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Wit, Substance, and Survival of the Arcade in the Performances
of Fort Myers Forida Repertory Theaer

There is a sense of revival in downtown Fort Myers—not just of buildings and
history, but also the substance of another era. Inthe center of the historic district,
interpretative performances of insightful drama ae being exposed to public eyes and
eas, old and new dike. Some dramas are aurrent productions of new plays while others
are alaptations or true-to-the-original-script musicds or adaptations of such ealier
works. Inthisway, the Florida Repertory Theaer troupe and their performance caiter
edho the songs and times of past and present generations.

The Arcade Theaer in downtown Fort Myers is a prime example of surviving
turn-of-the-century commercial style achitedure that remains with us as a historic site
and arallying point for adive promoters of the dramatic atsin southwest Florida. The
theaer addresstoday is 2267First Stred, these numbers appeaing over an entrance a
the center of the block between Jadkson Stred to the e@t and Hendry Stred to the west.

The immediate aeais aso the historic site of Fort Harvie. The origina fort was
established and abandoned twice, first in 1841and again in 1850 duing the Seminole
War. The war concluded in 1858and the fort was not reestablished until the Civil War
blockade of southern ports increased demands on available food supgies. So it happened

in the ealy 186Gs that Fort Myers was built on the same site in order to supgy cdtle to



Union naval vessls. Today, the Federal Courthouse in classcd revival style stands on
First Stred aaoss adson Stred as a memorial to the order first established by the fort in
ealier times.

The lonic columns that front this building, along with entablatures hung over the
large windows on First and Jadkson Streds, contrast the commercial style achitedure
that otherwise dominates the entertainment district, asthe aeaof Hendry and First streds
is named in Fort Myers Downtown Master Plan & Streetscape Design of 1994 Many of
these buildings—espedally the theater—in fad predate the Federal Building. The
Arcade was built in 1908and was the first brick building in town. It becane a ceter for
vaudevill e variety shows that fueled athirst for entertainment in the townsfolk. A block
away on Hendry, the Edison Theaer remains much the same a when it opened in 192Q
first demonstrating the capabili ties of Edison’s cinemascope with the locd public in
showing silent films of the day. Both theaers were opened and originaly operated by
John Hendry, one of the ealy mayors of Fort Myers and an historic charader in Florida
politics.

The theder remains with us thanks in part to later compromisesin land and
building use & the dengity of the town’s center increased. During the ealy 198Gs, the
Arcade subsisted on revenues from noviegoers. Since 1986 the greaer areaknown as
the mixed-retail district has been reinvigorated and restored through the hard work and
incentives provided for in the first draft of the Downtown Master Plan; as part of this
plan, the Arcade was completely restored to its historic function with enhancementsin
the ealy nineties. At an ealier time, the Bradford House was built fronting the Arcade

itself as athree story painted brick building; the lot was apparently sedioned some time



after the theaer was sted and built. The main Arcade entrance remains on First Stred—
aset of doorsthat opensinto atiled hall transeding and conneding both buildings while
leading to another entrance on Bay Stred.

The Bradford House Apartments, as they currently stand, share many feaures
with the simpler but similar eath-resting design of the Arcade. Functioning as the facade
and main entranceto the theaer building, thistaller structure is adorned with rows of tall
large windows indicating the upper floors. Also segmenting the building into floorsisa
strip of royal blue moulding, the relief of which underlines pairs of windows on the
seoond floor aswell asead floor itself. This latter set of horizontal mouldings hugs the
entire surfaceof the building, curving around columnar protrusions that extend from
sidewalk to sky. The second-floor moulding is acceted with a blue dental design that
“bites’ into the neutral white of painted brick just below. This deorative detail helps
integrate the next element still further below—afive foot doped overhang covered with
glazel blue roof tiles, which shields a few fed of sdewalk beneah from the dements for
the entire length of the block.

Inthe center, this overhang subsides and instead a larger horizontal awning
extends out from the entrance acossthe width of sdewalk there. This substantial
structure in itself hangs from iron bars above that triangulate the surfaces of sidewalk and
facale. The avning has a pointed shield shape adorned with “ARCADE,” repeding on
either side in yellow-glazed aluminum lettering. On show nights, this and a two-sided
verticd sign above glow in neon colors amidst the subdued ambient stredlights. The
central bar-supported awning mimics those of storefronts aaossthe stred, preserving and

acceiting afeaure coommon to ealy twentieth century commercial style buildings.



The dlifice housing the theaer itself isrelegated to Bay Stred, ablock away from
the CalusahatcheeRiver. Like the fagade, the building is painted white with a smple
relief pattern of raised bricks that frame sedions of thiswall. A modest entrance with a
lightweight awning is labeled “Florida Repertory Theaer.” The wall |eft of the Bay
Stred entrance encloses the theaer itself and is adorned with the logos now adopted by
the Florida Repertory Theder to promote their current performances: the expanded
images of an ador’s mask and a dancing child or muse ae painted in green and blue;
these lie within the relief brickwork frames, painted in royal blue. Above, athin dueline
acceits the upper edge of thiswall. The eat and west sides of the Arcade building take
this height and step upfive timesto plateau centraly, enclosing an areathat might appea
to contain spacein a pointed vault, though the roof lies flat below this decorative accet.

While the Bradford House frontage and west-fadng side ae acceted with
unpainted, natural brickwork arches—some & relief, and others that protrude over the
sidewalk like flying buttresses—the theaer building uses smilar brickwork to cover the
space ad accent the outside of both entrance doorways that open into either end of the
centra hall. Meawhile, one such arch appeas to buttressthe central awning on First
Stred. Under this protedion, geometric tessellations of tiles adorn the main entrance
Mounted on the supporting arch isaroster of upcoming and current shows, posted behind
aglassenclosure.

The inner hallway itself is lined with the same decorative bricks nea the floor,
while g&out two-thirds of the way between floor and ten-foot suspended celling,
decorative outdoor brasswall |lamps align along both sides of the hall warmly lighting

faintly painted passage walls. Nea the First Stred entrance, an eaery sharesitstables



with the hall and cordons off its own spacewith wooden latticework from floor to caling.
The other end of the hall sports the ticket office behind gasspanels, and the theaer
entrance itself—carpeted in bright red. The capet protrudes from this gace under arow
of swinging gassdoors and down a short but steg ramp that brightly welcomes
patrons—including those in whedchairs. During performances, the theaer is ensconced
in darkness but the original proscenium arch frames the a¢ion onstage and urges
audience-ador interadion.

The Florida Repertory Company makes its home & the Arcade Theder. Presently
the Florida “Rep” isin their third season of bringing quality performancesto historic
downtown Fort Myers. Animportant element of the businessdistrict rejuvenation, the
theaer generaly offers performances every night except Mondays. | can personally
attest to the quality and talent in these productions, as| have dtended two performances,
and certainly plan to seemore. | attended the Tony award winning Art this past January
and recently attended a performance of the 1999Pulitzer Prizewinning pay W;t (Wit).

The performance of Wit alowed me to take an intimate spiritual journey into the
mind and heat of aterminally ill cancer patient. Prior to her hospitalization, our main
charader, Profesor Vivian Beaing, was ateader and scholar spedalizing in
seventeanth Century English literature. With dry humor and sharp “wit,” she repededly
shares the dehumanizing experience aociated with aggressve diemotherapy and its
physicd and mental effedson her. The playwright effedively showsirony in the
hedthcare that Vivian undergoes, in eseence ademonstration of the word “hedthcare” as
an oxymoron. Vivian Beaing's journey begins as one of intelled but finishes as one of

the heat.



Wit is atragicomedy that is multifacded in its message. Life and deah, cancer
treament being harsher than the disease, the inhuman clinica treament by hedthcare
profesgonals in present day hospitals, and the positive dfed of human kindness are dl-
important messages presented here. The main charader, Vivian, recdls literature’s
perception of life and deah as $e preparesto overcome her treament with her intelled,
until she cmes to faceto facewith her humanity as her body physicdly deteriorates.
Her favorite subject of study, the sonnets of John Donne, are shared in her asides and
serve & ametaphor for her quest; hiswork ill ustrates the intellecual paradox of deah
and salvation. Vivian Beaing's degpest moments of sorrow and introspedion are often
interrupted by “ How are you feding today?” These moments alow for comic relief or
what Aristotle cdled the proper purgation of emotion.

The audienceisintroduced to Dr. Beaing duing a consultation with her
oncologist, Dr. Harvey Kelekian, in which she, Vivian, isinformed of her dire medicd
condition. Inthis £ene we have the two doctors communicaing at an intelledual level,
clinicdly describing the physicd hell of experimental chemotherapy. They both
adknowledge they are teaders and scholars seking to control their world through their
pursuit of knowledge. Later Dr. Beaing isintroduced to Dr. Jason Posner, a dinicd
fellow who is also an ex-student of hers. Jason is horribly inept at bedside manner, his
clumsinessdemonstrated as he does a dinicd history during which he treas Dr. Beaing
like alab rat. He mentions he got an A- from Vivian before he gives her a pelvic exam,
which she ommments, “was degrading” (tongue in cheek). Finally, atrue axd kind

relationship develops between Dr. Beaing and her primary care nurse, Susie Monahan,



who responds to her patient’s suffering and fea with empathy, care, and, most
importantly, a human touch.

The somewhat intense subjed matter of this play is tempered by the positive
messages it offers. Dr. Beaing finds slvation when sheredizesit is her heat and not
her head that is of ultimate importance Consequently, her physicd deah isan ironic
reversal of her fortuitous insight into spiritual life through kindness Dr. Beaing shares
her change in perspedive with the audience through additional asides, and we the
audience acompany her through the journey. As anyone would when confronted with a
deahbed redizaion, she regrets teading Jason these values, and wishes $e could have
had more ampathy with her other students.

To say Wit is about cancer ismisleading. It also isn’'t aledure on how to die, but
rather is about finding a balance between intelledual and spiritual values. Irony abounds
in this tragicomedy, often raising more questions than it answers. In the words of
Horace “ dramateades and delights.” The play isalesson on how to live with
simplicity and kindness To this effed, CG Jung in his Collected Works says “W e should
not pretend to understand the world only by intelled. We gprehend it just as much by
feding. Therefore, the judgment of intelled is at best only the half of truth and must, if it
be honest, come to an understanding of its own inadequacy.” The message mnveyed to
us in Wit coincides with this point while giving us a dramatic pause in which to examine
our own values asthey relate to life, deah, and the human condition. These insightful
elements lend form-content and individual charader to the performance

This Repertory Theaer drama was underwritten by Southwest Florida Regional

Medicd Center. In addition to the performance, there were forums organized after



seleded shows to discussissues that this play brought to the surfacefor members of the
audience Thisisan exceptional example of the relationship this fadlity has with the
community.

The history of the Florida Repertory Theder is intertwined with that of the
Arcade. The Arcade was added to the nationa register of historic placesin 1990and was
completely restored in 1991 Nonetheless it remained underutilized until the Florida
Repertory Theder group relocated therein 1998 The Florida Repertory Theder isthe
only ading troupe south of Sarasota made up of its own, resident company of adors. It is
anonprofit professonal adors guild whose misgon is to bring the quality of “Big City”
theaer to Southwest Florida & prices everyday people can afford. Now in itsthird
season, the Theaer’s popularity continues to grow, with the number of subscribers and
ticket salesincreasing every yea. It began with 212 seas and over 100 seds were
recantly added to acoommodate the growing demand. Today, the theaer has over 3500
subscribers and patrons. Despite the theaer’s datus as a not-for-profit organization, it
makes a 2.6 million dollar impad on LeeCounty.

The theder is most adive during the fall season, which lasts from October
through May. During this $ason, six unique plays are performed and ading classs are
offered for adults and children. Children’s classes are grouped into sessons, ead of
which culminates in a performance. During the summer, the theder puts on three
additional plays and offers simmer camp enrollment for children.

The Florida Repertory Theaer offers a variety of plays, including comedies,
thrillers, musicds, and clasgcs. The plays are professonally produced and carefully

chosen. Many are avard winners. Tickets are under thirty dollars. Children’s sssons



include the Theder Workshop offered at the Arcade and the Canterbury Summer Theater,
affili ated with the Canterbury School. The wsts of the respedive workshops are $79

and $440 Adult ading and tap sessons are offered at the theder, taught by aresident
ador. Sesdonsare aout amonth long and cost $10Q or $10 per class Scholarships are
available for aspiring participants in sessons for both adults and children.

Expenses for the Florida Repertory Theder read 1.2 million dollars annually,
including production, administration, maintenance, marketing, development, and
outread costs. Ticket sales cover only 60% of thisfigure. Fundraising, particularly
through sponsorship, membership and grants helps to cover the remaining expenses.
Individuals can sponsor the theaer with gifts beginning at $1000and reading over
$20,000 Benefitsare accued at ead level. Those who donate $20,000, for example,
are known as Grand Season Sponsors and recave dinner with 7 guests and the Producing
Artistic Diredor, along with a spedal performance of any show for 300 of their guests.
Circle Patrons are individual supporters who make annual gifts ranging from $1000
(Actor’s Circle) to over $10,000 (Exeautive Producer’s Circle). Corporations can donate
aminimum of $500to receave benefits and the opportunity to be &fili ated with the
theaer.

A mgjor patron, Mrs. J. Howard Wood, set up an endowment fund in honor of her
husband in order to spedficdly seaure the Theaer’s educaiona adivities, such asthe
Children’s Theaer and adult classs. The Theaer also offers an internship program for
aspiring young theaer professonals, which the J. Howard Wood Educaional
Endowment Fund benefits as well. Individuals or groups may also make tax-deductible

gifts to the Endowment as they would gftsto the Repertory Theaer. Instea of or in



addition to giving money, many people dso voluntee their time to work with the
Theder.

The relations between the theder, the repertory company, and the community at
large ae an important example of how vital a grasgoots-driven drama community can
be. The renovation of the Arcade theaer, and subsequent sustained growth of the Florida
Repertory Company have tangible and intangible benefits for the people of Fort Myers.
The dfordable and first-rate performances alow accessto many who might not get an
opportunity to seelive drama. Sinceits beginningsin the ealy 1900s, the Arcade
Theaer has been at the epicenter of historic Fort Myers, in both aliteral and figurative
sense. Following a period when the downtown areafell into disarray, the Arcade once
again approadies its previous glory and usefulness For someone refleding on the
theaer’s past, present, and future benefits for the community, it becomes clea that the
hedth of quality locd dramaisa ailtural necessty. It iscriticd to patronizethisfadlity
for its personal benefits, but even more so to reagnize and affirm the ailtural and

eoonomic revitalizaion it has visited upon the Fort Myers community.



