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CLASSICAL
REVIVAL

Vintage Movie Houses
Make History Again

By Andreas Fuchs

When Philadelphia-based JKR Partners LL.C
(formerly JK Roller Architects) embarked on the
restoration of the 1928 Ambler Theater in the
Pennsylvania town of the same name, their main
goal was “emulating the economic viability of a
multi-screen format, while retaining the character of
the original building.” That philosophy emblemizes the
new lives of classic movie houses today. And it is a far cry
from the shoebox-type, bowling alley chop-ups of the
1970s and "80s that nonetheless helped many precious pic-
ture houses avoid the way of the parking lot.
After reviewing the “Class of 2007” over the past three issues, Film Jour-

nal International now takes a look
at a select few theatres in a class
all of their own. The projects
range from upgrading the
mechanical infrastructure of a
classic movie theatre, to building
an entirely new structure in a classic likeness across eight auditoria, to the
highly anticipated unveiling of a vintage theatre’s main attraction. In a future
issue, we'll look at a famous filmmaker leading the restoration effort behind
a Michigan movie palace, and yet another director who's inspiring the green
and decidedly artistic overhaul of a 1986 multiplex in San Francisco.

After implementing a two-phase restoration, Glenn Felgoise, JKR
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Partners’ director of marketing, proudly observes that the revived Ambler
Theater “has become the economic magnet in the renewal of the town's
commercial district, and a model of success for the revitalization of
Philadelphia’s older small-town suburbs. .. It has helped spark the revital-
ization of the Borough of Ambler with the opening of 35 new businesses.
Community organizations and area businesses frequently use the theatre
for formal meetings, social events and private parties.”

The theatre closed in 1984 and lay dormant for 15 years. Finally, a
group of local investors “formed a nonprofit board to begin the process of
planning, fundraising, and implementation of the renovations necessary
for the theatre to succeed in today’s market,” Felgoise recalls.

The first step was the addition of two smaller stadium screening rooms
(136 and 103 seats, black-box style) in the rear of the main theatre space
(281 seats remaining). This subdivision included “restoration of all the sig-
nificant original building elements,” the architects confirm, as well as a new
box office, concession stand and restrooms. The character of the mostly
Mediterranean and Spanish revival-inspired building was retained through
restoration of the fagade, promenade and several lobby areas. Finishing all
the faux painting and decorative patterns on walls and ceiling of the his-
toric front of house took until September 2007. The long wait also brought
stadium rakes and the latest 2K technology, with DLP Cinema-grade dig-
ital projectors for all three screens still to come. The organ lofts were
restored as well and the stage outfitted with a movable screen and mask-
ing to allow for its use as a performance space.

“Since reopening in 2003 with the two smaller auditoria,” Felgoise says,
“the theatre has been received with universal praise. The buzz grew during
last year’s renovations, culminating in a well-attended ribbon-cutting cere-
mony... Extremely positive reviews have come from both the theatre’s
patrons and the media.” Andrew Repasky McElhinney, for instance, mar-
veled in Philadelphia Weekly, “The Ambler reveals the near-impossible: a
discerningly programmed triplex housed in a classic old movie theatre.” A
trip there “recalls the days when each neighborhood had a movie palace and
the cinema was not only an escape but also the soul of the community.”

While the Ambler Theater (amblertheater.org) is indeed a nonprofit,
community-based organization, management and operations are provided
by Renew Theaters, which also oversees the 1938 County Theater in
Doylestown and the 1926 Seville, now Bryn Mawr Film Center, in the
namesake Philadelphia suburb (countytheater.org, brynmawrfilm.org).
Between 70,000 and 80,000 patrons annually come to each one of the
locations, confirms Renew’s executive director John Toner, enjoying the
mix of art-house and first-run specialty along with classic Hollywood
movies, children’s programming, discussion groups and lectures.

One recent Ambler visitor, who returned 20 years after having seen 7he
Robe there during the time it was owned by a Christian group showing
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