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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Pabst Theatet is abrectangular building measuring some 148 feet east-west
by 80 feet north-south. On the first story, south and west walls.are chiefly
light gray sandstone; above this level, they are St. Louis pressed brick,
with ornament of stone, brick, terra cotta, and pressed metal. The south
(principal) elevation is further embellished by a single-story ornamental
iron porch which extends most of the width of the facade. The north wall is
Milwaukee common brick, as is the east wall, which, it should be noted, was
left in its present naked and homely state by demolition of the building's
east wing forty-odd years ago. The main entrance is located near the east
end of the south elevation. Here four sets of metal-clad double doors give
access to the entrance foyer which opens into the main lobby. Within the
building the theater is oriented east-west, having lobbies, public cloak-
rooms, restrooms, and staircases on the east, stage, dressing rooms, equipment
rooms, and the like on the west, and the ¢omed auditorium between. The
auditorium proper consists of maim level and two balconies and presently
seats 1549. Auditorium and public areas on the east are covered by a gambrel
roof, the stage by a convex mansard.

Newspaper accounts of 1895 tell us that Frederick Pabst spent "upwards of
$300,000" to build, furnish, and equip his theater, sparing no expense in
creating a magnificent :edifice, with magnificence defined not only in terms
pf costly materials, luxurious appointments, and elaborate ornament but also
in terms of stage facilities, audience accommodations, acoustics, and safety.
The stage was flexible and well-equipped; every seat in the house commanded
gn unobstructed view of the stage; acoustics were excellent; and it was
described in 1895 as "the most thoroughly fireproof [theater] in the world."

In planning the Pabst the architect, Otto Straack, made no attempt to copy
the earlier theater on the site, as regards either interior or exterior,
though both designs shared remotely Italian ancestry. Journalists of 1895
described the Pabst as "Italian renaissance" in style, but it cannot be
counted among those rather literal classical revival buildings that were ap-
pearing in great number throughout our nation by the mid-1890's. Rather it
is, as20th century commentators have noted, a grand example of the "opulent
Victorian Baroque," with Renaissance sources very freely and richly
interpreted. The interior was particularly lavish. In foyer, main, the
mezzanine lobbies was wainscot of gold Siena marble, with base and chair
ail of green marble.

obbies were fitted with gold scagliola columns and marble and plaster
pilasters in the Ionic order and were crowned by paneled ornamental plaster
eilings. A splendid white marble staircase joined the two lobbies. In the
i- m, side and rear walls were punctuated by Ionic pilasters. The

ce ~6m‘arch, in the west wall, was set in a large rectangular panel with
éﬁ&ﬁlé&(aanels above the arch at north and south having ornamental plaster
P rid 1 Tﬂ@'archivolt was heavily encrusted with decorative plaster work, -
and a sculéi’re of Apollo with Tragedy and Comedy surmounted the proscenium.
NATdoNyells ;mét the proscenium at shallow angles and contained the box seats.
6i%ings éﬁ oxes and balconies were righly decorated. Crowning the

i{m/was a shallow circular dome which rose above a richly ornamented
rnice, about the base of which were pilaster-framed plaques bearing
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

In recognition of its historical and architectural significance, the Pabst
Theater was named a Milwaukee Landmark in 1967. And, as indicated, it was
documented for the Historic American Buildings Survey in 1969-7Q. Both the
Milwaukee Landmarks Commission resolution and the HABS report remark on the
important role that the Pabst has played in Milwaukee's cultural life. The
latter states: "In 75 years of almost continuous use the Pabst has welcomed
a dazzling array of talent presenting a kaleidoscopic variety of theatrical
and musical performances. It began, of course, as a German theater, opening
. « « with 'Zwei Wappen,' a comedy by Oscar Blumenthal and Gustav Kadelburg
that had premiered at the Lessing Theater in Berlin on November 18, 1894.

« « « And from the 189Q0's until World War I the Pabst featured German-
language productions. Many writers have observed that these years were par-
ticularly rich ones in Milwaukee's cultural history, witnessing an impressive
flowering of the arts and letters, and while none would assign exclusive
credit for this to the city's German-Americans all concede that their con-
tributions--including the Pabst Theater~-were very significant indeed,
earning for Milwaukee the flattering nickname "Deutsch-Athen,"

Architecturally, the Pabst is a fine example of late Victorian design in
Milwaukee. It was designed by German-born Qtto Straack (Strack), who, if
not one of the city's most distinguished architects, was well-regarded
locally not only for his work on the theater but also for a number of
buildings at the Pabst-Brewing Company and several elaborate

residences.

Finally, it should be noted that the Pabst isHMilwaukee's last surviving
19th century theater. . ‘ ' :




fi

Wietczykowski, Mary Ellen, "HABS

12, December, 1971

The HABS data report includes a four-page bibliography.
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7. DESCRIPTION

And, as it happens, much of this sumptuous design has survived the years. On
the exterior, south, west, and north elevations have undergone only minor
modification; a few openings have been bricked up, several new openings created,
new fire escapes installed. On the facade, a small balcony has been removed
and a large vertical sign set in place. The interior has seen considerably
more alteration, but, even so, substantial portions of the original remain.
The most significant changes were made in 1928-29. These included: 1) recon-
struction of the foundations; 2) installation of new heating and ventilating
systems and new lighting; 3) redesign and rebuilding of most basement spaces;
4) alterations to the stage, including installation of new flooring and
removal of fly gallery and freight elevator; 5) in the theater proper, lowering
and enlarging the orchestra pit, removal of the box seats and redesign of these
areas, installation of new seating on main level and in the first balcony and
alteration of the seating arrangement in these areas; 6) in the lobbies, re-
moval of the original staircase and construction of a new staircase from
salvaged materials and bricking up of doorways joining lobbies and east wing
(the surviving section of the 1870-71 building). And, as is to be expected,
the entire interior was redecorated at this time. No really important
changes have been made since the 1920's, except, of course, demolition of the
east wing. Only minor alterations were carried out in connection with the
much-publicized renovation project of 1961.

The Pabst not only retains most of its Victorian flavor but also:.continues to
be a goad theater, with good acoustics and good facilities for performers and
audiences. This is not to say that the building's condition is all that it
might be, however. The theater is structurally sound, but it is badly in need

of repair (as well as redecoration). Thoroughly renovated, it could serve the |
community for many years to come.
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