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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE
The Saenger Theatre is an impressive example of a 1920's movie palace. The 

reinforced concrete structure rises to a height of 4 stories and has brick faccia. 
It occupies the rear half of a city block bounded by Canal Street, Rampart Street, 
Basin Street and Iberville Street. (Iberville Street is at the rear of the 
building) When the Saenger was built, Saenger Theatres, Inc. was unable to gain 
control of the entire block. So the theatre was constructed at the rear of the 
block and access from the front (Canal Street) and the sides (Rampart and Basin 
Streets) was provided by a system of grand hallways. Actually there are three 
such two story hallways which eminate from the theatre. One proceeds forward, 
between a pair of 4-story brick commercial buildings, to a grand entrance on 
Canal Street (the main entrance).. The otljier two hallways proceed sideways to 
lesser entrances on Rampart and Basin Streets. Taken together, the hallways 
form a "T" shaped configuration with the top of the "T" pressing against the 
theatre proper.

The theatre proper and the aforementioned three hallways are the subject 
of this nomination. The commercial buildings which share the block with the 
theatre are not part of the nomination.

The theatre itself is massive with a wide balcony at the rear and a 52 foot 
by 35 foot stage with a procenium height of 30 feet. There is also an electrically 
operated worm-gear lifting orchestra pit which will hold 40 musicians. All of 
the stage machinery and lighting equipment is in good condition.

The stage area also contains a Robert Morgan theatre organ which lifts. 
It cost the Saenger Amusement Co. over $100,000 at the time of its installation. 
With over 2000 pipes and 7 precussion instruments, the organ is in excellent 
condition and is still used for concerts.

Originally the auditorium contained 3400 seats, however, some were taken out 
in a 1964 renovation which will be described later.

The interior style of the main theatre space is "atmospheric." This 
theatre style was invented by architect John Eberson. The auditorium at the 
Saenger was termed "a magnificent amphitheatre under a glorious mojilit sky—- 
an Italian garden, a Persian court---where friendly stars twinkled and wisps 
of cloud drifted".

Actually this open court-yard effect is achieved by articulating the 
theatre walls and the procenium as a series of false building facades and 
archades, set around a quadrangle. The facade elements are varied in height, 
finished with proper roof lines, and capped with the beginnings of Spanish 
red tile roofs. Much of this "facade" work is done in marble. This courtyard 
configuration is surmounted by a vast curved ceiling on which the appearance 
of sky and clouds is achieved through painterly illusion. The ceiling is inset 
with point lights to give the effect of stars. Day, night, or sunrise
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7. Description (cont'd)

effects can be produced with the use of the lighting equipment.

The stage is flanked by an unusually wide pair of colossal pilasters of 
the composite order. The procenium is surmounted by a wide paneled entablature 
with gilt shallow relief carving, mediallions,a largecentral cartouche with 
cherubs, and a heavy corbel table with false roof. Flanking the stage area, 
on the side walls, is a pair of false building fronts which superficially 
resemble Baroque church facades. Both are based on the triumphal arch motif, 
both have central recessed nich^areas with statuary, and both have large plaster 
urns at the parapet level. Although they were termed "Florentine Renaissance" 
at the time of the theatre's construction, each one is in fact an accumulation 
of Baroque, Mannerist, Renaissance and Rococo, details liberally garnished 
with gilt relief work, statuary and metal work.

\ 
Completing the court yard is a pair of two story archades with Corinthian

columns, medallions in the spandrels, and ballustrade statuary. The archades 
extend beyond the balcony to the rear of the theatre space. They provide a 
transition space to the various recessed areas off the main theatre.

The design also provides for generous smoking rooms as well as a second 
floor art salon which was removed in 1964.

The aforementioned grand access hallways are divided into bays by shallow 
and slender panels formed of marble. Display cases occupy the ground floor 
bays and on the second floor the bays are occupied by Mannerist aedicule motifs 
formed of coins, many of which have inset mirrors.

At one time the main hall, which leads from the theatre to the main 
entrance on Canal Street, had four massive crystal chandeliers hanging from 
the painted beam ceiling. These chandeliers were acquired from the Chateau 
Pierrefonds D'Olse by the Saenger Company when the theatre was built. Today 

only one of the four remains.

The exterior of the theatre proper has no ornamental treatment except 
for the Rampart Street side which is sparingly garnished in classical details. 
Each entrance portal, however, is articulated as a separate facade from the 
surrounding building mass. The most opulent of these is the Canal Street 
entrance with its second story limestone grand nich' which has flanking 
Corinthian columns and internal coffering. Less elaborate, the Rampart 
Street entrance has a limestone faccia with an arch motif and the three
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7. Description (cont'd)

theatrical muses carved in the upper portion. The Basin Street entrance is 
noted only by a few changes in the brick work,but it is distinct from its 
surroundings.

In 1964 the following changes were made. A second theatre was installed 
in the balcony which necessitated the removal of the art salon, the installation 
of escalators,and the construction of a light wall at the balcony level to 
separate the new theatre from the old theatre space. Some of the seats were 
also removed from the balcony and some of the theatre's art collection, including 
three of the main chandeliers were sold. However, the pieces sold were mainly 
reproductions and their disapearance does not leave a noticeable void. Inasmuch 
as mostof the art objects were reproductions,the art salon was not a major 
source of significance for the theatre, and it disappearance does not impair 
the significance of the theatre greatly.

Finally, the aforementioned light wall is not a major intrusion upon the 
main theatre space. This is because the wall is set back upon the upstairs 
balcony. The theatre users'orientation is to the front, or the side perhaps, 
but rarely is it to the rear. Also because the wall is recessed back from 
the front of the balcony, it is hardly less noticeable. In any case the wall 
could be easily removed.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Architectural
The Saenger Theatre is a 1920's movie palace of the first rank, a fact 

which is demonstrated by its large size with almost 3400 seats.

Its first rank status is shown by the extensive use of marble, statuary, 
and carving, notably in the niches and above the false facades. Its status 
is also shown by the extensive use of free standing columns, colossal pilasters 3 
triumphal arch motifs, grand arc^ades, and elaborately garnished ancillary 
areas off the main theatre space. It is significant that these impressive 
architectural elements were used to articulate the interior rather than the 
usual superficial wall applique of lesser theatres.

The architect for the Saenger Theatre was Emile Weil, a practitioner of 
prominance in New Orleans in the early 20th century. His other commissions 
include the Whitney Bank, the Canal Bank, Jerusalem Temple and the original 
Tulane University Stadium.

In addition, the Saenger is a theatre of the "atmospheric" type, a variety 
of theatre which created the illusion of night and day and other outdoor effects 
through the use of lighting and interior decoration. Atmospheric theatres, 
which were always in the minority, are rapidly disappearing.

Theatrical
Since its construction the Saenger has been the most important theatre 

in New Orleans. With the City's largest auditorium, the Saenger was usually 
the place where major touring shows and films opened when they came to the 
area.

In addition, by the late 1920's Saenger Theatres, Inc. had gained control 
of 320 theatres in eleven Southern states and in the Caribbean. Of these the 
Saenger Theatre in New Orleans was the largest and most elaborately built. 
It was for example the only Saenger owned theatre with a lifting orchestra pit.

The New Orleans Times-Picayne and the New Orleans Item ran Saenger Sections 
on the day the theatre opened on February 4, 1927. "Their Dream Theatre Comes 
True" was the caption over the pictures of the four men who were the founders 
and top executives of the company. They were Julian H. Saenger, President;
A. D. Saenger, Vice-President; E. V. Richards, Vice-President and General
Manager; and L. M. Ash, Treasurer.
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8. Significance (cont'd)

The chain of Saenger Theatres began in Shreveport, Louisiana in 1911 when 
Julian and A. D. Saenger built the Saenger Theatre at 620 Milan Street adjacent 
to the Saenger Drug Store which the brothers had operated for several years on 
the corner of Louisiana Avenue and Milan Street. For one year they booked 
vaudeville. Then Julian Saenger, seeing the future of the motion picture 
industry, discontinued vaudeville and installed projectors. This theatre is 
still in operation under the name The Capri.

E. V. Richards was the manager of the first Saenger Theatre. In 1912, 
the Saenger Amusement Company was formed. That name was retained until 1927 
when it was changed to Saenger Theatres, Inc.

The first expansion policy was adopted when motion picture houses were 
opened in Texarkana, Monroe and Alexandria. The Saenger Amusement Company 
moved its offices to New Orleans when it bought out the Fichtenberg interests 
and built the Strand Theatre which opened on July 4, 1917.

Saenger Theatres, Inc. at the time it was sold to Paramount in 1929 
for a sum in excess of ten million dollars comprised 320 theatres in eleven 
southern states,and also in Cuba, Jamaica, Panama and Puerto Rico.
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The purpose of this addendum is to raise the level of significance for the Saenger Theatre to national. 
The theater was listed on the Register in 1977 for its statewide significance.

New Orleans' Saenger Theatre is nationally significant as a particularly impressive and intact movie 
palace in what was and is known as the "atmospheric" style. The goal of "atmospheric" theater designers 
was to transport patrons to a romantic outdoor setting — complete with building facades, fountains, and 
above, a twinkling sky with clouds drifting by. A survey conducted by the Louisiana Division of Historic 
Preservation in early 2006 found some 25 to 30 surviving first-rate atmospheric movie palaces across the 
country. Collectively these represent a nationally significant trend in movie palace design originated by John 
Eberson and copied by countless architects. Of these 25 to 30, the Saenger auditorium is among the most 
impressive because of its sheer scale (seating 4,000 when it opened in 1927), the extravagance of the design 
and the verisimilitude of the illusion.

Background:

The motion picture industry was born in the 1890s through a combination of experiments, principally 
in the United States and France. The earliest films were very short and could only be shown to a single 
person. Thomas Edison's laboratories were responsible for the Kinetoscope, a peep-show machine that used 
a roll of film about 40 feet in length. The viewer peered through a magnifying lens at images illuminated 
with an electric light. Edison was not interested in projecting the motion picture to gatherings of people
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because he was convinced the whole thing was a passing fad.

The French brothers Auguste and Louis Lumiere, however, were more far-sighted. They developed 
the technique of projecting the film, and in December 1895 held their first screening for a paying audience in 
Paris. The Lumiere machine, called the Cinematographe, gave the medium the name it is known by in much 
of the world. The Edison laboratories quickly produced a similar machine, and the first commercially 
exhibited movie in the United States was shown in New York in April 1896.

Early venues for showing films were sometimes quite makeshift. Vaudeville theaters, town halls, and 
the like were pressed into service, with the program often combining film strips and vaudeville acts or plays. 
In 1905 Pittsburgh vaudeville magnate Harry Davis opened a purpose-built theater for movies, calling it a 
nickelodeon, combining the admission price with the Greek word for theater. By 1910 there were thousands 
of nickelodeons across the country. Some were mom-and-pop storefront theaters, while others were more 
elaborate purpose-built affairs. Films in the nickelodeon era generally lasted about ten minutes. The names 
of these establishments sometimes reflected the price (Nickel, Nickel Treat, Nickeldom), while others had 
names like Idle Hour and Dreamland.

Movie Palaces:

As movies improved and became big business, grand and sumptuous theaters were erected to 
showcase the new god in cities across America. The first of the "movie palaces" opened in 1913, with the 
bulk being built in the heady decade we know now as the Roaring Twenties. The goldleaf-encrusted movie 
palaces with their statuary, art collections, massive chandeliers, and palatial, often flamboyant, architecture 
were easily the most splendid structures most patrons had ever seen. Their "unabashed grandeur," observes 
movie historian David Naylor, "played well among young city dwellers who lived modestly but thought 
expansively." "No kings or emperors have wandered through more luxurious surroundings," wrote Harold 
W. Rambusch in American Theatres of Today (1929).

Moviegoers were able to escape from everyday cares as they were transported to another world - be 
it a French Baroque palace, a Moorish banquet hall, or a Chinese temple. To many (perhaps most) these 
wildly extravagant theaters were just as important, if not more important, than the films (silent until 1927) 
being shown. Movie theater mogul Marcus Loew is famous for saying, "We sell tickets to theatres, not 
movies." The largest and arguably the most extravagant of the movie palaces was the roughly 6,000 seat 
Roxy in New York City (demolished in 1961). A 1929 cartoon in The New Yorker must have had the Roxy 
in mind. A little boy asks, "Mama, does God live here?" In addition to their "over the top" auditoriums, 
theaters as large and palatial as the Roxy also had lavish lounges for men and women, a grand rotunda for a 
lobby, a staff outfitted in fine livery, and sometimes nursery facilities. The Roxy even had a small hospital 
on the premises.

Atmospheric Movie Palaces

The most imaginative movie palaces were known as "atmospheric" theaters, termed by theater 
historian Ben Hall "an acre of seats in a garden of dreams." Here the designer created the illusion of being 
outdoors. The creator and chief architect of the type was John Eberson, who provided fantasy-seeking 
American moviegoers endless delights. In an Eberson atmospheric, the auditorium, to quote him, was "a 
magnificent ampitheatre under a glorious moonlit sky ... an Italian garden, a Persian court, a Spanish patio,
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or a mystic Egyptian temple-yard . . . where friendly stars twinkled and wisps of clouds drifted." Eberson's 
first fully developed atmospheric was the Majestic in Houston (1923) (demolished). Eberson designed 
roughly a hundred atmospheric theaters, and local architects throughout the country copied his formula. (The 
exact number of atmospherics built will never be known. But given the 100 designed by Eberson and the 
numerous architects around the country who imitated the style, one suspects there must have been 200 to 
300.)

Eberson and others achieved the illusion with building facades along the walls and a blue plaster 
"sky" with projected clouds and low-wattage stars. A small machine called the Brenograph Junior projected 
the clouds and other images. In the very best of the atmospherics, the building facades along the side walls 
are strongly three-dimensional. Sometimes, as at the Saenger, the proscenium also bears elements of a 
building exterior. The most commonly used outdoor settings were Italian (or more generally Mediterranean) 
courtyards and Spanish villages or plazas.

Eberson's most exotic atmospheric was the Avalon in Chicago (which survives with good integrity). 
The exterior has bulbous Middle Eastern towers in the manner of a mosque. The auditorium is a fanciful 
Persian palace. Eberson designed the women's lounge as a harem parlor, the men's as a caliph's den. 
Ushers wore French Foreign Legion uniforms with plumed hats and white gloves.

The best-done atmospherics tend to be large and grand enough to be called movie palaces. At the 
other end of the scale are small town atmospheric theatres with low budgets. Here building facades and other 
outdoor elements (vegetation) are painted on the walls. Obviously the effect is not nearly as convincing.

Atmospheric Theater Survey:

To be able to place the Saenger in a national context, the National Register Coordinator in the 
Louisiana Division of Historic Preservation sought to determine the number of atmospheric theaters that had 
survived and to assess their overall quality. She began with a working list from the Cinema Treasures 
website of about 100 (of various sizes and in varying degrees of integrity and some listed as closed). The 
executive director of the Theater Historical Society of America (Richard J. Sklenar) felt that this number was 
about correct. The list was adjusted and cross-checked via communication with National Register 
coordinators and others. The next step was to track down information on the survivors, which was done via 
communication with Register coordinators and other preservation professionals, books and the Internet. The 
latter was relied on heavily, but only to obtain images of theater auditoriums. Among preservation 
professionals, Craig Morrison, author of the just released Theaters, was most helpful in providing 
information on the quality and condition of certain theaters.

The list of roughly 100 survivors was winnowed down to about 25-30 first-rate atmospheric movie 
palaces - the very best of the genre. Factors taken into consideration were size and extravagance (the sheer 
impressiveness of the space), the quality of the illusion (strongly three dimensional buildings along the side 
walls rather than pasted on stage sets), and where possible, the integrity of the auditorium. The latter could 
not be determined for many of the theaters. Many had been abandoned for years and had deteriorated before 
being reclaimed. How much of what appeared in an image was historic? How much was replicated? Did 
the theater still retain its sky ceiling, stars, and cloud-producing machines? These were some of the 
unanswerable integrity issues.
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Many of the 25 to 30 first-rate atmospheric movie palaces have roughly comparable auditoriums. The 
smallest seat a modest (for movie palaces) 1,200 or so. Building facades on the side walls in these smaller 
movie palaces are sometimes one story. What these lack in scale they make up for in the quality of the 
illusion - most notably, side walls that go beyond one dimensional stage-set looking ("fake") building 
facades. While it is difficult to rank the 25 to 30, the Saenger would be in the top half of the group. Perhaps 
the most extravagant is the newly restored Paradise in the Bronx. Others in the first tier include the Fox in 
Atlanta (NHL); Loew's Akron (Akron, Ohio); the Tampa (Tampa, Florida); and the Majestic in San 
Antonio, Texas (NHL). Theater historian David Naylor considers Atlanta's Fabulous Fox to be "the most 
overpowering atmospheric."

The Saenger:

When the Saenger opened in February 1927, it was among the nation's very largest movie palaces. 
With seating for 4,000, "this unmatched palace of amusement" (New Orleans Times-Picayune) cost 
$2,500,000. (The Roxy opened in the same year at a cost of six million.) The architect was Emile Weil of 
New Orleans. (Weil designed several theaters for the Saenger chain across the Gulf South.) The auditorium 
design, according to the Picayune, was that of "Florentine Renaissance Architecture." Mixing historical 
epochs, the paper's front page story had as its subtitle, "Audience Sits Beneath Stars in Medieval Air." The 
piece began, "The sensation of being lifted from a workaday world into a land of mediaeval [sic] romance . . 
. under a summer sky of twinkling stars and moving clouds was conveyed to four thousand Orleanians at the 
opening of the Saenger theater last night. They sat beyond the outer walls of a Florentine palace . . . ." Of 
the "sky" the reporter wrote: "Everyone agreed that it was a remarkable sky, giving the illusion of 
illimitable space."

From another article in the Picayune:

It [the Saenger] doesn't look like a theater until the stage
commands one's interest. The structure is architecturally after
the best of the Florentine Renaissance. Seated in the center
sections one sees on the left a wall of what probably was a ducal
palace and on the right a wall of what no doubt was a princely
residence. Richly striped awnings [no longer extant] shade a
barred window here and there .... Between the ends of these
walls as one looks, is the proscenium, with a stage as though it
had been erected out of doors in a Florentine garden for overhead
a perfect Italian sky holds a veracious portion of the celestial bodies ....
Descriptions often tone the edges off an imitation; in the case of
the new Saenger theater, there are no edges to soften. The illusion
is not imitation; it is versimilitude [sic]."

The auditorium at the Saenger is indeed a most splendid space. Firstly, there is the sheer scale of the 
place. The building facades on the side walls, of plaster chiseled and painted to resemble stone, rise to three 
stories, and at one point four. (One is reminded of David Naylor's description of the Fox in Atlanta: "Its 
seemingly impregnable walls keep the real world from disrupting the escapist pleasures offered within.") 
More importantly, Emile Weil produced a strongly three-dimensional design. But contrary to the opinion of 
the above reporter, it is definitely not "the best of the Florentine Renaissance." As was typical of movie
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palace architects, Well borrowed freely from various periods (in this case Italian) - what one theater 
historian called a "mix and match" approach. On the whole, the inspiration was the Italian Renaissance, 
with a good dose of the Italian Baroque.

In contrast to the pasted-on stage set designs of lesser atmospherics, the theater patron can actually 
walk into the "buildings" on either side of the seating. Unlike a palazzo from the "best of the Florentine 
Renaissance," each side wall is far from uniform in design. And each side wall is different from the other.

On the right hand side, as you face the stage, the rear bays are articulated as a colonnade at ground 
level, a Renaissance-inspired loggia with a groin-vaulted ceiling at the second level, and at the third level, a 
balustrade topped by life-size statues. (The loggia leads to a fire safety door and provides access to balcony 
seats.) Theater historian David Naylor wrote that the Saenger statues "appear to view the proceedings in the 
manner of those above the piazza of St. Peter's in Rome." Several feet behind the statues, on another plane, 
is a roof-looking feature (originally covered with synthetic vegetation, per an early photo). The white marble 
statues rise above the "roof" to contrast with the blue "sky." The other roughly half of the right side wall is 
articulated as a largely symmetrical three-story pavilion crowned by a hipped tile roof at the center with a 
huge urn to each side. Windows on the second level of the pavilion are lit from within (to suggest a room 
beyond). At the center of the first floor is a large niche with a fountain (operable when the theatre opened).

The left side wall (as you face the stage) features, for most of its length, an open arcade at ground 
level, an enclosed hallway with windows at the second level, and a crowning balustrade with life size statues 
at the third. Near the stage is the auditorium's most flamboyant architectural gesture - a Italian Baroque- 
looking confection that rises four stories. At the ground floor center is a large two-story niche framed by a 
great round arch. Inside is a statue and above a dome. Shallow niches with life-size sculptures flank the 
great round arch at the second story. Crowning the entire composition is a curvaceous Baroque design with 
inset larger-than-life sculptures flanked by huge urns.

The Saenger's proscenium is articulated in the manner of a building exterior as well. It is suggestive 
of a Renaissance palazzo's roofline, complete with a heavy tile roof overhang. The overhang is accented by 
an inset blind arcade. What might be called the frieze of the proscenium is very richly detailed, including 
roundels filled with bas relief sculpture.

Above the Saenger's courtyard is a sky formed originally of plaster painted blue (changed in the 
1930s or '40s to a horsehair ceiling painted blue). One hundred and twenty stars twinkle, as they did on 
opening night, and clouds drift by courtesy of the theater's two original "cloud machines." Adding to the 
overall high state of integrity is a rare surviving Robert Morton organ built specifically for the theater.

Note: The Saenger received some damage from Hurricane Katrina (August 29, 2005), but nothing 
serious enough to threaten its architectural integrity. The theater is presently closed.
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