and presence of sound of a nine-foot
piano, and that when recording for auditions,
afull-sized instrument is necessary for pia-
niststo be competitive. “We tried to even the
playing field and I think we’ve done that with
this piano.”

To ensure the piano doesn’t overpower the
space, the hammers were made of felt with
minimal amounts of lacquer to prevent the
strings from projecting too much. The treble
of'the pianois still alittle brighter than what
isideal, so Eastman’s piano technicians will
continue to voice the piano by sticking nee-
dlesinthe hammersto getadesired softness.
And the piano will require maintenance to
keep it perfectly suited to the hall: The steel
strings will stretch over time, which willneed
adjustment, and the brightness will have to be
managed as the felt gets packed and grooved
by constant wear against the strings.

Butthe school’s pianists are already vying
to use the piano.

“I'm really happy with it,” said Moore.
“Ithought it came out beautifully.”

[3] A nine-foot 1906 Steinway piano was bought and restored specifically for the unique acoustics
of Howard Hanson Recital Hall. [4] The hall received a complete facelift. The paneling on the far wall
(with the windows) is original and provided the color palate for the updates.
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The previously raised stage was removed
and rebuilt to audience level with matching
maple floors and aband of red cherry wood
to delineate the stage from the seating area.
The stage walls are designed from wooden
ribs, each individually milled at unique an-
glesbeneficial to projecting sound. Allaround
the stage walls are hidden doors thatkeep ca-
bles and connectors neatly out of view and
contain an all-important touchscreen con-
trol panel that controls all the room’s brand-
new technologies.

For performances, the touchscreen panel
helpsusers control new stage and house light-
ing, fully dimmable, that come with several
preset options for concerts and events, in-
cluding color mood lighting. It additionally
controls curtains and blackout shades on the
far wall of the auditorium, where two layers
of window treatments were added to prevent
noise infiltration from the street. For acous-
tic tuning, a new curtain hidden behind the
ribs of the back wall can be adjusted to help
liven or dampen the sound as needed, also
controlled by the stage panel.

Performers can newly self-record audio
and video from the control panel, eliminat-
ingthe need tobringin personal recording
equipment. Two 4k cameras positioned on
the back wall of the hall are controlled from
the panel, allowing for multiple angles to
be captured, including one specifically to
zoom in on piano hands. A high-quality ste-
reo microphone hangs from the stage ceil-
ing. Recordings are transferred overnight
to a hard drive that students can access at
the school’s medialab, where they can self-
edit thefile.
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“That’sneverbeen available before to East-
man students,” explained Mark Wazowicz,
Director of Technology and Media Produc-
tion, who helped plan the hall’s new techno-
logical capabilities. It’s afeature he hopesto
bringto otherperformance hallsin the school
in the future.

A moveable and height-adjustable lec-
tern with a fully connected PC computer

and nearly every type of connector trans-
forms the stage into a presentation area for
classes, meetings, and other major events.
Itcanbroadcastto adrop-down screen that
is ensconced within the ceiling of the stage
when not in use, keeping it out of sight for
concerts. A long-arm document camera is
connected to thelectern, which functions as
achalkboard replacement: scores and other
documents placed on the lectern table are
magnified on the screen projector, allowing
for close-up, real-time annotations.

The hall’snew connectivityincludes a Poly
device that can hook in and allow for high-
speed conferencing to other Poly devices
around the world, making virtual meetings
with other institutions a breeze. A special
round microphone is positioned on the stage
ceiling to effortlessly pick up voices. Zoom
and other video conferencing works too,
thanks to a new wireless connection point
for the hall.

A 5.1 surround sound system of Meyer
Sound speakers meansnotonly thatrecorded
music can be listened to in high definition
but thatit will be an especially friendly space
forelectronic sound experimentations. The
lectern also has a slide-out table to hook up
equipment like turntables; similarly, there

[5] The new ADA-compliant lectern features a networked computer and along arm document
camera that projects to a drop-down screen.[6] The back of the stage now opens to a greenroom.

It can house the hall’s piano and lectern, and also contains “the brains” of the hall.
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are hidden connectors at the back of the hall
to hook in additional equipment for sound
mixing.

Of the technology, Wazowicz said, “We
have created alot of options for how people
canuse theroom. Butwe also tried tokeep it
assimple as possible so that youdon’thave to
be atech person. You can just walk-in, touch
a couple of buttons on the touch panel, and
hopefully be off and running.”

An effort to standardize the University of
Rochester’s technology, the control panelin
Howard Hanson Recital Hallmatchesthosein
otherrenovated classroom spaces across the
University. At Eastman now for twoyears, Wa-
zowiczbroughthis previous experiencein the
EventClassroom Managementdepartmentat
the University, where he was responsible for
updatestoits 300 plus classroom and meet-
ing spaces, upgrading speakers, connectivity,
and other technologies around the campus.

Inanother major change to Howard Han-
son Recital Hall, the back of the stage now
fullyopensintoasoundinsulated greenroom,
which nowhas ample space tohouse the hall’s
lectern and its rebuilt 1906 Steinway piano
outofstage view. The greenroomis alsohome
towhat theycall “thebrains,” atall towerwith
endlesswires that runs all the technological
connections for the hall, and which patches
thehallinto the audiovisual control centers

inthe school’sbasement, where concerts and
events can be recorded and livestreamed by
the school’s audiovisual pros.
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[7] The room is controlled through a touchscreen panel, the same type and interface as in classrooms

across the University.

Audienceswill also benefit from enhanced
comfort. More supportive seating with tab-
letarmchairs were built and installed, with a
formal greyfabricand wood accents to match
the hall’s floor. Ugly florescent lights were
replaced with cove lighting and additional
fixtures by Scandinavian designer Louis
Poulsen, all with energy-efficient LEDs for
maximum control. All materials were chosen
to complement the color tones of the origi-
nal wood paneling of the hall.

Accessibility was a significant concern
throughout the auditorium: while the stairs
up the sides and back of the hall remain, new
brass bannisters were added as well as secu-
ritylighting. The front two rows of seatsare on
skids sothey canbe removed forhandicapped
access.And the nowfloor-level stage provides
yetanother point of accessibility compared to
the priorstage, which required astepup. The
hall’sheight-adjustable lecternis also Amer-
icans with Disabilities Act compliant.

Facilities continues to tweak the space as
the Eastman community breaks in the hall.
Buttheresult? “I consideritagreatsuccess,”
concluded Gibson, who oversees all facili-
ties projects.

Spauldingreflected, “We’re spoiled, those
who get to build things like this, because we
leave alegacy foryears. It’s notlike writing a

paper or punching a form and passing it on,
where there’s not much of arecord for perpe-
tuity. This will last for 50 years. And if we do
itright, we’re remembered for that. There’s
a huge amount of pride in being able to do
somethinglike this.”

There are several facilities projects in
the works next: replacing hot water tanks
and boilers, updates to basement practice
rooms, installing new awnings, and more.
And with the slew of retirements and new
faculty recently hired—12 new facultyjoined
the schoollast year, and another five this aca-
demicyear—thefacilities staffhas kept busy
on faculty studio upgrades.

But it’s the less glamourous projects that
need attention: the infrastructure of the
100-year-old school, critical systems that
keep the heat, water, and lights on. The
school’saudiovisual control roomsalsoneed
upgrades to be able to better produce high
quality recordings and livestreams. Spauld-
ing and his team hope that funders will un-
derstand the necessity of projects thataren’t
as forward facing as concert halls.

Spaulding shared, “If I've got 10 to 12 years
left, I’d like to replace those systems during
that window, so when I walk out the door,
we can say we left it in good stead for the
next group.”
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