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CALL NOW TO SCHEDULE
YOUR FREE IN-HOME

DESIGN CONSULTATION.

IMAGINE YOUR HOME, TOTALLY ORGANIZED!
SALE
ARE YOU READY FOR

Terms and Conditions: 40% off any order of $980 or more or 30% off any order of $680-$979 on any complete Custom Closet, Garage Cabinets, Home, Office, Pantry, Laundry, Wall Bed, Wall Unit, Hobby Room
or Garage Flooring system. Take an additional 15% off on any complete system order. Not valid with any other offer. Free installation with any complete unit order of $600 or more. Expires September 30, 2020.

CLOSETS • GARAGES • HOME OFFICES • WALLBEDS • MUDROOMS • LAUNDRIES • PANTRIES

40% OFF

FREE INSTALLATION
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SAVINGS
&

Virtual Appointments Are Available

Locally owned and operated. Lic# I3VH00247800

With approved credit.
Call or ask your Designer

for details. Not
available in
all areas.
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Full wall panels made from LuxStone™,
an exceptionally durable and attractive
material that requires minimal maintenance

Decorative accent wall options that
can provide a visual impact and help
you achieve the perfect aesthetic
appearance for your bathroom

In-wall storage options, including moveable
shelves and hooks that maximize your
shower space and enable you to easily
organize your bathing accessories

LIMITED
TIME OFFER

Call today to discuss options!
MUST

CALL THIS
NUMBER FOR
DISCOUNT

*Offers valid at participating dealers for a limited time only. Not available in AK; HI; or Nassau County, NY; Suffolk County, NY; Westchester County, NY; and Buffalo County, NY. Also may not
be available in other areas. Cannot be combined with any other advertised offer. Savings is off of KOHLER® LuxStone Shower purchase and installation. Financing available for qualified buyers.
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LuxStone Showers
LuxStone Showers

$1,000
OFF

plus

NO PAYMENTS FOR 12 MONTHS
plus

0%
APR
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Weather aids fi�refi�ghters: But
authorities fear receding flames will
reveal more dead. 3A

Ready for takeoff

The Sam Darnold-led Jets are ready
to build off of last season’s strong
finish. Sports, 1D

Weather

High 79° | Low 65°
Rather cloudy. 
Forecast, 2A

Construction, COVID usher
in new era at historic venue
Ilana Keller Asbury Park Press | USA TODAY NETWORK – NEW JERSEY

“In an industry where the show must go on, it’s just so strange for all of us to
think, ‘Yeah, but it can’t.’” 

Sarah K. Chaplin, president and CEO of the State Theatre New Jersey, feels the
eff�ects of COVID-19 on the arts in her bones. 

“She’s very dark and very sad,” she said of the historic New Brunswick venue,
which shut down in mid-March as the country began to grind to a halt amid the
pandemic.

But although there is no timetable for the return of live performance in the state
— and largely around the country — the theater will soon spring to life, readying
itself to help usher in a “wonderful renaissance of the arts” that Chaplin sees on
the horizon.

At least that’s the plan. See STATE THEATRE, Page 11A
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During shutdowns forced by CO-
VID-19, a lot of people are spending time
taking stock of their lives, working on
self-improvement and making plans for
what they want their future to look like.

And so has the State Theatre, recent-
ly announcing a $26.5 million capital
campaign, part of a larger fundraising
eff�ort, to help modernize the theater and
increase its accessibility. 

“I look forward to the beginnings of
the project, because then there will be
activity. Even if it’s not activity that we
want to be doing in terms of perfor-
mance, it will be activity that is paving
the way for us to do performance even
better in the in the future,” Chaplin said. 

The Next Stage Campaign is well on
its way toward reaching its $26.5 million
goal.

That’s thanks in large part to a grant
of $12 million from the Middlesex Coun-
ty Arts and Cultural Trust Fund and the
“generosity” of the Robert Wood John-
son Foundation, the theater said.

“Middlesex County has a long history
of investing in the arts — it is a corner-
stone of this community. The arts bring
us all together, transcends color and
economic background, and is a key facet
of our identity,” said Ronald Rios, direc-
tor of the Middlesex County Board of
Chosen Freeholders.

“State Theatre New Jersey show-
cases world-class artists from around
the world, attracting hundreds of thou-
sands of visitors each year – it is a sig-
nifi�cant economic driver for our county,”
he added. “This investment is part of a
long-term strategic plan to improve the
quality of life for our residents both now
and into the future.” 

The venue, which is approaching its
100th birthday, is owned by Middlesex
County and operated by State Theatre
New Jersey under a long-term agree-
ment. 

‘An enhancement’

The State Theatre was built as a si-
lent fi�lm and vaudeville palace in 1921.
Patrons parted with 20, 30 or 50 cents
and were treated to “a live orchestra
concert and a tenor rendition of ‘The
Star Spangled Banner.’ The fi�rst feature
presentation was the silent fi�lm ‘White
Oak,’ a western melodrama starring
cowboy hero William S. Hart. There
were also fi�ve vaudeville acts, a news-
reel, and a nature fi�lm,” according to the
theater’s website.

It’s gone through a number of
changes over the past century, serving
as an opulent movie house, live perfor-
mance venue and even a run-down
rental facility showing adult fi�lms.

Since reopening as a nonprofi�t per-
forming arts center in 1988, the State
Theatre has welcomed almost 6 million
patrons, and it averages a total econom-
ic impact on New Brunswick and the
surrounding area of more than $18 mil-
lion a year, according to the theater. 

Make no mistake — the new project
isn’t a restoration, but an enhancement.

“We’re a living, breathing theater
that functions as much as possible,”
Chaplin said. “What we’re trying to do is
modernize the amenities, modernize
the systems, upgrade our accessibility,
while still honoring that beautiful rich-
ness that the theater has already. We’re
enhancing State Theatre, we’re not
changing her at all. She’s a lovely lady.” 

Accessibility portions of the project
include the installation of an elevator,
making all tiers of the theater available

to all patrons, and a renovation of the
restrooms to create additional facilities
and make them touchless.

The elevator also will make the thea-
ter’s studio space accessible. Chaplin
envisions a multitude of uses for the
space, from community gatherings to
cabaret nights. 

“Our main stage, we’re almost 1,900
seats, so that’s defi�nitely a specifi�c type
of performance. But the studio space
will allow us to do some of the more ex-
perimental (work). Events that don’t
make sense for the main stage, but that
we feel are important for our curatorial
vision.” 

Other parts of the project include a
new facade, stage rigging system, new
carpeting and seating in the auditorium,
and upgrades to the inner lobby area.

The new rigging system will mean
saying goodbye to a little bit of the thea-
ter’s history.

“We are what is called a hemp house,
which means we move scenery with
rope and tackle and sandbags,” Chaplin
said, adding that it is one of only a hand-
ful remaining in the country.

The new motorized rigging system
will allow shows to load in faster, allow-
ing the theater to have more fl�exibility in
its scheduling and ideally increase pro-
gramming.

Other parts of the project will work to
bring the building’s 1920s Art Deco de-
sign together throughout the theater. 

“We are really trying to carry the

overall elegance and richness of the
theater throughout the building,” Chap-
lin said.

“For example, if you walk into our
outer lobby, it’s this beautiful arched
ceiling with faux painting and some
gold. And you walk into our inner lobby
and it doesn’t feel at all like where you
just were, and it certainly doesn’t feel
like where you’re going, which is into the
auditorium. So we want to try to bring
that element of design throughout the
building to make it a lot more cohesive.”

And a familiar site also will be return-
ing.

“We’re actually putting the blade sign
back onto the theater, which is going to
be really wonderful for our visual pres-
ence on the street.” The sign, spelling
out “STATE” in lights from top to bot-
tom, will be reminiscent of the build-
ing’s original design.

The pandemic’s impact

COVID-19 has had an impact on the
renovation project.

Its most major mark is in the timing
of the work. Originally slated to be com-
pleted during a shutdown between May
and November next year, surrounding
the theater’s quieter months, the State
Theatre now hopes to have the work
completed by next summer and to re-
open in time for its 100th anniversary in
September 2021.

While the theater remains closed,

“we’re trying to fi�nd ways to continue
providing live performance to the best
of our ability in such an unprecedented
strange time,” Chaplin says.

The construction timing serves a
dual purpose — both to avoid a second
lengthy shutdown of the theater and to
make the venue safer for patrons to re-
turn in the wake of the virus.

“We started learning so much about
what the disease was, what the precau-
tions were,” Chaplin said.

As she thought about the projects in
the works, she came to the conclusion
that a number of them would address
COVID concerns. Those include the
touchless bathroom fi�xtures, upgrades
to the HVAC system and seat renova-
tions. Whereas replacing the bathroom
fi�xtures would result in a utility savings,
the touchless system now also means
that surfaces will remain cleaner, im-
portant in cutting down the transmis-
sion of illness.

“We are going to make our seats
slightly more modular than they are
now. Right now our seats are all in one
long row. They’re all connected together
and what we’re looking at is doing sleds
of about four at a time, so we could con-
ceivably go in and remove four seats out
of the middle strategically to allow for
social distancing if we needed to do that
in the future,” Chaplin said.

Also shaped by COVID was the
choice of the new seat material, to make
sure it is easy to clean.

In addition to the positive economic
impacts that the theater has on the area,
the power of arts is needed in these po-
litically and socially challenging times,
and this project will help the State Thea-
tre be ready to help, leaders said.

“Investing in the arts drives vital cul-
tural change,” said Kenneth Armwood,
freeholder deputy director and chair of
the Business Innovation, Education &
Opportunity Committee.

“Creativity and imagination empow-
er our people to express their true
selves,” he said. “It allows them to
dream and aspire for a better world. In a
polarizing time, the arts connects us all
under one unifi�ed community. The
Board of Chosen Freeholders is proud to
be part of the modernization of this
prestigious and historic institution in
our county, the State Theatre – for gen-
erations to enjoy, celebrate and be in-
spired.” 

Chaplin agrees.
“We as an institution are so central to

the area in terms of New Brunswick and
Middlesex County and the provision of
the arts,” she said. “I personally believe
so strongly in the need for people to be
able to come together in celebration and
live performance, I think that’s part of
the healing process, particularly after a
large scale diffi�cult time like we’re hav-
ing now.

“I wanted to make sure that we were
the safest, most ready to provide that
opportunity that I could.”

Other major donors to the Next State
Campaign include the late philanthro-
pist Betty Wold Johnson; Johnson &
Johnson; Joan and Robert Campbell;
the Blanche and Irving Laurie Founda-
tion; Andrew J. Markey; the Presser
Foundation; the John Ben Snow Memo-
rial Trust; the John and Susan Heldrich
Family Fund; the Hyde and Watson
Foundation; and Investors Bank.

For more information on the cam-
paign, including naming opportunities,
or to make a donation, visit stnj.org/
nextstage.

To keep up with the State Theatre,
visit stnj.org.

Ilana Keller: @ilanakeller; ikell-
er@gannettnj.com
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Cars parked outside the State Theatre in New Brunswick in the 1920s.

The facade of the State Theatre in New Brunswick in the 1960s. PHOTOS COURTESY OF

STATE THEATRE

New Jersey Secretary of Agriculture
Douglas Fisher recently announced a
partnership with The Community Food-
Bank of New Jersey (CFBNJ), The Food
Bank of South Jersey, Mercer Street
Friends, and Norwescap to help prevent
food waste.

The campaign, highlighted online at
MoreMealsLessWaste.com, seeks to in-
form residents and businesses about
what can be done to help prevent food
waste. Billboards, social media ads and
radio spots will provide some sugges-
tions for food waste reduction and di-
rect people to the new website for more
information.

September is Hunger Action Month,
which includes New Jersey Food Waste
Prevention Day on Sept. 17 and the In-
ternational Day of Awareness on Food
Loss and Waste Reduction on Sept. 29.
It has been calculated that 40% of all
food is wasted at an average of $2,200
per household in the United States each
year.

“Learning how to be more effi�cient
with food allows individuals and busi-
nesses to maximize their budgets while
reducing food waste,” Fisher said. “This

Take your best shot

The Somerset County Park Commis-
sion is now accepting entries for the
“Show Us Your Best Shot: 2020 Photo
Contest.” Photos must be taken in a park
managed by the Somerset County Park
Commission and fall into one of the fol-
lowing categories: Scenic; Wildlife; Hor-
ticulture; or People. A listing of parks
may be found at www.somersetcounty-
parks.org.

Entries may be submitted now
through Monday, Nov. 30. Selected pho-
tographers will be awarded Park Com-
mission prizes, and photos will be fea-
tured on the Park Commission website
and social media.

Photos must be 200 dpi or higher and
should be sent as an email attachment
to dhealey@scparks.org, indicating
“Photo Contest” and category in the
subject line.

The 2019 winning entries may be
found at bit.ly/3iotRz0. For information
on this or any other Somerset County
Park Commission programs and activ-
ities, visit their website at www.somer-
setcountyparks.org or call 908-722-
1200.

Nicholas Polanin is associate profes-
sor, agricultural agent II, Rutgers New
Jersey Agricultural Experiment Station
Cooperative Extension of Somerset
County. Email him at pola-
nin@njaes.rutgers.edu.




