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MOT options Grand Circus Theater

By Mary Jans Doerr
speclal writer

HE TERRA-COTTA FA-

CADE Is camouflaged by

light green awnings and a

yellow blllboard. Anything

attractive around the windows Is
covered by plywood.

*Thls i{s dangerous,” sald Ray
Shepardson as we looked around the
soon-to-be renovated 57-year-old
Grand Circus Theater in Detrolt.
“From tlme to tlme plaster falis
from Itht: ceiling and belleve me it
urts.”

Shepardson has toured many old
movle palaces. The architecturat
histortan speclallzes in restoring the-
aters and s working some 25 the-
aters throughout the country, Hls
most_recent Detrolt venture is the
Fox Theatre.

“That is a temple,-this ls a pal-
ace,” sald Shepardson, “When Michi-
gan Opera Theatre flrst d

David | di-

me about the Grand Circus Theater,
1 knew nothlng about it. I have to
admit that Is a Httle itke Channel 2
not knowlng anything abeut Channel

Above us In the cold, damp air of
the long-closed lobby was the see-
through celling from which plaster
had fallen, forming large jigsaw puz-
zles on the floor.

The scaffolding called attention to
the arches of the art deco styled
building. Toward the front of the lob-
by was the popcorn stand and a tile
fioor, which contrasted sharply with
the once magnlficant five-foot chan-
deller of Czechoslovakian cut glass,
now broken on the floor. The red
flowered carpet on the stalrcase
leading to the balcony at the right
was covered with more obstacles
from the cetling.

THIS THEATER IS bullt on three
parcels of land between d

rector of Michigan Opera
Theater, has bulit the comany
from a dream to a mejor entl-
ty. A theater designed for op-
ora would top his many suc-
cesses,

pect this one will too.”

MOT has an optlon to buy the
Grand Circus Theater until July. In
the last few months, ths company
has ordered structural and englneer-
Ing studles to determine the actual
extent of needed renovation. Elated
MOT offlclals say those studies indi-
cate the bullding s in far better con-
dltfon than expected. The water In
the basement is from the leaking
roof and asbestos wasn't used in the
plaster,

“Despite ii's eppearance, this
bullding 13 a long/way from falllng

safd Shephrdson. “Can

and Madison Avenue. The lobby at
the Broadway entrance to the Grand
Circus Is larger than the other at
Madison Avenue. The parcel is
flanked by two parking lots which
makes this the ideal theater,

C. Howard Cranc designed the
Grand Circus Theater Ln 1922, one of
nearly 250 theaters he bullt in a 10
year period.

“Crane referred to the layout of
the theater as 'opera style' which I
think I3 quite prophetic now that
MOT Is buying it,” said Shepardson.
“He scems to have known about
acoustics or he was just lucky. Al of
his theaters have outstanding acous-
ties - like Orchestra Hall. T would ex-

dowm,” plr you
belleve it was last used in 19857"

Detroit has the largest collection
of Crane theaters In the country —
the Fox Theatre (1928) is the Inrgest
and most ornate and Orchestra Hall
{1919) is ap early example of his
more intimate atyle and skill for
achieving perfect acoustles.

Picking up a plece of fallen meld-
ing, Shepardson explained how the
thin jute-backed plaster was one rea-
son for.the marvelous acoustics.

THE DARK LOBBY atrctched out
along the back of the 2,000-seat flrst
Moor to the Madison Avenue lobby.
Above the cast iron rallings was the
second level box seat area. In the
center thete Is a large grand stair-

case leading to the balconies. Abave
the lobbles two ornatcly mirrored
walting rooms have been dubbed the
“Versallles Rooms™” by the MOT

staff,

All 3,367 scats in the theater have
perfect sight lines. Flanked with o
low celling such as In the Fox The-
atre, the cozy 19 box scats are the
most appeallng. Above cach box isa
spider net styled stained glass hiding
the now dark lighting.

The once ornate walls of the the-
ater are scagliola. Now the olive
green palnt covering the simulated
marble is pecliog off.

“We don't know what color the
walls were originally, We do not
determine color. by cutting through
the palnt because that method does
not help us determine the flnish of
the paint. T do it with paint stripper,
taking off one coat of palnt at a
time.”

The remnants of the leaking cell-
Ing showed In Lhe spongy carpeting
on the grand stalrcase. On the third
level balcony, Shepardson explalned
how the terraces between the scats
would be enlarged and the number
of seats would be reduced to 3,000.

“We will use the same scats but
we will have to make the backs larg-
cr,” sald Shepardson. At the top of
the balcony were the projection
booths that showed the once popular
silent movies. At 10 cents a person,
even durlng the Depression thls
house was filled. Above the celling's
caved-in arches was a concert rool.

“The roof is covered with wood to
house the restaurant that was origi-
nally planned,” he said.

I MOT exercises its option to buy
this theater, it will be one of the few
opera companles to own its own
building. Company treasurer Camer-
on B. Duncan estimates the cailre
project will cost the company $15-20
milllon.

“What I want to do s (o take 8
year to make the plans for the bulld-
ing and then spend the next two
years rebullding and renovating,”
said Shepardson,

IT IS DANGEROUS to walk out
Into the theater proper to view the
stage because of the weakened
floors. MOT's General Director Da-
vid DiChlera said he needs at least
78 feet back stage to mount sets for
the operas, to avold what heppened
this spring in “Marriage of Figaro.”
{Masoale Temple has about 58 feet)
Once renovated the Grand Circus
Theater would surpass even the Met-
ropolitan Opera itself.

“With the parking lot behind the

The 57-year old Grand Circus Theater, be-
tween Broadway and Madison In Detrolt, may
look tired and desorted, but it's on the verge of

a now life In store as a home for Michigan Op-

stage, it gives us another 0 feet to
work with to enlarge the stage,” sald
Shepardson., “When this Is complete
It wlll be a world class house.”
“What is so remarkable about De-
troit is that there are four enormous

historic theaters in this small area
with more than 4,000 parking spaces
i a 90-minute driving distance for
over nine million people. There isn't
a theater district in the country with
those facilities. It s amazing these

-

BTEPHEN CANTRELL/stalt photographor

era Theatre. It was designed by C. Howard
Crane, who atso did the newly renovated Fox
and Orchestra Hall.

bulldings have survived.

“I am from Seattle, have an apart-
ment ia San Antonlo, have spent the
last 10 years living in Cleveland and
1 have a ball in Detroit,” Shepherd-
son said. -

Pick your day — gardens await visitors

St. James’
tour has
variety

The Birmingham Garden Walk,
sponsored by Episcopal Church
Women of St. James Churcb, wlil be
held 10 am. to 4 pm. Thursday,
June 29,

Presale tickets are $5 and day-of-
the-walk tickets are $6. For ticket
Information, call 843-9218.

Tour participants may park in Di-
vinc Sclence Church parking lot,
1129 W. Maple, and walk to tho first
two gardens. One ls self-contained,
with winding garden paths and many
perennlal plantings. The other has a
country atmosphere in the heart'of
the city.

Also on the tour are a developlng
rose garden with old-fashioned toses,
shrub roses and rcllablo tea roses;
gardens surrounding an authentic
reproductlon 18th century New Eng-
Jand saltbox home; & large site with
a tush English style garden and con-
temporary outdoor aculpture; and
the gardens and “sort of waterfall”
on a charming, historic aile on North
Adams. Maps are on the tickets,
which will be avallatla at 232 Lake
Park the day of the walk. .

The English coltage architec- '

ture of the home is enhanced
by tush plantings in front and
the rose garden being devel-
oped with old fashionod zs
lwoll as contomporary favor-
tes.
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Spend day
in Beverly
Hills

Beverly Hills Garden Club, a
member of the Federated Garden
Clubs of Michigan, is hosting a gar-
den walk 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Tuesday,
rain or shine. Presale tickets are $4
from any club member or $5 on day
of the walk at Beverly Hilla Park
Pavillon, Beverly Road between
Southfield and Evergreea, For infor-
matlon, call 644-5139.

There are five gardens on the tour,
all within relatively short distance
— a brick terraced garden on a lot
that slopes sharply down to tha
Rouge Rlver in which the awners let
the contour of the land dictate the
design of the garden with small
ponds and a bridge to a wooded area;
a garden around a 1940 Cape Cod
that is a mixture of deciduous and
evergreen plantings, a Lrick patlo,
tountaln pond and lots of flowers; a
yard with lots of shade and flower-
ing trecs and shrubs, a planted berm
and colorful show of apnuals; $3-
year old garden planted around uou-
sual and rare varieties of trees; and
a yard of plantings designed to pro-
vide a year-round display of colors.

Free, homemade refreshments,
gift boutiquo and whita elephant sale
at the Beverly Pavlllon are included
in the ticket price,

Moro than 60 species of birds
have besn ldantitied by Mary
and Bl1l Bassee who bullt the
brick terraces, ponds and
rock gerdens above the
Rouge River themasivos
more than 20 years ago.
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