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IT isn't every day that a busy portion of Philadelphia's longest thor-
oughfare gets shut down, at least not on purpose. But one scorching
morning in October, the block of Broad Street from Pine to Lombard,
part of a stretch somewhat grandly called the Avenue of the Arts, was
taped off, tented, festooned with mums and Mummers. While hun-
dreds of guests sat wilting before the dais, awaiting words from
Mayor John F. Street, Gov. Edward G.
Rendell and Senator Arlen Specter, a clown
on stilts entertained. It was all so quaint and
civic, you'd have thought President Taft was
coming to town. 

But no, the worthies were there to cut the rib-
bon on the $25 million new home of the
Philadelphia Theater Company, which for 25
years had rented a charming but dysfunction-
al theater a few blocks away. That 1912
building was called Plays and Players; it
often seemed that the word audience was
omitted deliberately. Sara Garonzik, the 
company's producing artistic director, said
that many of its 324 seats were broken, that
the lobby was too small to shelter patrons, and that the
two hideous little bathrooms were barely accessible
even to people not in wheelchairs. "That facility was a
very trying situation," Mr. Street recalled.

For one day, at least, that was not the Philadelphians'
concern. It was a time for admiring the improvements
and complimenting the architects, KieranTimberlake
Associates, on the plush seats, roomy ground-floor
bathrooms and lobby amenities reminiscent of a suburban bookstore.
Backstage accommodations for the players are more modest, but the
plays are well served with the latest technology. 

Neither plays nor players, though, foot the bill, so the theater is
named instead for its leading donor, Suzanne Roberts, a local actress
and philanthropist whose husband, Ralph, is the founder of the
Philadelphia-based cable giant Comcast. Ms. Roberts’s signature,
blown up to Rushmore size as if on a very large check, forms the
marquee on the building, which is part of a condominium develop-
ment called Symphony House being 
marketed to lovers of the arts.

The politicians' own marketing was of a different sort. They did not
paint themselves as culturati by praising the company's commitment
to new American plays.  Instead of art as an aesthetic endeavor, they
spoke of it as a form of urban renewal and the new building as a
weapon in the war of municipal competition: If Chicago can do it, so
can we.

Companies like the Signature, in Arlington, Va., which moved
into a $16 million new home last year, simply couldn't contin-
ue to function in their old spaces. The Signature was running
at 97 percent of capacity in a 136-seat converted garage
whose lobby also served as the main rehearsal hall. Patrons
for hit shows were routinely turned away.

Ms. Garonzik, in Philadelphia, had the opposite problem: an
aging core of subscribers who would not renew because of the
physical discomfort of Plays and Players. "They told our 
telemarketers that they just couldn't do it anymore," she said.

Theaters like these are basically 
moving out of jury-rigged bachelor
flats and (with the help of the folks)
into their first real homes. They
remain intimate. 

"People love to build a sexy new
building," Ms. Garonzik said. "It's an
offering. It says yes to the future." But
donors who have put their names on
the cloakroom or water fountain may
be tapped out when it comes time for

the boring old annual fund. And annual funds are distressingly annual. 

Providing party space and winning architecture prizes are not among
the founding goals of the regional theater movement. In building their
temples, theater companies risk losing some of the old-time religion -
the reliance on local resources, the seat-of-the-pants aesthetic - that
gained them adherents in the first place. But the companies are stuck
in an economic bind. Reasonably enough, directors want the opportu-
nity to stretch their imaginations with the latest technology, perform-
ers want dignified work conditions, and audiences want seats whose
springs don't threaten to give them tetanus. If the theaters don't
address these issues, they will stay small. If they stay small, they have
to raise their prices; if they raise their prices, they risk losing new
audiences; if they lose new audiences, they don't have a future. 
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Read the full story on PTC’s website:
philadelphiatheatrecompany.org  
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The following items are a list of best 
selling products for the previous month

1. 30 Sec. Retractable Stands

2. Indoor Banners

3. Die Cut Stickers

Top 3 
products 

Pedestal Lobby Stands


