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NEW RIALTO THEATER -OPENS
| ﬂERE’OP&“SﬁT‘URBﬂ?\’ NIGHT
Exéeptional Prograinls Al

~ vertised; Doors, Will Open
at 6:30 P. M.

1 e

“All weyes' will turn toward Fair
Oaks and Oxley Saturday nlght,” so
reads the advertisement for the new
Rialto theater, today and plcture fol-
lowers of South: Pasadena will very
likely-agree that such a statement is
no exaggeration for, for somse time
hundreds of people have passed by
theater building
during its period of construction and
wondered when it would be thrown

loving community.

Saturdav ‘might, tomoerrow at 6:30,
the Rialto will open its doors to vie
for public approval, for the first time
and Manager (ray has promised an
excoptional program to constitute the
galn opening altraclion, ‘

The Rinlto will accommodate S00
people on the main floor and 400 in.

cvery Dhalcony seat affords a good
view of the slage as does the main
tloor chairs.  Also Lhe architectural
construction of the auditorium per-
mits excellent accoustics and a re-in-
Forced wall separating the auditorium
from (he fover kills any possibla
noise which might oceur outside the
theater and disturh those within, This
fenture, in addition to comfortable

now thealer an -atmosphere of roest-
fulness and quiet which enhianoes any
performance.

For the opening performances Sat-
urday evening the Rialto will present
by special arrangement with Univer,
wal pictures the world's pramior of a
new super-play which s scheduléd for
general release In 19206 und it is ex-
pected that a number of ‘the famous
players in the casgt will attemd the
Rialto performance.

In addition to] this .premier, five
Associalion vaudeville and an appro-
priate musical’progmm,—»,‘wi]ﬁ:ﬁe-,:o!-.
ifered.- The acts comprising the vau-
deville program will be: R

The Aerkal LaVails, trapeze artists
of distinction; Norma._Gregg in_an
origlnal novelty, the Steln Trio; and
Grant Gardner, that colored: gentle-
man fro mthe Cafacry Islands;  the
Dance Oarrlval,—a-:tersichorean crea-
tlon with music. Roy Metcalfe Ray-
mond Theater copncert organist, will
play-—a “selected— organ—overtu re—and-

e will e in charge .of
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a” Halowe'en- party amnd dance in the
lodge rooms Saturday, October 31. It
is to be a real get-together_time not
for the purpose .of making moneyal-
though a small admisgion charge will
be made, just enough to covel ex-
penses.. Another spechal - feature will
be Professor'Smith and his orchestra
of 30 -pieces which alone is a raré
treat for those who love’ good music.
Hallow'ebn refreshments will be
served. TFurther announcement will
appear in next weeks issue of this

paper. =
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Rialto Theatre
The Federated News
16 October 1925
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Grand Chapter Holds

Annual Session

The fifty-second annual session of
the- Grand Chapter of the State of
Californin, of the Order of the Bast
ern Star, will convene in Santa Cruz
October 20. ’
n Those representing the South Pas-
worthy matron and Mrs. E. A. Tavlor,
associate matromn.
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Celebrates Eighty-fourth
Birthday Anniversary

_Mrs. O.-P—~Hamey quietly celehrated
her eighty-fourth birthday anniver-
sary on Saturday at her aparlments

At )
- P
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‘sureet. TFlowers and greetings of vi-

friends and relatives who -came. dur-
ing the day to pay tribute of love
to .Mrs. Haney upon this great occas:
ion and to wish for Her many happy
returns of the day. ... i

= YTer Teeble physical condition made
it impossible for the friends to cele-
brate the affair in an extensive way,
Mrs. Haney has been 4 resident of
South Pasadena for the past ten yadrs

during which-time ghe has endeared

herself to_a large ci releof -friefids—
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Mre. 18, P. Gates held a sewing bee
for the Lincolrr Park P.-T. A. last Fri-
day- from 10 to 4, at her home, 1215
Gates place, for thé purpose
ing handkerchief—aprons to bhe sold
at the fancy work booth of the P.T.
‘A~bazaar to—hg held al” the -high
school grounds omOctober 24, next.
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people on the main floor and 400 in
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view of the stage as does the main
floor chairs. Also the architectural
' construction of the auditorlum per-
‘mits excellent accoustics and-a re-in-
forced wall separaling the auditorium
from the foyer kills any possihle
noise which migfit occur- outside the
theater and disturh those within, This
feature, in addition to comfortablo
chairs 12l over the house, ¢lves the
new - theater an -atmosplhere of rost-
fulness and quict which enhaneey any
performance.

For the operring performances Sat-
urday evening the Rialto will present
by speclal arrangement with Univer,
gul pictures the world’s premior of a
new super-play whic
general release in 1926 mnd it is ex-
pected that a number of the famous
players in the cast will attemd the
Rialto performance.
In addition to/ this premier, five

f Western Yaudeville Managers’
‘Association vaugeville and an appro-
priate musical/program:::-iv-i11”"be‘1_‘0f-
fered. - The acts comprising the vau-
dewville program will be:

The Aerial LaVails, trapezo artists
of distinction; Norma Gregg in an
original novelty, the Slein Trio; and
Grant Gardner, that colored gentle-
man fro mthe Cafiacry Islands; the
Dance Qarnival, a “tersichoréan crea-
tion with music. Roy Metealfe Ray-
mond Thcater concert organist, will
play a selected organ overture and
the Rialto orchestra under the leader-
ghip of Rhuel Eno Moulton will pro-
vide ‘musical accompaniment for the
vaudeville and pleture program.

The. Riulte program for its initial
weelk will sssw 7 . ~==day and Mon-
day® Poter B. Kyne's ‘‘Never the
Twain Shall Meet” with A 3w
art and Bert Lytel and a Harry-Liang-
don comedy;: Tucsday cand Wednes-
day, Lon Chaney in “The Towet of
Lies, and a Vi

Bibber comedy; on
Thursday and Friday,: tex Beachs’
“The Goose Woman,” with

} L.oulsc
Dresger, and on Thursday .evening
.ohly, praview v

audeville .and on Sat-
urday cvening only Vilma Banky and
Ronald Colman in “The Dark Angel”
sad five acts of vaudeville
The Rlalto will

: carry out a .policy
of four changes of program -eaeh-an
every weelk, new

_ “bills .being offered
.Slind-a}',‘;Tuesday, Thursday and Sat,
urday.'
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worthy matron and Mrs. E. A. Taylor,
associate matroun. -
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Celebrates Eighty-fourth

Birthday Anniversary
Mrs: O. P. Haney quietly celebrated
her eighty-fourth birthday anniver-
sury on Saturday at her apartments
in the Bondies Qanitorium on Misgsion
wtréet.” Flowers and greetings of i
rious kinds were received from her
friends, and relatives who came dur-
ing the day to pay tribute of love
to .Mrg. Haney upon this groal occas-
ionr and to wish for her many happy
returns of the day. . ———

et feeble physical condition made
it impossible for the friends to cele-
hrate the affuir in an extensive way.
Mrs, Haney has been a resident of
gouth Pasadena for the past ten yaars
during which time she has endeared
herself to.a large circle-of friends.

Sewing Bee .
Mrs. 18. . Gates held a gewing hes
for the Lincoltt Park P.-T. A, last Trri-
day from 10 to 4, at her home, 1215
Gates place, tor the purpose of mak-
ing handkerchief aprons to be sold
at the tancy work hooth of the P.-T.
A bazaar to be held at the high
school grounds orm:October 24, next.
Luncheon was served and besides
much good work_ being-accomplished,
a most delightful #tiiie TX
rienced by all present,
J. O. C. Class-Meets— ~ -
Miss Tannie Howarth, Mrs. Mar-
‘garet” Jacohs -and Miss -Olive  Perry
were jolnt hostesses ‘on Tuesday eve-
ning o the mgmbers of-the J, O. C.
class at the homgrpy {eg~HoWArtD,
614 ‘Magitolin street. Initiation of of-
ficers for the ensuing year, alsp ini-
tiation of new members. Games-
delicious refreshménts
business sesgjon: . ——
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:: - public last Saturdayr evening.
. theater was crowded,

~ pleaging.

. Splendid Program.Given Be-
' fore Veéry Appreciative

Audience

The . Rialto Theater,

dena's mew Lheater, opened -to the

The
many belng
present from  the Hollywood studios.
Huge searchiights werc sent over
from Hollywbod and played upon the
heavens throughout the evening. .
The theater is East Indian archi-
tecture and I8 decorated in accord-
.anee with that counify.— Vit Adars
pr;edonilna.te. The seats aré uphols-

- tered In blue leather and the decora-

-tions and furnishings are Vvery clab-
orate. - .
The entire appearance is rich and
- The performance hegan at
-7 p. m. Roy Metcalte organist from
the Raymond theater; played the mu-
sical overture onthe Wurlitzer or-
gan.

The program included
«ywhat Happened to Jones.” William
Seiter, the director, producing the
play, together with the stars, Mr. Dru-
ry-and Miss La Plante were Introduc-

a comedy,

. ed by Mr. Gray, the local manager of

the theater.

The Western Muanagers' Vaudeville

. assoclation presented five acls of vau-

devi]le.
~ Mr. Gray and the officiuls of tLhe

company recieved many congratula-
tiong upon the playhouse and the pro-
gram given.

- -

" Lincoln Park Study

, Circle Will Meet Oct. 26

o
The next regular meeting of the

Lincoln [Park StudX Circle will he

held Monday, Octobey 26, at 2 p. m,

at 'the home of Mrg M. D. Bauman,

709 Grand avenue. ~\

George A. Daniels of Pasa

Mrs. ‘
dena, will address the cluh on Call-
tornia history and landmarksg, A num-

hér of new memhgrs are to be' voted
upen and reports fiom the last Pres
ident's Council to pe glven. !

South Pasa-]

Rialto Theatre
The Federated News
25 Qctober 1925
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Mary Brown Luncheon

Hostess

--Miss Maypy Brown of this el =y s
hostess at 2 daintily uppointed hridie
luncheon at which she entertained a
number of her -girl friends,

__ Among those who were present to
enjoy the occasion were: Miss Mil-
dred Pabry, Miss Ruth "Fabry, Miss
Emma Culver, Miss Llizabeth Scat-
tergood, Miss Mary Packard, DMiss
Margaret Thompson, Kvelyn Klemiwir
au, Miss ISlsie Schafer, Miss Vanna
Poters, Miss Jeanette Young, Miss
Frances Thompson, Aliss Mary Sulli-
van and the hosless, Allss Mary
Brown.

Altar Society Meeting _

Last week at the monibly meceting
of the Altar Society of the Holy Fam-
ily Church which was held at the
home of Mrs. John H. (eir, 2032 Pine
gtreet, a4 motion was made and car-
ried that the name of the Altar Socie-
ty be ¢hanged to the Catholic Wom-
en's Guild. -

No change will he made in the Al
tar scction of the organization as in
(he past, but this new arrangenment
will include o larger numher of the
church women than in the past.

Plans were also made for an Apron
and cooked -food sale to he held at
the reclory on November 14.
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Lovely Home Wedding

Charming in its lovely simnlicity
was the marringe of  Miss . Yeteve
wakeficld and IXimer wreden of 1,os
Angeles which took place al the home
of Mrg. Iarl Messer at her Pasadena
home.

The bride ‘was very chyrming in a
chie travellng costume “pf - hurnt
orange carried ehrysanthemums

"
A

in

the same shade. The- wedding

Dinner and Theater
Party ‘
© Miss—Marcin—€ass—daught
A, B. Cass of 1601 Fair Oa
entertained recenily with a
ly appointed dinner and tht
in honor of the hostesses’ ¢«
Mary I&. Cass of Texas

Those. present were: )
¥mily Cass, Miss Potricia;)
Aiss Susan Tufts, Starie
Leiter “Sansons and. the ho:
Marcia Cass. .. _-..

A ol
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Naval Ball Soon

Invitations have heen sc
the anpual_naval ball whic
héld this year at the Bilt
in honor of Admiral Samu
inson of the United States
officers of his staff.

Among  the well know
women who are prominent
ing with preparations is .
man Hoyt of Bueéna Vista ¢
Returns--from -Abroac
* After a four-months’ vac:
I'rank A. Stone has retur)
home at 1717 Diamond avs
ing that time Mrs, Stom
some 17,000 miles, her jo
ing her across the Atlanti
France, _ltaly, Belgium__ 3
Holland and England. V
also made em route hom:
York,. Washington, D.--C.
and San I'rancisco. .
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Local Girl Taking Pa:
in Collegz Production

AMiss Dorcthy Davis, who
from _the Scuth Pasadena h
has been cast for “The Brt
clor,” whilh seniors at the
of Southern California will
Rovard auditorium on D
and 4. Rehearstis for the
ten Dby IEllsworth Ross, @
the  university, will begin a

Miss Davis wil]l take the
happy-go-lucky widow—who
prise for everyhody. L.ast
Davis jook a prominent pi

A Teavarnl

N
iy



Rialto Theatre

BY POLLY BRANDENBURG * WATERCOLOR BY DEEDY PETERS

My love affair with the Rialto Theatre
began in 1967 when I moved to South
Pasadena. The program changed each week-
end, so the Rialto, with its slightly tarnished,
but still majestic gilded and painted interior
features, became a Friday or Saturday night
date for a new resident.

There was a special intimacy about the
grand old movie house; a shared, though
anonymous, sense of companionship when
the audience laughed or cried together. One
evening, still in the 1960s, almost everyone in
the balcony and on the main floor came to
their feet during a shocking moment in the
suspense movie Wait Until Dark. After look-
ing around sheepishly, we laughed, and sat
down again, closer than we had been before.

Although the theater had seen better
days by that time, there were occasions when
the old glamour was again evident. T attend-
ed a number of Richard Wright organ con-
certs, beginning around 1969, before the
mighty Wurlitzer theater organ suffered a
fiery disability a few years later. Theater
organ buffs know how to do things right, and

an

ROEHT HORGIE [
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many of them arrived in formal attire. The
lights seemed brighter reflected off rhine-
stones, and the carpets glowed with previ-
ously unseen highlights.

In such moments, it was easy to imagine
what the Rialto was like on October 17, 1925,
its premier opening night, which Jane Apostol
describes so vividly in her centennial history
of South Pasadena.

Klieg lights and Hollywood stars
marked the opening. The initial program fea-
tured five vaudeville acts and the world pre-
miere of a silent film comedy, What Happened
to Jones? starring Reginald Denny and Laura
LaPlante.

The theater had a full stage and the
mammoth Wurlitzer organ. Exuberant press
releases, Apostol said, also described over-
stuffed chairs in the loges, paintings of
exquisite effect on the walls, and “draperies
of the richest reds, blues, greens and yellows
blended into restful mellowness under care-
fully shielded lights.”

Designed by architect L.A. Smith, the
Moorish-styled structure was to achieve list-

Rialto Theatre
The Quarterly

Spring 1998

ing in the National Register of Historic Places
in 1977.

A general admission ticket was 30 cents;
expensive loge seats were 40 cents; and chil-
dren under twelve were admitted free -
vaudeville and a movie for the entire farnily,
in an elegant setting, costing less than a dollar
in 1925.

When the “talkies” came in 1929, a
sound system was added. In 1930, a ticket to
the theater included admission to South
Pasadena’s first miniature golf course built
by Walter Gillette on the lawn of his Fair Oaks
residence.

The Rialto had the distinction of being
the try-out stage for vaudeville’s renowned
producers, Fanchon & Marco, with many of
the acts ending up at the famed Paramount
Theater in Los Angeles. Vaudeville declined
a few years later, and a theatrical group, The
Charles Royal Players, presented matinee
performances twice a week, with productions
like Charlie’s Aunt, Peg o’ My Heart, and The
Outcast. Now it was possible to see a play
and a movie for 75 cents, and South Pasadena




was gotting its first taste of professional the-
ater.

Vaudeville returnad briefly in the early
‘305, and the Orpheum Theater’s famed musi-
cal conductor, a man named Frankenstein,
became conductor for a few months — until a
backstage fire closed the theater. When the
Rialto reopened, vaudville was gone for
good.

Fire was again a problem on October 28,
1972, when a blaze broke out in one of the
pipe chambers of the organ. According to the
Los Angeles Theatre Organ Society, firefight-
ers broke through the roof and quickly extin-
guished the blaze, but not before the
pipework had melted to a solidified puddle
of metal and the solo manual chest had
crashed through the burning chamber floor.
The blower room was in two inches of water,
but the only sign of a fire inside the theater
was the hole firemen made in the pipe cham-
ber grill as they broke through to fight the
fire. S

In 1976, the theater was purchased by
Landmark Theatre Corporation and began a
new existence as a first-run house for foreign
language and independently produced films.
The Rocky Horror Picture Show cult film was
also featured at midnight on Saturdays.

During South Pasadena’s Centennial
Celebration in 1988, the Rialto was treated to

another “dress-up night.” According to the
South Pasadena Review, on June 4, “ . . . while
searchlight beams streaked across the sky,
glamorous Zsa Zsa Gabor, now the Princess
von Anhalt, stepped from a white [imousine
to a flourish of trumpets and thunderous
applause from excited fans massed before the
Rialto Theater.

“The Princess, lovely in an original Jane
Avril costurne worn in the movie Moulin
Rouge, was accompanied by her husband
Prince von Anhalt, resplendent in full-dress
uniform, and by Centennial Committee chair-
man, Ted Shaw.”

Princess Zsa Zsa joined a sell-out crowd
for a screening of Moulin Rouge, and the ven-
erable landmark returned to ordinary life the
next day. The historic bronze plaque and
Centennial star placed in the sidewalk in
front of the theater still remain, however, as
reminders of the Rialto’s last “big night.”

Now, South Pasadena’s beloved theater
is entering a new phase. This year Landmark
Theatre Corporation approached the city with
plans to create a five screen multiplex, saying
that single screen theaters were no longer eco-
nomically feasible.

At first residents were incensed at the
idea of “chopping up” their Rialto, but
Landmark demonstrated what they had done
to similar theaters, retaining most historical

features, and creating what appear to be taste-
ful changes to the original buildings. People
began to think about the project with enthusi-
asm, although parking and traffic problems
were COncerns.

Working closely with the Cultural
Heritage Commission to preserve as many
historical features as possible, Landmark pro-
poses to keep the main auditorium, and to
divide the existing balcony into two theaters,
separated from the main floor by a high wall
on steel pillars, which would not be attached
to the existing walls.

Two additional theaters will be installed
in the front section of the second-floor, now
occupied by retail offices, with a projection
booth between them. Seats, carpets and
draperies will be replaced, as well as heating
and air conditioning. An elevator will be
installed and the restrooms remodeled. A
new state-of-the-art sound system will also be
among the improvements in the project,
which is budgeted at $1.5 million.

On January 26, the South Pasadena
Planning Commission approved a Condi-
tional Use Permit, which set Landmark on the
road to breathing new life into South
Pasadena’s historic jewel. Sometime, before
too long, it may be possible for a spiffier
Rialto to provide comfort to another newcom-
er to South Pasadena. e

& associates,

cynthia bennett

inc.
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By GLEN DUNCAN
PHOTOGRAPHY By WILLIAM ERICSON
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alive. The best electric rail service

of any community our size in the
world tootled through town, but we
were crazy about cars. Eight auto-
mobile dealerships stretched ‘along
Mission Street and Fair Oaks
Avenue. But cars weren't the only
rage. The lure of the silver screen
and live entertainment had captured
our fun-loving fancy.

The movie palaces of the twenties
were in the imagery business.
Movies brought romance, adven-
ture, hilarity, suspense, thrills and
chills galore and the movie palaces
themselves were part of the show.
Theatergoing at premiere theaters
such as the Orpheum, the Palace and
Mayan theaters downtown, the
Chinese, the Egyptian and the El
Capitan in Hollywood, the Avalon
on Catalina Island, and the Rialto in
South Pasadena was a magical expe-
rience. The splendor of the great old
theaters was a big part of what once
made going to the movies such a
social experience.

Times are different now and
maybe movies aren't the end-all and
be-all events they once were, but
seeing even the best of them on
video or in one of those claustro-
phobic, cinder-boxes in the multi-
plexes is, to me, like eating a prime
steak dinner in pill form.

The Rialto, with its exotic, eclectic,
Spanish Baroque/Moorish trappings
Batchelder tile drinking fountain
niche, and glaring mythological beast
with red eyes staring down from the
proscenium arch, still makes movie
going an event. Perhaps not the social
experience of yesteryear, but after

It was 1925 and the town was

—_— — - - - ~—
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This interior view of the Riaito, photo circa 1945, is an example of the splendor of the great old theaters.

Korea and Vietnam, Nixon and
Clinton, we are not the same people
who thrilled to the adventures of The
Sheik, howled at the antics of Keaton
and Chaplin, or fell in love with
Clara Bow.

The Rialto was the premiere
theater for the San Gabriel Valley.
After Hollywood and downtown,
films would come here before wider
distribution. We didn't get nearly the
fanfare and glamour of the Holly-

wood premieres, but some of the
glitter did trickle out here. So the
Rialto represents a legitimate claim
on the movie palace legacy for
people here in the west valley. It's a
Historic Landmark in the City of

6010 OQY .
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South Pasadena and is listed on the
National Register of Historic Places.

The Rialto opened Saturday
night, October 17, 1925. L. A. Smith,
who also designed several other
theaters, including the Vista in
Hollywood and the Arabian-style
Beverly Theater in Beverly Hills,
designed it. The gala event, with
huge searchlights playing upon the
heavens throughout the evening,
featured the world premiere of
Universal Pictures' Whatever
Happened to Jones and five vaudeville
acts. Sitting with the eager audience
that night, we would have been
treated to a trapeze performance by
The Aerial La Vails, an original
novelty by Norma Gregg, The Stein
Trio, and a sidesplitting sketch by
Grant Gardner from the Canary
Islands. Winding up the vaudeville
performances was a terpsichorean
creation with music by The Dance
Carnival. Roy Metcalfe played an
overture on the theatre organ and
the Rialto orchestra under the direc-
tion of Eno Moulton provided
musical accompaniment for the
vaudeville and picture program.
And for all that, general admission
was just 30 cents.

The Rialto program changed four
times a week and the vaudeville acts
were offered on Saturday. Notable
films following the Rialto's opening
included Lon<Chaney in the Tower of
Lies, Louise Dresser in The Goose
Woman, and Vilma Bankey and
Ronald Coleman in The Dark Angel.
Harold Lloyd's The Freshman came
the following week.

Vaudeville producers Fanchen
and Marco “used the Rialto as an
important tryout stage for new
talent before booking them into their
top house, the Paramount in Los
Angeles. Our little theater sported
no less than 10 dressing rooms, a
scenery loft, green room, orchestra
pit, and a "deep" stage.

On a Saturday in January 1928,
The Rialto Sweetelia opened up next
to the theater, giving free ice cream
cones to patrons that came in
between 2 p.m. and 6 p.m. on
opening day. I'll bet that was a big
hit, even in January.

As the popularity of vaudeville
waned somewhat, the stage gave
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way to twice weekly performances
of the Charles Royal Players in such
plays as Charlie’s Aunt, Peg O My
Heart, and The Outcast. Vaudeville
did return to the Rialto in the early
thirties when the theater succeeded
in attracting the Orpheum Theater's
musical conductor, a man named
Frankenstein. The Depression led to
other gimmicks. On Bank Night cash
was given away-grand prize being
$1. Dish Night offered a free Depres-
sion glass item for each patron.

A backstage fire closed the
theater for several months in the late
1930s, after which, neither vaude-
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ville nor live stage performances
were ever again presented at the 3 : . s

ol tisnd vl 1\onterey Ceramic Tile & Marble
host concerts by famed organists,

such as George Wright, Robert Israel ] §

and Gaylord B. Carter. But alas, after e i
surviving another fire in 1968, the
theatre organ was removed and
sold.

The theater has also survived
several attempts to end its colorful
legacy. One proposal was to gut it
for a health club. Another plan, "in
the interest of urban renewal,"
proposed to demolish it entirely for
a parking lot. But an unexpectedly
large and vocal group of citizens
mounted effective and successful
campaigns to save the Rialto, not
once but twice.

Landmark Theatres purchased
the Rialto in 1976 and plans to
restore the theater, promising to
preserve its historic character. A
sensitive multiplexing arrangement
has been proposed and is certainly
preferable to demolition. But with
multiplexes multiplying so multi-
tudinously, multisaturation must

COME VISIT OUR SHOWROOM
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(2 lights south of the 10 freeway)

(626) 288-8693

www.montereyceramictile.com

EAMISSION WINES # < :
1114 MISSION STREET (. - e
SOUTH PASADENA {8 ATl Day Saturday Special™s=
(626)403-WINE 1 /2 off all cut flowers (except holida
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surely be near at hand.

Perhaps the hope and dream of
many who love the movies and
cherish the legacy of the great and
hear-great movie palaces, is skl
possible and that a rebirth of the
single-screen movie and live perfor-
mance palace is not a pipe-organ
dream. Instead of seeing how many
Screens we can pack into a given
space, why can’t we compete for the
best place to experience a movie?

The Rialto is badly in need of
repair and restoration. Assuming
that will happen in the not-too.
distant future, there might yet be a
place for a theater that has person-
ality and community history, things
not many theaters in the area can
offer. Landmark Theatres has
proven ability to bring in the kind of
films the publit wants to see. Let's
hope they can make the place we
want to see them a real landmark
theater, *

Glen Duncan is a South Pasadenn
resident and a member of the Cultural
Herimge Contmission,
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(31 0) 434-9697
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Rialto Theatre
Article by Norma LeValley
Source Unknown, n.d.

"All eyes will turn toward Fair Oaks and Oxley Saturday night." So promised a 1925
advertisement for the grand premier of South Pasadena's Rialto Theater, a promise which
has been repeatedly fulfilled since the theater opened 67 years ago last October.

The Saturday night opening featured, "by special arrangement with Universal
Pictures, the world's premiere of a major event," of which "a number of the famous
members of the cast will attend,” as well as five "high-class" vaudeville acts, an organ
solo on the new mammoth Wurlitzer, and the Rialto Orchestra which, under the leadership
of Rhuel Eno Moulton, provided musical accompaniment for the vaudeville and the picture
program.

The evening's events, which proved to be a smashing success, also set the precedent for
years of artistic distinction at the theater, a distinction that continues today.

The Rialto was a cultural and architectural oddity from the very beginning. The
interior and exterior styles are a unique blend of Egyptian, Neo-classical, and Moorish,
reflecting the flamboyant character of its designer, L.A. Smith.

Something of an enigma himself, coming from obscurity and disappearing after a
brief but meteoric career, Smith was nevertheless one of the most prolific theater designers
in Southern California of the late teens and early 20's, having designed several dozen
class A theaters in Los Angeles. From 1921 to 1925 he was the de facto corporate architect for
West Coast Theaters, using east Indian and Egyptian influences in his designs for such
theaters as the Highland, in Highland Park, and the Beverly, in Beverly Hills.

West Coast Theaters were the owners of several theaters in Pasadena, including the
Academy, (which was also designed by Smith), who were looking to expand into South
Pasadena to find a venue for some of their more risque films and entertainment, and
avoid the censorship they had been subject to in Pasadena. Heralded for his ornate,
fantastic style, Smith was given carte blanche in his designs for the Rialto by the West
Coast group.

The Rialto proved to be a watershed for Smith, serving as the last and best example of
his style before his career was eclipsed by competing, and evidently plagiaristic, architects
within his own company. He mysteriously vanished into obscurity shortly afterwards.

The two-story building is a combination of styles on the outside. The stucco exterior
and terra-cotta tile make up the moorish style, while the facade of 4 brick pilasters
supporting a simple cornice, and the entrance, with its scroll brackets and lunette
pediment describe a neo-classical appearance.

The interior is a lavish example of Smith's flamboyant and eclectic style, an
expression of moorish and egyptian fantasy that makes the connection with what is the
essence of of films: surreality.

At the opening, the walls were covered with colorful paintings and draperies of "richest
reds, blues, greens and yellows blended into restful mellowness under carefully shielded
lights," according to one reviewer. Ornate egyptian carvings took up every other available
space. A Batchelder-tile drinking fountain, graced with peacock tiles, stood off to the left of
the entrance.

The stage was 30 feet deep, more than adequate for legitimate theater and vaudeville
stage productions. There was an orchestra pit, a scenery loft, and a mammoth Wurlitzer
organ.

Close to 1200 people filled the theater that night, choosing between the 800 seats



downstairs or the huge,overstuffed armchairs in the balconies. They were entertained by
Roy Metcalfe, the Raymond Theater's concert organist, trapeze artists, the actress Norma
Gregg in "an original novelty,” The Stein Trio singers and Grant Gardner, "that
gentleman singer from the Canary Islands."

Immediately following, they were introduced to Reginald Demy and Laura La Plante,
the stars of Universal Pictures' world premiere of the silent comedy "Whatever Happened
to Jones," shown for the first time at the Rialto,

From then on, the Rialto's established policy for entertainment was to run a feature
length film and present vaudeville acts on Sundays, Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays,
with a total of four changes of program per week. Admission was 30 cents for the floor, 40
cents for the balconies and children under 12 got in for a dime. On Sundays the concert
organist Charles Wright would give performances on the grand Wurlitzer.

The theater was also known as a try-out stage for new vaudeville acts. The talent
producers Fanchon and Marco placed many acts first at the Rialto, then moved the more
successful ones to their top house, The Paramount Theater, in Los Angeles.

A few years later, after the Rialto's 1929 premiere of its first talkie, vaudeville was
replaced by twice-weekly matinee performances of the Charles Royal Players, in such
plays as "Charlie's Aunt,” "Peg O' My Heart" and "The Outcast,” which would
accompany a feature length film.

The original marquee, a two-line reader board featuring white glass and tin,
changeable letters, was replaced by the larger, 3-line, 3-face neon moderne/art deco
marquee that still stands today.

Although vaudeville resumed in the early 30's after the Rialto management succeeded
in attracting the Orpheum Theater's musical conductor, a man with the intriguing name
of Frankenstein, a backstage fire closed the theater for a few months, and neither
vaudeville nor live drama have graced the stage since.

The Rialto slipped into the background over the years, becoming faded in both
appearance and in relative importance to the growth and sophistication of the newer movie
houses and their audiences. Ultimately, its very existence appeared to be on the line when,
in 1977, the Community Redevelopment Agency (CRA) of South Pasadena pushed for its
demolition to make parking space for their proposed strip mall.

Threatened with extinction, the Rialto suddenly found itself riding a wave of popular
support for its preservation, in a movement spearheaded by the Friends of the Theater and
the South Pasadena Cultural Heritage Commission. With over 3000 signed petitions from
local patrons, and public support from art and theater critics, such as Charles Champlin of
the Los Angeles Times, the rally to save the Rialto gained enough momentum to halt the
theater's destruction, and ultimately designate the Rialto as a city landmark, and place it
on the National Register of Historic Places.

The inclusion on the National Registry recognizes the theater as an importantly
significant historic resource, in its architecture, its exhibiting policies and its social
impact. It also provides a degree of protection from future wrecking balls.

In 1985, the Rialto made news again, this time with a splashy celebration of the
theater's 60th year anniversary, sponsored by the South Pasadena Preservation
Foundation. Various dignitaries arrived in period cars, pulling up in front of the
brightly-lit theater as though it were the grand opening of 1925. Opening with theater organ



musie, (the organ had to be brought in, the original Wurlitzer having burned in 1971), there
were sing-a-longs of 20's tunes, a number of 1920's comedy shorts with the feature film
being the 1925 classic, "The Phantom of the Opera.”

Today, the Rialto still stands, a historic testimonial to the changes in our society, as
well as to the need to mark and preserve those pieces of our past. Acquired by the
Landmark theater chain in 1976, the Rialto is now what is known as a "revival" theater,
playing non-Hollywood-mainstream films. The facade is essentially the same, a little
more worn, a little chipped, a little faded. Inside, it houses what is probably the best
preserved example of L.A. Smith's work. The colors are a little darker, having been
repainted some years ago, and someone has shamelessly painted over the batchelder-tile
drinking fountain. Although it has not been used in over 50 years, there is still an intact
scenery loft above the stage, one of the few theaters that can boast that claim.

And the overstuffed chairs are still upstairs, the egyptian carvings are still all there,
and, in the semi-dark of the theater, munching popcorn and watching another world
unfold before you on the large screen, you can still connect to the fantasy and to the magic
that originally inspired the rich architecture of this movie house.



