
THEATRE BIRTH & FLAMES

Henry Van Liew: founder of The People’s  Theater
Azlene: Van Liew’s  foster ‘daughter’
James: Henry’s  s tage bui lder/ass is tant
Malcombe: Republ i can leader of the 1858 convention

On the s treet between Park Square and The Palace 
Theatre in St. Paul  

HERALD
Welcome aga in to Hidden Herald!  Today we’re  searching for the fi rs t REAL 
theatre in St. Paul . And i t’s  not Park Square Theatre -  right over there - which 
50 years  ago used to be the ACTOR’s  Theatre and before that the huge CAPITAL 
theatre.  Not that.  And i t wasn’t the Palace Theater over there - nope.  Way 
before that, 1857. The People’s  Theater - With a  determined founder..

SFX: Hammering s ounds

HENRY VAN LIEW
I wi l l  l i ft loca l  s tage arti s try beyond variety and touring revel ry. My theatre, the 
People ’s  Theatre wi l l  present res ident loca l  actors  and class i c plays  to elevate 
publ i c consciousness  in the burgeoning ci ty of Pig’s  Eye.  I  mean St. Paul .

HERALD
Yes , travel ing showman, di rector, and producer Henry Van Liew put together a  
theater out of s lab boards  with a  canvas  roof. For $750- just two blocks  away at 
4th and St. Peter.  I t’s  remains  are buried under the county courthouse, but in the 
beginning...

SFX: curta ins  sound??

HENRY VAN LIEW
Azlene! James! Updates! The theatre opens  in 47 minutes .  And the s tage is  not 
level . 

JAMES 
Got your l i ft right here, boss .  (grunts and hammering)

AZLENE
Costumes  are  ready, father.  And I  can open with “Beauti ful  Dreamer” -  Beautiful 
Dreamer, wake unto me-  Starlight and dewdrops are waiting..



VAN LIEW
Azlene, my gi rl , not this  time. We need to bring forth the ideals  of the nation, of 
our souls .  

JAMES
Boss , people needs  a  l i ttle l i ft sometimes .  Dis traction?

AZLENE
Remember when we just danced and sang? Qui te a  few pla ces  are doing that...

VAN LIEW
This  ci ty  i s  on the cusp of bei ng the best - past St. Louis , past Chicago - so the 
peopl e need idea s , art.  We must  support - “Free s oi l , Free Labor, Free men”! 

JAMES
Okay, okay.  I  get i t. As  long as  this  s tage can las t through the s ummer.

VAN LIEW
The purpose of our work “was  and is , to hold a s  'twere the mirror up to nature”

AZLENE
Father, enough Shakespeare. I  know the theatre in Iowa wasn’t exactly your type, 
but/

VAN LIEW
No one mentions  Iowa!  Get the cast on s tage now!

SFX: Mus ic/cas t l ines / Applause:

HERALD
And hi s  ins i s tence did work!  The newspapers!

NEWSPAPER!
The People’s  Theater presents  “Hamlet” with an exceptiona l  cast and a  ful l  
audience, ri va l ing Sa l l ie St. Cla i re and the St. Louis  Varieties  at the Mazurka 
Hal l .  Patronage is  encouraged.  

VAN LIEW
(to sel f)

I  have - we have - become what i s  necessary.  

HERALD
Audiences  and shows  continued! Class ics , some melodrama of the era  - But by 
Augus t of 1857, things  changed.  

(Horse cart clopping/stopping or 
crashing)
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Can you imagine economic instabi l i ty, markets  crashing, and di re pol i tica l  
schisms?

Faint clapping.  A trumpet fades .

AZLENE
There were only s even people  in the house... how wi l l  we pay people?

VAN LIEW
The show must go on unti l  the season ends . I ’l l  figure i t out..

AZLENE
Perhaps  we could get Sa l l ie St. Cla i r and her band for openings  - The Mazurka  
Theatre i s  clos ing and her backups  a re leaving for St. Louis . 

VAN LIEW
No, no, no...or maybe. 

JAMES
Boss  - there’s  a  man want to ta lk to you....

VAN LIEW
Not now! We must  find ways ..

JAMES
He’s  a  pol i tician.  A republ i can.  Says  he  l ikes  the theater.  The actua l  theatre.  
Andre  Balcombe/

BALCOMBE
Excuse me, Mr. Van Liew. Sorry to interrupt, but -- your theatre i s  ideal ly located.  I  
led the Republ icans  in the Convention thi s  year - And, we, uh,  may need some 
space for gatherings  next year....

VAN LIEW
Real ly?  That i s  a  spectacula r idea!

HERALD
And s o i t goes .. In 1858, The People’s  Theater became a  spot for  speeches  and 
ra l l ies  - and s ti l l  spectacular dramas .  Just s o you know, Republ ican and 
Democrat were fl ipped back then - especia l l y i f we’re ta lking about i ndividua l  
rights .  So, actua l ly i t was  a l l  drama , i f you think about i t.  
Stay tuned for the second episode of Theatre of The People! 
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