MICHIGAN/FRAUENTHAL THEATER

By Tom Carlson

The Michigan Theater, now called the Frauenthal, stands as a monument to the glory days of the movie palaces.  The fact the theater is still standing is largely due to the generosity and foresight of Muskegon industrialist A. Harold Frauenthal. 

Long time theater owner Paul Schlossman built the Michigan theater building in 1930.  The theater originally included shops on the ground level and office suites on the upper floors and cost $600,000, a large amount of money at the time.  It was then (and is still) Muskegon’s largest theater with a capacity of 1800.  Today, along with the Hilt Building and the Beardsley Theater, it forms the Frauenthal Center for the Performing Arts.

Built to serve both as a moving picture theater and a house for stage plays and vaudeville entertainments, the Michigan contains many special features.  One of the more spectacular is the Barton theater organ, which can be raised and lowered from the orchestra pit as required.   The instrument was intended mainly to accompany silent pictures and is equipped to provide a wide variety of sound effects.  Another unique feature is the stage floor.  It has space for up to 21 trap doors.  These allow for special effects, such as ghosts to suddenly show up on stage.   Magicians also use them to make their assistants disappear and re-appear. 

For a time it looked as though the Michigan theater building would be lost to the community.  The decline of the downtown business district forced the theater to close in 1971 and for a time it stood empty.   

In 1976 a bequest from the Frauenthal Charitable Fund enabled the Muskegon County Community Foundation to purchase the theater building for $475,000.  A. Harold Frauenthal, former president of Kaydon Engineering, established the fund to benefit worthwhile programs in the community.  Frauenthal died in 1975.

In 1986, following a $1.5 million community fundraising drive, the adjacent Hilt Building was purchased and became part of a larger arts complex.  It was named for the George and Martha Hilt family, which contributed a large portion of the funds.

In 1991 the theater was refurbished and opened to the public for tours.  People were allowed access to the all the places normally hidden from view.  These included the five floors of dressing rooms, the workrooms beneath the stage and the loft holding the organ equipment.  Visitors could examine close-up the theater’s intricate switchboard and the “worm drive” which raises and lowers the organ.  In the projection room many were surprised to learn the two giant film projectors still depend on carbon arc lights for their illumination.  The projectors share a “change-over” mechanism that enables the operator to switch from one reel to another without interrupting the movie.  Of special interest was the area above the ceiling dome.  A cat walk allowed visitors to examine the framework which supports the ornate plaster ceiling and to walk along the perimeter of the dome itself.  Many said they had often wondered how the light bulbs, which illuminate the dome, were changed.  

Over the years the Michigan Theater has been the scene of many special events, including the annual Miss Michigan Pageant.  The Cherry County Playhouse also used the theater from 1991 to 2003 for its Broadway style productions and musicals.  It is still the home of the West Shore Symphony Orchestra and the annual convention of the Damfinos, the society which celebrates the movies of Buster Keaton. 

