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Another bright sign appears for
Summer Avenues future

TOM BAILEY
The Daily Memphian

Wednesday was a red letter day
— literally and figuratively — for
the revival of a rundown theater
building on a tired but promising
block of Summer Avenue.

Frank Balton Sign Company
mounted the big, red letters out-
lined in neon — L-U-C-I-A-N-N —
atop the prominent marquee that
projects from the old Luciann the-
ater building at 2432 Summer.

About a half-century has gone
by since such a sign crowned the
triangular marquee of the struc-
ture built as a movie theater 82
years ago.

“We know they were gone since
’75,” William “Bill” Townsend said
of the two sets of letters, one fac-
ing westbound traffic and the other
eastbound traffic.

“That’s 46 years, but we think
they may have been taken down 10
years earlier when it was a night-
club,” the real estate investor and
developer who bought the building
that last housed an adult entertain-
ment business.

Gone from the porcelain mar-
quee is the previous message —
“Paris Adult Entertainment XXX
Center XXX” — as well the shelves
of adult sex products and small
adult-video booths that operated
inside before Townsend bought the
building in January 2020.

Also gone is Townsend’s origi-
nal plan to convert the front of the
building into an antiques store.

“We've emptied out the build-
ing,” he said.

“The space is incredible and
beautiful. ... We're in the early stag-
es of developing a plan for develop-
ment of that and other properties
on Summer Avenue.”

Now the leading possibility for
filling the Luciann is an event cen-
ter and music venue, he said.

“Our original plan was going to
be more toward an antique store,
but to create the most jobs in the
neighborhood we think the music
and event venue is the way to go,”
he said.

Frank Balton Sign Company installers Francisco Patino (kneeling) and his daughters Esmeralda Patino (orange shirt) and Michelle Patino
install the newly made “Luciann” sign atop the marquee on Wednesday, Sept. 15.

Townsend’s investments on
Summer are among a number of
new developments along the five-
mile corridor between East Park-
way/Trezevant and Interstate 240.

A block from the Luciann is the
resurgent Broad Avenue Arts Dis-
trict, where a 350-unit apartment
complex is rising and a new town-
home development is planned.

A few miles to the east My City
Rides is renovating space for its
new headquarters, a commercial
ghost kitchen is being built, Alli-
ance Healthcare has cleared space
to build a $9 million crisis interven-
tion center for behavioral health,
and artist Brantley Ellzey has
opened a studio.

Farther east on Summer a Chick-
fil-A recently opened and a Star-
bucks is planned.

Townsend said the west end of
Summer, between East Parkway
and Hollywood, can't help but im-
prove and attract more investment

“with everything happening on
Broad. “The biggest key is, I think,
you've got to figure out how to im-
prove the neighborhood for a lot of
the existing residents.”

Rebuilding the marquee is cost-
ing at least $50,000, Townsend said.

Frank Balton Sign is run by the
same family that made the original
sign for the Luciann when it opened
as a movie theater with over 1,000
seats. .

President Chris Balton said his
company has been fabricating the
new letters and refurbishing the
Luciann sign since April.

He and Townsend studied old
photographs of the original sign as
part of their research.

“We found pictures from the
40s. We re-created what was there,”
Townsend said.

“There were cheaper ways to do
it. Chris and I figured out how to
do this as historically accurate as
possible.... They did great,” he said.
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Balton Sign also rebuilt and re-
wired the marquee to replace the
136 lightbulbs on the marquee
ceiling.

On Thursday, the Frank Balton
Sign crew plans to install the re-
paired, round clock on the front of
the marquee.

“The coolest thing was the
clock,” Balton said. “... We assumed
itdidn’t work. But it was just rusted.
One of my workers got a new power
supply, plugged it in and it came
back on and it was keeping time.

“We didn’t touch it... That
amazed everybody here. That is
the original clock,” Balton said.

The Luciann marquee project
has special meaning to Balton.
Chris is the third generation Bal-
ton to work on the sign. His father,
Frank Balton, died in June at age 94.

“For me it’s sentimental,” Balton
said. “... This is one of the last proj-
ects we talked about. He really got
excited about it.”
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