
or opening night in 1978, the New York
Times lauded Merkin Concert Hall’s

acoustics: “The sound of the hall seemed warm
and friendly yet sufficiently immediate to permit
a full definition of the tonal quality.” The Hall
was a new shape for New York—wide and shallow,
rather than long and rectangular, a design that
keeps the audience close to the performer.
Elements like the Hall’s shape, the curvature of
the chamber’s shell and the perfectly-placed
sound diffusive panels made Merkin an intimate
and acoustically pleasing venue. It was 
immediately in very high demand. 

Nearly 30 years later, as the Kaufman Center
embarks on a renovation of the Hall, the 
excellent design and pristine acoustics are 
priorities for preservation. The Hall’s acoustics
were nearly perfect when first built, but over the
years unavoidable changes to the building and
the surrounding neighborhood have introduced
intrusive noise into Merkin Concert Hall. One of
the goals of the 2007 renovation will be to
lessen these undesirable acoustic elements and
make Merkin “new” again.

ndrew Schmidt, a consultant with Jaffe
Holden Acoustics, is working with Robert

A.M. Stern Architects on this task. “In terms of
room acoustics, we are really thinking of the
Merkin project as a restoration,” Schmidt says.
The team of acousticians will change very little
in the actual chamber of Merkin Hall. The way
that sound travels and the manner in which it
reacts with the surfaces is ideal, especially 
considering Merkin Hall’s diverse programming
of acoustic and amplified performances. The
team of Jaffe Holden acousticians are focusing
their energy on keeping unwanted sounds out
of the hall. These sounds are caused by air han-
dling equipment, which causes vibrations, as
well as other mechanical systems in neighbor-
ing buildings, which are noisy. 

To mitigate these factors, Schmidt says that
they will redesign the mechanical units that are
making the noise, using vibration isolators like
springs, neoprene padding and flexible duct
and pipe connections. The goal is for the unit to
float freely, imparting no vibrations into the
structure. The acousticians will collaborate with
mechanical engineers to redesign the ductwork
surrounding the Hall, ensuring that they 
dissipate noise before it reaches the audience. 

The team has also proposed a sound and light
lock between the lobby and the Hall. This is a
double set of doors with a vestibule in between.
When latecomers arrive at a performance, a
sound lock prevents them from introducing
ambient lobby noise and light when they open
the door. The sound locks will flank a new lobby
concession stand. Schmidt noted that “archi-
tect Robert A.M. Stern has done a good job
planning the lobby space to incorporate the
sound locks without sacrificing usable square
footage.”

he renovation committee has decided to
restore Merkin Hall’s chairs rather than

replace them, for both visual and acoustic 
reasons. Visually, the Hall is a distinctive 
example of modernist New York architecture
from the 1970s, and the original chairs reflect
that aesthetic. Acoustically, the chairs absorb
sound in a perfect manner—changing the
shape or material of the 450 seats would alter
the absorptive qualities, ultimately affecting the
acoustics we love so much. 

As the New York Times put it in 1978, “ This
450-seat space seemed just about an ideal
place to hear music of chamber proportions.”
The renovation will preserve this legacy, making
sure that Merkin Hall is acoustically pleasing for
playing and enjoying music for our next 30
years of public concerts.
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Update on the Renovation Project
The project to reno vate Merkin Concert Hall and the Goodman House

façade and lobbies is on track to break ground in Ma y 2007. In this

newsletter, we would lik e to focus on the plans to preserve and even

impro ve the acoustics in Merkin Concert Hall.
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The Kaufman Challenge
Elaine and Henry Kaufman have issued a 
$4 million challenge to the performing arts
community at the Kaufman Center. Donations
made to the capital campaign will be matched,
dollar for dollar, making your gifts twice as
powerful. 
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