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Regal rebirth

A fanciful theater is restored to its original splendor

Nitaars ST

n the recent «::uu:rcmurinlgI of
ﬁublicity about the New
egal Theater, scarcely a
word has been printed or ut-
tered about the architects, engi-
neers and artisans who trans-
formed the building from a
decaying, dirty hulk into a bright
new venue for black entertain-
ment.

First things first, then: d"Escoto,
Inc,, a Chicago architecture-engi-
neering-construction management
firm, was in charge of the New
Regal project. D’Escoto teamed
up with Conrad Schmitt Studios,
Inc., of New Berlin, Wis., a crack-
crjack restoration firm whose
work 1s nationally known.

The same two companies
worked together in the late 1970s
and early 1980s to renovate the
now elegant Paramount Arts Cen-
ter in Aurora; the opulent Rialto
Theater in Aurora; and the im-
pressive Egyptian Theater in De
Kalb. Their success on those jobs
practically guaranteed a compe-
tent ensemble performance at the
New Regal.

Today, one enters the renovated
theater at 79th Street and Stony
Island Avenue to find that the
team has, indeed, achieved anoth-
er success. The New Regal was
never among Chicago’s finest
stage-and-screen palaces, nor has
its restoration been of what is
known as museum quality. Stll, it
1s a delightfully fanciful and
lavishly ornamented theater that
has been brought back to a state
more than approaching its origi-
nal splendor. Only a tiny number
of such grand old theaters survive
in Chicago. Thank goodness that
the New Regal has been given an
extended life.

Yet the ramifications of the
New Regal go beyond the art of
restoration. The theater’s rebirth
1s recollective of black entertain-
ment history, urban decay, frag-
mentation of black nei rhoods
and the continuum of bigotry and
racial discrimination that has torn
and reshaped Chicago for many
decades. Unless some of this
background is comprehended, the
symbolic as well as pragmatic im-
portance of the reborn theater
does not come into sharp focus.

The New Regal (until recently
named the Avalon) is intended to
replace in spirit and in kind the
onginal Regal at 47th Street and
King Dnve. The splendorous old
Regal, designed by Edward
Eichenbaum, opened in 1928 and
was torn down in 1973, It seated
2,797 and its Spanish Baroque
facades concealed an intenor n-
tended to be Moroccan—well,
“North African,” actually, a style
thought appropniate for the all-
black audiences who would pa-
tronize the theater.

The old Regal's single most im-
pressive decorative feature was the
auditorium ceiling, magically or-
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The New Regal Theater at 79th and Stony Island Boulevard is now the
city's foremost venue for black entertainment.

namented to resemble an enor-
mous tent. It 1s said that architect
C. Howard Crane copied the tent
idea when he igned the twin
Fox Theaters in St. Louis and De-
troit.

Much has been written about
black stars who played the old
Regal, among them Cab Cal-
loway, Billie Holiday, Nat Cole,
Duke Ellington and Dinah Wash-
ington. Nor has interesting minu-
tiae about the theater been ne-
glected by such black writers as
Dempsey Travis. One example: A
teenager named Harold Washing-
ton (now His Honor) sat lhmt:ﬁl;
the same sports newsreels at
Regal time after time to get
glimpses of champion hurdlers
whose techmique might improve
his prowess on the Du Sable High
School track team in the late
1930s.

But if the onginal Regal was a
breathtaking venue for enjoying
some of the best black stage enter-
tainers in the nation, it was also a
reminder that racial segregation
extended deeply into show busi-
ness, as well as ev ing else, in
the years before World™War 11.

Blacks who ventured to down-
town vaudeville and movie houses
in the old days often entered
through doorways reserved for
non-whites and sat in scgregated
sections of balconies. Even black
superstars were barred from white
hotels and restaurants. In 1933,
white fan dancer Sally Rand came
to the Regal to give a special per-
formance during her memorable
Century of Progress engagement.
She made the gesture, a rather
daning one for its time, because
blacks were not allowed to attend
shows at many of the lakefront
fair pavilions.
pai:adcmgugf}h andp;él:r Filics

a ot tur-
bulent change in the 1950s and
1960s, big stage-and-screen houses
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The New Regal auditorium'’s Islamic architecture evokes the days when movie theaters were palaces.
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Regal, as it looked when it opened
inera'l.qustnf‘lﬂ?.

went into decline. Television,
suburbanization and shifting
socio-economic patterns began
choking off live town enter-
tainment for the masses. As
vaudeville and burlesque died, so
did many of the theaters that
served them. Surviving entertain-
ment palaces went to a movies-
only policy, often degraded by the
booking of nothing but kung fu
and other exploitation films aimed
at blacks, who, by the 1970s, con-
stituted most of the downtown
MOoVvi¢ customers,

Yet the changes were hardly
limited to downtown. White flight
out of the city, physical decay, ex-
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Trbune photo by Clwsck Berman
it was tuxedos and VIP treatment at the New Regal on opening night.

Trbune proto by Owvie Carter

The original Regal, at 47th Street and King Drive, was torn down in 1973.
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pressway construction, the disrup-
tions caused by urban renewal and
the damage resulting from riots
and social dcﬁgair ravaged
neighborhoods. On the South
Side, the “Bronzeville” of old was
no more, its commercial and so-
cial infrastructure having been
done in. Sixty-Third Street and
other bustling main drags of the
Black Belt were decimated. At
47th and King, the Regal and its
next-door companion, the Savoy
Ballroom, went broke and were

{ -demolished.

As the old entertainment palaces
vanished from both black and
white neighborhoods, nobody ex-
cept a few theater buffs paid
much attention. Stuffy architec-
ture scholars turmed their backs
on the wid eclecticism of such
places. Preservation groups al-
ready had their hands full, trying
Lo prevent developers from
wrecking world-famous buildings
by the likes of Louis Sullivan,

But while the R fell, the

Avalon at 79th and Stony Island

remained a few old large
neighborhood tin:aters that sur-

vived. The once-white environs of
the Avalon had become black, and
commercial activity along main
streets 1n the area had gone into a
slump. Sull, a matrix of solid
housing helped sustain the partly
blighted area, and there seemed to
be hope for a genuine renaissance.

It was at that point, about three
ears ago, that black businessman
Edwnrd Gardner and his wile,
Bettiann, conceived the idea of re-
novating the dingy but structurally
solid Avalon and making it the

anchor of a performing arts and
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An intricately colored mosaic is
one of several in the lobby of the
New Regal.

retailin% complex. Private and
public funds were raised, and
today the non-profit New Regal
Theater Foundation administers
the theater, renamed for its re-
nowned predecessor.

When architects and engineers
from d’Escoto, Inc., made their
first exploratory visit to the 2,300-
scat theater late in 1985, they

found a leaky roof, three feet of

water in the basement, plaster
damage, worn-out upholstery and
a pervasive layer of grime result-
ing from years of neglect (the
Avalon had not served as a movie
house since 1970, and had most

recently served as a church of

more than modest means).

Luis F. Era, d’Escoto’s chief op-
erating officer, said it was the
most difficult theater restoration
job in which his firm has colla-
borated. Budget constraints were
tough, the technical problems
were many and the work had to
be done rather swiftly to meet the
development groups’s timetable.

The work by dPEmn and the
artisans of Conrad Schmitt
Studios speaks for itself, however.
The New Regal is a comfortable,
acoustically impressive and visual-
ly enchanting theater that again
projects the panoply of form,
color and ornamental overstate-
ment almost exactly as it was
concocted by architect John Eber-
son in 1927.

Eberson gave the exterior of the
theater a domed and minareted
‘l,::nmic look not far rﬂ:'i':;cd

you might in
Baghdad. Inside, the hﬂy. audi-
torium and other spaces are
crafted with marble, tile, carved
wood, glass and intricately shaped
and painted plaster. Eberson
seems (o have exempted no color
from his palette, an approach that
shows up most strongly in mosaic
murals men, women, el-
cphants and other creatures en-
pﬁ in idyllic pursuits.
single most striking sight is
the lobby ceiling, which is made
[0 appear as an enormous oriental
rug studded with huge, glittering
Tribune photo by Chares Dsgood
A minaret tops the elaborate brick
and tile rncm of the New Regal.
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jewels. The auditorium ceiling
provides the illusion of an im-
mense sky twinkling with stars.
Other decorative objects range
from wi lions and elaborate
grills to ghttering light fixtures and
an agquarium.

A few finishing touches to the
theater will be completed soon,
and a couple of larger projects, in-
cluding a backstage VIP room, are
to be undertaken later. At this
writing, painters have almost

fﬁunnuuqﬂhmuﬂumﬂ
The ceiling in the New Regal's lobby resembles a jeweled Oriental rug.

completed a huge mural that
Duliding nd depicts famous black
entertainers. One might fault thel
mural as an incongruous element
in its Islamic setting. Still, it does
enliven a wall that was left barren
and ugly when an adjoining build-
ing was torn down some time
reincamated New Regal de-

serves a long and successful life. If
It can act as a catalyst for a
thriving new business cultural
corridor along 79th.Strect, so
much the better. The Gardners
deserve applause for bringing off
the entreprencurial end, and huz-
zahs must go to the patient crafts-
men who did the restoration
work. But see for yourself the next
time the New Regal books a show
T e

A guided tour of 1 ew Regal
will be held at 10 am. on o)
Jist, under sponsorship of the
Theatre Historical Society. A
donation of $5 will be requested.
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