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REQUEST: Comments to State of California Office of Historic Preservation on 

proposed listing of Westlake Theater to the National Register of 
Historic Places 

 

APPLICANT/ Community Redevelopment Agency of the City of Los Angeles 
OWNER:  3055 Wilshire Boulevard, Suite 520 
 Los Angeles, CA  90010  
 
     

 
RECOMMENDATION  That the Cultural Heritage Commission: 
 
Adopt the proposed resolution. 
 
S. GAIL GOLDBERG, AICP 
Director of Planning 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]     [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]    
    
Ken Bernstein, AICP, Manager  Lambert M. Giessinger, Preservation Architect 
Office of Historic Resources  Office of Historic Resources 
 
 

Prepared by: 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]    
 ________________________ 
Edgar Garcia, Preservation Planner 
Office of Historic Resources 
 
 

Attachments:  A) Resolution 
                         
  

CULTURAL HERITAGE COMMISSION 
 

 
HEARING DATE: September 17, 2009 
TIME:  10:00 AM 
PLACE:  City Hall, Room 1010 
  200 N. Spring Street 

 Los Angeles, CA   
 90012 

CASE NO.: CHC-2009-2861-NR 
 
 
Location: 634-642 South Alvarado Street 
Council District: 1 
Community Plan Area: Westlake 
Area Planning Commission: Central 
Neighborhood Council: None 
Legal Description: Lot 158 of Westlake Park 
Tract  
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FINDINGS 

 
See Resolution in Attachment A. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In 2007, the State Office of Historic Preservation and the National Park Service approved the 
City of Los Angeles’ application to become a “Certified Local Government” (CLG) for historic 
preservation under the National Historic Preservation Act.  This action provided official 
recognition to the City of Los Angeles for its new comprehensive historic preservation program 
with the establishment of the Office of Historic Resources.  CLG status gives the City of Los 
Angeles formal authority to comment on nominations of districts, sites, buildings, structures, and 
objects to the National Register of Historic Places and California Register of Historical 
Resources.  Both National Register and California Register nominations are ultimately reviewed 
by the State Office of Historic Preservation (OHP) and presented for approval before the State 
Historical Resources Commission (SHRC).     
 
With input from the Rules and Government Committee and the City Council, the Office of 
Historic Resources developed a procedure to provide comments from the City of Los Angeles to 
the SHRC while conforming to the City’s Intergovernmental Relations process.  Approved in 
December 2008, this process calls for preparation of a proposed resolution 
(Support/Opposition/General Comments), for approval by the Cultural Heritage Commission, 
City Council, and concurrence by the Mayor.       
 
NATIONAL REGISTER CRITERIA 
 
Criterion 1: Associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad 
patterns of our history. 
Criterion 2: Associated with the lives of persons significant in our past. 
Criterion 3: Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, region or method 
of construction or represents the work of a master or possesses high artistic values, or 
represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components lack individual distinction. 
Criterion 4: Has yielded, or is likely to yield, information important in prehistory or history. 

 

SUMMARY 

 

Built in 1926 and renovated in 1935, this two- and four-story 1,949-seat commercial theater 
building exhibits character-defining features of Spanish Colonial Revival architecture with 
Churrigueresque (Spanish Rococo) detailing on the exterior and an Adamesque style interior. 
The subject building occupies the 634-642 addresses on Alvarado St. and is situated facing 
MacArthur Park, approximately one mile west of downtown Los Angeles. It is bordered by 
Wilshire Boulevard on the south, Westlake Avenue to the north, South 6th Street to the east, and 
South Alvarado Street to the west. The building originally functioned as a motion picture theater, 
but provided secondary uses as a live entertainment venue (the primary space comprised by 
the auditorium and stage), offices, and retail use. After a 65-year run as a movie theater, the 
building was closed for this usage in 1991. Today the auditorium houses a swap meet, although 
the other original spaces, the offices and retail spaces, maintain their original functions. 
 
The building is rectangular in plan, featuring a westward facing façade constructed of cast stone 
and concrete and a Spanish tiled roof. The elevation of the building consists of three main 
pieces. The first consists of the offices and retail spaces which occupy the two-story volume 
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fronting Alvarado St. The second component is the sizable auditorium which comprises the four-
story portion of the building. Lastly, the building’s third volume, which is also the tallest with a 
height of approximately 162 feet, contains the stage and “flywall” area which was originally 
designed for changing background scenery. The symmetrical façade features a 2 ½ story cast 
stone entry decoration which encompasses the foyer entrance, marquee, and 7 arched second-
story windows.  
 
This west elevation also features the six retail frontage stores, three on each side of the 
entrance to the theater’s foyer. The decorated, trapezoidal marquee steps out and hangs over 
the sidewalk in front of the foyer, sheltering its wide opening. The Art Deco ticket booth is 
centered within this opening and is constructed of red-pained metal, unvarnished aluminum, and 
glass. Each of the three sides of the marquee, which was replaced in the 1940s, is defined by 
metal framing that currently contains the words, “SWAP MEET.” Above these frames are 
banquettes of neon lights which spell the words “WESTLAKE” on each side. Defining the foyer 
entrance, the bay is rectangular in character and protrudes in height above the two-story 
roofline of the office/retail frontage spaces. The very low slope of this roof is characterized by 
red Spanish tile. Crenulated arches over each bay of retail space are capped by an ornamental 
cornice. The arches spring from semi-circular engaged composite columns defining each 
smaller bay and form a short colonnade on either of the foyer. While these side bays are 
physically intact, they have been covered by paneling on the southern side. Each column is 
capped with cast stone ornamentation which supports shallow, ornamented, triangular-shaped 
pediments. The series of pediments support an entablature that is comprised of an architrave 
and frieze.  
 
Above the marquee is a rectangular area of cast stone decoration, an important character-
defining feature of this primary elevation. Here, Churrigueresque ornamentation of floral 
patterns, cartouche reliefs, and medallions are depicted. This area is divided into two sections. 
The lower section, symmetrically divided features seven arched original windows within the cast 
stone, four of which have been infilled with plywood. Between and above the windows, a broad 
area devoted to spandrels and decoration continues upward to an articulated concrete cornice. 
Above this is the most ornamented of the theater’s frontal exterior (oriented toward MacArthur 
Park). Ten smaller arched blind niches occupy this space, eight of which are evenly distributed 
while the last example on either side is located directly above an identical blind niche on the 
lower portion of this area, below the articulated cornice. At the roofline, between each niche, 
small pinnacles protrude beyond the crenulated rooflines. A southwest facing three-story, steel 
framed neon sign occupies the center of the roof and reads “WESTLAKE THEATER.” Its frame 
and letters are authentic, although originally the sign also included smaller letters above the 
current lettering which read “WEST COAST.” 
 
Significant interior spaces within the theater, including the lobby, foyer, and auditorium, 
demonstrate examples of the Adamesque style. The foyer is finished with plaster walls and high 
plaster ceilings that continue the floor’s sunburst theme with large, intricate gold medallions. The 
foyer’s principal character-defining decorative feature is a large “modillion” which resembles a 
large, filigreed, gold-painted brooch approximately 5’-6’ in diameter. The central space of the 
lobby is composed of a double height atrium. Two broad return staircases, one on each side of 
the lobby, lead to the upstairs promenade area and balcony. The atrium’s second story is 
formed by a four-sided colonnaded loggia containing four arched bays on each side. A 
centered, shallow, cantilevered balcony, with a flattened curve and exaggerated returns extends 
into the atrium from the east side. The arcaded loggia has slender, relatively short and arched 
columns, turned, and carved, which rest on a wood and plaster balcony wall approximately 
three feet tall. The ceiling of the atrium was once painted in a Classical mural, quite likely by 
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muralist Heinsbergen. However, little of the mural now remains visible, as much of it has been 
painted over. 
 
The theater features a large, stylized auditorium which features a tall interior space 
characterized by an elliptical and coffered ceiling. The design classifies the theater as a 
“proscenium theater,” due to the large archway (the proscenium arch) located above the stage. 
The double proscenium arch features arched organ screens and an expansive mural with an 
elaborate stenciled border. The ante-proscenium extends to the front of the clear-span balcony 
level. The ceiling over the balcony is flat and coffered. Columns with lighted niches adorn the 
decorative organ screens, and a stylized balcony at the base of each screen contains additional 
lighting fixtures. The lobby of the theatre features a two-story ceiling, and an elaborately arched 
mezzanine. 
 
The staff of the Office of Historic Resources (OHR) acknowledges that over time modifications 
have been made to some of the exterior features, interior spaces, storefronts, and windows. 
However, based on the fact that most of the principal character-defining features remain intact 
and that the majority of the modifications and alterations to the building are reversible, OHR 
staff has determined that the building retains sufficient integrity to be eligible for listing on the 
National Register of Historic Places.  
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The City of Los Angeles declared the Westlake Theater a Historic-Cultural Monument on 1991, 
making it Historic-Cultural Monument #546. 
 
The National Register application was received by the Office of Historic Resources, Department 
of City Planning, City of Los Angeles on August 28, 2009.   
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ATTACHMENT A: Proposed Resolution 
 
WHEREAS, any official position of the City of Los Angeles with respect to legislation, 
regulations or policies proposed to or pending before a local, state or federal governmental body 
or agency must have first been adopted in the form of a Resolution by the City Council with the 
concurrence of the Mayor; and 
 
WHEREAS, the City of Los Angeles through the Cultural Heritage Commission and its duties as 
a Certified Local Government has reviewed the National Register of Historic Places nomination 
for the Westlake Theater Building located at 634-642 S. Alvarado Street; and 
 
WHEREAS, the City of Los Angeles deems that the applicant (CRA/LA) submitted a complete 
application and followed proper notification procedures for National Register of Historic Places 
nominations; and 
 
WHEREAS, the City of Los Angeles believes that the application thoroughly provides an 
exhaustive architectural description and statement significance; and 
 
WHEREAS, the City of Los Angeles declared the Westlake Theater a Historic-Cultural 
Monument on 1991, making it HCM #546; and 
 
WHEREAS, the City of Los Angeles found that the Westlake Theater met two criteria of the 
Cultural Heritage Ordinance, declaring that a) the building “embodies the distinguishing 
characteristics of an architectural type specimen, inherently valuable for a study of a period style 
or method of construction” as an example of a Spanish Colonial/Churrigueresque style theater, 
and b) reflects “the broad cultural, economic, or social history of the nation, State or community” 
for its association with the history of vaudeville and early motion picture history; and  
 
WHEREAS, the City of Los Angeles believes that the Westlake Theater successfully meets 
Criterion C of the National Register of Historic Places criteria as an excellent example of the 
Spanish Colonial/Churrigueresque style. 
   
NOW THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED, with the concurrence of the Mayor, that by adoption of 
this Resolution, the City of Los Angeles SUPPORTS the proposed listing of the Westlake 
Theater Building to the National Register of Historic Places. 
 

 

 




























































