
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

In the early 20th century, entrepreneurs began 
building outdoor theatres in downtown districts. 
Known as air domes, they were simply theatres “un-
der the dome of the starry sky.” Before the day of 
significant automobile use, there was little or no traf-
fic noise in the evening, and the fresh air was more 
appealing than that found in stifling indoor theatres. 
Air domes were inexpensive to construct, with a 
fence in front to control access, an 
open seating area, a covered stage, 
and a changing/storage area. 

Kewanee experienced traveling 
air domes at least as early as 1907, 
when traveling troupes would come 
to town with their own equipment 
and set up in a convenient location. 
The first likely performances were 
on Lyle’s lots at the corner of Sixth 
and Tremont Streets where they 
could accommodate about 2,000 
guests. The troupe produced a num-
ber of plays and vaudeville nights. 

But within a year, Kewanee had 
a permanent air dome of its own.  

It started when the Kirley estate 

announced in October 1907 its plans to build a new 
business building on two lots on North Tremont 
Street, immediately south of the Kirley Building and 
across the street from the Lyman & Lay general mer-
chandise store. It would be a two-story brick and 
stone building with a basement. Construction would 
commence in the spring of 1908. 

However, something happened to the plans for a  

The Kewanee Air Dome 
The Outdoor Theatre Said “Get the Air Dome Habit!” in the Early 20th Century 

April 2020 



 
 

new building on the site. Instead, on 
May 20, 1908, plans were announced 
for the construction of an air dome 
theatre. Work had commenced the day 
before on a 73 ft. x 150 ft. theatre, 
with a 24 ft. x 32 ft. stage, 32 feet high 
covered with corrugated iron, and an 
8 ft. x 24 ft. dressing room. The antic-
ipated capacity would be 2,500. 

Frank Shults, manager of the 
Kewanee opera house, would manage 
the air dome theatre during the opera 
house’s off-season. The season would 
run from June 1 to September 1. Three 
separate theatre companies would put 
on a repertoire of performances over 
the summer. While the majority of 
seats would sell for ten cents, there 
would be some special seating for 
twenty and thirty cents. Rain checks 
would be given if required. 

The Kewanee Air Dome opened as 
scheduled and it was a big success. 
Theatre-goers flocked to the air dome 
over the summer, enjoying a multitude of plays and 
vaudeville acts. 

In 1909, Kirley and Shults announced plans to open 

an air dome theatre in Monmouth. It 
would become part of a circuit with 
air domes in Galesburg, Kewanee, 
Davenport, Rock Island, Muscatine 
and Cedar Rapids. 

The 1909 Kewanee Air Dome 
season was another successful one. 
In addition to plays and vaudeville, 
more entertainment was offered – 
watermelon contests and hypnotists 
were just a few of the ways in which 
audiences were entertained. In addi-
tion, the season was continued into 
the fall, and popcorn and other re-
freshments were offered for sale just 
inside the Tremont Street entrance. 

1910 was no different. The 
Kewanee Air Dome filled its stage 
with a panoply of entertainment for 
the city and non-city residents alike. 
The theatre was remodeled to im-
prove seating. 

But the Kewanee Air Dome did 
have competition, with the Dream-

land at 205 N. Main St., the Grand Theatre at 106 N. 
Main St., and the Majestic Theatre at 105 W. Second 
St., all offering moving picture features. While the 



 
 

competition was not immediately hurting the Air 
Dome, the Kirley estate soon had an opportunity 
which it decided it could not refuse. 

In March 1911, the Kewanee Elks Lodge pur-
chased from the Kirley estate the lot on which the air 
dome operated. The Elks hired an architect to plan a 
new home for the organization, at an estimated cost 
of $40,000. They hoped to begin construction that 
spring with the building ready for use by August. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thus, the Kewanee Air Dome was no more. 

Next time you’re on North Tremont Street be-
tween First and Second Streets, in front of the Elks 
building, take a moment to close your eyes and try to 
envision a warm, breezy summer night sitting out-
doors among family and friends being entertained by 
a traveling troupe of actors and vaudevillians. Enjoy. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To learn more about Kewanee and Wethersfield, 
past, present, and future, please visit my Facebook 

page, Dusty Roads, at  https://www.face-
book.com/dusty.roads.kewanee 


