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Ever since I saw the movie Samson 
and Delilah as a five year old, I felt a 
sense of being part of that old historic 
theatre in the heart of our city known 
as the Elco back then. But the theatre 
had fallen into serious disrepair - its 
once-vibrant facade dulled by time. I 
and many others believed that letting 
the heart of our city die was tantamount 
to Elkhart losing its identity as a good 
place to live and raise our families. So 
when Mayor Dick Moore asked me to 
be the project manager for the theatre 
restoration, I was happy to accept the 
challenge on the condition that he let 
me make all the decisions from the 
architectural design to the construction. 
With the incredible amount of details 
complicated by the construction 
restrictions placed on public buildings, 
it would be a difficult undertaking, but 
the Mayor readily agreed.

We started the project in 2008 with 
weekly construction meetings with 
the architects and builders. Dan Cripe 
and Jim Kienle were the architects. 
Majority Builders was the contractor, 
and JJ Osterloo did the interior design. 
It was a great group to work with as we 
all had a vision of bringing this historic 
gem back to life.

We secured the financing 
through municipal bonds and local 
contributions. Because we started 
construction in the middle of the great 
recession, we got good prices from the 
bidders. The final cost was $18 million 
which included doubling the size of the 
building and all the restoration work to 
the original theatre. New seating was 
installed, the ornate plasterwork was 
restored to its brilliance, and a new 
ballroom was built using all the original 
architectural elements. Construction 
started in 2009 and finished in 2011 
- just in time for both high schools to 
have their proms in the new ballroom.

Finally, after months of hard work, 
we celebrated the grand opening of 
the new Lerner Theatre, a beautifully 
restored space that not only honors it 
past, but also serves as a vibrant hub 
for arts and entertainment. We all felt 
we had put the heart back in Elkhart.

JACK CITTADINE
PROJECT MANAGER

LERNER THEATRE RENOVATION

THE LERNER SHINES AGAIN AFTER 
AWARD-WINNING RENOVATION

After decades of hosting performances, films, and 
community events, The Lerner entered a new era in 
2011 with its grand reopening following a $18 million 
award-winning renovation. The project, led by The 
City of Elkhart, restored the building’s 1924 grandeur 
while upgrading it with modern amenities that make 
it a premier performing arts venue.

From the ornate plasterwork and gold-leaf details 
to the plush seating and state-of-the-art lighting 
and sound systems, every corner of the theatre was 
brought back to life with meticulous craftsmanship. 

The revitalization also expanded backstage areas 
and improved accessibility, ensuring the venue can 
accommodate a wide range of performances for 
decades to come.

The renovation sparked renewed interest in 
Downtown Elkhart, drawing audiences from across 
the region and serving as a catalyst for economic 
growth in the surrounding area. Today, The Lerner is 
a beacon of culture and history—its shining marquee 
once again a symbol of Elkhart’s commitment to the 
arts and community engagement.

Architectural rendering of the renovated Lerner Theatre, owned and operated by The City of Elkhart - Grand Reopening hosted in June 2011.

A team member from Majority Builders, the construction company contracted 
to perform the renovation, begins hand-painting the ornate details in the theatre.

City of Elkhart officials and members of The Lerner Renovation Committee, 
under the direction of Mayor Dick Moore’s administration, break ground on 
historic $18 million renovation and expansion for The Lerner in 2009.
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INDIANA LANDMARKS 
AWARDS THE LERNER Timeline

In 2012, Indiana Landmarks 
honored The Lerner with its 
prestigious Cook Cup for Outstanding 
Restoration. This annual award is 
presented only when a renovation 
project meets exceptional standards 
of historic preservation and impact. 
Some years, no award is given at 
all—underscoring The Lerner’s 
distinction.

The Cook Cup recognizes projects 
that demonstrate unparalleled 
dedication to reviving historic structures 
while ensuring their long-term use. 
The Lerner’s renovation achieved both 
goals, carefully preserving original 
features while integrating modern 
systems and amenities. This work 
required detailed research, expert 
craftsmanship, and an unwavering 
commitment to authenticity.

Tim Shelly, a local attorney who 
served as President of the Board at 
Indiana Landmarks during the time of 
the renovation, worked closely with the 

team throughout the process, helping 
navigate preservation standards and 
best practices.

The award solidified The Lerner’s 
standing as a model for historic theatre 
restoration in Indiana and beyond. Its 
achievement continues to inspire other 
communities to invest in preserving 
cultural landmarks.

As The Lerner celebrates 100 years, few 
know its story better than JJ Bond, who 
played a key role as interior designer in the 
building’s restoration. For her, the theatre 
is more than a landmark—it’s a symbol of 
community resilience. “The Lerner has 
stood as the beacon of our Downtown since 
its completion in 1924,” Bond said. “I love 
that our community came together to save it 
from deterioration. No small feat in a very 
challenging 2008 economy. It takes a village, 
and our village rose to the challenge.”

Bond calls her time on the restoration team 
“the honor of a lifetime,” noting the project 
not only preserved the theatre’s Adamesque 
beauty but also sparked wider revitalization 
downtown. The Lerner’s comeback inspired 
so much more—it became a huge catalyst 
for reinvestment and revitalization of our 
Downtown,” she reflected. Looking ahead, 
JJ hopes the community will endure its 
support in the building’s care. “I hope we 
all continue to invest in her maintenance 
and preservation so that she may bring joy 
for another 100 years!”

When The Lerner Theatre reopened its doors in 
2011 after a sweeping renovation and expansion, few 
knew the years of vision, dedication, and persistence 
that had gone into restoring this community 
landmark. At the heart of that transformation was 
lead architect Dan Cripe, whose commitment to the 
project stretched across a decade.

“I spent 10 years off and on trying to determine 
improvements to The Lerner (then Elco) Theatre,” 
Cripe reflected. “Through that process, I developed 
a deep understanding and knowledge of the facility 
and a sincere pride and joy of the accomplishment.”

Cripe’s work helped balance the preservation of 
The Lerner’s historic beauty with the modernization 
needed to make it a thriving performing arts center 
for today. The project safeguarded the theatre’s 
ornate design while also adding new spaces, 
updated technology, and improved accessibility.

Today, Cripe still feels the impact of that work each 
time he steps into the building. “I am excited every time 
I enter the building and witness people enjoying the 
events and social interactions that the facility offers,” 
he said. “I am blessed to have had the opportunity to 
have been involved in its transformation.”

In the fall of 2006, the Sorg family, who 
owned Sorg Jewelers at 408 S. Main Street, 
relocated to County Rd. 17. A group of 
private Elkhart citizens stepped forward to 
secure this property, next door to The Lerner, 
with a vision for the future. Their efforts 
ensured the site could be held in trust until 
the civic process allowed for its integration 
into the theatre complex.

The proposed plan envisioned the addition 
of a 6,000-square-foot ballroom, expanding 
The Lerner’s capabilities for hosting large-
scale events such as weddings, corporate 
gatherings, and community celebrations.

This forward-thinking investment 
underscores the community’s long-term 
dedication to making The Lerner a cultural 
anchor and economic driver in Downtown 
Elkhart. This space is now the home of 
the elegant Crystal Ballroom operated by 
Navarre Catering Group.
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NEXT DOOR PURCHASE 
OPENS PATH FOR THE 
LERNER EXPANSION

1991 
Leedy/Cripe Architects 

draft initial plans  
for renovation

2007
Mayor David Miller 

assembles the 400 Block 
Study to determine the 

viability of a performing arts 
center in Downtown Elkhart

2009
Under Mayor Dick Moore’s 
administration, ground is 

broken on the renovation of  
The Lerner. The expansion 
included office space and 

ballroom amenities

1990
Premier Arts is founded 

to operate the theatre as a 
performing arts center

2006
A group of Elkhart Citizens 

purchase the building at  
408 S. Main to open plans for 

expansion of the building

2008
Plans for historic  

$18 million renovation and 
expansion project approved 

by Elkhart City Council

2011
The Lerner reopens  
in June 2011 with a  

week-long celebration 
featuring a variety of 

performances leading up to 
The Elkhart Jazz Festival

2010
The Lerner Renovation 

Committee creates a space  
in the building plans for  

Premier Arts, now operated 
as a performing arts group, 
to be the resident theatre 
company of The Lerner

Lerner Renovation
1990

The City of Elkhart, 
under Mayor Jim Perron’s 
administration, purchases 

the theatre from Ruth Miller

Majority Builders puts the finishing touches on The Lerner facade during its renovation in 2011.

Lerner Volunteer and Tour Docent Cliff Yehle gestures 
to The Cook Cup award during a tour of The Lerner.

Dan Cripe, Lead Architect for The Lerner Theatre renovation and 
expansion, poses with a photo of the newly renovated building.

Crew members from Majority Builders continue expansion of the 
theatre complex to the corner of Franklin and Main, nearly doubling 
the size of the building.
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