THE NEW VICTORY THEATER

Manhattan’s Oldest Theater

“...This is a good sophisticated mix that speaks up to young

audiences instead of pandering to them.” — Frank Rich

The December 11, 1995 opening and dedication of The New Victory — New York’s oldest active theater — has marked a new era for 42nd Street.  For one hundred years, the theater has symbolized, and survived, the mercurial fortunes of this fabled street.  Now as before, its reemergence — this time as a theater for young audiences — signals the next and newest wave of popular entertainment on the block.

Built as a legitimate theater in 1900 by Oscar Hammerstein, as the “Theatre Republic,” it helped establish 42nd Street as the city’s new theater district.  In his own words, Hammerstein described it as the “perfect parlor theater...a drawing room of the drama dedicated to all that is best in dramatic and lyric art.”  Hammerstein’s architects, J.B. McElfatrick and Sons, designed a “Venetian” facade with a grand exterior staircase on the front sidewalk, leading to the first of two balconies, and illuminated by cast and wrought iron lamps.  Inside, a large dome with plaster angels perched on its rim crowned the elaborately decorated interior.  The Republic’s opening production, Sag Harbor, starred Lionel Barrymore.

In 1902, the impresario David Belasco took over the theater’s stewardship.  Belasco gave the theater his name; made extensive alterations to its interior, including more subdued colors and ornamentation; and placed a glass canopy in front of the entrance.  A string of hits followed, showcasing such talents as George Arliss, Tyrone Power, Mary Pickford and Lillian Gish.  When Belasco decided to retitle the Stuyvesant theater on 44th Street after himself, he returned the house to its original name in 1910 and continued to mount plays and vaudeville acts at the theater.  The Republic enjoyed its biggest hit ever in 1923 with Abie’s Irish Rose, one of Broadway’s longest-running shows.

Legitimate theater at the Republic finally ceased in 1931, when Billy Minsky opened Broadway’s first striptease house there.  Minsky accelerated the structure’s already radical facelift.  By that time, the front staircase had been demolished; a large marquee replaced Belasco’s iron and glass outdoor canopy; and a showy sign concealed the front upper level doors.  Minsky painted a brash checkerboard pattern on the facade, juxtaposed with the faces of his leading ladies — including the famous stripper Gypsy Rose Lee — and installed a double runway down the middle of the auditorium.
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Mayor LaGuardia banned burlesque in 1937, but Minsky kept his shows running until 1942, when the theater was finally closed down.  In a burst of World War II patriotism, the theater was renamed the Victory and ran second-run motion pictures over the next several decades.  When 42nd Street’s decline reached new depths in the 1970s, the Victory became the block’s first XXX-rated movie house.  Little changed until the late 1980s, when it became the setting for brief runs of two inventive, legitimate productions:  En Garde Arts’ Crowbar, and Theatre for a New Audience’s Romeo and Juliet.

The City’s First Theater for Youth

In 1990 the Victory was one of seven historic theaters to come under public ownership as part of the City and State’s 42nd Street Development Project.  At the same time, the City and State also established The New 42nd Street as an independent, nonprofit organization charged with the mission of finding new uses for 42nd Street’s historic theaters.  The New 42nd Street began the dramatic transformation of the block with the restoration of the Victory.  Faced with a recession that stymied other commercial development in the area, the Board of The New 42nd Street adopted the bold plan to convert the Victory into New York’s first performing arts theater for youth and family audiences.  As The New Victory, the theater would present a year-round season of the highest quality professional works, crossing all artistic genres, and celebrating New York’s culturally diverse traditions.  Daytime school programs, pre-performance family workshops and theater apprenticeships for high school and college students, would also be instituted.  Not only would the theater restore life to 42nd Street, signaling the direction of future change, but it would forge a needed connection between the performing arts and tomorrow’s theater audiences.  The theater’s ambitious renovation and restoration commenced in August of 1994.  Following a 16-month, $11.4 million renovation designed by Hardy Holzman Pfeiffer Associates, The New Victory Theater opened its doors on December 11, 1995.

After the three-year construction of the adjacent Reuters Building, fall 2001 marked another significant New Victory milestone – the debut of its newly expanded lower lobby.  Guided by the 42nd Street Development Project’s plan for the Reuters site, Hardy Holzman Pfeiffer Associates, in association with Fox and Fowle (Reuters architects), designed the long-awaited lobby, new dressing rooms, a warm-up studio, and backstage support space for The New Victory.

For the past 100 years, Oscar Hammerstein’s theater has remained a catalyst for change on 42nd Street.  Under the direction of The New 42nd Street, The New Victory Theater initiated a renaissance which has made 42nd Street a premier destination, once again, for all of New York’s citizens and visitors.

* * *

	Contact Information:
	Allison Mui

Public Relations Manager

	
	The New Victory Theater 

	
	229 West 42nd Street, 10th Floor

	
	New York, NY  10036 

	
	646 223-3000 (tel)     646 562-0175 (fax)

	
	amui@new42.org


