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Luciann's future may allude to, not

X out, building’s colorful past

TOM BAILEY
The Daily Memphian

The Luciann has swapped bare
chests for antique ones.

Stored furniture from the 18th
and 19th centuries is starting to fill
thelong, masonrybuilding that was
erected as amovie theater 80 years
ago at 2432 Summer Ave., turned
into a bowling alley 68 years ago,
converted into a dance club about
50 years ago, and changed into the
Paris Adult Theater 45 years ago.

Soon, the place will be reborn as
an antiques store.

The new shop of old things will
occupy only the front quarter of the
deep, 15,000-square-foot building.
The rest of the Luciann will even-
tually become an event space or
used for some other purpose that
new owner William Townsend
deems beneficial to the surround-
ing community.

The commercial zoning there
creates the potential for a variety of
businesses, even though the Board
of Adjustment in August ruled out
aconvenience store with gas, tattoo
parlor or car repair shop.

Townsend fully supported those
restrictions and is even self-regulat-
ing on other possible uses. “I real-
ized what this neighborhood and
Midtown needs is not another set of
bars or an entertainment district,”
he said.

“We need something that
is possibly a little bit more
community-focused.”

To say that’s a different approach
than the one taken by the previ-
ous owner, Romantix Inc., is an
understatement.

Townsend has removed all ves-
tiges of the Paris adult entertain-
ment theater. The X-rated business
never used the cavernous audito-
rium that originally seated 1,400
people before being divided into
two theaters.

The Paris operation occupied
the front part of the building,
where it featured racks of vari-
ous adult sex products and sev-
eral viewing booths about the size
of photo booths, said Suzannah

Fisher Ragen. She is an employee of
Townsend’s and is project manager
for the Luciann renovation.

Townsend tossed all of the shelv-
ing for the Paris products. But he
put away some of the “stuff” the
X-rated business stored in an inte-
rior room.

“There is still a storage area they
built inside back there where we
found boxes of stuff,” he said. “We
preserved everything because that
is part of history. You don’t want to
erase it.”

He gave The Daily Memphian a
tour of the building, which remains
closed to the public until he reno-
vates it.

The bulk of the rejuvenation has
not started, yet the spaceis starting
to fill with antiques, many of which
Townsend purchased at Los Ange-
les auctions.

The West Coast is a great place
to buy antiques. Demand for an-
tiques is especially low in that
region.

“One thing I like to do here is
bring in a lot of stuff from around
the country that no one wants,”
Townsend said. “Especially out on
the West Coast. They really don’t
want antique architectural ele-
ments. So they almost give it away.”

He pointed to a metal, sculp-
tural-like item and challenged a
reporter. “What is this?” Townsend
asked.

After a quick, wrong response,
he said, “Camel saddle.”

“When I'm in Los Angeles I go to
a couple of auctions. I've gotten to
know the owners... I think I bought
this for $75.”

He stepped around along church
pew to motion toward three “Chi-
nese inlaid” armoires. He walked to
a front room to show a mammoth,
Belgian stained-glass window, and
two large chandeliers from a Ridge-
way Country Club renovation.

Townsend walked over to a “sit-
ting couch” from the early to mid-
19th century.

“‘I'm buying these for $100 a
piece,” he said of the couches. “I'm
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Bill Townsend, owner of the old Luciann theater building, leads a tour on Friday, Nov. 20,
2020. The 80-year-old building was most recently used as an X-rated business. Townsend
plans to renovate it for an antiques shop and eventually as an event space.

going to have them stripped down
and painted a nice glossy white
and put cool-looking girl’s fabric
on here.

These are solid mahogany. These
things will last 500 years. I can re-
tail these for maybe $800.

“SoThave a product cost of may-
be $500, and I make a profit. But you
could not go into a retail store and
buy a couch of this quality for less
than $2,000,” Townsend said.

Other than its wonderfully de-
tailed front facade with a pro-
truding, triangular marquee, the
Luciann does not have the rich or-
namentation of a Downtown audi-
torium such as the Orpheum. The
place was designed for the middle-
class neighborhood it served.

The price points of Townsend’s
antiques will honor that pedigree.

“I'want to keep the prices afford-
able,” he said. “This is not a Poplar
or Germantown or Collierville an-
tiques store.

“But there are some very ex-
pensive things here, don’t get me
wrong... It's a way for me to get a
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business started here in Memphis
and have stuff going on at the same
time,” he said. “It’'s fun for me in
Los Angeles to go to the auctions.
I enjoy it.”

COVID-19 has clouded the tim-
ing for the completion of renovation
work and opening of the shop.

And Townsend is still consider-
ing possibilities for the Luciann’s
next name.

Besides British, French and
American antiques, there’s an ele-
phant in the room there: The build-
ing’s nearly half-century tie to X-
rated entertainment. Instead of try-
ing to clean up the lingering image
of the Paris Adult Theater, a friend
suggested to Townsend that he
might “lean into it” at some point.

In that spirit, Townsend has pur-
chased a series of websites related
to Le Parisiana. That is a concert
hall, a type of event center, built in
Paris in the late 1800s.

“That may be part of what we
end up doing here,” Townsend said
of turning the old movie hall into
an event center.



