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C E N T U R Y
merica’s vintage movie
palaces are both invaluable
treasures and white elephants.
Grand examples of rococo design, they
were lavish showplaces for the products of
Hollywood’s palmy days, when radio was,
for most people, the only entertainment
alternative, and the 500-channel universe
wasn’t yet a dream.
Many theatres were lost during the years
of Hollywood’s postwar decline. Not all of
them succumbed to the wrecker’s ball,
however, and many survivors have been
restored to their original glories.
But not, however, to their original uses;
many theatres have become performing arts
centers housing dance, concerts, musicals,
and other types of entertainment.
Sometimes, the results aren’t pretty; sightlines can be problematic, acoustics can be
a nightmare, and, as for stage depth and
wing space—well, don’t even ask.
The California Theatre in San Jose, a
late-20s movie house, languished for years
in development hell, as one feasibility study
after another was commissioned. When the
project went forward, it was with the surprising goal of turning it into an opera
house. At the same time, the renovation had
to accommodate the needs of a principal
patron, an expert in film history, who didn’t
want the theatre’s interior compromised by
visible stage technology. Further complicating matters was the late appearance of
another user, Symphony Silicon Valley.
Nevertheless, those involved in the
newest version of the California Theatre
have managed to preserve its original identity while making it adaptable to various uses.
The result ultimately vindicates the project’s
long, long gestation period; according to
Steve Pollock of Auerbach-PollockFriedlander, the theatre consultant, the
California Theatre was “one of the first projects I worked on when I started in this
office” in 1985. “And that,” he adds, “was
the second study.” There would be five.

A

“The finest theatre in California”
Originally named the Fox Theatre, it was
built in 1927; the architects were Peter
Weeks and William Day, who designed
many theatres; they were also responsible
for San Jose’s Sainte Claire Hotel. As
opposed to many other movie palaces of
the period, which employed a kind of fauxOriental theme, Weeks and Day’s theatres
typically blended Spanish and Italianate
design elements.
That’s the case with the California
Theatre, with the addition of some
Southwestern American ideas as well.
Details include heraldic shields decorated
with authentic Spanish coats-of-arms, stucco walls, red tiling, and a timbered ceiling (in
the lobby). According to local journalist
Richard von Busack, “The design elements—pan-Spanish, movie-theatre
baroque, Mission, and more—only start to
get dizzying when you tally them up. While
they never really collide visually, it’s remarkable to see a theatre that incorporates both
Charles V and Junipero Serra.”
Called “the finest theatre in California” on
its opening day, the Fox thrived well into the
era of Cinemascope. However, it underwent
a decline in the 60s, passing through the
hands of various owners, finally closing in
1973. It sat, unused, for more than a
decade, then was purchased in 1985 by the
San Jose Redevelopment Agency.
However, the troubles were just beginning, as a number of studies, proposing various uses, was commissioned. "The sticking
point on all of them," says Pollock, "was
that the stage was only 27' deep and the
alley, which was one floor below stage level,
was shared by the Sainte Claire Hotel,
Original Joe's Restaurant, and Il Fornaio
[another eatery]. Everything came to a halt
when it came to getting additional stage
depth and loading access."
The deadlock was broken by the participation of David Packard, son of the cofounder of Hewlett-Packard and head of the
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Packard Humanities Institute, who partnered
with the San Jose Redevelopment Agency
on the project. “He urged a meeting
between the commercial stakeholders on
the north side of the alley,” says Pollock; a
solution, detailed below, was found.
The project required six years of work at
a cost of $75 million, a third of which was
contributed by Packard, a nationally recognized expert in film preservation, who saw
the California Theatre as a premium venue
in which to show vintage films.

PHOTO BY TIM GRIFFITH

The theatre’s marquee and blade sign, above,
were recreated after considerable detective
work. The photo on the right-hand side shows
the false proscenium, which is one of the
auditorium’s distinctive design touches.

THE THEATRICAL LIGHTING AND
SOUND SYSTEMS WERE
DESIGNED TO BE INVISIBLE TO
THE AVERAGE AUDIENCE
MEMBER. “WE BASICALLY
TUCKED THE LIGHTING AWAY,”
SAYS SCHINDLER.
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Expanding the facility
Kurt Schindler, of ELS Architecture and
Urban Design, says “There had been deterioration, mostly due to water damage. The
plaster work in the auditorium and foyers
was about 90% there. A private party
bought the building in the 70s and started to
repaint it, but then stopped—and the
repainting job was nothing like the original,
so much of it was hidden or disguised. Also,
the seating had been taken out.”
In addition, says Schindler, there was the
question of what the original theatre looked
like: “There’s always a lot of investigative
work. If you find photographs or drawings,
you’re in great shape. This one had 19 of
the original drawings, including some architectural plans—probably half of the drawings it took to build the building.”
The architect says the building's primary
tenant is Opera San Jose; the company's
opening production was Mozart's The
Marriage of Figaro. However, Schindler
adds, "The second user was Apple
Computers, who did a product launch of the
iPod. Then David Packard showed the film
Casablanca for eight nights."
And, echoing Pollock, Schindler says,
"The reason the project was stalled for ten
or 12 years was that the stage wasn't big
enough for modern productions. We did a
feasibility study in 1998—there was a service alley, which served three other buildings,
all of them historic." As a result of the meeting with Packard and the owners of businesses that used the alley, however, "we
found a way to move the service alley to
another street. [See site plans, page 71.]
Then we could build a new stage house,
expanding the original 13' deep, adding 20'
of height and 20' of width. Once we solved
that problem, the project moved ahead." As
part of the solution, the side of the new
stage was raised 3' to allow a 10' high tunnel underneath the counterweight rigging
locking rail platform to connect the new
service alley to the Sainte Claire Hotel.
The expanded stage house can accommodate Opera San Jose's productions; it
also allows the company to trade sets with
other opera companies.
The next step was to address the theatre's technical amenities. "The original rig-

ging system was archaic and the grid was
too low," says Pollock. It was replaced with
a new system consisting of 58 counterweight linesets, with 63' wide truss battens
on 6" and 8" centers. The live load capacity
of the system is approximately 30lbs per linear foot, doubling the loading capacity of
the original rigging sets; the general purpose
lines, on average, travel 73'. There are also
two tab linesets and two counterweighted
lighting ladders, one each located at stages
left and right. Other additions included a
front-of-house supertitle screen, main
valence and drape, a projection screen, and
motorized main title screen. At Packard's
request, the projection screen adapts to various aspect ratios, in order to correctly project films from different eras (Indeed,
Packard requested—and got—a fireproof
projection booth, to show old films on their
original flammable nitrate stock.)
In concert with the enlarged stage, the
orchestra pit was widened to accommodate 56 musicians, a necessity for opera
productions. A hydraulic lift was installed
in the orchestra pit by the Las Vegasbased firm ProTech.
Other aspects of the building required
updating as well. San Jose is earthquake
territory and the building, by code, needed
additional seismic support. Thus, new
structural framing and bracing were
required. The original long, narrow
entrance foyer is now supported with
beams, over the roof, and wide-flange
columns, on new foundations, that rise
along the north side. Structural support for
the auditorium is placed on the exterior, to
help preserve its elaborate interior finishes.
A series of H-frames, supporting the east
and west auditorium walls, also provide
circulation for the auditorium vomitories.
The facility, which is located between
First and Market Streets, was expanded in
other ways. A new, three-story limestone
building links the theatre to Market Street
and the city’s convention district through a
second main entrance that complements
the Sainte Claire Hotel; it contains rehearsal
space, dressing rooms, offices, and a side
stage with truck-loading capability, for loading in productions. A new, two-story addition on First Street, constructed on an adjacent vacant lot, contains rest rooms, a conference space, and an outdoor courtyard;
the latter is used by theatre patrons before
and during performances, but it is also open
to the public at other times.
Preserving the style
The work in the auditorium included combined structural, technical, and acoustical
upgrades, all of which had to be achieved
without disturbing the look of the restored
interior. The balcony and roof were strengthened, to add greater structural stability. The
rear orchestra seating level and balcony
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were re-raked to improve sightlines. The balcony was rebuilt, using the original steel trusses
and replacing the wood flooring with cast-inplace concrete.
The theatrical lighting and sound systems
were designed to be invisible to the average
audience member. “David’s belief was, you
shouldn’t walk into the auditorium and see an
overwhelming number of theatrical lights,” says
Schindler. “We basically tucked the lighting
away. There are positions where we carved
back the plaster and tucked in lighting.” One of
the theatre’s anomalies is the false proscenium,
which, von Busack notes, “is painted with a
stylized setting sun, with wavering pointed
rays.” This became a prime lighting position.
Noting the lack of available front-lighting
positions, Schindler says, "There were two false
beams placed up tight to the ceiling that only
protruded about 6-7". We dropped them 3' and
created new false beams on the bottom—we
basically took molds of the original plaster
décor, which is a wood pattern, and recreated it
and suspended it from a new steel catwalk
framework that crossed the entire proscenium.
These became Lighting Positions Two and
Three, and each can handle about three to five
fixtures in each open lighting bay, for up to 30
fixtures per false beam.”
Lighting Position One, Schindler notes, is
located about 20' back from the false proscenium. "There was a dome in the ceiling; we had a
problem getting reflected sound to the front six
rows and the grand tier in the balcony, so we
took the dome out and reshaped it. While we
did that, we created another position up there
to get some high, steeply angled lighting. We've
got about 12 fixtures—it's tight, but they're in
the right position. We also created a tension
grid, so designers and technicians can get up
there to adjust the lighting, which shines right
through the grid." The grid, unusually, is bronze:
"We were afraid that, when you looked up there,
you would see a black hole, so we used bronze
wires; they sparkle with the reflected light."
Lighting equipment specified by Pollock for
the theatre includes an ETC Obsession II 1500
control console, one designer’s remote console,
one focus remote, six ETC Sensor theatrical
and house dimmer racks with (+/-576) 2.4kW
and 6.0kW dimmers, a mono-directional cue
light system, Ethernet lighting data distribution
network, stage manager’s control panel, two
production control panels, usher stations, a
front-of-house circuit transfer panel, and full circuit distribution and cable.
Finding the right seating for the auditorium
required some detective work, as the originals
were long gone and, says Schindler, “We had
no pictures looking back to the audience prior
to the 1950s, when the seating had been
replaced. We went to the Motion Picture
Academy of Arts and Sciences archive in
Beverly Hills. They had just acquired a private
collection on the Fox West Coast Corporation.
We found an inventory from 1929, showing a
specific model number from American Seating.
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The balcony was rebuilt, using the original steel trusses and replacing the wood flooring with cast-inplace concrete. The seating was recreated after considerable research yielded the original end-

We went to American and were able to
match the model number of that particular
end standard [the decorative part of each
row, found on the aisle]; American found an
original at a Masonic auditorium in the
Midwest. We created a new mold from it
and made new ones.” He adds that the
new seats, made by Irwin Seating, conform
to the modern standard for greater width
and additional comfort.
At the same time, intensive restoration
work took place on the theatre’s interiors,
including decorative painting on the plaster ceilings, especially the elaborately
stenciled entry foyer ceiling. “Jeff Greene
and his people from [New York-based]
EverGreene Painting Studios were at the
theatre for nine months,” says Schindler.
“During one intense period, they had 15
people working on it. Some of the painting was completed on canvas in
EverGreene's studio, then installed in San
Jose. About 80% of the theatre’s surfaces
were repainted. The wonderfully stenciled
main foyer ceiling was cleaned and stabilized by a wash. Most of the large surface
areas of the walls were totally repainted,
with a glaze put over the painting.” The
restoration was started under the supervision of Tony Heinsbergen, son of A. B.
Heinsbergen, the theatre’s original decorative designer. Sadly, he died in early
2004; work was completed under the
supervision of James Goodman.

Making the auditorium sing
Of course, it didn't naturally follow that a
former movie house would provide the right
acoustic environment for opera. David
Schwind of the acoustic firm Charles M.
Salter, Associates, tested the hall, "during
the feasibility-study era," as Schindler puts
it, adding, "He found that the auditorium
was pretty good, except for the front of the
balcony and the back of the orchestra."
"There was a concern that the arched
false proscenium did focus sound in to the
middle front area of the balcony," says
Schwind. "Basically, the theatre was to be
restored to its original appearance. Could
we get rid of the arched surface causing
the focusing?" Interestingly, he says, the
addition of the new lighting positions "pretty much cured it: “That was a good case of
a coincidental need that worked out to our
advantage." Another issue, he says, "was
the large balcony overhang. However, we
moved the wall under the balcony forward
[as part of the plan to enlarge the lobby],
which made it more acceptable."
Another challenge, the acoustician says,
had to do with the fact that San Jose's airport is only a few miles away and the theatre lies very close to the flight patterns of
most planes. At the point aircraft passes by
the theatre, he says, they may be as low as
500' aboveground. "The take-offs are much
noisier but the landings pass by the building much more frequently," he adds. To

address this, a triple-layer roof was installed, consisting of two layers of concrete with insulation in the
middle, all covered with roofing material and a finish
ceiling beneath.
Also, Schwind says, "The orchestra pit was a big
part of our work. The back wall of the pit is
adjustable, so it can be moved forward. The pit was
designed for 56 musicians but, if you have only 24,
you can move the rear wall to make a smaller space.
We added hanging panels that can be rotated; on
one side of them we have a diffuse, acoustically
reflective surface and, on the other, a very absorptive
surface." Why? "For example, you might put the
absorptive side out around the timpani, but, for the
strings and basses, you would prefer a diffuse surface. We also stepped up the floor as it moves
toward the conductor, so his eye line can be at stage
level, allowing him to see the singers and the musicians. Also, the front wall of the pit is covered with
sound-diffusing surfaces, so the players can hear
themselves better. Another problem in the pit is that
the overhang from the stage can lead to serious
standing waves, a local phenomenon that can
aggravate certain instruments in the pit. We put
some moderate absorption in there to even that out."
Other concerns were addressed, as well. Some
absorptive material was added to the back wall of the
auditorium to reduce any slapback. Schwind worried
that the new lighting positions created by the droppeddown beams would create acoustical problems, a concern that was confirmed by a computer-driven study.
However, he adds, "We didn't do anything and it worked
out fine." Also, the HVAC system was designed to provide cooling from below, through vents built into the
auditorium floor rather than the usual ceiling location.
"We wondered if there would be significant bending of
the acoustic wave due to the temperature gradient," he
says, adding that, thanks to the implementation of
sound-mitigation measures in the fan room and ductwork, the system operates very quietly.

A sound system was specified by Pollock for
those times when the house is used for corporate
shows. It includes a theatre-wide network of connection panels that provide mic, line-level, video, loudspeaker, intercom, and theatre-specific data. Cat-5e
cables support future applications, such as
CobraNet or video. A Yamaha O2RV2 digital recording console, provides flexibility for both recording
and playback. One hundred and twelve microphone
lines are located at the stage and pit areas for
recording and reinforcement. An intercom system
allows lighting designers to communicate easily with
technicians in the catwalk and other areas. A
Symetrix Sym-Net-driven program paging system
provides paging and muting functions from multiple
locations to zones in the lobby, dressing rooms, and
other areas. A four-channel Clear-Com party-line
system is distributed through the backstage, lobby,
and tech-production offices. For film, the sound gear
includes a Dolby CP500 cinema surround-sound
processor and JBL 5764 three-way horn-loaded
left/center/right loudspeakers, with JBL 8340A highpower loudspeakers for surround. The system "is
taken out for symphony and opera performances,"
says Schindler. "That's part of the agreement worked
out with the city and Team San Jose [the building's
manager] "They cannot leave things in the building
that are not historically appropriate."

COURTESY OF ELS ARCHITECTURE AND URBAN DESIGN

The above plans show how the space how the theatre’s expansion was achieved. The
bottom image shows its placement between Market and First Streets. Top left is the
original configuration; top right is the new arrangement, with the relocated service alley.

One last-minute challenge was the
arrival of Symphony Silicon Valley as a
major tenant. "They were never a part of
the program, never discussed," says
Schwind, who adds, "there's no reason
to believe a good opera house will make
a good concert hall. However, they built
themselves a shell, with a little bit of consulting help from us, and it has worked
out fabulously well."
Grace notes
Other amenities of the theatre have been
restored, as well. Two Wurlitzer organs
were commissioned by the Packard
Humanities Institute—a large theatre
organ, for the auditorium, installed
behind the historic plaster grillwork and
an organ located behind the arched
chambers in the lobby. They were
assembled and installed by Edward
Millington Stout III.
Working with Auerbach + Glasow, the
architectural lighting firm associated with
Auerbach Pollock Friedlander, much
work was done to restore and replace
the historic decorative lighting fixtures
throughout the building. “There are about
130 fixtures,” says Schindler. “About
two-thirds are replications and one-third
are restorations, with new wiring and cir-

cuits.” Shaper Lighting, of Richmond,
California] worked with Auerbach +
Glasow on this aspect of the restoration
Another project that required detective
work was the recreation of the theatre's
marquee and blade sign, the long narrow
piece that contains the theatre's name.
"The vertical blade sign was replaced in the
1930s by neon," says Schindler. "The original sign used individual bulbs. We heard
that there was a similar sign in a town
called Dunsmuir [near Mount Shasta, in
Northern California]. I drove up there and,
sure enough, it looked exactly like the original sign." That's because it was the original
sign. "They had bought it, taken it up there,
and put it on an old Masonic auditorium.
We worked with Wagner Electrical Signs of
Cleveland, Ohio; the plan was to buy it,
restore it, and take it down."
At the end of the day, however,
Schindler says, "It had had a longer life
in Dunsmuir, so we went up there, spent
a day measuring it and taking details,
and recreated the sign. Now, the same
sign exists in San Jose and Dunsmuir."
Aside from the sign, perhaps, the
California Theatre is a singular example
of a vintage film palace that has stepped
into the 21st century while retaining its
Old Hollywood glamour.
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