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Summary Description: 

The Medical Arts Building, constructed in 1928, is a four-story, rectangular-shaped, red brick 
building prominently located on the corner of West Avenue and 29th Aveme about a block from 
the James River. It towers over most of the adjacent buildings including the neighboring public 
library designed by the same architect, Charles M. Robinson. Originally, this area was residential 
and included many of the finest homes in Newport News. Unfortunately, most of these historic 
structures have been demolished and today the area is a mix of historic and modern buildings and 
vacant lots. To the rear of the Medical Arts Building are several 1920s to 1950s apartment 
buildings with remnant historic residences and churches across West Avenue. A modern 
apartment building and its parking lot stands to the south while Newport News Ship Building 
and Drydock is located only three blocks north of the Medical Arts Building. 

Architectural Analysis 

The Medical Arts Building, constructed in 1928, is a four-story, rectangular-shaped, red brick 
building prominently located on the corner of West Street and 29th Avenue. Built in an urban 
setting, there is little open land around the building. The area immediately in front of the building 
is paved with concrete to the city sidewalk. There is a small lot on each side. The area between 
the Medical Arts Building and the library is a grass lawn, while on the opposite (south) side, the 
lot is a combination of grass and bare ground. There is a sidewalk and driveway across the rear 
of the building. 

The classically inspired building is nine bays wide by ten bays deep with red brick above light 
colored stone on the first floor faqade. Both the front and rear elevations have a slightly 
projecting, three-bay, center section with a double window in the center. There is a raised brick 
beltcourse between the third and fourth floors. A heavy galvanized metal, denticulated cornice 
crowns the entire building with a denticulated pediment over the projecting center section. A tall, 
brick, parapet wall topped by cast concrete crowns the building and hides the flat roof. All 
windows are six-over-six light double-hung sash and have splayed brick jackarches with stone 
keystones and sills. A four-story, metal fire escape is located on the south side of the building. 

The most decorative features of the building are found on the first floor of the fwade. A traceried 
fanlight tops the double entrance doors. Niches, topped with keystones and surmounted 
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by festoons, flank the entry. Pilasters support the entablature with the incised name Medical Arts 
Building. A shallow denticulated cornice crowns the entire composition and carries a cast iron 
balustrade or false balcony. Decorative Light fivtues are mounted on the pilasters flanking the 
entry. 

Storefronts flank the highly decorative entrance. The north storefront appears to be early, if not 
original, to the building. It features a central glass and aluminum door flanked by large, single- 
pane windows. This is topped by a series of arches with a backing subdivided into squares. The 
south storefront has lost its historic elements and consists of the same window and door 
configuration with a plain wood and glass transom the width of the storefront. 

The impressive entry provides access through a vestibule into a narrow lobby. The lobby walls 
have a series of windows that originally provided visibility into the commercial establishments 
on either side of the lobby. The lobby floor is terrazzo in a black and white diamond-shaped 
pattern with a black border around the edge. The vestibule floor has decorative polygonal-shaped 
tiles in shades of tan surrounded by a border of rectangular and square tiles. At the far end of the 
lobby is the elevator and stair. The elevator is a small, attendant-operated Otis elevator that is 
original to the building. The enclosed stairway wraps around the elevator on all floors. It features 
a closed stringer, paneled metal newel, and metal balusters topped with a molded wood handrail 
on the first floor. 

There were two major rooms on the first floor each with their own storefront entrance as well as 
a lobby entrance. One side housed an optical company while the other, a pharmacy. 

The second, third and fourth floors are a veritable maze of small offices, waiting rooms, and 
interior corridors with a utilitarian, almost spartan, appearance. The public corridors on each 
floor are the same, however. At the elevator on each floor, a comdor leads to the offices on the 
front of the building. A corridor on each side of the stairway and elevator shaft provided access 
to the rear (west) and north side offices. A fourth corridor provided access to the fire escape on 
the south side of the building. Most corridor doors have a single, frosted pane of glass above a 
paneled lower section. Three-pane transoms top some of the comdor doors but not all. Corridor 
walls are plaster-covered masonry, and the floors are covered with sheet linoleum. 

Each interior ofice is conf~gured differently, although most have a centrally located waiting 
room. Those on the rear of the building are the largest. A series of patient examining rooms and 
offices open off the main waiting room. Doors within each office generally are two-panel wood 
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doors and again some are topped with three-pane transoms while others were not. Original door 
frames are metal. Some of the walls are covered with modern paneling while others retain their 
original plaster. Many of the interior walls have been moved or otherwise rearranged to meet the 
needs of the most recent tenant. 

The Medical Arts Building presented an impressive and decorative facade to its neighbors which 
included the homes of many of the doctors, dentists, and attorneys who had offices in the 
building. It addition to the offices, the building housed related functions on its first floor. The 
utilitarian interior created a professional atmosphere for patients who visited the building and is 
typical of offices designed specifically for the medical and dental professions. 

Statement of Significance 

The Medical Arts Building is eligible for the National Register of Historic Places at the local 
level of significance under Criterion C in the area of architecture as a prominent office building 
in downtown Newport News and one of the few historic buildings left in the downtown area. 
Built during the heyday of the City of Newport News, the Medical Arts Building provided 
offices for some of Newport News' leading health professionals. It is located on West Avenue in 
what was once considered the "choice residential area" in Newport News and exemplifies the 
success of Newport News during this period.' It is also significant for its association with 
architect Charles M. R o b i n  who designed the Medical Arts Building. Robinson is one of the 
most important and prolific Virginia architects of the early twentieth century and designed 
hundreds of buildings including schools, churches, department stores, hospitals, and residences. 
It is one of a few buildings in Newport News designed by master architect Charles M. Robinson. 

The period of significance for the building is its date of construction, 1928. The Medical Arts 
Building retains a high degree of architectural integrity. The only exterior change is the missing 
transom elements from one of the storefronts. Although some of the interior office areas were 
changed over the years to accommodate new tenants, the interior retains sufficient architectural 
integrity to convey its architectural significance as a medical office building. 

Historical Background 

The origins of Newport News began rather simply. In January 183 1, Parker West, a well to do 
planter, purchased a 265-acre tract of land known as the Newport News farm. The farm was in 



NPS Form 1&900. 
0 
United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Semce 

National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet 

OMB Na 102440l8 

Medical Arts Building 
Newport News, Virginia 

Section -8- page -4- 

Warwick County, the second smallest county in the state of Virginia, and an area with a long 
agricultural history. The land of the Vuginia peninsula was known for its limitless production of 
tobacco since the Colonial Era. While tobacco farming did bring wealth to the area, it also 
destroyed the soil severely limiting future production. The poor soil condition and the promise 
of fertile and cheap land in the west resulted in a population decline in Warwick County, a trend 
that continued until the mid-nineteenth century. However, the advent of scientific farming 
introduced the practices of crop rotation, deep plowing, and soil fertilization, which resurrected 
profitable farming in Warwick County. Future expansion and growth in the region would result 
from the railroad and the work of Collis P. Huntington. 

Collis P. Huntington, an entrepreneur from Haminton, Connecticut, created his fortune from the 
railroad. Huntington's dream was "of a new transportation network that would connect the west, 
the Ohio Valley, and the coal mines of West Vuginia with a new port".3 Huntington began this 
process through his involvement with the practically bankrupt Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad (C 
& 0) and his determination of the location of its eastern terminus. Five Virginia localities were 
in the running for this coveted title; West Point, Yorktown, a site at the mouth of the Piankatank 
River, Norfolk, and Newport News. Huntington decided upon Newport News, and construction 
began on the new railroad extension in 1880 and was completed by 1882.~ 

Collis P. Huntington's interest in Newport News was not limited to the railroad. In October 
1880, Huntington established the Old Dominion Land Company. This institution eventually 
performed the hnctions of city planning for Newport News. The Land Company acquired 
18,000 acres of land and with the assistance of engineer Eugene E. M&an laid out a map of 
Newport News. A whirl of construction began in Newport News in the early 1880s. The Old 
Dominion Land Company built piers, grain elevators and two prestigious hotels, the Lafayette 
Hotel on Huntington Avenue and the Hotel Warwick on West w venue.' The Old Dominion 
Land Company also donated land to Newport News for several civic structures. These include 
the white school on 28th Street, a colored school on 22nd Street, the courthouse at 25th and 
Huntington Avenue, the Newport News Public Library on West Avenue, and the Riverside 
Hospital on 15th street6 

Newport News grew at a prodigious rate in the twentieth century, due primarily to hostilities in 
Europe and World War I. Even after the Armistice, the area continued to grow with booming 
industry at the shipyards and a population of approximately 100,000 individuals. 
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However, by 1922 Newport News was in the throws of a depression driven by massive layoffs at 
the shipyards. Gradually the shipyards of Newport News were able to pull out of the economic 
downturn of the early 1920s. Later in that decade the shipyard was awarded various contracts 
and was again in the business of building ships. Growth was not limited to just the shipyard of 
Newport News, the city was expanding as well. Newport News gradually annexed surrounding 
areas in Warwick County, and by 1921 Newport News had doubled in size.7 

As the rest of the United States dealt with the hardship of the Great Depression, Newport News 
faired rather well. In 1933, the Maritime Commission started a program that required the 
construction of fifty ships a year, which brought great prosperity to the shipyard and the city of 
Newport News. This trend would continue into the 1940s with the beginning of wartime activity 
in Europe and United States entrance into World War II.' The population of Newport News and 
Warwick County exploded during and immediately after World War II due to the significant 
increase in military facilities located in the area. Like many cities in the 1950s and 1960s, 
Newport News suffered 60m the flight of middle- and upper-income people out of urban areas. 
Neighborhoods like those on West Avenue began to falter, the commercial center of Washington 
Avenue disappeared and the prestige that was once associated with the area ~an i shed .~  

The Medical Arts Building sits in what was once a prominent Newport News neighborhood 
along West Avenue. This area of West Avenue included many fine examples of early twentieth- 
century apartment buildings and the Newport News Public ~ibrary." The library opened its 
doors in 1929 and is an excellent example of a Georgian-revival style building." It was built a 
year after the Medical Arts Building and in the same block. The 1926 Sanbom Map shows that 
the area surrounding the Medical Arts Building was primarily residential in nature, a far cry 6om 
Washington Avenue, the commercial center of Newport ~ e w s . ' ~  

The Medical Arts Building was a part of that period of growth in Newport News. It opened in 
1928 and was occupied by doctors, lawyers, a drugstore and White Optical. The Medical Arts 
Building was independent of any hospital. It provided offices for the many in the medical and 
dental professionals who lived in this neighborhood.'%e 1931 Newport News City Directory 
lists the Medical Arts Pharmacy and White Optical on the first floor and a collection of 
physicians, dentists, and orthodontists in the rest of the building.14 The architect's 1928 plans 
lists ph sicians O.T. Amory, W. 0 .  Poindexter, and doctors Hennan, Payne, Stubbs, and ,Y Wood. Many of these doctors are listed in the 1931 city directory as having offices in this 
building. l6 
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The plans also indicated that at least some of these doctors saw African American patients as 
well as white patients. Colored Waiting Rooms are shown on at least two floors. 

In 1971, White Optical was still located in their fust floor store. At least two doctors, one of 
which was W.O. Poindexter, and one dentist who had offices in the building in 1931 continued 
to occupy those offices in 1971. Within the next twenty years, the type of business concerns that 
occupied offices here changed. Later tenants of the building included attorneys, insurance 
agencies, and the Seaman's Union. However, by 1990, only one office was occupied." For the 
last ten years the Medical Arts Buildings has been vacant.I8 

Charles M. Robinson was the architect for both the Medical Arts Building and the adjacent 
Newport News Public Library that was built the following year. Charles Robinson was a native 
Virginian, but studied architecture under D. S. Hopkins of Grand Rapids, Michigan and later 
John K. Peebles the Petersburg native who practiced architecture in Norfolk for forty-two years. 
Robinson practiced in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania before returning to Virginia in 1906 and opening 
a practice in Richmond, Vuginia. Robinson is most noted for his school designs that range fiom 
the primary to the collegiate. His plans for educational buildings, specifically those at the 
College of William and Mary in Williamsburg, James Madison University in Harrisonburg, and 
Radford University in Radford as well as campus layouts are noteworthy. Known for his schools, 
churches and hospitals, the Medical Arts Building is one of the few office/comercial buildings 
designed by Robinson. Other office/ comercia1 buildings designed by Robinson include the 
Professional Building Co orate OiTice Building and the Miller & Rhodes Store Building located 

17' in Richmond, Vuginia. Robinson incorporated a variety of styles in his designs, often 
integrating aspects of the Georgian Revival and Beaux-Arts styles. Unlike his teacher John 
Peebles, Charles Robinson designed few buildings in Newport News; therefore the Medical Arts 
Building and the Newport News Public Library are important and rare examples of his work in 
the area." 

End Notes 
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Newport News, Virginia". On file at the V i  Dqmmat of Historic R e s o m .  1990. 
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Verbal Boundary Description 
The nominated property consists of the Medical Arts Building and the lot on which it stands. The 
lots consists of Lots 5,6,7,8, and 9, Ward 1, Block 145, Map of Newport News located in the 
Real Estate Assessor's Office, City of Newport News. 

Verbal Boundary Justification 
Only the individual property known as the Medical Arts Building and the city lot on which it 
stands is being nominated. 
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