Theatre Acts as Historical Monument
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It has remained a pillar of strength in the heart of Detroit for more than a century. An architectural beauty with a large dome and balconies that accentuate the acoustics to form magical sounds, the Bonstelle Theatre has a colorful history that brightens the city to this day. The Bonstelle Theatre was built in 1902 by Detroit architect Albert Kahn. At this time, the building was originally designed as Temple Beth-El, a Jewish house of worship. This building imitated the Pantheon in Rome and consisted of intricate mosaic work. Until the 1920’s, Temple Beth-El was the largest Jewish worship house in Detroit. According to Center for Geographic Information, Temple Beth-El was purchased by actress and theater company manager Jesse Bonstelle in the 1920s. After her death in 1932, the building closed and the future of the playhouse was uncertain.
Bonstelle’s theater company sold the building and it reopened as a movie house called the Mayfair one year later. Nearly two decades after showing first-run films, the drama department for Wayne State University acquired the theater in 1951 and renamed it the Wayne State University Theatre. The theatre has since been restored and renamed as the Bonstelle Theatre in honor of its founder. However, developmental changes throughout the 20th century have resulted in reconstruction of the grandiose building, including an addition to the rear of the building and a complete renovation of the interior layout. The transformation of this historical building through the years has benefited theater production at Wayne State. WSU theaters play to the second largest audience in Michigan, right behind Detroit’s Fisher Theatre, where tours of New York musicals and plays are performed. According to the Hilberry Theatre website, WSU

theaters play annually to a combined audience of more than 60,000. Because of the size of the Bonstelle theatre, it has 1,173 seats, and its excellent sightlines and acoustics, this historical building is used for the major performances of the undergraduate theatre program. 
The Wayne State University Department of Theatre allows students and faculty to connect with the historical essence of the Bonstelle through various areas of stage assistance and performance. Mary Copenhagen, costume designer for the Bonstelle Theatre, experiences the magic of every performance. “Most students in this country never get the opportunity to play in such a theater so our students here at WSU have a unique experience when they perform on this stage,” Copenhagen says. Although there are few technical obstacles to overcome when performing in the historical theater, Copenhagen remains interested in the history and future development of the Bonstelle. “Dressing rooms and backstage areas could use some major upgrades, so the facilities backstage are not what they need to be. Costume load-ins are a lot of work as all costumes have to be physically carried up numerous flights of stairs as there is no elevator in the building,” she says. “There are some major drawbacks from being in such an old building but I still feel the theater itself is a grand old lady and is worth the trouble.”Listed on the National Register of Historic Places, this “grand old lady” has been home to actors for more than a century. Hollywood stars Lily Tomlin and Tom Skerritt are among those who have started out at the Bonstelle. Over the years, the theater has received numerous honors from major newspapers such as “Best Local Theatre Company,” “Best Play,” “Theatre of the Year” and “Best Director.” The Bonstelle Theatre provides WSU students with the opportunity to perform in one of the nation's most unique educational theaters. From Shakespeare’s Othello to the captivating musicals, the Bonstelle Theatre has made its mark in history as one of Detroit’s

oldest buildings for live performances. ✮


	


