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The purpose of a staff report is to provide the Historic Preservation Commission (HPC) with a 

professional assessment of alteration proposals made for Local Historic District (LHD) properties. These 

assessments are based on the Historic District Ordinance (HDO) in compliance with M.G.L. Chapter 40C, 

and the associated Design Guidelines. A Staff Report is not a determination/decision and does not 

represent findings. A staff report does not constitute authorization in any form. 
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I.  PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

 

Subject Property: The locus is a c.1914 Neo-classical structure known as the Somerville Theatre 

building. This property is located on Elm Street between Dover St. and Meacham Road in Davis 

Square. A full description of the property is provided in the attached Form B survey held by the 

Massachusetts Historical Commission (MHC). 

 

Proposal: The Applicant proposes the following: 

 

a. Installation of a commercial sign 

b. Retroactive Commission approval for installation of windows 

 

 

II. FINDINGS 

The HPC must make findings based on the Historic District Ordinance (HDO) in compliance with M.G.L. 

Chapter 40C, and associated Design Guidelines. Applicable regulations are discussed below.  

 

A. Installation of a commercial sign 
The applicable Somerville LHD Design Guidelines is G. “Signs, marquees, and awnings” 

 

Because the sign will be visible from the public way the HPC has purview over these features and 

the materials used. 

 

Applicant Proposal 

The Applicant proposes to install a commercial sign for a business, measuring 103” x 30”x12”.. 

The name “Crystal Ballroom” will be made from stainless steel and illuminated with exposed white 

LED lamps . The words “At Somerville Theatre” will be interior lit with push through lighting. 

Below will be a 12” LED message board. The message board appears to be a raceway. The sign 

will be placed over the central doorway into the structure. 

 

 
Above: Proposed sign design  
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Above: Proposed sign location 

 

 

 
Above: Photo of the Somerville Theatre with arrow indicating proposed location of the sign. 
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Preservation Planning Assessment: 

The proposed portion of the sign stating “Crystal Ballroom at Somerville Theatre” while 

appropriate for the style of the structure should more closely emulate the shape and design of the 

existing Somerville Theatre sign. The differing signs would create visual clutter and distract form 

the architecture of the building. A more simplified reverse channel letter in red to match the 

Somerville Theatre would be appropriate. 

 

Staff finds that the raceway to be an inappropriate for the style of the building and does not match 

the sign type for the Somerville Theatre. A raceway is an electronic sign that can display 

programmed messages. It would be more appropriate for the raceway to be a changeable message 

sign to match the Somerville Theatre; however, the optimal appearance for the building would be 

for there to be no message board below the sign.  

 

Pursuant to the §10.9.6.a Commercial Signs of the Somerville Zoning Ordinance, “Any sign that 

flashes, moves, blinks, rotates, simulates motion, features electronic sign copy, or has illumination 

that changes over intensity over time” is prohibited. Currently the proposed design is not permitted 

by Somerville Zoning Ordinance. Additionally, Zoning has not done a complete review of the 

proposed sign, as such, Staff cannot say definitively if this sign would be permitted even without 

the raceway. 

 

Should the HPC vote in favor of the deck installation, Preservation Staff recommends the following 

conditions be included in addition to those listed in Section IV ‘Recommended Conditions’ 

below. 

 

1. Staff shall not provide recommended conditions until the sign proposal is one that conforms 

with the zoning code. 

 

HPC Determination: 

 

• The HPC must determine if, based on a review of the documentation presented, the proposed 

project complies with the Design Guidelines 

 

• The HPC must structure their motion to include their own specific findings on the prosed project. 

 

 

B. Retroactive Commission approval for installation of windows 
 

The applicable Somerville LHD Design Guidelines is C. “Windows and Doors” 

 

Due to the change of exterior features the HPC has purview over this work. 

 

Applicant Proposal 

The Applicant requests the retroactive approval for the replacement of aluminum one-over-one 

single or double hung windows with pine one-over-one double-hung windows on the front and left 

elevations. The previous windows were removed in Summer of 2021.  

 

Alterations to exterior features of Local Historic District (LHD) properties require review and 

approval by the Historic Preservation Commission (HPC). Pursuant to the Somerville Historic 

Preservation Commission Design Guidelines §1(f); 

 



Page 5 of 6  Date: November 16th, 2021 

                                                                                                                                                      Case:  HPC.ALT 2021.54 

  Site:  49-55 Davis Square 

 

5 

 

The Commission will give design review priority to those portions of the property 

which are visible from public ways or those portions which it can be reasonably 

inferred may be visible in the future. 

 

**Note: The HPC is not obligated to approve work that was done without permission. 

 

 
Above: 49-55 Davis Sq in 2020 

 

 
Above: 49-55 Davis Sq in 2021 with windows installed 
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Preservation Planning Assessment: 

The previous windows were replacement aluminum framed windows. The applicant replaced them 

with Auralast pine windows with the same one-over-one design. For the age and style of the 

building the replacement windows have more detailing and depth than the replaced windows and 

are more appropriate for the style of the building. 

 

Should the HPC vote in favor of the deck installation, Preservation Staff recommends the following 

conditions be included in addition to those listed in Section IV ‘Recommended Conditions’ below. 

 

HPC Determination: 

 

• The HPC must determine if, based on a review of the documentation presented, the proposed 

project complies with the Design Guidelines 

 

• The HPC must structure their motion to include their own specific findings on the proposed 

project 

 

 

III. VOTE 

When bringing the matter to a vote the HPC must state the reasons why they take their position and adopt 

them as findings 

 

 

IV. RECOMMENDED CONDITIONS 

Preservation Planning recommends the following conditions be attached to any Certificate of 

Appropriateness that the HPC might grant for the decision regarding the retroactive installation of 

windows: 

 

1. The Applicant/Owner shall file the Certificate with the Inspectional Services Department (ISD) 

by uploading it to the CitizenServe permitting portal with their application for zoning 

compliance/building permit. 

2. A written narrative or descriptive checklist identifying the completion or compliance with permit 

conditions must be submitted to the Inspectional Services Department with a copy to preservation 

Planning at least fifteen (15) business days in advance of a request for a final inspection. 

3. The Applicant shall contact Preservation Planning at historic@somervillema.gov a minimum of 

fifteen (15) business days prior to final ISD walk-through so that Preservation Planning or their 

designee can confirm if the project was completed according to HPC approvals. 
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Close-up of windows before removal: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



After Installation: 
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!¡ATIOI{AL REGISIER CRITERH STITEIEIT (if appticablel

The Scmen¡ille theatreÆobbs Building retains integrity of location, design,
materials, worknanshipr and assocíaÈion with local entertairurent whÍch developed as
a result of the suburbanization of Davis Square. It is Scmerville,s only remàining
early 20th century theater still intact and in operation. The theater's
significance falls frcrn 1914 to 1932 when it served primarily as a stock house and
fro'n 7932 to 1940 when its interior was redone in the Àrt Deco style and it served
as a movie house. The Scmerville Theatre/Hobbs Buílding fulfills Criteria A and C
of the National Register of Historic Places on the local level.

IRCHITECIIRAL SIGIIIFICÂ¡{CE l}esçibe iuportant are'hitecfrna'l featrres rnd €vaiuate in ter¡s o'
other buildings wÍthin the comu¡nity.

The Hobbs Buílding, prcrninently located at the central intersection of Davis Square,
is typical in style and scale bo the few rsnaining structures of its age in the
square. In addition to a 1200 seat theaÈer, the building was designed for numerous
ccmrercial and recreational uses including a bowling alley, billiard and pool rocm,
a cafe, 23 business including 10 stores along the street level, 5 offices, and a 750
seat meeting hall with dance floor. Its plan is more cornplex than the other five
theaLers that existed in Scmerville by 1914 when it opened. This sole survivor of
Èhe vaudeville era in Sonerville is also the oldest theater built for the pur¡nse of
showing silenl rpvies and vaudeville acts in the Boston area and was a possible
prototlpe for the Strand Theatre (1918) in Dorchester designed by the same
architecÈs. (cont)

HISI0RICAL SItrIIFICAI|CE Expiain the role omers plaæd in iocal or st¡te history and hq,
buílding relates to the dwelopnent of 'the colrrnlty.

The developrent of Davis Sguare is tlpical of Scmerville's growth which paralleled
the developrpnt of the railroad. The city began losing its rural character in 1843
when the first tracks of the Fitchburg Railroad were 1aid. Gradually pasture 1and,
market gardens and co¡ntry estates gave way to resídential subdivisions with their
own corrìrnercial centers. Davis Sguare ms the estate of Person Davis, a grain
rerchant, and was suburbanized by the twin pressures of the Boston a Main Railroad
Arlington line which cane through in 1870 and then the ccming of the electric
streetcar in 1889 which converted the area to the transportation hub of a streetcar
suburb. This trend is still in effecb today as evidenced by the opening of the
Davis Square MBTA station in 1984 within 50 feet of the location of the original B &

M station and immediately adjacenl to the theater.

Às the City grew, centralized ccmmercial sErares developed within neighborhoods.
The Sqnerville Theatre is the culmination of the suburbanization of Davis Sguare.
Built Ín 1914 by Joseph O. Hobbs, a IocaI businessman and lawyer, the theater
provided ccmmercial, recreational and cultural facilities for the ccrmnunity. The
availability of public transportation made the appeal of the theater broad based.
As one of six theaters that sprang up in the city between 1908 and 1914, it
indicates the expanding population's need for nearby entertainment facilities. By
1925, ten theaters existed in the ccnnnt¡nity. A total of fourteen different theaters
existed in Scmerville between 1908 and 1940, however, they were never all
operational at one tine. Sqne theaters were part of lodges or fraternal
organizations and only operated for a few yeårs. (cont)

BIBLIOGR,API|Y and/or REFEREIICES

1. Scrnerville Journal, llaY 6, 1914, March 11, 1933
2. @1e05 - 1e4o
3. Sanborn ¡lap Ccrnpanl,, Insurance llap of Scmerville, MÄ, 190C, revised to 1928
4. local history file, Scmerville LiÞrary



IN1æNToRY FoRu Eq¡ITTNUATION SHEET

MASSActusEms HISIoRI O{L CO¡,ASS¡OI
Office of tåe Secretary, Bostcn

Indicate each iten ør inr¡entory form úiù is being csntinr¡ed be10r.

ÀRCEIæIT,RåL SIGNIFICAT\EE (cont) :

This three story Neo classical Revival style building is made of yellow-grey brickwith accrents in stone, including a sinple-g".rn"tri. óutt"in-on the Èræ najor facadesfacing Holland and Dover streets, crasäicaí-ãätuir" ôn thã siðrefrontsr âDd a dentilcornice' The corner of the front facade has a disÈincÈiu" Èti"" story ornamenÈalarchway that marks the theater entrance, while the side facadã has five large archedwindows on the second f roor for the *"iinö-[ã[.
The exterior of the scmerville Theatre is scrnewhat altered although notirreversibly. only trro of the original È"n-"tor"fronts 

"r" "iin in use, althoughseveral have been ccmbined lo create one larger storefront. The others are guttedand their door and window openings tlave ¡een-ãoverea over with cement. l.Iindowopenings originally blank aie now in use *ã iÀ" sash have been replaced over theyears, but there is no change in ornarents frcm the corni"" *ã parapet over thetheater entrance.

The interior of the theaÈer has.been. neglected, but also does not appear to beirreversíbly changed. The srnall rouuv,"twi"ãí or a vaudeville house where theaudience care and went, has sufferea Êúe *"I-ãir"ngà, piðb"uri-in the 1960s. woodpaneling and tile sections have been appriJ-over ùi,e irarrs. À dropped ceiring issuspended frcm the original which_is u-ä"o*tiic tile nosa:.ó in urue wÍth bands ofsilver and gold which echoes the floorr-arsõ-ã-tir" nosaiã-in-*r,it" with bands ofred and black.

The theater interiof. yas. originally decorated in mixed rgth century sty1e, pastelfloral medallions wÍth cherubs and was r"¿onð in art Decoftztec aeorctrics, probablyin 1932 ' scme of the original interior ;ñins' such as the red and gilr rprdedpraster of Èhe proscenium and the capitals of rhe pilasters along the walls. Thesefeatures are overlaid with the current an¿ very- unusuar scheme of a painted tan andgilt backgrornd highlighted by green trianglesl r"o circular shapes and blacklines' The vertical accents ór-u',e extãiiãi-ði *," boxes and-balcony are picked outin red and green: 
.Th9 þaJcony still rras itÀ õiiginar ro"" uio.åoe panets on rhewalls and its original half rpon v¡ood and õi"ÀÃ-¿*rs leading to the robby. Thenarrow stage is still framed by red velvet curtaíns-anã-ã-ü;d ¡novie screen formsthe rear wall' Aside frqn theãe cosmetig ci,ãngås, a few minoi structural changeshave also oceurred. The lov¡er boxes on both sídes of the stage were reÍpved and theorchestra pit was covered over to provide nore ieating. otherwise the interior isintact' These changes have not afiecbed ille-iilãaterrs excellent acoustics or itsvirtually unobstructed sightlines. (e few seáls in the ,"uiìi-the mezzanine areblocked by the .glymng^lhich supporr. the ¡aicðnv. ) rirãsã-"iiõfrt alrerationsprobabry occurred in 1932 when tle theater r"u"it"d to being a movie house and liveshows were no longer produced.

Natæ: Somerville Theatre
Buildin

S?¡n'ro ?L̂U lnve:l10tv for:n at botrour



IN1ENTORY FORI{ CONTINUATION SHEET

MASSI\CIIJSEITS HiSTORI CAL CCTffiSSIO.J
Office of the Secretary, Boston

Payette Associates & Interchange,
Financial Feasibility Ànalysis for
Building & scmerville fheatren for
Carr, Jay, Boston Globe, 6/27/94

EY: I Forrn No:

Sonerville | 359

rty Na¡e; Somerville Theat
Buildin

Indicate each iten cnr i¡r¡entory fonn wi'lidr is being csnti¡r¡ed beler.

EISITRICåL SIG¡{IFICAI\rcE (ænt)

llhe Scrnerville ms the first theater built exclusively to show silent rpvies inconjunction with vaudeville shows. fts opening year ¡¡as suceessful but a demand forlive performance 1ed to its conversion as-a stock house in 1915. For the following
seventeen years Èhe theater produced a steady stream of plays ranging frcrn ãcrneAieslike 'Ct¡arleyts Àunt' to musicals like 'Leavè ít to "lanei tõ seriõus drama like "WhyworÊn Leave Hcmen. Busby Berkeley acted, direcE,ed and tried out his radical
choreography here before going to Holllnrood. Nationally r""ognized artists such asTalluluh Bankhead and Francís X. gushmán appeared in prõauctións as díd 1ocalperfonners like Kay Corbett and her sisterè. xate smith made her debut here at theage of 18 in 1927.

By 1932 the Depression had taken its to1l and stock hras no longer profitable. Thetheater, under the direction of the viano family, closed briefíy aird reopened as anotion picture theater, again mirroring events élsewhere in the greater Bostonarea. At this time, Èhe interíor was redone in the uníque Àrt Deco style whichrernairç intacb today. By 1940, it llas one of eight npvie theaters pro-viaÍng popular
enÈertairunent for the ccnununity, and today it suivives as the o¡¿y õne stid in'operation. Over the years, Scmervillers õther theaters faced simÍlar financialproblems carpeting with television and other forms of entertairunent and closed down
one by one. The Scmerville theatre has been continuously in use as an entertaínment
and cultural resource since 1914 and this tradÍtion contLnues today with the current
theaLer operator's progranrning of films and live concert ¡ærformances.

BIBTIæRÀPHY and,/or REFERE¡ICES (cont) :

City of scnerville' Beyond the Neck: The Architecture and Developrent of
Scmerville, I'fA, 1982

6. ñÀrchitectural Concept, Market Study &
the Redeveloprent of the Hobbs
Tt¡fts University and OPCD, 1983

7.
8.
o

10.
1i_.

Dubson, Mikã@, u'. ¡¡ass. Boston, Ll/lg/g6
Engle, _edwardJñffi, Boston universiåy Free press, 3/13/g6
Schneider, Sâm ffiêirville News , 7/23/96
Viano, Robert, ffiaI & Scmen¡ille Press, I/73/66

Staoie to invel¡o¡v forn at botton
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