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5. Classification 
Ownership of Property (Check as many boxes as apply) 

private 
X  public-local 
___ public-State 
___ public-Federal 

Category of Property (Check only one box) 
X  building(s) 
___ district 
___ site 
___ structure 
___ object 

Number of Resources within Property 
Contributing Noncontributing 
1  __0__ buildings 
0____ __0__ sites 
0____ __0__ structures 
0____ __0__ objects 
1  __0__ Total 

Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register: 0 

Name of related multiple property listing (Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing.): N/A 

6. Function or Use 

Historic Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 

Cat: Recreation and Culture  Sub: Movie Theater 


Current Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 
Cat: Vacant/not in use (rehabilitation is planned) 

7. Description 

Architectural Classification (Enter categories from instructions) 
Art Deco 

Materials (Enter categories from instructions) 
Foundation: Poured concrete
 Roof: Flat EPDM roof 
Walls: Facade is poured in place monolithic concrete.  Remaining exterior walls are painted brick. 
Other: 

Narrative Description (Describe the historic and current condition of the property on one or more continuation 
sheets.) 



  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 

NPS Form 10-900 OMB No.  1024-4018 
(Rev. 10-90) 
U. S. Department of the Interior Henrico Theatre 
National Park Service Henrico County, Virginia 

8. Statement of Significance 
Applicable National Register Criteria (Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for 
National Register listing) 

____ A  Property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns 
of our history. 

____ B Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past. 
X  C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, 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. 

____ D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield information important in prehistory or history.   

Criteria Considerations (Mark "X" in all the boxes that apply.) 
____ A owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes. 
____ B removed from its original location. 
____ C a birthplace or a grave. 
____ D a cemetery. 
____ E a reconstructed building, object or structure. 
____ F a commemorative property. 
____ G less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the past 50 years.  

Areas of Significance: Architecture 
Period of Significance: 1938-1955 
Significant Dates: 1938 (construction) 
Significant Person (Complete if Criterion B is marked above): NA 
Cultural Affiliation: NA 
Architect/Builder: Edward F. Sinnott 

Narrative Statement of Significance (Explain the significance of the property on one or more continuation sheets.) 

9. Major Bibliographical References 
Bibliography 
(Cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form on one or more continuation sheets.) 
Previous documentation on file (NPS) 
___ preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been 

requested. 
___ previously listed in the National Register 
___ previously determined eligible by the National Register 
___ designated a National Historic Landmark 
___ recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey  # __________ 
___ recorded by Historic American Engineering Record # __________ 
Primary Location of Additional Data
 X State Historic Preservation Office 

___ Other State agency 
___ Federal agency 
___ Local government 
___ University 
___ Other 
Name of repository: Library of Virginia 
10. Geographical Data 
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Acreage of Property: 1.6 acres 

UTM References (Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet) 

Zone: 18  Easting: 294487 Northing: 4157751 

Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property on a continuation sheet.) 

Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected on a continuation sheet.) 

11. Form Prepared By 

name/title: Bryan Clark Green and Susan Reed, Architectural Historians 
Organization: Commonwealth Architects
street & number: 101 Shockoe Slip, 3rd Floor 

     date:  7 June 2005 
telephone: 804.648.5040 

city or town: Richmond  state: Va zip code: 23219 

Additional Documentation 
Submit the following items with the completed form: 

Continuation Sheets 

Maps
     A USGS map (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's location. 

     A sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources.  


Photographs
 Representative black and white photographs of the property. 

Additional items (Check with the SHPO or FPO for any additional items) 

Property Owner 
(Complete this item at the request of the SHPO or FPO.) 

name: J. Wesley Malcomb, Director of Recreation and Parks, Henrico County 
street & number: PO Box 27032 telephone: (804) 501-5104 
city or town: Richmond     state:  Va zip code: 23273 

================================================================================== 
Paperwork Reduction Act Statement:  This information is being collected for applications to the National Register of Historic Places to nominate 
properties for listing or determine eligibility for listing, to list properties, and to amend existing listings. Response to this request is required to obtain a 
benefit in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (16 U.S.C. 470 et seq.). 
Estimated Burden Statement:  Public reporting burden for this form is estimated to average 18.1 hours per response including the time for reviewing 
instructions, gathering and maintaining data, and completing and reviewing the form. Direct comments regarding this burden estimate or any aspect of 
this form to the Chief, Administrative Services Division, National Park Service, P.0. Box 37127, Washington, DC 20013-7127; and the Office of 
Management and Budget, Paperwork Reductions Project (1024-0018), Washington, DC 20503. 
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7. Summary Description: 

Summary 
The Henrico Theatre is a two-story Art Deco building of poured concrete and brick construction built in 1938.  The 
primary elevation is comprised of three bays, the central of which is recessed, taller and bears the word “Henrico” 
across the top. Below that is a large clock, then original marquee, and the main entrance at the bottom.  The two side 
bays of the elevation are characterized by rounded edges and vertical center panels that bisect the bays with large 
scale zigzagged fluting arising from display cases capped by shallowly projecting canopies that mimic the form of 
the marquee.  A raised band just below the parapet, like an exaggerated stringcourse, carries the line across the 
façade and wraps around to become the top line of the rest of the building capping the brick side walls.   

Detailed Description 
The Henrico Theatre is a two-story Art Deco building of poured concrete and brick construction built in 1938.  The 
original entrance and marquee span the center bay of the primary east façade.  In the center of the façade is a stylized 
clock echoing the shape of the building. Above this, in large scaled letters, is the word “Henrico.”  The center bay is 
recessed and slightly taller than the side bays. The parapet is capped with two stepped and patterned concrete bands. 
The projecting marquee repeats this stepped and patterned detail along the front center panel.  There are three pairs 
of double entrance doors below the marquee.  Although most of the doors are presently boarded up, they are wooden 
doors with diamond paned glass center panels.  On either side of the row of doors are two windows are comprised of 
five tall narrow faceted panes of glass following the convex curve of the wall.  The north window serves as the ticket 
booth with a small projecting counter.  The terrazzo pavement below the marquee repeats the word “Henrico” in 
large letters across the entrance. The two side bays of the elevation project forward from the taller center bay and 
are characterized by rounded edges and vertical center panels that bisect the bays with large scale zigzagged fluting 
arising from display cases.  The display cases, comprised of hinged glass (now missing) panels, are capped by 
shallowly projecting canopies that mimic the form of the marquee.  The parapets of the side bays are capped with 
bands of concrete painted turquoise, as is the concrete base.  A raised band just below the parapet, like an 
exaggerated stringcourse, carries the line across the façade and wraps around to the side walls to become the top line 
of the rest of the building. 

Both side elevations are identical, with the monolithic poured concrete first bay projecting from the plane of the 
recessed six bays of the main body of the theater.  The first bay repeats the same detailing as the side bays on the 
front elevation with the addition of two small windows on either side of the zigzagged fluting.  These single paned 
windows open into the men’s and women’s lounges.  The remaining six bays are constructed of brick in six-course 
American Bond.  Raised brick pilasters divide the bays. Below the raised top band of brick is a parallel row of 
raised brick. The fifth bays on each side wall contain a pair of double door for the emergency exits.   

The rear elevation contains no additional detailing except one window in each side bay and a vent in the upper center 
bay. The entire building is painted a uniform off-white color.  The flat roof is not visible from the street, but is likely 
an EPDM covering. 
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The interior of the theater retains most of its original ornamental detailing on the ceiling and wall planes.  
Ornamental detailing is characterized by simple linear highlights with selective points of curvilinear and geometric 
embellishments.  The rear wall of the front lobby is comprised of three display panels, now stripped to exposed 
brick. The lobby is also where the typical treatment of the intersection of the wall and the ceiling plane is seen: a 
stepped plaster “crown molding” repeated with slight variations throughout the building.   

Originally double doors, now missing, to the left and right of the lobby led into the back foyer area of the main  
theater. Access into the ticket booth, storage closet and water fountain is at the foot of stairs leading up to the 
lounges. Ornamental railings remain in place at these staircases leading up to the second floor.   

The lounges have a nautical feel created by curvilinear walls and chrome bands delineating four equal stripes 
horizontally around the room.  The men’s and women’s lounges are on the north and south walls at the front (east) of 
the building. Between them are the projection booth overlooking the main theater space and the men’s and women’s 
restrooms toward the east street front wall.   

Selected areas of ornament highlight the main theater space.  A wide striped gilded band runs down the center of the 
ceiling toward the stage where it intersects with a large “H” and a band of stripes that continues down the sides of 
the proscenium.  The rear side exit doors have gilded door surrounds with fluted sides and tall highly ornamental 
panels of geometric and foliate motifs above.  The center of the room is marked by a bracketed diamond-shaped 
gilded panel and raised half-sphere embellishment.  The theater seats have been removed, but some are stored in a 
back closet. Original light fixtures and illuminated signage are present throughout the theater.  Carpet, acoustical 
paneling and baseboards have been removed entirely.  Overall the theater is in good condition. 
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8. Statement of Significance 

Summary Statement of Significance 
The Henrico Theatre, designed by Edward Francis Sinnott, is one of two surviving significant Art Deco resources in 
Henrico County. It is eligible for individual listing on the Virginia Landmarks Register and the National Register of 
Historic Places as locally significant under Criterion C (Architecture) with a Period of Significance of 1938-1955.  
Located in Highland Springs, the Henrico Theatre was the most prominent and architecturally sophisticated theater 
in Henrico County when it opened on April 25, 1938. Despite its then-rural location, it was designed and built to be 
the most modern and technologically advanced theater in the Richmond area.  From cutting edge materials like 
monolithic poured concrete, high-tech equipment like the Simplex E-7 projector and year-round air conditioning, to 
sophisticated streamlined design inside and out, no expense was spared.  The theater was so well received that in the 
1940 Architectural Record “Poll” it was nominated by a distinguished panel of Richmonders to be one of the most 
outstanding examples of recent architecture in the greater Richmond area.  

Edward Francis Sinnott 
Edward Francis Sinnott, Sr. (1890-1975) designed the Henrico Theatre.  While no documentation survives to 
chronicle Sinnott’s architectural education, he certainly trained and worked in two productive Richmond 
architectural firms before becoming a registered architect in 1925.1  Sinnott appears to have begun his architectural 
career with the prominent Richmond architect and master of the Colonial Revival form, W. Duncan Lee, but it is 
unclear exactly when this association was begun. The association ended, though, in 1924, the first year that Sinnott 
advertised himself as an architect.2 

In 1924 Sinnott entered into a partnership with Luther P. Hartsook (active 1913-1940).  As Hartsook and Sinnott, 
they practiced from 1924 until 1929, designing new residences in Richmond, churches (Mizpah Presbyterian 
Church, Richmond, 1925; Oakland Methodist Church, Petersburg, 1927; and Park View Baptist Church, Richmond, 
1928), an apartment building (D.J. O’Connell Flats Building, Richmond, 1924), a bank (American Bank & Trust 
Company Branch Bank Building, Richmond, 1929), and renovating several historic houses (including Bewdley, 
King and Queen County, ca. 1925).3 

In 1929, the Hartsook & Sinnott partnership was dissolved.  Hartsook’s documented architectural practice ended in 
1932, though he is believed to have remained in practice until 1940.  The date of his death is unknown. 
After the dissolution of Hartsook & Sinnott, Sinnott established an self-named independent practice, focusing on 
school and institutional projects, complemented by residential restorations.  His first independent project was the 
prominent Southern Aid Society of Virginia (1930), located at Third and Clay streets in Richmond.  Built at a cost of 
Section 8 Page 4 

1 John E. Wells and Robert E. Dalton, The Virginia Architects, 1835-1955: A Biographical Dictionary. (Richmond: 

New South Architectural Press, 1997): 412.

2 John E. Wells and Robert E. Dalton, The Virginia Architects, 1835-1955: A Biographical Dictionary. (Richmond: 

New South Architectural Press, 1997): 412.

3 John E. Wells and Robert E. Dalton, The Virginia Architects, 1835-1955: A Biographical Dictionary. (Richmond: 

New South Architectural Press, 1997): 182. 
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$150,000, the Southern Aid Society was a significant commission.  It was also Sinnott’s last documented 
commission until ca. 1940.  Like many other architects, Sinnott was likely unable to secure building commissions, as 
the economy slowed down under the pressures of the Great Depression.  What Sinnott did during that decade is not 
documented, but his documented architectural output remained erratic after he resumed practice in 1940.  Four 
projects are believed to have been completed ca. 1940: the Franklin Federal Savings and Loan Company Building 
(arguably one of the most significant surviving Art Deco commercial buildings in Richmond today), 616 E. Franklin 
Street, Richmond; the Frank A. Bliley Funeral Home, Richmond; the Richmond Sand and Gravel Co. Building, 
Richmond; the restoration of the Crozet House, 100 East Main Street, Richmond; and the Henrico Theatre, 
Richmond.4  Following the completion of these four projects, only two more projects designed by Sinnott are 
documented, 317-327 West Main Street, Richmond (1952), and 104 West Franklin Street, Richmond (1965).  In 
1956, Sinnott entered into a new architectural partnership, this time with his son, Edward Francis Sinnott, Jr.5  Little 
is known about that partnership, the projects produced, or its duration.  Sinnott was a member of the American 
Institute of Architects, at one point serving as its vice-president.6 

The Henrico Theatre 
Located in Highland Springs, the Henrico Theatre was the most prominent and architecturally sophisticated theater, 
and the best example of Art Deco design in Henrico County when it opened on Monday, April 25, 1938.  The 
owners Charles A. Somma and B. N. Somma, were not new to theatre architecture.  Charles A. Somma (with Walter 
Coulter) was the builder of the Byrd Theater, built in 1928 to the design of architect Fred Bishop.  The Henrico 
Theatre was constructed with the most up-to-date features possible: air conditioning, high tech lighting and 
projection equipment, superior acoustical treatment, streamlined and cushioned seats, plush fabrics throughout, neon 
tube façade lighting at night, and plenty of adjacent parking.  The owners hired high quality workmen and 
subcontractors to complete the work.  The general contractor was Doyle & Russell, who went on to work on 
Richmond’s City Hall.  Several of the subcontracting companies are still in business today and were considered top-
notch at the time: Decorative plasterwork and painting by E. Caligari & Son (Norfolk and Massachusettes offices), 
theater chairs and lounge furniture by Heywood-Wakefield (who had launched their “new modern” line a few years 
prior), stage drapery and equipment by Novelty Scenic Studio from New York City – even the exterior clock was a 
high tech creation from the International Business Machine Corporation (later IBM.) 

No expense was spared in creating what was intended to be the most modern movie facility around in both function 
and design. The building was constructed of poured in place concrete, which created a monolithic structure that 
appears much larger than it actually is.  In it’s grand opening advertisement in the Richmond Times-Dispatch, it was 
touted as “…a modern ‘Big City’ temple of entertainment set in beautiful rural surroundings…” It was so well 
received, that in the 1940 Architectural Record “Poll” it was nominated by a distinguished panel of citizens to be one 
of the most outstanding examples of recent architecture in Richmond.   

Section 8 Page 5 

4 John E. Wells and Robert E. Dalton, The Virginia Architects, 1835-1955: A Biographical Dictionary. (Richmond: 

New South Architectural Press, 1997): 412.

5 “E. F. Sinnott, Architect, Dies.”  Richmond Times-Dispatch, 20 December 1974, B-4. 

6 “E. F. Sinnott, Architect, Dies.”  Richmond Times-Dispatch, 20 December 1974, B-4. 
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In the 1920s and 1930s, the language of modern architecture spoke in many dialects: “stripped classicism,” Art 
Deco, the streamlined style, and the International Style were all recognized inflections of modernism.  One of the 
most aggressively modern of these strains was the Art Deco.  During the 1920s and 1930s, Art Deco was known by 
a variety of names: Modernistic, Moderne, the vertical style, and the skyscraper style.7  Influenced by the 1925 
world’s 
fair in Paris from which the style derived its name, the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels 
Moderns, the style quickly took root in America.  Influenced by the machine, architects working in this mode were 
drawn to stepped back profiles, intertwining geometric and foliate decoration, and in general, approached 
architectural elements as though they were parts of a complicated machine.8  Buildings designed in the Art Deco 
mode embraced modernity: as in the case of the Henrico Theatre, the design could be seen as a statement both 
embracing the newness and modernity of motion pictures, as well as making a clear statement about the possibilities 
for advancement of this once-rural, and then-emerging suburban portion of Henrico County.  The modernity of the 
Henrico Theatre can be read as a clear statement of the emerging possibilities of the area.  The choice of 
architectural style was an open embrace of the promise of modernity to transform once out-of-the-way places 
through the modern developments in communications (such as the motion picture) which were in turn made possible 
at heretofore unimaginably rapid rates of distribution though developments in automobile and airborne 
transportation. The motion picture industry, including the theatres in which films were shown, exemplified the 
modern transformation of information distribution, and embraced a wide range of developments in technology and 
transportation available to places formerly considered too isolated.  Art Deco was just the style to convey this 
promise of modernity, and the Henrico Theatre is, for these reasons, an excellent example of it.9 

7 Richard Guy Wilson, “Building on the Foundations: The Historic Present In Virginia Architecture, 1870-1990,” in 
Charles E. Brownell, Calder Loth, William M.S. Rasmussen, and Richard Guy Wilson, The Making of Virginia 
Architecture (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia for the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, 1992), 102. 
8 Wilson, Making of Virginia Architecture, 102. 
9 The other significant example of Art Deco architecture in Henrico County, the Mountain Road School (part of the 
Virginia Randolph – Mountain Road School Complex) does not survive with as high a level of architectural design 
as the Henrico Theatre. 
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9. Bibliography 

Charles E. Brownell, Calder Loth, William M.S. Rasmussen, and Richard Guy Wilson, The Making of Virginia 

Architecture. Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia for the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, 1992. 


“E. F. Sinnott, Architect, Dies.”  Richmond Times-Dispatch, 20 December 1974, B-4. 


General Construction Costs, Chas. A. Somma, Owner, 25 March, 1938. 


“Grand Opening.” Richmond Times-Dispatch, 24 April, 1938, pg. 6. 


“Richmond Record Poll.” Architectural Record, December 1940, pg. 16 & 18. 


Wells, John E. and Robert E. Dalton, The Virginia Architects, 1835-1955: A Biographical Dictionary. Richmond: 

New South Architectural Press, 1997. 




   

NPS Form 10-900-a OMB No.  1024-0018 
(8-86) 
United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

National Register of Historic Places Henrico Theatre 
Continuation Sheet Henrico County, Virginia 

Section 10 Page 7 

10. Geographical Information 

Verbal Boundary Description 
The eastern boundary (the main entrance to the building) is formed by the sidewalk directly in front of the building 
along Nine Mile Road. The western, or rear, boundary faces athletic fields.  The northern and southern boundaries 
face adjacent commercial properties along Nine Mile Road. The property is defined by the County of Henrico as 
GPIN 8237233551. 

Boundary Justification 
The boundaries of the Henrico Theatre building are those historically associated with the building.   
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Floor Plans 
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Opening Day Announcement (Richmond Times Dispatch, April 24, 1938, pg. 6) 
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Richmond Reader’s Poll (Architectural Record, December 1940, pg. 16 & 18) 
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