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Introduction

Chicago Theater as 
Makeshift Performance
Megan E. Geigner, Stuart J. Hecht, 
and Jasmine Jamillah Mahmoud

In Chicago’s beginning, there was makeshift theater and performance. 
Since the mid- 1980s, Chicago theater productions and performers 
have gained national and even international recognition for the artistic 
excellence of their work. At present, Chicago sports some three hun-
dred professional theaters demonstrating extraordinary community 
support, engagement, and appreciation for a style of work that stresses 
issues and ideas, emotion and theatricality. It is a grassroots theater, 
one peculiar to the city and its dynamics, rooted in what we call the 
“makeshift.”

In one of the first buildings created by white settlers in the 1830s— 
the Sauganash Hotel at the bend of the Chicago River— the city’s first 
theater company started in the dining room in 1837. As Richard Chris-
tiansen recounts in A Theater of Our Own, the producers “turned a 
place that was never intended for use as a playhouse into a small the-
ater and put on a show.”1 Elsewhere during the city’s first decade,2 
tavern theaters at private homes, barrooms, and lodges crammed 
attendees into repurposed spaces to watch ventriloquism, live music, 
monologues, and melodrama. At one bar during the 1830s, audience 
members included adults who paid fifty cents (half that for children) 
to watch productions.3 Makeshift theater fashioned from spaces with 
non- theatrical purposes characterized Chicago’s earliest years.

ixCopyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
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In the almost two centuries since the city’s founding in 1833, make-
shift has continued to define Chicago’s theatrical landscape. By the 
mid- twentieth century, storefront theaters— spaces made from com-
mercial buildings converted into performance venues that often battled 
restrictive zoning laws— became the quintessential Chicago theater 
space, blooming in neighborhoods across the city, from Lakeview to 
Hyde Park to Jefferson Park. Called the “soul of Chicago theatre,”4 
storefront theaters demonstrate the centrality of makeshift as a con-
cept defining relationships among repurposed space, experimental 
ensemble- led work, municipal policy, and intimate viewing practices, 
with often fewer than one hundred audience members snugly seated in 
small spaces not originally meant to be theater venues.

This book examines the rise and proliferation of such improvised 
stages in Chicago. It considers the variety of organizations, dynamics, 
and forms of expression that emerged as a result, culminating today 
in a thriving Chicago theater community, which features its own ways 
of doing theater. This book includes chapters documenting noted 
twentieth- century storefront venues such as the 57th Street Artist 
Colony, Body Politic Theatre, and Kingston Mines Theatre, as well as 
other makeshift practices from the late nineteenth to the early twenty- 
first centuries, within and beyond the storefront: private homes, public 
parks, and even theater institutions.

Collectively, these chapters propose Chicago theater as makeshift the-
ater. The word “makeshift” connotes the action of making shift, the 
state of being a temporary or “sufficient” substitute, expediency, and 
often the state “of an inferior kind” according to the Oxford English 
Dictionary. While many theaters in Chicago have permanent spaces 
and do more conventional work, our book shows how makeshift has 
animated many theaters’ beginnings and that the ethos of the make-
shift is still central to much of Chicago theater today.

In what follows, we first theorize “makeshift,” the titular concept so 
important to this volume, in dialogue with space, race, tactics, reper-
toire, and aesthetics. There are connections, we assert, among Chicago 
theater space as makeshift, Chicago as a racially hyper- segregated 
city, and Chicago theater as aesthetically often hyperrealist, gritty, and 
ensemble-led. We then situate Chicago as an object of study in the-
ater and performance history. As the chapters in this volume progress 
chronologically, we introduce how each case study collectively ani-
mates the makeshift.

x Geigner, Hecht, and Mahmoud
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Theorizing Makeshift: Space, Race, Tactics, Repertoire, 
and Aesthetics

Taverns, lodges, temporary exhibition buildings, and storefronts— 
Chicago performance has habitually taken place in spaces neither 
durable, nor zoned, nor fashioned for theater. Makeshift, then, spatially 
frames Chicago theater- making. Centering this concept as a spatial one 
follows a genealogy of scholarship that considers the role of staged per-
formance on and beyond the stage.5 This scholarship underpins a key 
contribution of this book: from architecture to routes of movement to 
traditional dramatic literature, the chapters here examine theater as a 
spatial practice that animates relationships among architecture, aes-
thetics, and embodiment.

Spaces carry a history of the people and the aesthetics that built 
them and still animate them. As scholars attuned to the sociological 
aspects of space have argued, space is a social product that changes 
as the bodies change that inhabit the space.6 In other words, spatial 
meanings are ephemeral because space is always defined by the bod-
ies using it. As the case studies here bear out, the various spaces of 
makeshift performance did not have meaning until people began cir-
culating and using them. Stuart J. Hecht’s analysis of the 57th Street 
Artist Colony, for example, describes how after the World’s Columbian 
Exposition of 1893 ended, theater artists inhabited storefronts built 
on the fairground’s spatial margins, imbuing these structures with new 
artistic life.

Our collective use of “makeshift” also entangles with the concept 
of “marginal.” According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “marginal” 
means “relating to an edge, border, boundary, or limit; of, on, or relat-
ing to the edge or fringe of the field of consciousness; that which is on 
or close to a limit below or beyond which something ceases to be possi-
ble or desirable; or of an individual or social group: isolated from or not 
conforming to the dominant society or culture; (perceived as being) on 
the edge of a society or social unit; belonging to a minority group.” Chi-
cago is famously the “second city,” marginal to New York City, and with 
the second most theaters per capita behind New York City; as of this 
writing Chicago is the third most populous city (with about 2.7 million 
residents) after New York City and Los Angeles.

The case studies also show intricate ideas of marginality as make-
shift and relational, and as foundational to sustained and identifiable 
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cultural practice in Chicago. In Chicago, “Off- Loop” is a term used to 
describe venues that exist spatially outside of Chicago’s Loop. Theaters 
in Chicago’s Loop— the downtown business district where elevated 
public transit trains loop overhead— often stage big- budget, touring 
“Broadway in Chicago” shows, and include the Goodman Theatre, now 
considered Chicago’s top regional theater powerhouse. By contrast, 
“Off- Loop” describes spatially decentered, marginal neighborhoods 
where intimate, low- cost storefront theater thrives. Cat Gleason’s chap-
ter describes the origins of Off- Loop storefront theaters along North 
Lincoln Avenue, and interactions among aesthetics, race, and spaces 
fashioned from a former trolley barn (Kingston Mines Theatre) and 
bowling alley (Body Politic Theatre).

Another key aspect to makeshift is how it frames a continuum 
between itinerancy and permanence. While these poles usually refer 
to space, the chapters demonstrate an affective element as well. Many 
of the artists in these chapters did not or do not have permanent per-
formance space. Some chapters, including Gleason’s on the origins 
of Off- Loop storefronts, chronicle artists on a quest to develop a per-
manent space. Shannon Epplett details the performance history of 
early twentieth- century artists who sought permanence in the Fine 
Arts Building, namely “Uplifters” Anna Morgan and Donald Robert-
son and Chicago Little Theatre cofounders director Maurice Browne 
and actress Ellen Van Volkenburg, Browne’s wife. In his chapter, Travis 
Stern details ImprovOlympic’s long search for a permanent space in 
late twentieth- century Chicago. In hers, LaRonika Marie Thomas 
details the early twenty- first- century place- making of Theaster Gates. 
Other artists in these chapters choose not to have permanent space or 
have a complicated relationship with the idea of permanent space: the 
57th Street Artist Colony, Teatro Vista, and the Chicago Home Theater 
Festival. To understand how space affects these artists, we consider the 
sociological connection of space and performance.

One prominent example of how humans define space is how race, 
especially in the United States, is spatialized. This is the argument 
made by sociologist George Lipsitz, who in his 2011 book How Racism 
Takes Place writes of connections between policy and the racialization 
of space; he illustrates how municipal zoning practices, highway con-
struction, restrictive housing covenants, and other aspects of urban 
renewal negatively affected people of color, displacing them, confining 
them, and making them proximate to environmental hazards.7 He cites 
major hallmarks of spatial racialization— the clearing of indigenous 
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people, restrictive covenants, redlining, urban renewal (as the removal 
of Black people)— that starkly map onto Chicago, a city named from an 
indigenous word for “wild leeks” that grew in the area and, in the late 
twentieth and early twenty- first centuries, declared racially the “most 
hypersegregated”8 city in the United States. As of this writing, Chica-
go’s population is 29.7 percent white, 29.3 percent Black, and 29.7 
percent Hispanic/Latinidad, which crosses racial categories.9

Beyond policy, the devices of theater and performance also animate 
and produce the social construction of race. As scholars such as Harry 
Elam, David Krasner, and Harvey Young demonstrate, marking out the 
difference between bodies onstage and those not onstage heightens 
awareness of otherness and invites both performers and audiences to 
consider the way identity is made through performance.10 And the work 
of Joshua Chambers- Letson makes it clear that policy, law, and the aes-
thetics of theater and performance overlap and impact one another, 
creating shared racial knowledge.11 The accounts that follow offer case 
studies of these arguments that performance creates embodied mean-
ings of race and that ideas of race create certain kinds of performance.

Our volume builds on these ideas of the relationship between the-
ater, space, and racialization. Aaron Krall’s chapter reveals how both the 
Black characters in Theodore Ward’s 1930s- era play Big White Fog and 
the Black audiences of this play performed within and against the rac-
ist structures of the time. Laura A. Lodewyck’s chapter on Teatro Vista 
centers voices of the Latinx12 theater company’s members to reveal the 
importance of onstage representations to produce underrepresented off-
stage ideas and practices of Latinidad communities. Jasmine Jamillah 
Mahmoud’s chapter on the Chicago Home Theater Festival shows how 
festival organizers used the intimate space of the home to combat and 
imagine beyond the civic reality of Chicago as a racially hyper- segregated 
city. Chicago theater and performance history also demonstrates the 
construction of whiteness through performance. Most notably, white 
immigrant group members who performed in ethnic theaters at the 
beginning of the twentieth century became racially unmarked stars no 
longer associated with the ethnic theater tradition as the franchise of 
whiteness grew from an Anglo- Saxon ideal to a more ecumenical non- 
Black ideal.13 Furthermore, Latinidad theaters and artists struggle still 
to define themselves against Black/white racial paradigms. The very 
makeshift Chicago theater featured in this volume attests to how flexible- 
in- formation works are often best suited to both reflect racial norms and 
render racial underrepresentations, possibilities, and imaginations.

Introduction xiii
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Those which are makeshift and that which is on the margins use 
tactics as part of their spatial and aesthetic practices. By tactics, we 
reference Michel de Certeau’s idea that systems of operation dictate 
embodied usage, or that maps of roads and sidewalks tell people to walk 
in certain ways in cities. But as de Certeau also points out, “Users make 
innumerable and infinitesimal transformations of and within the domi-
nant cultural economy in order to adapt it to their own interest and their 
own rules.”14 Users or artists employ tactics, or “a calculus which cannot 
count on a ‘proper’ (a spatial or institutional localization), nor thus on 
a borderline distinguishing the other as a visible totality.”15 In addition 
to tactics often being sideways, underneath, improper, and blurry, they 
are— as many of our chapters reveal— tied to engaging time, ephemer-
ality, survival, and history. The Black characters in Theodore Ward’s Big 
White Fog used responsive, attentive, and imaginative tactics to establish 
themselves in early twentieth- century Chicago where systems of rac-
ism prevented their full belonging, for instance. As Teatro Vista’s history 
shows, expansive tactics were what made theater in a community center 
and a museum, and what kept the group staging productions in various 
Chicago spaces despite having a home at Victory Gardens Theater. Con-
ceptual artist Theaster Gates’s approach involved renovating houses on 
Chicago’s South Side with wood from the ash trees that municipal work-
ers pulled out of the ground due to the ash borer. The chapters in this 
volume attest to the power of tactics in theater and performance.

Two main tactics that Chicago theater and performance makers have 
developed in the last century include the use of ensemble and reper-
toire. Many of Chicago’s theaters, both large and small, central and 
marginal, have an ensemble of artists who produce work and govern 
the theaters’ choices. In their book Ensemble- Made Chicago: A Guide to 
Devised Theater, Chloe Johnston and Coya Paz Brownrigg explain that

ensemble- based or devised process is a way of creating theater 
that welcomes the ideas and contributions of everyone in the 
room, that relies on a collective vision rather than the singu-
lar vision of a playwright or director. Ensemble process rejects 
a predetermined hierarchy in favor of figuring out what works 
best this time, with these particular people. It happens in the 
spaces between people, it responds to the space.16

As our case studies show, ensembles have been central within make-
shift spaces: from the 57th Street Artist Colony and the Little Theatre 
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movement of the early twentieth century, to those within the twentieth- 
century Body Politic Theatre and ImprovOlympic (later iO), to the 
collaborative work of the organizers of the early twenty- first- century 
Chicago Home Theater Festival.

Chicago theater and performance are also often described as “gritty,” 
not always in content but often as a way of working wherein things are 
done on the fly, with hard labor, and by getting as many proverbial fin-
gers in the pot at once. Johnston and Paz Brownrigg suggest the city 
itself undergirds this way of theater- making since it is a city of neigh-
borhoods, each with its own theater or its own performance practice 
defined by the people who live there, which makes Chicago theater 
“flexible and resourceful.”17 Many of the performance venues and the-
ater artists featured in this collection are “flexible and resourceful,” 
bearing this out.

By repertoire, we mean two things. First, we cite Diana Taylor’s con-
ception of embodiment as a means of creating and sharing knowledge.18 
Chapter 1 shows how the habitus of the performers and spectators on 
the Columbian Exposition’s Midway in 1893 may not be archived, but 
the behavior— the embodied nature of walking around in a carnival- like 
atmosphere, circulating with subjects from all over the globe, with a 
feeling of the tacit consumption of the exotic— remains and repeats in 
subsequent generations. The Chicago Home Theatre Festival, featured 
in chapter 10, may no longer run, but the embodiment of getting off 
the subway, moving through the Humboldt Park neighborhood follow-
ing a guide, eating with strangers in an apartment, and attending to the 
performance endures. In many ways, the practice of Chicago theater is 
a repertoire, as it is embodied and practiced knowledge rarely written 
down in the official record. The act of making a bowling alley into the 
Body Politic Theatre (chapter 6) or an old bank into a gallery (chapter 9) 
is part of a Chicago performance repertoire in which the space records 
and transmits as much information as the performers occupying it do.

The second aspect of repertoire has to do with relationality of make-
shift Chicago theater and performance. Part of the history of Chicago 
theater and performance is what we would now call “devised,” as art-
ists drew from pedestrian everyday movements and tasks to make the 
quotidian performative. In 1939, innovative leaders at Hull- House 
experimented in what we now call devised theater, and Chicago’s theater 
and performance history runs thick with it, from the twentieth century 
to the twenty- first, including such Chicago icons as the Neo- Futurists, 
Frank Galati, Mary Zimmerman, and the Albany Park Theater Project, 
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among many more. Even theater in Chicago that follows or followed a 
more traditional practice of putting movement and atmosphere with a 
prewritten text finds ways to devise the performance. For example, as 
chapter 8 explains, stage director Kyle Donnelly’s concept of John Bar-
ton’s adaptation of The Rover set in Trinidad (Aphra Behn’s original is 
set in Italy) at the Goodman Theatre in 1989 formed the basis of the 
founding of Teatro Vista because Henry Godinez and Edward Torres’s 
experience as actors embodying the production gave them the idea to 
start a Latinx theater of their own.

In the case of Chicago theater, space and race, along with tactics and 
repertoire, create an aesthetic. The Chicago makeshift manifests in cer-
tain hallmarks: experimentation, audience- actor intimacy, hyperrealist 
productions, and ensemble- based works. Collectively, these chapters 
propose Chicago theater as makeshift theater. While many theaters in 
Chicago have permanent spaces and do more conventional work, our 
book shows that the makeshift animated many theaters’ beginnings and 
that the ethos of the makeshift is still centered in much of Chicago 
theater today. We argue that Chicago’s unique makeshiftness exposes 
the politics and policies around how communities in Chicago engage 
in place- making and city ownership and the transgressive possibilities 
of theater and performance. By putting space at the center of an explo-
ration of Chicago theater, these case studies revise traditional ideas of 
who holds power in Chicago, the distribution of city (and in some cases 
federal) resources, the desirability of permanency (versus itineracy), 
and various meanings made by “permanent” and “temporary.” Further-
more, the collection includes case studies on the way racial and spatial 
dynamics central to understanding Chicago— as a hyper- segregated, 
dense, urban center— dialogue with performance practice. The essays 
consider how policies (i.e., zoning, fire codes) surround makeshift ven-
ues and affect the aesthetics of the stages and what happens on those 
stages in Chicago. By revisiting spaces on the margins, this book argues 
for distinct tactics and geographies of the makeshift, and for a theory 
of makeshift that engages tactics to subvert systemic, institutionalized 
power structures.

Chicago as Object of Study

This book demonstrates that Chicago’s nearly two hundred years of 
theater history animates significant discussion in the fields of theater 
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history, performance studies, and urban studies,19 and yet few books 
are dedicated to the subject. Despite its influence and importance, long 
and varied history, myriad performance spaces, and thousands of per-
formance texts and creators, Chicago’s theater and performance history 
has not generated volumes of published texts. The Chicago Tribune’s 
two long-standing critics each authored a monograph about Chicago 
theater: one gives a narrative history of some of Chicago’s theaters from 
the founding of the city, and the other offers an encyclopedia of Chicago 
Tribune articles about theater.20 A handful of writers have examined 
a theater or two,21 and other authors have explored certain styles of 
Chicago theater.22 This book grows the recent scholarship and archi-
val work on Chicago theater— work that chronicles actors, producers, 
writers, choreographers, directors, and other theater artists and their 
practices that have contributed to Chicago’s theater and performance 
scene23— by positioning how theater and performance in Chicago from 
the late nineteenth century to the contemporary moment has continu-
ally made space in repurposed, marginal, temporary, and liminal, rather 
than just institutional, venues. Here we offer a brief history of Chicago 
theater, both so it exists in the field and so we can locate our chapters 
within it.

Since the mid- nineteenth century, Chicago has had both grass-
roots, makeshift theater and established, commercial theater. At times, 
these arts organizations were at odds with each other, but more often 
than not, Chicago proved a site where what started as amateur could 
become professional, where what was at the margins could become 
institutionalized, and where that which was community based became 
mainstream to the theater and performance scene in the city.

For example, while both the dining room at the Sauganash Hotel and 
the Rialto, a former auction house, ran as makeshift performance spaces 
in the 1830s and 1840s, Chicago entrepreneurs created legitimate and 
permanent theater spaces that hosted not only traveling troupes with 
commercial hits from the East Coast and Europe, but also local talent 
and new plays written in and about Chicago— spaces such as Rice’s 
Theatre, McVicker’s Theatre, and Crosby’s Opera House. The end of 
the century saw more theater development; the Grand Opera House, 
Hooley’s Theatre, the Auditorium Theatre, the Schiller, and Colum-
bia Theatre hosted such greats as Joseph Jefferson, Sarah Bernhardt, 
Ellen Terry, Henry Irving, Ethel Barrymore, and Helena Modjeska.24 
But downtown theaters also hosted budding Chicago talent, such as 
Mary McVicker, child actress and daughter of the theater owner by the 
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same surname, and local playwrights who wrote successful plays about 
life in Chicago.25

Chicago artists and creators also performed in more marginal set-
tings. Perhaps the best example of this was the Midway Plaisance just to 
the west of the World’s Columbian Exposition, which ran between May 
and October of 1893. The fairgrounds proper for the world’s fair hosted 
educational exhibits on art, agriculture, fishery, machinery, transporta-
tion, and state and world governments. But the Midway, as chapter 1 
explains, became a site where fairgoers could experience transgressive 
mixing of world populations, go on thrill rides, and attend cabaret per-
formances. Furthermore, as chapter 2 explains, temporary concession 
buildings and souvenir stands built for the fair became home to Chi-
cago’s burgeoning bohemian artist collective. This desire to seek out 
performance in the margins remains a major part of what animates 
Chicago theater and performance in the twenty- first century.

Chicago stages in the twentieth century followed the pattern created 
in the nineteenth— major theater institutions running the business 
of theater popped up in the business district, while performances 
dedicated to developing new forms and types of artistic expression 
developed at the margins. By 1901, theater was big business in the 
Loop, with dozens of theaters drawing huge crowds and running 
shows year- round.26 Like many urban theaters in the United States, 
many of these large playhouses were in business with the Syndicate, 
the vertically integrated theater business wherein the owners created 
a monopoly of plays, tours, actors, and theaters and wiped out the 
independent theater manager business.27 Some theaters played min-
strel shows and vaudeville instead of full- length plays, and many of the 
vaudeville theaters were part of circuits, too. In later years, the Shubert 
Brothers— Sam, Lee, and Jacob— also bought theaters and built one of 
their own in Chicago. These booking monopolies made sense commer-
cially, but they did not help develop local talent.

Another contributing factor to Chicago’s sense of makeshift theater— 
even in professional houses downtown— was the city’s ongoing struggle 
with fire. McVicker’s burned down three times and Hooley’s (later Pow-
ers’) burned at least twice. And yet artists and entrepreneurs rebuilt. 
The most famous Chicago theater fire was at the Iroquois in December 
1903, when 602 people (mostly women and children) burned to death 
or were suffocated when a set piece lit a curtain on fire at a matinee 
showing of Mr. Blue Beard; this remains the deadliest theater fire in 
history.28 The Iroquois Theater fire caused a major revision of theater 
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architecture and fire safety codes. Even theaters in retrofitted buildings 
must be up to demanding codes, and the Chicago fire marshal visits all 
theaters without fixed seating prior to opening night to make sure that 
the codes are being followed.29 These strict laws impeded the growth 
of theater in Chicago for years; few companies could meet the strin-
gent demands placed on theaters in those buildings built solely to be 
theaters.

Theater makers at the margins also struggled with fire codes writ-
ten for large auditoriums since many of their performance spaces were 
converted spaces rarely able to meet the requirements. But despite 
these issues, the twentieth century saw community- oriented, immi-
grant, club, and parish theaters grow up in the neighborhoods. In these 
settings, Chicagoans could attend foreign- language theater or art the-
ater or dance and see new forms of dramatic expression and local talent 
onstage. As chapter 3 shows, pioneers of the Little Theatre movement 
set up in a renovated carriage showroom on South Michigan Avenue. 
Many of these artists had met and developed their work at the 57th 
Street Artist Colony outlined in chapter 2. One of the most important 
sites for art theater was Hull- House, a neighborhood theater that pro-
duced some of the most important theater in America at the turn of the 
century. Hull- House had multiple theater groups, but the Hull- House 
Players under the direction of Laura Dainty Pelham holds a significant 
place in U.S. theater history due to its production of art theater from 
such noteworthy playwrights as William Butler Yeats, Henrik Ibsen, 
and Nikolai Gogol. The group pioneered art theater and the Little The-
atre movement.

Immigrant enclaves were another important site for noncommer-
cial theater in the first few decades of the twentieth century. Chicago’s 
immigrant groups— Germans, Central and Eastern European Jews, 
Italians, Irish, Poles, Lithuanians, Swedes, Greeks, Norwegians, and 
later Mexicans— produced theater, whether in club houses, church 
halls, or state- of- the- art auditoriums. For example, Chicago’s Poles had 
one of the largest and most state- of- the- art theaters in the city at St. 
Stanislaus Kostka parish in what is now Wicker Park, and they even 
hosted Helena Modjeska on their stage for a Polish play written by a 
local, amateur Chicago playwright in 1892. Chicago’s Jewish commu-
nity has an enduring theater tradition with Glickman’s Palace Theatre 
and the People’s Music Hall on Twelfth Street (now Roosevelt Road) 
and the Douglas Park Auditorium on Ogden and Kedzie.30 And Chica-
go’s Czechs built Thalia Hall on Eighteenth Street and Allport Street 
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in the Pilsen neighborhood— the building still functions as a perfor-
mance venue today. As chapter 4 makes clear, some of these groups 
even helped bolster the fledgling Goodman Theatre in its early years. 
Furthermore, the growing African American community in Chicago 
had the first professional “colored” theater in America— from 1904 to 
1924— where the Pekin Stock Company, made up of local Chicagoans, 
put on twenty- eight different musical comedies, not including revivals, 
between 1906 and 1908.31

Theater in the 1930s in Chicago faced the challenge of the Great 
Depression, which both economically stifled and creatively spurred 
theater development in the city. The larger playhouses struggled to 
keep large audiences, but the city was also home to several units of 
the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Theatre Project (FTP). 
One of the most popular productions of the FTP came from Chicago— 
the Swing Mikado, which transferred to Broadway. Chapter 5 outlines 
another FTP production, that of Big White Fog, a show written by 
a Black Chicagoan about the Great Migration and the brutalities of 
city life for the African American community. A decade later, another 
Chicago playwright would make these themes famous: Lorraine Hans-
berry in her play A Raisin in the Sun. Other theater groups in Chicago 
made their way despite the economics of the Depression. One such 
case is the Chicago Workers Theater, a collective begun in 1931 who 
did social drama with amateur actors on a platform in a room above 
a bookshop at 505 North State Street.32 In 1935, they changed their 
name to the Chicago Repertory Group (CRG), and Louis “Studs” Ter-
kel was among their members. Terkel called the CRG a “club team 
of the Group Theatre” in New York; the group lasted until 1943 and 
helped launch Terkel’s career.33

The mid- twentieth century saw a downturn in theater- making and 
theatergoing in Chicago. Most of the commercial theaters in the Loop 
hosted second- rate tours of commercial fare, and some converted into 
movie palaces. A few institutions kept theater alive in the city. The 
Goodman Theatre, for example, although it no longer produced pro-
fessional shows, survived into the 1970s as a theater training school. 
Hull- House, long a trailblazer of avant- garde theater,34 merged its 
many groups into an adult education division and produced art theater 
throughout the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s.35 In 1963, when much of the 
settlement house complex was demolished to build the campus of the 
University of Illinois at Chicago Circle (UICC, now the University of 
Illinois at Chicago), the theater moved to 3212 North Broadway into a 
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former American Legion post in the Lakeview neighborhood under the 
innovative and energetic artistic direction of Robert Sickinger, whose 
work revitalized Chicago theater through the 1960s.

In 1953, the American Indian Center was founded in Chicago 
largely as a response to “the growing needs of a rapidly- expanding local 
American Indian population”36 and the “selective termination of tribal 
status, in concert with the Indian Relocation program”37 during the 
mid- twentieth century. Considered the “oldest urban- based Native 
membership community center,” 38 the American Indian Center hosted 
and continues to host a wealth of traditional and nontraditional Native 
American arts, theater, and performance events, including powwows, 
dances, drum centers, and music. The center’s midcentury founding 
attests to the city’s growing indigenous population as well as the growth 
of indigenous performance practices in Chicago.

Mid- twentieth- century Chicago also saw the beginnings of improvi-
sational theater, a form Chicago would later become famous for. Viola 
Spolin, Paul Sills, and Bernie Sahlins all started their work at this time, 
and The Second City opened in Chicago in December 1959. Chapter 
7 outlines some of the history of improv in Chicago. Spolin had been a 
student at Hull- House as a child, and Sills, her son who also did the-
ater as a child, helped create Playwrights Theatre Club, a theater that 
brought together such Chicago theater greats as Sills, Sahlins, Joyce 
and Byrne Piven, and Sheldon Patinkin. In addition to changing the 
trajectory of American comedy, The Second City also demonstrated the 
possibility of a hybrid between commercial and art theater. They were 
a small, ensemble- driven performance group like the Chicago Little 
Theatre and the Chicago Repertory Group, but they were not a not- for- 
profit group.39 While The Second City got a new space, other theater 
spaces— such as Hull- House’s Jane Addams Theatre, usurped by the 
construction of the University of Illinois at Chicago Circle— were lost 
in the 1960s.

Small, ensemble- driven theater companies began springing up 
throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, making new performance 
spaces. Christiansen notes that despite Chicago Mayor Richard J. 
Daley’s attempts to create a centrally located performing arts center, 
“the city’s culture, and particularly the culture of theater, was to grow 
organically, from the bottom up, in homes converted from former ware-
houses, bowling alleys, laundries, and bakeries.”40 Chapter 6 tells the 
story of two such companies— Kingston Mines Theatre and the Body 
Politic Theatre. Each group had been working in churches and other 
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marginal spaces prior to transforming industrial buildings on North 
Lincoln Avenue in the Lincoln Park neighborhood into theater spaces. 
The storefront as we know it came into being.

By the 1990s, many of these storefront theaters faced precarity due 
to increased property values and zoning laws. In 1994, Wisdom Bridge 
Theatre— first established in 1974 in Chicago’s Rogers Park neighbor-
hood on the Far North Side— left its home and relocated to the Ivanhoe 
Theater, then in Lakeview.41 Two years earlier, in 1992, the theater— 
“once one of the crown jewels of the Chicago theater scene”— had its 
board suspend paychecks to all staff to recoup more than six figures of 
debt.42 Yet despite precarious financial times and the financial difficulty 
of running a theater, theaters in Chicago continued to incubate and 
grow; by the early twenty- first century, Chicago had over three hundred 
theater companies.

The boom in theaters— both spaces and companies— in the latter 
part of the twentieth century was significant, and we cannot name all 
of them in this introduction, much as we have failed to name all the 
theaters in Chicago up to this point. But a few game changers stand 
out. Since 1985, five theaters in Chicago have been recognized for 
their excellence by garnering the Regional Theatre Tony Award. The 
first to win was Steppenwolf Theatre Company. Steppenwolf began in 
1974 when a group of high school and college students put on plays 
in a church basement in suburban Deerfield, and it was the make-
shift nature of the shows that excited the group and pushed them to 
continue.43 After being itinerant for nearly two decades, in 1991, Step-
penwolf built a new, state- of- the- art theater at 1650 North Halsted 
Street. Thirty years later, the new complex includes multiple theaters.

The second theater to win a Regional Theatre Tony was the Good-
man Theatre in 1992 under the artistic direction of Robert Falls, who 
has led the theater since 1985; Falls had previously worked with Wis-
dom Bridge. As chapter 4 outlines, the Goodman mounted productions 
in the auditorium built for them at the Art Institute of Chicago for 
seventy- five years before moving into a renovated set of buildings— on 
sites that once hosted live theaters but had been converted to movie 
theaters mid- century— at 170 North Dearborn Street in 2000. The next 
Chicago theater to win a Regional Theatre Tony was Victory Gardens 
Theater in 2001 under the artistic direction of Dennis Začek. Victory 
Gardens started in 1974 and had an itinerant existence for nearly two 
decades. The company, which is dedicated to producing new work, 
renovated the Biograph Theater— formerly a movie theater— at 2433 
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North Lincoln Avenue, near the spaces discussed in chapter 6. In addi-
tion to the large theater on the first floor, Victory Gardens has a smaller 
theater upstairs that is home to Teatro Vista— chapter 8 outlines the 
contours of that relationship— and other itinerant theater companies.

In 2008, Chicago’s largest theater in terms of size and budget, Chi-
cago Shakespeare Theater, won the Regional Theatre Tony Award. 
Chicago Shakespeare Theater began in 1986 when Barbara Gaines 
staged a production of Henry V on the rooftop of the Red Lion Pub 
at 2446 North Lincoln Avenue. Today, Chicago Shakespeare Theatre 
has three theaters and a huge facility on Chicago’s Navy Pier. (Bar-
bara Gaines remains at the helm.) The last Chicago theater to win a 
Regional Theatre Tony as of the writing of this book is Lookingglass 
Theatre Company in 2011. Lookingglass began in 1988 when a group 
of Northwestern University theater students devised a new adaptation 
of Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking- Glass, and What Alice Found 
There, which they titled Through the Lookingglass, to stage at the Edin-
burgh Festival Fringe. The company’s later adaptation of Carroll’s book 
remains one of the theater’s signature shows (now called Lookingglass 
Alice) and has been remounted several times.

We mention these major theaters because each began on the margins 
in makeshift conditions, and today each is a major Chicago theater insti-
tution. This has also been the case with Jackie Taylor’s Black Ensemble 
Theater, and, as of an announcement in spring 2019, TimeLine The-
atre: they are theaters whose success and popularity have allowed them 
to build or launch their own permanent spaces. While countless other 
Chicago theater and performance groups formed in the middle and 
latter parts of the twentieth century are equally important— Court The-
atre, Skyloft Players, Tempo Players of Washington Park, Congo Square 
Theatre, Pegasus Players, the Neo- Futurists, Mary- Arrchie Theatre, 
Strawdog Theatre Company, Apple Tree Theatre, Lifeline Theatre, the 
Hypocrites, Chicago Dramatists, Stage Left Theatre, Famous Door 
Theatre Company, A Red Orchid Theatre, About Face Theatre, Red-
moon Theater, Aguijón Theater, and UrbanTheater Company, to name 
just a few— the move from margins to center, itinerant to permanent, 
demonstrates the argument of our book: Chicago theater is unique in 
its adaption of makeshift and marginal spaces that create a method 
and style of theater and performance celebrated nationwide. And as 
much as this book is about makeshift or unorthodox or marginal perfor-
mance efforts, it is important not to lose sight of the growth of Chicago 
as a thriving conventional theater community, especially starting in 
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the 1970s and continuing to this day. What is remarkable is that the 
same dynamics and impulses that led to makeshift, to the unorthodox, 
also led to the orthodox— a place where Bernie Sahlins, cofounder of 
The Second City, and Del Close, a theater artist who performed and 
directed at The Second City, then went on to coach Saturday Night 
Live comedians and act in major motion film productions.

Not yet mentioned are the many performance spaces in Chicago not 
associated with a single theater company, spaces that have allowed itin-
erant performance groups to exist: Little Black Pearl, the Greenhouse 
Theater Center, the Chopin Theatre, the Den Theatre, Stage 773 (pre-
viously known as Theatre Building Chicago), the Athenaeum Theatre, 
and the many spaces affiliated with churches, universities, museums, 
and cultural associations. Equally important are the many theaters that 
do not aim to move from marginal to center. Many Chicago theaters 
through the years invested in their makeshift theater tactics as a way 
of engaging in community and art-  and space- making with no designs 
on new buildings or expanded seasons. Chicago continues to cultivate 
and celebrate that as a legitimate form of theater and performance, too.

Chapter Summaries

The ten chapters in this book are arranged chronologically to enable 
readers to draw conclusions about change over time. That said, the 
book could have been arranged by theme instead: many of the chapters 
connect to one another in relation to themes of dramatic literature, 
regional theater, spatial racism, itinerancy, dramatic versus postdra-
matic theater, and geography. We have also divided the chapters into 
three sections.

The first section explores how theater in Chicago at the turn of the 
nineteenth to the twentieth century rose from the ashes of the Great 
Chicago Fire in 1871 to produce world- renowned artistic movements 
and forms. Chapter 1 by Rosemarie K. Bank gives a new account of the 
theory of the Midway Plaisance at the World’s Columbian Exposition of 
1893. Most scholars of turn- of- the- century world’s fairs attribute their 
spatial organization to social Darwinism, or the belief that white North-
ern and Western Europeans and white Americans were the height of 
civilization, with all other races and ethnic groups being less devel-
oped. Bank intervenes to show that the actual map of the Midway does 
not support this interpretation, and that the manager of most of the 
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acts booked for the Midway, Sol Bloom, was more invested in business 
entrepreneurship than racial ideology. Furthermore, Bank shows how 
rather than siloing racial groups by perceived levels of savage versus 
civilized, the Midway allowed both performers and spectators trans-
gressive space to circulate among one another.

Stuart J. Hecht’s chapter investigates the 57th Street Artist Colony 
that took up residence in leftover souvenir stands from the World’s 
Columbian Exposition at the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth 
century. This group of notable Chicago architects, writers, theater 
makers, and visual artists— including Mary Aldis, Margaret Ander-
son, Sherwood Anderson, Maxwell Bodenheim, Floyd Dell, Theodore 
Dreiser, Arthur Davison Ficke, Alice Gerstenberg, Kenneth Sawyer 
Goodman, Ben Hecht, Vachel Lindsay, Edgar Lee Masters, Harriet 
Monroe, B. J. O. (Bror) Nordfeldt, and Carl Sandburg— revived the 
forgotten space. Hecht analyzes the artists and art made in conjunction 
with this makeshift space to point out that while the Victorian- inspired 
neoclassicism of the Columbian Exposition’s White City faded within a 
year or so of the fair, the makeshift and modern style of the 57th Street 
Artist Colony’s buildings endured and created new forms of Ameri-
can art.

Shannon Epplett’s chapter tells the story of the Fine Arts Building 
on South Michigan Avenue as it transformed from a carriage com-
pany showroom and workshop to a home for musicians, architects, 
writers, publishers, illustrators, bookbinders, bookstores, art supply 
retailers, musical instrument repair and sales shops, sheet music pub-
lishers, piano showrooms, and, ultimately, theater artists in the first 
two decades of the twentieth century. Chicago theater reformers, as 
Epplett calls them, brought art theater— or theater meant to inspire 
and uplift— to the building’s smaller spaces, which were not built to be 
theaters. Epplett catalogs the work of such Chicago theater pioneers 
as Anna Morgan, Donald Robertson, Arthur and Mary Aldis, Arthur 
Bissell, Hobart Chatfield- Taylor, Alice Gerstenberg, Kenneth Sawyer 
Goodman, Maurice Browne, and Ellen Van Volkenburg as they create 
the Chicago Little Theatre and deal with the challenges of the building 
and one another.

The second section reveals how theater movements in Chicago in the 
middle of the twentieth century grappled with definitions of ethnicity 
and race in the city; it also deals with transitions between spaces meant 
for and spaces converted into use for theater and performance. The 
four chapters in this section illustrate how theater and performance 

Introduction xxv

Copyright © 2021 by Northwestern University Press. 
Published 2021. All rights reserved.



made in and between communities and the codifying neighborhoods 
and spaces from the 1920s to the 1970s revealed hyper- segregation 
but also— at times— produced new possibilities for collaboration and 
reaching new audiences. Megan E. Geigner’s chapter explores the 
many non- Goodman productions on the brand- new Goodman Theatre 
stage at the Art Institute of Chicago during the first years of its exis-
tence, from 1925 to 1933. She argues that the Goodman’s hosting of 
Hull- House play transfers, immigrant theater and performance groups, 
amateur theater tournaments, and benefit performances upheld the 
artistic practice of its namesake— Kenneth Sawyer Goodman— by invit-
ing marginalized groups into a central and monied theater, and that 
doing so helped Chicago theater audiences associate these types of the-
ater with professional and worthwhile theater endeavors in the city. 
She also outlines how this type of theatrical cultural exchange set a 
precedent for the way theaters in Chicago work today.

Aaron Krall’s chapter catalogs the production by the Chicago Negro 
Unit of the Federal Theatre Project of Theodore Ward’s Big White Fog 
in 1939. The play tells the story of the Mason family— Great Migration 
transplants to Chicago— and the difficulties they face in a city inhospi-
table to African Americans. Krall interprets the plot and characters of 
the play through the fraught production history of the show. It started 
in the Loop at the Great Northern Theatre, but for reasons that are 
unclear, Chicago’s Federal Theatre Project management transferred it 
to the DuSable High School auditorium on the city’s South Side, where 
the production failed to draw an audience. Krall argues that makeshift 
theatrical spaces on the city’s margins were precarious locations for 
ambitious but marginalized communities to tell their stories in the 
early twentieth century.

Cat Gleason’s chapter gives the account of the Kingston Mines The-
atre and the Body Politic Theatre transforming a trolley barn, bowling 
alley, and slicing machine workshop into performance venues in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s. Deconstructing the mythology of the first 
few storefronts, Gleason shows how these spaces were at the inter-
section of racist urban renewal projects, community activist groups, 
city fire codes and building policy, and theater in Chicago. By giving a 
detailed history of the two theaters and their pioneers— June Pyskacek, 
Paul Sills, and James Shiflett— Gleason argues that the theaters’ abil-
ities to position themselves between the forces of urban renewal and 
community resistance set a new standard for Chicago theater and ush-
ered in the era of the storefront theater.
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Travis Stern’s chapter relays the intricate history of ImprovOlympic 
(later called iO after the United States Olympic Committee threatened 
to sue them over their name), improv’s development in Chicago from 
the 1960s through the 1990s, and the group’s quest to find a permanent 
space. By tracing not just the ways that improv styles and performers 
changed over the years, but also the different types of spaces, perfor-
mance times, and audiences for the form, Stern shows the relationship 
between improvised theater forms and improvised performance spaces.

The third section of the book examines the potency of itinerancy. 
Troubling the assumption that theater and performance artists desire 
a theater to call their own, these chapters explore artistry that calls into 
focus Chicago’s legacy of racism. Furthermore, they offer a critique of lin-
ear trajectories of “arrival,” wherein artists with permanent, recognized, 
and unchanging work get reviewed and codified by institutional power. 
Laura A. Lodewyck’s chapter offers the first account of the founding and 
trajectory of one of Chicago’s longest- running Latinx theaters in the city, 
Teatro Vista. Through interviews with some of the theater’s prominent 
artists throughout the years, including Sandra Marquez, Henry Godinez, 
Edward Torres, Carlos Tortolero, Nilda Hernandez, Ricardo Gutiérrez, 
and Sandra Delgado, Lodewyck counters the idea that ending itinerancy 
and finding a permanent theater space is the goal. Instead, the chapter, 
through its reading of Teatro Vista’s earliest performances in 1991 along 
with two other productions in the last few decades, argues that itineracy 
allows for more sustained community contact.

LaRonika Marie Thomas’s chapter illustrates the racial, spatial, and 
aesthetic significance of the work of Theaster Gates, the Chicago- based 
urban planner and artist. Through interviews and aesthetic observation, 
Thomas focuses on how Gates’s work produced the Stony Island Arts 
Bank and the Dorchester Projects, repurposed makeshift spaces on the 
city’s South Side. Through her concept of “civic dramaturgy,” Thomas 
argues that Gates’s spatial practice— which had made arts spaces of 
former homes, banks, and other non- arts venues— amalgamates mean-
ings across the private and the public to reveal how political, racial, and 
aesthetic systems filter and produce relationality in the city.

Jasmine Jamillah Mahmoud’s chapter offers a participant observer’s 
account of attending the Chicago Home Theater Festival in 2015 and 
interviews with four of the festival’s founders and lead producers— Irina 
Zadov, Laley Lippard, Aymar Jean Christian, and Meida McNeal— that 
record their experiences with the festival between 2012 and 2017. In 
so doing, her chapter archives how the private space of the home acted 
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as fertile public ground for producing theater, for contesting long his-
tories and practices of spatial racism in Chicago, and for practicing, 
however temporarily, a more intimate, engaged way of making home.

Finally, the epilogue addresses the way Chicago theater and perfor-
mance makers dealt with both the COVID- 19 pandemic beginning in 
the spring of 2020 and the social uprising about racial inequality in the 
early summer of 2020.

Makeshift: A Work in Progress

While much of what follows offers a historical lens, makeshift Chi-
cago theater and performance promises to continue. Perhaps Chicago 
playwright Ike Holter puts it best: “I think the city knows it’s a work in 
progress, and I think that’s exciting. Some cities think that they are all 
the way there, whereas Chicago is always, I think, cautiously moving 
toward progress. We’ve fallen sometimes, but the idea that we’re not at 
the end point is important. . . . Chicago has a feel of, OK, cool, so we’re 
all working on this, we’re all doing this, right. Instead of, like, it’s done, 
everything is great.”44 While the following chapters provide insight into 
this “city on the make,” to quote Nelson Algren, we look forward to the 
yield of the makeshift in the coming centuries.
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