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The title of this article is taken from the not 
really surprising reaction we sometimes 

get from students and visitors. Aren’t libraries 
supposed to be quiet places for studying and 
student work? As we seek to diversify aca-
demic library cultural offerings, similar to our 
public librarian colleagues, having concerts 
and dances in a library is a way to open the 
library to the community in an intriguingly 
different way, and to enhance curriculum 
by offering a new venue for students to 
perform in and for their audiences, as well. 
This article will examine some of the types 
of collaboration that have taken place as a 
result, the benefits to our students as well as 
to ourselves, and some how-to’s.

Background
Powell Music in the Rotunda is a free concert 
series offered by the UCLA College Library, 
the campus undergraduate library, featur-
ing UCLA students, faculty, and staff with 
occasional professionals who are willing to 
perform for free. It offers a venue for students 
outside the music building. The concerts 
are held in the second floor Moorish-style 
rotunda under a Romanesque dome with a 
very resonant acoustic, which of course plays 
a role in determining what type of music can 
be performed. There is a very small budget. 
Staffing consists of one librarian, with some 
limited assistance from other library staff and 
student workers to move furniture and set-up 
chairs, and a couple of staff volunteers to as-
sist during the concerts themselves.

The original concert series ran for about 24 
years, from 1966 to 1990. The building, one 
of the original campus buildings constructed 
between 1927 and 1929, was earthquake 
renovated and upgraded in the mid-1990s. 
After the renovation in 1998, College Library 
staff member Karen Baxter decided to resur-
rect the series. When she left UCLA in 2000, 
I took over its management. In 2002, a his-
torical dances series was added. The current 
series is now almost 15 years old, and it has 
changed and grown since it began.

The rotunda’s resonant acoustics deter-
mine what types of music can be played, for 
instance modern piano is not possible. Types 
of music that have been performed include 
early music (choral, instrumental, and key-
board), classical guitar, strings, choral, world 
music (e.g., Near Eastern, Balkan, Northern 
Indian), woodwinds, a cappella, jazz, and 
pop. At the beginning, the series consisted 
mostly of afternoon concerts. As the concerts 
grew in quality and complexity, they became 
almost exclusively held on Friday and Sat-
urday evenings when the library is closed, 
except for the end of the term during finals 
when the library is open 24/7. The audiences 
have changed from consisting of primarily un-
dergraduate students to a mixture of campus 
and community. Daytime concerts did have 
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the advantage of introducing this music to 
the students who happened to be studying on 
the second floor where the concerts are held.

Collaborations
These are the three departments, now under 
the umbrella of the UCLA Herb Alpert School 
of Music, whose students, faculty, and staff have 
performed in Powell over the years. Originally 
Karen Baxter collaborated with department 
outreach liaisons who conveniently obtained 
groups and individuals for her. After these peo-
ple left, bookings have mostly occurred through 
people con-
tacting me 
directly. 

The most 
succes s fu l 
co l l abo ra -
tions involve 
facu l ty  o r 
very moti-
va ted s tu-
dents acting 
on their own, 
somet imes 
performing 
the i r  cap-
stone recitals. 
We have also 
had a number of professional chamber musi-
cians looking for suitable venues in Los Angeles 
and are willing to perform for free. Our own 
music students had to audition to get into their 
program, and because they are very good, ad-
ditional auditions are not required. 

There have been a variety of collaborations 
with faculty, graduate students, undergradu-
ates, and student organizations such as a cap-
pella groups. Each one arises from a desire to 
perform in a unique space outside the music 
building theaters in a convenient but unique 
and intimate venue. This interest is also fed by 
the reputation the Powell music series has built 
up over the years. 

How did our collaborations arise? One model 
was via an interested graduate student, with 
others following and eventually including their 
faculty. Another resulted from an introduction 

by one faculty to another interested colleague, 
which in turn may lead to additional collabora-
tions. In both instances, this resulted in direct 
ties between the concerts and the music school’s 
curriculum.

By 2006, some groups and individuals that 
I had worked with over the years had left, and 
the well seemed to be running dry. Winding 
down the series seemed to be a possibility. Up 
until then, due to our acoustics which lent itself 
to early music, I had mainly worked with the 
Musicology department, but not with the Music 
department itself, apart from a few individual 

students. 
Then late 

that year, a 
choral con-
ducting grad-
uate student 
attended a 
concert and 
decided to 
have his final 
doctoral recit-
al here. After 
collaborating 
with several 
subsequent 
choral con-
ducting grad-

uate students for a series of choral concerts, this 
chapter culminated with the choral conducting 
professor Donald Neuen and his graduate 
students conducting the full UCLA Chorale and 
Chamber Singers, with more than 100 members 
and a chamber orchestra, in two performances 
of Bach cantatas in January 2011.

In fall 2000, Music department faculty mem-
ber Tom Beghin began a series of early key-
board recitals featuring students from his classes. 
In 2002, he departed UCLA, but turned over the 
idea of performing in Powell to his colleague, 
Musicology Professor Elisabeth Le Guin. UCLA 
does not have an early music program per say, 
but in an effort to resurrect campus early music-
making from the past, Le Guin began teaching 
a series of early music workshop classes, which 
were open to nonmusic majors. 

Eventually through her persistence and hard 

Donald Neuen conducts the UCLA Chorale and Chamber Singers. 
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work, this culminated in the establishment of 
an official Early Music Ensemble, which was 
now open to students in the Music Depart-
ment. Their first concert was held fall 2009, 
and featured vocal and instrumental groups, 
including the UCLA Brass Ensemble with two 
different groups of trumpets and trombones 
facing each other and performing Giovanni 
Gabrieli antiphonal Renaissance music under 
the rotunda dome, the kind of space the music 
was originally composed for. 

Since then, other talented graduate students 
have taught the class, and directed the con-
certs. Powell Library became the home venue 
for this ensemble, and the class has been 
held every quarter since 2012. It has become 
one of the 
only oppor-
tunities for 
our music 
students to 
learn how 
to perform 
vo c a l  o r 
instrumen-
tal  music 
f rom the 
Med i eva l 
t h r o u g h 
B a r o q u e 
p e r i o d s . 
Without the 
Powell Li-
brary series, 
it’s doubtful this ensemble would exist.1 

At a concert in 2008, another Musicology 
professor introduced me to Violin Professor 
Movses Pogossian. This began the annual 
Vivaldi concerts in which freshman violin 
students, in their second quarter, take turns 
performing The Four Seasons in addition to 
other works. This steadily grew to include 
cello and viola Strings faculty also performing 
with their freshmen students. The concert is 
held the same weekend as the Strings’ audi-
tions for new students, and has been used as 
a recruiting tool with some success. This has 
contributed in a small way to the Music Depart-
ment’s strategic plan to increase the quality of 

their students and therefore attract and retain 
top international caliber faculty. 

As the Music department strategic plan 
notes, “UCLA is now competing for students, 
and often winning, against Julliard, Eastman, 
Indiana, Michigan, Rice, Oberlin, USC and 
others because of the high level of faculty 
instruction.”2 

It has become an important Strings tradi-
tion, with students who performed previ-
ous years in the audience cheering on their 
younger colleagues.

One of the important music pedagogies that 
take place in the Vivaldi concert and others, 
are students performing alongside their profes-
sors. The two photos on this page illustrate this 

concept. In 
the  f i r s t , 
Viola Pro-
fessor Rich-
ard O’Neill 
performs a 
Bach Bran-
d e n b u r g 
c o n c e r t o 
w i t h  h i s 
f r e shman 
s t u d e n t . 
The other 
is from a 
se r i e s  o f 
c o n c e r t s 
f e a t u r i ng 
the  Bach 

cello suites, with the graduate student on the 
left, and Professor Antonio Lysy on the right.

Campus student groups
A cappella has a strong following here at 
UCLA, and a cappella groups have performed 
in Powell since the mid-2000s. Lately we have 
had to cut back on the number of concerts and 
have discontinued a cappella, but the Powell 
rotunda has always been very popular with 
these groups and attract a number of sorority 
and fraternity members in the audience for a 
fun evening.

Another long tradition has been the Histori-
cal Dances in the Rotunda series, which now 

Daniel Stephens and Richard 
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features three dances per year with themes like 
“Waltz Night,” “Italian Renaissance Ball,” and 
“Jane Austen Ball.” These are coordinated by a 
pair of professional dance instructors who also 
teach at meetings of the ballroom dance clubs 
on campus. Emma Lewis Thomas, emeritus 
dance professor, provides expert instruction at 
the annual Renaissance Ball, and lately they’ve 
begun to feature live music, with our own music 
students performing occasionally. These events 
are a lot of fun and quite popular with our stu-
dents, as well as members of the community. 

Pointers
While another article (or even a book) could 
be written on running such a music and dance 
series, here are a few pointers gleaned over 
the years:

• be open and accommodating;
• make it easy for the performers;
• publicity, publicity, publicity;
• set up early rather than too late;
• get assistance when possible; and
• never stop learning.

Publicity
In rough order of effectiveness, the following is 
a list of types of publicity done for our concerts 
and dances:

• e-mail messages to departments,
• chamber music community newsletters 

and website calendars,
• library website updates,3

• listings on other department/campus 
calendars,

• posters and flyers in libraries and some 
departments,

• concert e-mail list (sign-up book at con-
certs), and 

• social media.
The e-mail messages to departments are sent 

once a quarter, as typically departments prefer 
not to have updates more often than that. It’s 
important to include all departments, and, if pos-
sible, professional schools on campus. For ex-
ample, audience numbers noticeably increased 
after science and engineering departments were 
added to our e-mail list.

Benefits
How does a well-suited, high-profile venue 
benefit faculty’s work, their department’s cur-
riculum, and thereby their students? In her 
opening remarks at the inaugural concert of 
the newly reconstituted UCLA Early Music en-
semble, Elisabeth Le Guin remarked:

The reconstitution I’m referring to here 
has to do with curriculum, with the sup-
port and that legitimacy that this provides. 
Until this Fall, an early music ensemble 
had not been offered for ensemble credit 
to music majors since 1989.4

How do concerts and other similar events 
benefit libraries, which, in some cases, may 
be experiencing declining gate counts? In the 
literature, two authors have stated: 

academic libraries…are…striving to 
engage the community of users and 
potential users in new ways5

and 

The concerts gave us a unique visibility 
that conventional university outreach 
did not…6

During fall 2012, we conducted a brief 
feedback assessment from our student audi-
ence. One student wrote, “these concerts are an 
absolute treasure. I hope to perform here myself 
someday.” Another stated, “the Powell Concert 
series is one of the gems of the UCLA. The 
library is such a unique space and really allows 
music to be presented in new fresh ways, mak-
ing it accessible to different audiences outside 
the traditional ‘concert hall’ setting.”

So, what about potentially disturbing music 
in a library filled with students studying? When 
I asked then University Librarian Gary E. Strong 
how you balance use by students for quiet 
study versus use as an events venue, he said 
“very delicately.”

Part of this delicate management has to do 
with posting signage warning students how long 
they can expect the sounds from rehearsals or 
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performances (welcome or not) to continue, and 
where they can go to study if they are disturbed. 
If this is not enough, in the past, staff at the 
reference desk encouraged students to leave a 
note in the library’s suggestion box. This seems 
to take care of most complaints, and there seem 
to be more students listening to a concert or a 
rehearsal than appear to be hostile to it. 

Concerts have been held at the Library of 
Congress since 1925. In this era of redefining the 
role of the academic library, one of the oldest 
types of cultural programming is still attracting 
audiences and members of the campus and 
wider community. Perhaps your library can also 
establish “…one of the campus’s outstanding 
treasures.”7
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that can engage and unite an entire college or 
university community, both on and off cam-
pus. Simply put, the face of the student debt 
challenge is the face of a particular student 
who we know, a student who is struggling 
because of this problem. 

For the benefit of that student and many 
thousands of others, we must reduce student 
debt. 
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