
 
92nd Street Y 

Historical Background 

 

 Founded in 1874 by prominent New York professionals and businessmen, the 92nd Street 

Y has grown into a wide-ranging cultural, educational and community center serving people of 

all ages, races, faiths and backgrounds.  The 92nd Street Y’s mission is to enrich the lives of the 

over 300,000 people who visit in person each year as well as those who visit virtually, through 

the Y’s satellite, television, radio and Internet broadcasts.   

 The institution was founded as the Young Men’s Hebrew Association; at its outset it 

offered classes in English, civics, and lectures on contemporary America to help integrate its 

members into life in the United States. In addition the Y offered Hebrew, Jewish history, and 

Jewish-themed classes and lectures. As the Y’s membership demographic shifted away from 

recent immigrants in the years after World War I, the programming needs shifted, opening up the 

92nd Street Y’s resources and facilities to artistic ventures. 

 Through the generosity and guidance of Henry Kaufmann, the 92nd Street Y would come 

to house one of the finest concert halls in New York City. His donation of $200,000 in 1927 

capped a $1.5 million building fund campaign, which was led by Young Men’s Hebrew 

Association President Judge Joseph M. Proskauer.  The campaign raised the resources needed to 

construct the building which houses the 92nd Street Y to this day.  Mr. Kaufmann’s donation 

was tied to the construction of a hall of the finest quality.  This hall was the Theresa L. 

Kaufmann Auditorium, which paved the way for the Y to become a thriving cultural center. 

During the same period, tax-deductible donations became an attractive option to those with 

means and provided the opportunity for institutions including the 92nd Street Y, to flourish due 

to a significant rise in philanthropy.   

 Initially, the auditorium served primarily as a presentation hall for the 92nd Street Y’s 

members and was woefully underutilized.  The appointment of William Kolodney as head of the 

education department and director of the Kaufman Auditorium in 1934 marked a turning point in 

cultural programming at the Y.  Mr. Kolodney, who served at the Y for 35 years, is credited with 

shaping the hall’s musical aesthetic which began with a strong focus on modern dance and later 

grew to incorporate chamber music and solo recitals. Kolodney also created outstanding spoken 

word programs, including the Poetry Center, founded in 1939.  The quality of the concert hall,  
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coupled with exceptional programming soon began attracting a greater audience to the Upper 

East Side.  This early success resulted in the Kaufmann Auditorium welcoming countless world-

renowned artists onto its stage and the Y came to be considered an important presenting 

organization outside of the traditional West Side theater and concert districts.  The dance, music 

and spoken word programs introduced by Kolodney put the 92nd Street Y ‘on the map’ 

culturally, and the Y built a reputation as a bastion of culture and an intellectual ‘think tank’ 

ensconced in the fabric of New York’s Jewish and secular culture.   

 In 1973, Omus Hirshbein took over management of the performing arts programs and in 

this role he oversaw the conception of two series which are still in existence:  Chamber Music at 

the Y with Jaime Laredo (1974) and the Distinguished Artists series (1976.)  Mr. Hirshbein 

remained in his post at the Y for 20 years and under his direction, the Y continued to present 

progressive programming and promote new music and emerging artists.   

 In 2000, Hanna Arie-Gaifman became director of the 92nd Street Y Tisch Center for the 

Arts (established in 1990 as part of an institutional reorganization,) which comprises both the 

Y’s concert and literary programming.  Under Ms. Arie-Gaifman’s direction, the 92nd Street Y’s 

Tisch Center for the Arts is now flourishing, producing and presenting first-class concerts of 

classical, world, folk, cabaret and jazz music along with lyric theater.  The Center’s world-

renowned Unterberg Poetry Center produces an unparalleled literary reading series that presents 

distinguished writers of our time and offers extensive educational programs for writers of all 

levels.   

 In addition to the programs of the Tisch Center, the 92nd Street Y offers comprehensive 

performing arts, film and spoken word events; courses in humanities, the arts, personal 

development and Jewish culture; activities and workshops for children, teenagers and parents; 

and health and fitness programs for people of every age.  Committed to making its programs 

available to everyone, the 92nd Street Y awards nearly $1 million in scholarships annually and 

reaches out to 7,000 public school children through subsidized arts education programs.   
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