
 HISTORIC PRESERVATION REVIEW BOARD 
 APPLICATION FOR HISTORIC LANDMARK DESIGNATION 

 
 

    New Designation  
 X   Amend a Designation 

     Summary of AmendmentsChange of Use; Additional Documentation; Designation of 
Interior Lobby                                                                 
Property Name  MacArthur Theater (Exterior and Lobby)                                                
Address  4859 MacArthur Boulevard, N.W., Washington, DC  20007                                  
Square and Lot Number(s)   Square 1374, Lot 841                    Affected ANC  3-D            
Architect (s)   John J. Zink                                                                                     
Date of Construction   1946                     Date of Major Alteration (s) 1982-1983               
Architectural Style   Art Moderne                                                                            
Original Use   Movie Theater                                                                                  
Present Use    Vacant                                                                                            
Property Owner   First FSK Limited Partnership    c/o Delbe Real Estate Company Inc.           
Legal Address of Property Owner  7201 Wisconsin Avenue, St 775, Bethesda, MD 20814        
NAME OF APPLICANT   Palisades Citizens Association                                                               
                                                                                                      (If applicant is an organization, it must 
submit evidence that among its purposes is the  promotion of historic preservation in the District of Columbia.  A copy of its 
charter, articles of incorporation, or by-laws, setting forth such purpose, will satisfy this requirement.) 

 
Address/Telephone of Applicant(s)   P.O. Box 40603, Washington, DC  20016  202/338-7926     
                                                                                                                    
Name and Title of Authorized Representative   Penny Pagano, President                              
Signature                                                             Date                                         
Author of Application and Telephone   Traceries  301/656-5283                                        



APPLICATION FOR HISTORIC LANDMARK DESIGNATION 
MacArthur Theater 
Page 2 

 

Statement of the prehistoric, historic, architectural and/or cultural significance of the 
property proposed for designation. 
 
The MacArthur Theater is a significant example of a 1940s motion picture theater, designed by 
John J. Zink, one of the region's most prominent theater architects of the era, to serve 
Washington's Palisades neighborhood.  Greatly affected by war-time materials restrictions, the 
building's display of the streamlined Art Moderne style of architecture reflects the post 
Depression ethics and aesthetics of the 1940s economy.  Built in 1946 to the designs of 
prominent theater architect John J. Zink, the MacArthur Theater has endured for fifty-two years 
as an entertainment cornerstone for its neighborhood, reflecting the evolution of the movie 
theater industry.  Today, the MacArthur Theater continues as the focal point within the 
commercial corridor of a significant residential neighborhood in northwest Washington, D.C.   
 
The MacArthur Theater qualifies for landmark status in the District of Columbia because it 
meets the following Criteria as established by final rules of the D.C. Historic Preservation 
Review Board appearing in the D.C. Register, April 12, 1985: 
 

Criteria a (1):  It is the site of significant events or are associated with persons, groups, 
institutions or movements that contributed significantly to the heritage, culture or 
development of the National Capital or Nation; 

 
The MacArthur Theater is an important and intact example of the neighborhood motion picture 
theater.  The neighborhood theater, as a building type, first began to appear in Washington, D.C. 
by the early 1920s.  The explosive construction of motion picture palaces, the grandly scaled, 
opulently ornamented theaters, that took place in the 1920s and 1930s saturated the market in 
major cities.  By the 1940s, the neighborhood theaters began to reflect a middle ground between 
urban and suburban building types.  These moderate sized theaters , ranging from 100 to 1,000 
seats, were greatly restricted by the Depression, materials restrictions, and the war-time 
economy.  This is particularly evident at the MacArthur Theater, designed in 1945 by John J. 
Zink for the K and B Amusement Company.  The building incorporates non-restrictive materials, 
such as glass and concrete, while also introducing new materials such as aluminum.  One of two 
theater designs planned for the Palisades community, the MacArthur Theater provided 
approximately 1,000 seats, a vast number considering the period, site limitations, and initial 
objections by the community.  Considered a contributing landmark to the community, the 
MacArthur Theater has continued to operate as a neighborhood movie theater from the time of 
its grand opening on December 25, 1946 until March 30, 1997, when it was closed for interior 
rehabilitation to meet a change in use. 
 

Criteria a (3):  It embodies the distinguishing characteristics of architectural styles, 
building types, types or methods of construction, landscape architecture, urban 
design or other architectural, aesthetic or engineering expressions significant to the 
appearance and development of the National Capital or the Nation; 
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The MacArthur Theater is designed in the streamline Art Moderne-style, an architectural style 
that was characterized by bold geometric forms, integral ornament, and economic use of 
materials.  Measuring approximately 162' wide by 101' deep, the two-story main block of the 
theater is built of brick, ready-mixed reinforced concrete, and structural steel.  Central and most 
significant to the building's architectural presentation is the facade.  The limestone block 
cladding of the main entry is massed as two bold vertical piers flanking a smooth plane 
transversed by the broad horizontal swath of the aluminum marquee.  This gives the building an 
appearance of strength and stability, while presenting the restrained aesthetic of the times.  The 
piers and the marquee are juxtaposed, vertical to horizontal to emphasize the balance and 
symmetry of the limestone-clad main entry facade.  Following the streamlined trends of the 
1930s and 1940s, the building also features the Modernist hand  with banding, smooth wall 
surfaces, and the rounded corners of the marquee.  The cantilevered marquee and semi-circular 
shaped box office, both original to the design, are presented as an integral element of the whole 
architectural scheme.   
 
The main (west) elevation of the MacArthur Theater reads as an one-part commercial block, 
enunciating the building's role as an entertainment center through the use of form and materials.  
The main entry reflects the architectural fantasy traditionally associated with movie houses, 
while the solid brick veneer distinguishes the size and location of the auditorium, largely devoid 
on the exterior of extravagant ornament.  Thus, the streamlined architectural design and massing 
of the MacArthur Theater clearly reflects the standards and aesthetics of the post-War economy. 
 
Although the interior of the theater (the auditorium and secondary spaces) reflects the numerous 
alterations that have occurred since the building was constructed, the original plan and historic 
detailing can be perceived. The lobby, however, retains significant integrity to its 1946 
appearance with walls paneled in rose-colored marble, a terrazzo floor inset with metal strips, 
and the aluminum-framed, back-lit shallow display cases.  The perception of both the exterior 
and interior space, which is quite visible through the exterior glass doors, completes the 
historical pedestrian experience.  This unified relationship between exterior and interior spaces 
provides a singularly sophisticated aspect of Zink's design.  The only delineation between 
exterior and interior is the wall formed of glass doors, complete with transparent cylindrical 
handles.  The terrazzo floor, marble wall panels, and aluminum display cases extend beyond this 
"wall" to the exterior, or perhaps from the exterior in. 
   
 
    Criteria a (4):  It has been identified as a notable work of craftsmen, artists, 

sculptors, architects, landscape architects, urban planners, engineers, builders or 
developers whose works have influenced the evolution of their fields of endeavor 
or the development of the National Capital or the Nation.  

 
John J. Zink was a native Baltimore architect who designed numerous movie houses in the Mid-
Atlantic region during the early 20th century.  Zink was considered a top Moderne architect at a 
time when many architects were designing in elaborate, emotional styles.  Employing modest 
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designs, Zink's attentions were directed toward technical aspects of theater architecture, such as 
clear views for all movie-goers, ideal lighting and acoustics.  Often having his designs published 
in theater trade catalogues, Zink typically incorporated such amenities as nurseries, lounges, and 
smoking rooms in his movie house plans. 
 
Throughout his career, Zink was responsible for the design and construction of over 200 theaters 
in Maryland, Virginia, Delaware and Washington, D.C., as well as other parts of the United 
States.  In Washington, D.C., between the years 1924-1949, he designed fifteen movie theaters.  
Of those theaters, eleven remain, although only three are structurally intact in their historic form 
-- the Uptown, the Takoma, and the MacArthur theaters. 
 
In addition, the MacArthur Theater should be listed on the National Register of Historic Places 
for both its architectural merit and its contribution to the neighborhood community of Palisades.  
The streamlined architectural design and massing of the MacArthur Theater clearly reflects the 
standards and aesthetics of the early post-War economy.  In this context, it meets the following 
National Register Criteria: 
 

Criteria C:  It embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or 
method of construction or that represent the work of a master, or that possess 
high artistic value, or that represent a significant and distinguishable entity 
whose components may lack individual distinction. 

 
The MacArthur Theater retains its integrity of design, workmanship, association, materials, 
location, feeling and setting.  The building satisfies the National Register requirement that the 
resource be at least fifty years old, as well as meeting the District of Columbia's requirement that 
sufficient time has passed to allow for the property's evaluation within its historic context.   
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If property is proposed for designation principally for its architectural significance, a 
detailed architectural description of the property, including where possible its original and 
present appearance. 
 
 
DESCRIPTION OF THE SITE 
 
The MacArthur Theater is located on Square 1374 on the eastern side of MacArthur Boulevard 
between the Whitehaven Parkway and U Street, N.W.  Occupying a triangular corner lot, the 
theater stands on the edge of a predominately residential community improved with supportive 
commercial development.   
 
Square 1374 extends north from MacArthur Boulevard to U and 48th streets, N.W. and east 
along Whitehaven Parkway.  In 1945, the K and B Amusement Company purchased all of Lots 
812 and 813 of Square 1374.  The enlarged tract fronted 173 feet on MacArthur Boulevard and 
extended east 121 feet along U Street.  Joined by the construction of the theater, Lots 812 and 
813 were renumbered in 1964 as Lot 841. 
 
The MacArthur Theater stands prominently in the Palisades community.  Prior to the late 19th 
century, this neighborhood was predominantly rural, providing natural beauty suitable for 
summer residences, weekend cottages and farmhouses.  Community suburban development 
began with small subdivisions laid out in the 1880s by out-of-town investors and developers.  
The largest of these proposed developments was the "Palisades of the Potomac," launched by 
Canadian investors Huchinson, Hurst and Clark.  Development of the neighborhood was greatly 
spurred by the establishment of the Glen Echo Electric Railroad, which provided public 
transportation along Conduit Road (now MacArthur Boulevard).   
 
Commercial development was established along the main thoroughfares of the community, 
particularly MacArthur Boulevard.  By the mid-1920s, the community surrounding the future 
site of the theater was predominantly residential, consisting of single-family freestanding 
dwellings on narrow rectangular lots.  Greatly impacted by the automobile, the community 
slowly began to develop during the 1930s and 1940s as a commercial corridor, featuring gas 
stations, grocery stores, specialty stores, and churches.  Consequently, by 1945, the area was 
targeted by enterprising developers as the site for movie houses.   
 
Today, the community is a fully developed residential area with supportive commercial 
development.   
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DESCRIPTION OF THE MACARTHUR THEATER 
 
The MacArthur Theater is designed in the streamline Art Moderne-style, an architectural style 
that was characterized by bold geometric forms, integral ornament, and economic use of 
materials.  Measuring approximately 162' wide by 101' deep, the two-story main block of the 
theater is built of brick, ready-mixed reinforced concrete, and structural steel.  Central and most 
significant to the building's architectural presentation is the facade.  The limestone block 
cladding of the main entry is massed as two bold vertical piers flanking a smooth plane 
transversed by the broad horizontal swath of the aluminum marquee.  This gives the building an 
appearance of strength and stability, while presenting the restrained aesthetic of the times.  The 
piers and the marquee are juxtaposed, vertical to horizontal to emphasize the balance and 
symmetry of the limestone-clad main entry facade.  Following the streamlined trends of the 
1930s and 1940s, the building also features the Modernist hand  with banding, smooth wall 
surfaces, and the rounded corners of the marquee.  The cantilevered marquee and semi-circular 
shaped box office, both original to the design, are presented as an integral element of the whole 
architectural scheme.   
 
The main (west) elevation of the MacArthur Theater reads as an one-part commercial block, 
enunciating the building's role as an entertainment center through the use of form and materials.  
The main entry reflects the architectural fantasy traditionally associated with movie houses, 
while the solid brick veneer distinguishes the size and location of the auditorium, largely devoid 
on the exterior of extravagant ornament.  Thus, the streamlined architectural design and massing 
of the MacArthur Theater clearly reflects the ethics and aesthetics of the post-War economy. 
 
 
PRESENT DESCRIPTION 
 
Exterior: 
 
Virtually unaltered on the exterior, the MacArthur Theater appears as a two-story, four-bay wide 
commercial structure covered with a flat roof.  The main elevation is divided into the facade 
proper, consisting of the main entry, box office and marquee, and the auditorium.  The facade 
proper, presented as a two-part commercial block, is clad with smooth-faced concrete blocks.  
The lower zone, or first story, consists of the semi-circular shaped aluminum box office that is 
flanked by two sets of double commercial-style entry doors of Herculite glass.  The box office is 
sheathed with a rose marble base, aluminum sheets etched with a geometric pattern, and a 
shallow counter located under the fixed windows.  The recessed glass entry doors are surrounded 
by square edged casings of metal.  The base of the building projects under the marquee beyond 
the entry openings at a 45 degree angle, providing a convenient location for metal Sealuxe cases 
with backlighting for movie posters.  Edged by rose colored marble sheathing, the first story 
entry is distinguished from the concrete sidewalk by the variegated terrazzo flooring.  Directly 
above the entry openings are contemporary cases, framed in metal casings, that announce the 
three movies being shown. 
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The upper zone, or second story, of the facade proper is accentuated by the cantilevered marquee 
of aluminum.  Capped by an ogee-like cornice, the marquee is ornamented with three equally 
spaced bands of metal that wrap around the structure.  Limited in ornament, the structural 
detailing of the upper zone provides the architectural ornament.  The smooth finish of the 
limestone blocks extend above the marquee to the flat roof of the building, interrupted by the 
original 1946 "MACARTHUR" neon sign and the contemporary "CINEPLEX ODEON" boxed 
sign.  This central bay is flanked by projecting piers with fluting.  The piers provide a strong 
vertical thrust to the facade proper, extending beyond the roofline. 
 
The main block of the building exhibits its brick masonry construction.  Laid in six-course 
American bond, the pressed brick is interrupted by a three-course limestone watertable and two-
course limestone stringcourse.  Encircling the building along MacArthur Boulevard as well as U 
Street, the banding provides a strong horizontal ornament that contradicts the vertical piers of the 
facade proper, while mirroring the marquee.   
 
The auditorium elevation along MacArthur Boulevard is pierced on the first story by flush metal 
single and double entry openings that serve as exits from the theaters.  Identical in design, three 
metal Sealuxe cases with backlighting for movie posters have been randomly placed, 
interrupting the three-course banding.  The second story of the elevation has a single opening 
filled with a metal ventilator and a fixed six-light window opening containing textured wire glass 
in metal frames.  The lack of applied ornamentation is disregarded through the fragmented 
banding of the two-course stringcourse.  Following the interrupted plane of the elevation, the 
stringcourse marks the use of the main block of the building as a "modified amphitheater" type 
auditorium.  Derived from Classical architecture, a two-tiered parapet of brick with limestone 
coping attempts to hide the interior brick chimney and the mechanical equipment on the roof.  
The parapet is asymmetrically located north of the corner of the building. 
 
Along U Street, the auditorium elevation mirrors that of the MacArthur Boulevard elevation with 
limestone banding and parapets.  The watertable and stringcourse, however, are both 
fragmentary, accentuating the gradual slope of the site.  Devoid of openings, the elevation has a 
single metal Sealuxe cases.  A large neon sign, reading "MACARTHUR PARKING," in the 
shape of an arrow was placed on the limestone coping of the roof along this elevation in 1947, 
directing patrons to the parking lots on U Street. 
 
Serving a more functional use, the east and south elevations of the theater lack ornamentation.  
The east rear elevation presently has no window openings, being marked by shallow brick 
buttresses and a corbelled brick cornice.  The south side elevation has several six-light window 
openings and flush metal entry doors.  The varied roofline is edged with limestone coping. 
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Interior: 
 
The interior of the MacArthur Theater was rehabilitated in 1983 to provide three separate movie 
screens.  The work within the main auditorium involved the removal of numerous seats, furring 
out of original walls, insertion of new walls, and the creation of additional fire exits.  The 
balcony area, which traditionally provided a general lounge, party room and nursery, was 
extensively rehabilitated by the creation of two additional projection booths within the party 
room and nursery, removal of the semi-circular arches, and introduction of contemporary 
fixtures.  Additional bathroom facilities were constructed on the first floor during the 1983 
renovations. 
 
The main lobby of the theater, designed as an extension of the exterior box office area, remains 
spatially intact.  As originally designed, the space has a variegated terrazzo floor and rose marble 
cladding on the walls capped by recessed cove lighting.  Several metal Sealuxe cases with 
backlighting for movie posters adorn the walls.  The plaster ceiling is presently covered with 
non-contributing dropped acoustical tiles with canned lights.  A non-contributing refreshment 
stand set on a concrete pad, and designated by the dropped ceiling, occupies the central space of 
the lobby.  The curved west wall of the lobby leads to the original open dog-leg stair that 
historically provided access to the balcony on the second floor.  Constructed of metal, the open 
stairs were finished with a quarter-circle starting step, closed stringer with molded stringboard, 
narrow square main newel of metal and spiral balusters.  The round rail of metal is supported by 
square landing newels.  Additional support is provided by the wooden wall rail anchored by 
metal rosettes. 
 
Behind the stair, a hallway runs north along the rear of the three theaters that are accessible 
through sets of metal doors.  This hall was created by the addition of a full-height wall at the 
back of the main auditorium, where originally a half-height wall and curtains screened the 
auditorium from the lobby.  The lobby and hallways of the first floor are carpeted, while the 
walls covered in variously-colored, marbleized wallpaper with a wood picture rail set just below 
the dropped acoustical-tile ceiling. 
 
The main auditorium was divided into three theaters in 1983.  While the central theater, the 
largest of the spaces, retains the original aisle placement, it has been reduced in size by the 
creation of the flanking theaters.  The stage, which remains in its original position below the 
main screen, has a curved contour at its corners and wood flooring with a trough for lighting.  
The tongue-and-groove constructed stage is flanked on either side by full-height, curved 
pilasters, while a full-height curtain shrouds the screen.  A dropped acoustical-tile ceiling 
conceals the original painted plaster ceiling.  The rear of the auditorium contains a balcony with 
the projection booth and a small seating area.   
 
The two contemporary side theaters have similar finishes with shallow second story balconies 
and new projection booths.  A single aisle accesses seating and a set of exit doors occupies the 
exterior wall of each theater. 
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The second floor lobby has been altered to accommodate the two new projection booths, balcony 
seating in each of the three theaters, new restrooms, and several various-sized maintenance and 
storage rooms.  A small office occupies the west side of the second floor, naturally illuminated 
by the single exterior window visible from MacArthur Boulevard.  An original projecting, 
double-curved wall remains at the top of the dog-leg stair, partially shielding the open stairwell.  
The wall and floor finishes are continuous with those in the first floor lobby. 
 
 
HISTORIC DESCRIPTION 
 
Interior: 
 
As originally designed and constructed, the MacArthur Theater consisted of a single auditorium 
providing seating to just under 1000 patrons with a private party room and nursery located on the 
balcony level.  The lobby served as a general waiting room and meeting site for movie-goers. 
 
The interior of the MacArthur Theater was described in a May 3, 1947 Better Theatres article 
entitled "Selling Luxury."  As reported, the theater featured a lobby with 
 

...rose marble almost to the ceiling, interrupted by a cove containing fluorescent lamps.  
Cored doors finished in Formica with a pattern executed in inlaid metal strips lead into 
the foyer.  The floor is variegated terrazzo.  Thus colorfully finished, the lobby is visible 
to the street through Herculite glass doors.  The auditorium of the theater was described 
as being covered with canvas painted with modern-styled conceptions of classical figures 
and ornamentation, in white on a aqua blue ground, a decorative scheme that is carried 
into the ceiling, along steppings at either side.  These steppings, including a higher tier in 
which anemostat air diffusers are set flush, frame an off-white ceiling pierced by pin-hole 
downlight apertures.  The American 'Bodiform' seats  -- the auditorium seats 900 on one 
floor having a bowl-reverse slope -- are covered in dusty rose mohair, repeating a shade 
used in the carpeting and the lobby marble.  Continuous with the auditorium, [the] foyer 
of the MacArthur theater has been given a related treatment, with the plaster walls 
painted aqua blue as a ground for medallions and scrolls painted in white.  Recessed 
ceiling luminaries provide illumination here, augmented by illuminated glass brick 
pylons at the aisle heads.  The wainscot here, like that in the auditorium, also standee rail, 
are finished in leather-textured plastic.1   

 

                                                 
     1 "Selling Luxury," Motion Picture Herald:  Better Theatres (New York:  Quigley Publishing Company, May 3, 1947), pp. 17-18.  

Photographs of the interior of the building taken prior to its 1983 rehabilitation document the 
painted canvas flanking the screen.  The Classically derived figures, partially draped with 
flowing fabric, each hold the masks of comedy and tragedy.  The corners of the canvases were 
ornamented with scrolls, waves and pearls.  These figural presentations make a distinct 
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connection to the Art Deco style of a previous era.  The remaining walls of the auditorium were 
decorated with a criss-cross motif and acanthus.   
 
The second floor of the theater was accessible by a single flight of dog-legged stairs.  As detailed 
in the Better Theatres article, "...the upper level of the MacArthur Theater, set back from the 
traffic lanes leading to a private party room on one side of the projection room and a cry-room 
on the other, is this home-like general lounge, which gives access to the women's rooms at one 
end, to the men's at the other.  The plaster walls are tinted, carpeting (as throughout the theater) 
is rust and tan."2  The foyer of the second floor was divided by a series of semi-circular arched 
openings that provided architectural detailing and structural support. 
 
 
 
If property is proposed for designation principally for its prehistoric, historic and/or 
cultural significance, a description of the existing physical condition of the property and its 
relation to the prehistoric, historic and/or cultural significance of the property. 
 
 
EARLY HISTORY OF MOTION PICTURE THEATERS 
 
At the end of the 19th century, serious theater in the United States traditionally had focused on 
opera, drama, and concerts.  Each of the these presented different architectural requirements in 
terms of acoustics, orchestral needs, stage size, and the relationship of audience to the 
performers.  The opera house, developed in Europe, required elaborate stage facilities, a large 
hall with excellent acoustics that blended music appropriately with an orchestra pit that could 
accommodate large-scale productions.  Playhouses needed absorbent surroundings, so that each 
word could be heard distinctly.  The acoustics of concert halls depended on the type of music 
performed and were most effective when each member of the audience was equidistant from the 
source of the music.  Backstage facilities, such as dressing rooms and rehearsal halls, were also 
needed.3   
 

                                                 
     2 "Selling Luxury," (May 3, 1947), p. 18.  

     3 Maggie Valentine, The Show Starts on the Sidewalk:  An Architectural History of the Movie Theater, Starring S. Charles Lee.  (New Haven, 
Connecticut:  Yale University Press, 1994), p. 14. 
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The functional needs of more sophisticated venues were frequently sacrificed for the decorative 
and status-filled conventions of boxes and balconies.  The opera house and concert hall appealed 
to a cultured and educated elite and employed elaborate detailing and symbolism to display the 
presence of high culture.  While larger cities borrowed such trappings from European prototypes, 
smaller American towns referred to established community structures as models for local 
auditoriums in order to present an aura of respectability.4 
 
By the first decade of the 20th century, a few visionary entrepreneurs erected nickelodeons - 
"odeons" deriving from the Greek word for theater and nickel being the price of admission - 
which were modest buildings usually containing a few rows of chairs in a long, narrow hall.5  By 
1908, between 8,000 and 10,000 nickelodeons had been established across the country.  
Although choppy and incomplete by today's standards, these brief moving pictures were often 
magical in effect, featuring awe-inspiring stunts and tricks.  
 
The mechanical and acoustical needs of the motion picture theaters differed substantially from 
those of the playhouse because of the loud, dangerous projector and the often elaborate organs 
which accompanied silent films.  In the 1910s, playhouses and other live performance theaters 
were renovated in order to add moving pictures to their live performance repertoire.  The 
buildings that housed such performances contained rows of seats facing a stage and were 
referred to in the professional press as "moving picture theaters."6   
 
This booming industry soon required a building type of its own.  In contrast to traditional theater 
design, whose lineage could be traced to antiquity, motion picture theater architecture in the 
United States drew on commercial building designs to accommodate melodramas, traveling 
shows, operas, and concert halls.  Deriving from the traditional 19th century forms, which 
included storefronts, churches, hotels, royal palaces, and period revival styles, the modern 
motion picture theater conceptually had its source in the passion for the exotic and the desire for 
novelty.  Selectively merging the old conventions with new requirements and symbols, familiar 
architectural remnants were used in the motion picture theaters.   
 

                                                 
     4 Valentine, p. 14. 

     5 Valentine, p. 14. 

     6 Valentine, p. 15. 

Once established, the motion picture theater evolved in both type and style, drawing from 
popular as well as elitist traditions.  The appearance of feature-length films, which told an 
artistically edited story, coincided with the development of feature motion picture theaters.  
Movies in the 1910s and 1920s were silent adventures and romances, seldom very realistic and 
often set in an imaginary, exotic locale.  Movies palaces were equally exotic and romantic in 
mood seeking not to break the spell until the patron left the building.  Amenities, such as 
lounges, ushers, and elaborate gathering spots, reinforced this ambience.  Architects of this 
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period employed then-popular historical styles, stretching these styles to their limits in unheard 
of romantic fantasies.  Necessary features such as the box office and marquee combined 
elements associated with both popular and serious entertainments.  Marketing and advertising 
techniques were borrowed from commercial traditions, as well as the circus.  Rich materials and 
fabrics, plush seats, draperies, chandeliers, lounges, and smoking rooms echoed grand hotels, 
government institutions, and private clubs.  For the first time, builders and managers gave 
serious consideration to safety, sight lines, maximum capacity, heating, lighting, and ventilation. 
 The impact of the expanded film format prompted higher ticket prices, reserved seats, scheduled 
showings, and longer runs.   
 
By the mid-1920s, the motion picture palace, with all its trappings, was an accepted and 
cherished part of American life.  Theater openings and movie premieres drew crowds far in 
excess of the number who could actually attend each show.  The largest concentrations of grand-
scale movie theaters were in the major metropolitan areas - Chicago, Los Angeles, and New 
York.  Yet theater patrons in less populous cities such as Minneapolis, Seattle, Denver, and 
Washington, DC could take their pick from among ten or more palaces.  Even small towns 
generally could boast one or two fancy movie houses, clustered along Main Street or around the 
town square.  Traditionally, the nickelodeon owners had to purchase the two- or three-reel films, 
paying for the films by the foot.  By the second decade of the 20th century, with the formation of 
the Hollywood studios and theater chains, leasing a motion picture to several theaters 
simultaneously became common practice.  The early exhibitors quickly expanded their 
operations to meet the increasing demand for and availability of films.   
 
With the introduction of the talkies in 1927, the movie palace no longer needed to supplement 
the mechanical equipment with live entertainment.  Whereas the traditional theater and early 
movie palaces had been designed around the stage and live performances, the new movie theater 
was planned around the projection booth and speakers.  Sound required renovation of existing 
theaters to accommodate the speakers, while in new buildings, it often eliminated the need for a 
stage or orchestra pit.  Theater owners responded quickly to these changes because of the 
popularity of the talkies and the money to be saved.   
 
The heavy rush to build ever-more elaborate theaters in the late 1920s and early 1930s resulted 
in an overabundance of picture palaces with too many seats to fill.  The economic hardships of 
the Depression eventually fostered some commercial creativity on the part of the theater owners. 
 Extravagant promotional stunts were concocted in attempts to boost box office totals.  Some 
theaters arranged for movie-stars to appear at grand premiers, while others could only offer 
contests sponsored by area businesses or charities.  For the duration of World War II, 
promotional displays in the lobbies were replaced by booths selling war stamps and savings 
bonds. 
 
Despite adversity, movie attendance peaked in the 1940s as the public embraced messages of 
patriotism and romance, and theater chains responded to the demand.  Neighborhood movie 
houses reflected America's new emphasis on family and their love of the automobile, by showing 
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up in suburban locations.  As movies became films with a more serious attitude, the seemingly 
anachronistic ornate architecture and design disappeared from the buildings.  Both product and 
process were stripped of their artificial decoration in favor of a more honest examination of life.  
In the late 1940 and 1950s, with the disbanding of studio-owned theater chains, the introduction 
of the television, and the emphasis on suburbanization, movie attendance declined.  Eventually, 
customer amenities were reduced to nothing more than the refreshment stand.  The vestiges of 
lighted signs were the only indications of a motion picture theater as the buildings evolved back 
into storefront spaces.   
 
Built in profusion on valuable downtown city blocks, theaters incurred heavy losses and rising 
expenses.  Thus, the over building of the 1930s led directly to the theatrical demolition derby of 
the 1960s.7  Theater owners responded with creative, although somewhat destructive, solutions 
to their problems.  Some subdivided their auditoriums, occasionally piggybacking or twinning a 
screening room.  More than a few owners chose to revive their long dormant stage apparatus to 
put on rock concerts, supplementing dwindling movie revenues.  By the 1970s and 1980s, the era 
of preservation brought restoration of downtown picture palaces, while the construction of 
suburban multicinemas commenced.   
 
 
THE EVOLUTION OF THE MOTION PICTURE THEATER IN WASHINGTON, DC 
 
Characteristic of any such development, Washington, DC followed technological progress, 
reflected cultural trends, and responded to the expectations of the public.  The first motion 
picture theater in Washington, D.C., converted from a store, was the Star Theater which opened 
in 1906.  Located at 10th and D streets, N.W., the Star was owned and operated by Thomas 
Armat, a local Washingtonian who made a critical contribution to the development of the film 
industry with his invention of the "star guide."  This device helped reduce the jumpiness of the 
images on the screen, a problem with Edison's projector and an impediment to the creation of 
full-length motion pictures.  With this and other advances in technology, the film industry 
became a large and profitable business nationally as well as in Washington, DC. 
 

                                                 
     7 David Naylor, American Picture Palaces:  The Architecture of Fantasy. (New York:  Prentice Hall Editions, 1981), p. 26. 
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Aaron Brylawski and A.C. Mayer, both local jewelry merchants, entered the Washington, DC 
motion picture industry in 1909 with the opening of the Palace Theater, a small nickelodeon 
theater at 307 Ninth Street, N.W.8  The motion picture business proved promising, and the local 
exhibitors expanded their holdings with the purchase of the Bijou Theater on D Street, N.W. and 
the Happyland Theater on Seventh Street, N.W.  Soon afterwards, A.C. Mayer sold his interests 
in the business to the Brylawski.  Aaron Brylawski and his son A. Julian continued to develop 
their theater empire with the purchase of the Pickwick and the Colonial theaters.  In the Pickwick 
Theater, the Brylawskis installed a noise machine, introducing to the nation's capital the idea of 
sound accompanying the motion picture.  The Brylawskis continued to be involved in the 
development of the industry when they became associated with Thomas Armat.  The Brylawskis 
helped Armat convert the Cosmos and the Crescent theaters, his two movie houses at 9th Street 
and Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W., into one large theater, a new Cosmos.  With seating for 900 
people and provisions for both moving pictures and vaudeville, the Cosmos Theater joined the 
popular trend towards the larger entertainment houses.  In that same year, the Brylawskis, Armat, 
and Alexander Wolf incorporated the Cosmos Theater Company with the Earle Theater as the 
flagship theater for the small chain of movie houses.9  Although these theaters were not as large 
or elaborate as the movie palaces that were to follow, they were an initial force in the early 
development of the movie picture industry in the District of Columbia.  
 
The advent of the moving picture increased the number of Washington, DC theaters.  The movie 
business in the nation's capital expanded from eleven theaters in 1909 to 69 theaters by 1914.  
Most of these new theaters were located in the area of the Star Theater, around 9th and D streets, 
N.W. (now the site of the FBI Building).  With the dawning possibility of creating a single 
ownership theater chain, Washington, DC experienced a building surge prompted by the rivalry 
of Harry Crandall and Tom Moore.  Harry Crandall, with the assistance of Tom Moore, opened 
the tiny Casino Theater on East Capital Street in 1910, and then the Joy Theater at Ninth and E 
streets, N.W.  Tom Moore, becoming Crandall's competitor, responded with the construction of 
the Strand Theater in the old Lincoln Music Hall.  Clearly ahead, Crandall owned eighteen 
theaters at his peak, including the downtown Metropolitan, its uptown sister the Lincoln, and the 
huge neighborhood Tivoli in 1924.   
 
After 1910, with the improvements in film production and presentation, and the increasing 
popularity of the movies, nickelodeons were replaced by full-scale theaters specifically designed 
for the showing of movies.  The movie industry in Washington, DC also expanded with the 
construction of several large-capacity movie houses.  By 1918, three new theaters -- the Rialto 
(713-717 9th Street, N.W. with 2100 seats), the Palace (13O6 F Street, N.W. with 2423 seats), 
and the Metropolitan (932-934 F Street, N.W. with 1484 seats) -- had been built.  These larger 
theaters were located downtown, gradually expanding the theater district from 9th and D streets, 

                                                 
     8 This small theater on Ninth Street, N.W. was often referred to as the "Smoking Palace" to distinguish it from the larger Palace Theater 
located on Twelfth Street, N.W. 

     9 The theater was initially named the Cosmos Theater; however it opened as the Earle Theater. 
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N.W. to the west along F Street, N.W.  While a prominent theater district was developing 
downtown, a counterpart theater district was being created in the center of the African-American 
neighborhood at U Street.  
 
The 1924 construction of the Earle Theater (renamed the Warner Theater), which was a 
combination of a movie theater with a major office structure, was an important advance in 
development schemes.  It marked the beginning of a significant trend in mixing uses, which was 
possible only because of improvements in structural and mechanical systems.  Similarly, the 
Capital Theater, designed by Rapp and Rapp in 1927, was a legitimate movie palace within a 
large office building.  A possible explanation for this strategy can be found in the financial 
position of the owners and the economics of the city, and the nation at large, during this time.   
For the creation of these motion picture palaces within the theater districts, out-of-town 
architects, such as Thomas W. Lamb, C. Howard Crane, and the Rapp Brothers, were brought in 
by prominent theater chain owners.  The smaller and outlying theaters were traditionally 
designed by local architects, such as Reginald W. Geare, B. Frank Meyers, and C.C. Webb.  By 
far the most prolific of the local men was Baltimorean John J. Zink, who designed at least 
thirteen of the capital's theaters.10   
 
The Philadelphia-based Stanley Corporation, which was the largest mid-Atlantic theater chain, 
had expanded into the Washington market with the purchase of the Earle Theater in 1924.  Julian 
Brylawski, vice-president and general manager of the Cosmos Theater Company, served as the 
director of local activities for the larger Stanley Corporation.  Impressed with the success of the 
Earle Theater, the Stanley Corporation began to purchase theaters throughout the nation's capital. 
  
 
The typical Washington, DC motion picture theater was two stories in height and constructed of 
brick with a recessed central entry.  The flat roofs were usually crowned with projecting eaves or 
ornate balustrades.  Prohibited from using extravagant electric signs because of aesthetic and 
building regulations, narrow planar canopies were installed throughout the city.  The seating 
capacity of the theaters ranged from 2,700 seats in the Loew's Palace at 1306 F Street, N.W., to 
100 seats at the Grand Theater.11  With a population of 497,906 by 1926, the District of 
Columbia had a total of 61 motion picture theaters, all of which were open seven days a week.   
 
The automobile typically had a major impact on the siting and architectural detailing of 
neighborhood theaters.  Individual elements such as the marquee and the signage were made 
larger in relation to the building in order to make the theater noticeable from a greater distance.  
These theaters were typically single-story structures adorned with bright lights, dominant 
marquees, vertical signage and ornately decorated box offices.  Their plans were simple halls 
with a box office, a sloping floor and a projection booth.  Neighborhood theater designers 

                                                 
     10 Andrew Craig Morrison.  "Theater Guide of Washington, DC."  (The Theater Historical Society, July, 1972), p. 2. 

     11 Location of the Grand has not been determined. 
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focused on comfort and efficiency rather than on fantasy and ornament, conducting in-depth 
studies on seating arrangements and acoustics.  Maggie Valentine, in her book on the 
architectural history of movie theaters, states that "Although these individual [neighborhood 
theater] buildings no longer had to compete with large downtown commercial blocks, they 
nonetheless dominated their surroundings, both physically and psychologically.12   
 

                                                 
     12 Valentine, pp. 92-95. 

In 1926, with the introduction of Vitaphone (a sound process that the Warner Brothers Company 
developed with Western Electric and the Bell Telephone Laboratories), the Warner Brothers 
Company began expanding their theater holdings.  As many theaters refused to install 
Vitaphone, Warner Brothers was faced with the need to lease or buy the theaters.  The Warner 
Brothers organization was formed by the Warner children in 1903 with the opening of the 
Newcastle Theater in Newcastle, Pennsylvania.  Faced with the difficulty of obtaining films for 
their theater, the brothers recognized a need for an organized exchange business in Pittsburgh.  
This small exchange was eventually overpowered by larger exchanges controlled by big film 
producers, giving Warner Brothers the impetus to produce their own films.  A successful venture 
from the start, Warner Brothers went on to become one of the largest and most innovative of the 
country's film production companies.         
            
The Warner-Stanley merger in 1928 was a result of this growing need for Warner Brothers to 
expand their theater holdings in order to distribute their films.  The Stanley Company began to 
renovate the interiors of their theaters to accommodate audio equipment, discarding the organs.  
About that same time, Harry Crandall, the largest motion picture exhibitor organization in the 
Washington area, became a subsidiary of the Stanley Company.  The relationship provided 
Crandall with influence and financial backing, which was sorely needed following the fatal 
disaster at the Knickebocker Theater at Eighteenth Street and Columbia Road, N.W. in 1922.  
The roof of the theater, supported only by steel girders extending from each side of the "open 
house," collapsed without warning.  Ninety-six people were killed and 125 injured. 
 



APPLICATION FOR HISTORIC LANDMARK DESIGNATION 
MacArthur Theater 
Page 17 

 

With Harry Crandall's retirement in July 1929, all of the Crandall-owned theaters were officially 
transferred to the Stanley Company of America, which owned and operated 271 theaters 
throughout Connecticut, Delaware, Maryland, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, West 
Virginia, and the District of Columbia.13  Changing the company's name about 1930, the Stanley 
Company became the Stanley-Warner Theater Company.  Many of Washington, DC's most 
prominent theaters, such as the Earle, the Tivoli, and the Ambassador theaters, were under the 
direction of the Stanley-Warner Theater Company, which was managed by Aaron J. Brylawski.   
 

                                                 
     13 "Film Daily Year Book," 1928. 
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During World War II, few theaters were built nationwide because of materials and labor 
shortages, and the requisitioning of sound and projection equipment by the War Production 
Board.  Architects and developers continued the design of theaters for postwar construction, the 
plans of which often reflected wartime mentalities and optimism for the future.  Since the 
standard materials used in the design and ornamentation of movie houses were typically difficult 
to obtain during and just after the war, architects were forced to incorporate new materials such 
as synthetic fabrics, plastics like Vermiculite and Formica, and alternative metals such as 
aluminum into their designs.  Some materials such as limestone and glass were not restricted 
during the war years, becoming important components in introduction of a new architectural 
aesthetic.  These ready-made materials reflected both the pragmatic effects of material shortages 
and the influence of modernist design principles.14  Thus, this new theater aesthetic manifested 
itself in designs featuring dramatic facades with bold massing, structural glass, lighted marquees, 
and Moderne curves with plans that emphasized economy and flow.   
 
 
THE K AND B AMUSEMENT COMPANY 
 
By the 1940, despite the state of the national economy and the war-time materials restrictions, 
the K and B Amusement Company became a major player in the construction of movie theaters, 
particularly in the suburban neighborhoods of Washington, D.C.  The K and B Amusement 
Company, founded and owned by Fred S. Kogod and his brother-in-law, Max Burka, was 
responsible for the construction and operation of more than five of the movie houses in the 
nation's capital.  In February of 1945, the K and B Amusement Company announced plans for 
the construction of "...a theater to be known as the MacArthur and to be located at MacArthur 
Boulevard and U Street, N.W."  The theater, the third new movie house to be built by the 
company, was large enough to accommodate 1,000 patrons.15  In 1945, when the plans for the 
MacArthur Theater were being designed, architect John J. Zink had already become known as a 
prominent theater architect, having previously designed nine movie houses within Washington, 
D.C. alone. 
 
 
JOHN J. ZINK 
 
John J. Zink (1886-1952) was a native Baltimore architect who designed numerous movie 
houses in the Mid-Atlantic region during the early 20th century.  Zink was considered a top 
"moderne" architect at a time when many architects were designing in elaborate, emotional 
styles.  Employing modest designs, Zink's attentions were directed toward technical aspects of 
theater architecture, such as clear views for all movie-goers, ideal lighting and acoustics.  Often 

                                                 
     14 Valentine, pp. 144-45. 

     15 The Evening Star, February 3, 1945. 
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having his designs published in theater trade catalogues, Zink typically incorporated such 
amenities as nurseries, lounges, and smoking rooms in his movie house plans.   
 
Zink began his architectural training at the Maryland Institute, practicing for a short time with 
Baltimore architects Wyatt and Nolting.  By 1910, Zink had established an office in the Builders' 
Exchange Building, and was advertising in Baltimore's Business Directory.  Prior to World War 
I, Zink relocated to New York to attend the Columbia School of Architecture.  During this 
period, he worked closely with renowned theater architect Thomas W. Lamb.  Returning to 
Baltimore in 1916, Zink worked in the office of Ewald G. Blanke, where he was involved in 
numerous movie house renovation projects and new design projects.  After the early 1920s, Zink 
worked independently, winning commissions for the Takoma Theater at 6833 4th Street, N.W. 
(1922); the Uptown Theater on Connecticut Avenue, N.W. (1936); and the Senator Theater on 
York Road in Baltimore.  One of the most-celebrated of Zink's theater designs, the Senator 
Theater was constructed for Durkee Enterprises in 1939.  Having made a name in the theater 
world as a prominent architect, Zink designed several theaters for K & B Amusement Company, 
including the Apex at 4813 Massachusetts Avenue, N.W. (1941-demolished 1977); the Senator 
Theater at 3946-3956 Minnesota Avenue, N.E. (1941); and the Naylor Theater at 2834 Alabama 
Avenue, S.E. (1945).  One of the last commissions for the K and B Amusement Company in 
Washington, D.C. was the design of the streamline Art Moderne style MacArthur Theater in 
1945. 
 
Throughout his career, John J. Zink was responsible for the design and construction of over 200 
theaters in Maryland, Virginia, Delaware and Washington, D.C., as well as other parts of the 
United States.  Within Washington, D.C., Zink designed fifteen movie theaters between the years 
1924-1949.  Of those theaters, eleven remain, although only three are structurally intact in their 
historic form -- the Uptown, the Takoma, and the MacArthur theaters. 
 
 
THE CONSTRUCTION HISTORY OF THE MACARTHUR THEATER 
 
As plans for the K and B Amusement Company's MacArthur Theater were being made public, 
the Stanley-Warner Brother Theater Company simultaneously announced plans to construct a 
movie theater on the 5100 block of MacArthur Boulevard, just three blocks from the 
construction site of the K and B Amusement Company.  The 1,000 seat theater was designed by 
New York theater architects John and Drew Eberson.16  Ironically, both theaters were to be 
named in honor of five-star General Douglas MacArthur, a prominent World War II hero.  
Within nine days of the Evening Star announcing the plans of both theater companies to erect 
movie houses, the K and B Amusement Company was issued a building permit. 
 

                                                 
     16 The Evening Star, August 5, 1945. 
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Dated August 14, 1945, Permit Number 279547 documented that the Amusement Company 
intended to erect a one-story17 fireproof theater with seating for 1,000 patron at 4859 MacArthur 
Boulevard, N.W. for an estimated cost of $125,000.  Designed by John J. Zink, the building was 
to be constructed of brick and ready mixed limestone by the M. Gladney Construction Company. 
  
 

                                                 
     17 The permit to build specifies the construction of a one-story building, although the actual theater contains a very high one-story auditorium 
and balcony. 
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Having joined forces with the Stanley-Warner Theater Company, the K and B Amusement 
Company announced the opening of the MacArthur Theater on December 15, 1946.18  The 
opening advertisement that appeared in several area newspapers described the theater as "D.C. 
Most Beautiful Community Theater."19  The theater offered 200 free parking spaces, air-
conditioning, and continuous daily shows from 1 to 11pm.  The opening feature was Warner 
Brothers' Never Say Goodbye, starring Errol Flynn and Eleanor Parker.   
 
Over the years, the theater has served as a landmark to the Palisades community, providing first- 
and second-run movies, community events and benefits, such as the "Olympics in Mexico" in 
July 1970.  In the 1960s and 1970s, the theater specialized in British films, as well as presenting 
festivals of 1930s and 1940s comedies.  In 1969, the building was the site of a benefit sponsored 
by the British Embassy for the Washington Hospital Center, showing Goodbye Mr. Chips. 
 
In the early 1980s, the main auditorium of the MacArthur Theater was extensively renovated to 
provide three smaller theaters.  Alterations included the creation of additional fire exits, 
projection booths, and removal of original seating.  Despite the alterations, the MacArthur 
Theater has continued to operate as a neighborhood movie theater from the time of its grand 
opening on December 25, 1946 until March 30, 1997, when it was closed for interior 
rehabilitation to meet a change in use 

                                                 
     18 The Evening Star, December 15, 1946. 

     19 The Evening Star, December 25, 1946, p. A-10, 
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A map showing the exact boundaries of the property proposed for designation; the square 
and lot number(s) or parcel number; square footage of property proposed for designation; 
north arrow; and contiguous streets, if any.  
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