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Above: Lt. Gov. Matt Denn speaks today at the groundbreaking for the Queen Theater, seen in 
the background. 

Fifty years after shutting its doors following a screening of “House on Haunted Hill” starring 
Vincent Price, work has officially begun to transform Wilmington’s long-neglected Queen 
Theater into one of Delaware’s largest live music venues. 

In 2011, the 45,000-square-foot Queen Theater on Market Street will re-open as a spin-off of the 
already-established World Cafe Live in Philadelphia, complete with a new radio studio for 
WXPN 88.5-FM, home to the nationally syndicated “World Cafe” radio program hosted by 
David Dye. 

The dusty, crumbling Queen, which has busted windows and yellow graffiti that reads 
“Wilmington’s highest” scrawled at the top of the building, will undergo a 20-month top-to-
bottom renovation, which will cost $24 million. The result will be a still-unnamed music venue 
that will incorporate both the Queen Theater and World Cafe Live names. 



The 94-year-old eyesore, bought two years ago by the Wilmington-based Buccini/Pollin Group, 
will host many of the same national and international musical acts that have made World Cafe 
Live and WXPN nationally-recognized names. 

Gary Bongiovanni, editor of Pollstar, the national trade journal of the concert industry, said the 
addition of World Cafe Live to Wilmington brings a well-known and successful brand to a city 
not known for its music venues. 

“It sounds like a great investment in Wilmington’s cultural future, but the key is whether the 
local population supports the room,” Bongiovanni says. “I’m impressed they were able to get the 
financing together.” 

At a groundbreaking ceremony at the Queen today, those who worked to raise $24 million over 
the past 18 months seemed a little surprised at their accomplishment as well, especially 
considering the national economic meltdown that began last fall. 

“I think it’s nothing short of a miracle,” said Bill Taylor, head of the non-profit Light Up the 
Queen Foundation, which led the charge to fund the project. “There were times, I’ll be honest 
with you, where it was unclear this was going to happen. It really was.” 

Chris Buccini, a partner with Buccini/Pollin Group Inc., the most active real estate developer in 
the city over the past decade, jokingly hinted at the long road already traveled saying this about 
himself at today’s event: “It started with a developer that had he known a little better, should 
have run in the other direction.” 
 



Nearly all of the $24 million has already been raised through historic and new-market tax credits, 
foundation grants, city funds and individual donors. There is still about $2 million of a $5.2 
million bridge loan that still needs to be raised. 

Taylor said he expects to raise that money through the just-launched Friends of the Queen 
campaign for individual donors and local corporate sponsorships. 

Just like the musically-diverse World Cafe Live in Philadelphia, there will be two stages in the 
Wilmington location. 

The main stage, reserved almost exclusively for national acts, can seat about 400 people or hold 
900 for standing-room only concerts.  

Upstairs, a smaller, 180-person stage with its own bar will be built overlooking Market Street. 
Like in Philadelphia, about 70 percent of the artists performing on the second stage will be local 
acts with touring artists filling up the rest of the schedule. 

A full service kitchen will also be housed in the theater, serving both lunch and dinner. 

“You can expect will will use all our resources to create a new Wilmington clubhouse for the 
music and arts community,” said Hal Real, founder and president of Wold Cafe Live. 

The Wilmington location will have its own staff and book its own shows in cooperation with 
their Philadelphia counterparts. Real said he is confident there is enough demand for his venue to 
survive in downtown Wilmington from both music fans in Delaware and surrounding areas. 

“If you live in the western suburbs [of Philadelphia] anywhere near the Blue Route or if you’re 
in Bryn Mawr or West Chester, it’s easier to come here than Philly,” he said. “It’ll be a regional 
attraction. We have people who come from 1-1/2 hours away.” 

WXPN will have a studio and control room in the balcony of the Queen, allowing the station to 
broadcast concerts live, said Roger LaMay, WXPN general manager. 

WXPN’s weekly free Live at Noon concert series will take place in Wilmington at times, as will 
the “World Cafe” program, which is heard by 500,000 listeners on more than 200 stations across 
the country each week. 

“We really look forward to saying, ‘Broadcasting live from the Queen Theater on market Street 
in Wilmington, this is ‘World Cafe’ on WXPN,” LaMay said. “Then we’ll know we’re cooking.” 



A few hundred music fans and neighbors of the Queen attended the groundbreaking, including 
folk musician David Bromberg, who lives one block away, and Stephen Bailey, executive 
director of The Grand, which is only three blocks away. Performances by folk rocker Jonatha 
Brooke, New Orleans’ Trombone Shorty and Wilmington’s own Ben LeRoy, who sang a song 
called “New Wilmington,” added to the day’s inspirational tone. 

Rep. Mike Castle reminisced about using his 25-cent allowance as a young boy and taking the 
bus from Union Street to Market Street, regularly plunking down 10 cents to see a Saturday 
double feature at the Queen with friends. 

“So I’ve been coming to the Queen for many years,” he said. “Any time a place like the Queen 
shut down, part of Wilmington shut down.” 

Mayor James Baker pointed to the Queen as yet another part of the ongoing revival of downtown 
Wilmington, Market Street and the Riverfront. The city invested $3 million in the project, which 
city officials estimate will create 125 permanent jobs, along with 60 construction jobs over the 
next 20 months. Additional income for the city will come from taxes paid by the theater and an 
expected bump in out-of-town visitors having dinner at a local restaurants or staying overnight in 
a city hotel. 

Today is also the fifth anniversary of Real and LaMay cutting the ribbon at the grand opening of 
World Cafe Live in a then-depressed area of West Philadelphia, which has since hosted about 
5,000 artists and has been named best music venue by Philadelphia City Paper multiple times. 



“And now to go into a similar situation where it’s not only a great new music venue, but also part 
of a wider renewal, it’s really cool,” LaMay said. 

For Taylor, a Wilmington native who came back to Delaware after working for 10 years in New 
Orleans at the famed Tipitina’s music club, it’s a chance to be part of a revival, something he 
knows about from his years working in a post-Hurricane Katrina New Orleans. 

“Wilmington has been dying to take it to the next level and be a more legitimate first-class type 
of city,” he said. “When is that tipping point going to take place? When is that shot in the arm 
going to happen? 

“This is it.” 

 


