Host Intro:

It’s summer, which means you’ve probably seen a summer blockbuster movie or two to try and get away from the heat. But if you’re like most of us, you probably saw that movie in a multiplex and not at a historic movie palace. So there probably wasn’t an organist playing before and after the movie…there’s not many theatres left who still employ organists. Producer Jonathan Menjivar (men-HEE-var) visited one of Chicago’s last theater organists at his home in Manteno, IL…a small town in the middle of cornfields about an hour south of Chicago. 

===

It’s generally quiet here in Manteno – population, 8,200. Depending where you happen to be in town, you might hear the whir of car on Highway 50 or sprinklers tinkling on the lawns of retirees. Or if you were close enough to Mark Noller’s garage, maybe you’d hear this.

(slow, dreamy organ sound fades up and continues through “Spanish lantern” cut).

(:07) I’m the last theater organist on the payroll of a movie palace by the name of the Music Box.

The Music Box is one of those gorgeous old movie palaces made to look like a Spanish mission. It’s got these giant sweeping arches and faux balconies. It’s incredible. But I’m not at the Music Box today. I’m in Mark’s garage. This tiny 600 square foot space where he’s built a detail for detail replica of the Music Box. There’s 28 green lawn chairs instead of plush, red seats, but otherwise…everything in here is spot on. The ceiling is painted to look like the night sky. A red, velvet curtain hangs in front of the screen.

(:28) We have Spanish lanterns, statuary, lots of plaster work, and we have a fountain. And uh…up here…this is all just junk from the home improvement store.

TO MAKE THIS LITTLE BALCONY. WHAT IS IT…

These are legs for a table, turned upside down and then cut out and then I painted them all. It’ll take a little while for your eyes to adjust, but you will catch on.

The whole thing took 18 months to build. Mark started out with vague sketches on graph paper of the Music Box scaled down to fit his garage. Then he passed his sketches on to carpenters who built the organ chambers and arches. Mark’s not crazy…but sometimes his enthusiasm for the project…the lengths he’s willing to go for authenticity’s sake seem a little out of the ordinary.

(:14) I’m thinking about digging a hole and putting the organ on an elevator, but we’re not there yet. 

BUT YOU’RE ACTUALLY CONSIDERING THAT?

Oh, I’m considering it, but um…I’ll probably move the whole thing out of here before that, so I’m not real anxious to do that right now.

(bouncy music up and ends in clear).

Mark’s 57 now, but it was as a kid growing up in Chicago, that he got hooked on the organ. He took piano lessons at school and practiced at home on a little, cardboard keyboard. He played some at church and then he’d go see variety shows at the Rialto Square Theatre in Joliet, IL. They had silent movies and vaudeville acts. But Mark was really only there to see one thing. 

(:25 ) When you see a theatre organ, you’re fascinated by all of the knobs and the buttons and you’re running your feet all over the place and your hands are going everywhere and you hear whistles and bells and sounds and all of these things. And it’s like one person is running all of this, in real time, nothing is prerecorded. And you heard this incredible music and you could feel it right through your bones. It would just come out and engulf you.

(music up and end in clear)

 (:51) YOU’VE GOT THE ROWS OF WHITE KEYS UP THERE THAT WERE PICKING WHAT YOU WERE PLAYING BEFORE. AND THEN  WHAT ARE ALL THE RED AND YELLOW UP ABOVE THAT?

O.K. there are different colors for different kinds of sounds. And the heart of the theatre organ is the tibia and it sounds like this. (tibia plays).

And then we have a sound called the Vox Humana that sort of sounds like sick cows. (Vox Humana sounds) So that when you put them together you sort of get. (Tibia and Vox together).

Mark got his first organ in the 1970’s. A pipe organ that had come from a theatre in LaGrange, IL. He moved it into a theatre in the Chicago suburbs, but things turned sour pretty quickly. The building’s owner was in financial trouble and he just kind of stopped showing up.  (music under this graph and fade under next cut)

(:40) And then the next thing we know, the retail spaces are emptying out and then the locks are changed. And then nobody knows nothing, nobody knows anybody. And the next thing I hear….is that a semi pulled up to the building and in essence walked off with my instrument. In 10,000 pieces, but that’s what happened. And um, sadly enough that particular theater, this is almost…over 20 years later…and that building has yet to recover and all they do is fight over it. It’s been closed. I’m hoping that it will be resurrected but old theatres are not easy to um…bring back to life.

(dramatic music starts in clear)

Mark found the organ he has now online. He thought about finding a home for it in a Chicago theatre, but it was kind hard to feel like it would ever be safe there. Most of the old Chicago theatres aren’t the same anymore. They’re chopped up into multiplexes…falling apart. The one theatre they’ve managed to preserve downtown doesn’t even play movies anymore. So instead, Mark started drawing up the plans for his home theatre here in Manteno. Now he has parties at the theatre for his neighbors…he hosts school groups that want to visit…anyone really that wants to stop by.  

(:25) There has been one architect come here, who grew up around old theatres in Chicago. And when he came to the house and I showed him the theatre…he sat down and I started to play for him and he just started sobbing like a big baby. He was just very moved by it. They say when a movie palace has an organ in it…when it’s played, it’s like the heart of the building is thumping.

(dramatic music ends in clear with chimes)

Our story was produced by Jonathan Menjivar (men-HEE-var) as part of his occasional series, In-between.
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