
Emily Irene (Thompson) Belcher 

 
     Emily Irene (Thompson) Belcher (1902-1984), for several decades known 

as Muncie’s first lady of theater, attended Jefferson School and graduated 

from Muncie High School. She taught in Lincoln School before her marriage 

in 1924. She was an Alpha alumna and graduate of Indiana State Normal 

School. On February 19, 1924, she married Aaron (Doug) Belcher and set up 

housekeeping in Muncie. Irene and her husband lived at 917 W. Gilbert most 

of their married life.  

     Irene was a gifted teacher and she loved the theater, so she decided to 

combine her gift and her skill.  In 1940, Irene opened The Children’s 

Playhouse, an educational theater for school-aged youngsters.  Hundreds of 

east-central Indiana youngsters were introduced to the theater through her Children’s Playhouse, 

where classes in acting were conducted and plays were organized. The productions that came out 

of Irene Children’s Playhouse were professional in scope and tone and direction.  Kids of all 

ages worked hard, and in the process, they delighted themselves as well as their parents.  Her 

daughters, Judy and Molly, were also an integral part of the Playhouse operation making the 

Belcher legacy to Muncie theater a family one. 

     Irene also formed the first board of National Children’s theater conference in 1944. At the 

10th annual meeting of the conference, she served as one of its hostesses and was appointed the 

regional director of the children’s theater in Indiana. 

     Irene spent several weeks during the summer of 1945 in Cheyenne Wyoming as a guest 

director of the community children theater. The Cheyenne children’s theater was well known 

throughout the country as an example of the ideals of entertaining standards for young people. 

She also attended classes and productions in the children's dramatics at Denver University under 

Norman Silbiger, guest director from Vienna. 

     Although Irene put a great deal of time into the Children’s Playhouse, 

she also had a passion for adult theater. She was a charter member of the 

Muncie Civic Theater which was formed in 1931. At the Civic Theater she 

acted, produced and later served as its president in 1961. She also served 

as the past president of the Muncie matinee musical in 1962.  

     In the early 1960s, she helped organize “Showcase” which was a 

booking agency that brought theatrical performances to Muncie. The first 

show booked was Hal Holbrook in “Mark Twain Tonight.” 
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