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On November 16,2006, I interviewed Michael Ira Sovern, Chancellor Kent professor of law; 
president emeritus, in his office at Columbia University.  We discussed his tenure at the 
American Academy in Rome as a member and chairman of the board of trustees. 
 The conversation was recorded for the Society of Fellows for use in this issue of the 
Academy/AAR newsletter and for the Society of Fellows website.  
  
JAMES BODNAR: How, Michael, did you get to know about the American Academy, which I 
am sure you did before your own involvement with it as the chair of the board of trustees? 
 
MICHAEL IRA SOVERN:  In 1990, when I was president of Columbia, we were negotiating 
with the government of Italy, President Cossiga, Prime Minister Andreotti, and their colleagues, 
for the creation of the Italian Academy in America at Columbia.  At that time, Joe Connors, a 
Columbia colleague, was the Academy’s director in Rome and when he learned that I was 
coming to Rome for these negotiations, he invited me to be a guest of the Academy.  That was 
my first encounter.  I lived at the Villa Aurelia for about a week and dined with the fellows from 
time to time.  For those who don’t know the Columbia campus, it’s a McKim creation.  And so 
coming to the American Academy in Rome was like coming home. 
 I was fascinated by the institution, enjoyed the meals with the fellows, and so some years 
later, when I was just about to leave the Columbia presidency, Adele Chatfield-Taylor and 
Andrew Heiskell called on me to ask if I would be chairman of the board.  I then poked around a 
bit, wanted to be sure that it was a well-run institution, because I’d seen how it operated but 
didn’t have a clue as to what its structure was or finances were.  But after those inquiries, I was 
captivated, and signed on. 
 It was an unusual moment in my life because I was leaving the Columbia presidency, and 
it was one of several occasions on which I became chairman of a board on which I’d never 
served.  I did know a number of members of the board from a variety of contexts, and so it was 
not a group of strangers I was coming to work with. 
 
JB:  But you were asked to come on and replace who, at that time?  That was 1993. 
 
MS:  That’s right, it was 1993.  Jack Hyland was my immediate predecessor.  He stayed on the 
board and then some time thereafter we gave him the Centennial Medal. Within a year of my 
becoming chairman, we were celebrating the centennial of the Academy.  Those were wonderful 
events.  Of course, because I was chairman, I was actively involved in them.  There was one at 
the Library of Congress, there was one at the White House with Hillary Clinton spending the day 
with newly inducted fellows, and there was one at the Vatican in which we had our private time 
in the Sistine Chapel and dined in the Hall of Statues and I felt a little guilty because the man I 
succeeded had obviously been a part of all the work leading up to that and then I got to have all 
the fun, but that didn’t keep me from enjoying it. 
 
JB:  Can you talk briefly about what the composition of the board was at that time? Hasn’t it 
changed quite a bit over the…twelve years? 
 
MS:  Thirteen. 
 
JB:  Thirteen years total, yes. 
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MS:  Well, it has gotten stronger and stronger, but it was pretty good then, I must say.  It has 
always had a mix of academics, professionals like yourself, and people who are essentially 
patrons of the arts and fans of Italy. We have always had one or two outstanding Italian 
members. The board is almost entirely American, though. 
 One of Adele’s great accomplishments is to have built a board with both intellectual and 
financial capacity, so we get the support we need.  The institution’s finances had already begun a 
recovery by the time I became chairman; I was not there when things were really tough, but we 
still had a lot of deferred maintenance to deal with.  It was not as bad as what I had encountered 
at Columbia.  I’ll never forget that within days of becoming president of the university, I had a 
session with the head of our facilities and when I asked for priorities in our capital expenditures, 
I was told that the very highest priority was life-threatening conditions and this was not 
hyperbole.  This was stuff that we’d better do or something would fall off and kill somebody; in 
fact, something had fallen off and killed somebody a year or so before.  The Academy was not in 
that kind of shape. 
 
JB:  We all know that during your tenure as president of Columbia, you were credited with an 
enormous increase in the university’s endowment. 
 
MS:  Yes. 
 
JB:  It went from one billion dollars to two billion, if I remember. 
 
MS:  Well, from a lot less than one billion. 
 
JB:  That’s pretty significant.  I know there may be a parallel, though not similar in scale, with 
what happened at the Academy during your time. 
 
MS:  Yes, although at Columbia, I was the worker; at the Academy, others did the work and I 
helped, of course, but it’s a lot easier to be chairman than to be president.  Adele has done a 
wonderful job of recruiting the board and generating resources from non board sources as well. 
And Liz Kogen has been a great help with the fundraising. It’s hard to fully appreciate what an 
extraordinary accomplishment the complete renovation of the McKim Mead & White building 
is, and the Villa Aurelia and all the other capital improvements, and now, of course, the finances 
are much better managed. As you know from your own time on the board, we actually fund our 
depreciation, so we have the capacity to maintain our facilities in good shape. 
 
JB:  Can you touch on any of the issues that may have been critical when you first came on, such 
as plant and facilities? 
 
MS:  There was nothing that cried out for immediate attention, no problem that said, “Fix me or 
you’re going down the tubes.”  We had a broad range of nagging problems – facilities being the 
most obvious – but also finances in general: our fellowship stipends were not high enough and 
there was a whole range of lesser, but in the aggregate, substantial, needs that we were not 
meeting.  So we wanted very much to generate resources, financial support, over the longer term 
to build the endowment so that we would not be constantly out there with tambourine in hand, 
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trying to meet current needs.  Now, that will always happen anyway, but with a good endowment 
it won’t be quite so urgent.  So endowment-building was a critical assignment. 
 
JB:  And, that’s what is going on now, I understand, a campaign. 
 
MS:  Yes, yes. 
 
JB:  I was fortunate to be a fellow – very fortunate – because there are very few fellows relative 
to the enormous effort that goes into the Academy each year; thirty to thirty-five fellows.  Please 
talk about the fact that as a fellow one benefits from all the work that you and everyone put in 
that allows this to happen. 
 
MS:  Well, I have learned to be comfortable with the idea that I am part of an elite and so are 
you.  But I don’t mean “elite” in a pejorative sense:  this is earned standing.  Part of the fun of 
being on the board is spending time with the fellows.  In fact, when Pat and I first got together, 
we had both been widowed.   
 
JB:  You were married in ’95, I believe? 
 
MS:  That’s right.  But we came to the Academy before we married. We had our pre-honeymoon 
at the Academy.  In fact, I remember with pleasure being told how the fellows later posted the 
story about our wedding on the board and everyone was delighted for us.  We actually had our 
engagement party on the Academy trustees’ trip to Sicily that year. 
 We went into residence at the Academy for a few weeks in the fall of ’95.  I still 
remember that I arrived with two briefcases full of work and after twenty-four hours I had my 
epiphany, put them in the closet, never opened them, went on the walks and talks and just had a 
marvelous time.  In fact, we keep saying we’ve got to go back, and I just haven’t found the time.  
I’ve had friends go to Bellagio and say, “You really should go to Bellagio,” and I say, “I don’t 
have to go to Bellagio.  I want to go back to the Academy.”   
 
JB:  Well there must be something in the water there, because it’s a common experience to go to 
the Academy, settle in, and immediately change what you originally intended to do.  You 
become overwhelmed with everything there. 
 
MS:  Yes.  The opportunities for individual growth, exciting collaborations, and, of course, 
Rome, the inexhaustible city.  We still try to spend a little extra time there whenever we come for 
a board meeting in the spring. 
 But you raise a very interesting question:  The Academy is an institution that devotes its 
resources to the support of a quite small number of people, but they are people of extraordinary 
quality.  We believe that the investment in individual growth is worth it. 
 
JB:  It was a unique year for me as well as for everyone else, and it does change people. 
 
MS:  Oh, I have no doubt, yes. 
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JB:  It changes how they perceive the world and other professions, and hopefully their own work 
is directly affected. 
 Let’s talk about going forward.  Where do you see the challenges for the Academy, 
beyond the present campaign and beyond Adele’s tenure? 
 
MS:  I hope Adele will just stay there forever. 
 
JB:  We all do, yes. 
 
MS:  When she goes, since I am no longer chairman, I won’t have to do all the work of finding a 
worthy successor, but that will be the biggest challenge we’ll face.  The physical plant problems 
we have now addressed – the big ones we’ve now addressed – so it’s simply a matter of 
maintenance going forward.  It’s wonderful to have that particular problem under control.  If our 
fund-raising efforts that are currently under way work, we should have adequate endowment, 
although I suppose people running institutions have been saying that for a century, right?  They 
have a campaign, they develop a new base of support, they think it’s going to be all right, and 
then they find it isn’t enough after all.  In fact, I still remember the look on the development 
director’s face when I launched our first capital campaign at Columbia. His name was Peter 
Buchanan.  I said, “Peter, we want to do this campaign.  We’ll beat the target,” which we did, 
“then we’re going to take a year off, and then we’re going to do it again.”  That’s what is 
happening everywhere now. Columbia is on its fourth campaign since 1980, when I became 
president. 
 So, there’s no way to be complacent about the finances.  I think the attractiveness of the 
Academy has grown even greater during my tenure on the board, measured by the number and 
quality of the applications.  We’ve tweaked things from time to time – increased the stipends, 
changed the options on how long one stays – I think those factors have all contributed. 
 
JB:  Yes, and please touch on the issue of fields too.  I believe there was an expansion of the 
various disciplines and fields. 
 
MS:  Yes.  We redefined the fields as well, although I’m not sure how great a difference that 
made.  As a lifelong academic, I’ve witnessed just wonderfully funny debates on shifts in titles at 
Columbia. The Department of Greek and Latin became the Department of Classics, but not 
without endless debate. A lot of my colleagues on the Academy board do think it matters, that 
these definitions make it clearer what sort of person will be welcome and so have generated 
additional interest. 
 
JB:  And some fields, such as visual arts, have changed significantly since the Academy was 
established. Certainly since the end of the Second World War, the Academy has had to be more 
open to going beyond the old classical interpretation of a painter or a sculptor. 
 
MS:  Exactly.  In fact, there were a few years there where the nature of the fellows in the visual 
arts was such that Chuck Close said, “Aren’t we ever going to get a painter again?”  Yes, and it 
will continue to evolve over time; we can’t predict what changes will affect the various 
disciplines, we just know that they will.  So the sort of person who will come will change 
accordingly.  But that’s the natural evolution of any institution. 
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 So I don’t want to sound complacent…but I am!  I think we’re in wonderful shape.  Just 
as we get stronger and stronger applications from prospective fellows, we have great interest 
from outstanding potential board members.   
 
JB:  Over the past few years that I’ve been involved with the board, the effort to include the 
Italian community has been very strong, I think. 
 
MS:  Yes.  We’ve always wanted to do that.  I think the great breakthrough was getting Verdella 
DeBenedictis involved. And Alberto, her husband, was a very good board member, but very 
busy, and so he couldn’t devote the kind of time that she does, though he was very helpful in a 
lot of ways.  He helped to set up the Janus entity. 
 
JB:  Go into the Janus a little bit, about it and the issue with the Fulbright. 
 
MS:  I understand the question, but I want to tell you first about how Janus came into being, 
because it was a fascinating moment in board deliberations. 
 The Villa Aurelia was falling down.  To fix it would cost close to ten million, which we 
did not have.  Should we sell it?  None of us had the heart to part with it, and yet, if you did a 
careful analysis of how much we used it and how important it was to the actual programs – 
obviously it wasn’t important to the library, the fellows didn’t use it on a daily basis, you didn’t 
have to have it for entertaining, though it was wonderfully elegant.  And so the rational decision 
probably would have been to sell it, but we couldn’t bring ourselves to do it.  As we worked 
through that problem, the idea emerged of helping to support it by using it as a venue for other 
entities that wanted to hold events there.  Now a lot of us were skeptical that that would ever 
generate sufficient funds to keep the place going because we had not only a capital budget issue, 
but also an ongoing maintenance issue – the gardens, the building itself.  So Janus was created in 
the hope that it would do that and it has.  Now the Villa is self-sustaining, and one of the great 
events that we have there – as you know – is the annual dinner.   
 
JB:  This will be the third. The first two honored Renzo Piano and Cy Twombly. 
 
MS:  Yes, and they were wonderful events.  Such occasions have a number of virtues. The 
participation of Renzo Piano and Cy Twombly illustrates that we do honor to people who are 
very worthy and whose presence brings honor to us.  We raise money, and perhaps most 
importantly, we involve the Italian community in a way that we never succeeded in doing before.  
We’ve always invited people to events at the Academy, and there are a lot of Romans who do in 
fact come.  People use the library, it’s part of the local scholarly community, but the dinner has 
brought attention and participation in Academy affairs to a brand new level, and it looks as if 
that’s going to continue.  
 
JB:  And the money raised has replaced the lost Fulbright support for Italians to join the fellows 
at the Academy.  
 
MS:  Yes.  The history there is that the Fulbright program in Italy used to let the winners of the 
Fulbright come to the Academy as a Little America, and they decided about three years ago not 
to do that any longer.  And while it broke our hearts,  I can’t say that it was a dumb decision.  I 



American Academy in Rome MICHAEL IRA SOVERN November 16, 2006 
Society of Fellows BOARD OF TRUSTEES Page 6 

 

mean as American as we are and as wonderful as the Academy experience was for the Italian 
Fulbrights, it isn’t the same as coming to this country and actually experiencing it first hand.  So 
my guess is that it was an irreversible step, but we have managed now to replace those funds 
with our annual benefit and from the point of view of the Academy, it’s wonderful to have those 
Italian residents. 
 
JB:  Italian Fulbrights were a very important part of our lives when I was there. 
 Let’s come back to the future and talk about what will it be like if Adele does step down?  
And she will.   
 
MS:  I haven’t had a heart-to-heart talk with her about that for a long time, but when she talks 
about leaving, I think it’s more out of humility than desire, that she fears that there’ll come a 
time when won’t be as effective as she has been.  That could happen to anyone, though, and she 
has sustained a level of energy, intensity, and performance— 
 
JB:  Eighteen years. 
 
MS:  It is remarkable.   
 
JB:  And if you go back to what it was like when she came, it was the unfortunate period that you 
mentioned earlier. 
 
MS:  Yes.  She has a wonderful legacy to leave when she does go. 
 Let me take a step back.  When I came to about my eleventh year as chairman, I said to 
Adele, “I don’t want to leave the chairmanship, but there does come a time in institutional life 
when you ought to change the leadership.”  I was very careful to say, “of the board” because I 
didn’t want to make her feel that I thought she should leave, which I did not and do not.  But I 
did think I should and I said, “I’m in no hurry and when we find a suitable replacement, that’ll be 
the time to do it.”  And I let that sit for a while and then renewed the offer to hand over the 
chairmanship when it became clear that we could persuade David Childs to succeed me.  But I 
really was sensitive to the risk that I would make Adele feel that she had been there long enough, 
because I see no sign whatsoever— 
 
JB:  Oh, no. The energy level has been consistent. 
 
MS:  Yes, and she loves it, or at least she claims to, and I believe her.  So that when she does go, 
I think her transformation of the institution will include the transformation of the presidency, so 
that it will be quite attractive to somebody else. 
 
JB:  To what extent did the role exist before Adele came? 
 
MS:  I don’t know. 
 
JB:  I think, that in many ways she created the role, if you will. 
 
MS:  Yes. 
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JB:  And has made herself a role model for anyone else who may come along certainly. 
 
MS:  Yes.  I think we will be attractive to people in a way that we probably were not when she 
was tapped.  Whether we can ever find anybody as good as she is a tough question.. 
 
JB:  And you’ve had a good board, a very good board, with some very strong members. 
 
MS:  Yes.   
 
JB:  Recognize a few for me who have been the strength and backbone of your term. 
 
MS:  Probably the giant was Andrew Heiskell, because he helped Adele build that board.  And 
Elizabeth McCormick is another one, a quiet networker who helps generate strength.  Michael 
Putnam, Tony Grafton, and John Pinto have been wonderful on the academic side.  David Childs 
is obviously a strong board member or he wouldn’t’ have been asked to succeed me.  Diane 
Britts Lotti has stepped up to the development challenge.  Oh, there are lots more. Michael 
Graves, until he became ill, was an important board member.  Chuck Close has been very good.  
Mary-Margaret Jones – the new generation – has proved to be a powerhouse.  Mercedes Bass, of 
course, with her selfless and extraordinary leadership of those galas in New York.  Her 
contributions, apart from financial ones, and those were substantial – were to make that event 
about as elegant as it is possible for an event to be and to involve people who might otherwise 
not have come to Academy affairs.  So she was critically important.  Arthur Ross and Barbara 
Goldsmith have been very generous.  Bill Hart has been a great Finance Committee chairman, 
and John Shapiro and Richard Grubman have done an outstanding job with our Investment 
Committee. Ed Cohen, Vince Buonanno, Rea Hetterman, Paul LeClerc, Wendy Evans Joseph, 
Jesse Price, Nancy Negley, Nancy O’Boyle, and Susan Nitze – I am stopping only because I will 
soon name everybody, but there really are still others who deserve mentioning. One of the many 
reasons I agreed to remain on the board and the executive committee is the extraordinary quality 
of my fellow board members. They are a joy to work with. 
          We had one rough patch, when tensions between Adele and the then director in Rome 
reverberated in the board, but we worked through it.  
  
JB:  That is an important relationship, between director and president. In fact, when I was a 
fellow, which is now more than 25 years ago, the director had complete independence in many 
ways.  New York was far outside from the perception of the fellows.  I think that has changed to 
a very healthy situation now, the back and forth that goes on. 
 
MS:  There’s always tension in any institution when you have a center that’s apart from the 
operational side.  But I must say, things settled down very nicely with Lester,  and now with 
Carmela. 
 
JB:  Carmela is spectacular.  She has been great. 
 You have also been very supportive of the Society of Fellows.  We were very proud, at a 
recent event, to give you – and you are the only person to have received this other than a fellow – 
our 
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pin. 
 
MS:  I have it.  I almost wore it today but I thought it might be— 
 
JB:  I almost wore mine, too.  But we’re very proud of your support, both the way you have 
encouraged the Academy – to financially support us, which they do ever year – but also the way 
you have included the president of the Society of Fellows to serve on the board and participate, 
and we thank you again. 
 
MS:  Well, I’m delighted to do it for all sorts of reasons.  To the extent that we can help make the 
experience continue to live for you, we do something wonderful.  And obviously the Society of 
Fellows and individual fellows have become much more supportive, thanks to you and your 
immediate predecessors.  It is a vibrant institution and I think that’s very good for the Academy. 
 
JB:  Anything else you want to add to this?  You’ve been very good. 
 
MS:  I don’t think so, Jim.  Let me just think a moment…  No, I think we’ve done it. 
 
JB:  I’ll end the recording now.  It’s ten-thirty on the seventeenth of November. 
 
MS:  No. 
 
JB:  No? 
 
MS:  It’s the 16th. 
 
JB:  Sixteenth of November. 
 
MS:  The reason I know that is the 17th is my sister’s birthday and its tomorrow.  [Laughs.] 
 
JB:  Well, thank you very much. 
 
MS:  A pleasure Jim.   
 

END OF RECORDING 
  


