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ANN ARBOR HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMISSION 

 
Staff Report 

 
ADDRESS:  603 East Liberty Street, Application Number HDC24-137 
 
DISTRICT:  State Street Historic District 
 
REPORT DATE: October 10, 2024 
 
REPORT PREPARED BY:   Jill Thacher, Historic Preservation Coordinator 
 
REVIEW COMMITTEE DATE:  Monday, October 7, 2024 
 
 

OWNER   APPLICANT    
 
Name: Russell Collins    Mark Chalou 
  CEO, Marquee Arts    Mr. Neon 
Address: 603 E Liberty Street    3458 E Pineview Drive 
  Ann Arbor, MI 48104   Dexter, MI 48130    
Phone: (734) 668-8397    (734) 320-1215 
  
 
BACKGROUND:  The Michigan Theater Building was constructed in 1927 to house shops, 
offices, and a lavish theater. The auditorium featured a Barton organ and 1800 seats. The 
theater underwent the first phase of a major renovation in 1986 which restored the 1927 
appearance of the Auditorium and Grand Foyer. A 1998 initiative renovated the lobby and 
vestibule, and added a new marquee, screening room, restrooms, and HVAC system. In 2010 
the HDC approved a solar panel installation.  
  
LOCATION: This site is located on the north side of East Liberty, between Maynard and North 
State.  
 
APPLICATION:  The applicant seeks HDC 
approval to replace the three message panels of 
the marquee sign with digital panels of the same 
size. 
 
APPLICABLE REGULATIONS:   
 
From the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 
for Rehabilitation: 
 

1. A property shall be used for its historic 
purpose or be placed in a new use that requires 
minimal change to the defining characteristics 
of the building and its site and environment.  
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2. The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved. The removal of 
historic materials or alteration of features and spaces that characterize a property shall be 
avoided. 
 
5. Distinctive features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship 
that characterize a property shall be preserved. 
 
9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy historic 
materials that characterize the property. The new work shall be differentiated from the old 
and shall be compatible with the massing, size, scale, and architectural features to protect 
the historic integrity of the property and its environment.  
 
10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be undertaken in such a 
manner that if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic property 
and its environment would be unimpaired.  

 
From the Secretary of the Interior’s Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings: 
 
Storefronts 

Recommended: Identifying, retaining, and preserving storefronts – and their functional and 
decorative features – that are important in defining the overall historic character of the 
building such as display windows, signs, doors, transoms, kick plates, corner posts, and 
entablatures. 

Not Recommended: Introducing a new design that is incompatible in size, scale, material, 
and color; using inappropriately scaled signs and logos or other types of signs that obscure, 
damage, or destroy remaining character-defining features of the historic building; using new 
illuminated signs. 

From the Ann Arbor Historic District Design Guidelines:  
  

Signs  
  
Appropriate: Installing signage that is subordinate to the overall building composition.  
 
Installing signage that is compatible in size, style, materials, and appearance to the historic 
resource and district. 
 
Installing signage that is lit from external light fixtures above or below the sign. 
  
Installing signs that have interior illumination or are backlit. 
  
Installing signage that is subordinate to the overall building composition.  
 
Not Appropriate: Installing signs that are overly complex, use more than 3 or 4 colors or use 
fluorescent colors 

 
Storefronts 

 
Not Appropriate: Removing or radically changing storefronts and their features which are 
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important in defining the overall historic character of the building so that the character is 
diminished. 

 
STAFF FINDINGS:  

 
1. The building has had at least four marquees, shown in photos below. By 1956, all of the 

original marquee, including the huge vertical “Michigan” blade sign, had been removed. 
The current trapezoidal marquee was installed in 1998 and included a replica of the 
Michigan blade sign. Elements of the original 1927 design were incorporated into the 
current marquee, like reminiscent curlicues over the word MICHIGAN that sits on the 
center panel of the marquee display. It is not a replica in shape or design, however; 
rather, a sign compatible with the spirit of the original and character of the theater.   
 

2. This application proposes to replace the three changeable-letter sign panels on the 
marquee with digital electronic message signs. The Historic District Commission will need 
to decide whether the new signs are compatible with the historic character of the theater.  
 

3. Staff comments: Some points to consider:  
 

• Changeable-letter signs are ubiquitous to theater marquees. Nothing quite says 
“you’re at the movies!” than words spelled out with individual letters.  

• The current white-on-black changeable-letter sign is different from its 
predecessors, which had dark letters on a white background (and what was on the 
original 1927 marquee isn’t clear).  

• Since the current signs aren’t replicas of historic ones, staff is mostly concerned 
with compatibility with the ornate theater façade. Staff’s biggest concern is whether 
what is displayed on the screens is fixed in place or animated. Swirling logos, 
sliding words or moving videos are not allowed by sign code but can be extremely 
difficult to enforce when owners decide to display them that way anyway (as 
evidenced by other electronic message signs around the city).  

• The work is very reversible. The electronic panels can be removed and replaced 
with a traditional sign with no harm to any historic materials.  

• If the message or image shown electronically is fixed in place and changes 
infrequently (no more than once a day? Or once an hour?) staff believes it could 
be appropriate. This is included in the possible motion, below.  

 
4. The proposed work also requires a variance from the Zoning Board of Appeals because 

each of the three electronic message signs exceeds 25% of that sign’s area. The hours 
of operation would be limited to 30 minutes before the theater opens to 30 minutes after 
the close of theater business, per sign code.  

 
POSSIBLE MOTIONS:  (Note that the motions are only suggested.  The Review Committee, 
consisting of staff and at least two Commissioners, will meet with the applicant on site and then 
make a recommendation at the meeting.)   
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I move that the Commission issue a certificate of appropriateness for 603 East Liberty 
Street, a contributing structure in the State Street Historic District, to replace three 
changeable message sign panels on the Michigan Theater marquee to electronic 
message signs, on the condition that any images or words shown on the sign may not 
change more than once per hour, and the images or words may not move or be 
animated. As conditioned, the work is compatible in exterior design, arrangement, 
texture, material and relationship to the rest of the building and the surrounding area and 
meets The Ann Arbor Historic District Design Guidelines for storefronts and signs; and 
The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation and Guidelines for 
Rehabilitating Historic Buildings, in particular standards 1, 2, 5, 9, and 10 and the 
guidelines for storefronts.  

.  
MOTION WORKSHEET:   
 
I move that the Commission issue a Certificate of Appropriateness for the work at 603 East 
Liberty Street in the Old West Side Historic District 
 
 ____ Provided the following condition(S) is (ARE) met: 1) STATE CONDITION(s) 
 
The work is generally compatible with the size, scale, massing, and materials and meets the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, standard(S) number(S) (circle all that 
apply):   1,   2,   3,   4,   5,   6,   7,   8,   9,   10 
 
ATTACHMENTS:  photographs, city code section 
 
Michigan Theater c. 1928 (courtesy AADL Old News) 
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Michigan Theater Building, January 1944 (courtesy AADL Old News)  

 
 
Michigan Theater with Remodeled Exterior, 1956 (courtesy AADL Old News)  
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Michigan Theater Marquee, November 2023 (courtesy AADL Old News) 

 
 
 
603 E Liberty (2007) 
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