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Farewell Old Friend: CSU Factory Theatre
Demolished
March 19, 2012

5:51 PM MST

The decaying, tan brick building sits like a shell against the sky as other buildings come down around

it. Although it stands almost alone in the one last lot that hasn’t been destroyed between downtown

Cleveland’s East 24th and East 22nd streets, there is excitement and hope in the air. The construction

vehicles have arrived and are bringing down the CSU Factory Theatre, but this is actually a new Act in

the vibrant Play that is Cleveland State University’s Department of Theatre and Dance.

The CSU Factory Theatre’s days are done, as the buildings around it come down to make way for a
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CSU Campus Village expansion project. The Factory’s only company now is the same-fated red brick

Art building that sits to its south. Both buildings are soon to be no more than a memory, ending an

era. The Factory Theatre tenants, the CSU department of Theatre and Dance, have moved into a

newly-renovated home in the Middough Building and will perform in the re-imagined Allen Theatre

complex at PlayhouseSquare. The opportunity is unparalleled, the possibilities are endless for the

program.

For decades the now-ghostly structure of tumbling cement was home to actors, dancers, designers,

directors, producers and other theatrical staff. There, professors and pupils pondered the

complexities of Pinter, Parcans, projections, props and protagonists.

Back in 1965, CSU Director of Development Robert L. Jones wrote about the University’s exciting Fifth

Year of Adventure. Among the many exciting “new” endeavors being explored was the Theatre Arts

Building.

A faded Factory photo is captioned as “An old cotton factory at 23rd Street and Chester Avenue…

undergoing a $96,000 renovation and on its way to becoming… Cleveland’s first free-form

‘experimental’ theater.”

47 years after that quotation, the memories made in that space are cherished and celebrated with the

dawn of a new period of CSU Theatre and Dance.

From a 2011 article in the Cleveland Plain Dealer*, “[Michael] Schwartz, who came to CSU as interim

president in 2001 and became president in 2002, instituted significant academic and physical

changes during his seven-year tenure, transforming the university. He developed a major building

initiative -- which included a recreation center, a student center and new student housing -- to make

the campus more cohesive and attractive.

One of his building goals was to get the theater and art programs out of what Schwartz called "that

slum" on Chester Avenue -- the old art building and the Factory Theatre.

In 2007, Schwartz announced a proposal to build a $50 million arts building on Euclid Avenue for the

university's theater, dance, art and music programs.”

And thus the CSU Arts Campus has come to life, thanks to the Power of Three (the Cleveland Play

House, PlayhouseSquare and Cleveland State University) and the support of the community.

So as CSU’s Department of Theatre and Dance moves forward into a new period of growth and

opportunity in the brand new Allen Theatre Complex downtown at PlayhouseSquare, they are

bidding adieu as the final curtain closes on a building that will never be forgotten. The old Factory

Theatre’s leaking ceilings and loud air compressor will not by missed, but the art created on the stage

will live on in the people that created it. The poorly-insulated classroom and street noise are gladly
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left behind, but the friendships made over the decades in those halls will last for decades to come. As

the black iron fence is torn down and is replaced by a chain-linked construction zone, the faculty,

staff, students, patrons and friends will keep alive the spirit that is CSU Theatre and Dance.

What a great time for the arts! What a great future for CSU. We thank the Factory Theatre for a great

run, and look forward to a bright future ahead.

Special memories live through the generations. Here are just a few.

Stephanie Wilbert, CSU Theatre Major, 2011 graduate 

My favorite memory is when we were doing the Oresteia and Charles Hargrave was playing the

Watchman. He was giving the opening speech about the fires burning down Troy, and as he was

giving his speech the fire alarms went off. The entire audience had to evacuate the theatre! We were

all hardcore because we still performed for a good 8 minutes with the fire alarm going off.

Brandon Rife, CSU Film and Digital Media Major / Theatre Minor, current student 

My favorite CSU Factory Theatre memory is making costumes for the Little Vikings Children’s Theatre

show The Emperor’s New Clothes with Tesia, Christa, Katie and Christina. For about a week, we

passed the time by chronicling the life of a fictitious girl named Fancy. By the end of the week, we

had turned Fancy’s fantastic life into an entire Lifetime Channel Original Series. Characteristics from

her life included… falling head-over-heels in love with a poor, down-to-earth boy named Bubba Joe. It

was a fabulous experience. My favorite line from the series is: “You ain’t never gonna be fancy,

Fancy!”

Tony Weinert, CSU Theatre Major, 1975 graduate 

I spent a great deal time at the Factory Theatre while I majored in Drama at CSU. Actor, director, tech,

and publicity - I did it all. Welding the steel cage for Joe Garry's production of The Importance of

Being Earnest, acting in The Byrds, doing publicity for Jacques Brel… and creating my own improv

group [were all] great gigs. My most unusual memory is of a play upstairs [in the Studio]. I don't

remember the name, but I will not forget what I saw. We entered and saw on the floor a set created

with palm trees and sand. About 10 minutes into the play, Gene Hare emerged from under a ton of

sand, one of the most surprising entrances one could ever imagine. I loved it.

Elisa Hanna, CSU Theatre Major / Dance Minor, current student 

My most memorable experience in the Factory Theatre was when my husband proposed to me. After

one of our performances of In the Blood, he waited until the theatre was empty and asked me to

show him the set (as he usually does when I am involved in a production). I did not suspect a thing,

and as I explained how the set was put together and what it was made of, he said "Elisa, turn around".

When I turned around, he was on the stage, on one knee, with the ring in his hand. He said that he

wanted me to be his "leading lady". It is an event that I will remember for the rest of my life!

Sharon Bosse Burke, CSU Theatre Major, 1982 graduate 

I was a theatre major at CSU in the early 80's. I loved the Factory Theatre! Here is my ghost story.



We were doing the production Dark of the Moon. I played the part of Barbara Allen. At the end of the

show (don't read on if you don't want to know the end of the play), Barbara Allen and the Witch Boy

have a final romantic moment before she dies, and he goes back to the mountains.

After I was "dead", my eyes were closed, I distinctly felt someone walking up to me, from the

downstage left entrance. And I'm thinking, who is that walking up to me?! No one is supposed to be

onstage except the Witch Boy. I thought it was one of the other actors, then I heard whispers in the

wings, so I knew it wasn't them. Then I thought, it must be the Witch Boy, but why did he change his

blocking? I could feel a presence so close to me, but my character was dead, so I couldn't open my

eyes! My heart was beating! At that moment, I heard the Witch Boy say his line high up on the

mountain, so... who was next to me? My only thought was, Oh my God! It's the theatre ghost! It's

Donna! I waited, breathing silently, making myself be still, waiting to get up and run! I was scared and I

really wanted to open my eyes, but I would ruin the play! It seemed so long until blackout and curtain

and lights up, and then it was all over! Gone - there was no sense of any presence - it just vanished!

I will miss the Factory Theatre! Thanks for all the great shows and good times!

Tim Collingwood, CSU Theatre Major, 2010 graduate 

The four years I spent at the Factory Theater literally changed my life. When I was a freshmen, I did

not know what I was walking into, and in the years I was there, it was not until near the end of my time

there did I fully appreciate it. At the Factory Theater, I expanded my knowledge of the theatre and

learned many new skills that continue to help me professionally. Even if you were not on the stage,

you felt you were a part of something. The people you met shared more time with you even outside

of the classroom, becoming your friends and your peers and remaining so. The professors were more

than just professors, but mentors. It was the only theater I knew that challenged not only its students,

but its community and its audience to think outside of the box by putting on productions that was not

just standard college theatre, and recognizing and stressing the importance of the arts in the

community.

The Factory Theatre of my college years grew as I grew, from just a college theater to a community

staple.

If Cleveland State Theatre laid the foundation for my professional career, then the Factory Theatre

lays the foundation for Cleveland theater's next step in the Allen Theatre Complex. I am thankful for

my time at the Factory Theatre and thankful for the people of whom I shared my time with there.

Thank you for changing my life for the better.

BC Miles, CSU Theatre Major, 2008 graduate 

For the five years of my CSU career, four and a-half of those years were spent at the Factory Theatre.

During this time the Factory Theatre was my home. I slept there, ate there, and showered there. I

learned valuable lessons from some of the most incredible teachers, who then became mentors, who

then became peers. I learned how to program lights, run a sound board, manage a show, and use a



screw gun with my right hand. I was an alien warrior, a murderous wife, and a male cross-dresser

among many other things. I got to sit in the same spot in the dressing room for every show I did there,

and learned every nook and cranny of the building. I got to paint a pig silver, make friends with a

ghost, sleep on a mesh grid 30-ft above the ground, and play countless hours of curbs and four-

square. I met my best friends in life, friendships that have lasted for years after graduating. I spent

more time within this building then I did at any dorm room or apartment I had.

I know that the Factory Theatre building is just that, a building. What's important is the memories and

the friendships that have, and will, carry on long after the building is gone. I may not have the building

to come back to, but I do have the people, and in this moment of reflection I want to say thank you.

Thank you for the laughter and the tears, the secrets shared, and the pranks played. Thank you to the

building that gave me a safe place to grow, and learn, and discover… We are the Factory Theatre. And

while the building may be having its final strike, our history keeps it standing.

Mary Grodek, CSU Communications graduate 

I played assorted peasants and such in The Death of Danton, more years ago than I care to

remember. During the inevitable French brothel scene, we had to gracefully fall to the floor in

sensuous clumps.

My co-clumpees were a guy named Perry and these gymnastic twins. During rehearsal one night,

director Gene Hare abruptly stopped the scene, walked over to our clump, pointed down at us and

boomed out, "I want all of you to look exactly like this!" It was Academy time, really.

Oh, and my raggedy sleeve got caught in one of the noblemen's lace cuffs -- away we went across

the stage, up the stairs, and into the "Bastille". After 8 seconds and much cussing and tugging from

the other noblemen, we broke free and burst back out on stage, never missing a cue. Good times --

thank you Factory Theatre, hello CSU Arts Campus!

Timothy Wutrich, Ph.D., CSU Theatre / Classical and Medieval Studies Majors, 1984 graduate 

I acted and directed in the Factory Theater (spelled "Theater" when I was a student, still my preferred

spelling, for what it's worth!) and loved that place. I still hold wonderful memories of that building, my

classmates, and my professors: Wayne Turney, Gene Hare, Reuben Silver, and, of course, Joe Garry. I

have written a poem reflecting on my memories of the place and I include it here [at the end].

I have been back in town since summer 2007 (I teach in Classics at Case Western Reserve University

across town) and I have had the chance to see a few productions which I enjoyed very much. In fact,

a few years ago, my wife (who also teaches at CWRU) and I brought a class to see SHE STOOPS TO

CONQUER. I was pleasantly surprised to meet Gene Hare there, who had done the sets for the show

when I first saw it as a student in the early 1980s!

FACTORY THEATRE 

A brick building on the corner of 

Chester and East Twenty-Fourth Street: 



An old factory, according to legend; 

But I knew it when it was a theater, 

A place where we could go to dream, 

Where we watched stories unfold

Like blossoms of roses opening, 

Like bonfires set alight on a summer evening. 

When the theater lights came on, 

Something still, inert, lifeless 

Exploded into existence, 

Breathed with Being.

That old brick building was like 

Some dreaming giant’s head: 

It held the dreams, fantasies, nightmares, 

Collective consciousness of the world. 

Some nights it held visions 

Of Electra and Orestes in Mycenae,

Taking revenge for slaughtered Agamemnon; 

Some nights young English lovers fell in love 

While harpsichord music played, and 

Garrick seemed to live again at Covent Garden; 

Some nights, the persecuted of Nazi Germany 

Discovered their humanity as they hid in Hell.

Other nights puppets danced and made us laugh, 

Or mimes made us see things that were not there. 

The smell of paint and turpentine, 

The sound of saw blades buzzing, 

Greeted us, if we looked too closely, 

Those who wanted to know more.

There was a room there, in that brick building, 

With little boxes, windows on the past: 

Toy theaters from other times and other places. 

Looking at them, I wanted to be inside 

The Theater of Dionysus, the Globe, 

The Teatro Olimpico, or a makeshift stage

Somewhere in medieval Europe, somewhere else, 

Where poetry and song, masks and paint,



Dance, swordplay, action 

Could help me make sense 

Of that place where I spent the rest of time 

Outside the theater.

-- Timothy Wutrich 

(Cleveland State University, B.A. 1984; Tufts University, M.A. 1988, Ph.D. 1992)

Farewell, Factory Theatre! And thanks for the memories.

View SLIDESHOW here. 

View VIDEO of the demolition here. 

For more information on CSU Department of Theatre and Dance's classes and programming, visit

http://www.csuohio.edu/theatre.

To buy tickets to CSU Theatre and Dance productions, contact the PlayhouseSquare Box Office at

216-241-6000, or purchase online at www.playhousesquare.org. 

###

*Connors, Joanna. “The renaissance of Cleveland's Allen Theatre: How theater renovation brought

together 3 institutions”. Cleveland.com. Web. Sunday, September 18, 2011. 

- http://www.cleveland.com/arts/index.ssf/2011/09/the_renaissance_of_cleve...
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Facts You May Not Know About Social Security 

By Szarka Financial - For most Americans, their Social Security benefit will

be the foundation of their retirement plan. Did you that you could collect a
Social Security benefit even if you never put a dime into the system? It’s
called the spousal benefit.

http://www.examiner.com/performing-arts-in-cleveland/farewell-to-the-factory-picture
http://www.examiner.com/performing-arts-in-cleveland/farewell-old-friend-csu-factory-theatre-demolished-video
http://www.examiner.com/performing-arts-in-cleveland/farewell-old-friend-csu-factory-theatre-demolished-video
http://www.csuohio.edu/theatre
http://www.playhousesquare.org/
http://www.cleveland.com/arts/index.ssf/2011/09/the_renaissance_of_clevelands.html


© 2006-2015 AXS Digital Group LLC d/b/a Examiner.com

Kate Klotzbach
Cleveland Performing Arts Examiner

http://www.examiner.com/performing-arts-in-cleveland/kate-klotzbach
http://www.examiner.com/performing-arts-in-cleveland/kate-klotzbach

