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Shuttered since the 2014 closing
of The Fabulous Palm Springs
Follies, the Plaza Theatre now has
aroadmap to restoration.
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On a toasty June day, a dozen people sit on the stage of the Plaza Theatre
without air conditioningand lighting. Cavernous stillness — emphasized by
the shabbiness of the theater’s 800 empty seats — underlies their reason for
being here: to save the forlorn venue. Despite the faded glamour, it’s easy to
see whathad been here 83 years ago.

OnNov. 27,1936, Palm Springs’local newspaper announced that “undoubt-
edly the finest playhouse in any community of this size” was debuting with
the world premiere of the George Cukor-directed Camille starring Greta
Garbo. The Desert Sun reported not only that “metropolitan newspapers
will send their feature writers to cover the event” but also that “the entire
[Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer] organization is at the command of manager Earle
Strebe for the opening night.”

On the eve of that gala event, the newspaper praised the Mirrophonic
sound system that“willbe given amostsevere test...before the greatest galaxy
of stars ever assembled in any theatre at any one performance.”

The Plaza Theatre — with its prominent sign and tucked-back facade on
downtown’s main corridor — awaits asimilar show of love. It’sbeen shuttered
since The Fabulous Palm Springs Follies ended its 23-year run on May 18,2014.

“Our greatest gemissitting there tarnished,” Palm Springs Councilman J.R.
Robertssaysof the city-owned property. “Somuch of what we are today links
backto the Plaza. When Hollywood came to play, that was theirlivingroom.”

ASAPLAZA THEATRE “usherette” from the age 0f15t0 18, Barbara Foster
made popcorn, sold tickets, picked up cigarette butts, checked bathroom
cleanliness, and monitored the goings on ofbalcony patrons.

“I'was crazyinlove with the theater,” she says of the venue she first saw on
ahouse-scouting trip with her fatherin1942.

Foster’s parentsleft Palm Springs within ayear of moving here but allowed
her to stay on the condition she find housing and work to pay for it. After
school, she sold clothes at the posh boutique Desmond’s, grabbed dinner at
Louise’s Pantry adjacent to the theater, and then ushered at the Plaza.

In addition to film screenings, Foster recalls, “We had many community
events there, including Desert Circus Insanities, dance recitals, and Jack
Bennyradioshows on Sundays when there was nomovie playing. Theypaid
me togethighschool kids to come and laugh during the [Benny] tapings. The
showwasalwaysinterestingbecause the writers would bringin whoeverwas
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staying at the Racquet Club,” she says, referring to
Charlie Farrell’s Hollywood-crowd getaway and
adding that she herself performed in an Insanities
chorusline.

Foster’sconnection to the theater extendsto her
late husband Bill Foster, a Palm Springs council-
man in the late 1970s when a Plaza Theatre lessor
demolished its streetside ticket booth (see “The
Cast of Players,” page 69). In his ire, he pushed for
establishing a Historic Site Preservation Board
(formedin1981).

Like Councilman Foster, Roberts’ passion for
preservation spurs him to action — in his case, to
help breathe new life into the Plaza Theatre.

“I realized the city had no budget [for renova-
tion],” he says. “The only way to do it was to get the
city council excited about it and recognize how
importantitis to our city and our brand.”

The city hired Los Angeles-based design firm
Gensler, which found the theater to be struc-
turally sound and estimated restoration to cost
$10 million to $12 million, including a reduction
to 674 seats, enclosing the outdoor “lobby,” taking
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The gem of Palm Canyon Drive
could soon enjoy anew life of live
performancesand film screenings.

\

over an abutting office for dressing rooms, and installing new lighting,

“We have a roadmap of what to do,” says Roberts, who co-chairs the
steering committee to raise restoration money with Mayor Robert Moon.
“ILam hoping we can [amass necessary capital] in two years or less.

“We held a public forum, and more than 350 people showed up to tell us
they wantitrestored for community use,” Roberts says. “Ultimately, the
city council will decide; my dream s thatithas multiple uses” Concepts
floated by the steering committee include live performances, film screen-
ings, and educational lectures and community events.

The committee has designated a variety of naming opportunities as
wellas 100 founder positions.

Palm Springs Preservation Foundation president Gary Johns presented
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$50,000 to Roberts for the restoration in June.
This month, Modernism Week joined them with
a$100,000 donation.

“Any building is more than a two-dimensional
fagade you drive past,” notes former Palm Springs
mayor Will Kleindienst, who leads tours of the
Plaza area, including the theater. “If you don’t
understand why that structure is relevant, you
miss out on its great and significant contribution
toward the city’s legacy. I don’t just look at it and
seeatheater whereI could watchmovies. For me,
itis the whole story.”




“SOMUCH

OF WHAT WE
ARETODAY
LINKS BACKTO
THEPLAZA’
—J.R.ROBERTS

THE
CAST

OF
PLAYERS

After bringing movies to the public in
the Frances Stevens School auditorium
and opening the Palm Springs and El
Paseo theaters, Earle Strebe served as
thelogical choiceto operate the theater
component of a $1 million, mixed-
use project built in 1936 by National
Cash Register Company heiress Julia
Carnell. Strebelaunched Plaza Theatre
with a world premiere attended by
Hollywood elite and within afewyears
added live performances, which grew
toinclude international acts.

“The ladies in evening gowns, the
men in tuxedos, spotlights playing in
the sky, and the huge throng of spec-
tators at the theatre entrance who
came to view the first-nighters carried
many a cosmopolitan individual back
to gay opening nights on Broadway
and caused one to forget for amoment
that this is Palm Springs, a desert out-
post,” The Desert Sun reported when
Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo appeared
in1940.

The following year, Jell-O spon-
sored Jack Benny radio-show tapings.
That fall, the sixth season of films
began with the landmark Citizen Kane.

In the early 1950s, Strebe kept the
theater open on weekends throughout
the summer and installed stereophonic
sound equipment and a wide-angle
Magnaglow Astrolite screen designed
for Cinemascope.

The sands shifted in 1974 when
he turned over the leases and opera-
tion of his Palm Springs theaters to
Century Cinema Circuit, which a
year later merged with Metropolitan
Theatres. In1980, the theater caved to
the growing competition of cineplexes.
Metropolitan split Plaza Theatre into
two screening rooms and demolished

the sidewalk ticket booth. Eight years
later, it offered its lease to the city and
donated $200,000 in equipment and
cash forrestoring the venue to asingle
auditorium.

OnFeb. 25,1989, The Desert Sun pub-
lished on its opinion page then-Mayor
Sonny Bono’s argument that the city,
despite a budget deficit, should reno-
vate the theater to make it available for
film and live entertainment. “Our eco-
nomic priorities are to keep hotel rooms
full and keep the central business dis-
trictalive,” he wrote. “The preservation
and restoration of the Plaza Theatre
will pay high dividends onboth counts.”

Overthe nextcouple ofyears, the city
undertook buildingimprovements and
opened the theater in January 1990 for
Bono’s pet project, the inaugural Palm
Springs International Film Festival.

The followingyear, the Plazabecame
home to The Fabulous Palm Springs
Follies. Riff Markowitz, freshly retired
from a performing and producing
career in Canada, showed up to volun-
teer during spring break, according to
Tuck Broick, mayor pro tem atthe time.
“Igotto know hisbackground and said,
‘Riff, we have a theater downtown, and
we’ve got to do something withit.”

Despitelack of productionresources,
Markowitz saw the potential for a
vaudeville-style revue.

“He madeithappen,” Broick says of
the productionthatgarnered interna-
tional attention and a loyal following.
He himself attended the first Follies
show in 1991, the last Follies show in
2014, and every New Year’s Eve per-
formance between them. “It brought
everythingback tolife.”

To help save the Plaza Theatre, visit
savetheplazatheaterps.com
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PLAZA
THEATRE

IN
EIGHT
DECADES

1936

Julia Carnell
builds $1 million
Plaza project;
aslessee, Earle
Strebe opens
Plaza Theatre
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1951

Carnell’s heirs
(she diedin
1944) sell the
property toan
investor; Plaza

Investment Co.

purchases it at
auction after

abankruptcy
filing

Investment Co.
sells the theater
to Strebe

1974

Strebe [eases
theater to
Century
Cinema Circuit

L

Metropolitan
Theatre (merged
with Century
Cinemain 1975)
partitions the
theater into two
screening rooms
and removes
sidewalk ticket
booth

1988

Palm Springs’
Community
Redevelopment
Agency enters
intoalease/
purchase
agreement with
Strebe family

members




1989
1901

City invests

in “adaptive
reuse” projects
at the theater

1991

Theater gains
Class | Historic
Site status;
city leases it to
Riff Markowitz
and Mary
Jardin for The
Fabulous Palm
Springs Follies
(beginning
January 1992)

1998

Redevelopment
agency
acquires
theater for
$1,925,498

2014

Follies presents
its final show

2015

Per

dissolution of
redevelopment
agencies,

city acquires
theater for $1

2018

City approves
an expenditure
of $96,840
for adesign
and feasibility
study

The theater was a starattraction
duringin the 23-year run of
The Fabulous Palm Springs Follies.

City forms a
restoration steering
committee; Palm
Springs Preservation
Foundation makes
$50,000 grant to
kick-start fundraising
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The theater’s Spanish-style
architectureinspired other

buildings in Palm Springs.

SPANISH

SPLENDOR

Promotional collateral for the Plaza Theatre includes a “Beauty of Design”

description. Here are excerpts:

Architecturally, it is of the modi-
fied Spanish type, its general lines
according with the other handsome
structures which compose the
new million-dollar Plaza project.
Itis conceded to be one of the most
remarkable and architecturally
interesting of this entire building
group which was conceived and
designed throughoutby gifted Harry
J. Williams, member ofthe architec-
tural firm of Schenck and Williams
of Dayton, Ohio and Palm Springs.

...[O]ne enters to see, on either side,
gardenwalls with little Spanish cot-
tages peepingover them. Illuminat-
ed by softlights, the cottages appear
tobe occupied.

To reproduce the sky, the design-
ers employed soft, gray blue, which,
combined withlightblueneonlights,
givesalovely twilightcolor. Thereis

theimpression of infinite line, there
being no angles in the ceiling. The
skytoohasitsseveral constellations
which are ingeniously reproduced.
The illumination is from above and
penetrates through tiny openings
no larger than the lead of a pencil.
This gives the desired impression
of extreme heighth. To add to this
remarkable effect, some of the stars
areonblinkers and fade offand onas
do those of the real heavens. Cloud
effects may also be obtained by spe-
ciallighting.

As Mr. Williams explains there
is nothing like this theatre in the
United States. In one or two places,
somethingsimilarhasbeen attempt-
ed —Dbutthere the comparison ends.
Palm Springs, by reason of its own
distinctive charm, demanded dif-
ferent treatment in its new theatre
—and obtainedit.
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