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The woes of our national economy continue to be front page news. Greenville 
has some better news to share – seven local businessmen who are making it work 
despite the harsh climate. 
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e’ve all heard of the song “There’s No Business 
Like Show Business,” and that rings true for all 
theatre directors as they deal with the day-to-

day grind of running their businesses.
There are many aspects of putting on a production that 

don’t include actors, costumes and scripts. Revenue and 
paperwork are concerns as well.

“One challenge is making everyone understand that a 
non-profit business is a business,” says Paul Savas, executive 
and artistic director of The Warehouse Theatre in Greenville’s 
West End Historic District. “We need to operate like a business 
and have a plan, model and philosophy.” Savas says he has just 
as much paperwork as any business and he has to report to a 
board of directors.

Deborah Simmer, executive director of the International Ballet in Greer.
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cover the event individually, but they don’t necessarily cover 
all expenses accrued throughout the year,” she says.

Simmer also relies on fundraisers or money advances from 
the venues. “Cash flow management is a little tricky,” she says.

Many theatres need to get creative in order to bring in more 
funds and some are adding more programs to help them achieve 
their goals. The SCCT has extensive outreach community 
programs and the International Ballet is keeping an eye on 
additional opportunities.

“I’m always trying to come up with creative collaborations,” 
says Simmer, such as short performances at remote locations or 
tying in the ballet with a school program. “It’s about exposing 
more people to the art form and making it more accessible.”

Crawford suggests theatres work harder and take a close 
look at their budget. “Have children’s activities to get families 
involved,” she offers. “They volunteer a lot and once you get 
families involved they are likely to buy tickets.”

Even school theatre programs can struggle. Wade Hampton 
High School’s theatre department reaches out to other schools 
to help supplement its income.

“We don’t make much money,” says Anne Lavely, the school’s 
theatre director and vice president of the South Carolina Theatre 
Association. “Most schools’ (incomes) are based on ticket sales 
and program ads.”

Schools receive some district funds, but Lavely is still 
concerned about putting on productions. “This year I’m in a 
panic,” she admits. “Our numbers are low. But I can probably 
break even this year. Maybe we can’t spend as much as we want.”

The theatre department at Furman University also has to be 
careful about spending.

“We have to account for every penny we spend,” says Rhett 
Bryson, professor of theatre arts. “We’re just as accountable as 
any business.” Fortunately, Bryson says the theatre department 
does have plenty of support from the school’s resources.

Some say the experience of the theatre is often undervalued.
“Theatre is not on the cultural diet that most consumers 

choose,” says Savas, with The Warehouse Theatre. “But Greenville 
is better off with it. We have a vibrant arts scene and it helps 
with the economy of the area.”

Many local theatres are still bringing in a significant amount 
of patrons, but they continue to operate on a tight budget and 
must stay on top of the constant business operations more so 
than ever.

Bell, with SCCT, notes it’s hard to balance the artistic side 
and the business side.

“We don’t want to let the business end take over,” she says. 
“We can’t lose sight of what we’re trying to do.” GM

Deborah Simmer, executive director of 
the International Ballet in Greer, handles 
many jobs, including writing reports, hold-
ing staff and sponsor meetings, analyzing 
data, accounting and Web site maintenance.

“It doesn’t sound very artistic,” she says. 
But it has to be done and revenue is usually 
on the minds of any theatre’s director.

The American Association of 
Community Theatre says those putting on 
productions have to recognize that it should 
be run in a business-type manner.

“You have to pay attention to the 
bottom line,” agrees Julie Crawford, execu-
tive director of the Texas-based organization.

A large percentage of a theatre’s revenue 
is unearned (or donated) and part of a 501C, 
which allows a non-profit organization 
exemption from some federal income taxes.

The South Carolina Children’s Theatre’s 
revenue is 70 percent earned, 30 percent 
unearned and paired with corporate dona-
tions, grants, foundations and individual 
contributions.

“Spending your money appropriately is 
important,” says Debbie Bell, the theatre’s 
executive director. The current state of the 
economy will make it even more difficult 
for people to make contributions.

The SCCT did have a net income of 
$37,700 from its musical production of 
“Annie” in September. The theatre spent about 
$79,000 on the production and had gross 
sales of $116,700, which included ticket sales, 
corporate support and other sources  
of income.

Unlike the SCCT, much of The 
Warehouse Theatre’s money is unearned.

“Maintaining significant unearned 
revenue in challenging economic times requires a balance of 
finding the right sources for money,” says Savas.

And Crawford, with the AACT, says no theatre can make 
it on ticket sales alone.

Simmer says many times they are just happy to break even 
when it comes to renting the theatre. “The Nutcracker” is 
the ballet’s largest production and this year more than 4,000 
people attended. “Ticket sales can pay for the production and 
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