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Early St. Louis Movie  
Theaters, 1896-1950 
 

If you walk down Grand Boulevard at night, one sight 

that is nearly impossible to miss is the glowing red sign 

for the Fabulous Fox Theater, arguably the most majes-

tic theatrical space in St. Louis. Some may not know, 

though, that the Fox was once a movie theater and was 

just one of several "movie palaces" in St. Louis when it 

was built in 1929. This article discusses movie theaters 

in St. Louis from their origins to the golden age in the 

1920s-40s, when movies reigned supreme as the popular form of entertainment on Grand Boulevard. (Fig. 1) 

Movies before Movie Theaters 

When movies were first introduced to St. Louis in the late 19th century, they were not yet at the level of popularity to be 

shown in dedicated movie theaters. Instead, movies were first shown in theaters to supplement the stage performances. 

These early movies, mostly produced by the Biograph Company, were quite short, with many having a runtime of less 

than one minute. The earliest known instance of a stage theater showing a movie in St. Louis is in 1896, when theater 

owner Charles R. Pope showed a Biograph film called "Empire State Express" at his Century Theater at 9th and Olive 

Streets as a bonus feature to his regular stock company. The film consisted of a single shot of a train coming down the 

track and lasted around 30 seconds. The image seemed so real at the time that patrons reportedly screamed, and some 

even fainted at the image of the oncoming locomotive. It was a great success for Pope, and therefore other theaters in 

town, particularly vaudeville theaters, started adding Biograph films to their programs. Like "Empire State Express," 

many Biograph shorts simply captured footage of everyday scenes for the novelty of seeing them in motion. (Fig. 2) 

Some, however, attempted to tell stories. For example, Biograph released a series of films in 1896 that told the story of 

Rip Van Winkle in short segments totaling about four minutes of footage. 

For the rest of the 19th century, movies were mostly used as filler material for live performances, which remained the 

focus of St. Louis' theater world. However, as the 20th century progressed, and advancements in filmmaking technique 

progressed along with it, films like 1903's "The Great Train Robberyò proved to be extraordinary commercial successes 

and demonstrated that filmmaking had evolved to the point that movies could stand on their own as a form of entertain-

ment, setting the stage for the emergence of dedicated movie theaters. Among those wanting to get in on the ground 

floor of the emerging movie business were recent immigrants and their children who, "looking for a way up from their 

Fig.1: Grand Blvd. at night in 1945, with theaters lining 
the street. Source: St. Louis Post-Dispatch. 
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traditional trades, perceived the potential power and popularity 

of the moviesò (Margolies 12). In St. Louis, perhaps no one 

exemplified this entrepreneurial spirit more than Fred Wehren-

berg, who would start the St. Louis movie theater business, and 

the Skouras brothers, who helped usher St. Louis into the gold-

en age of movie theaters, the movie palace era. 

St. Louis Movie Moguls Emerge 

The son of a German immigrant, Fred Wehrenberg first trained 

as a blacksmith's apprentice before serving in the Spanish-

American War. (Fig. 3) After the war, he worked for a grocery 

at what is today Hadley and Montgomery Streets, eventually 

saving enough to open a saloon on Cherokee and Jefferson 

Streets. He first became aware of the potential of movies dur-

ing a trip to the World's Fair in 1904. While there, Wehrenberg saw an exhibit called "Hale's Touring Car," a simulation 

ride in which passengers stood in a train car that swayed as if in motion while footage of the Alps going by were project-

ed in the windows. He was struck by the realism the footage added to the ride and the public's reaction to it. "The moun-

tain scenes suddenly faded and as the lights were switched on I caught sight of the picture screen. I realized that we were 

not moving at all...I saw how the crowds were flocking to the exhibit and realized right then what future there would be 

for the motion picture industryò (DeBellis 10). When he met a traveling film promoter in 1906, Wehrenberg was finally 

convinced to officially enter the movie business. Purchasing a vacant bakery next door to his saloon at 1953 Cherokee, 

Wehrenberg set up 89 chairs and a small screen, founding what is generally agreed to be the first dedicated movie thea-

ter in St. Louis. Wehrenberg charged five cents for admission, with the shows running around 35 minutes with an inter-

mission. The business was a family affair, with his wife Gertrude providing live musi-

cal accompaniment to the action on-screen with the piano. Since the theater was so 

close to his saloon, Wehrenberg sold beer and snacks during intermissions. This busi-

ness model proved lucrative and Wehrenberg's success led other five-cent theaters, or 

"nickelodeons" to pop up across downtown St. Louis in the following years. Wehren-

berg, meanwhile, expanded his business to 13 more theaters, including two more St. 

Louis movie theater firsts. In 1910, Wehrenberg opened a 224-seat nickelodeon called 

"The Best," the first building in St. Louis designed from the ground-up as a movie the-

ater. That same year, he opened St. Louis' first "air-dome." Precursors to drive-ins,   

-domes were outdoor spaces in which people sat on benches while the films were pro-

jected on a large screen. Tents were installed in the winter so they could operate year-

round. 

Among those watching the burgeoning movie theater business in St. Louis were the 

Skouras brothers. Greek immigrant Charles arrived in St. Louis in 1908 and took a job 

as a busboy at the downtown Jefferson Hotel. Charles saved up until he was able to 

send for his brothers Spyros and George, securing hotel jobs for them as well. They 

had discussed entering the movie business and pooled their savings until 1914, when 

they had enough to buy their first nickelodeon, the Olympia, on Market Street. The 

venture proved profitable, and the brothers expanded their operation, owning 15 thea-

Fig. 2: Examples of the early Biograph films shown 
during stage shows at the turn of the 20th 
century. Source: Film Study Center Special Collec-
tions, MoMA. 

Fig. 3: St. Louisô original mov-
ie theater mogul, Fred 
Wehrenberg, circa 1916. 
Source: 100 Years of 
Reel Entertainment. 
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ters by 1920. According to Spyros Skouras, their success 

was owed to innovations like offering the first children's 

matinees in St. Louis, and being one of the first to have 

integrated theaters. In March 1920, with financial backing 

from prominent citizens, the brothers were able to pur-

chase, at $350,000, the New Grand Central, a 1,750-seat 

theater located in a growing theater district on Grand Ave. 

This purchase would place the Skouras brothers at the 

center of St. Louis' movie palace boom in the coming 

years. 

Rise of the Movie Palaces 

As the movie industry rapidly grew through the first dec-

ades of the 20th century, theater owners and movie studios 

recognized the increasingly prominent place movies held 

in American culture. Movie stars like Charlie Chaplin and 

Douglas Fairbanks were becoming household names. At the same time, vaudeville declined and transitioned from stage 

performances to radio, leaving more theater space to movies. To cement the movie industry's place as a major cultural 

institution, there needed to be movie theaters on par with the great opera houses and music halls of the 19th century. 

This idea led to the conception of the movie palace. Where the small nickelodeons of the past may have a couple hun-

dred seats, movie palaces would have seating in the thousands. Their designs, too, would be very elaborate, with interi-

ors emulating anything from ancient Egypt to imperial China to the French Renaissance. (Fig. 4) In the words of movie 

palace architect Thomas Lamb, ñto make our audience receptive and interested, we must cut them off from the rest of 

the city life and immerse them into a rich and self-contained auditorium, where their minds are freed from their usual 

occupations and freed from their customary thoughtsò (Margolies 12). 

In St. Louis, one of the earliest studio-owned movie palaces was the Missouri Theater at 626 N. Grand, opening on No-

vember 8, 1920. Built jointly by the Skouras brothers and Paramount, it was the second-largest theater in the country 

with 4,000 seats. In addition to its ornate design, the Missouri boasted a smoking room and nursery. It employed more 

than 100 people, including 40 musicians to provide musical accompaniment and 25 matrons and nurses to manage the 

nursery. More movie palaces would emerge downtown and on Grand Blvd. throughout the 1920s, and every time they 

did, it was a major event. When Loew's (the precursor to MGM) opened their State Theater at 715 Washington Ave. in 

1924, they organized a parade with several film stars flown in from Hollywood for the occasion. The stars marched 

from the theater through downtown, culminating in meeting Mayor Henry Kiel at City Hall. Public officials often gave 

speeches at the openings and newspapers covered them extensively. The opening of the Fox Theater in 1929 was even 

featured on the front page of the Globe-Democrat and saw a seated crowd of 5,500 with Fox Studios president William 

Fox in attendance. In his dedication at the opening, Missouri Governor Henry Caulfield declared, "Now [Grand Ave.] is 

the heart of St. Louisò (St. Louis Globe-Democrat Feb. 1, 1929).  

One of the last movie palaces to open in St. Louis, the Odeon, is notable for being the first in St. Louis that was Black-

owned. In 1934, the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra was moving out of their theater on Grand to the newly-constructed 

Municipal Auditorium located downtown. Seeing an opportunity for St. Louis's Black citizens to have a first-run movie 

Fig. 4: The auditorium and lobby of the Ambassador, a 
movie palace built for the Skouras brothers in 1926 on 411 
N. 7th St., designed in the French Renaissance style. 
Source: Great American Movie Theaters. 
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palace of their own, the Abraham Lincoln Amusement Company, which owned several integrated theaters in St. Louis 

and was headed by a board of prominent Black St. Louisans, leased the building and revamped it into a first-run movie 

theater called the Odeon. On the Odeon, Company president and former judge Crittenden Clark said, "For years, my 

associates and I dreamed of that great day when the colored people of St. Louis had a theater as first-class in every re-

spect as are those restricted to white patronage in downtown St. Louis and along Grand Boulevard...this great dream we 

have dreamed has come true." "[The Odeon] will fill a long felt need in the lives of the colored people of this city." (St. 

Louis Argus Sept. 28 and Oct. 12, 1934)  In short, by the 1930s, movie palaces had cemented themselves as an essential 

part of everyday St. Louis life. 

Gimmicks 

Part of what made movies so successful in St. Louis during the movie palace era was the gimmicks the theaters em-

ployed to make the movie-going experience as extravagant as possible. This included amenities that the theaters offered 

to patrons. Writing about the Skouras Brothers theaters, a reporter said in 1943, "You can leave your baby in a special 

nursery, avail yourself of the facilities of a fully equipped miniature hospital, send the usher out for your lunch, or take a 

nap on one of the Louis XIV love seats in the foyerò (St. Louis Post-Dispatch January 2, 1944). When the Ambassador, 

another Skouras Brothers movie palace, was opened downtown in 1926, papers noted that it had separate smoking 

rooms for men and women. Articles about the Fox opening noted that it had nineteen separate "retiring rooms," each one 

unique, for patrons to relax. At a time when air conditioning was rare, movies theaters were one of the first public places 

to have air conditioning as a standard, making them popular places to cool off in warm weather. 

The theaters put equal effort into presenting the movies and other entertainment. Especially during the silent era, many 

theaters employed their own musicians to provide musical accompaniment. Some of the larger movie palaces took this a 

step further and had full symphony orchestras. Others had elaborate pipe organs. When the New Grand Central opened, 

a reporter marveled at the "great pipe organ that reaches from floor to ceiling (St. 

Louis Post Dispatchò March 30, 1913). The Fox installed three organs, including 

one in the lobby to provide an atmosphere even when patrons were not seated. Oth-

er theaters made use of lighting to provide atmosphere during the movies. For ex-

ample, the New Grand Central's lighting changed colors to match the mode of the 

action onscreen. Similar to how movies started as gimmicks to supplement stage 

performances, it was also common for movie theaters to host live performances to 

serve as extra features to the movies, with some even having house performers. 

Most notably, during a trip to New York, Spyros Skouras saw the Ziegfeld Follies 

dancing show and was so taken with the performance that he convinced the danc-

ers' trainer, Russell Merket, to come to St. Louis and spend six weeks training the 

Skouras brothers' own precision dancers. The result was the Missouri Rockets, 

which performed at Skouras-owned theaters from 1925-1927, until they caught the 

attention of New York movie theater owner Sam "Roxy" Rothafel. (Fig. 5) He con-

vinced them to move to New York to perform at his Roxy Theater, where they 

eventually took on the name they are better known by today, the Rockettes. 

Studios and theater owners also worked to generate excitement through wild pro-

motions and publicity stunts. Arguably the most dramatic of these came around 

Fig. 5: An advertisement for the 
Missouri from 1926 featuring the 
Missouri Rockets. Source: St. 
Louis Globe-Democrat. 



MARCH 2025 | PAGE 5 

NEWS AND TIPS   |   EMERSON HISTORY & GENEALOGY CENTER 

early March 1910, when rumors circulated in St. Louis papers that Florence Lawrence, 

one of the biggest stars of Biograph films, had been killed in a streetcar accident. The 

rumor was quickly "debunked" by film producer Carl Laemmle, who printed an ad in 

film trade publications promoting Lawrence's upcoming films. (Fig. 6) In reality, 

Laemmle, who recently had signed Lawrence after Biograph dropped her, planted the 

false story himself to promote his new star. To "prove" she was still alive, Lawrence 

made a public appearance later that month at the Gem Theater in St. Louis. Other 

stunts tied in directly with a current movie. To promote the release of ñThe Flying 

Foolò at the St. Louis Theater in 1929, a plane flew over specific locations across the 

city and dropped 1,000 free tickets at set times. In 1943, the Fox offered a $25 war 

bond to any woman who could sit through a midnight screening of ñFrankenstein 

Meets the Wolf-Man.ò Around 350 women applied and the one selected was hailed in 

the Globe-Democrat as "the Bravest Woman in St. Louisò (March 12, 1943). Promo-

tions like this throughout the movie palace era helped make the movies seem as grandi-

ose and exciting as the ornate theaters playing them. 

Conclusion 

The golden age of movie theaters in St. Louis lasted through the 1940s until television 

emerged and began to divert public attention from going to the theater. Some theater 

owners, like St. Louis' original movie mogul, Fred Wehrenberg, adapted to the change 

by focusing on drive-in theaters, which offered something different from the ordinary 

theater experience and flourished. The great movie palaces of downtown and Grand 

Blvd., however, entered a period of gradual decline and would close one-by-one in the 

following decades. This does not mean that their story is over, however. While most 

were demolished, two still survive and are still mainstays of St. Louis today. In 1967, the St. Louis Theater, which had 

closed the year before, was restored to serve as the new headquarters of the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra under a new 

name, Powell Hall. The Fox Theater, closed in 1978 after decades of decline, was purchased by local developers and 

restored into the cultural touchstone it is today. While the era of movie palaces in St. Louis may be over, the great build-

ings it left behind make it an essential part of the history of cultural life in St. Louis. 
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See familysearch.org/en/rootstech/ for more information.  
 

St. Louis County Library is a FamilySearch affiliate library.  

https://www.familysearch.org/en/rootstech/


OLD MAPS ONLINE 

 

At the Emerson History & Genealogy Center, we offer a helpful maps station. Patrons can browse physical maps organized in 

metal drawers and access large touch-screens with interactive digital maps. One of the most engaging and user-friendly web-

sites you can utilize on the touch screens is OldMapsOnline.org. You can also access this website from your home computer for 

free at oldmapsonline.org. 
 

The OldMapsOnline.org interface has several different components: 
 

�������7�K�H���7�L�P�H�O�L�Q�H 
At the bottom of the screen is a ruler-like timeline. A red circle can be dragged left or right on the line to change which year you 

would like to see maps for. The red circle can go from the year 2000 all the way back to BCE. 
 

�������7�K�H���/�R�F�D�W�L�R�Q���6�H�D�U�F�K���%�D�U 
At the top-left of the page is a rectangular text field, into which you can type a place name (like ñSt. Louis, Missouri,ò for in-

stance). After typing in a place name, you can click the red magnifying glass button or press your keyboardôs Enter key to exe-

cute the search. 
 

�������7�K�H���=�R�R�P���%�X�W�W�R�Q�V 
The plus and minus buttons on the left side of the screen can be clicked to zoom in or out of your current view. If your home PC 

has a mouse with a scroll wheel in the center, you can also spin your wheel forward or backward to adjust your zoom level. 
 

�������7�K�H���0�D�S���6�H�O�H�F�W�R�U���0�H�Q�X 
On the right side of the screen is a menu bar containing all of the historical maps that both (1) cover the geographic area that is 

currently in view, and (2) were published reasonably close to the year you have your red timeline circle set to. You will notice that 

as you drag your map around, zoom in or out, or change the pinpointed year on your timeline, the selection of available historical 

maps in your map selector menu will automatically refresh to show you maps that match your parameters. To overlay a particu-

lar map from the map selector menu onto the main viewing area, simply click the thumbnail preview of the desired map, and a 

blown-up version of that map will soon populate across your main viewing area. If you sign up for a free account and are logged 

in to your account, you can save certain maps to your ñFavoritesò list by clicking the heart button next to the mapôs thumbnail 

preview. 
 

Play around with OldMapsOnline.org and see what you can find! The website has everything from plat maps, to road maps, to 

topographical maps, to political boundary maps, and more. Maps are incredibly useful for historical and genealogical research. 

They can tell you what property your historical subject might have owned, who their neighbors were, what political subdivisions 

they existed within, what communities were nearby, and what kind of landscape they lived in, among other things. 
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