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1. Name

historic Keswick Theatre

and'or common Keswick Thestre

2. Location

Foin i ainile Jocasimiadasiaived

street & number 291 Keswick Ave. S not for publication
city,town Llensids (it s u ’ vucmlty of congressional district  13th
state Fznna. code 42 county Montgomery " code C91
3. Ciassification
Category Ownership Status Present Use
__district —_ public X occupied __ agriculture ____ museum
X__ building(s) _X_ private unoccupied —____commercial __ park
structure __both work in progress ___ educational ___ private residence
____site I?_u_blic Acquisition Accessible _X__ entertainment _ religious
; object =% jn process __yes: restricted — government . scientific
’ being considered "X yes: unrestricted ____industrial transportation
no inilitary other:
- ”~ o oy = Moo e malhg s
B, UWIICT U1l FTUPCTLY
name  Glenside Landmarks Societ ty/Telford Industriasl Authority

street & number 291 Keswick Ave,

city, town Glenside iﬁvicinity of state Fa. 19078

5. Location of Legal Description

courthouse, registry of deeds, etc. Montgomery County Courthouse

street & number  Airy Road and Swede St.

city, town RNorristown state Fa,

6. Representation in Existing Surveys

tite Pennsylvania Inventory of HlStorhast g’property been determined elegible? ___yes _X_no
date 6/24% /80 __ federal X state ___ county ___local

depository for survey records Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission

city, town Harrisburg state Pennsylvania




7. Description

Condition Check one Check one

——_excellent — deteriorated _____ unaltered _X_ original site ..
X __ good ____ruins _X__ altered ____ moved date ot
__ tair . unexposed

Describe the present and original (if known) physical appearance :

The Keswick Theater is a three-story ell-shaped building of concrete
construction. Its outer walls are brick, covered with California stucco
and embellished with ornamental tile. The front portion of the building
(which contains the theater's lobby area) is 58'x31' and forms a right
angle to the 83'x190' main section of the building (containing the theater':s
foyer, auditorium, orchestra pit, organ chambers, stage, wingspace and dres-
sing rooms.) The Tudor style building has a Carey roof of slate. A copper
roof tops each of the two octagonal towers (approximately 1 and % stories ir
height) which flank the the theaters entrance. The facade is also accented by
Tudor style woodwork and leaded glass windows. A dormer with two leaded
glass windows projects from the second story of the lobby area's West wall.

The barrel-vaulted lobby (approximately 58'x30') is finished in the
Adam Style. Cove lighting illuminates the ceiling and walls. The floor is
decorative tile. Elaborately worked plaster pilasters rise from a marble
base along the walls. Ornamental wooden doors open into the foyer
(approximately 86'x24'). The foyer is dominated by the marble staircase on
its West wall. The staircase is flanked on either side by marble drinking
fountains backed by large mirrors with marble frames and art glass decoratic
at the top. Another large (7'x5'), richly ornamented mirror commands the
foyer's North wall. The foyer has a terrazza floor. Its walls have a
marble base and scagliola wainscoting. Both the foyer and auditorium are
finished in the Adam style. The walls of the 1576 seat auditorium have
elaborately wrought plaster pilasters supporting the intricately decorated
cornices which conceal the room's cove lighting. The orchestra pit (approx-
imately 10'x34') and the stage (30'x60', with a 40' fly-space) are flanked
by organ chambers concealed behind decorative perforated plaster grills of
particularly dintricate workmanship. Each crgan grill is flanked on both
sides by two marble colums and illuminated with cove lighting. Cove
lighting also illuminates the auditorium ce:l%n w1tb its central circle of
Art glass and ceiling lights with reflectlng,Aa “set in ormamental plaster
frames. Fans of intricately filagreed perforated plaster fillwork radiate
from the ceiling's corners. The ceilings of the foyer, second-floor lounge,
ladies' room and dressing-rooms are also worked in a similar, although less
elaborate, design with art glass set in ornamental plaster frames. From
the foyer, the marble staircase leads to a general lounge on the second
floor. Directly over the stairs and visible from the foyer, three large
panels frame a landscape mural painted by Franz de Merlier (a Belgian-born
painter who specialized in hotel and theater murals and whose studio was
located in Pocopson, PA.) The ladies' lounge is decorated in Louis XV style
with intricately embellished plasterwork panels and mirrors. The color sche
throughout the Keswick Theater is buff and shades of blue and gold. The
theater is also equipped with 3 tiers of dressing-rooms (capable of
accommodating up to 40 people) over the wing-space on the south side of the
stage

The exterior of the Keswick Theater is intact and in excellent state
of preservation. Its only additions are the airplane beacon which was
erected on the auditorium roof (c. 1928-1930) to guide planes to Pitcairnm
Field (which is now the Naval Air Facility at Willow Grove), and a
canterlevered marquee on the front (c. 1950). The theater's interior was
modernized during the early 1950's. The lobby, foyer, and auditorium walls
were covered with new paneling. A suspended ceiling now covers the

auditorium's original ceiling. The orchestra pit has been covered over.
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Curtains cover the organ grills and theatre walls. Investigation has re-
vealed that in spite of this redecorating,little damage has been done to the
theater's original interior and, to some extent, the added paneling and

and drapery have actually contributed to the original interior's preservatio
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8. Significance

Period Areas of Significance—Check and justify below

____prehistoric _ archeology-prehistoric ____ community planning ____ landscape architecture____ religion

____1400-1499 ___ archeology-historic —_conservation o law - science

— 1500-1599 __ agriculture —__economics —— literature — sculpture

__1600-1699 XA_ architecture ___ education — military X__ social/

—_1700-1799 art —_engineering — music humanitarian
1800-1899 _X{ commerce ____exploration/settiement ____ philosophy Y theater

—Y— 1900~ ____ communications . industry — politics/government __ transportation

____ invention —. other (specity)
Specific dates 192§ Builder/Architect The Turner Con iction Co./
Horace Trumbauesr, architect

Statement of Significance (in one paragraph)

Both in its construction and the finely wrought detail of its in-
terior decoration, the Keswick Theater is an excellent example of American
craftmanship at its best. The Keswick is architecturally significant
because it is the only theater designed by nationally renowned architect
Horace Trumbauer. Trumbauer, who lived only a few miles from the Keswick
Theater, designed many of Montgomery County's most architecturally imposing
mansions, including the Stotesbury Mansion, Gray Towers (on the campus of
Beaver College) and the Elkins Estate. Trumbauer was also the architect of
Philadelphia's Benjamin Franklin Hotel, The Free Library of Philadelphia,
and the Philadelphia Art Museum as well as one of the principal architects
of Philadelphia's Benjamin Franklin Parkway. Among his other numerous
architectural contributions are the Widener Memorial lerary at Harvard
and the entire campus of Duke University.

Built in 1928 at a cost of $500,000 as a vaudville and movie house,
the Keswick is one of the Philadelphia area's last surviving theaters of
the era. It is a late and excellent example of the classic Adam style's
application to theater architecture. Today, few of the country's Adam-
inspired theaters survive. With the demolition of Philadelphia's Fox
Theater, the Keswick will be the last such theater in the Philadelphia area
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unique nelghborhood theater which has played an unusually important role
in its community's development. Serving an area that anthropologist
Margaret Mead has described as 'an atypical American Suburb" (because of
the way it has maintained its own distinct identity as a cosmopolitan
community with a small town flavor), the Keswick Theater was originally
conceived by its first owner, Edwin N. Johnson, as the cornerstone of his
plan to make the Greater Glenside area the cultural and commercial hub

of Lower Montgomery County. To promote both the Keswick Theater and the
community, Johnson, the principal developer of the Greater Glenside area,
created the "Glenside Gazette'", a monthly journal which became the first
newspaper ever published by a theater in the Philadelphia area. During
its 52 year history, the Keswick Theater has served the community as a
gathering place and as an instrument of charity. Upon the theater's
opening, one of Edwin Johnson's first acts was "to give the Glenside
Kiwanis Club the use of the theater for two evenings to conduct a benefit
for under priviledged children." This was the first of many occassions
when the theater's facilities were offered for charitable purposes. In
1970, the theater was unofficially dubbed "St. Keswick's" when Sunday
masses were held in its auditorium during construction of a nearby church.
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The Keswick was both a ligitimate and film theater, with its own
orchestra under the direction of John A. Brall (formerly of Keith's

Chestnut Street Theater in Philadelphia). Among the sta s who appeared
prior to its conversion to a straight film policy were the Marx Brothers,
Mae West, Stepin Fetchit and Fannie Brice. Both the famous and the 1less

renowned vaudeville troupers who played the Keswick during the late

1920's and early 1930's stayed at the nearby Casa Conti(listed on the
National Register as the Casa Conti/Weldon Hotel.) As a film theater, the
Keswick's history encompasses almost the entire range of the American
moviegoing experience. During the late 1920's a night at the Keswick was
a gala event which often combined a stage show, an orchestral program,

and a film. The theater has weathered Edward Johnson's policy of racial
segregation (an unfortunately common practice among theater owners at that
time.) For several generations of Montgomery County residents, the
children's matinee at the Keswick was a neighborhood institution.
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8. Major Biblicgraphical References

~ See attasched sheet

10. Geographical Data

Acreage of nominated property d 574

Quadrangle name Germantown,Pa. Quadrangle scale I 224, 000

UMT References
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Zone  Easting Northing Zone  Easting Northing
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Verbal boundary description and justification

See continuation sheet

List all states and counties for properties overlapping state or county boundaries

state ENE code it county L  code -

state Gt code Co county . code

11. Foﬁﬁ Prepared By

nameftitle  Paul K. Bunting Vice Frecident
organization Glensicde Landmarks »ociety date  March 28, 1983
street & number 1575 Shoemaker Rd. telephone  (215) 572-7909

city or town Abington state Fa. 19001

12. State Historic Preservation Officer Certification

The evaluated significance of this property within the state is:

X

___ national ____ state _* local

As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89—
665), | hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaluated
according to the criteria and procedures set forth by the Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service.

State Historic Preservation Officer signature

titteLarry E.Tise, State Historic Preservation Officer date
For HCRS use only _ L e - o ‘
I hereby certify that this property is included in the National Registe’r_

_date

Keeper of the National Register

Attest: SR . PR ER ‘-"f"v'daté'f | Sy
Chief of Registratidn R R TR Lo e N R
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11. Form Prepared By
name/title Payl K, Bunting Vice Fresident
organization Glensice Landmarks zociety date March 28, 1983
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12. State Historic Preservation Officer Certification

The evaluated significance of this property within the state is:

X

____ national ___ state 2 local

As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89~
665), | hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the nal Register and certify that it has been evaluated

according to the criteria and procedures set forth by the age Conservatiog ecreation Service.
7]
State Historic Preservation Officer signature ('-(W
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titteLarry E.Tise, State Historic Preservation Officer date QU?—{@B

For HCRS use only o
| hereby certify that this property is included in the National Register-

date

Keeper of the National Register

Attest: ' ( o ‘ "' date
Chief of Registration A
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