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jeff lyons: You studied at Harvard, Oxford, and Yale 
Law school. While you were there, did you ever think 
you’d be president and CeO of a museum dedicated to 
the u.s. Constitution?

jeffrey rosen: In my wildest dreams, I could never have 
imagined that I would end up in this spectacular place. People 
don’t imagine their dream jobs when they’re in college. I 
majored in English and Government. I wanted to find some way 
of uniting politics and language and literature and I didn’t know 
how that would happen. I didn’t study much about the U.S. 
Constitution in college. In retrospect, this superb institution 
was created to fulfill that dream. And that’s why I feel every 
day I come to work here like I’m in constitutional heaven.
 
When you were in college did you want to teach or 
was law school in the back of your mind? 
Gosh, no. I went to college and just was so thrilled to study 
literature and politics. I wrote about American History, wrote 
about Henry Adams and his education, which he said didn’t 
prepare him for life in 20th century America. I suppose I 

probably thought about teaching 
history or English because that’s 
what the people I most admire 
do. But I went to law school, like 
many other people, because I didn’t 
know what else to do.  And I like 
history, I like to write. It was in law 
school that I became just thrilled by 
the U.S. Constitution and was so 
excited to have wonderful teachers 

who kindled this great interest in the Constitution.  
In law school I decided to be a journalist. I felt that writing 

about law and the Supreme Court would be very exciting, and 
did that for a while. And then, I went into law teaching and 
combined these two great jobs of writing and teaching for a 
long time before this job unexpectedly came along.

I never practiced law. I think I was in a law firm for about 
three weeks one summer. Those were the days when they served 
wine with lunch for summer associates. I don’t even remember, 
exactly, what I was doing back then. That was in the glory days 
of the 1990s, which are now lost to history, given how totally 
the legal practice system has been transformed. I did work for a 
few weeks, in each of my law school summers, in firms to pay 
for law school. But that was the only legal practice I ever did.

What made you decide to leave your job teaching law 
and working at the new republic to join the national 
Constitution Center? 
I haven’t left those jobs – I’m on leave from G.W., but I was 
approached. The Center was founded by a dear friend of mine 
from grad school, Joe Torsella. I had the privilege of working 
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tangentially with the Center during the 
planning phases because of Joe. When 
the search committee approached 
me, I initially said I wasn’t interested 
because I was so happy in D.C. We had 
our first interview and immediately it 
became clear that our interests were 
totally aligned.  

The great passion of my life, which 
involves convening constitutional 
conversations and bringing together 
all sides in the constitutional debates 
that are at the center of American life, 
turned out to be aligned with what they 
were looking for at the Center. So very 
quickly after that, we had a meeting of 
minds and here I am.

What’s your favorite part of the 
national Constitution Center?  Is 
there a little hidden jewel that 
visitors might overlook? 
The whole place is such a visible jewel 
that I hope folks will enjoy all of it. I 
hope they’ll experience every part of it, 
too.  The physical museum is the most 
obvious part. It’s always a thrill to see 
how school kids respond to Signers 
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Hall and touch their favorite framers. 
Of course I’m incredibly excited that 
starting in the fall we’re going to be 
displaying one of the 12 original copies 
of the Bill of Rights, which will really 
transform the museum.    

If you ask me at any moment what 
my favorite part of the National 
Constitution Center is, it’s probably the 
group I met with last or the program 
we’ve hosted last. Just in the past few 
weeks, there’s been extraordinary 
variety of programs, each of which is 
with me so vividly. We had an amazing 
panel on the 60th anniversary of Brown 
v. Board of Education, a wonderful 
interview with Lynne Cheney about her 
superb biography of James Madison, 
and an incredible discussion of the 
history of the 19th Amendment, which 
gave women the right to vote.   

The responses of audiences are so 
tangible that I just am thrilled to be 
part of them. One of the last podcasts 
we recorded was where the leading 
conservative and liberal scholars in the 
country discussed the constitutional 
issue of the week.  The last one got 
more than 50,000 hits, so people around 
the country are really responding. 

That’s why every day at the National 
Constitution Center is so exciting. I 
hope the visitors who come here will 
both experience the physical museum, 
but also our great programs. They go 
onto the web and listen to the podcasts 
and, as we build it out, experience our 
interactive Constitution, which will 
unite the best scholars from all sides 
of the political spectrum. It should be 
really exciting technologically and 
substantially, as well.

For a history fanatic like yourself, 
living in philadelphia has to be a 
treat.  Did you spend time in the 
city before you took the job?
Gosh, I love this city. I’d spent just a bit 
of time here before starting this great 
job, planning stages for the Constitution 
Center when Joe Torsella brought me in 
and I’d come up every week from D.C. 
to the planning session at the Bourse, 
where Ralph Appelbaum, the great 
designer of the permanent exhibit, 
sketched it basically on the back of a 
napkin. That was my introduction to the 
city. Since June, I’ve been living here,  
staying in Fitler Square, where I have 

the great experience every day in good 
weather of walking from Fitler Square 
to the Constitution Center on a different 
street every day.

Delancey is really beautiful in 
spring and so is Pine. And sometimes, 
I go down the other side to Arch and 
just enjoy the weather, the gorgeous 
buildings and feeling the history so 
tangibly. I mean, you can see the 
plaques. Philadelphia is so good at 
describing who lived where and what 
happened there. Just  this morning, 
I hadn’t noticed this before—but I 
saw that there’s a McClellan House, 
the father of General McClellan who 
betrayed Lincoln and ran for president 

in 1864. There’s just a new pleasure 
like that every day. And there’s no 
better city if you’re a history buff.  

And then, never mind the restaurants, 
which are just insanely good. 
Discovering the BYOBs and getting 
to know that scene is really great as 
well. The music scene is phenomenal. 
I’ve had the pleasure of going to the 
opera and symphony, which I like a 
lot.  And there’s nothing better there. 
So I’ve become, in a very short time, a 
complete Philly booster.

the philadelphia Bar association 
and the national Constitution 

Center are partnering to improve 
civics education for students 
in the city. tell us about the 
partnership.
I’m so excited about this partnership. 
And I’m also thrilled that’s it’s going 
to be dramatically amplified by the 
cooperation of the judges of the Third 
Circuit. So at the Third Circuit Judicial 
Conference at Hershey recently, we 
announced the formation of the new 
Courts and Community Committee 
led by [U.S. Court of Appeals] Judge 
Marjorie O. Rendell, who has been 
such a leader in civic education in 
Philadelphia and across America. And 
that committee is going to encourage 
judges from the Third Circuit here 
in Philadelphia and around the state 
to come to the National Constitution 
Center. 

With the help of the Bar Association, 
they’ll talk to school kids about what 
it’s like to be a judge, to talk about 
the Constitution, and give the students 
from around the region and around the 
country a unique opportunity to interact 
with federal judges. I think it’s an 
incredibly exciting opportunity. I want 
to enlist members of the Philadelphia 
Bar to help interview the judges and 
have conversations with them – with 
the school kids. And we also hope to 
get visitors and school groups across 
to the federal courthouse, both here in 
Philly and around the state, to watch 
trials.  

Judge Rendell and I think it would be 
wonderful to have introductory sessions 
where lawyers explain the stakes in the 
case. We can have law clerks do that, 
and it would be great to have members 
of the Bar do that as well. Imagine if 
before seeing the oral argument in the 
big appellate case, school groups can 
hear what the constitutional stakes 
are, and then have a debate about it 
afterward. I think it’s a really unique 
judicial opportunity. 

I think the most exciting part of the 
job is coming in the morning, especially 
on a beautiful spring day like we’re 
having now, or in the fall, and just see 
the place full of school kids.  

I just walked by the other day and 
one of our wonderful volunteers was 
reading to a group of second graders, a 
great Maira Kalman book about Thomas 
Jefferson. I talked to them a little bit.  
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And then they all read the preamble to the Declaration of 
Independence.  It’s hard to get a more beautiful sight.  

What are your perceptions of maintaining a strong 
relationship with the philadelphia Bar association?   
It’s very important to me and I want to do great things with the 
Bar. Every lawyer in the city and around the state is interested 
in the Constitution. There are so many different ways to get 
involved. You can come to our events and volunteer to talk 
to the school groups. We’re thinking of creating a council 
of lawyers who are involved in constitutional issues to help 
advise us about the many substantive programs we’re going 
to be putting on, including the interactive Constitution. So 
basically, there’s no more natural constituency that we have 
at the Constitution Center than lawyers. I want work with the 
Philadelphia Bar Association on every single level to have a 
really close collaboration.

How can the philadelphia Bar association serve as a 
resource to the Constitution Center? 

The first thing to do is to exchange lists so we’re both aware 
of each other’s programs and then send out notifications 
for great free programs to members of the Bar so people 
know about it and can come. Then, now that this Bench-Bar 
program with the Third Circuit is up and running, I want to 
think more systematically about ways that members of the Bar 
Association can volunteer and maybe in a formal way, even 
join some kind of advisory council so they can be involved on 
a regular basis.

I’m looking forward to talking to the Chancellor and 
members about ways that you’re interested in collaborating. 
It’s a natural collaboration. We can both benefit and I think we 
can do great things together.

With all the programs the national Constitution 
Center holds, you’ve had the opportunity to 
participate in some really interesting discussions 
with some very famous people. What are the most 
memorable?
Obviously, it’s a thrill to interview the justices. And when 

I’m much less interested in my own opinions and more interested 
in learning from others and just asking questions about their 
great ideas. So it’s a thrill and each week brings new ones.
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Justice Ginsburg came in the fall, that 
was a really magical evening.  The truth 
is that my favorite program is the last 
one I’ve moderated. I mean, they’re 
just so rich that the memories are 
cascading out. It’s almost hard to recall 
all the highlights over the past year. I 
think of the great debate we had with 
Intelligence Squared about whether the 
president has the power to target and 
kill American citizens abroad under the 
Constitution. 

And initially, the audience voted no. 
But after Alan Dershowitz gave the best 
closing argument I’ve ever heard, the 
audience switched its vote and voted 
yes. There were the wonderful author 
interviews with Lynne Cheney, who is 
superb on James Madison.  Or Robert 
Dallek, who was especially memorable, 
as well. I loved the programs on Brown 
and 19th Amendment. We had great 
programs on the Right to Privacy and 
NSA Surveillance. Justice Stevens’  
visit was a thrill. Sarah Lewis, a brilliant 
young author who wrote about the 
gift of failure and what neuroscience 
teaches us about how setbacks can 
actually be advantages.  

I have the incredible luck of being 
a full-time moderator, which means 

I get to read all of these amazing 
books, learn about them, and ask the 
authors questions about them and it’s 
what I really like to do. I’m much less 
interested in my own opinions and 
more interested in learning from others 
and just asking questions about their 
great ideas. So it’s a thrill and each 
week brings new ones. 

In the fall, we’re starting 
programming for the great gala that’s 
going to accompany the opening of 
this Bill of Rights Gallery. And that’s 
going to be a complete Constitutional 
blowout, with a Constitutional Book 
Fair, with constitutionally themed 
books, a separate festival celebrating 
different aspects of the Bill of Rights. 
A group of federal judges is going 
come to Philadelphia to discuss the 
contemporary legacy of James Madison 
and his historical significance.  And I 
think that’ll have a public component, 
too.  

So starting on Constitution Day, 
September 17, leading up to the 
opening of the Bill of Rights Gallery 
in late October, we’ll be having weekly 
and daily “Constitutional Feasts.” 
I’m really looking forward to sharing 
that with members of the Bar and the 

citizens of the city, state and country.

Is the Bill of rights going to be a 
permanent exhibit?
Here’s the story and it’s kind of a 
documentary thriller. This is one of 
the 12 surviving original copies of the 
Bill of Rights. George Washington sent 
13 out to each of the states and one 
to the federal government. This copy 
was in the basement of the New York 
Public Library for 100 years. The New 
York Public Library has generously 
agreed to share this document with the 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania for the 
next 100 years, which means it’s going 
to go back and forth between the state 
of Pennsylvania and the state of New 
York.  

The National Constitution Center 
has it for the first three years, starting 
in the fall, which coincides with the 
225th anniversary of the Bill of Rights. 
So we’re expecting it to be the physical 
anchor for our discussions of the Bill of 
Rights for the next century. 

Jeff Lyons (jlyons@philabar.org) is senior 
managing editor of publications for the 
Philadelphia Bar Association. 
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