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A
fter 昀椀ve months of 
renovations, the 
Lebanon Opera 

House (LOH) is reopen-

ing its doors on Feb. 7, two 
months into the organiza-

tion’s centennial year. LOH 
has retained its basic foot-
print throughout the project, 
as the work, though exten-

sive, has focused primarily 
on furnishing and 昀椀xtures. 
“The renovations have gone 
from the front door all the 
way to the back, touching 
[every] aspect of the build-

ing,” said Joe Clifford, the 
LOH executive director. 
“This is really the beginning 
of the 100th-year celebra-

tions for us.” 
LOH is an independent 

nonpro昀椀t, but the organiza-

tion does not have its own 
building. Instead, LOH is 
in, and has now renovat-
ed, part of the Lebanon, 
New Hampshire City Hall. 
“There were no tax dollars 
put into this project,” said 

Left, the Lebanon Opera House theater before the renovations had a wooden 昀氀oor, lots of echoes, and little legroom. Right, LOH prioritized comfort and 
accessibility in the theater, decreasing the seating capacity from 803 seats to 743 to include wider seats, more ADA seating, and cup holders.
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Lebanon Opera House ready to reopen after facelift
‘The renovations have gone from the front door all the way to the back, touching [every] aspect of the building’

In the lobby, LOH added new 昀氀ooring, tiles, an open box o昀케ce, and custom 
lighting 昀椀xtures.              Courtesy of LOH

Joe Cli昀昀ord, the executive 
director of the Lebanon Opera 
House, has been planning the 
recent renovations since he 
joined the organization in 2017. 
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Clifford. “What I think is re-

ally special about this is that 
we instigated the change, we 
have raised the funds, and 
we’re doing the work, and 
at the end of the day, this 
is the city’s space, so we’re 
adding value to downtown 
Lebanon.”

To ensure that their ren-

ovations aligned with the 
goals of the town, LOH has 
been in close communica-

tion with the city manag-

er throughout the projects. 
“We kept him apprised of 
the executive-level changes 
and general concepts,” said 
Clifford. “But we did have 
a lot of leeway and agency 
to make the space our own.” 
They’ve also run their de-

signs past the superintendent 
of facilities, who has worked 
to emphasize practicality 
and maintenance feasibility 
in their design choices. “It’s 
been a lot of very transpar-
ent conversation and a real-
ly lovely partnership,” said 
Clifford.

One of the most striking 

changes in the wake of the 
renovations, according to 
Clifford, is the transforma-

tion of the front lobby. LOH 
has added new paint, cus-

tom lighting, new 昀氀ooring, 
and tiles to the space. Be-

cause the lobby has created 
echoes in the past, LOH also 
installed sound attenuation 
material in the room’s ceil-
ing to help dampen the noise. 
“It now feels more like a 
proper theater entrance,” 
said Clifford. “And I think 
it 昀椀ts in well with City Hall. 
We can’t forget that we’re 
just one part of this bigger 
building, and so we made it 
a space where you would be 
equally at home coming to a 
show, paying your tax bill, 
or getting your dog license.” 

LOH also overhauled its 
box of昀椀ce. “Before, we had 
these little slider doors,” said 
Clifford. “Now the whole 
space has been replaced by 
a wide-open gorgeous mar-
ble countertop.” LOH will 
be using the counter to sell 
tickets, drinks, and light 

food. Bands who perform at 
the venue will also be able to 
sell their merchandise from 
the same area.

The lobby is far from the 
only part of the facility the 
renovations touched. LOH 
made signi昀椀cant changes to 
its theater. During the con-

struction, they reduced their 
seating capacity from 803 
to 743, opting for wider 
seats with more legroom 
and cup holders, which 
will help the space ac-

commodate LOH’s new 
beverage service. “It was 
a strategic move. [I] think 
comfort really trumps ca-

pacity,” said Clifford. 
The new seating also 

prioritizes accessibili-
ty. In addition to more 
ADA-accessible seating 
near the front of the stage, 
LOH created two rows 
of removable seats in the 
orchestra. “It is giving us 
the ability to be 昀氀exible with 
how we use the space. So if 
we don’t need to sell those 
seats, it can be a dance space 
or a reception area,” said 
Clifford. “The modular seat-
ing plan also allows for even 
more wheelchair access at 
the back of the house.”

Closer to the stage, LOH 
overhauled the lighting. “It’s 
now 150 different lighting 
instruments, with LEDs,” 
said Clifford. “It’s always 
hard to describe the impacts 
of that project, but you’ll 
know it when you see it.” Fi-
nally, LOH spent signi昀椀cant 
time improving the back-

stage areas, in an effort to 
make it a more comfortable 
and welcoming area for per-
formers at the venue. 

To celebrate the end of the 
construction, LOH is host-
ing a housewarming party 
on Wednesday, February 7. 

During the event, visitors 
can take a self-guided tour 
to see the largest changes, 
while LOH board members 
and staff will be available 
to talk about the project in 
more detail. “All through-

out, DJ Sean will be playing 
music, and we’ll have a lot 
of food and beverages,” said 

Clifford. “People can come 
for 昀椀ve minutes or stay for 
two hours.”

Following the reopening, 
LOH has a full calendar of 
events planned to inaugurate 
the new space. “I’m particu-

larly excited about the drag 
artist Sasha Velour, who is 
coming on March 4,” said 
Clifford. Velour is a gradu-

ate of the Center for Cartoon 
Studies in White River Junc-

tion but has since made it big 
on the global stage.

They won season nine 
of RuPaul’s Drag Race and 
have gone on to do perfor-
mances around the world. 
“They have exploded like 
an international superstar,” 
said Clifford. “I jumped at 
the chance, especially early 
in the reopening, to bring in 
Sasha’s show. Given what’s 

going on politically, I felt 
like it was a really important 
statement, but also the show 
is going to be so fun. It’s just 
gonna be like a real party 
vibe.”

Looking ahead, Clifford 
emphasized that the reno-

vations only represent the 
beginning of LOH’s planned 

centennial celebra-

tion. “The building 
might be done or near-
ly done, but we’re not 
done,” said Clifford. 
“The campaign con-

tinues on and what’s 
next for us is to really 
build out our on-loca-

tion program.” 
Hoping to purchase 

new mobile sound 
systems, box of昀椀c-

es, and lights, LOH 
plans to expand its 
ability to host events 
at other venues, like 
parks, churches, and 

town halls. This is an effort 
LOH has already partly be-

gun through its annual Nex-

us Festival, which is three 
days of free performances 
on multiple stages around 
downtown Lebanon. 

“Any location can be-

come a pop-up performance 
space,” said Clifford. “Our 
audiences are not always 
able to get to us. [These mo-

bile performances] are going 
out and meeting our audienc-

es halfway. I think that’s re-

ally important.” The 昀氀exibil-
ity in spaces will also allow 
LOH to start bringing in a 
more diverse array of artists 
and performers who might 
not have been well-suited to 
the LOH main stage. “The 
work really continues,” said 
Clifford. “We’re more than 
just four walls.”

‘All That Breathes’ creates cinematic 

he title of an exquisite new documentary 昀椀lm, “All 
That Breathes,” perfectly captures the 昀椀lm’s poetic 
essence — that humans and animals coexist in the 

same world and our interconnectedness make it all worth 
caring for. The picture, directed by Shaunak Sen, was nom
inated for the 2023 Academy Award for Best Documentary 
Feature — a distinction it fully deserves. 

The 昀椀lm’s setting is modern Delhi, India, one of the 
world’s most densely populated cities, and the 昀椀lm’s three 
gifted cinematographers create a portrait so vivid that we 
feel as if we are there. The air is thick with pollution from 
cars, factories, and wood 昀椀res, and the woods and waters 
are strewn with garbage. Growing unrest from religious 
and political sectarians can erupt suddenly, adding to 
the city’s noisy soundscape and the inhabitants’ sense of 
insecurity. At the same time, the stunning camera work 
uncovers that life in every form can be found, even in this 
urban setting, when we take the time to look. 

Against this complex backdrop, we meet two broth
ers, Mohammad Saud and Nadeem Shehzad, who fall in 
love with a bird — the black kite. The scavenging raptor 
glides effortlessly above the chaos below, looking for food 
and places to light. But we soon learn that the birds are 
challenged by Delhi’s unstable ecosystem and that every 
day kites fall from the sky due to the pollution and injuries 
sustained in this urban environment. 

Saud, Nadeem, and their assistant, Salik Rehman, take it 
upon themselves to rescue and rehabilitate kites and other 
raptors. They turn their small basement into a makeshift 

hospital where they provide care for the beleaguered birds. 
Since 2010, they have saved 20,000 black kites. 

“All That Breathes” creates an intimate narrative of 
these two brothers and the shared mission that unites them. 
The 昀椀lm shows the strain that develops between them, as 
Saud dedicates all of his time and energy to the daily in昀氀ux 
of new patients and Nadeem works to fundraise and build 
their operation, revealing in the process his plans to study 
in the United States so they can expand their capacity to 
help these birds. 

Even in tracking the details of their day-to-day lives, the 
昀椀lm is breathtakingly beautiful in its nuanced, poetic, and 
richly evocative imagery. “All That Breathes” provides us 
an opportunity to re昀氀ect on the state of our contemporary 
world. Much is revealed without anyone having to say a 
word. Indeed, there is no articulation about the problems of 
pollution, poverty, or climate change. This closely ob
served 昀椀lm simply immerses us in an experience that pow
erfully and uniquely expresses beauty, grace, compassion, 
deep commitment, fraternal love, and an abiding respect 
for the lives of these birds. 

And, of course, these winged creatures, brought down by 
the polluted air they navigate, come to represent all living 
things, young and old — indeed, all that breathes. 

“All That Breathes” will screen at 3 p.m., Saturday, Jan. 
27 and Sunday, Jan. 28, as part of the Woodstock Vermont 
Film Series at Billings Farm & Museum. It is strongly 
recommended that tickets be purchased in advance online 
at billingsfarm.org/昀椀lmseries or by calling 802-457-5303 
Monday through Friday during business hours, 8:30 a.m. to 
4:30 p.m. Tickets may be available at the door. 


