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 New York’s social democracy was not all bread without the roses. In 1942, Mayor La Guardia established the City Center for 

Music and Drama, a nonprofit institution dedicated to bringing the performing arts to those who could not afford the high prices of the 

City’s elite cultural institutions like the Metropolitan Opera. The Clothing, Garment, and Musicians unions, and the Workmen’s Circle, 

played instrumental roles from the start by contributing a significant amount of its working capital with the purpose of making sure that 

high quality performances were made accessible to “shirtsleeved audiences.” The City Center soon gained a reputation for social 

innovation.  Its opera company, the City Opera, was the first major company of its kind in the United States to present an African 

American in a leading role. This was in 1945, ten years before the Metropolitan Opera followed suit. 

 


