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People of  all ages file into the balcony of  the Missouri Theatre. 
One student, wearing shorts and Birkenstocks, looks as though 

he is from the wrong era against the elaborate golden ornamentation that 
lines the 83-year-old walls. Men and women with shining white hair sit next 
to couples one-third their age. Some carry roses, given to them by their dates 
or brought to give to the performers. The theater has drawn a diverse crowd 
that night for the MU School of  Music Show-Me Opera’s performance of  The 
Merry Widow.

Michael Budds, MU professor of  music history and literature, leads a 
lecture in the balcony for those seeking to learn more about that night’s show. 

It is a sensual show, he explains. The dancers on stage do the waltz, 
which means they have to touch one another’s waists. At the time the opera 
was written, most dances involved touching only fingertips. This was so racy 
the dancers might as well have been doing a striptease, he explains. “I might 
have to go smoke a cigarette after this is over,” Budds says during the lecture.

The Merry Widow is about a bankrupt country called Pontevedro, whose 
nobility is trying to arrange a marriage between one of  its countrymen and 
a rich widow. The plan would bring the widow’s riches to the impoverished 
country — a fitting story for the venue.

As the seats fill, the theater shows its true beauty. The sound of  blended 
horns and strings tuning in the orchestra pit pierces through the babble of  
the growing audience, which makes it feel as if  every seat in the house is in 
the front row. The room glows in a mix of  red and gold — colors reminiscent 
of  royalty and decadence. Unfortunately, all of  this beauty has come at an 
unmanageable cost for the theater’s current owners.

T he Opening
The Missouri Theatre has seen some hard times. The theater opened in 1928 
and had a major renovation in 2008. With donor support and a major capital 
campaign, the Symphony Society raised $8.6 million, the estimated cost of  
the renovation. But the renovation ran up a bill of  approximately $11 million. 
Then, after the economy started floundering, donations and grants dried up. 

With $3.7 million of  debt and fading financial support from donors, the 
Symphony Society began to see hard times. In spring of  2010, the society 
began laying off  staff. By the fall, the full staff  of  11 people had been laid off, 
and the theater closed for the season. 

After shutting the doors, the Symphony Society hoped to find someone 
else to manage the building while it produced shows to work off  the debt. But 
the group decided it couldn’t afford to keep the doors closed while looking 
for a manager and began renting out the building and relying on the help of  
volunteers for the building’s upkeep and operations. 

In February, the theater reopened to little fanfare. There were several 
small performances, but nothing compared to the boisterous Tony Bennett 
concert held in 2008 after the renovations were completed. Carole Sue 
DeLaite, co-president of  the Missouri Symphony Society, says the shining 
moment for the theater was during the True/False Festival in March. The 
theater held three receptions and sold out 11 of  the 12 screenings it hosted. 
“I laughed and said that Columbia rediscovered the theater,” she says.

Libby Gill, a longtime supporter of  the theater, was lucky to get a seat 
in the balcony at one of  the screenings. She looked out at the throngs of  
people under the new light fixtures in the theater and felt overjoyed. “It’s just 
a splendid house for all of  us,” she says. “I would like to see it available for 
performances of  all kinds so the community could enjoy it.”

Now that the Missouri Theatre is back open, the Symphony Society is 
doing whatever it can to meet its financial obligations. DeLaite says that 
through the help of  volunteers and renting out the theater, the organization 
is able to meet the operating expenses of  the theater and is close to meeting 
the debt service payments. But the question still remains: What will be the 
future of  the Missouri Theatre? There are a few possibilities.
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