
The Canton Community, like many small towns in the 

mid-west, had an opera house of late nineteenth century 

vintage. The red brick structure had several floors and 

went through a number of physical changes to become 

the Canton movie house by the mid-twentieth century. 

The building and the entertainment venue both 

diminished as small town movie houses became no 

longer profitable thoughout the nation. During the time 

that many towns were demolishing their theaters, local 

citizen, Jim Crenshaw, purchased the dilapidated Canton 

building. His motivation was based on his fond childhood 

memories of attending movies in the theater and the 

hope that his children might sometime enjoy the same 

experiences he had. 

Canton has always been blessed with a college that 

makes its facilities available for various events. 

However, some citizens realized that the town had no 

center that could be available for a wide variety of 

events that define the quality of life in the community. 

People would benefit from a place to come together as a 

community.

If the Canton Community Betterment Group (CCBG) has 

a corner stone project, it would be the restoration of the 

Lewis Street Playhouse Community Theater. After 

participating in the Randy Gray study “Canton 

Downtown Vision and Development Strategy”, the 

community listed restoration of the downtown theater for 

movies, plays, and local events as critical for revitalizing 

Canton. 

Revitalization of the Lewis Street Playhouse Community Theater –

“Promotion of the Arts”

http://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=1089065469406&set=o.86261407885&type=1&theater


The community needed to do the following:

1. Secure a Neighborhood  Assistance Program for  a 

Missouri income tax credit grant in the range of 

$250,000.

2. Raise local contributions to supplement the tax credits.

3. Redesign and build the  interior to be more useful for a 

wide variety of activities and accommodate  modern 

media technology while keeping the sense of Art Deco 

architecture of the movie theater.

4. Develop a management structure that would keep the 

project active and focus on fulfilling its goal.

Scope community involvement and discovery:

Over one hundred  and fifty people were involved  at 

different stages in making this project come together

and be successful.  Some gave money. Some gave 

time. Others had special skills to contribute to the effort.

Lynn Fox was not only a member of our community and 

the CCBG but also a Senior Advisor to the Federal 

Reserve Board. She assembled a team to write the 

initial tax credit grant and assigned  tasks to make sure 

the grant completed on time. We were successful. Dell 

Ann Janney worked to establish Culver-Stockton 

College student involvement and to provided a valuable 

college connection.  

A drive to get financial  support  was successful as 

people “bought” seats for the theater in their family’s 

name. Some went together to buy a popcorn machine. 

Others made cabinets for the concession stand or just 

gave money for the effort.  

Jeff Janney, a local developer and contractor, 

determined renovation requirements and construction 

costs.  Jeff created the design which accommodates an 

innovative multi-purpose facility.  Using the facility to its 

broadest effect meant involving a variety of constituents 

including partnerships with the college for the movies, 

with the Canton Festival Theater for the plays, and with 

a subcommittee to develop events specifically for the 

space. 



In accordance with the Missouri Community 

Assessment Program (MoCAP), the CCBG crafted its 

plan for the development of  The Lewis Street 

Playhouse . The Canton Area Arts Council (CAAC) 

and the CCBG developed a partnership so that the 

Canton Festival Theater (one of the oldest summer 

festival theaters in the state) found a home in the 

Playhouse. The CCBG decided that the project would 

follow CCBG recommendations but be housed under 

the jurisdiction of the CAAC.  This arrangement 

allowed the CAAC to expand the arts program and 

enhance the community. 




