
Deborah F. Rutter is an internationally respected arts executive with over nearly five decades of leadership

at premier cultural institutions; she is currently serving as Vice Provost for the Arts at Duke University. From

2014 to 2025, she served as the first female president of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts

— the nation’s preeminent cultural center — where she led a period of transformative growth while centering

artists in all aspects of the institution’s work.

A fierce advocate of artistic voices, Rutter believes artists hold a mirror to society, and her role is to uplift

their work. She has collaborated with and established strong artistic collaborations with renowned artists

throughout her career, including Renée Fleming, Jason Moran, Q-Tip, Mason Bates, Gianandrea Noseda,

Carlos Simon, Riccardo Muti, and Yo-Yo Ma. During her tenure at the Kennedy Center, Deborah expanded

the institution’s artistic and educational programming across genres and audiences including the introduction

of Social Impact programming in 2019.  She also developed an innovative exploration of arts and well-being

in collaboration with National Institutes of Health and the National Endowment for the Arts, as well as

establishing the Hip Hop Culture Council to create new pathways and deepen public knowledge of Hip Hop,

while strengthening theburgeoning Hip Hop Culture.

Notably, Deborah led the planning, design, construction and celebrated 16-day opening festival of the

Center’s first physical expansion — The REACH — encompassing 72,000 sq. ft. of indoor space and 130,000

sq. ft. outdoor green space to accommodate an increased number of festivals, exhibitions and community

impact initiatives.  Deborah led the REACH capital campaign which surpassed its $250 million goal, raised

entirely through private contributions. During her tenure, Deborah was also responsible for increasing the

Kennedy Center’s endowment by sixty-two percent to $162 million.

Beginning her career at the Los Angeles Philharmonic, Deborah went on to lead such esteemed cultural 

institutions as the Chicago Symphony Orchestra (2003–2014), where she secured Riccardo Muti as music 

director and cemented the CSO’s reputation as a top-tier orchestra.  As executive director of the Seattle 

Symphony Orchestra (1992–2003), she oversaw the construction of Benaroya Hall which accommodates two 

performing halls in a complex that now defines the landscape of downtown Seattle, occupying an entire city 

block in Seattle’s downtown core.

Deborah serves on the boards of Vital Voices and the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.  She is the 

recipient of numerous awards and honors, including honorary doctorates at Duke University, American 

University, Roosevelt University, and Cornish College, among others.  

A pianist and violinist, Rutter earned a bachelor’s degree from Stanford University and an MBA from the 

University of Southern California (USC).
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