


Wolf Trap never
really knew quite

where it was going
until Terrence

Jones decided to
stick around and

start steering.
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There’s grass on the sloping lawn at Wolf Trap. Enviably lush, green
grass.

Save for the occasional dusty divot, the amphitheater’s famous hillside
is covered in hardy tufts of verdant turf, which should shock none of the
500,000 who came to the park in 2007 to spread out a picnic dinner and
take in a show. It’s always grassy like this, right?

But this is after the 95-performance season, at the end of a singularly
dry, drought-stricken summer and early autumn that caused Fairfax
County to request voluntary restrictions on water use. Some 3,000 people
at a time trampled this patch of lawn night after night in a five-month
period.

Corn burned in the fields a few miles away and nearby suburban lawns
looked like beachfronts, and those were the ones with sprinkler systems.
How could that many people walk, sit, dance and indulge in the occa-
sional intermission nap on that grass that many times and not cause at
least one appreciable bald spot?

Terre Jones shrugs his shoulders as we walk down the slope.

“They do a good job keeping it going,” he says, referring to the
groundskeepers of the National Park Service, which is in charge of main-
taining the facilities on the publicly owned acreage. 

And even if it had rained, the grass, somehow, never gives way to mud.

“I think it was 2002 when 67 percent of the shows were rain impacted,”
says Jones, recalling the memorably soggy year it rained nearly every
other day or night from spring until fall. “We still did really well. It’s the
Wolf Trap tradition, I think.”

Dry or wet, it doesn’t matter. Wolf Trap continues to sprout – spectators,
grass – as it has since it opened in the 1970s. It may be “the Wolf Trap
tradition,” as Jones says, or it may be “the Wolf Trap magic” as the
venue’s idyllic aura is often described in print, but whatever it is, the
audiences continue to return each summer to picnic and partake in the
entertainment.

How hard can it be to run a not-for-profit seasonal venue, close-in to the
city, with a national profile, a long-standing, highly regarded reputation,
a built-in audience base and federal funding assistance? Anyone can
drive a car like that, right?

Don’t be fooled. It’s not as easy as it looks. And it may be getting harder
in the not-so distant future.
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THE PLAN
Take a walk through Wolf Trap with president and CEO Terrence D. Jones

during non-performance hours and you notice it’s almost a race to see who will say
“How are you?” first – Jones, or any and all of the front office employees or stage-
hands who encounter the boss, known to all as “Terre.” 

Most often it’s a tie. After a bright “hi there” Jones usually follows up with a
quick question or an inside joke, but he always leaves them smiling and seemingly
grateful for the encounter.

It helps that Jones has been there nearly as long as many of the employees,
some of whom measure their tenure in decades. This year was Jones’ 12th summer
season as CEO and president of the 36-year old institution, which prompts him to
remark, “I’ve now been here three times longer than the longest sitting CEO and
12 times longer than average, I think.”

It’s no joke. Executive level continuity can be said to have begun with Jones at Wolf
Trap.

Wolf Trap Farm Park for the Performing Arts began in 1966 when Catherine
Filene Shouse – heiress to the Filene’s retailing dynasty, wife of a former Kansas
congressman, Jouett Shouse – donated 100 acres of what was then boondock-ian
land outside of Vienna, VA, to the government, with the firm stipulation that it
would be used as the country’s first (and still, the only) national park for the per-
forming arts. She paid for the construction of the Filene Center amphitheater her-
self, and the U.S. Department of the Interior supervised its operation with its
National Park Service doing the heavy lifting.

In 1981 a pair of early 18th century German barns were reassembled from
upstate New York on Shouse property adjacent to Wolf Trap and converted into a
rustic, elegant 350-seat performance space called the Barns at Wolf Trap. 

Former Shouse houses on the property – one of them a rough-hewn log cabin
and one a former garage – were used as executive and staff offices. (Those build-
ings are on private property, maintained by the foundation.) It wasn’t luxurious,
but it was decidedly a team-building environment, so much so that the team
turned into what many consider a family.

Their bonds were tested by the turmoil of the fire that burned the Filene
Center to the ground in 1982, a devastating catastrophe that proved the fallacy of
federal “self-insuring” institutions: Congress simply declared it had no money to
rebuild the amphitheater.

Shouse, who was 86 at the time, simply declared back that was an unacceptable
answer. She raised half the $18 million cost herself and compelled Congress to match
it. The new 7,000-seat (4,000 of them under roof) Filene Center opened in 1984.
(Congress’ contribution was made as a loan, to be repaid at about $300,000 a year to
the National Park Service; the NPS uses the funds for improvements to the park,
which worked out nicely for Wolf Trap. The loan is due to be paid off in 2013.)

Shouse fiercely protected the park and involved herself and close associates in
its administration well into her 90s, not always to the liking of those hired to be in
charge.

“Things were a lot different then,” Jones says of Wolf Trap before his arrival.
“What I inherited was an extraordinary organization that had a founder who
believed very deeply in the mission and she gave very generously to create it.”

Shouse died in December 1994 at age 98. When Jones arrived in August of
1996 he found “an organization that was going through the transition of a
founder-operated business to a corporate structure, with an active business board
of directors and a business approach to the CEO and the executive positions.
When they brought me in, the chairman of the board at the time said, ‘We really
want you to take this to the next level’ – without fully defining what that meant.”

Jones, a former summer stock actor with three graduate degrees in theater from
two universities (the University of Kansas and the University of Georgia), gained
his executive experience operating for 10 years the Krannert Center for the Per-
forming Arts at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (“the size of the
Kennedy Center,” he says). 

Upon arriving at Wolf Trap he realized there was no strategic plan, the impor-
tance of which you learn in CEO 101.

“And it was successfully running without a plan,” he says, sounding a bit bewil-
dered still. “Wolf Trap has always been a successful brand and had wonderful pro-
grams, but not a strong sense of where it ought to be and how to grow it and how
to measure that growth.”

With Jones at the helm, staff and board went on a retreat, reemerging with “the
first three-year strategic plan. Since then we’ve developed two subsequent plans,”
including a five-year plan that resulted in the Campaign for Wolf Trap, he says.
“That built the Center for Education we’re sitting in.” The most recent five-year
plan was approved a year and a half ago, with an emphasis on “strengthening what
we call ‘the four pillar programs,’” Jones says. “The Filene Center, the Barns, the
(Wolf Trap) Opera and the education program.”

The Center for Education, an impressive two-level complex of rehearsal and
lecture halls, practice room, library and foundation offices, opened in 2003. Jones’
office is on the second level, in the corner, with copious windows looking out onto
mature hardwoods. Now and again there is the flash of a fast-moving vehicle
beyond the trees as it zooms along the Dulles Toll Road. 

Jones, who turns 60 in January, looks years younger, with spiky silver hair and an
easy smile that comes from within. He sits behind his desk in a pressed green shirt
unbuttoned to the belt, revealing a white T-shirt underneath. Tips of polished
cowboy boots peak out of the bottoms of his black jeans, and a few silver bracelets
dangle from his left wrist. It’s a dashing look, one that Jones, the former actor, gets
away with easily. 
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The Iguanas play their CD release party at The Barns at Wolf Trap. Master Teaching Artists of the Wolf Trap Institute for Early Learning Through the Arts engage young children in
arts-based, active learning opportunities. 



One of the walls of Wolf Trap CEO Terre
Jones’ office is adorned with auto-
graphed photographs of some of the
artists who have performed at Wolf Trap.
The dedications may say “to Terre,” but
Jones has someone else do the asking
for the signature.

Is it shyness? Or does he get
starstruck being backstage night after
night with the top names from the arts?

“No,” he says. “Not starstruck. But I
have incredible respect for what they go
through.”

Jones, a former actor, toured “a lit-
tle bit” when he was younger and found
he hated being on the road. He keeps
his experiences close to heart when he
meets the evening’s talent, and Wolf
Trap is famous among artists for being
a place that caters to their every need,
a tradition that pre-dates Jones but one
he assiduously maintains.

The dressing rooms located under

the enormous Filene Center stage –
Jones has heard Wolf Trap’s backstage
is second in size in the U.S. only to the
New York Met – are appointed like liv-
ing areas, with couches and plush
chairs and flat screen televisions.
Stagehands drive the artists to and
from the airport, load-in and -out the
tractor trailers of gear and see that the
talent is well fed.

During his career Jones has made
friends with a few of the acts, many of
them in the classical music category.
Musician-comedian Tom Smothers is a
friend, and Jones goes to his house in
California for golf.

Meeting Pearl Bailey was a thrill,
Jones admits, but it can’t top the time
early in his career that Count Basie
told him to sit on the piano bench with
him while he played a song. “Now that
was something,” he says. “You don’t
forget that one.”

“Wolf Trap has always been a successful brand and had wonderful programs, but not a strong sense of where it
ought to be and how to grow it and how to measure that growth.”

the  actor
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A sold-out crowd of 7,000 patrons enjoys a world-class performance on a summer evening at Wolf Trap. A 2007 performance of Mozart’s The Magic Flute by the Wolf Trap Opera Company at Wolf Trap.
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But the next night he’ll be in black tie, presiding over the season-ending bene-
fit ball, looking just as dashing, if not more so. The day after the ball he’ll no
doubt dress the part of the gentleman rancher on his spread near Santa Fe, the
place where he finds his center. 

“The job is not without its stress,” he says, “but when I start the drive up the
mountain (in New Mexico) I feel Washington just floating off behind me.”

The stressful part, he admits, is when he has to don his suit and tie for meetings
with executives and politicians in his never-ending efforts to raise the $8 million a
year he needs to hit his numbers. That, he says, “is the hardest part of the job.”

THE EXPERIENCE
Although Wolf Trap is a national park, “the federal support is relatively small,”

Jones says. The tally is about $2 million, paying for maintenance of the park
grounds and the summer labor, mostly, “and it doesn’t come through us at all.”

The Wolf Trap Foundation’s operational budget is about $30 million, with 60
percent of it as earned income. “That’s very healthy for a not-for-profit to have
that level,” Jones points out. And that’s with tickets that go as low at $8 for the
Wolf Trap Opera to a high of $70 for “Riverdance.” The season average is about
$35 for in-house and $22 for lawn tickets.

The other 40 percent is raised by Wolf Trap. “The largest portion is individual
giving,” he says, “followed by corporate giving and then government funding.”

For-profit venues create revenue from ticket sales, food and beverage sales and
the sale of merchandise, which means the acts need to draw as much audience as
possible. Wolf Trap is different: Several times a year the venue books performances
– by the National Symphony Orchestra, the Wolf Trap Opera, touring dance com-
panies and others – that are assured not to be sell-outs. But the diversity of pro-
gramming is mandated in the venue’s mission.

“Our mission is to serve the arts and to serve a public that has an interest in a
variety of arts,” Jones says, as if reciting a mantra. “A variety of programs for a diverse
audience. If you take that to heart, we need to do things like opera and ballet and
symphony that we know we’re not going to sell 7,000 tickets to. So if we were a for-
profit business we probably wouldn’t be doing those sorts of things. But we’re not, we
have a mission to perpetuate the performing arts via this national park.” 

The park also has a mandate to keep ticket prices affordable. “It’s a balancing
act – we’re in a competitive market and we’re trying to bid on the same artists that
go to some of the other venues,” Jones says. Some of those venues offer triple what
Wolf Trap offers, according to one source, but they often chose Wolf Trap.

“I think it’s two things,” Jones says. “One is the artists love being here. I’ve
been to lots of venues all over the country but there’s a certain experience that you

have here, that ‘Wolf Trap experience,’ that’s a little hard to explain if you’ve never
been here – it’s pretty clear that it’s a special place.

“The other is, I think there’s a sense of community in our audience. You don’t
get frisked at the door, you can bring in your own bottle of wine, and we have very
little problem with that. I think that’s because people respect the place. We respect
the audience and they in turn respect us and respect the place.

“By and large, for all the shows we do and the hundreds of thousands of people
who go through here, we have very few problems, and I really do think it’s because
everyone enjoys the experience.”

And it doesn’t hurt that somehow, for every show, there’s grass on the hillside. CEO



Wolf Trap is often rapped for programming to an aging demographic. And it’s
true: Tony Bennett (81), Aretha Franklin (65), Johnny Mathis (72) and Frankie Valli
(73) all seem to play the nation’s only national park for the performing arts as a tra-
dition instead of a marketing strategy.

But the bottom line is, those geriatric acts consistently make their numbers. 
“One of the things you get from those (artists) is loyalty,” says Wolf Trap CEO

Terre Jones. “They used to tour in support of an album – and they still do that some-
what – but no longer are album sales driving their careers. 

“But their fans bought their albums, and they still come to see them. Look at the
Doobie Brothers and Chicago and the Temptations and the Four Tops. They’ve been
doing (live performances) for, what, 40 years? We just closed the season with
Frankie Valli who has been doing this since the 1950s.”

And it’s likely that their middle-class, middle-aged fans – as well as those of
other Wolf Trap regulars such as the Beach Boys, Robert Cray and Lyle Lovett – find
it easy to pay $35 for an in-house seat and enjoy the experience of bringing in their
own food and wine (Wolf Trap may be the last place in America where you are not
frisked at the gate). Some may have been doing it since the Doobie Brothers were
actually on the music charts.

But where are the new acts? And where are the younger audiences?
Who is going to come to Wolf Trap when, heaven forbid, Chicago finally gets off

the road?
“That’s a good point and one that’s an active question in the industry,” Jones

says. “I’m not as quite as pessimistic as others.”
He’s right: others are pessimistic. 
“The problem with new artists is it’s hit and miss,” says Paul D. Schindler,

chairman of the New York entertainment practice for Greenberg Traurig; in his
career he’s represented the interests of Madonna, KISS, Def Jam, the House of Blues
and other national entertainment icons and entities.

“The old bands are the ones still making money. They have a loyal following that
they’ve built over the years,” Schindler says. “With new artists, they’re hot today and
the kids move on to something else. There’s no brand loyalty. If they don’t like the
next record, then it’s over.”

Young acts with firm fan bases are in short supply. “Justin Timberlake, Usher,
that’s it,” he says. “There’s not that many compared to the way it used to be.”

So who is going to buy tickets – and what are they going to see on stage – when
the Doobies finally roll their last doobie?

“That’s just it,” he sighs. “These venues are shortsighted. A venue has to diver-
sify and cater to all different types of artists. But if they do, they might not make
their numbers.”

The corporate consolidation of terrestrial radio helps only those artists already
well known to a station’s listenership; record labels, which used to be crucial in
supporting an artist during their developmental years, now expect the band to pro-
mote itself on the road. And a new trend finds labels asking for a percentage of the
live performance proceeds to offset losses from slumping record sales.

“The record companies aren’t making money selling CDs anymore and they’re
seeing the artists they invest in go out and make money that the record company
doesn’t participate in, such as touring, endorsements, merchandise, sponsorships,
publishing incomes, all these other things,” Schindler says.

“The record companies don’t want to do any work, they just want a piece of the
income.”

How much of the tour proceeds would the label want? Hold onto your guitar
strings.

“I’ve seen them ask for anywhere between 5 percent and 30 percent,” he says. “I
just got a proposal from a company for an artist they have under contract that says,
‘For the next three years we want to have 30 percent of your touring income, mer-
chandise income, sponsorships, publishing – everything – and we’re willing to pay
you now in advance $50,000.”

Even Schindler, in the business since 1971 and perhaps has seen everything, is
incredulous. “30 percent! 30 percent of their income from all these other areas for
three years – which is a joke. The record company threatened to spend less on pro-
moting their records, so they’ll suffer.

“Of course the band said no.”
Virtually any band serious about a career works the Internet the way a farmer

plows a field because it’s ubiquitous and lucrative. But doing it yourself, “that’s
hard, very hard,” Schindler says. 

“Basically nothing is the same, everything has changed” about the music busi-
ness, he says. “The only thing that’s stayed the same is the enthusiasm young
bands have that want to succeed. But they go into uncharted waters now. The whole
climate has changed. The fun has been taken out of the business.” 

It’s true, Terre Jones concurs, that “younger groups are having a harder time
finding that loyalty, that base” to sustain a career past one album or two hot down-
loads and a catchy ringtone, but Jones says he comes from a time when “the media
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Wolf Trap Foundation president and CEO Terre Jones at the National Press Club in 2007, with Mike Love, found-
ing member of the Beach Boys.

The Center for Education at Wolf Trap houses Wolf Trap Foundation staff as well as education 
classes for learners of all ages.
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was saying the theater was dead. Look at live theater now – it’s very active. Opera is
another example; it was on the ropes back in the ’70s and now it’s very healthy.” 

Like Jones, country singer Mary Chapin Carpenter is optimistic. Writing by e-mail
from her home in central Virginia, Carpenter, who got one of her first big breaks
opening for Emmy Lou Harris at Wolf Trap in the 1980s, is aware that “perhaps the
most significant change (in the business in 20 years) has been the delivery system
for music, i.e., the Internet. It has changed everything – and we have only just seen
the beginning of those changes, I think.”

While downloads have been blamed for chronically slumping CD sales – without
offsetting losses – Carpenter doesn’t see the Internet as a threat to live music.

“I don’t believe that there will be no one to ‘replace’ today’s ‘mature’ bands,” she
says. “Live music will always be sought out by people, no matter how they find the
artists and bands they want to see – through downloads, commercials, Web sites, or
dare I say it, commercial radio. 

“I think the (pessimistic) premise relies on the idea that today’s major labels will
still be the only ones able to develop acts, and I would suggest that the musical acts
of tomorrow have already proven that they don’t need the majors to foster a career,
in either recording or touring.”

“I guess we’re more interested in trying to create a real fan base, and we under-
stand that’s going to take time,” says Glenn Dicker, which is music to the ears of any
musician signed to his label, Yep Roc. The North Carolina-based independent label
has some 20 artists signed – including Nick Lowe, Robyn Hitchcock, Billy Bragg and
Bob Mould – with about half on the road at any given time. Dicker is Label Manager
and one of the founders.

“You have to take a patient approach, and the artist has to understand it’s like
bootcamp for several years,” he says. 

But in an age when one-hit-wonders rule the airwaves and bandwidths, can an
artist establish a career on par with, say, the Doobie Brothers?

“The question I ask myself is, is music going to matter to the following genera-
tions? In the ’60s and ’70s music was a huge part of the culture and music was
what everyone was into; it was part of the fabric of the whole culture. We’ve got
away from that a few years ago.

“But I think about, is there a generation that was just lost and doesn’t give a
shit anymore? And when the time comes to go out to a concert they might just not
care because they never connected for the long haul with any artist? We’ll see.
Maybe it’s going to work out fine.”

Dicker is of a mind that the commerce of downloading and the financial needs of

the studios and the artists will be worked out, eventually. And he’s ultimately opti-
mistic about live music.

“Listening to a band perform live, it hits you in a certain way than listening to it
at home. And we’ve found a lot of the artists we work with are doing better on the
road than they ever have without exposure to radio.”

Take Guster. As one of the few acts aimed at a younger demographic at Wolf Trap
in 2007 (hip hop artist Common was another), the Boston-based trio – two acoustic
guitars and bongos – “is an example of a group that is building a market of young
people – 20s and 30s – who in fact could sustain a career much like some of the
(established groups),” says Jones. Guster did well at the box office and introduced
thousands to that Wolf Trap magic for the first time.

But Jones sees a need for an audience attraction beyond a household name top-
billed act. “What I think the whole industry has to do, we have to find ways to turn
(new popular technology) to an advantage.”

To that end, two seasons ago Wolf Trap put on a “video game symphony” played
by the prestigious National Symphony Orchestra. “With the symphony crowds down
(in numbers), what do we do to get young people interested?” Jones mused. Using
projections of video games to illustrate the concert, the NSO played themes from
popular video games through the ages. 

“It was huge,” Jones says. “And young. From 10-year-olds to 30-somethings,
they were reliving their video game experiences. They’d cheer when they’d hear their
favorite game music. And for a lot of them, it was the first time they got to see on
the screen a violin playing that music; for a lot of them it was the first time they
connected with (live) music.”

This year the NSO, conducted by pops hero John Williams, was part of a podcast
that combined prerecorded narration – that was to be downloaded earlier – with
outer space screen projections from NASA and classical music.

“We advertised it online and at a grassroots level,” Jones says. “People came to
the performance with their iPod and had the podcast downloaded and they sat there
with one ear-bud in listening to the commentary. 

“Those are examples of how we address technology and use it to our advantage
rather than saying ‘Wolf Trap can’t be here because we don’t have bands.’ 

“We have to find ways to make that connection. Bottom line, people are still going
to want that experience of communing with a live audience because there’s nothing
like it.”
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Wolf Trap presents a variety of performances, from symphony and musical theater to rock, pop and world music. Elvis Costello performs at Wolf Trap National Park for the Performing Arts.


