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By CAROL KIRCHNER 

If the Wabash had been leaving town the 
evening of Oct. 28, 1925, Donovan Rhyns­
burger insists he would have been on it. 
"We had just done the dress rehearsal for 
my first play here, 'Captain Applejack,' 
and it was terrible." 

So terrible, Rhynsburger says, he was 
ready to board the first out-of-town train 
and end his two-month stint as director of 
the Missouri Workshop, a student theater 
organization. 

But opening night must have gone 
better than the rehearsal: Rhynsburger 
stayed at Mizzou until his retirement 48 
years later. 

Rhynsburger came to Columbia fresh 
out of the University of Iowa, where he 
earned a bachelor's degree in commerce. 

"I had planned to go into my father's 
poultry business, .but by 1925, the bottom 
had fallen out, and I didn't think there was 
room for two of us. 11 

So Rhynsburger headed to Mizzou, 
wearing horn-rimmed glasses and his 
most conservative suit to appear older 
than his 22 years. Theater had dominated 
his extracurricular activities and elective 
courses in college; with his drama back­
ground and a recommendation from his 
Iowa mentor, director E.C. Mabie, Rhyns­
burger landed the $1,200-a-year job, as 
instructor of English to teach speech and 
drama. 

Since his advent at Mizzou, drama 
and theater have progressed as society and 
social mores have progressed, Rhyns­
burger says. "But it's no worse now than 
then," he adds. 

Rhynsburger recalls casting the 
daughter of a prominent minister in the 
role of a prostitute in 1928. Despite pro­
tests - "How can you allow a charming, 
innocent college girl to play the part of a 
prostitute?" - "Anna Christie" was so 
popular it was held over for two nights. 

The former director inherited the 
Missouri Workshop in its fourth season. 
According to legend, students Cy Coggins 
and Darrel Starnes concocted the idea of a 
student theater in 1922 over a five-buck, 5-
gallon jug of bootleg beer. The two placed 
ads in the Columbia Missourian and made 
stump speeches from the steps of Jesse 
Hall, attracting 100 members in one week­
end. 

"Don was able to give it professional 
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Rhynsburger says his 
best acting ever was 
his 1935 portrayal of 
the title role in 
"Abraham Lincoln," 
which featured his 
wife, Peggy, as Mary 
Todd Lincoln. 
Rhynburger's stage 
makeup and posture 
were so convincing 
that no one recognized 
him In publicity photos. 
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di rection," says Loren Reid, em eritu s pro­
fessor of speech. " H e was Mr. T heater 
he re. He created it." 

U<lc, Rhynshmge,, the wmkshop 
presented m ore than 250 p lays . Besides 
directing four maj or plays each aca demic 
yea r, Rhynsburger worked out the details 
of costumin g, li ghtin g and prod uction. 
"Then he'd do one or two plays in the sum­
m ers," Reid rem embers . "Toda y, no one 
would think of doing that." 

Yet Rh ynsburge r acco mpli shed that 
and more. He ini tiated the "Rinsewater 
Rag," a newsletter fo r 150 form er work­
shop members in th e servi ce during World 
War II. The iss ues brimmed with home­
town news, ph otos and th e na m es and 

addresses of the se rv icemen so they could 
correspond with each other. 

But the name lis t aroused the suspi ­
cions of the U.S. government, who se nt a 
representative to vis it the professor. "He 
thou ght I wa s some k ind of s ubvers ive 
agent," says Rh ynsburger, w ho persuaded 
him otherwise . 

T h e director a lso fo und ed Purple 
Mask (a theater h o norary soc iety ), the 
Intramural Play Tournament, the Original 
One-Act P layw riting Co ntest and t he Mis­
souri High School Drama Festival, which 
this year coinc id es with hi s 80th birthday 
Apr il 15. 

Still Rhynsb urger fo un d tim e to help 
th e ph ys ica l edu ca tion de partme nt pro­
du ce dan ce drama s. For o ne s h ow, he 
la bored over elabo rate se ts, on I y to face a 
poo r a ttendan ce . H e a nd dan ce teac her 
Peggy Minton were c ru shed. 



By t h e t im e they had cleared th e stage 
and Jugged th e se ts to Rh ynsbu rgcr 's dim 
office, Min to n was in tears. 

To co nsole h er, Rh ynsburger gave h er 
a hug. " Ju st then, in walked the lo vable old 
watc hm an, Mr. T hom pso n, w ith his fl ash ­
li gh t s hinin g," Rh yns burger c hu c kle s . 
" He beca m e ou r 'midn igh t fa th er' a nd 
wo uld jo in us a t Gae bler's for co ffee." 
Minto n and Rh ynsburgc.: r we re m arried 
t hree years la ter in 193 1. 

T he sa me decade, Rh ynsburger ea rned 
a m as ter of fine arts degree at Ya le Uni ver­
sit y, where h e s tudi ed dram a under Alexa n­
der Dean, an eminent director. 

" D o n Rhyn s burge r was as we ll 
t rain ed as anyo ne could be," Reid says. 
" His ac to rs a nd ac tresses were convincing, 
n o t a rtifi c i a l. H e wa s a t eac h er a nd a 
h elper, not a dem anding critic ." 

As w e ll as directin g, Rh yn sburgcr 
s tarred in th e work sh op produ c ti o ns of 
" Abraha m Lin co ln" and " Rip Van Win ­
lde." Ruth Mutert, an academic adv ise r a t 
UM C a nd form er Rh ynsburgcr s tud e nt, 
says, "I e nj oyed him beca use h e was quite 
a n ac tor h im self. Wh en he s tepped in to 
play som eone else 's part opposite yo u, he 
gave you a lo t to work with. " 

Rhynsbmger philosophizes, "You 
ca nn ot be a director unless you have ex pe­
ri ence in ac ting." 

T he direc tor 's m os t known protege is 
George C. Sco tt . Wh en Broadway ac tress 
Pat McC la rn ey agreed to appear in th e 
w orksho p 's produ ction of "The W inslow 
Boy" in 1950, Rhyn sburger, for the firs t 
tim e, adverti sed for auditions . A journal­
i sm s tudent who had never played a lead, 
much less been on stage, sought th e s tar­
ring role o f Sir Robert M orton . 

After a 45-minutc eye- to-eye conver­
sa tion with th e aspiring Sco tt, Rhyns­
burger mused, "I believe h e's worth it. " 

At tryouts, there w as no doubt. 
By fall, the director se n se d Scott 's 

potential. " But I didn ' t know it would be 
an y thin g like this," h e sa y s . To h o ne 
Scott 's t a lent, Rhynsburger - for the firs t 
time- chose four plays specifically for his 
s tudent. 

Scott s tarred in two of them, "Sh adow 
and Subs tan ce" and "Two Blind Mi ce ." 

All th e while, Rhyn sburger says, th e 
Steph ens Co ll ege Playhou se w as shadow­
ing hi s student . Before performing in hi s 

next two workshop plays, Scot t had been 
lured away for $ 15 a week. 

H is mentor was hurt: " We were not 
very good fr ie nds fo r aw hil e," Rhyns­
burgcr says. La ter th e relationship became 
m ore ami able, and Scott on occasion cred­
ited hi s star t to Rhynsbu rgcr. 

Th ere were ot her di sa ppointments for 
th e di recto r . Jesse A ud itor iu m was 
declared a firetrap; workshop plays we re 
o usted from i t s s tage. Bu t th e evict ion 
in spired th e director to move summer pro­
d uc ti o n s to th e roof of th e Edu cat ion 
Buildin g, c rea tin g " Roof To p T h eatre 
Under th e Stars." 

Still , th e workshop needed a perma­
nent hom e. Even aft er Jesse Auditorium 's 
renova tion, facili t ies were cra mped and 
aco usti ca ll y poo r. 

Rh y nsburgc r bega n collec tin g and 
dra wing plans for a theater, but met fund ­
ing obstacl es . Fin a ll y, in 1969, construc­
ti o n bega n o n th e Fin e Art s Bui ldin g, 
whi ch would house.: thea ter, art and mu sic. 

" Wh e n we go t a th ea te r, we kn ew 
exactly what we wanted - mirrors, out ­
le ts, lightin g, every thing. And we go t it 
except for an expens ive e levated orches tra 
pl atform," he says, adding, " It wa worth 
waiting for. " 

And wait he did . " I was determined 
not to leave this Ca mpus until we got a 
thea te r of our o wn. When we did , I wanted 
to s tay and enj oy it. " 

Th e departm ent of speech and dra­
m atic art m oved into the building in I 960, 
and th e workshop fa ded. " It 's my fault," 
Rh ynsburgcr concedes . " We now had a 
Univ ersity T h ea tre of o ur own, and we 
didn ' t try to build a nother srndcnt orga n­
iza tion ." 

Rh ynsburgc r re tired as Uni ve rs ity 
Thea tre director and direc tor of dramatics 
in 1968, fi ve years before retiring from the 
University. 

Since then, th e e meritus professor has 
confined his drama activities to portraying 
St. Ni ch olas at th e Cal va ry Episcopal 
Church 's Christmas bazaar . 

But Rhyn sburger tays active all year 
round . H e and hi s wife li ve in on e of 
Columbia 's fin es t apartm ent compl exes 
dedica ted to working professionals. And 
Rhynsburger h as logged m ore th an 3,000 
ho urs as a volunteer at the Harry S. Tru­
m an Mem orial Veteran 's Hospital , where 
so me pa tients a re decades younger than 
he. 

" I like people," he says, "and I like to 
feel as if I'm being of service." D 


