
stages of decay





stages of decay

FOREWORD BY 

MARTINA GEDECK

PREFACE BY 

BRYAN PAPCIAK

JULIA SOLIS

PRESTEL

Munich · London · New York



4

© Prestel Verlag, Munich · London · New York 2013

© for the photographs by Julia Solis, 2013

© for the text by Julia Solis, Martina Gedeck 

and Bryan Papciak, 2013

Front cover: Grand Quarters Theater, Detroit

Back cover: Thomas Edison School, Philadelphia

Prestel, a member of Verlagsgruppe Random House GmbH

Prestel Verlag

Neumarkter Strasse 28

81673 Munich

Tel. +49 (0)89 4136-0

Fax +49 (0)89 4136-2335

www.prestel.de

Prestel Publishing Ltd.

4 Bloomsbury Place

London WC1A 2QA

Tel. +44 (0)20 7323-5004

Fax +44 (0)20 7636-8004

Prestel Publishing

900 Broadway, Suite 603

New York, NY 10003

Tel. +1 (212) 995-2720

Fax +1 (212) 995-2733

www.prestel.com

Library of Congress Control Number: 2012952512

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data: 

a catalogue record for this book is available 

from the British Library. The Deutsche 

Bibliothek holds a record of this publication 

in the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie; detailed 

bibliographical data can be found under: 

http://dnb.d-nb.de

Prestel books are available worldwide. 

Please contact your nearest bookseller or 

one of the above addresses for information 

concerning your local distributor.

Editorial assistance: Ali Gitlow 

Design and layout: Dorothy Trojanowski

Production: Friederike Schirge

Origination: Reproline Mediateam, Munich

Printing and binding: Firmengruppe Appl, Wemding

Printed in Germany

Verlagsgrupe Random House FSC-DEU-0100

The FSC-certified paper 

Profisilk has been supplied by Igepa.

ISBN 978-3-7913-4819-3   



FOREWORD BY 

MARTINA GEDECK

PREFACE BY 

BRYAN PAPCIAK

THEATERS AT PLAY

 

SHORT REELS

 

STAGES OF DECAY

 

NOTES ON LOCATIONS

BIOGRAPHIES

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

7

 

11 

15

 

25 

37

153

158

159

   Table of contents



6



7

Left - The Sun Theater, St. Louis

Top - Ceiling, National Theater, Detroit

 Foreword
Many years later when fi rst I saw Julia 

Solis’s photographs, their sight struck me 

with a similar force. The stage – left to itself, 

neglected, in a state of dissolution. Silent 

theaters, with no performances, places where 

people once magnifi cently celebrated them-

selves, abandoned. And all this very nearby, 

without war or natural disaster, an everyday 

I was seven years old when I went to a theater 

for the fi rst time. I had never set foot in such 

a place before or even heard of one. The lights 

went out and a world revealed itself: my world. 

A world of transformation, in which nothing 

could be predicted and everything was pos-

sible. To my great delight, the fl owers could 

speak, the mushrooms moved back and forth, 

day and night alternated by the minute, and 

there was blue light. At heart I had always 

known that this was how things happened 

in the real world and I was overwhelmed by 

the happiness of fi nally having discovered 

this reality. I was in a swoon; all this played 

out without my doing, in a space that was 

my own. It was as if the world of wonders, 

the invisible world from which I acted, had 

suddenly come to life. This room of wonders, 

called “theater,” was where I wanted, could, 

and was fi nally permitted to live. And to this 

day, it has remained an interior space for me 

where the spirit materializes, where thoughts, 

poetry, and literature take form, a place of 

constant transformation.

MARTINA GEDECK
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occurrence right in everyone’s neighbor-

hood. But despite the visible decay, there is 

nothing oppressive about them. They con-

vey tranquility, even a quiet cheerfulness. 

Nature has taken over, slowly and lightly, 

infi nitely alive and fi lled with magic. The 

place of transformation is transforming 

itself. We are seeing an entirely diff erent 

truth: we’re watching the space be alone. 

Yes, that’s how it can be seen – as soon as 

the noise from the world has faded away, life 

itself appears on the stage, showing itself 

in all of its transformations, telling its very 

own story – just for itself.

Solis has retrieved these “private mo-

ments”  of the stages for us. She has, it seems, 

moved discreetly and carefully in these spac-

es so that life would not be disturbed in its 

play, just as it should be in a theater. As a 

thanks, she was rewarded with breathtaking 

stories. She listened quietly and with an 

open heart, and brought the most beautiful 

pieces back for us. These are treasures that 

touch us to the core.

Top - Columbia Theater, Kentucky 

Right - Ballroom ceiling, Berlin, Germany
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preface
One who regularly explores abandoned and 

derelict urban structures could be asked, 

“Isn’t that scary? Isn’t it dangerous? Isn’t it 

dirty?” In a word: yes. And while we’re at it, 

let’s add “unhealthy” and “unpredictable.”

Nevertheless, deserted places such as 

factories, hotels, hospitals, and subway tun-

nels – all crumbling relics of the industrial 

“American Century” – are also something else: 

mysterious. And a mystery, in the medieval 

sense, is something to be celebrated rather 

than a puzzle to be solved. Each abandoned 

place is a portal where secrets, strangeness, 

and arcane lore leak into the present through 

gaps in rotting fl oorboards or cracks in dusty 

windows. Even so, few derelict structures 

hold the mystical and peculiar allure of an 

abandoned theater. 

Exploring an abandoned building is 

often an excursion through darkness, as the 

doors and windows are usually boarded up. A 

theater, however, is naturally dark, because it 

is designed to be so. Darkness is a theater’s 

intentional state, and its magic is only dis-
Left - Auditorium, Children’s Developmental Center, Maryland

Top - National Theater, Detroit

cernible once the lights of normal life are ex-

tinguished. As playwright/convict Jean Genet 

observed, “dreams are nursed in darkness.” 

Perhaps some theatrical magic still lingers 

when an explorer’s fl ashlight infi ltrates the 

blackness that was once impregnated by a 

projector lamp or limelight.

BRYAN PAPCIAK
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