
10   VOXMAGAZINE.COM • 06.23.11

T he Proposal
Like the bankrupt noblemen in the opera, active 
theater supporters in the community have 
suggested a marriage between the theater and 
the city of  Columbia. In this plan, the city would 
operate the theater and take on its debt. The 
theater would remain open and become a public 
resource. The Symphony Society would no longer 
operate the theater and would be free to focus on 
its productions. When not in use by the group, the 
stage would be available for rent to anyone looking 
for a venue.

To many, this sounds like an ideal solution. 
In this scenario, the historic theater would stay 
open, the Symphony Society would have a home 
and there would be another music venue available 
downtown. Hypothetically, if  enough shows were 
booked to cover operating expenses, the theater 
would make money for the city. 

This plan also includes the idea that the city 
use money from the parks and recreation tax that 
was approved by voters last November to acquire 
the theater. However, Mike Hood, Columbia Parks 
and Recreation director, says the money from 
the tax has already been allocated. When voters 
approved the tax, the money was promised to fund 
specific projects over the next five years. 

Hood also says no one has talked to him 
officially about the possibility of  using this money 
for the Missouri Theatre.

Mayor Bob McDavid says he has not talked 
with any officials from the Missouri Symphony 
Society, but he would consider the possibility. “It’s 
certainly a community asset,” McDavid says. “We 
want to see it thrive.”

Despite the support for the theater, the city has 
many other projects that also need funding. “We 
haven’t given raises in three years; we have roads 
in disrepair,” McDavid says. “We’d have to be very 
smart about how we do something like this. There 
is no extra funding.”

Members of  the city council have not met 
to discuss the possibility of  the city purchasing 
the building. DeLaite says she has not yet talked 
to anyone officially about a city takeover. Still, it 
remains an option. Last year, through the Office 
of  Cultural Affairs, the city provided $96,000 to 
arts organizations in town. A much larger chunk 
of  money would be needed for the theater, but the 
prospect is still there.

T he Compromise
The current plan is for the Symphony Society to 
accept the role of  theater operator. The group has 
begun an aggressive push to rent the theater to 
whomever is looking for a space and is working 
to fill the space in any way possible. DeLaite says 
the theater has a performance schedule that goes 
through 2014 and includes many rentals.

After the theater was used for the True/False 
Film Festival in March, the Symphony Society 
saw a large increase in donations. They set a goal 
to raise $100,000 by April 1 in order to hold their 
major concert series, Hot Summer Nights, in June 
and July. That goal was met within three weeks.

Gill has donated money to the theater and 
has volunteered at the theater. As a supporter, she 

thinks the best solution would be for the city to 
manage the theater.

“My name is up there with a lot of  other 
people,” she says, referring to the plaques on the 
walls and seats representing donors. “I’ve given 
money along with a whole lot of  other people. 
I think it’s wonderful that they’re having Hot 
Summer Nights, it’s keeping in the tradition of  
the Missouri Symphony Society, but it’s not the 
ultimate solution to their problem.”

T he Conclusion
Days after the curtain fell on The Merry Widow, 
the theater stays mostly empty. DeLaite keeps her 
phone in hand as she frequently walks through 
the dim lobby to let in volunteers. She says she is 
always on call for possible renters or volunteers 
who want to work in the theater. 

A core group of  about 15 volunteers have 
been the custodians of  the theater since the staff  
was laid off. They empty trash cans, clean the 
bathrooms and pick up trash in the auditorium. 
Together there are more than 100 volunteers who 
help take care of  the theater.

The theater is currently hosting the Hot 
Summer Nights concert series, which started 
June 11. This Saturday, violinist Drew Tretick 
performs a program featuring movie themes from 
the ’70s and ’80s. Monday, the Borealis Quartet 
(Page 6) plays pieces from Mozart and Beethoven. 
The series also includes performances from the 
Missouri Symphony Orchestra.

This is the life of  the Missouri Theatre now. 
It is not a home only to large productions, as it 
was in the past, but a home for any production that 
needs a location. “You want to have a party? You 
want to get married?” DeLaite says. “Any of  those 
things? We can do.”

Even on workdays like this, when the theater 
is empty, the silver-haired DeLaite remains 
dedicated. Her voice reflects her loyalty to the 
theater. It lowers when she talks about the rough 
times the theater has seen. But now, as she talks 
about the upcoming plans, she seems as if  she can 
barely contain her excitement.

The Missouri Theatre has been a landmark in 
Columbia since it opened in 1928. But today, the 
question is how the theater can remain a part of  
the community. It is up to residents to speak up 
if  they see the theater as being worth the price 
tag. Otherwise, there might be an empty theater 
building on Ninth Street in the future.

Even though it might be a while before the 
situation is resolved, the Symphony Society is not 
waiting idly. It continues to operate the theater 
until a more sustainable plan is found, even if  it 
involves a takeover by the city. The plan for the 
future is to stay optimistic. The hope is that the 
people of  Columbia will support the theater, either 
with votes or ticket sales.

The Merry Widow ends with a marriage 
between a Pontevedran baron and the rich widow. 
They marry out of  love, and all of  the widow’s 
riches return to her own country. The Missouri 
Theatre might be on course to arrange a wedding 
with the city. But unlike the baron in The Merry 
Widow, the Missouri Theatre is looking to marry 
for money. V
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