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 ERLE GULICK STILLWELL
1885 - 1978

Erle Gulick S  llwell was born in Hannibal, Missouri on August 29, 1885, 
to one of the town’s most prominent families. When he was three, his 
father, Amos John S  llwell, died a violent death of which his mother 
and her new husband would eventually be tried and acqui  ed. 

In 1903, Erle and his mother, Fannie, arrived in Hendersonville. He was 
now 18 and had come into his inheritance. A  er brief studies at the 
US Navy Academy and the University of North Carolina, Erle fi nally 
se  led on architecture a  ending Cornell University from 1910 to 1912 
and making several trips to Europe as part of his studies. Following an 
appren  ceship in Atlanta, he set up prac  ce in Hendersonville with Hans 
C. Meyer, architect of the Rosa Edwards School Building and several 
Main Street buildings.

In 1907, he married Eva Douglas Smith, the daughter of William A. Smith, 
a prominent businessman. Mr. Smith was the developer of Laurel Park 
and throughout his life served as the mayor, city a  orney and State 
Representa  ve. Having a father-in-law so vested in local development 
may have swayed Erle to architectural but regardless, work came his way during the boom  me of Hendersonville 

development in the teens and twen  es. 

Meyer and S  llwell parted ways a  er a few years 
and S  llwell con  nued in private prac  ce un  l 1942. 
During the war years, government contracts were given 
to larger fi rms so S  llwell joined with fi ve engineers 
and architects to form the Asheville-based fi rm, Six 
Associates. S  llwell con  nued for thirty years as part 
of Six Associates, re  ring in 1971.  

His scope of work included commercial and public 
buildings as well as private homes. In his adopted 
hometown of Hendersonville, he designed mul  ple 
bank and retail buildings downtown as well as City 
Hall. S  llwell also designed two prominent downtown 
churches, First United Methodist and St. James 

Episcopal. Many of the homes he designed are s  ll standing today in Hendersonville, Tryon, Charleston and Biltmore 
Forest.    

Many schools in Henderson and Transylvania Coun  es from 
the twen  es thru the six  es were designed by S  llwell as 
were mul  ple buildings at Western Carolina University in 
Cullowhee and Christ School in Arden. In the thir  es, he 
became a favorite in theater design eventually designing over 
60 theaters throughout North & South Carolina, Tennessee 
and Alabama.

In addi  on to his architecture prac  ce, S  llwell was an ac  ve 
member of St. James Episcopal Church in Hendersonville and 
several clubs including the Masonic Lodge and the Kiwanis.  
His wife Eva passed away on November 12, 1971 and he died 
on October 22, 1978. Both are buried in Oakdale Cemetery in 
Hendersonville. 



            QUEEN THEATER – HENDERSONVILLE, NC           
1915, 1921

The brick building that would later be the Queen Theater, 434 N. Main Street, was constructed prior 
to 1908. Used fi rst as a livery and transfer warehouse, by 1912 it was a grocery store. In 1915, S  llwell 
was commissioned to remodel and enlarge it into a theater.  This was his fi rst theater project of any 
kind. 

In 1921, S  llwell was hired to do a second remodel. This  me he added 30 feet to the rear and 
heightened the walls so a balcony could be installed.

“… the Queen Theatre. There will be a new and up-to-date front, and a balcony with a sea  ng 
capacity of more than one hundred, which will make the capacity of the theatre more than 400. A 
steam hea  ng plant and facili  es for changing the air will be installed which, together with other 
modern improvements to be installed will make this one of the foremost theaters in the state.”
                                      Hendersonville News April 14, 1921

In this remodel, S  llwell paid par  cular 
a  en  on to the building’s facade, giving it a 
neo-classical appearance. The brickwork was 
simple and straigh  orward, but he brought it to 
life with extensive terra co  a embellishments. 
The entablature, the pilaster capitals and bases, 
and the wide sign panel over the lobby - all had 
the appearance of expensive carved marble. 

There was no marquee, so to provide shelter for 
patrons wai  ng to buy  ckets, he recessed the 
entrance lobby. This le   no room for an inside 
lobby so patrons would have gone directly into 
the sea  ng area. On the inside, the ornamental 
proscenium arch in the auditorium had neo-
classical fl ourishes as well. The interior walls 
were painted a “French gray” with maroon trim 
and the ceiling was turquoise.

The theater was renamed the State Theater in the 1930s and the 
Fox Theater around 1950 before closing in the early 1960s. Major 
changes have been made to the street level of the building’s front 
but the beau  ful top half of the facade remains unaltered. 



            REX/CAROLINA THEATER – HENDERSONVILLE, NC           
1924, 1932

Commissioned in 1924 by Jake Wells and Captain Ellison A. Smyth, the Rex Theater at 529 Main 
Street was S  llwell’s second theater project but his fi rst new construc  on theater.  The brick façade 
was designed to blend with other buildings on Main Street. The projec  ng  le hood at the roofl ine 
was a typical detail of that era, and was very similar to the one on S  llwell’s Jackson building, s  ll 
standing at the corner of Church Street and Fourth Avenue West.   There was a small  cket booth, and 
a storefront on each side. The interior 
was very plain.

A fi re in 1932 destroyed much of the 
interior but le   the exterior intact. 
S  llwell was brought in to handle the 
remodel. 

Upstairs he added a lounge and expanded 
restrooms. 

S  llwell also took this opportunity to make 
the auditorium much more elaborate with 
a Mediterranean garden décor including 
extravagant murals and sculptured 
mythological fi gures in niches along the side 
walls. With the remodel and new management, 
the Rex became the Carolina and reopened 
March 6, 1933.



                 STATE THEATER - GREENWOOD, SC           
1934

This theater at 110 Main Street maintains S  llwell’s early understated approach in its façade, blending 
in with other buildings on the 
street. It is almost Georgian 
in appearance with its red 
brick and its limestone  
balustrade  along  the  top  
and  urns  on  the  corners. 
Stone lions’ heads have steel 
rods coming from  them  to  
hold  up  the large marquee. 
The large stage permi  ed 
live performances but there 
were no fl y lo  s or dressing 
rooms.  The 900 seat 
auditorium showed movies 
un  l the 1960s. 

As was typical of the day, concession stands were not included.  Theaters added them over the years 
contribu  ng greatly to their profi ts. The State introduced “chilly dillies” to Greenwood. This local 
favorite was large dill pickles stuck in ice to make them cold and crunchy. 

A  er  falling  on  hard  
 mes,  including  a  s  nt  

showing  XXX  movies, the 
State became home to 
several  performing groups 
eventually becoming the 
Greenwood Community 
Theatre.  It reopened in 
January 2007 following a 
$1.3 million renova  on. 
The original terrazzo  le 
fl oor of the lobby is s  ll 
in place and the outlines 
of the original doors and 
 cket booth can be seen.



                     STATE THEATER - KINGSPORT, TN           
1935

Located on the corner of Broad and Market 
Streets   in   Kingsport,   the  State   Theatre   
opened in 1936. Early drawings show the 
front as  brick  highlighted  by  large  
decora  ve panels and a stone cornice, 
all in the “Aztec” Art-Deco style. At some 
point before construc  on, however, it 
was simplifi ed to plain brick to be painted 
white, to make the building stand out 
from the surrounding brick buildings. 

The interior carried over S  llwell’s Mediterranean 
style with murals, arches, statues and a lighted star 
constella  on in the ceiling. The Mediterranean garden 
was removed in a remodel in the mid-fi  ies. 

Some Aztec Art-Deco details remained, 
like the terrazzo fl oor around the  cket 
booth. 

In 1978, the State Theatre showed its fi nal feature fi lm and closed. It is currently in a historic renova  on 
process using the original S  llwell plans to be a mul  -use venue. The new theater will include cinema, 
a live performance stage,  VIP balcony sea  ng, food and beverages.



                 CAROLINA THEATER - SUMTER, SC          
1935 (remodel)

S  llwell was hired to remodel Sumter’s 1893 City Hall and 
Opera House. He moved the City offi  ces to the second fl oor and 
converted the ground fl oor to a state of the art movie theater.  A 
small addi  on to the back added room for a stage, dressing rooms 
and city jail. The renova  ons created 300 jobs for Depression-
era workers and cost $120,000.  

While he was confi ned on the exterior to the exis  ng structure, on the interior he went for the drama  c. 
Scalloped walls covered in brilliantly colored Art Deco mo  fs framed its, magnifi cent proscenium 
arch. Some altera  ons have occurred over the years but the gorgeous decora  on remains. 



            CENTER THEATER - ROCKY MOUNT, NC           
1937

Don Bullock, a Rocky Mount 
entrepreneur, opened the Center 
Theater on June 12, 1937 as the city’s 
premier theater charging more than 
twice the admission of the town’s 
other theaters. With this building, 
S  llwell employed the Modern Classic 
style, with a few plaster fl ourishes that 
gave a hint of the Mediterranean Style 
patrons would fi nd inside. Located at 
138 Sunset Avenue, it was planned for 
stage performances as well as movies. 
It contained a full stage with a large 
proscenium arch, fl y lo   and dressing 
rooms. 

S  llwell’s design for the interior of 
the Center Theater employed the 
same atmospheric style he used in 
the Carolina  in   Hendersonville   and 
the State in Kingsport. In this case, 
the Mediterranean garden décor 
was applied with elaborate arches, 
balconies and  le-roofed towers 
disguising the exit stairwells. The 
auditorium showcased an exo  c 
landscape of murals, color, ligh  ng, 
plaster and bas-relief elements. The 
ceiling even had  ny lights to imitate 
“twinkling stars.” 

The theater closed in 1975 and later demolished.



             AMBASSADOR THEATER - RALEIGH, NC           
1937

Situated on Faye  eville Street 
near the State Capital Building, the 
Ambassador Theater was one of 
S  llwell’s most grand. With sea  ng 
for 1,477, it was designed for both 
movie  and  live  performance  with 
a full  stage,  fl y  lo  s and dressing 
rooms.  Like many others, this 
theater was designed in the Art Deco 
Style, and its massive, brightly lit  
marquee was visible to pedestrians 
and motorists day or night.  

This theater was the fi rst S  llwell-designed theater to have air condi  oning. From 1935 to 1942, 
air condi  oning was added to thousands of movie theaters, a feature as appealing as the fi lm itself, 
especially  to southern moviegoers in the hot summer. Prior to this innova  on, many southern theaters 
closed from Memorial Day to Labor Day. 

With this auditorium, S  llwell 
abandoned the “Mediterranean 
Garden” style of his previous theaters 
in favor of Art Deco style. The walls 
had a modern pale  e of color and 
indirect, so   ligh  ng. Mirrors and 
chrome railings were used in the 
main staircase.

It was named in honor of Josephus 
Daniels, who was serving as the U.S. 
ambassador to Mexico when the 
venue opened. Daniels was also the 
owner and publisher for the Raleigh 
News and Observer.

The theater was demolished in the early 1970s. 



                   STATE THEATER – ANDERSON, SC          
1938

The ca. 1905 building on the corner of Whiter 
and McDuffi  e Streets was originally the factory 
and store for the G.F. Tolly Furniture and 
Mortuary business.  A  er a fi re in 1934, the 
owners hired S  llwell to rebuild it as a theater, 
adding a new front. They named it the State 
Theater.  

The Art Deco style is typical of S  llwell’s late 1930s design. Grooves in the stucco gave ver  cal shadow 
lines and a band of horizontal decora  ons near the top added to the eff ect. It was painted white, 
S  llwell’s preferred theater color.

Holding only 955 seats, it provided four 
dressing rooms and a deep stage for 
live performances.  It was added to the 
Register of Historic Places in 1988 and  
fully refurbished in the mid-2000’s. It now 
serves as a community theater.



                      STATE THEATER - SHELBY, NC           
1939

The State in Shelby was a small one-
story building. With a small stage, 
it was designed for movies only, no 
live performances. S  llwell used his 
now familiar Art Deco design with 
strong ver  cal lines and horizontal 
bands on the exterior. 

He also introduced some Streamline Moderne fl ourishes 
throughout with circles and curves - in the front doors, 
the terrazzo fl oor design, even a curved wall surround for 
the lobby water fountain. 

Later known as The Flick, it fell on hard  mes eventually closing 
around 1969.

A group of Cleveland County volunteers rallied to save the old 
theater and it is now featuring live acts and movies as the Don 
Gibson Theatre.  



               BAILEY THEATER - WILMINGTON, NC           
1940

The Bailey was located at 16 North Front Street in 
downtown Wilmington and accommodated stage 
performances as well as movies. The theater held 
1,200 moviegoers in the auditorium and balcony. 
It opened on December 23, 1940 with “Li  le Nellie 
Kelly” starring Judy Garland. For the exterior, S  llwell 
kept his Art Deco style with strong, unadorned ver  cal 
elements on the façade and the horizontal banks of 
the marquee. 

The theater was named for George W. Bailey, the 
owner of this land and manager of two other theaters 
in Wilmington.

The Bailey closed in 1980 to be demolished. A por  on 
of the façade s  ll stands as an entrance to a parking 
lot.



       CAROLINA THEATER - HENDERSONVILLE, NC           
1941

As shown earlier in this exhibit, 
Hendersonville’s  Carolina Theater 
had been around since 1924 and 
was remodeled following the 
1932 fi re that gu  ed the interior. 
A second fi re on May 10, 1940 
completely destroyed the building 
and S  llwell was hired yet again. 
He went with a Deco façade so 
prevalent in this  me period. The 
Carolina reopened on May 12, 
1941 showing “Road to Zanzibar”.  

The building’s faceli   was not confi ned to the exterior.  Gone was the Mediterranean style of the 
early Carolina Theater. In its place was the modern style S  llwell used in the late thir  es and for  es. 

The Carolina, along with many theaters in the seven  es 
and eigh  es, was “twinned”. This conversion took the 
large auditorium & screen and divided them into two 
spaces allowing two movies to be shown at once.

The theater closed October 31, 1986 and was demolished 
for the First Federal, now First Ci  zens, Bank Building. 



              CENTER THEATER - GREENSBORO, NC           
1949

Movie theaters have occupied 117 S. Elm Street 
since 1914 under names such as The Piedmont, 
The Victory and by 1921, The Imperial. Between 
1946  and  1949,  S  llwell drew up numerous 
plans for remodeling the building yet again. The 
fi nal result shows his new theater style, sculptural 
forms set against fl at panels. In this case, the 
sculpture was a row of fi ve ver  cal scalloped 
“columns” extending above the marquee, set off  
by colored panels on one side, white squares on 
the other. 

Inside, S  llwell made the ceiling the sculptural element 
by forming its acous  c plaster into a series of waves, 
economical to build but with a high sense of style.

Falling on hard  mes, it ran XXX and mar  al arts movies 
un  l the 1970s when the former entrance and lobby areas 
were remodeled in retail spaces. It later became a night 
club.  S  ll standing, the façade and marquee are basically 
intact though the upright name sign has been removed. 

As with most theaters of the 30s and 40s, the Center was 
located where the ac  on was, downtown. As families 
moved  out  of town and into the suburbs, theaters 
followed. 



              ROGERS THEATER - CHATTANOOGA, TN        
1949

A  er the war, S  llwell’s movie theaters took 
a whole new direc  on. He gave up the typical 
Art Deco stucco forms he had been using, 
stopped fl ir  ng with Streamline Moderne, 
and developed his own unique style. His 
facades became fl uid and sculptural with 
ver  cal scalloped elements reminiscent of the 
grooves in Greek columns. He started using 
color that was not painted on but was integral  
to  the  building  materials themselves. 

One of his fi nest was the Rogers Theater called “The Pride 
of Cha  anooga.” The en  re front, 35 feet high, curved 
inward drawing people in toward the  cket lobby. Above 
the marquee, the curve of the walls was accentuated by 
scalloped metal panels. The large ver  cal “Rogers” sign, 
which rose above the marquee to a height of 55 feet, was 
supported by more scalloped aluminum whose circular 
form was echoed in the glass 
and marble box offi  ce.

It opened March 2, 1951 named a  er a local theater man, Emme   R. 
Rogers (it was original designed as the “Center Theater” but its name 
was changed shortly before opening). The  Cha  anooga Times touted 
it as “The South’s fi nest, ultramodern mo  on picture theater.” It seated 
1,250 patrons and remained popular for years. In 1980, however, it fell 
vic  m to the wrecking ball. 



        WINSTON THEATER - WINSTON-SALEM, NC           
1949

The Winston, which opened on April 13, 1949, 
had the same basic design for its facade as the 
Rogers - high walls curving in toward the lobby 
with the round  cket booth seeming to extend 
up through the marquee to support the tall sign 
proclaiming “Winston.” But here he replaced 
the ver  cal metal scallops with bright bands 
of colored ar  fi cial stone.

Inside “it was curvy and drama  c.” The Winston-Salem 
Journal gushed that patrons were “greeted with a fl ood 
of light in so   shades and harmonious color from the 
ultramodern interior.” The ar  cle also  men  ons  the  
“controlled weather equipment” of the “latest design.”

The  Winston  has closed but s  ll stands, remodeled as 
professional offi  ces. 



 NORTH CAROLINA THEATRES CORPORATION
S  llwell’s connec  on to the movies

The reason S  llwell had such a long history with theater design had to do with a chance contact made 
in Hendersonville where he lived and worked. Local entrepreneurs, Jake Wells and Captain Ellison A. 
Smyth, built and opened the Rex, later Carolina, Theater in 1924 using S  llwell as their architect. Wells 
passed away in 1927 and Capt. Smyth decided to bring in professional management. He hired the fi rm 
of North Carolina Theatres Corpora  on headed by Robert Wilby and Herbert Kincey. When the building 
suff ered a fi re in 1932, S  llwell was hired to do the remodel and at this  me began his associa  on 
with the Wilby-Kincey  theater chain which built and operated movie theaters across the south. They 
were a subsidiary of the Paramount-Public Corpora  on which, during the 1930s, was the largest movie 
exhibi  on circuit in the US.  

Wilby-Kincey theaters were roughly grouped into three classifi ca  ons by size and construc  on cost. The 
Carolina name was frequently reserved for the largest and most elaborate theaters, followed by the 
Center, and then the State. This was not always the case, as many ci  es had mul  ple theaters and one 
of these names could have already been in use. But generally, if a theater was called the Carolina, Center 
or State, it was a Wilby-Kincey Theater. Of course, there were  mes when they used other names such 
as the Ambassador in Raleigh, the Bailey in Wilmington and the Rogers in Cha  anooga. A press kit sent 
out from Wilby-Kincey whenever one the S  llwell’s theater’s opened claimed S  llwell had “designed 
more theatres than any other architect in the Carolinas and probably more than any Southern architect.”

Here is a list of S  llwell theater drawings housed at the Henderson County Public Library.
 
Ambassador Theater – Raleigh, NC         Dilworth Theater – Charlo  e, NC
Bailey Theater – Wilmington, NC          Five Points Theater – Columbia, SC
Broadhurst Theater – High Point, NC         Knox Theater - Knoxville, TN
Broadway Theater – Faye  eville, NC         Lyric Theater – Knoxville, TN
Calhoun Theater – Anniston, ALA          Palme  o Theater – Columbia, SC
Campus Theater - Tuscaloosa, ALA          Palme  o Theater – Spartanburg, SC
Carolina Theater – Chapel Hill, NC          Paramount Theater – Goldsboro, SC
Carolina Theater – Hendersonville, NC        Park Theater – Charlo  e, NC
Carolina Theater – Lexington, NC          Park Theater – Knoxville, TN
Carolina Theater – Wilson, NC           Poinse   Theater – Greenville SC
Center Theater – Charlo  e, NC           Queen Theater – Hendersonville, NC
Center Theater – Columbia, SC           Ritz Theater – Columbia, SC
Center Theater – Durham, NC            Rogers Theater – Cha  anooga, TN
Center Theater – Greensboro, NC          State Theater – Anderson, SC
Center Theater – Hickory, TN            State Theater – Bluefi eld, W.VA
Center Theater – High Point, NC           State Theater – Greenwood, SC
Center Theater – Kingsport, TN           State Theater – Faye  eville, NC
Center Theater – Lenoir, SC             State Theater – High Point, NC
Center Theater – Monroe, NC            State Theater – Salisbury, NC
Center Theater – Raleigh, NC            State Theater – Shelby, NC
Center Theater – Rocky Mount, NC         State Theater – Kingsport, TN
Center Theater – Salisbury, NC           Tryon Theater – Tryon, NC
Center Theater – Selma, ALA            Varsity Theater – Raleigh, NC
Colonial Theater – Valdese, NC           Walker Theater – Jasper, ALA
Colony Theater – Faye  eville, NC          Winston Theater – Winston-Salem, NC
Darlington Theater – Darlington, SC         Young Theater – Clinton, SC
Diamond Theater – Tuscaloosa, ALA        
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