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Introduction 
 

The Denis Theatre has had a long-term presence in Mount Lebanon and 

the South Hills community. The Denis Theatre Foundation was formed to 

preserve this historical neighborhood asset, reopen and restore it as a 

modern cultural resource for the South Hills communities, and reimagine it 

for generations to come. More than 766,000 live within a 10-mile radius of 

the theater in the region we call home. 

 

The Foundation seeks to provide meaningful film and arts programming to 

entertain, educate and enrich the lives of residents and visitors to the 

region based on three core foundations:  Strengthening the Community, 

Accessibility for All, and Expanding Horizons. 

 

While the immediate focus of the Foundation is the renovation of the 

existing theater building, film programs have been delivered in the 

community for the past decade.  Our successful programs, Meet Me at the 

Movies and Reel to Real, have earned critical support and kept The Denis 

name alive in the South Hills of Pittsburgh.   

 

Our significant fundraising efforts have generated $2.8 million of our $5 
million goal and include the broad-based support of 40 foundations, 150 
local and regional businesses and organizations, and over 1,600 individuals. 
We have been conservative to generate significant funds before opening. 
We are nearing our fundraising goal and are ready to complete our design 
work, begin final reconstruction, and plan our opening. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MISSION: 

To enrich and 

educate the 

community through 

distinctive and 

engaging film and 

arts programming 
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Vision for The Denis 
 
Built in 1938, the Denis Theatre was a destination point and beloved 

cultural institution for decades, first as a grand one-screen theater and, 

during the 1980’s, as a four-screen film house. Although The Denis 

maintained a loyal audience and showed diverse films, the theater was 

closed in 2004.  

The Denis Theatre Foundation was formed to preserve this community 

asset and ensure its survival for future generations by reinventing the 

space as a vibrant, multi-purpose cultural hub that offers a range of film 

and arts programming to enrich lives and tighten community bonds. 

The renovated building will feature four spaces for the arts: two 

auditoriums with approximately 200 seats in the main auditorium and 

100 in the secondary theater; a screening room/learning center for film 

discussion groups, lectures and other educational programs; and a 

lounge area.  The lounge, entry, and main corridors will feature visual 

art.  Screening independent, foreign, and documentary films and 

streaming performances from around the world, The Denis will serve 

the region through a variety of art and cultural programming.  Using 

state of the art technology, The Denis will curate high quality films and 

film-related programming, exhibit original art, hold a variety of music 

and other performances, and deliver a range of educational and 

community opportunities for people of all ages.  The space will be 

available for private events, business meetings, and more. 

The reimagined Denis Theatre will be a community asset built upon 

three core foundations:  Strengthening the Community, Accessibility for 

All, and Expanding Horizons. 

Strengthening the Community 

The Denis will be a catalyst for growth and serve as an important “third 

place” where the community can meet and interact.  For nearly 70 

years, the Denis Theatre was an anchor of the Mt. Lebanon Uptown 

business district, inspiring generations of movie goers and playing a role 

in the community’s bustling economy.  The rebirth of this neighborhood 

asset will bring a new layer of vibrancy to the South Hills, support 

dozens of local restaurants and retail shops with businesses 

experiencing increased traffic before and after film screenings and 

cultural events and add regional employment opportunities.  The Denis 

will be the only independent theater and cultural arts center in the area 

 

VISION: 

To rebuild and 

reimagine a 1938 era 

theater as a thriving 

film and arts center 

for 21st century 

patrons. When rebuilt, 

The Denis Theatre will 

curate high quality 

films and film-related 

programming, exhibit 

original art, and 

deliver a range of 

educational and 

community 

opportunities.   
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with the vision to become a “suburban satellite” of the well-established downtown Pittsburgh 

Cultural District. 

Accessibility for All 

The arts add inspiration and joy to life, and the Denis Theatre will be accessible to all, including 

people with disabilities, residents of all Pittsburgh communities, and domestic and 

international travelers in western Pennsylvania.  The theater’s inclusive design will encompass 

entrances, seating, and aisles to accommodate mobility devices and those unable to navigate 

steep inclines and tight spaces.  The location will be conveniently reached via public 

transportation with Port Authority T and bus stops just a block away, making it an excellent 

destination for all including school field trips, and outings for special needs groups.  The Denis’ 

already successful Meet Me at the Movies program designed for people with Alzheimer’s and 

other forms of memory loss will provide wonderful day trip options for residents of local 

senior homes as well as community residents and family members. 

Expanding Horizons 

The Denis Theatre will offer independent, foreign, and documentary film screenings, 

educational programs, lectures, small group performances, and discussion groups that inspire 

new ideas and perspectives and lift our guests to new realms of understanding.  There are 

many valuable organizations serving critical needs, from hunger and homelessness to health 

care and employment, yet there is another pivotal human need that can make the difference 

between accomplishment and inertia:  the need for inspiration.  It is through inspiration that 

young people growing up in challenging environments find the mettle to push onward and 

upward.  Exposure to new and unfamiliar ways of life can open eyes, encourage much needed 

action in our world, or simply break preconceived notions about others and pave the way to 

acceptance.   

The rebirth of The Denis in Mt. 

Lebanon will stimulate economic 

development, improve the quality of 

life of residents, offer a cultural 

destination for the entire Pittsburgh 

community, and do all of this while 

respecting the history of the theater. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

NEXT Architecture’s rendering of the renovated theater facade 
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Current Programming 
 
The Denis continues to carry out its mission to enrich and educate the community through 

distinctive and engaging film and arts programming outside of the Denis Theatre site while 

fundraising efforts are underway to support the costly and extensive architectural renovations 

needed to transform the site into the innovative cultural center that it will become and to 

bring it into compliance with today’s code requirements. 

Two film programs - Meet Me at the Movies and Reel to Real – are being delivered within the 

community through grants from the Fine Foundation, the Philip Chosky Charitable & 

Educational Foundation, and PNC Charitable Trusts.  Over the past three years these programs 

have reached nearly 1,500 seniors and community members.  Upon completion of the new 

theater, these programs will be delivered in the new space, along with varied visual arts, 

music, and film education programs. 

Both programs are directed and presented by Denis board member Elaine Wertheim who 

possesses a 20-year career in film studies and education including teaching at Chautauqua 

Institution and through the Mt. Lebanon School District's Continuing Education program and 

writing for Mt. Lebanon Magazine.  Elaine’s film knowledge and presentation style bring the 

programs to life in a unique way. 
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Meet Me at the Movies 

Meet Me at the Movies is a therapeutic program for seniors with 

dementia-related diseases including Alzheimer’s that provides social and 

cognitive action to improve quality of life.  The program is modeled after the 

Massachusetts-based Artists for Alzheimer’s (ARTZ) and I’m Still Here 

Foundation film program, relying on the twin therapies of social connection and 

mental stimulation that have been proven to prevent memory loss in 

undiagnosed patients, and to improve quality of life in those that already suffer 

from Alzheimer’s or dementia-related illnesses.  

Nonpharmacologic therapies like listening to music or watching favorite movies 

are ways to stir recall, and can maintain or improve cognitive function, the 

ability to perform activities of daily living or overall quality of life, and can also 

reduce behavioral symptoms like depression, agitation and aggression. Studies 

suggest that people who remain socially and mentally active may have a 

reduced risk of developing dementia. The Meet Me at the Movies program 

includes these proven therapeutic tools and reaches 250 to 300 seniors each 

year.  Our program is offered at no cost to six senior communities in the South 

Hills.  When The Denis reopens, we plan to offer Meet Me at the Movies within 

the theater while continuing the retirement community events.  We are excited 

to be able to offer this important experience to a wider audience on a more 

frequent basis. 

 
 
 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Quality of life is important to each one of our 

residents. Through the program provided by the 

Denis Theatre, each resident has the chance to 

experience pleasant memories, the sounds of 

music and the colorful slide shows that uniquely 

relates to them. It is highly appreciated and 

such a wonderful way to continue encouraging 

the residents’ participation and socialization 

within the community. 

- Porchia Walton, ADCP 

Activity Coordinator, Providence Point 

While Meet Me at the Movies provides 

entertainment, it more importantly offers our 

senior residents an encouraging forum for 

dialogue and reminiscing.  This program also 

seems to help temporarily diminish symptoms 

such as anxiety and provide a creative and 

unique “in the moment” experience. 

- Dionne Rose 

Activities Director, Baptist Homes 
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Reel to Real 

The Reel to Real film discussion program focuses on independent, foreign, classic, and 

documentaries that invite the community to view and discuss films they likely would not know 

about were it not for the program. From the first full-length film directed by an African 

American woman to gain general theatrical release in the U.S. (Daughters of the Dust) to the 

first fully painted animated feature (Poland’s Loving Vincent), all Reel to Real films are hand-

selected by film educator Elaine Wertheim.  The film program embodies the goal of The Denis 

to be a beacon of culture, new ideas, and exploration when the theater building is reopened.  

Historically, Reel to Real has reached between 200 to 300 people per year.  In 2018 seven 

events were held welcoming over 260 patrons.   

 
  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Reel to Real is an asset to the community.  We 

view movies that often are not offered in the 

large theaters and most depict important  

social issues.  Discussion before and after the 

movie brings the community together when 

ideas are freely exchanged and discussed. 

- Helen Richardson, long-time Reel to Real attendee 

Last year while walking through Mt. 

Lebanon, I spotted a poster 

advertising the Reel to Real 

program. A physical therapist by 

day, I love going to the movies and 

have been a member of an 

independent Pittsburgh theater—

Rowhouse Cinema—for several 

years. I would love to see The Denis 

up and running again (it’s a 5-

minute walk from my house!) and 

supporting this cause by attending a 

casual film club has been 

incredible. I’m so impressed by the 

movie selections, background 

information provided, and lively 

discussions the program inspires. 
- Amy Trotnick, new Reel to Real fan 

Film educator Elaine Wertheim leads post-screening discussion at 
Reel to Real event, November 2018 
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History of The Denis 
 
The reimagined Denis Theatre will delight, entertain, and educate our audiences.  The new 

state-of-the-art facility will acknowledge and respect its historical roots while looking forward 

to exciting new opportunities on the horizon. 

The Denis Theatre has deep roots, famous names, and several plot twists in its 80-year history 

and is moving towards the future with great anticipation. 

In 1938, twelve years after the Harris Amusement Company’s 

founder, Pennsylvania State Senator John P. Harris, suffered an 

untimely death in a senate committee room, his brother, Denis 

Harris, opened a grand one-screen movie house on Mt. Lebanon’s 

main street.  This new theater, originally named The Harris, added 

to more than 15 theaters operated by the company throughout the 

mid-Atlantic region since it was founded in 1905.   

For over two decades, the theater flourished, and in 1960 was sold 

to Ernest A. Stern’s Associated Theaters, owner of four other local 

theaters.  Over the following 15 years, the building added a second 

auditorium, and screened controversial films that would become classics including To Sir with 

Love and The Graduate. 

As cineplexes began springing up throughout the country, 

the theatre did what it could to compete, “twinning” the 

main auditorium into two screening rooms, and modifying 

the balcony into a smaller auditorium, bringing the number 

of screens at The Denis up to four. 

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s as home-viewing through 

VCRs and cable television impacted independent theaters, 

The Denis cycled through a series of affiliations including 

Cinema World, Carmike, and CineMagic, all the while 

staying within the Stern family.  In 1995 Stern’s son, Richard, who took over the business after 

his father’s passing, partnered with Milo Ritton to form Stern-Ritton, but after nine years, the 

partnership dissolved, and The Denis was closed. 

A Mt. Lebanon resident and entrepreneur purchased the 

building in 2007, the same year that the Denis Theatre 

Foundation was formed as a non-profit organization intent on 

securing The Denis’ future in the community and reinventing 

the theater for a 21st century audience. 

In the years that followed, the Foundation made great strides 

toward its goal.  As of 2018, over half of the $5 million goal has 

been raised including the broad-based support of 40 

foundations, 150 local and regional businesses and organizations, and over 1,600 individuals. 

The Denis Theatre lobby, circa 1938 

The Denis in the 1950s 

The Denis in 2003 
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Looking to the Future 
 
We believe that arts and culture are vital to the health and well-being of people, communities, 

and the world as a whole.  This belief has guided us toward our ultimate goal of renovating 

and reopening one of Pittsburgh’s last independent community theaters.  

The rebirth of The Denis as a multi-purpose cultural hub will bring many exciting and enriching 

programs to the South Hills as well as to all city residents and visitors to Pittsburgh.  The 

carefully developed architectural plans encompass a range of events, activities, and audiences 

designed to bring people together to remember, learn, and experience worlds beyond their 

own in a way that only the arts can.  Students will learn about other countries and cultures 

through partnerships with schools, seniors and people with special needs will enjoy inspiring 

day trips, and the entire community will have a place to experience the arts.  A variety of 

mediums including film, streaming technology, art exhibits, and enlightening educational 

programs and discussion forums will give the power of the arts to all who enter our doors. 

The rejuvenated theater complex will feature four spaces for the arts: two auditoriums, a 

screening room/learning center, and a lounge.  Also, displays of visual art will be showcased 

throughout the facility with frequent exhibits by local artists.  The Denis will curate high quality 

independent, foreign, and documentary films, and patrons will experience a range of 

educational programs including speaker series, TED-style talks, and poetry slams, and enjoy 

small ensemble and musical performances, and other artistic genres.  The new Denis will bring 

directly to the South Hills community showings of emerging new works presented through 

prominent events such as the Silk Road Film Festival, Metropolitan Opera broadcasts, the 

Jewish Film Festival, and Oscar’s short film nominees.  Space will be available for use for family 

gatherings, private events, business meetings, and more. 

In the words of renowned urban sociologist Ray Oldenburg, "Life without community has 

produced, for many, a lifestyle consisting mainly of a home-to-work-and-back-again shuttle. 

Social well-being and psychological health depend upon community."  We will bring the idea of 

a "third space" to life, providing a welcoming environment that encourages creative 

interaction and cements the bonds of a strong, healthy, vibrant society. 
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Denis Theatre Foundation Board 
 

Alan B. Trivilino, Board President  
Alan has over three decades of experience holding volunteer 
leadership positions in faith-based and nonprofit organizations. In 
addition to his role at The Denis Theatre Foundation, Trivilino serves 
on the board of a major social services organization in the Greater 
Pittsburgh region and is active in his church congregation, including 
serving on their Congregation Council.  Trivilino is a Senior Vice 
President at The PNC Financial Services Group, with over 35 years of 
financial services experience.  
 
 
Jane Delano was formerly Interim Executive Director of the Denis 

Theatre Foundation. Ms. Delano holds an MBA from The Wharton 

School, University of Pennsylvania and was previously Vice President 

at PNC Bank in Corporate Finance and Commercial Lending. Her non-

profit Board experiences include Mt. Lebanon Economic Development 

Council (Advisory Board to the Municipality), Mt. Lebanon Partnership, 

and Uptown Mt. Lebanon. 

 

Kelly Englert is the Assistant Director of Corporate and Foundation 

Advancement at Carnegie Museums of Pittsburgh where she manages 

the corporate membership program. She holds a Master of Arts 

Management degree from the H. John Heinz III College at Carnegie 

Mellon University and a BFA from the University of Dayton. She has 

worked and volunteered for multiple nonprofit arts organizations, 

including Pittsburgh Center for the Arts and the West Hills Symphonic 

Band, where she previously served as a Board member. She is also a 

volunteer for Big Brothers Big Sisters of Greater Pittsburgh. 

 

MJ Meenen currently serves as Director of Development for the 
Homeless Children’s Education Fund. She has experience in nonprofit 
management, capital and marketing campaigns, resource 
development, and program design for youth and arts organizations. 
She holds a J.D. from American University and was the Founding 
Executive Director of Pittsburgh’s CASA (Court Appointed Special 
Advocate) Program. Her past board experience includes Reading is 
Fundamental and Dress for Success Pittsburgh. 
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Alex Parrish is a long-time Mt. Lebanon resident whose work is in 
three main areas. First, he is an attorney in sole practice in Mt. 
Lebanon representing  companies and individuals around the country 
in starting, operating, funding, buying and selling businesses, as well as 
in litigation and dispute resolution. Second, he is an entrepreneur and 
businessman who has served as a co-founder, C-level executive, 
consultant, and general counsel with several technology-based 
startups in Pittsburgh as well as in cities from Los Angeles to New York. 
Finally, Alex has been a long-time leader in the community, including 
nine years as President of the Mt. Lebanon Lions Club, seven years as 
President of the Duke University Alumni Club of Pittsburgh, twenty 
years as a board member of the Georgetown University Alumni Club of 
Pittsburgh, several years as member of the board of directors of the 
Mt. Lebanon Partnership, terms as a deacon, elder, commission chair 
and member of various boards at Southminster Presbyterian Church in 
Mt. Lebanon, among other volunteer and community roles. Alex 
attended many movies at the Denis beginning in the late 1960s and 
looks forward helping it to reopen and revitalize in its new iteration.  

 

David R. Shumway is Professor of English at Carnegie Mellon 
University where he teaches courses on American literature, film, and 
popular culture.  He is also founding Director of the Humanities Center 
at Carnegie Mellon, which produces the annual Faces International 
Film Festival and co-produces with the Pittsburgh Cultural Trust the 
Pittsburgh Humanities Festival. His books include Modern Love: 
Romance, Intimacy, and the Marriage Crisis, John Sayles, and Rock 
Star: The Making of Musical Icons from Elvis to Springsteen. He resides 
in Mt. Lebanon with his wife Heather Arnet and his son Travis. 

 

Elaine Wertheim teaches art history and film at Chautauqua 
Institution and for Mt. Lebanon High school Adult Education Programs. 
She is a film writer for Mt. Lebanon Magazine, and a Golden Quill 
finalist for film writing and winner for art history. Her past work 
includes Art History Assistant Professor (Northern Virginia Community 
College), and co-director for programming for the Holocaust Interfaith 
Observance with SHIM. 

 

 
 
 


