
O
f the grand buildings on 

UNC’s uncommonly 

beautiful North Campus, 

Memorial Hall holds a pre-

miere position for both its 

beauty and history. When 

it opened in 1931 – with its granite columns, large 

stage and marble tablets recognizing many of North 

Carolina’s leaders – it was opulent for its time.

It was built as a memorial to former Governor 

David Lowry Swain, two other notable North 

Carolinians, and to students, faculty and staff who 

lost their lives in the line of duty. 

Over the years Memorial Hall has hosted Nor-

man Mailer, Jesse Jackson, Tom Wolfe, Jimmy 

Buffett, President Jimmy Carter, Toni Morrison, 

Bill Cosby and hundreds of musical and dramatic 

performances, including regular concerts by the 

North Carolina Symphony.

But over the time, Memorial Hall’s facilities 

became outdated.  It didn’t have air 

conditioning or the technical capa-

bilities to host modern performanc-

es. However, no one wanted to give 

up on this graceful landmark. 

So a three-year, $18 million trans-

formation ensued. It was funded by 

a partnership between the state and 

hundreds of generous donors, and 

led by Chapel Hill civic leaders Jim 

and Pam Heavner.

Today’s Memorial Hall presents 

the visitor with all of the building’s 

old and familiar elegance, along 

with critical improvements so im-

portant to performers and the audi-

ence. For many patrons, the most 

important improvements are the 

upgraded amenities – air condition-

ing, increased leg room between 

the seats and additional rest rooms.  

More subtly, the revamp augmented 

the entire arts experience by adding 

state-of-the-art lighting and sound 

systems, improved sightlines, a 

new orchestra pit and expansions 

of the lobbies, reception areas and 

backstage.

Chapel Hill photographer Catherine Carter, who 

created a photographic documentary of the renova-

tion process, says “They didn’t lose the building 

that was. The scale and space and flavor of the old 

building are still there. They just helped it grow 

into something even better than it was.”

The campus master plan positions Memorial Hall 

as the centerpiece for a new Arts Common that 

also incorporates historic PlayMakers Theater, Ger-

rard Hall, the Ackland Art Museum and a planned 

music hall with performance space. Emil Kang, 

former president and executive director of the 

Detroit Symphony Orchestra, arrived in November 

2004 as the university’s first executive director of 

the arts.  The position was created to fuse UNC’s 

arts programs into a unified body of work. “Our 

goal is to appeal to the 19-year-old, the retiree, and 

everyone in between,” says Kang.  P

Memorial Hall
Memorial Hall celebrated its 
Grand Opening Season with a 
gala featuring Tony Bennett 
and a performance by Itzhak 
Perlman.  Tickets to perfor-
mances are available both by 
subscription and for individual 
shows.  Purchase is by phone or 
in-person at the Memorial Hall 
Box Office, 919-842-3333.  
DANCE
Mark Morris Dance Group 
February 24
URBAN VOICES
Carl Hancock Rux – Mycenaean 
January 27
Vijay Iyer/Mike Ladd – Still Life 
with Commentator March 24
JAZZ
Jazz at Lincoln Center’s Afro-
Latin Jazz Orchestra with Arturo 
O’Farrill March 3
Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra 
with Wynton Marsalis 
April 29
CLASSICAL 
Brentano String 
Quartet 
March 30
Russian 
National 
Orchestra 
with Yefim 
Bronfman, 
piano  
March 12
The Academy of Ancient Music 
April 3
AMERICAN ROOTS
Ralph Stanley with The Red Clay 
Ramblers January 12
NORTH CAROLINA SPOTLIGHT
Carolina Ballet’s Swan Lake 
February 4 and 5
NC Jazz Repertory Orchestra 
Series     March 2, May 5
NC Symphony  
January 19, February 8, May 20
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