


7. Description 

Condition Check one Check one 
-excellent deteriorated - unaltered _X original site 
- good - ruins 2 altered -moved date N/A 
4 fair - unexposed 

Describe the present and original (it known) physical appearance 

The Attucks Theatre has been a prominent landmark i n  Norfolk's predominantly black 
Huntersville d i s t r i c t  since i ts  erect ion i n  1919. The brick and white terra-cot ta ,  three- 
story thea t re  and commercial s t ruc ture  was b u i l t  a f t e r  the plans of t he  loca l  black archi- 
t e c t  Harvey N. Johnson. 

The main (west) facade f ron ts  on Church S t ree t .  The or ig ina l  entrance was a l te red  
i n  the 1960s by the business presently occupying the building, Stark and Legum, which ac- 
quired the property ca. 1931 and converted i t  i n t o  a clothing s to re  and pawn shop. The 
a l te red  f i r s t  f loor  has plate-glass display windows flanked by corrugated aluminum-covered 
piers.  In  t he  s p i r i t  of the  or ig ina l  theatre ,  a three-sided marquee with the f i rm's  name 
is suspended above the  f i r s t  story.  The present entrance has glass-paned doors which a re  
not or iginal .  The three bays of the  facade's second and th i rd  s t o r i e s  a r e  framed by terra-  
cot ta  Doric p i l a s t e r s .  The bays contain three-part, 1/1 hung-sash windows divided between 
the second and th i rd  s t o r i e s  by terra-cot ta  panels. A brick f r i eze  runs above the th i rd  
story and has a t a b l e t  with the name "Attucks Theatre." Above the f r i e z e  a terra-cotta - 
cornice adds fur ther  embellishment. The facade is topped by a diaper-patterned brick 
parapet wall t h a t  has a terra-cot ta  t a b l e t  with the construction date,  "1919." 

The secondary walls a r e  l a i d  i n  six-course-American-bond brick.  Fenestration i n  the 
commercial and o f f i c e  sect ion consis ts  of segmental-headed openings with 1/1 hung-sash 
windows. The ex te r ior  walls of the  auditorium a re  defined by recessed brick panels t ha t  
are,  fo r  the most par t ,  unpierced. The auditorium does have p l a in  openings for  emergency 
ex i t s .  

The in t e r io r  was or ig ina l ly  composed of a lobby space with two f loors  of o f f i ce  space 
above and a thea t re  space t o  the ea s t  with a seating capacity 05 about s i x  hundred. The 
plan was a l t e r ed  by the  renovation of the  f i r s t - s tory  lobby into  a pawn shop and clothing 
store;  however, the  i n t e r i o r  lobby of the auditorium and the auditorium i t s e l f  received 
minimal a l te ra t ions .  The auditorium lobby r e t a in s  i ts  or ig ina l  recessed p las te r  panels 
painted i n  imitation of folded drapery. The auditorium seating was removed i n  order to 
u t i l i z e  the  space f o r  clothing storage. The stage area was not s ign i f ican t ly  a l te red  and 
re ta ins  i ts  ornamental p l a s t e r  frame and or ig ina l  cur ta in  which has a painting of the 
Boston Massacre by LeeUshStudios  of New York. The stage i s  flanked by pa i r s  of boxes 
high on the wall and s e t  i n  rounded arches flanked by ornamental p las te r  p i l a s t e r s .  The 
boxes r e t a i n  t he i r  o r ig ina l  drapery and hanging l i gh t s .  The curved-front balcony is s t i l l  
accessible and, l i k e  the auditorium, has l o s t  i ts  or ig ina l  seating. 

Current plans c a l l  fo r  the  res torat ion of the building t o  i ts  or ig ina l  function as  a 
thea t re  f o r  Norfolk's black community. The Huntersville area,  with t he  exception of the 
theatre  and other key landmarks, is s l a t ed  f o r  redevelopment. 

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION: 

The Attucks Theatre is located a t  1008-1012 Church S t r ee t  near the corner of Church 
S t ree t  and Virginia Beach Boulevard. The nominated property consis ts  of one- half  acre 

(approximate) and includes only the thea t re  building. 



8. Significance 

Period 
- prehistoric 
- 1400-1 499 
- 1500-1 599 

1600-1 699 
- 1700-1 799 
- 1800-1 899 
L 1900- 

Areas of Significance-Check and justify below 
archeology-prehistoric -community planning -landscape a r c h i t e c t u r e  religion 

- archeology-historic -consewation - law -science 
-agriculture -economics -literature - sculpture 
_X- architecture -education - military - social/ 
-art -engineering -music humanitarian 
- commerce - explorationlsettlement - philosophy X theater 
- communications -industry - politics/government - transportation 

-invention - other (specify) 

Specific dates 1919 ~ u i l d e r / ~ r c h i t e c t  Harvey N. Johnson 

Statement of Significance (in one paragraph) 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Attucks Theatre i n  Norfolk i s  a ra re  example of an ear ly  motion p ic ture  t h e a t r e ,  
i n  Virginia, financed, designed, and b u i l t  exclusively by blacks. A prominent landmark 
on Church S t ree t ,  the  fashionable "Main Street" of Norfolk's black community i n  the years 
between the F i r s t  World War and the Great Depression, the theatre  was erected i n  1919 af-  
t e r  the designs of a rch i tec t  Harvey N. Johnson, who also supervised i ts  construction. Of 
par t icu la r  significance i s  the name of t he  theatre ,  which commemorates the  black man, C r i s -  
pus Attucks, t r ad i t i ona l ly  regarded a s  the f i r s t  colonial to  be mortally wounded i n  the  
American Revolution. A s  a symbol of heroic s ac r i f i ce  i n  t he  struggle for  human equali ty,  
Attucks gave meaning t o  the experience of the generation t h a t  fought i n  behalf of demo- 
c r a t i c  ideals  abroad during World War I only to  re turn t o  the  r e a l i t y  of r ac i a l  segregation 
i n  America. The or ig ina l  f i r e  curtain,  painted with a scene of Attuck's death by Lee 
Lash Studios of New York, survives i n  the  building. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The Attucks Theatre was erected by a group of black businessmen who founded the Twin 
C i t i e s  Amusement Corporation, which operated theatres  i n  Norfolk and Portsmouth. It was 
financed by two black f inancial  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i n  Tidewater, the  Brown Savings Bank and 
Tidewater Trust Company. Situated i n  the center of a f a i r l y  concentrated area of black 
commercial a c t i v i t y  and adjacent to  a la rge  black res ident ia l  area, t he  Attucks Theatre 
building was designed t o  accarmnodate not only the motion picture  theatre ,  but  a l so  various 
r e t a i l  shops and o f f i ce s  f o r  r ea l to r s ,  doctors, insurance agents, and dent i s t s .  Along 
with the emergence of a growing and more prosperous black population i n  Tidewater c i t i e s  
a f t e r  World War I, there  was a l so  a marked tendency t o  segregate races i n  a l l  public places. 
Although segregation i n  places of public entertainment was not wri t ten in to  the law of 
Virginia u n t i l  1926, society i n  the Old Dominion was moving i n  t h a t  di rect ion much ea r l i e r ,  
and the Attucks Theatre symbolizes the  black community's attempt t o  deal with the r ea l i t y .  

The a rch i t ec t  f o r  the Attucks Theatre was Harvey N. Johnson (1892-1373). Born i n  
Richmond's Jackson Ward, the  son of a successful carpenter, Johnson was educated a t  V i r -  
ginia Union University i n  Richmond and the Carnegie I n s t i t u t e  of Technology i n  Pittsburgh. 
In 1919 a t  the age of 26, he moved t o  Norfolk t o  design and supervise the  building of the 
Attucks meat re .  

The extant plans of the thea t re  a r e  signed by Johnson and Charles T. Russell, another 
black a rch i t ec t  who designed the renovation for  the St .  Luke Building i n  Richmond, a s  well 
as  supervised the  addit ions t o  the  buildings of Virginia Union University. After several 
years a s  an a rch i tec t  i n  Norfolk, M r .  Johnson chose t o  leave tha t  profession and i n  1924 

I entered the ministry. He eventually became pastor of Zbenezer Baptist  Church i n  Portsmouth, 

(See Continuation Sheet # 1) 
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6. REPRESENTATION I N  EXISTING SURVNS 

1981 s t a t e  
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8. SIGNIFICANCE (Continued) 

where he  served u n t i l  h i s  dea th  i n  1973. 

By 1924, t h e  Norfolk Direc tory  shows t h a t  t h e  Attucks Theatre was occupied by severa l  
lawyers, a d e n t i s t ,  r e a l t o r s ,  and t h e  National  Benef i t  L i f e  Insurance Company. The coming 
of t h e  Great  Depression seems to have h a l t e d  t h e  p r o s p e r i t y  o f  t h e  Attucks Theatre and t h e  
surrounding Church S t r e e t  a r e a .  A s  e a r l y  as 1931, t h e r e  were a number o f  vacancies i n  t h e  
neighborhood, and t h e  t h e a t r e  bu i ld ing  was u l t i m a t e l y  purchased by S ta rk  and Legum, t h e  
present  owners. The t h e a t r e  bu i ld ing  i t s e l f ,  a long with t h e  surrounding businesses t h a t  
f lou r i shed  a s  a black c o m e r c i a l  c e n t e r  i n  t h e  1920s, en tered  i n t o  a per iod  o f  r ap id  de- 
c l i n e .  

Advocates o f  the  redevelopment o f t h e c h u r c h  S t r e e t  a r e a  today s e e  t h e  Attucks Theatre 
bui ld ing  a s  a c a t a l y t i c  agen t  f o r  t h e  improvement of t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  i n  t h e  Hunters- 
v i l l e  a rea .  The t h e a t r e  and two neighboring churches a r e  s l a t e d  f o r  renovation a s  p a r t  
of t h e  o v e r a l l  redevelopment of downtown Norfolk. It is expected t h a t  t h e  Attucks Theatre 
w i l l  once again  be  p u t  i n t o  s e r v i c e  a s  a t h e a t r e  f o r  t h e  newly r e b u i l t  Hun te r sv i l l e  I1 
neighborhood. 
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9. Major Bibliographical References 

(See Continuat ion Sheet  # 1 1  

10. Geographical Data 
Acreage of nominated property 112 acre 

Quadrangle name N o r f o l k V a  . Quadrangle scale 1 .24000 

UMT References 

A)1181 1318i51917i01 1410171914i9 ,0 ]  
Zone Easting Northing Zone Easting 

' 
Northing 

Verbal boundary descr ipt ion endjustiticationBeginning a t  a po in t  on E s i d e  of Church St . ,  about 95'  
N . F . .  nf the i n t e r s e c t i o n  wi th  Va. Beach Blvd: thence extending about 75' SE, then about 41' NE, the. -, . - . - - - - 
about 83 '  SE; thence extending about 22' SW, jogging 10' NW, then about 83' SW; thence extending 
about 41' W, jogging 5 '  NNW, then  about 94'  NW t o  po in t  of o r i g i n .  Comprising an L-shapped l o t  w i t  

' see  cont lnuat lon  shee t  #2 
List a l l  s tates and  count ies for propert ies overlapping state o r  county boundaries ' 
state NIA code countv N /A code 

state N/A code county 
N I A  

code 

1 1. Form Prepared By 

namenitle Virq in ia  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Comiss ion  S t a f f  

organization Virg in ia  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Commission date J u l y  1981 

street & number 221 Governor S t r e e t  telephone (804) 786-3144 

city or town Richmond state Virg in ia  23219 

12. State Historic Preservation Officer Certification 
The evaluated significance of this property within the state is: 

national --state X - local 

As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for he National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 8%- 
6651, 1 hereby nominate this property for inclusion in thhat iona l  Register and certify that it has been evaluated 
according to the criteria and procedures set forth by tt)e H,eijtage Conservation ancj Recreation Service. - 

State Historic Preservation Officer signature 
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10; GEOGRAPHIC DATA 

Verbal Boundary Descr ip t ion ,  con. 
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an approximately 46' f rontage  on Church S t r e e t ,  Norfolk C i ty  Deed Book 693,  p. 96. 






