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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

EXTERIOR:

Built of brick set in American bond, the facade of the Columbia Town Theatre 
is symmetrical and is dominated by a two-story glazed central arch, outlined 
by decorative brickwork. The top of the facade Is raised above the main 
body of the structure and gives the effect of a wide brick wall broken only 
by this arch, two small windows, and two billboard insets. Placed to either 
side of the arch, these narrow windows are double sash (6/6); the poster 
insets are outlined with brick headers to form a border. Wrought-iron light 
fixtures in sycamore leaf shape are located above the two billboard insets.

The gentle curve of the arch is echoed by the main entrance's french doors 
and again in the roof's cornice; the heaviness of the solid brick facade is 
lightened by the glazed arch. The french doors and sidelights on the ground 
level each have eight glazed panels, while the three upper central stationar 
windows have twelve lights each; nine lights fill the sides of the arch. 
Bronze letters spelling the name of the building are attached to the brick 
between the arch and the roof.

Composed of two stories, the lobby and office area are divided vertically 
by a projecting buttress. The lower level, housing the auditorium, has 
three side entrances spaced between five brick buttresses. The original 
building is 42 feet wide and 112 feet long, with a 34-foot-high street 
facade. A small workshop annex constructed also of brick was built to the 
rear of the theatre in the 1950s.

INTERIOR:

The front section of the structure is fifteen feet deep and includes the 
business office, the lounges, the box office, and an enclosed stairway 
leading from the ground floor to the studio and lobby on the second. The 
lower half of the lobby wall is paneled, while the upper half is papered. 
Large double folding doors on the first floor lead into the auditorium, 
which is 72 feet long and originally seated 437 people; new seats were in 
stalled in 1952, however, and the seating capacity was reduced to 370. The 
interior walls of the auditorium are of hand-selected shaded Sumter brick, 
the ceiling is of rough plaster, and the four wrought iron chandeliers were 
handmade in Columbia for the original building.

The proscenium is an elliptical arch which is sixteen feet high at its 
center and twenty-two feet wide, with an orchestra pit beneath the front of 
the stage. The stage is twenty-seven feet deep and forty-nine feet wide. 
The workshop annex is used for the construction of flats for scenery and 
generally serves as dressing rooms during productions.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Columbia Town Theatre, one of the first community theatres in the 
United States, has made significant contributions to the arts, drama, and 
education in South Carolina. Originally established as the Columbia Stage 
Society, Town Theatre has not only enjoyed fifty-five consecutive seasons, 
but from the time of its founding, has brought distinguished artists, 
lecturers, musicians, and vocalists to the state.

THEATRE:

Columbia Town Theatre building was the first community theatre in the south 
to be designed and built for a theatre; it is thought to be the only commu 
nity theatre in the United States to have been located in the same building 
for over fifty years. From its inception in 1919, Town Theatre has been 
one of the most ambitious and innovative community theatres in the country. 
Always an experimental community enterprise, Town Theatre was recognized 
as such by the New York Times in 1923: the little theatre where "the idea 
of uncommercial!'zed drama has been carried farther than any other movement 
in America." (January 28, 1923) Through its open membership program, 
Town Theatre has always aimed to serve the community at large, rather than 
special interest groups; its policy of drawing actors and technicians from 
the local population has served to maintain a high level of interest in 
the community.

Early in 1919 a group of Columbia citizens under the guidance of Daniel A. 
Reed, an experienced actor and director stationed at Camp Jackson just 
outside of Columbia, formed the Columbia Stage Society. Their aim was to 
create a community theatre group which would produce plays incorporating 
local talent.

During their first season, performances were given on rented stages, but 
by the second season, the group had purchased and remodeled a house at 
1012 Sumter Sireet for their use. Plans to build their own theatre were 
finally realized in 1924 when the present building, financed entirely by 
public subscription, was completed.

Throughout its history, Town Theatre has contributed significantly to the 
cultural life of Columbia and South Carolina. During the early years 
of its existence (1919-1925), many nationally and internationally recog 
nized poets, musicians, and lecturers were brought to Columbia under

(continued)
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jBrown, Adger. "Columbia's Town Theatre." Sandlapper I: 11, pp. 48-52.

pfennig, Helen Kohn, ed. Columbia, Capital City of South Carolina. 1786-1936.
unuiiiuid, ^outn uaronna: K.L. Bryan Co., 1936. pp. 178, 216-220.

Scrapbooks in the possession of Town Theatre containing newspaper clippings 
since 1921.
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the auspices of the theatre -- Carl Sandburg, Padaic Coll urn, Harriet Monroe, 
Vachel Lindsay, Emil Telmanyi. This policy of inviting distinguished artists 
to appear at the theatre has continued to the present -- Martha Graham, DuBose 
Heyward, and Ruth Draper have been guests in more recent years.

With the establishment of the Junior Stage Society in 1921, which accepted 
members between the ages of six and sixteen, Town Theatre became one of the 
pioneers in children's theatre in the United States. Children's Theatre has 
remained an integral part of Town Theatre!s priorities, and in 1971 the Columbi 
Youth Theatre for high-school and college students was organized. The first 
film festival for youth in South Carolina was sponsored by the Youth Theatre in 
1973; an annual nationwide youth playwriting contest, in which Edward AT bee and 
Steven Sondheim were judges, was initiated.

ARCHITECTURE:

The theatre's facade was designed by Harry Jenkins, a Chicago architect, and 
the main body of the building was planned and constructed by Arthur W. Hamby 
of Columbia. Built primarily of local materials, Town Theatre is representa 
tive of a stylistic type constructed in Columbia from 1900 Into the 1930s. The 
brick used in its construction were also used for numerous commercial and 
domestic buildings in the city. The design of the facade reflects the trend 
toward rounded forms and low relief design popular in the art deco movement of 
the 1920s, and Town Theatre is one of the few remaining examples in Columbia 
of this important movement.

EDUCATION:

Since its early years, Town Theatre has been actively involved in various pro 
grams designed to stimulate interest in drama and the fine arts. Geared for 
both students and the general public, the Columbia Stage Society has sponsored 
playwriting contests, produced student plays, and taken productions on tour 
throughout the state. Town Theatre has provided experience and training for 
young actors, directors, and technical designers, many of whom have gone into 
the field professionally (i .e. Dan Reed, Fred Coe, and Delbert Mann).

From its inception, Columbia Town Theatre has worked in cooperation with the 
University of South Carolina, and in 1924, Daniel Reed (first director of Town 
Theatre), instituted a course in theatre production -- English 123 -- there.

The educational aspects of the Junior Stage Society have been far-reachinq 
instructing children not only in the literary areas of drama, but also in its 
production and performance as well.
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