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Discussing the present 

RESENT tendencies in theatre construc
tion make a new theatre in Chicago, the 
Music Box, one of the most interesting 

to be found. It is to a large degree represen
tative of a whole class of motion picture the
atre buildings which is growing la rger and 
larger and which we may expect will be the 
dominant one in the United States within 
rela tively a very short time. It is small-and 
there i·s no reason in either its design or cost 
why it could no t be even smaller. It is as 
decorative within its space as a motion picture 
theatre need be. And it is entirely com
petent, both in design and equipment, to func
tion as a hall in which to present the highly 
special kind of mechanized en terta inment 
which is the modern motion-ta lking picture. 

There has been the question, more and more 
persistent as motion picture theatres have 
grown more and more ornate, as to just how 
much the structure itself contributes to th e 
success of the theatrical enterprise operating 
it. In the early days, the picture was truly 
" the thing." Crude, inadequate to its pur
pose as it wa·s, it was the only thing that 
drew people into the hall in which its vague 
shadows jerked through streaked antics of 
li tt le rhyme and less reason. When the pic-

I 
I , 
• , 

I , , 
I 

I 

, 

,
/ 

• 

_.- _.-

• • 

". 

• •• -
, 
• 

/ •• r 

; , 
• 

" 

• 

, 

tendencies in construction in general and the new Music Box 
theatre in Chicago in particular 

By GEORGE SCHUTZ 

ture had developed to a sta te approxi mating 
its present abi lity to tell convincingly fine 
stories in pantomime, the theatre as a struc
ture was still plain a nd unnoteworthy. T here 
is reason to be lieve, from the chronology of 
the development of picture and theat re, that 
betterment of the former produced a move
ment toward betterment of the la tter. On the 
other hand, the view is tenable that the the
atre developed separately from the picture, 
that the "palace plus museum" idea in ar
chi tecture and furn ishings, arose directly 
from a des ire to exploit the thea tre itself and 
its allied structural features. In other words, 
it may be argued, the intention was far less 
to aid and abet the drama on the screen, 
than to sell the public a unique physical 
luxury. 

Because of financial necessity as well as the 
j usti1i.able desire to get all the profits possible, 
theatres grew and grew in size until the idea 
of g reat magnitude was ra ther generally in
separable from the success of the thea tre as 
an architectural work. The "deluxe" per
fo rmance had been added to the picture pro
gram, splendor was on sale in foyers, 
lounges and auditorium. T hus the whole 
tendency was toward a vast building with end-
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less soft-carpeted corridors, chambers full to 
overflowing with the lux ury of ancient kings, 
and an ente rta inment at least a half of which 
consisted in non-cinematic elements. 

The Music Box, which was designed by 
Stein born & Simon of Chicago, is constructed 
fo r only '>lotion picture shows. Naturally, for 
sound pictures. The auditor ium is rectangu
lar and well over half as wide as it is long. 
All seats are completely upholstered, there 
are a few drapes forming an integral part of 
the decorat ive scheme. Both acoustics and 
vision in the special degree required for mo
t ion pictures with sound, are good. 

The Music Box seats 800 on one floor. Al
though there is ' a narrow balcony, it is un
seated and now serves only the dual purpose 
of affording a means of access to the pro jec
tion room and of contributing to the decora
tive motif. It woul d, however, hold 200 chairs 
if these were needed. 

The theat re is par t of a st ructure hav ing 
eight stores, and on the second and third 
floors, apartments. E ntrance to the theatre is 
a t the extreme end of the bui ldi ng, and ad
mi ss ion to the auditorium is thro ugh a shal
low lobby, foyer capable of holdi ng 200 
standees, and an inner foyer directly in line 
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Upper L eft : 
Section Through Lobby 

Scale: 7S in. equals 1 ft . 

Upper R ight: 
Detail of Decorations 

Above Marquise 
Scale: X in. equals 1 ft . 

, Lef t: 
E levation Looking 

Toward Rear 
Scale: -fIT in. equals 1 ft. 
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Above: 
Front E levation 

Scale: 78 in. equals 1 ft . 

Right: 
Developed Elevation 

at Proscenium 
Scale: n in. equals 1 ft . 
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20 BETTER TH EATRES SECTION 

with the prior chambers, 
the auditorium being to 
the right, fo rming the 
longer arm of an "L" 
behind <l!bout five of the 
sto res, though sepa rated 
from them by an a lley
way. 

The theatre itse lf is 
Spanish, and the theatre 
front is a modificatio n 
of thi s moti f. The rest 
of the building is not 
so definitely m otivated, 
though various decora 
tive touches draw it into 
harmony with the front. 

Th e box office is close 
to the sidewalk, and at 
each side are fou r doo rs 
of art g lass. The box 
office has a n o rnam enta l 
plaster dome, w hile the 
basal part is in terra 
cotta fig ures. Above the 
en trance doors, the wall 
is decoratively worked 
ou t in ornam en tal leaded 
g lass resting on a panel 
of ca rved wood. Th e 
lobby floo r is notable. 
Co l 0 r e d tiling was 
cracked ind isc riminate ly 
and the pieces laid with
out any design. The re
s ui t i s a va ri egated 
broken f aience t il e floor 
of ,simpl e, lasting beauty 
and great durab ility. 
Th e fl oo r of the foye r is 
the same. 
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Above the marquise, a 
decorative feat ure of 
consid erable effective
ness which was econom
ically achieved, is a 
ta ll , arched "windov.,r," 
flanked by two sho rte r 
and narrower 0 n e s , 
mad e of terra cotta 
shaded to give the im 
pression of plate glass. 
These H·w indows" arc 
"leaded" with a darker 
shade of te rra co tta . 
This entire upper part 
of the theatre front, 
which ri ses in a broken 
a rch cons iderably above 

Detai l of Upper Portion of Theatre Front. Scale: X 

the rest of the building , 
is extensively treated 
decora t ively, practically the entire treatment 
bei ng in te rra cotta. Even th ree urns atop 
the front are of ter ra cotta. 

T he foye r is rectangular and of g-ood wid th. 
The wall s are of rough finished, two-toned 
g lazed plaster, with pilasters simi la rly treated. 
T he floor is bright with the broken faience 
treatment previously noted. In the co rner to 
the left of the ent rance to the inner foyer, 
is a buil t-in decorative fountain, in th e basin 
of which swim gold fish. Th ro ugh three 
doors to the right, pat rons are admitted to 
the inner foyer, which curves around behi nd 
the auditorium. This is ca r peted and f ur
nished as a gene ral lounge. Th e walls are 
done as elsewhere in the thea tre, in rough
fil1lshed plaster, and above is an ornamenta l 
plaster beam ce iling. Towa rd one end of th is 
foyer, which is m ore appropriately a corrido r, 
and toward th e ou ter side is the m en' s retir-. , 
mg room, and at the other end, that fo r the 
women. There a re four pairs of doors lead
ing to the audi torium. the aisles being eq ually 
divided , starting at the ext reme sides. 

Defin itely, though simply, Spanish is the 
auditorium, which is a lso atmospheric. The 
walls are worked out in a se ri es of columns 
and intervening panels on the upper part, with 
decorative li gh t coves set at intervals against 
the ro ugh-fin ished wall surface a long the 
lower part. T here is no stage other than a 
small platform f or th e screen and horns, and 
no organ loft as such. H owever, the re is a 

proscenium arch and the usua l type of t reat
ment at the adj o in ing sides. This t r eatment 
consi·sts in a S pani sh bui lding effect ach ieved 
by a door way with balcony and a rched win
dow above, at the poin t closest to the stage, 
then a tower and then, to connect the w hole 
with the series of co lwnns, a decl ining Span
ish t iled roof effect, beneath which, set in the 
wa ll , is a small g rill e-balconied arch. The 
proscenium is unvaulted. T wo ornamental 
p laster fig u res suppo rt ing a deco rated beam, 
forms the design. 

At th e rea r of the aud itorium, the balcony 
enters into the Spanish mot if by m eans of a 
g rill ed ra iling across which hang here and 
the re, Span ish shawls and pennants. 

Th e ceiling is trea ted as a sky, with twin
k ling sta rs in front of w hich pass clouds sup
p lied by two Brenkert cloud effect mach ines. 

A ll , o r prac ti cally all, lighti ng in the M usic 
Box is of the cove type. The onl y excep
tions are a few bracket fixtur es. 

The heating and ve nti lati ng sys tem is of the 
upward type . The air en te rs the heate rs 
through ducts from the roof , is admitted to 
the auditorium through mushrooms, and ri s
ing, is draw n off by fans located beh ind the 
arches (the usual pos ition of the organ loft) 
ad joining the proscenium . A ir is introduced 
at the rate of 22,000 cubic feet pe r minute, 
and is drawn off at the rate o f 16,000 cubic 
feet. Thu s there is a complete change of air 
s ix times an hour. No cooling system has 
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been in stalled , though 
means of coo lin g the air 
before in t roduction to 
the auditorium can be 
eas ily added to the pres
ent system, The ai r is 
automaticall y humidified 
in the hea ting apparatu·s. 

This house was buil t 
at a cost (including the 
seats) of about $ 110,000. 
The tota l building cost 
about $260,000. Theatre 
equipment, exclusive of 
sea ts, cost approximate
ly $35,000. 

, / ",,v . rt "~4, '::orrll · 
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The b u i 1 din g was 
erected by a regional 
business o rganization, 
th e Southport Avenue 
Businessm en's Associa
tion . The thea tre is op
erated by L aske r & 
Sons, which firm oper
ates several of the 
s m a II e r neighborhood 
houses in Chicago. 
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Th e accompanying 
plans indicate the lay
out o f the thea tre and 
the deta il·s of som e of 
its more interes ting dec
orative f eatures. A p
plicable, of course, to no 
other proj ect specifically, 
they yet show the meth
od employed by the 
architects in planning a 
theat re w h i c h, both 
aesthetically and me
chani cally, is eminently 
adapted to the b usiness 
of presenting m otion 
picture ente rtainment, 
and w hich in its general 
aspects, at least, r epre
sents the smaller, though 
c h a r m i n g and well 
equipped, sound picture 
thea tre which is rapidly 
taking the place o f th e 
"dehDce" palace in the 
larger proportion of the .. 
atre construction activ
ity. 

lt1 . equals 1 ft. 
There wi ll always be 

a demand for the super
theatre, of course, in the 
principal business sec
tions of the large citie·s. 
A nd cities grow still 

large r, principal bus iness sections increase. 
But while the g reat centers we re getti ng their 
presen t palatia l theat res, the fo rmer, less 
mode rn type of small theatre remained much 
as it had been. It i,s the la tter ' which is 
changing, even though it still must be com
paratively small. The talking picture unques
t ionably refocused public attention on the 
screen, and it necessarily must be screen 
enter tai nment which the smaller theatre can 
sell. Logica lly. thi s means an increase in the 
public appeal of the smaller house, with the 
possibl e g reater intimacy which it affords. 
W hat is required is that it be as complete 
aestheticall y and m echani cally, within its own 
space, as its huge m odern brother. 

As to th e drawing power which a theat re 
has as a monument to a rchitecture and dec
orati ve a rts, th is must be cons'iderable, less, 
pe rhaps, to the exten t that the publi c is perma
nent ly attracted by these things than because 
things contri bute to a theatre's whole person
ality. But the idea of magn itude is not an 
essential one even to the architectural success 
of a theat re. The lavish , th e overwhelming 
replet ion of costliness marked an era in thea
t re design w hen all thi s decorative display 
fo rm ed a large part of wha t the theatre had 
to sell. It would seem that we have returned 
to a tim e wh en the picture is "the thing," and 
even the sma ll house can be as architecturally 
completely adapted to that purpose- as the 
large. 
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