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FRONT PORCH

HARRIS WAS HIRED by Oxford American to 
realize its plans for a performance space in the 
midst of its restaurant, South on Main, in the 
space formerly occupied by Juanita’s Cantina Ball-
room in Little Rock. A New Hampshire native, 
Harris spent most of his life in St. Louis, where 
for the past four years he worked at the Sheldon 
Concert Hall and Art Galleries, rising to director 
of facilities and event operations before he ac-
cepted his current job and followed his girlfriend 
back to her home state in February.

Although the renovation of the space was still 
underway in May, Harris was already working 
his contacts to try and line up musicians and 
book readings, lectures and !lm screenings for 
the coming season. He’s already got the !rst big 
show scheduled for Aug. 24—Arkansas native 
and Grammy-nominated singer-songwriter Iris 
DeMent, whose 2012 album “Sing the Delta” was 
her !rst new release in 16 years.

Harris is excited about the historic space !lled 
by South on Main. "ere’s a long wall of exposed 
brick, upon which the stage is centered, and the 
ceilings are fabulous vintage pressed-tin tiles; he’s 
still working on getting some replica pieces made 
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Di!erenceMaker.

to !nish out gaps in the trim. "ere’s a stained 
concrete #oor, and wooden partitions that create 
distinct dining areas at di$erent heights from the 
main #oor. And there are mounts for stage lights 
and cameras. Harris says he also plans to  live-
stream events on the Oxford American website, 
so if you couldn’t snag one of the 99 seats, you 
won’t necessarily have to experience the show 
vicariously through friends who did.

You le! a well-established cultural center to 
work at what is essentially a start-up. Why?

For me, personally, I’ve been given the opportu-
nity to be involved in a performing-arts venue 
from the ground up, where there’s no precedent. 
And you’ve got an amazing brand that’s nationally 
known behind it, with relationships all through-
out the !lm and music community in the South. 
I think this may be the !rst magazine to have its 
own performance venue. [OA publisher] Warwick 
Sabin thinks it’ll be a model replicated nationally, 
and we’d love to be able to say we were the !rst.

How is your new role di"erent from the work 
you did at the Sheldon?

In a lot of ways, I’m going to have to be an artistic 
general contractor. It’s about building smart rela-
tionships, having circles of advocates and trusted 
allies you can bounce ideas o$ of. I foresee a lot 
of partnership events. We’re in preliminary talks 
with the Clinton School of Public Service about 
possibly co-presenting a speaker at South on Main 
once a quarter. "e idea there is to use the maga-
zine, grab a writer out of there who’s got some 
relevant article and bring them in to do a speaking 
arrangement. Or take a topic from the magazine 
and develop your own local panel for discus-
sion. At its core, I feel like the space is de!nitely 
a community arts presenting venue, with a strong 
emphasis on community. "e Oxford American 
can bring in all these great national names, but 
if we don’t connect with the local community of 
artists and people here and be seen as a resource 
for them and as a partner, I think we’ll quickly 
become irrelevant.

What are the challenges you face?

I think probably the biggest challenge is money. 
If you’re trying to provide free programming, 
you need underwriting. And so series sponsors, 
concert sponsors, things like that are going to be 
essential for providing free content for people. 
When you’re trying to do that on an ongoing 
basis—once, twice, three times a week—that adds 
up pretty quickly if you don’t have ticket revenue 
to support it. So, I’m looking into the local and 
regional market for corporate sponsors, private 

foundation sponsors, to be able to sustain a space 
with no earned income. "at’s the model for now, 
but when the !nancial reality sets in, we might 
change our minds.

Also, with the physical space being limited to 99 
seats, if you have some kind of ticketed event, 
can you really present the kind of quality artists 
you want when you’re only able to sell 99 tickets? 
But probably once a month, we’ll do more than 
99 people. We’ll sell tickets to those events and 
market a packet of 12 shows per year—almost 
like a larger performing space would do it, say 
the Rep or the symphony.

You’re now operating in a much smaller mar-
ket than St. Louis. Is that a disadvantage?

In some ways, our location makes us attractive 
to agents because artists who may otherwise just 
be passing through will have an opportunity to 
play here on a night they might not have work. 
"at is going to allow us to probably a$ord artists 
who would fetch a much higher rate in a larger 
market. We’re probably going to catch some of 
those folks on Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, when 
they’re traveling between Texas and Tennessee, 
for example.

Also, I think there’s opportunities to use our 
brand equity to bring artists from the South, the 
region, and locally, and give them exposure on a 
national level. Arkansas musicians Greg Spradlin 
and Jason Weinheimer run a great studio and 
are connected with all these great musicians that 
play the circuit from Tulsa to Lafayette to New 
Orleans to Memphis to Little Rock. "ey came 
in and said, “You have a built-in audience, and 
you need content. We have great musicians, but 
nobody ever !nds out about them.” I think the 
concept of us being essentially a producer and 
promoter, to be a net exporter of music from 
Arkansas, is really amazing.

So … about this good woman?

Susan’s from here—she grew up in Sherwood 
and went to medical school down here. She was 
living in St. Louis and did her residency up there. 
We got introduced by one of her patients who 
was a patron of the Sheldon. Basically, the !rst 
time they ever met, this patient said to her, “You 
don’t have a ring on? Are you not married? I have 
somebody you should meet!” I saw the same 
person at a concert at the Sheldon a few nights 
later, and she said, “You really should meet her.” 
I sent her possibly the most ridiculous, weird 
and funny email you could send somebody for 
a blind date; she wrote back and said something 
like, “Sounds great, let’s have co$ee.” We did a 
couple of weeks later, and that was that!


