
How	an	old	S.F.	church	gym	was	
quietly	transformed	into	a	
private	school’s	new	theater

From	the	outside,	an	old	church	school	gymnasium	in	San	Francisco’s	
Haight-Ashbury	looks	exactly	as	it	has	since	it	was	built	60	years	ago.	But	
beneath	the	cross	on	its	peaked	roof,	it	has	undergone	a	complete	
transformation — and	will	soon	debut	as	a	state-of-the-art	performing	arts	
center	for	one	of	the	city’s	top	private	high	schools.



Since it moved from its original Pacific Heights location to the dense Haight 
neighborhood in 1977, Urban School of San Francisco has only been able to 
expand as buildings around its Page Street campus became available. The 420-
student school — one of the most expensive in the Bay Area —  has long since 
outgrown its arts building, a remodeled tile factory midblock on Page with a 
stripped-down black box stage.

But Urban School also leases the gym at St. Agnes Catholic Church across the 
street. Once Urban opened a gleaming new academic and athletic building one 
street over on Oak, the old gym was open for repurposing.

Without changing the exterior or footprint of the St. Agnes gym, Urban built a 
performing arts facility that includes a 365-seat theater with a hydraulic 
moving stage, a recording studio, rehearsal space, dressing rooms and faculty 
offices.

The new Performing Arts and Community Center, or PACC, opens to the public 
in December with a weekend of concerts by the school’s orchestra, singers, and 
jazz band. In February comes the musical “Grease,” put on by a cast and crew 
of 50 students.



“We built it entirely within the envelope of the gymnasium in order to preserve 
the streetscape and the historic fabric of the neighborhood,” said head of 
school Dan Miller as he stood out on Page Street, between Urban School and 
St. Agnes. “It’s hard to believe this was once a gym.”

To get to this point took 20 years of dreaming, 20 months of construction and 
$35 million, all privately raised.

Everything that makes a theater state of the art was brought in without 
removing any exterior walls or the roof.

“The work crews came through the front door or a hole in the back,” said 
Miller. “They had to build it within the skin of the building, which was an 
engineering marvel.”

Urban School had used the St. Agnes gym for years, but moved its athletic 
programs out when it opened its Oak Street building, the Salkind Center, in 
2016.



Officials describe what came next as building a “ship in a bottle” — though 
designer Bill Bondy of Studio Bondy Architecture said the process was even 
more intricate. “It is a Swiss watch inside a ship in a bottle,” he said. “It would 
have been a lot easier to demolish it and build straight up, but there was a lot 
of heat on keeping it.”

Since it was not a tear-down, there were no construction cranes and no on-site 
cement plant, which are now customary even with residential remodeling in 
the city.



Cahill Construction did it all with trucks and workers on foot. A basement was 
excavated to allow for the recording studio and dressing rooms. Mechanical 
systems were packed into the walls and hidden behind paneling.

“There probably isn’t one inch of that building that isn’t occupied by a central 
piece of equipment or infrastructure,” said Bondy. “But the exterior was 
unchanged except for the glass in the windows on the facade.”



The archway on that  facade is now covered by “Between Tide and Terrain,” 
a  commissioned artwork by Hughen/Starkweather, who also did work at Chase 
Center and the Central subway stop at Union Square.

Urban’s old arts building, dubbed Gumption Theater, which seats 90 in folding 
chairs on the flat concrete floor, will be used only for classes after the fall play, 
“The Princess Bride.”



“The Gumption’s historic black box is great, it’s intimate and personal and it’s 
part of Urban’s culture, but it’s small,” said senior Jaxon Howard, who has the 
lead role in “The Princess Bride.”

In contrast, the new performing arts center “lends itself to a kind of 
professionalism,” Howard said. “Real dressing rooms instead of classrooms.”

“I don’t want to lose our history,” he added, “but everything gets to be bigger, 
and it gives our theater program real legitimacy.”
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