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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Tampa Theater is a ten story brick and tile movie theater 
and office building designed by John Eberson and constructed in 1925. 
The main (west) facade is a blend of ornamental brickwork and terra 
cotta detailing. Six bays of one-over-one double hung sash compose 
the third through the eighth floors. The bays at either end of the 
facade are set off from the central four bays by large expanses of 
brick. Each of these two exterior bays forms the base of a tower 
which extends above the tenth floor. The only detailing on floors 
three through eight is decorative brick.

In contrast to the simple decoration of the middle floors, the 
ninth and tenth floors are highly ornamented with brickwork and terra 
cotta trim reminiscent of the Italian and Spanish Renaissance. The 
two floors are a composite design with a 4 bay arcade between dis 
similar towers. The north tower is topped by a stepped parapet with 
scrolled buttressing. Below this parapet is a large panel with dark 
brick diapering. At the intersection of the diagonals are hexagonal 
terra cotta medallions. Narrow terra cotta pilasters divide the brick 
panels into thirds. A large circular medallion in Bftezzo-relievo is 
centered in the top portion of the central panel. Shield-shaped car 
touches are attached to the upper portions of the outer panels. Below 
the ornamental brickwork is a freize of medallion and scroll features. 
A round arch penetrates the freize and extends downward terminating in 
a semi-circular balconet of concrete and terra cotta at the tenth 
floor sill line. At the ninth floor level underneath the balconet is 
an eight-over-eight double hung sash set in ornamental terra cotta 
surrounds. Projecting from this window is a balcony with terra cotta 
detailing supported on scrolled terra cotta brackets.

The south tower is higher that the north one and contains the.cis 
tern which supplies the building's water. While in the same style, 
there are several decorative differences between this tower and its 
counterpart on the north. The difference in height is obviously due to 
the presence of the cistern. A decorative balustrade of open work and 
cresting above a simple entablature combine to form a parapet to conceal 
the flat slab roof of the building. Below the cornice is a terra cotta 
freize consisting of alternating panels of floral and winged human 
figure motifs. The face of the tower is diapered in the same pattern as 
that found on the north tower. Centered in the upper portion is a bulls- 
eye window with elaborate terra cotta trim. This replaces the medallion, 
cartouches and panels of the north tower. Below the brickwork the arch 
and balcony treatment is the same as on the north tower.

Set between the twin towers is a four bay, two story arcade of one- 
over-one double hung sash. These openings are set back from the main 
facade of the building. Above these windows is an entablature and 
balustrade similar to that on the south tower and also concealing a flat 
roof. The window openings are separated by ornamental terra cotta
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Tampa Theater is an extremely well preserved "example of atmo 
spheric theater design and one of two which survive in Florida. John 
Eberson was the originator of atmospheric theaters and his concept was 
a reaction to the more standard designs common in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. While this standard approach to theater design 
was indeed extravagant, Eberson felt that these theaters overwhelmed the 
patrons. In his early practice, Eberson himself designed a number of 
majestic opera houses which were typical of the standard approach which 
utilized an eclectic theme rarely concentrating on a unified whole. By 
the early 1920's Eberson became disenchanted with his designs and began 
to develop an equally eclectic and overpowering concept. This new idea 
emphasized the use of a central architectural theme which created the 
illusion of being in "a magnificent amphitheater under a glorious moonlit 
sky..." thus the name atmospheric theater (Hall pp. 95-98). Eberson 
summarized his concept in commenting on the Tampa Theater: "The thought 
of creating the new type of theater . . . was to allow the patron to 
feel that he is participating in the performance, and to provide rest 
and relaxation. . ."

The Tampa Theater was designed by John Eberson in 1925 and was a 
very successful interpretation of his ideas. It was built shortly after 
the Olympia in Miami, also by Everson. It is quite fitting that two 
atmospheric theaters should appear in Florida since Eberson himself 
insisted that the idea for his designs originated in Florida. In his 
own words Eberson described how Florida influenced his theories.

My idea for the atmospheric theater was born in Florida. I 
saw the value of putting nature to work and so have borrowed 
the color and design that are found in the flowers and the 
trees. The inhabitants of Spain and southern Italy live under 
the sun and enjoy the happiness nature affords them. So I 
decided their architecture probably would provide the firm 
foundation for a theater" (Tampa Tribune, October 15, 1926).

Designed for Consolidated Amusements Corporation, the Tampa Theater 
was probably at the time the most exiciting and elaborate piece of archi 
tecture to be built in Tampa since the Tampa Bay Hotel was constructed 
in the 1890's. The theater was a movie palace which was housed in a ten 
story office building and was a dominant element of Tampa's 1920's sky 
line. The opening took place on October 15, 1926 with the showing of
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pilasters with Corinthian capitals and floral patterned terra cotta span 
drels. The two story arcade is divided by a decorative panel belt-line. 
A classical balustrade of terra cotta extends across the principle facade 
between the towers and anterior to the arcade. Below this and extending 
across the entire facade is a rinceau.

The first two floors of the building are a single composition uti 
lizing Italian Renaissance Revival features. The exterior fabric is 
granite blocks with decorative terra cotta horizontal joints. An entab 
lature extends across the building at the second floor ceiling level and 
includes a mezzo-relievo frieze of human heads. The end bays of the 
second floor contain eight-over-eight double hung sash with granite sur 
rounds and a decorative terra cotta lintel. There is a central four bay 
arcade of semi-circular arches containing human faces in mezzo-relievo. 
The first floor has a store front on either side of the entrance to the 
theater which is offset and in antis. The plate glass windows of the 
shop fronts are trimmed in copper and the entrance to the theater is 
framed in cast iron elements and an elaborately decorated terra cotta 
ceiling. Across the whole facade and above the first floor is an elec 
trified marquee with copper trim.

The remaining three sides of the theater are very plain, painted 
brick. They are of irregular fenestration and totally void of decoration. 
While the offices of the upper floors are very plain and unimportant, the 
interior of the theater is a masterpiece in eclectic theater design.

The theater is contained in a two story wing which extends to the 
north of the building. Eberson's rationale behind the design of this and 
other Atmospheric Theaters was to generate in the patron the "illusion of 
an outdoor atmosphere surrounded by picturesque facades of old world 
places. . .and the audience itself is part of the alluring picture." 
This is accomplished very well in the Tampa Theater. The movie house is 
a very intense and rich series of architectural studies of the Spanish 
Renaissance placing the viewer in an imaginary garden of an idealized 
Spanish Villa. The ceiling, painted dark blue with fleecy white clouds, 
accentuates the sensation of being outdoors. Small twinkling lights 
placed behind holes in the ceiling give the illusion of stars.

At the north end of the auditorium is the screen in the center of 
the proscenium. It is the focus of the architectural surroundings of the 
interior. The proscenium arch is composed of scalloped ornamental plaster 
work (plaster is used throughout the interior as the decorative vehicle) 
with polychromatic highlighting. Extending out from the arch is a small 
semi-circular stage which can be removed to accommodate a small orchestra.
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The spandrel of the proscenium is finished in a floral motif with es 
cutcheons at the corners. Above the spandrel is a stepped plaster mold 
ing, the center of which contains decorative scrollwork which supports 
a cartouche. This molding separates the upper and lower portions of the 
proscenium. The upper part is dominated by a three bay balcony with 
balustrade supported by decorative brackets. Resting on the piers of the 
balustrade are plaster, urn-shaped finials which are wired for electrical 
lights. Immediately^behind and above the balcony is a semi-circular 
headed arch with ornate scalloping similar to that in the proscenium arch. 
A shaped gable parapet above the arch is topped by finial of plaster. A 
reproduction plaster sculpture of a figure is located in the arch. To 
either side of this arch are two bays of small window openings set in 
ornamental surrounds and also backlighted. Separating each of these win 
dows is a decorative pilaster of floral motif. To either side of the 
proscenium and the balcony are three tiers of niches set in elaborate sur- 
sounds. A variety of engaged columns featuring Corinthian capitals, 
twisted shafts, decorative panels, and medallions flank each arch. The 
niches at each level are matched. The most striking are the third level 
niches which are visually connected to the center balcony through the 
use of a curved balconet and balustrade resting on circular corbelling. 
Each backlighted niche contains a plaster reproduction of a classical 
sculpture. Across the top of the proscenium screen is an entablature 
with finials containing a freize which incorporates a rinceau. The 
curved ceiling of the auditorium continues down behind the proscenium 
and creates a backdrop to the architectural details.

To either side of this facade are two compositions containing addi 
tional arches and niches. These flanking facades were designed as an 
organ screen, although the theater organ has since been removed.

The facade to the west of the proscenium is dominated by a double 
tier of arches centered under a shaped gable. The lower tier has a 
semi-circular headed arch with the scalloped motif as in the proscenium 
arch. A decorative panel fills the tympanum. The second tier is the 
dominant arch- of this facade. This shaped arch is spanned by a large 
wooden grill which is divided into three vertical parts by decorative 
wooden posts which terminate at the springing lines. A curved wrought 
iron balcony trimmed with brass protrudes from the base and is covered 
with decorative drapery placed over the railing. Behind the wooden 
screen hangs a large rede curtain which originally shielded the organ pipes 
from view. Directly above this arch and in the center of the shaped 
gable is a small round arch with decorative trim. As in the main facade 
the arches of the west organ screen facade are flanked by tiers of niches
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with large engaged columns of composite orders. This facade has two 
tiers of niches, each housing sculpture.

The east facade, also an organ screen, is similar to the west ex 
cept that the main arch at the second level is bell shaped. The flanking 
niches, of which there are three tiers, are consistent with the other 
niches in the theater, utilizing various decorative elements and composite 
orders. The spandrels, however, are much more elaborate that the ones 
on the west facade. This facade is capped by a coping with lighted urns.

While the three facades which are described above are the most 
elaborate features of the auditorium, the use of building facades as a 
decorative element is maintained around the remaining spaces of the in 
terior. At the sides of the auditorium are triple arcades set in deco 
rative plaster walls with tile shed roofs. On the second level a 
balcony stretches across the rear of the theater, its rail containing 
highly ornamented panels. Across the rear of the theater and above the 
balcony is a tile shed roof, supported by a corbelled cornice and 
pierced by decorative windows. To add to the realistic outdoor feeling 
of the theater, artificial foliage has been positioned above the walls 
and draped over the roofs.

The Spanish and Italian Renaissance themes are not confined to the 
auditorium alone. The remaining areas of the theater are decorated with 
heavily sculptured plaster—walls with decorative gorhices, friezes and 
entablatures and tiles finishing the themes. Several reproduced tapes 
tries are hung on the walls. The original furnishings, all of which re-" 
main in the theater, are of Spanish and Italian Renaissance designs of 
heavily carved and decorative wood.
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The Ace of Cads starring Adolf Menjou. A sellout audience of 1600 
attended what must have been a major social event of the year. In 
addition to the feature movie, Florida's governor, John W. Martin, 
spoke along with Tampa mayor, Perry G. Wall, and Jacksonville mayor, 
John S. Alsop. The 20 piece theater orchestra performed special music 
as did the organist who played a large double manual Wurlitzer 
Theater organ (Tampa Tribune, October 15, 1926).

The opening was a success and marked the beginning of the era 
of the movie palace in Tampa which is romantically remembered by 
nearly every old timer in the city. It was an event representative 
of most medium-sized communities in the country which found the movie 
palace to be the major entertainment outlet for everyone. The 
Tampa Theater then is a monument of architecture in Tampa and Florida 
but also a remnant of an era in American entertainment history 
which is gone forever and can live on only in the buildings which 
were, in many cases, more important than many of the movies themselves
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