
The Big Business Of Westchester's
Arts
With the constantly shifting mix of audiences, donors, and
competitors, there’s huge money and huge headaches in the
world of Westchester’s art industry.

BY DAVE DONELSON 

he business of the arts teeters on the point of perplexity. Which is more important, the business or the

art? If you emphasize money, are you selling out? If you ignore it, do you become simply another

starving artist? 

Metaphysical questions like these take more mundane forms in the management of Westchester’s

many arts organizations. Should the orchestra budget for a new marketing director or commission a

new symphony next year? Should the art museum hire an executive director with an MBA or an MFA?

Should the film center program blockbuster features to sell more tickets or controversial documentaries

to draw more contributions? It ain’t easy running an arts business.
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Music at Caramoor

From Potters to Painters to Philharmonics

Arts businesses in Westchester fall into numerous categories with lots of overlap. We’re home to

painters, sculptors, potters, photographers, musicians, orchestras, jazz bands, movie houses, theaters,

galleries, and museums. Peekskill, New Rochelle, and Yonkers are just three of the many communities

offering live/work lofts for artists, while nearly every village and hamlet in the county hosts an arts festival

or two during the year. According to the ArtsWestchester-funded study, arts events drew 2.7 million

attendees in 2010, about a third of them tourists from outside the county.

“The arts community in Westchester is incredibly rich,” says James Undercofler, who was president and

CEO of The Philadelphia Orchestra before he joined the faculty at Purchase College, SUNY as co-chair

and professor of arts management. 

Jeff Haydon, CEO of Caramoor, adds, “The fact that [institutions like] Caramoor and the Neuberger

Museum and Jacob Burns and many others exist here makes Westchester a vibrant community to live

in. You don’t have to go to the city every week for a high cultural experience.” 

Haydon points out that a healthy arts presence

contributes to real estate values. Langsam adds that

cultural institutions are important to companies

considering relocation, while Westchester Philharmonic

Executive and Artistic Director Joshua Worby says the
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An art show at Jacob Burns Film Center

Worby points to 2007, when the Westchester Philharmonic made a major decision to generate future

growth by engaging the legendary Itzhak Perlman as its artistic director. The economic world had

changed by 2008 when Perlman made his first appearance. “His debut weekend literally was

bookended by the two largest drops in the history of the Dow Jones average,” Worby says. “Artistically

and from the perspective of the box office, he did exactly what was intended. Our houses were full.

Unfortunately, the crash was very painful to the contributed revenue streams including government

grants and private donations and that led to our parting ways, which in turn affected our audiences.”

Marketing for an arts business is an ongoing, demanding task—just like it is for any business that wants

to capture part of the consumer’s discretionary income. It’s complicated by the fact that the arts

consumer in Westchester is a special person, according to Larchmont gallery owner Kenise Barnes.

“People in Westchester are very sophisticated because they have the opportunity to look at work in

museums and galleries in New York City,” says Barnes, who has been selling art in Larchmont for 18

years and recently expanded her gallery to 2,600 square feet on two levels. 

Programming Decisions: Please the Public or Pay the Bills?

Then there is the question of how you please that fickle public—or the demanding donors—while

staying true to an artist’s mission to create new experiences for the audience. “In the performing arts,

there’s a tug of war,” says Purchase College's Undercolfer. “On the one hand, you can program a

season that will fill your house by doing classic plays and symphonies and do fairly well. On the other
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Lyndhurst, Stone Barns Center for Food & Agriculture, and the Neuberger Museum of Art.

Keeping up with changing audience tastes is crucial whether you’re selling mixed nuts or mixed media.

Undercofler cites the National Endowment for the Arts’ 2012 “Survey of Public Participation in the Arts”

to demonstrate the danger of resisting change. “[The survey] shows a decline in traditional audiences

for opera, symphony, ballet, and jazz, but an increase in younger audiences for public art events like

street fairs. Audiences want to participate in the process of the arts. That’s why some art galleries have

developed participatory exhibits,” he says.

Caramoor is moving in that direction too, according to Haydon. “We are developing a strategy of

immersion,” he says. “[Visitors] come for a whole day that includes a visit to the grounds where they

come across musicians performing under a tree. It may lead to a short concert followed by a

participatory activity, followed by a discussion.”

The decisions these arts businesses make each day would be familiar to a student in any MBA

program. They deal with marketing and promotion, production and distribution, management,

personnel, and finance. Attracting an audience to a gallery exhibition is little different from drawing a

crowd to the grand opening of a women’s boutique. Signing corporate sponsors for a school music

outreach program is much the same as recruiting angel investors for a high-tech start-up. Success in an

arts business demands not only talent and ideas but also discipline and perseverance. 

In short, as Janet Langsam declares, “The arts are a well-thought-out industry in the county with a lot of

very professional organizations."
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