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Theater Inventory	  
CPW identified historic theaters throughout 
Oregon. The list includes theaters that currently 
function as theaters, as well as those that have 
been demolished or are now used for 
something else. The inventory includes 
information about building characteristics and 
types of  operations. 

 
Case Studies 
CPW investigated other historic theaters and 
historic theater resource programs across the 
country to understand what others have done to 
preserve these community assets. CPW will use 
the lessons from these case studies to offer 
recommendations for addressing the needs of  
Oregon’s historic. 

 
Needs Assessment Survey 
CPW is administering a needs assessment to 53 
historic theaters across the state to understand 
their physical, financial, and operational needs. 
Theaters are also encouraged to share stories 
and personal accounts of  the theater’s history. 

Where are Oregon’s 
historic theaters? 

 
Why are historic theaters 
important? 

 
What is the relationship 

between historic 

theaters and the 

communities that host 
them? 

 
What do these theaters 

need to become or 
remain viable and 

active? 



Social Spaces Catalysts Ambassadors

Theaters as Community Assets
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Oftentimes, theaters are seen as community assets 
because of  their status as “place-makers” on Main Street. 
With their unique ability to create safe, social spaces for 
residents, theaters contribute to and expand economic 
revitalization downtown. Theaters can also act as 
amenities that boost tourism and revenue. Successful 
theaters can be leveraged to improve community industry, 
economy, and rapport. 
 
In their role as community assets, theaters function as 
social spaces, catalysts, and ambassadors. 

As social spaces 
Theaters provide opportunities for 
recreation, arts & culture, community & 
neighborhood development. 
 
As catalysts 
Theaters increase economic activity, and 
boost business in adjacent buildings. 

 
As ambassadors 
Theaters increase economic activity, and 
boost business in adjacent buildings. 
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Social Spaces Catalysts Ambassadors

Theaters as Social Spaces
Tower Theatre – Bend, OR

“So much more than a building, the 
Tower Theatre has become a real 
community gathering place, an 
embodiment of  everything that 
makes this not just somewhere to 
live, but somewhere to call home.” 
- Community Report 2009 

While historic theaters 
oftentimes have architecturally 
significant structures or offer 
engaging programming, 
theaters cannot succeed 
without community support and 
interaction. 

 
In Bend, OR, residents rallied 
community support to revitalize 
the Tower Theatre as a historic 
icon and inspire a new 
generation of  movie lovers in 
their city. 

 
For decades, the Tower 
delighted audiences with films 
and performances, but the 
growing popularity of  multiplex 
cinemas forced the theater to 
close in 1994.  

The Tower’s story might have 
ended here if  not for the 
tremendous outpouring of  
residents’ support. Through 
community donations and 
activism, the building was 
restored to its original glory at 
a cost of  $4.2 million and 
reopened in 2004. 

 
Since then, the Tower has 
maintained a successful 
relationship with the 
community, relying on local 
volunteers for concessions, 
ushering, and cleaning. The 
Theatre’s patrons purchase 
memberships that fund an 
impressive 20% of  operations 
and maintenance.  
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The Tower Theatre was originally constructed in 1940. 



Social Spaces Catalysts Ambassadors

Theaters as Catalysts
Historic Theater Initiative – New Mexico

 Attractive downtowns increase 
investment. 

 
Many view arts and culture as 
desirable qualities for a downtown. 
By housing and promoting arts and 
cultural programing, historic theaters 
work as downtown revitalization 
catalysts. 

 
New Mexico MainStreet’s Historic 
Theater Initiative 
 

Many of  New Mexico’s downtowns lack 
vibrant arts programs and venues for 
film. However, many of  these towns 
host unused historic movie houses. 
Unable to adapt to changing 
technologies, old theaters had to close, 
leaving the community without a movie 
house - a ‘dark’ downtown. 

Fortunately, the New Mexico MainStreet 
program employs Elmo Baca, a 
versatile expert with a background in 
MainStreet, historic preservation, and 
cinema operations. Over the years, Mr. 
Baca has built the Historic Theater 
Initiative, drawing on funds from the NM 
Economic Development Office (LEDA). 

 
Through the Initiative, NM MainStreet 
provides theaters with financial help to 
make digital upgrades and consults on 
operations and marketing strategies. 
Mr. Baca also helps theaters partner 
with local business to offer shopping 
and dining incentive programs. 

 
Slowly but surely, the marques of  
historic theaters are again lighting up 
downtowns across New Mexico. 
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The Town and Silver City Main Street have 
raised more than $1 million to restore the 
Silco Theater’s marquee, entry, box office, 
auditorium, concession stand, and upgrade 
the projection and sound to modern digital 
standards. 



Social Spaces Catalysts Ambassadors

Theaters as Ambassadors
McMenamins’ Historic Theaters – Oregon

Successful downtown theaters 
help to promote a positive image 
of  the downtown to non-locals. At 
the same time, a vibrant theater 
can increase the local 
community’s sense of  pride. 
Theaters also generate financial 
benefits by attracting tourists 
who patronize the theater and 
surrounding businesses. 

 
McMenamins’ Historic Theaters 
exemplify the positive 
relationship between theaters, 
locals, and tourists. McMenamins’ 
novel business model involves the 
renovation of  historic structures 
which it then operates a chain of  
“eclectic pubs, historic hotels, 
movie theaters, concert venues, 
spas, and events.” 

McMenamins’ Bagdad Theater 
demonstrates creative reuse that 
has turned the theater into a 
cultural ambassador for its 
neighborhood. The theater was 
opened in 1927, but began to 
suffer in the mid-1980s. 
McMenamins took over 
operations, upgrading and 
modernizing the facilities. The 
theater now plays second-run 
films and hosts special events. 

 
Since 1987, the Bagdad has 
welcomed visitors and locals 
alike, promoting a positive image 
of  the Hawthorne Neighborhood, 
drawing a regional crowd, and 
fostering a positive local 
experience. 
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“Through the years, this landmark 
property’s role grew as a favorite 
destination for folks from all over 
the region.”  
- McMenamins’ Bagdad Theater & Pub 
History 

Bagdad Theater in Portland, OR 



Inquiry Investigation Synthesis Recommendations

Survey Analysis 
CPW will begin synthesizing the 
data from the needs assessment 
survey to develop a “state of  
historic theaters” report. CPW 
will identify specific areas of  
need, offer recommendations, 
and present data on theaters’ 
economic impact. 

 
Focus Groups 
Focus groups of  tourism 
professionals and theater 
owners and operators will help 
CPW understand how to 
successfully link theaters with 
marketing resources. CPW 
hopes to inspire a network of  
theater enthusiasts and 
resources that will support the 
growth and preservation of  
historic theaters. 

Final Report 
CPW’s final report will present 
information about historic theaters’ 
social and economic benefits, 
Oregon’s theaters’ most pressing 
needs, and preliminary 
recommendations for addressing 
needs. The report will act as a 
springboard for those interested 
providing theaters with sorely 
needed assistance. 
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