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the seats have such a steep rake that you can still see 

perfectly no matter what hairdo sits down in front of you.

 “It was fun to see bits and pieces of the old space we 

brought with us,” Mitchell says. The seats, still in great 

condition, traveled down Charnelton, along with counter 

tops and old props dug out of the attic. But Mitchell 

concludes that what they ultimately brought with them was 

“the heart of Lord Leebrick, the spirit of the theater.”

Current Board President and UO English professor 

Harry Wonham is similarly thrilled about something that is 

not new: “It may sound odd, but one of the things I am most 

excited about is the fact that the new theater will preserve 

the intimacy and immediacy that so many theatergoers … 

loved about the Charnelton site. The new space will be 

vastly nicer in every respect, but in terms of atmosphere and 

audience perspective, it will have a familiar feel.”   

What are folks happy to leave behind? “The tiny 

dressing rooms that you couldn’t ever talk in, because 

you’ll be heard on stage,” Foote says. And then there’s the 

outdoor alleyway, which apparently served as everything 

from greenroom to an on-stage entrance. “I look forward 

to a theater with work lights that function and a scene shop 

instead of a folding table with a chop saw set up in a rainy 

parking lot,” Mitchell says.

Yet the Broadway building itself is a space left behind 

by much of Eugene years ago.

Devoid of the native cynicism regarding the six streets 

crisscrossing Eugene’s downtown, Willis is excited, 

saying, “The renaissance [of downtown] is much more 

than a glimmer. It’s a beacon starting to shine and I believe 

in eighteen months it will be very bright.” He notes that as 

businesses filter in, so do people. And OCT plans to bring 

another 12,000 pairs of feet treading down Broadway and 

into their seats each year. “That’s more than a $1 million 

economic impact,” Willis notes. Combine that with the 

grant money and the workforce involved with the new 

theater, and you have a viable organ in the heart of Eugene.

Not everyone is happy with the changes. “We will 

always be parents of this company, so of course we wish it 

well,” original founders Chris Leebrick and Randy Lord 

jointly responded by email. “But we do think the name 

change will be a mistake. People like the name, and they 

recognize it. Lord Leebrick has a 20-year history … 

Honestly, we can’t help but wonder if it’s just a way of 

getting around the awkwardness of changing the name and 

the beginning of a way to phase out the legacy of the 

founders.” 

NEXT TO NORMAL

Not only is OCT opening a theater Jan. 25; they’re 

opening a play. Next to Normal is a force, garnering 11 Tony 

nominations and a Pulitzer Prize when it opened in 2009. 

This pop opera tells the story of an American family: mom, 

dad, two kids and a struggle with bipolar disorder. According 

to the Pulitzer Board, Next to Normal is “a powerful rock 

musical that grapples with mental illness in a suburban 

family and expands the scope of subject matter for musicals.” 

Willis says, “It’s incredibly moving and filled with 

unforgettable moments … it was the perfect bold piece of 

contemporary theater needed to launch the next stage of 

our company’s trajectory.”

Portland actress Susannah Mars will portray the 

mentally ill mother, Diana. Her preparation for this 

difficult role has included extensive research, reading, 

discussions with doctors and finally, looking into the script 

to connect her understanding of the disease to the role. All 

this hard work isn’t hard to Mars, “I don’t think it’s 

difficult. I feel she is a unique person with a unique set of 

circumstances … My hope is that audiences will talk about 

the topic of mental illness, and [the show] will help people 

reach out to others who may be suffering.”

Mars has enjoyed working at OCT, which she describes 

as “very warm.” I asked if it was a bit nerve wracking pre-

paring to open a show in a theater that’s not quite finished. 

“You know … it’s funny,” she says, “usually in theater there 

is a set to be built … I keep forgetting that in this case it’s 

an actual theater that has to be built!” She attributes her 

laissez-faire attitude to the calm demeanor of Willis.

But Mars’ professionalism doesn’t let the rest of the 

cast off the hook. The show is vocally and emotionally 

demanding. Filling out the rest of the cast are local talents 

Evynne Hollens, Evan Marshall, Brian Haimbach, Gene 

Chin and Tyler Ankenman.

While opening night will be a formal affair, Willis 

points out that this is a soft opening. OCT plans to have a 

“truly grand opening in May.” Willis acknowledges that 

this is difficult with a theater. “It’s hard to have the kind of 

soft opening you might with a restaurant or a retail 

business. Theater is about making spectacle after all ... just 

know that this spectacle is going to be further refined in 

the next several months.” So this opening is more akin to 

writing a novel than opening a play. We’ll be seeing an 

early draft Jan. 25, and we can watch the process as they 

polish off the rough edges over the next few months 

creating something that can withstand time and change. 

A COMMUNITY IN THE ROUND

“Making a move like this takes a group,” Mitchell says. 

“Every single person who picked up a tool or made a phone 

call has contributed to this theater. It belongs to everyone.”

OCT has hired superb building professionals and been 

tireless in its pursuit of grant money. But building and 

funding this theater from the start are actors, stage managers, 

board members and folks who just enjoy good theater. 

Volunteer and actress Alisa McLaughlin has been helping 

since “the demolition work on the new space … There was 

a lot of shoveling up the asphalt tiles, which are very heavy 

by the way.” And then there was her shamanistic cleansing 

of the back stairway, which, according to McLaughlin, “was 

majorly haunted.”

But most folks have just popped in for a workday when-

ever they can. Local actor and playwright Tim McIntosh 

likes the way OCT has kept folks informed and involved 

with what’s going on. “It feels like community,” he says. 

Ultimately, Oregon Contemporary Theatre is excited to 

have the opportunity to do their part for our town. “Eugene 

truly is a remarkable place to support the vast quantity of art 

we have access to,” Willis says. “I feel blessed to have the 

opportunity to make this contribution. This new performance 

venue will allow us to achieve a high level of artistry in our 

work, and I hope everyone agrees that this is an exciting new 

asset for a town with such remarkable wealth in culture.” ■
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EVYNNE HOLLENS AS DAUGHTER ‘NATALIE GOODMAN’ AND 

TYLER ANKENMAN AS HER BOYFRIEND ‘HENRY’

EVAN MARSHALL AS SON ‘GABE GOODMAN’ WITH MARS


