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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The following description was written by Larry Alan Beers for the National
Register:

"Built of brick with stone-faced facade in 1928, the Ohio Theatre is one of
the most magnificent structures of its type extant in the United States.
A massive building, the theater is about two hundred feet square, and stands
nearly eight stories tall., Though the exterior is rather severe, the interior
is extremely ornate.

Ed
The north side of the theater shows the only embellishments on the exterior.
The entrance is recessed in the center three bays of the five bay facade.
This section is columned above the first floor (storefront and marquee)
level, while the end bays are pilastered. Above the second stage are windows
across the facade with pilasters between.

A long row of brass doors are provided for ingress and egress at the front of
the theater. Upon entering the foyer, one is overwhelmed by the intricate
gesso wall decorations. The lobby reaches nearly three stories to the ceiling,
and is graced by a huge, crystal chandelier. Wide stairways lead to the upper
levels on the east and west sides. Below the lobby and on the first level up-
stairs are lounges for men and women. At one time, the walls and ceilings of
these areas were decorated with intricate, hand-painted designs. Fortunately,
much of this decoration remains and the present owner is actively restoring
the remainder to its original appearance. Again, in the main part of the
theater, the walls and ceilings around the seating area are embellished with
elaborate gilt and gesso decorations. A significant feature of the theater

is the '"Mighty Morton'" theatre pipe organ, which is one of the finest in the
Nation. The original swagged brocade curtains remain at the doorways and the
main stage curtain is also original.

The following account, quoted from The Country Music Star News, December,
1972, clearly describes the theater on opening night:

"As forty handsome ushers, resplendent in brand new uniforms, directed the
audience to the plushiest seats the American Seat Company had ever made,
feet sank into luxurious carpeting."

"The bronze drinking fountain, stained glass chandeliers, lavish velvet
draperies and a specially built player grand piano caused further ripples of
excitement as many hurried up the sweeping stairways to lean over the bronze
railings of the mezzanine to catch the splendor below."

"Elaborate gold leaf-covered carvings soared above the proscenium, and a
richly brocaded curtain hid the stage. Marvelously draped boxes were seen
on the east and west walls; high overhead a blazing chandelier with clusters
of electric candelabra and tiny flying horses was noted before the lights
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Ohio Theatre was designed during the golden age of movie palace construc-
tion by one of the most prolific and best known architects, Thomas White
Lamb, whose career began in 1909 designing for William Fox in New York. One
of the few remaining "palaces" that is fully refurbished and occupied today,
the Columbus, Ohio building is a magnificent example of the gilded extrava-

~ganzas that afforded escape from the ugly realities of the Depression.

Thomas Lamb and "Opera House John' Ebersan were the most famous theatre
architects of the 1920's working for the Fox Brothers and the flamboyant

S. L. Rothapfel - "Roxy'" as his friends called him. Movie Palace construction
reached its zenith in 1927 when the ten million dollar Roxy Theatre was built
on Broadway in New York.

Lamb designed more than 300 theatres all over the world in a variety of
styles; Adam, French Baroque, Louis XVI, Italian, Hispano-Suiza, Hindu and
Persian. At first they were "high class'" (two balconies and an orchestra
pit), later referred to as "de luxe," when the familiar first balcony came
to be known as the loge.

Ben Hall describes the design process: ''The movie palace architect's most
valuable ally was the decorator, for without him the pleasure domes would
have been as barren as dirigible hangars. All through the planning and
building stages they worked together to create just the right effect of awe
mingled with euphoria on the absorbent Ids of moviegoers. The decorator
usually moved in after the structure was fairly well completed to deck the
hall with boughs of gold leaf and all the other trappings that were his
stock in trade, ‘

Though there were a number of first-class professional theatre decorators in
the field, Mrs. William Fox was not one of them. From days of watching the
cash box and nights of poring over plans while her husband built his theatre
chain from a few ten-cent shows to what finally became--for a few months--
the giant of all the chains, Mrs. Fox had developed the business acumen of
Hetty Green combined with the decorative flair of a demented Elsie DeWol fe.
She climbed stairs to factories and lofts to see with her own eyes how
furniture and decorations were made. She knew all the problems; even seat
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dimmed. The rich sound of the orchestra was heard. As they rose majestically
into view from the orchestra pit, this novelty brought forth thunderous
applause. The orchestra sank from sight, and velvet curtains parted to show

a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer newsreel. The George Lyons, master of ceremonies for
the day, appeared in front of the curtain and presented a display of the
magic the theater offered. He explained the orchestra life (a screw jack)

the organ elevator, and ran the gamut of lighting effects."

"Henry B. Murtaugh was on the bench of the Robert Morton theatre organ as it
arose from the pit. His performance was followed by a stage show...a
vaudeville type revue. After the dancing girls, the first movie ever shown
at the Ohio came on. A silent movie, starring Greta Garbo as '"The Divine
Woman'."

The following description is by Thomas Lamb which appeared in an article
interviewing him in 1928 in the Motion Picture News:

"In the auditorium one finds the side walls are divided into bays or sections,
in the center of each there is an elaborate shrine, as it were, of carved
walnut and gold. This is surrounded by numerous coves which turn and mitre
upon each other in the most intricate manner, and being gilded reflect the
light in as many directions as there are planes. But rising above these
shrines, there is one vast dome of gold culminating in a star formation of
rich relief ornament. This vast dome of gold is completely covered with
modern painted ornamentation, a semi-natural, semi-conventional ornament of
flowers, leaves and birds. While this seems to grow naturally nevertheless
it yields, as it were, to a law of pattern and design. The ceiling gradually
merges into a sounding board. This is one of the most original schemes

ever produced in theatre decoration. It is one vast surface of deep red,
completely covered with stars of innumerable sizes and shapes, closely
spaced, in fact, almost touching. It forms a mosaic of gold, silver and red,
but of such variation and such play of pattern, that it defies the mind to
discover the pattern on which it is built. Its effectiveness lies in its
texture of metal stars spattered and super-imposed upon a ground of red.

The sounding board, in turn, through various transitions passes on to the
proscenium arch, which is burnished gold on the richest of relief ornament,
with touches of red in the background.

This theatre auditorium is probably as rich an interior as will be found in
the country, and with all there is created no feeling of gaudiness, that
result which the decorator has most to fear.'

GPO 892 455 87
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upholstery had to be tested for the effects of perspiration, of Lucky Tiger
hair pomade, and for wearing qualities versus cost. And the saving of her
husband's money was one of her passions....

Thomas Lamb's great San Francisco Fox was her masterpiece. This time she
forsook factories and lofts and went to Europe instead, returning with a
boatload of treasures that had San Franciscans goggle-eyed on opening night.
But the first pinch of the Depression was just being felt, and Mrs. Fox was
loudly criticized by some of her husband's lieutenants for her extravagance.
If they had seen her haggling like a rug merchant in Continental curio shops,
they might have been less caustic. And in the eyes of at least one young
gentleman of San Francisco, Mrs. Fox was completely vindicated; he spent an
entire afternoon--while his parents were in the auditorium being dazzled by
the Fanchon § Marco spectacle and the Mightiest Wurlitzer west of the
Rockies--sitting in all the thrones in the lobby, one after another.'"l

Lamb himself discussed his Ohio Theatre in 1928: '"A still further departure
from the classical and the palatial type of interior is the Ohio Theatre in
Columbus, Ohio, which is probably the most gorgeous in color scheme of any
of the theatres discussed. It is a particularly successful rendering of the
best that Spain has produced, but at the same time, it has many of the
virtues of that which is most modern in decoration.

For the last few centuries we have been copying and re-hashing our European
styles, and adding little to that which has already been done. There has in
recent years been a decided movement and a successful one to create something
that should represent our own century. But neither extreme is entirely
right. Both may be blended and this has been accomplished in this theatre.

It contains the sumptuousness of Spain and the intricacy and construction

of our modern art. The lobbies in this theatre are not as important as in
some theatres, but they are extremely well thought out. One immediately
feels that the color scheme is Spanish. It predominates in red and yellow.”2

1Hall, Ben, The Best Remaining Seats, Bramhall House, N. Y., 1951, pp. 109-
110.
2Motion Picture News, June 30, 1928, unpaged.
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Larry Beers in his National Register form states: 'Blessed with a gorgeous
interior and perfect acoustics, the Ohio Theatre did not always have as
bright a future as it does today. In 1969 the Loew's theater chain sold the
Ohio Theatre to a holding company threatening to raze the theater and sell

the land to the state of Ohio for the site for a new state office building.

A public drive for donations was begun. Fortunately, the fund drive was
successful, and the theater was purchased for $1.8 million by the Columbus
Association for the Performing Arts. The state office building was erected
elsewhere. The Association has been the most beneficial owner of the building,
working meticulously to restore the Ohio to its original condition. Even now,
the work that has been completed makes the Ohio Theatre one of the finest
early twentieth century theaters in existence."3

3Beers, Larry, National Register Nomination Form
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Parcel No. 1:

Being Inlots Number Four Hundred Forty (440) and Four Hundred Forty-one (441)
in said City of Columbus, Ohio, as the same are numbered and delineated upon
the recorded plat of said City, of record in Deed Book "P", Page 332, Re-
corder's Office, Franklin County, Ohio, and also all that portion of Inlot
Number Four Hundred Thirty-nine (439) in said City of Columbus, Ohio, lying
between the west line of Inlot 440 and a line drawn parallel thereto 26 feet
and 8 inches east of the center line of said Inlot No. 439, the premises
hereby conveyed being the second parcel described in a certain deed from
Edward T. Mithoff and wife to said Helen Chittenden Ziegler, as Helen Ziegler,
dated September 13, 1905, and recorded in Deed Book 411, Page 568, in said
Recorder's Office,

Parcel No., 2:

Being Inlots Numbers Four Hundred Thirty-eight (438) and Four Hundred Thirty-
nine (439) in the City of Columbus, Ohio, as the same are numbered and
delineated upon the recorded plat thereof, of record in Deed Book 'P', Page
332, Recorder's Office, Franklin County, Ohio, excepting therefrom four feet
and seven inches (4 ft. 7 in.) off of the east side of said Inlot Four
Hundred Thirty-nine (439) be the same, more or less, but subject to all

legal highways.
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