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Saving the
August Wilson Center

by Anne Ferola, Jennifer Ginsberg, and Martice Sutton

In order for the August
Wilson Center to find its
footing, it must emancipate
itself from its funder-led
leadership and become an
independent entity.

50 THE NONPROFIT QUARTERLY “WHAT NOW” BY NIKI HARE/NIKIHARE.COM



Editors’ note: There are two things not referenced in the following case study that appear to be in

play vis-a-vis the August Wilson Center. The first has to do with the fractured nature of “ownership” of

this organization from its very inception, and the second has to do with a simple problem of timing.

Regarding ownership, we have seen any number of times the specter-like organizations left behind by

philanthropic initiatives—often projects of national foundations. In essence, these are organizations

that wouldn’t have been started without some significant element of their founding being claimed by a

JSunder. These organizations tend to have a relatively short shelf life, defined largely by the continued

support of their patrons. This dynamic may be looked at as an organizational ‘failure to launch,”

and the champions of such organizations are usually external stakeholders trying to think through

the problem rationally. This results in a lack of the core energy needed to maintain a central identity.

Regarding timing, we have written often about
the disasters that ensued when arts nonprofits
made big capital expenditures immediately before
the recession or just as it started. In many cases,
not only did fundraising falter even when due dili-
gence had been done, but ticket sales fell short of
their projections, too. The August Wilson Center’s

being a new organization located outside of the
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For years, Pittsburgh’s
African-American
citizens explored ways
to celebrate and
showcase their vibrant
community. Many
believed the answer
lay in the creation of a
center—a gathering
place—dedicated

to African-American

culture.
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community it primarily represented creates yet
another hurdle to overcome in this regard.

The description of the collection of entities now
being patched together to manage this organiza-
tion simply carries forward this unfortunate
history. Our guess is that it will be difficull to
extricate the organization from its own fractured
beginnings and create an independent entity,
unless some person or group other than a funder

assertively claims it.

HE AucusT WILSON CENTER (AWC) For

African American Culture is a nonprofit

organization that produces and show-

cases performing and visual arts to cel-
ebrate the contributions of African Americans
in Pittsburgh and the United States at large. The
center’s founders aimed to serve an unmet need
for a facility dedicated to black culture; however,
despite planning, visionary programming and pro-
duction, and financial support from major founda-
tions, the August Wilson Center failed to become
financially viable. A consortium of private and
government funders came to its rescue in 2014,
with the hopes of reviving the center from what
seemed like an impossible situation.

In many ways, the struggle of the August
Wilson Center is not unique. Arts organizations of
all types perpetually rely on support from philan-
thropy and the government to sustain their work.
Yet, it has been demonstrated that organizations
of color find it particularly difficult to maintain
adequate funding. A new paper by the DeVos
Institute for Arts Management highlights some
of the issues unique to African-American and
Latino cultural organizations, and Rick Cohen has
written extensively for the Nonprofit Quarterly
on the struggles of African-American museums.
Despite admitting the uneven playing field, Cohen
and the DeVos Institute affirm these institutions
as “absolutely essential to the American arts
ecology”—valuable not just to the communities
whose history and culture they safeguard and cel-
ebrate but to society as a whole.!

History
Since the 1920s, Pittsburgh has been a corner-
stone of African-American culture—home to

talented and prolific musical, visual, and per-
forming artists. The playwright August Wilson
was born into this artistically rich but economi-
cally challenged community in 1945, and it would
become the center of his best-known and most
highly acclaimed works. Wilson chronicled life in
the Hill District in his Century Cycle—a set of ten
plays, each capturing a decade of African-Ameri-
can life in Pittsburgh during the twentieth century.

For years, Pittsburgh’s African-American
citizens explored ways to celebrate and show-
case their vibrant community. Many believed the
answer lay in the creation of a center—a gath-
ering place—dedicated to African-American
culture. Among the first attempts was the Home-
wood Art Museum, which presented community
arts programming in various locations but was
never able to raise the funds to build a perma-
nent home.

Concurrent with these efforts, Pittsburgh’s
mainstream cultural institutions attempted to
capture the voice and spirit of the city’s dynamic
African-American community. The Senator John
Heinz History Center, for example, regularly
mounted exhibitions dedicated to the lives of
black Western Pennsylvanians;? and in 2001,
the Carnegie Museum of Art acquired the entire
archive of famed African-American photogra-
pher Charles “Teenie” Harris, and undertook a
decade-long project to catalog and curate it for
eventual display.? But Sala Udin, a city council-
man who grew up in the Hill District and was a
childhood friend of August Wilson’s, while not
deriding the efforts described them as, simply,
“not sufficient.” August Wilson himself is widely
quoted as having said, “Blacks have traditionally
had to operate in a situation where whites have
set themselves up as the custodians of the black
experience.” The African-American community,
Udin insisted, needed its own space to showcase
its own history and culture: “No other community
can do that adequately.”

Building the Center

Then-mayor Tom Murphy agreed. In 1996, he
pledged his support for building a center dedicated
to African-American culture, and offered assis-
tance through the city’s Urban Redevelopment
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Authority (URA), which provided land for a
new center Downtown, in Pittsburgh’s Cultural
District. Spanning fourteen square blocks, the
District attracts more than two million visitors
annually and is home to the Pittsburgh Opera,
the Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre, and the Pittsburgh
Symphony Orchestra. Although some cautioned
against building Downtown, the founders stood
firm. Dr. Mona Generett, who joined the AWC
board in 2007, agrees that the center “completed
our very rich cultural district.”® The center’s
vision, she says, is to enrich and enlighten the
culture of the entire Pittsburgh community. To
achieve that mission, it must be in the heart of
the city—accessible to the greatest number of
patrons, regardless of race.”

By 2003, the AWC steering committee had
hired Neil A. Barclay as president and CEO; set a
$33 million construction budget (though Barclay
later admitted it was “picked out of thin air”);?
received construction grants of $4 million from
The Heinz Endowments and approximately
$15 million from the URA; and selected architect
Allison Williams’s bold and modern, nautically
inspired design for the building.

Participation from the African-American com-
munity was vital. Both The Heinz Endowments
and Milton and Nancy Washington, cochairs
of the capital campaign, established challenge
grants to match giving from the African-American
community up to $2 million, thereby leveraging
every dollar donated. The heads of Pittsburgh’s
black churches, often considered the heart of the
community, preached generosity for the center
and held fundraisers for the building campaign.
Despite the fact that Pittsburgh’s African-Amer-
ican community comprises only about a quarter
of the city and has significant rates of poverty, the
challenges were met.’

However, a combination of faulty budgeting
and unforeseen environmental factors drove up
costs before construction even began, and caused
significant delays. By the time the August Wilson
Center opened, in 2009 (in the midst of the finan-
cial crisis), the final cost of the structure and its
contents was $42 million. Construction was com-
pleted with an $11 million loan, secured by the
organization’s only asset—its building.
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The center’s multimillion-dollar debt would
have made breaking even a struggle even under
the best of circumstances; combined with poor
marketing and inconsistent programming, it
spelled financial disaster. By mid-2010, the center
was on its third executive director, and the board
and funders began to worry about its viability.
Few Pittsburghers were venturing Downtown to
support the center, and there were scant resources
available for programming and management. “It
is based on the mentality of the movie ‘Field of
Dreams,’ that if you build it, they will come. It's a
great movie theme, but it’s a terrible strategy for
operating a place like the Wilson Center,” said Dan
Martin, dean of the College of Fine Arts at Carn-
egie Mellon University, describing the tendency
for arts venues to lose their way.!

Financial records show that the organization
had run an operating deficit every year from the
time it opened its doors.!! If the August Wilson
Center could not fund operations, no level of debt
service would be feasible. By September 2013, the
building was forced into foreclosure. Concluding
that the AWC was not viable in its current state,
Judith Fitzgerald, the center’s conservator, became
responsible for the disposition of its assets.'?

The community rallied. Independent citizens
held “Community Conversations” with more than
seventy key stakeholders throughout Pittsburgh,
encouraging public support to save the center.'
African-American Pittsburghers, speaking out in
the center’s defense, included August Wilson’s
niece Kimberly Ellis, Reverend Harold Lewis
of Calvary Episcopal Church, and Tony Award-
winner Billy Porter. A town hall meeting in the
Hill District was standing-room-only."

Three of Pittsburgh’s largest foundations—
The Heinz Endowments, the Richard King
Mellon Foundation, and the Pittsburgh Founda-
tion—came together, along with support from
the city and the county, to pool sufficient funds
to purchase the center. Grant Oliphant, director
of The Heinz Endowments, considers this kind
of effort central to his organization: “[L]et’s be
clear—every cultural center and arts facility in
the country depends on charitable fundraising
and donations to survive.”’® In an interview for
this article, he added, “Part of the value that

“Itis based on the
mentality of the movie
‘Field of Dreams,’ that if
you build it, they will
come. It’s a great movie
theme, butiit’s a terrible
strategy for operating a
place like the Wilson
Center,” said Dan Martin,
dean of the College of
Fine Arts at Carnegie
Mellon University,
describing the tendency
for arts venues to lose

their way.
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Inabriefing, [Grant]
Oliphant explained that
the plan is to create
“two African American—
led nonprofits: one to
maintain and operate
the facility, the other

to fill it with dynamic,
deeply relevant
African-American

programming.”
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foundations bring is that they can be a little more
courageous.”

Significantly, the transaction, which took
place in November 2014, cleared all liens on the
property. The building emerged free of debt obli-
gations but severed from its original owner, the
nonprofit entity called The August Wilson Center
for African American Culture. The deed was then
transferred to a newly created nonprofit, headed
by the leaders of the three foundations. This new
ownership structure safeguards the building and
land from ever being mortgaged in the future."”

Vision for the Future

Maxwell King, President and CEO of the Pitts-
burgh Foundation, is taking the lead during the
transition. “During this transitional period, we
will work with a range of groups and individuals,
locally and nationally, to develop the best pos-
sible management practices and highest-quality
programming.”*® The Pittsburgh Cultural Trust,
which performs similar functions for a number of
arts organizations, is currently under contract to
provide management and operations services to
the center. According to the Pittsburgh Founda-
tion, the “overarching requirement will be that the
programming focus be primarily, though not exclu-
sively, on African American art and culture.”"

In the future, the center will be run by three
entities, with a distinct division of labor.?’ In a
briefing, Oliphant explained that the plan is to
create “two African American-led nonprofits:
one to maintain and operate the facility, the other
to fill it with dynamic, deeply relevant African-
American programming.”?!

The African-American Cultural Center Board
of Directors is in place as the governing board,
and currently consists of the three foundation
executives, and Michael Polite and Richard W.
Taylor—two highly respected African-American
members of Pittsburgh’s business community.
Recruitment of board members with experience
in nonprofit business, facilities management,
and finance has progressed slowly and methodi-
cally. The plan is to add an additional two to four
African-American members in 2016, with King,
Oliphant, and Scott Izzo, director of the Mellon
Foundation, then rotating off.

Eventually, a separate programming board will
be established and staffed with and by leaders
in the African-American arts community. Until
then, the center is looking to a variety of sources
for suggestions. The Pittsburgh Foundation has
invited more than sixty local arts and culture
groups to develop programs, offering a $300,000
pool of funds to support their efforts, and The
Heinz Endowments has distributed an equal
amount to the Cultural Trust for current AWC
programming. Judge Joseph K. Williams III chairs
August Wilson Center Renewal Inc., a community-
driven group that is also offering programming
suggestions. “I want to bring it alive,” he said. “I
think it will be such a healing vehicle for relation-
ships in [the Pittsburgh] community.”?

While the process of board-building continues,
the August Wilson Center is beginning to come
to life once again. Fall programming included
the new “Soul Sessions” music series, dance
performances by Philadanco and Ailey II, and
The Piano Lesson, August Wilson’s fourth play
and 1990 Pulitzer Prize—winner. On the building’s
exterior, the “I Am August” installation show-
cases 150 portraits of Pittsburgh residents of all
races—part of Brazilian photographer Angélica
Dass’s ongoing Humanae project. According to
the Pittsburgh Cultural Trust’s website, “This
project, which includes a collection of commu-
nity stories, performances and events, takes a
first step toward a vision for an August Wilson
Center that boldly celebrates community in the
spirit of the center’s namesake, August Wilson.”

The DeVos Institute’s research is clear: “Arts
organizations of color are, in general, much less
secure and far smaller than their mainstream
counterparts.”® Yet the same factors that under-
lie their frailties, such as the underrepresentation
and marginalization of the populations they rep-
resent, are precisely those that make support for
them so critical. Cohen cites Randall A. Williams
and Michael Worth of George Washington Univer-
sity saying that to address this problem African-
American cultural institutions require “an internal
reorientation of missions and staff, as well as an
external infusion of funds and experience.”*

The August Wilson Center is attempting just
such a course correction. Its public and private
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partners have provided the funding to safeguard
its assets and allow a fresh start, and a new board
and ownership structure promises to make the
best use of directors’ diverse management and
cultural expertise. But, as Cohen has written,
African-American cultural organizations’ sur-
vival depends on “what they do for and how they
connect with their local communities.”® Pitts-
burgh citizens from every sector have joined
forces to give the August Wilson Center a second
life. Time will tell if it lives up to its potential.

As president of the Association of African Ameri-
can Museums and director of African American
Programs at the Senator John Heinz History
Center, Samuel Black holds a unique perspective
on the importance of African-American cultural
institutions, as well as their potential shortcom-
ings. Black emphasizes that one of the benefits
of a place like the August Wilson Center is that it
not only serves the public through programming

but can also be a training ground for African-
American young people who aspire to careers in
the field of arts and culture.?* Both Cohen and the
DeVos Institute point to the overall lack of people
of color in the arts management field as one of the
main uphill battles these organizations face. Black
confirms this scarcity, noting that while African
Americans make up a quarter of Pittsburgh’s pop-
ulation, they only comprise about 5 percent of
employees at the Heinz History Center, and even
less at other cultural organizations in the city.

A place like the August Wilson Center shows
young people that a career in arts and culture
is a possibility, and provides an opportunity to
work toward that future. In 2010, the Association
of African American Museums (AAAM) held its
annual conference in Pittsburgh, at the newly
opened August Wilson Center. At the time, it was
the group’s best-attended conference in a decade,
and Black feels the venue was largely responsible
for that success: “People wanted to see the August
Wilson Center and be engaged with it.” It comes
as no surprise that the grand 65,000-square-foot
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state-of-the-art facility, designed—according to
architect Allison Williams—to represent “power
and pride,” would serve as an inspiration to
AAAM’s membership.?” And, while its reincarna-
tion story is not yet complete, the August Wilson
Center has a chance to inspire a new generation
of leaders in the field of African-American arts
and culture.
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