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It pays homage to the community, it’s an environmentally friendly space, and it’s an opportunity for students to have a class-

act, acoustically amazing, collaborative performing arts experience. It is the St. Ignatius High School Breen Center for the

Performing Arts, which was officially dedicated in August 2009. This great structure is a far cry from housing a concert,

assembly or play in the St. Ignatius Rade Dining Hall, where past events have been held.

This new building was named for Jack Breen, former president and CEO of Sherwin Williams. His two sons convinced him to give to their alma mater, and

the Performing Arts Center was just the project. 

Mr. Art Thomas (St. Ignatius HS Fine Arts teacher and also part time building manager for the Breen Center) is a wonderful tour guide. He leads me through
the high, open, yet perfectly acoustically-sound areas of this building. The Breen Center sits on Lorain and W. 30  in Ohio City and is attuned to its
surroundings. The front architecture mimics the West Side Market, and the roof above extends up to mirror the shape of the top of the St. Ignatius Chapel
across the street.
 
IT’S “GREEN”
The $12 million project (the largest the campus has seen since it was originally built) is a winner of a silver Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design
(LEED) rating award from the U.S. Green Building Council. According to the Council’s website¹, the LEED award “is an internationally recognized green
building certification system, providing third-party verification that a building or community was designed and built using strategies aimed at improving
performance across all the metrics that matter most: energy savings, water efficiency, CO2 emissions reduction, improved indoor environmental quality, and
stewardship of resources and sensitivity to their impacts.”
 
Mr. Thomas says that the building is made with recycled and recyclable building materials, it’s very close to a bus stop, and there are compact fluorescent
lights in dressing rooms and LED lights both used wherever possible. The building also uses materials made locally (which means the materials didn’t have
to use gasoline being transported across the country). Additionally, “smart lighting” allows lights to come on only when in the room is in use and makes the
lights turn off when nothing is happening. “The woods that you see throughout the Breen Center are all genuine woods. Also, the rooms are zoned for
energy efficiency, and we use good insulation to optimize that efficiency,” explains Mr. Thomas, as we walk through the auditorium.
 
According to the Fall 2009 Ignatius magazine, “only 12 Cleveland buildings, thus far, satisfy Council’s Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design
(LEED) Green Building Rating System. Only five have achieved silver certification or higher.”
 
IT’S MULTI-FACETED
This building is as beautiful and useful as it is green. The DiSanto-Burke Lobby is wide and open, looking out onto the St. Ignatius campus. Some of the
more interesting aspects of the interior include the red “Ohio mud” terra-cotta tiles that decorate the walls and lead the
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The Breen Center for the Performing Arts (courtesy of http://www.facebook.com/pages/Cleveland-OH/St-Ignatius-High-School-Breen-Center-for-the-Performing-
Arts/164876481564?ref=sgm)
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more interesting aspects of the interior include the red “Ohio mud” terra-cotta tiles that decorate the walls and lead the
eye around this multi-use space. The daylight amply provides an ambiance to the walls, which one day will provide
display space for student and local artists. The large, beautiful span of maple paneling on the walls was hand-selected
and was crafted from one giant log. Inset shelves already display some 3-D pieces. The Chorus Boosters sell candy and
bottled beverages in this area during shows, though none of these items are permitted in the actual theater. But this is
just the beginning, as the multi-use Lobby area is only one doorway into the 3-tiered space.
 
“The Breen Center is divided into 3 areas, all functioning independently- the Education Zone (classrooms, practice rooms
and the Thomas Multi-Purpose Room), Theater Support (including the Scene Shop, 3 Dressing Rooms and Costume
area), and the Theater area that includes the Rohr Stage & DiSanto-Burke Lobby,” Mr. Thomas explains. For security purposes, all areas are either locked
down or open depending on the time of day and intended use patterns.
 
The Breen Center has been 20 years in the making, but only became a reality within the last 5 years. “The best part is that the end users were part of the
equation from day one,” says Mr. Thomas. The architects (Westlake, Reed and Leskowsky, who specialize in theaters and were responsible for the Allen
Theater remodel) worked with music, theater and other faculty to meet all of their end-needs from the start.
 
IT’S ACOUSTICALLY AMAZING
One big advantage stemming from the early collaboration of the faculty with the architects is that the entire building is acoustically customizable. The sound
consultant on the project made the statement that each space is either noise producing or absorbing. Each room, including the classrooms and multi-
purpose areas, is balanced for the optimum audio experience. Whether it’s for a lecture or for a full choral rehearsal, there are curtains and buffers in each
space that are able to be pulled in or moved out depending on the needs of the users. The shells, buffers and curtains that are around in the theater itself
can be customized for anything from a small play to an opera or an orchestra concert.
 
From the Fall 2009 Ignatius magazine, “Some of the structures, such as the high, acoustic shelf wrapping around the audience chamber, are permanent.
Others, like heavy drapery, acoustic pillows and towers, and sound reflectors are used in various combinations for different performances... For the
marching band or a musical that generate a lot of noise energy, they can cover the audience walls with acoustic drapes to absorb sound. If we have
something more soothing like a small ensemble, they retract the draperies,” Mr. Thomas explains.
 
The theater also has two sound systems to accommodate the unique needs of different kinds of performances. Dual systems are required because the
theater houses both live performances and cinematic experiences (it has a 17’x34’ projection screen and Dolby 7 system to accommodate movies). “The
subwoofers for films project low-frequency sound for the visceral vibrations familiar in surround-sound systems. Subwoofer speakers for a live performance
amplify a different kind of low-frequency sound,” quotes the Fall 2009 Ignatius Magazine.
 
USING THE SPACE

Inside the large auditorium are 540 wide and comfortable stadium-cushioned seats covered in a soft Wildcat blue material
and surrounded by natural woods. There is a gentle ramp that leads the public into the warm, professional space, which is
perfect for all patrons, including those with handicapped-accessible needs.
 
The Rohr Stage area is 3,000 square feet total. 1,500 square feet of that space is the main staging area, and the remaining
1,500 square feet is for wing and backstage purposes. A more-than-ample fly space soars over the stage and a dedicated
rigging system waits in the wings. The sprung floor absorbs shocks, and provides a softer feel that’s good for dancers and all
other physical activities. Finally, an orchestra pit with an automated lift is at the front of the stage.

 
IT’S DIFFERENT FROM THE OLD SPACE
Rehearsals for different projects used to be scattered all over campus, but not anymore- everything is contained in one building. Space used to be shared
with everyone who happened to be traveling through those areas at the time. “There are people who have some nostalgia for the old space, but this new
building allows for no interruptions,” says Mr. Thomas. No interruptions means that students and audience members no longer have to strain to hear over
the Rade Dining Hall vending machine compressors, be interrupted by service staff, or share rooms that had to be revamped for each event.
 
When events took place in the old Dining Hall, tables had to be taken down, chairs had to be put up, countless post-its needed to be placed to designate
seat numbers, and cables had to be run. Mr. Thomas is grateful that none of this has to be done anymore. “I can come in just shortly before a show to
check on things instead of being here hours before for setup,” Mr. Thomas muses. He is excited that everything is where it needs to be at all times.
 
With everything being so new, did anything from the former spaces make it over to the new Breen Center facility? Mr. Thomas mentions one thing that
needed to make the trip across the street, “The Box Office from the old gym had a ticket sorter box from the 1960s– it was the one item I made sure was
made part of the new place.” Along with that, hard-to-find props like a coffin, a gurney and rotary phones made it over.
 
Also finding a new home in the Breen Center is about ¼ of the costume stock that was once housed in the home of Mrs. Carol Coffarro, a Harlequins
costume designer. The stock was so massive that the other portion was donated or given to other theater companies. The remaining items (what looks like
hundreds of pieces) are stored away at the Breen Center, holding memories of all of the productions past, and waiting for all of the productions to come.
 
EVERYONE WINS
The building is a win-win situation for everyone. The community uses it for a meeting space for CYO Basketball coaches, the Hispanic Round Table, area
neighborhood Block Club, free concerts, and a spirituality-for-adults group which meets once a month. The community is invited to all events.
 
Outside groups such as VERB Ballets, Dancing Wheels and the Slovenian Men’s Chorus get to perform in an amazing space with customizable acoustics.
Students also get to take advantage of master classes that may be held by these outside companies.
 
Students get the experience of working on their own programs and have the opportunity to be hired to work the outside programs. Not only do they learn
how to problem-solve and run many different kinds of events while getting paid, the building itself has a built-in group of student staff that know how to do
things right in the space the first time.
 
According to St. Ignatius math teacher, David Sabol, “From a stage crew perspective, I can say that I think the student stage crew members are getting the
biggest increase in learning opportunities of any student group on campus. Now we have the facilities, equipment, and staff that can teach them what they
need to pull off a professional-level show. Even better, they are getting the chance to work on third-party shows that are with genuine (paid) professionals.
The facility they are working in now is essentially exactly what they can expect to work in as a paid professional, if not better. They are learning so much
and rising to the challenge.”
 
WHAT’S COMING UP
Another person chomping at the bit to get the first St. Ignatius Harlequins musical onto the stage is English teacher and director, Mr. Richard Fujimoto. He
will be directing Sweet Charity in the Breen Center this spring.
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“We can have more than one single-unit set piece! We can have more than one drop!” says Mr. Fujimoto. He is thrilled about the show of support from the
theater community. He’s even more thrilled about all of the new freedoms that a new space allows. “I was talking to the Tech Director about a song in
Sweet Charity that takes place with 10 people in the air, and he just looked at me and said ‘We can do that.’ It’s amazing,” he says.
 
Sweet Charity is the debut spring musical in the Breen Center. The show’s music is by Cy Coleman with lyrics by Dorothy Fields and book by Neil Simon. It
will run March 19, 20, 21, 26 & 27 at 7:30pm for all performances for the 2009-2010 schedule.
 
Other events coming to the Breen Center for the Performing Arts include Cleveland Cirque on Sunday, April 25  at 3pm, and the Cleveland Duo & James
Umble on Sunday, May 9 at 3pm.
 
Planning for the 2010-2011 season is underway!
 
IT’S LOOKING FOR VOLUNTEERS & PATRONS
The performing arts at St. Ignatius High School have come a long way from its challenges in the old Dining Hall, but Mr. Thomas wants to remind the
community that they’re always looking for volunteer ushers (it’s a good way to see a free show), and for donors for the ongoing financial campaign. “We still
have available brick pavers in the entry plaza, seat naming opportunities, and naming rights are still up for grabs on Band, Chorus, Concession and even
Practice Room areas if people are interested.”
 
This building is unique and wonderful. It is a gem to the students, faculty and community that it serves. Make sure YOU get a chance to experience it
firsthand– soon!
 
###
THE BREEN CENTER FOR THE PERFORMING ARTS
2008 West 30th St.
Cleveland, OH, 44113
216.961.2560
 
To volunteer, donate or find out more, contact Art Thomas by email at athomas@ignatius.edu.
 
To find out more about the Breen Center’s Opening, The U.S. Green Building Council, or to locate the Breen Center’s Fan/Group Page on Facebook, see
the sources below.
 
BE SURE TO CHECK OUT THE BREEN CENTER SLIDE SHOW AT THE END OF THE ARTICLE! (All official photos courtesy of the Breen Center
Facebook Page)
 
SOURCES CITED:
Breen Center Page via St. Ignatius HS
http://www.ignatius.edu/s/237/cmsindex.aspx?sid=237&gid=1&pgid=1467
 
Fall 2009 Ignatius Magazine (article on Breen Center)
http://www.ignatius.edu/s/237/images/editor_documents/Advancement/Fall%202009%20PDF.pdf
 
U.S. Green Building Council¹
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CategoryID=19
 
Facebook- Breen Center Fan/Group Link
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Cleveland-OH/St-Ignatius-High-School-Breen-Center-for-the-Performing-Arts/164876481564?ref=sgm
 
--------------------------------------------------
Do you have a performing arts-related event or topic that you feel would be relevant to this column? If so, contact Kate Miller at kateklotzbach@yahoo.com
 
Be sure to SUBSCRIBE to this feed and tell your friends!! Let’s get the people and organizations in our community noticed and appreciated!!!
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Kate Klotzbach
Cleveland Performing Arts Examiner
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