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Before every show, the people 
behind the curtain experience a 

frisson of stage fright. Is every-
thing ready? What if something 
goes wrong? It was no different 
backstage, so to speak, as the Dr. 
Phillips Center for the Performing 
Arts prepared for its big debut.

And, as with any opening, the 
important question is: Will the audi-
ence like it? “We wanted the building 
to be very striking,” says Kathy 
Ramsberger, president of the Dr. 
Phillips Center, “but also very, very 
comfortable for everyone. We wanted 
it to be an inspirational, creative space.”

Orlando’s ambitious and truly 21st-
century arts center unveils its first 
phase in early November with nearly 
two weeks of festivities. In addition  
to a ribbon-cutting, the celebration 

includes a community open house and 
tour of the facility, theater presenta-
tions, free concerts and some big-name 
entertainment.

Nine-time Grammy winner Sheryl 
Crow helps celebrate the opening of 
the Seneff Arts Plaza with a free concert 
on November 8 at 8 p.m., while singer-
songwriter Emmylou Harris headlines 
the opening of the Alexis & Jim Pugh 
Theater on November 14. Finally, on 
November 15, a one-time performance 
of Broadway & Beyond will take place  
in the Walt Disney Theater. The variety 
show features Broadway stars and 
international musicians and dancers. 
Tickets include an after-party on the 
Seneff Arts Plaza with champagne and 
live music by Michael Andrews’ Atomic 
Big Band.

Ramsberger expects the high-tech 
center to be a busy place. The first 

phase consists of two theaters, a plaza/
outdoor performance space, rehearsal 
rooms, a 10,000-square-foot educa-
tional facility and administrative offices. 
A third theater is planned as part of 
phase two. Everything is situated on a 
nine-acre site near Lake Lucerne, barely 
a mile from where namesake Dr. Phillip 
Phillips and his wife Della used to invite 
renowned musicians to their home for 
“musicales.”

With the center’s opening, Orlando 
can now take its cultural place along-
side other major cities. Of the 30 largest 
metro areas in the country, Orlando 
was the only one without a signature 
performing arts facility. Not content 
merely to join the ranks, Ramsberger 
and her team insisted on architectural 
and design elements to give the center 
its own look and feel. Designed by 
Barton Myers Associates of Los Angeles, 

Hit tHe ligHts. 
Cue tHe performers. 

tHe Dr. pHillips Center 
for tHe performing Arts 

is finAlly reADy 
for its Close-up.

by G.K. Sharman
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who worked with local architects HKS 
Inc. and Baker Barrios, the center is 
also “green” and is in the process of 
becoming officially LEED (Leadership 
in Energy and Environmental Design) 
certified. 

Appearance counts, and Jim Pugh, 
chair of the Dr. Phillips Center board 
of directors, pronounces the building 
“unbelievably beautiful.” Light is 
important to its design and feel, says 
Ramsberger. Skylights, glass and natu-
ral materials predominate. In keeping 
with the urban vibe, there’s plenty of 
steel and concrete. Even the loading 
docks are light and bright, with cat-
walks to observe the activity below. 

The center also is intended to be 
open and accessible to all. Rather than 
being up on a pedestal, it is at ground 
level, approached through the Seneff 
Arts Plaza, a lush landscaped corridor 

that will host outdoor concerts and 
events, as well as serve as a gathering 
place. “It’s like the theater before the 
theater,” Ramsberger says. “It gives 
people a sense of arrival.”

Everyone enters through one door, 
underneath a portico that evokes the 
hospitality of a Southern front porch. 
Once inside, the first thing people see 
is the community theater. Rather than 
being hidden away down a back hall-
way, Ramsberger says, “It’s front and 
center for us.”

Named for Alexis and Jim Pugh, the 
intimate 300-seat space is designed 
with emerging artists and experimental 
productions in mind. Multiple stage 
configurations are possible, and the 
orchestra-level seating area can become 
a flat floor for cabaret performances, 
galas, weddings or other special events. 
The small hall is aspirational, Pugh 

“... enjoy, create, 
discover, celebrate 
and experience the 
arts.”
—Orlando Mayor Buddy Dyer

Clockwise from opposite left: Patrons  
of the sleek new Dr. Phillips Center will  
enter through the lush Seneff Arts Plaza. 
The center’s dedicated staff have been 
instrumental in the project’s success, with 
President & CEO Kathy Ramsberger and 
Board Chair Jim Pugh leading the way.
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Unlike most artwork, it has no per-
spective, no point of perception that 
leads the viewer to look at it a certain 
way. “No single point of view is the 
point of view,” McGrath says, making 
the piece of public art a shared experi-
ence, as well as an individual one.

McGrath’s work is one of some 15 
pieces of visual art in the center, all 
painstakingly selected by an art advi-
sory committee. “Museums are not typi-
cally found in arts centers,” says Pugh, 
noting another way that the Dr. Phillips 
Center stands out from its peers.

The Walt Disney Theater, with 
room for more than 2,700 in orchestra 
and balcony seating, is the largest 
venue in the center. It’s also the site for 
much of the inaugural programming. 
JAZZ ROOTS–A Larry Rosen Jazz 
Series, kicks off on November 20 with 
Georgia on My Mind: Celebrating Ray 
Charles. The program addresses the 
ways music connects communities and 
people and examines the African roots 
of popular music in the Americas. It 
includes performances and educational 
and outreach programs. 

The FAIRWINDS Broadway in 
Orlando series opens December 3 with 
Phantom of the Opera. Other shows 
include The Book of Mormon, Disney’s 
Newsies, Motown the Musical and I Love 
Lucy Live on Stage. On a more pop cul-
ture note, blues guitarist Joe Bonamassa 
will play in both acoustic and electric 

modes when he performs on December 
16. The Orlando Ballet will also be 
performing in the Walt Disney 
Theater, with perennial holiday favor-
ite The Nutcracker scheduled for 
December 19 to 21. 

The Dr. Phillips Center, part of the 
public-private partnership known as 
the Orlando Venues project, broke 
ground in June 2011. Including delays 
caused by an economic downturn, the 
final cost now tops $500 million. 
Groundbreaking for phase two is ten-
tatively set for late 2015.

says, a place where people, particularly 
young artists and local groups, can 
experiment and perfect their craft.

A look up reveals abstract art by 
Brooklyn-based artist Tom McGrath. 
Painted on a high-tech material called 
Barrisol, which McGrath likened to 
“vinyl or a stretchy PVC,” the work 
covers about 1,000 square feet. It con-
sists of 34 panels of various sizes 
mounted tightly within openings in the 
ceiling and backlit by LED lights.

McGrath was one of a handful of 
nationally and internationally known 
artists on the short list for the project. 
During the six months it took to pro-
duce and mount the artwork, he kept a 
studio here. He was already locally 
known, however, because the Orlando 
Museum of Art bought one of his 
paintings in 2005. 

The theater piece was a challenge, 
both technically and artistically. On 
the technical side, he was essentially 
painting with light, he says. On canvas, 
if painters want to change something, 
they just paint over it. The Barrisol is 
not only translucent, it also has the 
lights behind it. Achieving the desired 
effects took patience and considerable 
work with designers, engineers and 
even printmakers at Flying Horse 
Editions, the fine arts press at the 
University of Central Florida.

Artistically, the piece had to look 
fantastic from every seat in the house. 
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About a third of the funding comes 
from philanthropic sources, parti-
cularly the Dr. Phillips Charities. “It’s 
natural for the Dr. Phillips Charities to 
be involved in this,” says Kenneth  
D. Robinson, president of the Dr. P. 
Phillips Foundation. “It fits our vision 
to honor the Phillips family.”

The rest comes from public funds, 
especially the Orange County Tourist 
Development Tax, as Orange County 
Mayor Teresa Jacobs notes. “I think it’s 
important to remember that it’s because 

of our world-class tourism industry 
that Orange County has been able to 
support the Dr. Phillips Center with 
Tourist Development Tax funds,” she 
says. “With the grand opening of the 
newest performing arts complex in the 
United States, we’ve boosted our appeal 
as a top global destination, as well as 
the quality of life for all who proudly 
call Orlando home.

“More than anything, I’m looking 
for-ward to the impact that the Dr. 
Phillips Center for the Performing Arts 
will have on our children. The greatest 
gift we can bestow upon future gener-
ations is opportunity—opportunity  
to dream, create and grow. The extra- 

ordinary Dr. Phillips Center will do 
just that, providing a center for fine 
arts education and rich cultural 
experiences.” 

For Orlando Mayor Buddy Dyer, 
who has made the Venues project a 
focal point of his administration, the 
center is about the region’s cultural 
and economic future. “This building, 
for the people of Orlando and Central 
Florida, is a strong testament to our 
community’s collaboration and part-
nership,” he says. “I am so excited to 

celebrate its opening with residents to 
enjoy, create, discover, celebrate and 
experience the arts.

“With the opening of this world-
class performing arts center, our com-
munity continues to usher in a new 
era for Orlando, one that builds on 
our vibrancy and cultural amenities 
that continue to pump our economy, 
generate more jobs for our residents 
and offer a qualify of life that is second 
to none.”

Visit drphillipscenter.org for more 
information and an event schedule.

G.K. Sharman is a regular contributor to 
Orlando Arts Magazine.
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“... it’s because of our world-class tourism industry that 
Orange County has been able to support the center ...” —Orange County Mayor Teresa Jacobs
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The center’s inaugural season 
includes a performance by legendary 
blues guitarist Joe Bonamassa and 
the FAIRWINDS Broadway in Orlando 
production of Phantom of the Opera 
(bottom left).

26-29 Feature - DPC.indd   29 10/15/14   5:04 PM




