
Charleston Preparing 
ToReopen Oldest Theater
With Historic Play
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Dock Street Playhouse and Famous Old Planters 

Hotel Restored to Original Glory at Cost of $300,000 
as Federal Government's Gift to City Building 
Will Likely Once More Become Favorite Rendez 
vous of the Carolina Low-Country.

BY ROWENA WILSON TOBIAS.

Three centuries of Carolina archi 
tecture are combined in the restora 
tion o( Charleston's Dock Street 
theater, which will be formally open 
ed on November 26 with a perform 
ance of "The Recruiting Officer," the 
Jirst play given in the original theater.

In ihe governmen reconstruction of 
'the oldest theater building in 
America" the spirit of the original 
Dock Street theater of 1736 and of the 
Planters hotel ol 1835 has been re 
tained, with the additional 20th cen 
tury equipment and conve-niences that 
modern comfort demands.

In February, 1935, the Planters 
hotel and Dock Street theatre site 
was selected as a restoration project 
in the government program of work 
relief. The reconstruction was con 
tinued with ERA funds and has just 
been completed under WPA adminis 
tration.

All work on the project, together 
with blue prints and drawings, has 
been under the supervision of the 
architectural firm of Simons and 
Lapham of Charleston. Douglas D. 
Ellington, architectural research con 
sultant for the government, carried 
out preliminary research for the 
project and has been consulted at 
various stages of the resoration. 

Oldest Theater In America.
The Dock Street theater was the 

first building designed specifically 
for theatrical use in America. The 
South Carolina Gazette of January 24, 
1736. carried the following notice;

"On Thursday, February 12, will be 
opened the new theater in Dock Street 
in whirh will be performed 'The Re- 
i-ruiting Officer.' Tickets for the pit 
and boxes will be delivered at Mr. 
Charles Shepheard's on Thursday, the 
5th o' February. Boxes 30s.. pitt 20s.. 
and tickets for the gallery 15s. which 
will be delivered at the theater the 
day of playing. N. B. The doors >will 
he opened all the afternoon. The sub 
scribers are desired to send lo the
*(age door in the forenoon to bespeak 
places, otherwise it will be too late." 

Charleston, a cultural center in the 
new world, was already a focal point 
of theatrical interest before the origi 
nal Dock Street theater was built. 
Plays were given in a room of the 
courthouse by local groups, an well
 s by traveling companies of English 
plavert supplemented by local talent. 
England at that time was literally 
overrun with actors, many of whom 
were fined or jailed for vagrancy. 
The colonies were a natural outlet for 
their talent.

The interior of the Dock Street 
theater was designed in the manner of 
London's playhouses. Facing the 
stage was a pit with backless benches. 
Flanking the walls were 13 boxes. 
Resting eight persons each, and in 
the rear of the theater was a gallery. 
Bracket* along the panelled walls 

, contained candles.
Clash distinctions were carefully

i observed in the Dock Street theater, 
fas they were in all 18th century 
theaters. Servants sal in the pit; their 

; masters and mistresses looked down 
i from the boxes. The costumes of these 
j boxholders were dazzling; powdered 
'wigs and brightly colored cloaks for 
the gentlemen; elaborate headdress 
and fans for Ihe ladies. And oc 
casionally, if the play were naughty 
a mask would be worn to conceal a 
blush.

Dr. Thomas Dale, a Char lest on Jan. 
i wrote an epilogue for "The Recruiting 
. Officer" which was read at the open- 
! ing of the Dock Street theater. This 
)was the first epilogue read in an 
j American theater.

First Season a Busy One. 
The first season of the new 

theater ww a busy on«. "The Or 
phans." "The London Merchant," and 
"The Devil to Pay," described as a 
ballad opera were among the plays 
that were presented. The next year 
"The Recruiting Officer" was again 
presented on May 21, 1737.

The South Carolina Gazette of May 
28, 1737, reviewed this production. 
and this is the first record of Ameri 
can dramatic criticism. This review 
also commented on a previous presen 
tation of "Mad Tom's Song." which 
suggests that "King Lear" was in the 
repertory of the theater. If "King 
Lear" were actually produced there, 
it was the first performance of a^ 
Shaksperen play in America.

The first Dock Street theater was 
destroyed by fire in 1740. when almost 
every building in Charleston was in 
flames at one time or another. A 
second theater on the same site was 
opened December 14. 1763. But Char 
leston was becoming conscious of her 
importance in dramatic circles, so 
this, building was torn down to make 
way for a largp and handsomer theater, 
which opened December 22. 1773 with 
 A Word to the Wise" and "High Life 
Below Sea."

Fire again destroyed the theater in 
1782, and when another was built it 
was on a new site. In 1809 a Mr*. Cal- 

[der established her Planters hotel 
where, building around the ruins of 
[the old theater. In 1835 it was re 
modeled in its present style.

Planters Hotel Famous. 
For 50 years the Planters hotel stood 

unchallenged as the rendezvous of the 
old South. It is believed that the hotel 
gave its name to the famous Planters 
Punch. In any case, the hotel was 
famous for its fine food and it became 
the center of the rich and gay planta 
tion life of that period. With the de 
cline of the plantation system the 
hotel also fell into decay and ruin.

The handsome entrance of the 
Planters hotel on Church street, with 
its iron balcony, sandstone columns. 
and carved mahogany cornices which 
were brought from- Barbados*, now 
serves »» the entrance to the audi 
torium of the theater, which stand*

.11 jjrti i uf liie oki foiu t>«i(i. The re 
mainder of the courtyard now forms 
a patio and dining cloister which, 
connecting with a handsome restau- 

Irant. may serve again as the favorite 
1 rendezvous of the Carolina Low 
' country.
i The stage of the theater stands on 
its old site. It is approximately 36 by 
36 feet with a three-story fly-loft, 
equipped with necessary rigging, light 
ing, switchboards, projectors for any 
type of mption pictures, and other 
stage equipment of the most modern 
design. It is as complete as any small 
theater in America. The walls are of 
plaster and natural cypress rubbed to 
a mellow finish. Thirteen boxes once 
again line the walls and, with little 

! more than 500 seats, the theater will 
be an intimate one with each specta 
tor afforded a full view of the stage. 

In addition to the theater and 
restaurant, the building contains 
foyers, smoking rooms, a bar, studio 
apartments, dressing rooms, offices 
and committee rooms. In particular 
there are two of Charleston's lovelie.st 
rooms, which can serve a variety of 
purposes: as a green room for the 
theater, for lectures, rehearsals, recep 
tions, small concerts, and even as ball 
rooms.

In remodeling these two rooms, and 
in parts of the rest of the building, 
u-ixidwork and plaster ornaments from 
the demolished King Mansion, built 
prior to 1806. have been saved and 
used to excellent purpose. The use of 
this material was made possible 
through the generosity of Ihe board 
of school commissioners and of the 
Charleston museum,

I More than $300,000 has been ex- 
ipended in the construction and equip 
ment of this theater and the build 
ings connected with it. a gift to Char 
leston from the federal government 
with no restrictions as to their opera 
tion. The Carolina Art association is 
undertaking the management of the 
Dock Street theater for an experi 
mental two year period, beginning 
December 1.

S. C. THEATER FIRST IN V. S.
Dock Street Theater in Charleston, S. C . first playhouse in the 

United Statet. opened Feb. 12, 1736, with George Farquhar's 
play. "The Recruiting Officer- 1 ' In 1740 fire damaged the theater, 
which was rebuilt on the same site. The second theater, opened 
Oct. 7, 1754, survived Revolutionary War shelling only to b* de 
stroyed by fire in 1782. In 1809 the Planter Hotel was built on 
the site and in 1835 the hotel was remodeled to include the 
theater. The last theater was restored by the Federal govern 
ment in the 1330's. The third Dock Street Theater was reopened 
Nov. 26, 1937, wifha ntrformancp of the initial play, "Th* 
cniitinc Officer "


