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1. Name of Property 
historic name Somerv i i i e Theatre ( p r e f e r r e d ) 
other names/site number Hobbs B u i l d i n g 

2. Location 

street & number Ravi*; Sqijare l^g/flot for publication 

city, town Snmprvi H P N^IA I vicinity 

state M a s s a c h u s e t t s code_ county MiHri1P«;Px zip code 02143 

3. Classification 
Ownership of Property 
f x ] private 
I I public-local 
I I public-State 
I I public-Federal 

Category of Property 
f x ! building(s) 
I I district 
I I site • ' -
I I structure 
I I object 

Number of Resources within Property 
Contributing 

> _ ! 

Noncontributing 
buildings 
sites 
structures 
objects 
Total 

Name of related multiple property listing: 
Somerv i i i e MRA 

Number of contributing resources previously 
listed in the National Register Q 

4. State/Federal Agency Certification 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I hereby certify that this 
nomination request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the 

National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. 
In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet. . the property LAi r 

Axu A \ A' 
lifvina official Exe 

Signature of certifying official t x e c u t i v e D i ^ f c t o r , Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Coni ibasion, 
S ta te H i s t o r i c P reserva t ion O f f i c e r 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. See continuation sheet. 

Signature of commenting or other official Date 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

5. National Parle Service Certification 
I, hereby, certify that this property is: 

entered in the National Register. 
' n See continuation sheet. 
I I determined eligible for the National 

Register. | ^ See continuation sheet. 
I I determined not eligible for the 

National Register. 

I I removed from the National Register. 
HU other, (explain:) 

Entered t^e 
national Begts^^ 

Signature of the Keeper Date of Action 



Somerviiie Theatre, Somerviiie, MA 
6. Function or Use 
Historic Functions (enter categories from Instructions) Current Functions (enter categories from instructions) 
Recreation and Culture / Theatre Recreation and Culture / Theatre 
Commerce / Specialty Store, Office CommprrP / Spprialty stnrp 

7. Description 
Architectural Classification Materials (enter categories from instructions) 
(enter categories from instructions) 

foundation 
Neo -c lass i ca l Rev iva l walls R r i r k ; <;tnnp 

roof _ 
other 

Describe present and historic physical appearance. 

This three-story Moderne commercial building, b u i l t i n 1914, is similar i n 
style and size to the few remaining structures of i t s age s t i l l standing i n 
Davis Square. The numerous uses, in addition to the theatre, for which the 
building was designed Include a bowling alley, cafe, shops, offices and 
meeting rooms, a plan more complex than that for the other five theatres b u i l t 
i n Somerviiie. This sole survivor of the vaudeville era i n Somerviiie i s also 
the oldest theatre b u i l t e x p l i c i t l y as a movie house i n the Boston area and 
was the prototype for Dorchester's landmark Strand Theatre of 1918 designed by 
the same architects. 

The exterior of the Somerviiie Theatre is somewhat altered although not 
irreversibly. Only two of the original eight storefronts are s t i l l i n use. 
The others are gutted and their doors and windows sealed from inside. Window 
openings originally blank are now i n use and the sash have been replaced over 
the years, but there is no change in either shape or number of openings. The 
original marquee is gone as i s a large placque, roof flagpole, and some 
ornaments from the cornice and parapet over the theatre entrance. 

The Interior of the theatre has been sadly neglected, but also does not appear 
to be irreversibly altered. The small lobby, typical of a vaudeville house 
where the audience came and went, has suffered the most change, probably i n 
the 1960s. Wood paneling and t i l e sections have been applied over the walls 
and a dropped ceiling suspended from the original, which i s a geometric t i l e 
mosaic i n blue with bands of silver and gold echoing the floor, a t i l e mosaic 
in white with bands of red and black. The theatre interior was originally 
decorated i n a mixed 19th century style, pastel f l o r a l medallions with 
cherubs, and Art Deco/Aztec geometries were added, probably i n 1932. The 
current scheme i s a tan and g i l t background highlighted by green triangles, 
red circular shapes, and black lines and is very unusual. The molded plaster 
of the proscenium is red and g i l t , and the vertical accents of the exterior of 
the boxes and balcony are picked out in red and green. The balcony s t i l l has 
i t s original rose brocade panels on the walls and i t s original half-moon wood 
and glass doors leading to the lobby. The narrow stage is s t i l l framed by red 
velvet curtains, and a large movie screen forms the rear wall. Aside from 
these cosmetic changes, a few minor structural changes have also occurred, 
probably i n 1932: the lower boxes on both sides of the stage were removed and 

f x l See continuation sheet 
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the orchestra p i t covered over to provide more seating. Otherwise, the 
interior i s intact. 

These changes have not affected the theatre's marvelous acoustics or i t s 
vi r t u a l l y unobstructed sightlines. (A few seats i n the rear of the mezzanine 
are blocked by the columns that support the balcony.) These slight 
alterations probably occurred in 1932, when the theatre reverted to being a 
movie house and live shows were no longer produced. 

(continued) 
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Somerviiie Theatre, Somerviiie, MA 

8. Statement of Significance 
Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties: 

I I nationally I I statewide fX] locally 

Applicable National Register Criteria [ X I A I I B fXIc I I D 

Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) Q C • £ I I G 

Areas of Significance (enter categories from instructions) Period of Significance . Significant Dates 
Architecture 1914-1939 
Conmerce 
Community Planning and Development 
Entertai nment 
Performing A f t s Cultural Affiliation , 

N/A 

Significant Person Architect/Builder 
N/A ; Funk and Wi lcox 

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above. 

The Somerviiie Theatre is significant for the public benefit i t has brought, 
* and i s s t i l l bringing, to Somerviiie i n general and Davis Square i n 

particular. A neighborhood resource with a continuing commitment to the arts, 
i t i s the only performance h a l l of i t s size remaining i n a five mile radius 
outside of Boston. As a cultural resource the theatre has been the site of a 
combination of movies and li v e entertainment from i t s inception and today 
stands alone as a representative of the era of Somerville's greatest growth 
and i t s history of culture and performance. 

The Somerviiie Theatre retains integrity of location, design, setting, 
materials, feeling, and association and f u l f i l l s National Register Criteria A 
and C on the Local level. I t meets Criterion A as a reflection of the 
suburbanization of the Davis Square area of Somerviiie and the evolution of 
local entertainment from silent movies and vaudeville to a stock theater to, 
most recently, movies and concerts. The building meets Criterion C as an 
example of an early 20th century vaudeville theatre with a significant Art 
Deco and Aztec-inspired interior. 

The development of Davis Square is typical of Somerville's growth, which 
paralleled the development of the railroad. The c i t y began losing i t s rural 
character i n 1843 when the f i r s t tracks of the Fitchburg Railroad were l a i d . 
Gradually, pasture land, market gardens, and country estates gave way to 
residential subdivisions with their own commercial centers. Davis Square was 

; the estate of Person Davis, a grain merchant, and was suburbanized by the twin 
pressures of, f i r s t , the Boston & Maine Railroad Arlington li n e , which came 
through i n 1870 and then the coming of the electric streetcar i n 1889, which 
converted the area to the transportation hub of a streetcar suburb. This 
trend is s t i l l i n effect today as evidenced by the opening of the Davis Square 
Subway station i n 1984 within 50 feet of the location of the original Boston & 
Maine station. 

f x l See continuation sheet 



9. Major Bibiiographlcai References 

Previous documentation on file (NPS): 
I I preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) 

has been requested 
I I previously listed in the National Register 
I I previously determined eligible by the National Register 
I I designated a National Historic Landmark 
I 1 recorded by Historic American Buildings 

Survey # 
I I recorded by Historic American Engineering 

Record # 

n n See continuation sheet 

Primary location of additional data: 
f x l State historic preservation office 
I I Other State agency 
I I Federal agency 
I I Local government 
I I University 
• other 
Specify repository: 

Massachusetts Historical Commission 

10. Geographical Data 
Acreage of property I ess than one acre 

UTM References 
A LLISJ l 3 l? iR l? i? in l 

Zone Easting 

c J L 

l 4 i 6 lq iR l« in in l 
Northing 

1 : 1 . 1 . . I 

B _L 
Zone 

D 

Easting 

J L 

Northing 

I . I I 

I I See continuation sheet 

Verbal Boundary Description 

Occupies entire lot and is bounded on the north by Boston and Maine railroad station, 
Dover Street to the south, Meacham Road on the west, and Holland Street to the east. 

[ I See continuation sheet 

Boundary Justification 
Boundaries follow property lines and are those historically associated with the 

subject property 

I I See continuation sheet 

11. Form Prepared By 
nameftitle B e t s y F r i p H h p r n , NR D i r e r t n r 
organization Massachusetts H is to r i ca l Commi 

80 Boylston Street 

W i l - h f h p S m n p r v i l l p H ^ • s ^ n r ^ • p a ^ r n m m i g g i r»n 

ssion date October 1989 
street & number.  
city or town Boston 

telephone 
state MA 

617-727-8470 
zip code. 02116 
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As the city grew, centralized commercial squares developed within 
neighborhoods. The Somerviiie Theatre is the culmination of the 
suburbanization of Davis Square. Built by Joseph 0. Hobbs, a local 
businessman, i n 1914, the theatre provided commercial, recreational, and 
cultural uses to the community. The availability of public transportation 
made the appeal of the theatre broad based. The Somerviiie was the f i r s t 
theatre b u i l t exclusively to show silent movies i n conjunction with vaudeville 
shows. I t s opening year was successful but a demand for l i v e performance led 
to i t s conversion as a stock house in 1915. For the following seventeen 
years, the theatre produced a steady stream of plays ranging from comedies 
(Charley's Aunt) to musicals (Leave i t to Jane) to serious drama (Why Women 
Leave Home). Busby Berkeley acted, directed, and tried out his radical 
choreography here before going to Hollywood. Nationally recognized artists 
such as Tallulah Bankhead and Francis X. Bushman appeared i n productions as 
did local performers l i k e the Corbett sisters. Kate Smith made her debut here 
at the age of 18. 

By 1932, the Depression had taken i t s t o l l , and stock being no longer 
profitable, the theatre, under the direction of the Viano family, closed 
briefly and reopened as a motion picture theatre, again mirroring events 
elsewhere i n the greater Boston area. The Somerviiie Theatre has been 
continuously i n use as a cultural resource since 1914 and this tradition 
continues today with the current theatre operator's programming of films and 
liv e perfomance. 

> :# * i-.-m •' 

/ A- A^. J JI i n 7 
• / A': y y ^ • 

^ (end) 
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SOMERVILLE'S THEKTEBS - EARL? 20TO CENTURY 

Address 
79-83 Broadway 
81 Broadway 

Name Years Operating* 
Hurst's Broadway 1916 - 1920 
Broadway 1924 ? - 1940 + 
(1850 seats per Sanborn map, 1928) 

Current Dse 
retail/warehousing 

303 Broadway Capitol 1940 + Star Mkt. pkg. lot 

306 Broadway Pearson's 1918 - 1920 + 
Winter H i l l 1924 ? - 1933 + 
(Odd Fellows Hall on Sanborn map, 1928) 

vacant lot 

318 Broadway Broadway 1910 - 1914 storefronts/lodge 
Winter H i l l 1915 - 1917 used as nightclub? 
(building, not theater on Sanborn map, 1928 

707 Broadway Ball Square 1924 ? - 1940 + small storefront? 
(per Sanborn map, 1928 - entrance in Somerviiie, theatre in 
Medford - now parking lot) 

1156 Broadway Teele Square 1924 ? - 1940 + storage 

55 Davis Square Sonerville 
(Hobbs Building) 

1914 - present movie & concert 
theatre 

138 Cross (Sanerville) Orpheum 1918 - 1940 + pumbling supplier 
formerly church 

50 Day St. Day Street Olympia 
Lowes E M Davis Sq. 

1914 - 1933 + 
1940 + 

City parking lot 

151 Highland Av. Central 1924 ? - 1940 + Highland Bottle 
Redemption Center 

156 Highland Av. Highland Ave. 1918 - 1920 ? < Anthony's Function 
Hall 

(Knights of Columbus building, per Sanborn map, 1928) 

372 Somerviiie Av Star ' 1908 - 1914 Petrosillos' bldg.? 
(building but not theater on Sanborn map of 1928) 

4 Union Square Union Square 
Strand 

1914 - 1920 + 
1925 - 1933 + 

pkg. lot 

Warren Ave/nr Bow Olympia 1914 - ? 
8 Warren Ave. Union Square 1924 - 1933 + 

(closed per 1928 Sanborn map) 

Goodyear pkg. lot 

•based on City Directories: 1905 - 1940 (missing years: 1921-1923, 1934-1939) 
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Nomination/Type of Review . • Date/Signature , 

71. Tufts, Peter and Oliver^ Hous|̂ ^ ^|^^^eper_ 

National 8e.;lst r Attest 

72. Warren.H., Houss S u ' i l ^ B w S t . r f ^ ^ ^ P " ^ 

y. 
Attes t 

eepe 73. West Somerviiie Branch Libra ry 
ilDtered in tha 
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74. Williams, Charles, House • M:> 

y*- 75. Williams, Charles, Jr., House f^T^^^'P^^. 
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Attest 

7c IT-IT V n u Enterer! I n +iia ° < ; ^ p e r / 76. Williams, F.G., House , . . yi^cci^c — 

Attes t 

y/dA9 

AA 

77. Worthen, Daniel , House Entered In tha Al^epex ^ M t A ' ^ ^ c ^ M ^ A ^ ^ A^'A'^ 
National Refrl,;t&r 5 

Attes t 

78. Wright House _?AiA/ 
Attest 

"^y^^lS. Wyatt, George, House ^ubsiaal-ive R-

Attest' 

80. Somerviiie Theatre Keeper 
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CLASSIFICATION 

count resource type 

STATE/FEDERAL AGENCY CERTIFICATION 

FUNCTION 

historic current 

DESCRIPTION 

architectural classification 
materials 
descriptive text 

SIGNIFICANCE 

Period Areas of Significance—Check and ju s t i f y below 

Specific dates Builder/Architect 
Statement of Significance (in one paragraph) 

summary paragraph 
completeness 
cl a r i t y 
applicable c r i t e r i a 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n of areas checked 
relating significance to the resource 
context 
relationship of integrity to significance 
ju s t i f i c a t i o n of exception 
other 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

GEOGRAPHICAL DATA 

acreage ^verbal boundary description 
UTMs boundary justification 

ACCOMPANY ING DOCtJMENTAT I ON/ PRE S ENTATION 

sketch maps USGS maps photographs presentation 

OTHER COMMENTS 

Questions concerning this nomination may be directed to 

Phone 

Signed Date 
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December 19, 1989 

Carol Shull 
National Register of Historic Places 
Department of the Interior , 
National Park Service 
P.O. Box 37127 
Washington, DC 20013-7127 

Dear Ms. Shull: 

Enclosed please find the following nominations: 

Somerviiie Theatre, 55 Davis Square, Somerviiie (Middlesex County), 
Massachusetts; 

The Vendome and the St. Ives (HPCA #s 11136MA and 11137MA), 17-19 and 21-23 
Chandler Street, Worcester (Worcester County) Massachusetts. 

There has been no ovmer objections for the above mentioned properties. 

The nominations have been voted eligible by the State Review Board and have 
been signed by the State Historic Preservation Officer. Owners were notified 
of pending State Review Board consideration 30-75 days before the meeting and 
were afforded the opportunity to comment. Comments received to date are 
attached to the nomination form. 

ely, 

/ ^cy 
Anne E. Tait 
Acting National Register Director 
Massachusetts Historical Commission 

Enclosure: 

Massachusetts Historical Commission, Valerie A. Talmage, Executive Director, State Historic Preservation Officer 
80 Boylston Street, Boston, Massachusetts 02116 (617) 727-8470 

Office of the Secretary of State, Michael J. Connolly, Secretary 


