
   1 

 

               

Kansas State Historical Society 
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This form is for use in nominating individual properties and districts. The format is similar to the National Register of Historic Places form. See instructions in How to 

Complete the National Register of Historic Places Registration Form (National Register Bulletin 16A). Complete each item by marking "x" in the appropriate box or by 

entering the information requested. If an item does not apply to the property being documented, enter "N/A" for "not applicable." For functions, architectural 

classification, materials, and areas of significance, enter only categories and subcategories from the instructions. Place additional entries and narrative items on 

continuation sheets. Use a typewriter, word processor, or computer, to complete all items.  

 
 
 

1.  Name of Property 

Historic name  Fox Theatre 

Other names/site number Royal Theatre; Fox Royal Theatre; KHRI #005-0260-00585 

Name of related Multiple Property Listing Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas 

 

2.  Location 

street & number  612-614 Commercial Street   not for publication 

city or town  Atchison   vicinity 

state Kansas code KS county Atchison code 005 zip code 66002 

 

3-4. Certification  

 

I hereby certify that this property is listed in the Register of Historic Kansas Places.  

Applicable State Register Criteria:    x    A          B          C         D 

  
 
See file.                                   ____________________________________ 
Signature of certifying official/Title  Patrick Zollner, Deputy SHPO                                          Date 
 

Kansas State Historical Society   
State agency 

 

N/A

 

 

 

 

 

  

N/A 

State Register 

Listed 

February 10, 2018 
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5.  Classification  

 

Ownership of Property 
(Check as many boxes as apply) 

Category of Property 
(Check only one box) 

Number of Resources within Property 
(Do not include previously listed resources in the count.) 

 

    Contributing Noncontributing  

X private X building(s) 1 0 buildings 

 public - Local  district   district 

 public - State  site   site 

 public - Federal  structure   structure 

   object   object 

    1 0 Total 

 

 
  Number of contributing resources previously 

listed in the State Register 
 

  0 
                         
                     
 

6. Function or Use                                                                      

Historic Functions 

(Enter categories from instructions)  

Current Functions 

(Enter categories from instructions) 

RECREATION AND CULTURE/Theater  WORK IN PROGRESS 

  To be: 

  RECREATION AND CULTURE/Theater 

   

   

   

   
 

   

7. Description 

Architectural Classification 

(Enter categories from instructions) 
 Materials 

(Enter categories from instructions) 

MODERN MOVEMENT/Streamline Moderne  foundation: CONCRETE 

  walls: BRICK 

   TERRA COTTA 

  roof: SYNTHETIC 

  other:  
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Narrative Description 

(Describe the current physical appearance of the property.)  

 

 

Summary Paragraph  (Briefly describe the overall characteristics of the property and its location, setting, and size.)   

 

The Fox Theatre at 612-614 Commercial Street in Atchison, Atchison County, Kansas is a two-story movie 

theater building with brick walls and glazed terra cotta ornament. The Fox Theatre retains many of the 

features and characteristics of a Movie Theater, a property type defined in the Multiple Property 

Documentation Form (MPDF) “Historic Theaters of Kansas.” Completed in 1949, the Fox Theatre clearly 

expresses the Streamline Moderne aesthetic with its curved walls at the front entrance and the simple stylized 

ornament above. The exterior communicates its historic function through the articulation of the first story, 

including the center ticket booth, flanking entrance doors, and display windows. The interior retains the 

features and spaces characteristic of a movie theater, including the main lobby, the balcony, and a projection 

booth. The interior retains the historic simple Streamline Moderne ornament. Interior alterations, designed to 

keep the building functioning as a viable movie theater, include erecting drywall partitions to subdivide the 

balcony from the first floor, subdivide the main floor into two theaters, and create projection rooms for the 

separate theaters. The balcony was separated from the main floor in the 1970s while the subdivision of the 

main floor occurred in 1991-1992. The historic finishes are intact behind the non-historic partitions. Although 

the Fox Theater does not meet the registration requirements for listing, as defined in the MPDF, the building 

continues to express its historic function and era in which it was constructed, retaining sufficient integrity to be 

listed in the Register of Historic Kansas Places. 
 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Elaboration  (Provide a detailed description of the building’s exterior, interior, and any associated buildings on the 
property. Note any historic features, materials, and changes to the building/property.)  

 

SETTING 

The Fox Theatre at 612-614 Commercial Street stands in the middle of the block on the south side of 

Commercial Street in the heart of downtown Atchison (Figure 1). The 600 block and the two adjacent blocks to 

the west are commercial blocks that were converted to a pedestrian mall in 1963-1964 (Figure 2, Photos 3-5). 

The pedestrian mall consists of wide concrete sidewalks that parallel the buildings while large sections of 

concrete pavers alternate with large sections of grass down the middle of the mall. Fountains, statues, and low 

stone walls with built-in benches and planters articulate the center spaces. Mature deciduous trees fill some of 

the planted areas. Continuous concrete canopies parallel the buildings on both sides of the mall; they are not 

attached to the buildings but supported on free-standing concrete piers. 

 

Commercial Street, within and without the pedestrian mall, is the primary historic commercial core of 

downtown Atchison. One- to three-story narrow commercial buildings line the street as it traverses the town 

east-to-west. Public alleys separate the halves of the blocks that face Commercial Street from those that front 

adjacent parallel streets. Parking lots fill these other halves of lots. Large civic and commercial resources 

occupy portions of the blocks north of Commercial Street while industrial resources and the railroad tracks fill 

the parallel blocks to the south. Commercial Street terminates on the east end at a public park that lines the 

Missouri River that forms the border between Kansas and Missouri. The terrain along Commercial Street is 

relatively flat. 

 

EXTERIOR 

North Elevation 

The front (north) elevation is symmetrical around the center entrance and divided vertically into two unequal 

parts (Photo 1). The first story has a wide center entrance that is recessed from the plane of the building. The 
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entire entrance wall curves outward while one single-leaf and one set of double-leaf fully-glazed aluminum 

doors fill the bays that flank the center ticket booth (Photo 6). The elliptical ticket booth extends from the 

center of the entrance wall and has a concrete base with curved glass above. Three wide metal ribs articulate 

the curve above the entrances. The walls that flank the recessed entrance have polished granite bases and 

glazed peach-colored terra cotta tiles. The corners of these walls are curved at the recessed entrance. Historic 

display cases with metal frames and curved glass follow the shape of the curved corner. Metal panels clad the 

spandrel area above the entrance. The metal panels may be historic, but it is unclear what was altered or 

removed when the pedestrian mall canopy was added in 1963-1964. 

 

Above the canopy, the building rises three stories, although the stories are short. Buff brick set in a Common 

bond pattern flanks a wide section of fluted cream-colored glazed terra cotta tile. Terra cotta tiles frame a 

band of three small rectangular openings and clad the wide mullions that separate the window openings. A 

non-historic metal panel fills the easternmost opening. Glass block fills the center and westernmost opening. It 

is unclear whether the glass block is historic, as these openings would have been concealed behind the 

triangular marquee that historically extended over the entrance. The marquee was removed when the 

pedestrian mall canopy was constructed. Two stacks of long, narrow openings in the brick flank the fluted terra 

cotta area at the second story. Metal panels cover these vent openings from the inside. Shaped terra cotta 

tiles form the restrained coping. The rusted metal attachments for the vertical panel of the marquee are still 

attached at the center of the fluted terra cotta. 

 

East and West Elevations 

The east and west elevations are red brick walls that do not have any fenestration. Only a small portion of the 

top of the west wall is visible above the adjacent building. Some of the east wall is more visible, but does not 

have any windows or ornament. 

 

South Elevation 

The south elevation is painted red brick (Photo 2). This façade was altered in 1991-1992 when the interior of 

the theater was renovated. The façade is symmetrical around the non-historic center entrance. The entrance 

has double-leaf fully-glazed aluminum doors with a fixed aluminum transom. Painted brick piers, one of which 

is the historic chimney while the other was constructed in 1991 to match, flank the entrance. Two double-leaf 

metal slab doors pierce the façade flanking the piers. A tall non-historic canopy is suspended above the 

entrance. A non-historic wood-frame false façade is attached to the brick above the canopy. The false façade 

is ornamented with Spanish Colonial Revival style tiles and ornament and terminates in a shaped parapet with 

faux urns. Large vents that pierce the wall flanking the false façade have non-historic terra cotta ornament at 

the tops. 

 

INTERIOR 

The interior of the Fox Theatre is organized with all of the spaces that characterize the movie theater property 

type. The recessed front entrance opens to a vestibule which opens to a small but defined lobby. The lobby 

provides access to the first-floor theaters, the stairs to the basement restrooms and storage, and the stairs to 

the upper floors which access the balcony. The stairs up to the second story, up to the balcony, and down to 

the basement are carpeted. The stairs from the second floor up to the fourth-floor projection room are 

concrete (Photo 17). The interior retains the simple curvilinear ornament that exemplifies the Streamline 

Moderne style. 

 

First Floor (Figure 4) 

The main entrances on the north elevation open to a narrow vestibule with a slight curve (Photo 7). The floors 

are terrazzo while the walls are the same peach-colored glazed terra cotta as the exterior. The ceiling is 

plaster and has two circular recesses that have recessed lighting. The ticket booth at the center of the 
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entrance wall is circular. A flat wood door with glazed panels provides access to the ticket booth. The ticket 

booth has built-in shelves, counters, and slots for making transactions. The curved south wall of the vestibule 

provides access to the lobby. The lobby has a narrow pentagonal shape. The floors have non-historic carpet 

while the walls and ceiling are plaster. The ceiling has a large oval cut-out with recessed lighting (Photo 8). 

Openings in the south wall access the two theaters (former single theater) on the first floor. Openings in the 

northeast and northwest corners of the lobby access the two stairwells in the building. The northeast stair goes 

from the basement to the second floor. The northwest stair goes from the basement to the fourth floor. The 

lobby has two small storage areas with angled walls. 

 

The first-floor theater area was renovated in 1991-1992. This renovation project converted the single theater 

into two theaters. The historic sloped floor of the theater is intact and the quatrefoil cut-out with recessed 

lighting on the underside of the balcony remains visible (Photos 9 and 11). The concrete floor has carpet at 

the aisles. Metal and fabric theater seats are fixed in rows arranged to face the screens at the south end of the 

theaters. The outer walls are plaster with a fabric cover. A drywall partition on wood studs was erected down 

the centerline of the historic theater in the 1991 renovation. This new wall bisects the historic balcony. A new 

projection room, designed to service both theaters, was constructed beneath the balcony. The 1991 projection 

booth has a flat concrete floor and a dropped ceiling with acoustical tiles. The screens are affixed to the south 

wall of each theater (Photo 10). A ramp with a drywall kneewall provides access to the south exit and 

concession area.  

 

A concession stand and two single-stall bathrooms occupy the former stage area at the south end of the first 

floor. The screens were moved north of the concession area when this space was renovated in 1991-1992. 

The concession area has carpet over concrete floors, drywall partitions, and dropped ceilings with acoustical 

tiles, which date to the 1990s renovation (Photo 18).  

 

Second Floor (Figure 5) 

The second floor spans the north side of the building and is accessible from the northeast and northwest stairs 

from the first-floor lobby. The second floor has a plaster partition that creates a small lobby at the top of the 

stairs (Photo 12). The lobby has carpeted floors and plaster walls and ceiling. Display cases with metal frames 

pierce the east and west walls of the lobby. Three small storage rooms and offices span the north side of the 

lobby between the stairs. These spaces have plaster partitions and three-panel wood doors as well as glass 

block window openings. The lobby has a curved south wall. Openings in the southeast and southwest corners 

lead to the straight runs of stairs that access the balcony. 

 

Balcony 

The balcony is accessible from the second-floor lobby. The balcony was enclosed as a separate theater in the 

1970s. This renovation involved erecting an insulated drywall partition that is set back from the balcony railing. 

This new partition became the screen wall for the balcony theater. Two straight runs of carpeted stairs line the 

east and west walls leading up from the second-floor lobby. Drywall kneewalls were constructed around the 

stairs and at the base of the seating area (Photo 14). The balcony is comprised of terraced concrete for 

stadium seating (Photo 13). There are several rows of theater chairs attached at the east side of the balcony. 

The walls and ceiling are plaster. The small square windows from the projection booth are visible at the north 

end of the balcony. The center portion of the plaster ceiling has undulating waves while straight, sloped 

portions flank it. 

 

A non-historic drywall partition, erected during the 1992 renovation, rises from the concrete balcony railing to 

create a solid wall. Wood framing forms a ceiling over the first-floor theaters. Acoustical tile grids are attached 

to this ceiling. The historic ceiling with its center undulating waves is intact above the non-historic ceiling 

(Photo 15). 
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Third Floor 

The third floor consists of a single narrow mechanical room that spans the north side of the building. It has 

concrete floors, walls, and ceiling. This mechanical room is accessible from the northwest stair up from the 

second-floor lobby. 

 

Fourth Floor (Figure 6) 

The fourth floor, accessible from the northwest stair, contains the historic projection room and a small 

mechanical room. These rooms span the north side of the building. The projection room and the mechanical 

room have concrete floors and plaster walls and ceilings. Small square windows pierce the south wall of the 

projection room (Photo 16). These windows have metal tracks attached on three sides. Metal panels slide into 

the tracks to cover the windows. 

 

Basement 

There are three sections of basement. The two sections of basement at the north end of the building are 

accessible from the northeast and northwest stairs. These stairs access the men’s and women’s restrooms in 

their respective sides of the basement. The restrooms have historic ceramic tile floors, plaster walls, and 

plaster ceilings. The hallways leading to these rooms have non-historic wood veneer paneling. There are 

several small storage rooms on each side of the basement. These have concrete or composite tile floors, 

plaster walls, and plaster ceilings. 

 

The basement at the south end of the building is a mechanical room that has concrete floor, walls, and ceiling. 

This section is accessible from the stair at the south end of the building in the concession are renovated in 

1992. 

 

INTEGRITY 

The Fox Theatre retains sufficient integrity to convey its historic entertainment function and the era in which it 

was constructed. The nominated building is in its original location surrounded by one- and two-story 

commercial buildings. The configuration and orientation of the commercial center has not been altered, 

although Commercial Street was converted to a pedestrian mall and a canopy was installed to line the street 

adjacent to the buildings. The Fox Theatre retains integrity of design, workmanship, and materials on the 

exterior as it retains the features that communicate its historic theater function, specifically the recessed 

entrance with projecting ticket booth and the tall flat expanse where the marquee was attached. The glazed 

terra cotta and curvilinear surfaces communicate the Streamline Moderne aesthetic popular at the time of 

construction, particularly for movie theaters. The interior retains the historic vestibule, ticket booth, lobby, and 

balcony that define the movie theater property type. The first floor has been divided into two theaters, but 

retains the historic sloped floor and the original location of the screens at the south end of the theater. The Fox 

Theatre retains sufficient integrity to communicate feelings about and associations with its historic 

entertainment property type as a movie theater, as defined in the Multiple Property Documentation Form 

“Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas.” 
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8. Statement of Significance 

Applicable Criteria  
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property 
for State Register listing) 

 

X 
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. 
  

   

 
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) 

 

Property is: 

 
 

A 

 
Owned by a religious institution or used for religious 
purposes.  

 
 

B 
 
removed from its original location. 

 
 

C 
 
a birthplace or grave. 

 
 

D 
 
a cemetery. 

 
 

E 
 
a reconstructed building, object, or structure. 

 
 

F 
 
a commemorative property. 

 
 

G 
 
less than 50 years old or achieving significance 

 
 within the past 50 years. 

Areas of Significance 

(Enter categories from instructions) 

ENTERTAINMENT/RECREATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Period of Significance  

1949-1970 

 

 

Significant Dates 

1949 

 

 

 

Significant Person 

(Complete only if Criterion B is marked above) 

N/A 

 

Cultural Affiliation 

N/A 

 

 

Architect/Builder 

Unknown 

 

 

 

 

 

Period of Significance (justification) 
The period of significance begins in 1949 with the construction of the building. The period of significance ends in 1970 
when the primary theater space was altered to create a separate theater in the balcony. 

 

 

Criteria Considerations (explanation, if necessary) 
N/A 
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Narrative Statement of Significance 

 

  

Summary Paragraph (Provide a summary paragraph that notes under what criteria the property is nominated.)  
 

The Fox Theatre at 612-614 Commercial Street in downtown Atchison, Atchison County, Kansas, is locally 
significant for the Register of Historic Kansas Places under Criterion A in the area of Entertainment/ 
Recreation. Constructed in 1949, the Fox Theatre is as an example of the Movie Theater property type, as 
defined in the Multiple Property Documentation Form (MPDF) “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of 
Kansas.”1 The Fox Theatre is associated with the context “The Historical Development of Public Entertainment 
in Kansas, 1854-1955,” specifically the sub-context “Movie Theaters Business: 1935-1955” and its description 
of post-war movie theater architecture. The site of the 1949 Fox Theatre illustrates a long association with the 
motion picture business in Atchison; prior to the nominated theater, the parcel was the location of the Royal 
Theatre, subsequently known as the Fox Royal Theatre, from circa 1911 to 1947. From 1949 to 2011, the Fox 
Theatre operated as downtown Atchison’s neighborhood movie theater, serving a significant entertainment 
and recreation function in the city. Atchison’s other downtown entertainment venue, the Orpheum Theatre, 
opened in 1914 at 711 Commercial Street and showed live performance acts in addition to motion pictures, 
and closed in 1959. The period of significance of the Fox Theatre begins in 1949 with its construction and 
ends in 1970 when the primary theater space was altered to create a separate theater in the balcony.  
 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Elaboration (Provide a brief history of the property and justify why this property is locally significant.)   

 

Atchison, Kansas, located on the Missouri River in the northeast corner of the state, was established by a 
group of settlers in July 1854.2 Sale of lots in the 480-acre town commenced in September 1854. The 
following year, the town of Atchison was federally recognized by the establishment of a post office. The town 
was officially incorporated in August 1855, and by 1858, Atchison was reincorporated as a city. Atchison was 
established on a favorable site along the Missouri River that was nearly twelve miles west of other river towns 
along the eastern border of the state.3 Thus, the city’s wagon roads offered a considerable head start to the 
western territories, and Atchison boasted a favorable steamboat landing. These advantages created a boom 
of economic vitality for Atchison centered on commerce and trade. The commercial and industrial hub of 
Atchison developed rapidly and was centered along approximately eight blocks of the east-west thoroughfares 
of Commercial and Main streets. While river and overland trade brought as many as 250,000 people through 
the city in the mid-1800s, in 1859 Atchison had a recorded population of approximately 4,000.4 In 1868, 
construction on the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railway began. The fifty-one-mile section of track between 
Topeka and Atchison was completed in 1872.5 Other rail lines from Atchison included the Atchison & 
Nebraska Railroad, which traveled north up the west bank of the Missouri River to Columbus, Nebraska, and 
the Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific Railway, which operated between Atchison and Leavenworth, Kansas; 
these routes were also completed in 1872. The network of railroads running through the city further boosted its 
commercial development.  
 
By 1891, Atchison’s population had reached 17,000, and a mixture of industrial and commercial business were 
located from the Missouri River westward along Commercial and Main streets and the railway immediately to 
the south.6 Industrial properties in Atchison at the time included a power generating plant, a foundry, a lumber 
mill, coal sheds, grain roller mills and elevators, and stockyards. A dense streetwall of one- to three-story 
commercial buildings began in the 300 block of Commercial street and continued westward to 8th Street. 

                         
1 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” (National Register of Historic Places nomination, 
Multiple Property Documentation Form, 2004), F-64. 
2 R.L. Polk and Company, Polk’s Atchison City Directory, 1950. 
3 Deon Wolfenbarger, “Atchison Santa Fe Freight Depot,” (National Register of Historic Places nomination, 2001), 8-5.  
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid., 8-7. 
6 Sanborn Map Company, Sanborn Fire Insurance Map of Atchison, Kansas, (New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1891).   
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Established businesses reflected the varying needs of a growing city and included hotels, laundries, 
restaurants, tailors, bakeries, groceries, dry goods, and drugstores.  
 
As frontier towns developed into growing cities, public entertainment venues such as opera houses and 
theaters were constructed in downtown commercial business districts. Before the invention of motion picture 
films, traveling theater companies performed live shows in opera houses. Opera houses were typically ornate 
venues with interior balconies, box seats, fixed seating, raked auditorium floors, and a stage.7 The expansion 
of the railroads in Kansas after the 1860s created additional markets for performers and facilitated 
transportation during winter months, allowing for year-round entertainment programming. An opera house was 
also viewed as a local symbol of civic pride that reflected a community’s cultural standards.8 Atchison’s 
population and location on multiple rail lines made it a favorable market for an opera house that could 
accommodate traveling entertainers. The 1887 and 1891 Sanborn map of Atchison shows Price’s Opera 
House located on 4th Street, one block north of Commercial Street. By 1896, the venue was called the 
Atchison Theatre.  
 
Evolving technologies and changing tastes brought an end to the prominence of the local opera house. In 
1892, Thomas Edison invented a moving picture machine, and by the early 1900s motion picture/movie 
theaters were established as an entertainment attraction alongside live performance theaters.9 By the 1910s 
nearly all American communities had a movie theater, and the growing motion picture industry eroded the 
popularity of live stage performances. Some opera houses were converted into movie theaters and many 
towns converted existing downtown storefronts into theaters; these early enterprises were often called 
nickelodeons or conversion theaters.10 
 
The 1910 Sanborn map of Atchison shows four motion picture venues in the city in addition to the Atchison 
Theatre, reflecting the nationwide trend of the movie theater’s swift rise in popularity as a public entertainment 
venue. The four movie theaters were concentrated in the 700 block of Commercial Street, four blocks west of 
the Atchison Theatre. The venues were narrow one- to two-story buildings with lot widths that ranged from ten 
to twenty-seven feet wide. There was also an air dome theater on 6th Street, one-half block north of 
Commercial Street. Air dome theaters were open-air theaters with four walls, ground seating, and no roof; 
motion pictures were projected on the wall during summer months.  
 
By 1915, the popularity of the motion picture was well established, and many cities constructed buildings 
specifically to house movie theaters. These purpose-built venues were typically located in central business 
districts and adopted the two-part commercial block form.11 The primary facades of purpose-built movie 
theaters often featured decorative ornamentation that reflected popular architectural trends of the era. In 1916, 
Atchison’s population was approximately 20,000.12 The Atchison Theatre had closed, and the new Orpheum 
Theatre, which opened on October 8, 1914 at 711 Commercial Street, augmented live performances with 
motion picture shows.13 The thirty-eight-foot wide, two-story building featured fireproof construction and a 
1200-seat auditorium with a stage.14 A smaller motion picture venue, called the Electric Theater, was located 
at 710 Commercial Street, across the street from the Orpheum Theater (Figure 11).15 The other motion picture 
venue in Atchison, the Royal Theatre, was located at 612-614 Commercial Street and opened circa 1911. The 
Royal Theatre parcel was the future site of the 1949 Fox Theatre.  
 

                         
7 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” (National Register of Historic Places nomination, 
Multiple Property Documentation Form, 2004), F-59.  
8 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-31. 
9 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-36.  
10 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-37-38.  
11 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-40. 
12 Sanborn Map Company, Sanborn Fire Insurance Map of Atchison, Kansas, (New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1916).   
13 “Grand Opening of the Pride of Atchison,” Atchison Daily Champion, October 7, 1914.  
14 Sanborn Map Company, Sanborn Fire Insurance Map of Atchison, Kansas, (New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1916); “Grand 
Opening of the Pride of Atchison,” Atchison Daily Champion, October 7, 1914. 
15 Sanborn Map Company, Sanborn Fire Insurance Map of Atchison, Kansas, (New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1916).  
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By the end of World War I, the popularity of the automobile enabled rural residents to travel to larger cities to 
view motion pictures.16 Movie theaters offered a combination of novelty, advertising, and updated facilities that 
attracted patrons. The variety of movie genres and the lower admission prices drew wider audiences and 
produced higher revenues for theater owners than the live performance circuit. These conditions hastened the 
decline of the opera house, and by the 1920s, the opera house was no longer a popular entertainment venue. 
Meanwhile, movie theater owners marketed their programming to middle-class Americans, creating a large, 
extremely lucrative mass entertainment industry. The popularity of motion pictures led to the establishment of 
regional and national chains that began to dominate the movie theater industry and control the distribution and 
showing of films. By the 1920s, five companies controlled nearly all aspects of the motion picture industry, 
from the production of films to the operation of movie theaters.17 One of these five companies was Twentieth-
Century Fox. The monopolization of the motion picture industry would persist through into the 1950s.18 
 
Movie theater attendance continued through the Great Depression as owners resorted to lowering ticket prices 
and selling food concessions to attract patrons. 19 Attendance resurged after 1935, although few theaters were 
built in the country between 1935 and 1945 due to the effects of the Depression and then the shortage of 
building materials during World War II.20 Throughout this time, Atchison maintained three movie theaters; the 
Orpheum Theatre at 711 Commercial Street (which supplemented motion pictures with live performance 
shows) (Figure 7); the movie theater at 710 Commercial Street (Figure 7); and the Royal Theatre at 612-614 
Commercial Street (Figure 8). Also during this period, the Orpheum Theatre and the Royal Theatre were 
purchased by Twentieth-Century Fox’s operation company and renamed the Fox Orpheum Theatre and the 
Fox Royal Theatre. Nationwide box office revenues at movie theaters peaked from 1941-1945, then began to 
decline in the post-war years as suburban families focused on child-rearing and home entertainment options 
like television and radio.21 Construction of new movie theaters declined, with only a few hundred theaters built 
between 1932 and 1954.22 However, central business districts often maintained at least one neighborhood 
theater, with owners upgrading projection and sound technology to compete with other entertainment options. 
In the post-war era, newly-constructed movie theaters were less ornate and simpler in form and interior plan, 
but incorporated modern projection and audio technology.23 Post-war movie theaters typically featured small 
entrance lobbies with a concession stand and auditoriums with a raked floor to maximize views of the screen. 
Exterior designs often borrowed from industrial aesthetics and featured curved lines and smooth surfaces to 
project an image of modernism, reflecting the influence of Art Deco, Streamline Moderne, and Modern 
architectural movements.24 
 
In 1947, the original Fox Royal Theatre at 612-614 Commercial Street in downtown Atchison was demolished 
and replaced with a new movie theater that reflected post-war trends in theater design and layout. The new 
theater, owned by the Fox Midwest company, was called the Fox Theatre and opened to the public on January 
27, 1949 with a showing of the film “The Sun Comes Up” starring Jeanette MacDonald (Figures 9-10).25 The 
two-story brick and glazed terra cotta movie theater was designed in the Streamline Moderne architectural 
style, a popular architectural aesthetic of the era that was less ornate than the revival styles previously favored 
for motion picture venues. The Streamline Moderne aesthetic was reflected in the Fox Theatre’s curvilinear 
lines and lack of extraneous ornamentation. The projection and audio technology employed at the Fox Theater 
was modern for its time, and promoted to audiences as the same equipment used at Radio City Music Hall in 
New York City.26 In the early 1950s, the Fox Theatre was upgraded to use CinemaScope technology, which 
utilized a widescreen lens to project films. CinemaScope technology was promoted by Twentieth-Century Fox, 

                         
16 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-40. 
17 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-42. 
18 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-43.  
19 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-41.  
20 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-54. 
21 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-54.  
22 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-55.  
23 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-54. 
24 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas,” E-55. 
25 “Advance Date of Premiere,” Atchison Daily Globe, January 9, 1949.  
26 “Busy Man Behind the Screen Makes Movie Click Smoothly,” Atchison Daily Globe, January 9, 1949. 
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the parent operating company of the Fox Theatre. The Robe, the first film using CinemaScope technology to 
be released, began showing at the Fox Theatre on Christmas Day in 1953.27 In 1953, the Fox Theatre also 
upgraded to a new stereophonic sound system. The opening of the Fox Theater ushered the end of Atchison’s 
other movie theater at 710 Commercial Street, called the Madrid Theatre when it closed in 1955.28 As postwar 
trends of declining movie attendance unfolded in Atchison, the city could not support more than one downtown 
movie theater. The Orpheum Theatre continued to operate as a motion picture house and live performance 
venue in downtown Atchison until it closed in 1959, leaving the Fox Theatre as the sole downtown movie 
theater in Atchison.29 
 
Two flash floods in Atchison in July 1958 severely damaged the downtown central business district. Federal 
urban renewal funds were used to create a pedestrian mall in downtown Atchison in 1963-1964. The 
pedestrian mall’s design entailed closing the 600 block of Commercial Street and the two west adjacent blocks 
to automobile traffic. The vacated blocks were landscaped to promote pedestrian traffic and concrete canopies 
were added over the business façades that faced Commercial Street. Buildings were demolished on the north 
and south sides of Commercial Street to create additional parking for the pedestrian mall. The Fox Theatre, at 
612-614 Commercial Street, was incorporated into the pedestrian mall. In 1965, the theatre installed a 
marquee on its rear elevation, which faced the new pedestrian mall parking lots.30 The Fox Theatre continued 
operating through the 1960s and in the 1970s the upper balcony was enclosed, adding another screen and 
ensuring the continued viability of the theater. The main floor of the theater was subdivided and the rear 
elevation was altered in 1991-1992, again to add more screens and continue the historic function of the 
building as a movie theater. The Fox Theatre closed in 2011.  
 
The Fox Theatre, constructed at 612-614 Commercial Street in downtown Atchison in 1949, is a locally 
significant building that functioned as a primary movie theater in the central business district from its opening 
until it closed in 2011. The site of the Fox Theatre was the location of the Royal Theatre, which opened circa 
1911 and was demolished in 1947 for the construction of the Fox Theatre. Constructed in the Streamline 
Moderne style, the Fox Theatre embodies the restrained design philosophy of movie theaters that emerged 
after World War II. Once the Madrid Theatre closed in 1955, the Fox Theatre was the only purpose-built movie 
theater in downtown Atchison. The Orpheum Theatre, an early-twentieth century venue that showed both live 
performances and motion pictures, closed in 1959. The Fox Theatre continued to operate in downtown 
Atchison until 2011. The Fox Theatre is a locally-significant reflection of the prominence of the movie theater 
and the rise of motion pictures in the mass entertainment industry, a nationwide pattern described in the 
Multiple Property Documentation Form, “Historic Theaters and Opera Houses of Kansas.” The Fox Theatre is 
proposed for listing in the Register of Historic Kansas Places under the MPDF for its association with the 
context “The Historical Development of Public Entertainment in Kansas, 1854-1955,” specifically the sub-
context “Movie Theaters Business: 1935-1955,”. The period of significance of the Fox Theatre under Criterion 
A for Entertainment/Recreation begins in 1949 with its construction and ends in 1970 when the balcony was 
partitioned off as its own theater. 
 

                         
27 “Robe Opens at Fox on Christmas Day,” Atchison Daily Globe, December 24, 1953. 
28 R.L. Polk and Company, Polk’s Atchison City Directory, 1957, 57.  
29 R.L. Polk and Company, Polk’s Atchison City Directory, 1959, 85. 
30 “Fox Theater Plans Parking Lot Entrance,” Atchison Daily Globe, August 8, 1965. 
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10.  Geographical Data                                                               

 

Acreage of Property  Less than one acre 

 

 

Provide latitude/longitude coordinates OR UTM coordinates.  
(Place additional coordinates on a continuation page.) 
 

Latitude/Longitude Coordinates  
Datum if other than WGS84:__________ 
(enter coordinates to 6 decimal places) 
 
1  39.56161  -95.12121   3       

 Latitude:  Longitude:      Latitude: 
 

Longitude: 

2      4       

 Latitude: Longitude: 
 

    Latitude:  Longitude: 

 

 

Verbal Boundary Description (describe the boundaries of the property) 
 
The boundary for the Fox Theatre is the parcel boundary for Lot 4, Block 39 of Atchison, Section 6, Township 6, Range 
21E. 
 
   

Boundary Justification (explain why the boundaries were selected) 
 
The boundary includes the parcel historically associated with the building. 
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11. Form Prepared By  

name/title  Rachel Nugent, Sr. Historic Preservation Specialist; Rachel Barnhart, Historic Preservation Specialist 

organization Rosin Preservation, LLC date December 2017 

street & number  1712 Holmes telephone 816-472-4950 

city or town   Kansas City state MO zip code 64108 

e-mail rachel@rosinpreservation.com 

 
 

 

 Property Owner:  

name Theatre Atchison, Inc. 

street & number  401 Santa Fe St. telephone  913-367-1647 

city or town   Atchison state KS zip code 66002 

 

 

Additional Documentation 

Submit the following items with the completed form: 
 

Photographs 

Submit clear and descriptive photographs.  The size of each digital image must be 1600x1200 pixels (minimum), at 
300 ppi (pixels per inch) or larger.  Key all photographs to a sketch map or aerial map. Each photograph must be 
numbered and that number must correspond to the photograph number on the photo log.  For simplicity, the name of 
the photographer, photo date, etc. may be listed once on the photograph log and doesn’t need to be labeled on every 
photograph. 

 
Photograph Log 

 

Name of Property: Fox Theatre 

City or Vicinity: Atchison 

County: Atchison State: 

 

KS 

Photographer: 

 

Brad Finch, f-stop Photography 

Date 
Photographed: October 25, 2017 

 
Description of Photograph(s) and number, include description of view indicating direction of camera: 
 
1 of 18: Front (north) elevation, view south. 
2 of 18: Rear (south) elevation, view northwest. 
3 of 18: Commercial Street, view east. 
4 of 18: South side of Commercial Street, view southwest. 
5 of 18: Commercial Street, view west. 
6 of 18: Front (north) entrance, view southeast. 
7 of 18: Vestibule, view east. 
8 of 18: Lobby, view west. 
9 of 18: First floor, west theater, view north. 
10 of 18: First floor, east theater, view south. 
11 of 18: First floor, east theater, view north. 
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12 of 18: Second floor lobby, view west. 
13 of 18: Balcony, view northeast. 
14 of 18: Balcony, view southwest. 
15 of 18: Ceiling above first-floor theaters, view southeast. 
16 of 18: Fourth floor projection room, view east. 
17 of 18: Stairs to fourth floor, view southeast. 
18 of 18: Concession stand, first floor, view northwest. 

 

Figures 
Include GIS maps, figures, scanned images below. 

 

Figure 1. Location Map. Source: Google Maps, 2017. 

Figure 2. Context Map. Source: Google Maps, 2017. 

Figure 3. Exterior Photo Map. Source: Google Maps, 2017. 

Figure 4. First Floor Photo Map. Source: Theatre Atchison, Inc., Rosin Preservation, 2017. 

Figure 5. Second Floor Photo Map. Source: Theatre Atchison, Inc., Rosin Preservation, 2017. 

Figure 6. Fourth Floor/Balcony Photo Map. Source: Theatre Atchison, Inc., Rosin Preservation, 2017. 

Figure 7. Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Atchison, Kansas, 1916, Sheet 15. 700 and 800 blocks of Commercial Street with 
Orpheum Theater and Electric Theaters outlined in red. 

Figure 8. Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Atchison, Kansas, 1924, corrected to 1941, Sheet 16. 600 block of Commercial 
Street with Fox/Royal Theatre outlined in red. 

Figure 9. Rendering of the new Fox Theatre to open in 1948. Source: Theatre Atchison, Inc. 

Figure 10. Historic Photograph, 1949. Source: Theatre Atchison, Inc. Archives. 

Figure 11. Historic Photograph of downtown Atchison, 1912. The Electric Theater can be seen at the center of the 
photograph. Source: Kansas Memory. 
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Figure 1. Location Map. Source: Google Maps, 2017. 
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Figure 2. Context Map. Source: Google Maps, 2017. 
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Figure 3. Exterior Photo Map. Source: Google Maps, 2017. 
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Figure 4. First Floor Photo Map. Source: Theatre Atchison, Inc., Rosin Preservation, 2017. 
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Figure 5. Second Floor Photo Map. Source: Theatre Atchison, Inc., Rosin Preservation, 2017. 
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Figure 6. Fourth Floor/Balcony Photo Map. Source: Theatre Atchison, Inc., Rosin Preservation, 2017. 
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Figure 7. Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Atchison, Kansas, 1916, Sheet 15. 700 and 800 blocks of Commercial 
Street with the Orpheum Theater on the north side of Commercial Street and another movie theater  on the 
south side of Commercial Street outlined in red. 

 

 
 



Fox Theatre                        Atchison, Atchison County 
Name of Property              City and County 

 

22 

 

Figure 8. Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Atchison, Kansas, 1924, corrected to 1941, Sheet 16. 600 block of 
Commercial Street with Fox Royal Theatre outlined in red. 
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Figure 9. Rendering of the new Fox Theatre, which ultimately opened in 1949. Source: Theatre Atchison, Inc. 
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Figure 10. Historic Photograph, 1949. Source: Theatre Atchison, Inc. Archives. 

 

 



Fox Theatre                        Atchison, Atchison County 
Name of Property              City and County 

 

25 

 

Figure 11. Historic Photograph of downtown Atchison, 1912. The Electric Theater can be seen at the center of 
the photograph. Source: Kansas Memory. 

 

 
 

 

 
 


