
 
 
 
 
 
April 7, 2015 
 
 
Universal Community Homes 
800 South 15th Street 
Philadelphia, PA 19146 
 
 
Dear Sir: 
 
Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the proposed design for the Royal Theater. This historic 
building has experienced many years of inactivity and has sadly sat vacant for far too long. I welcome the 
possibility of a new project that will bring new life into this long dormant structure.  
 
The Royal Theater is located on the south side of the 1500 block of South Street in Philadelphia. The building 
extends from South Street south to narrow Kater Street. Empty lots exist to the east and west of the building. 
Along South Street, the red brick and cast stone north elevation is two stories tall and five bays wide. Each 
bay is separated by cast stone pilasters with the three central bays along the first floor containing arched 
openings with cast stone keystones. Above the first floor in the three central bays are square headed 
windows with iron balconies.  A denticulated cast stone cornice inscribed with ROYAL THEATER with flanking 
pediments sits atop the pilastered bays. Above the cornice is a red brick parapet topped with cast stone. The 
west and east elevations are each six bays wide of red brick walls separated by brick pilasters. On the 
northernmost bay of the west and east elevations are two arched windows. The south elevation along Kater 
Street consists of a blank red brick wall that has been painted along the first level and is poorly repointed in 
areas. This elevation is not articulated as is seen on the other elevations.   
 
The Royal is individually listed on the National Register of Historic Places and on the Philadelphia Register of 
Historic Places. The Preservation Alliance of Greater Philadelphia holds a Preservation Easement on the 
building and the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission holds a covenant on the property. A brief 
history of the Royal Theater prepared by Powers & Company, Inc. outlines the historical significance of the 
property and articulates why the building is listed as historic. Thus, alterations to the exterior of the building 
need to be approved by the Philadelphia Historical Commission, the Preservation Alliance and the 
Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission. 
 
Unfortunately the Royal Theater has suffered from more than forty years of abandonment and subsequent 
deterioration. The decay has severely damaged the overall integrity of the interior and significant portions of 
the exterior. Numerous owners have attempted to reinvigorate the theater over the years with no success. 
With each failed attempt to instill new life into the property, the building has slipped further into decay. The 
once opulent plastered interior is largely gone with just bare brick walls remaining. Only remnants of the 
former ornate plaster ceiling remain. The proscenium and stage area has also suffered from water infiltration 
and severe decay. All of the seats within the auditorium are long gone leaving only a bare concrete floor.  



With all of this deterioration, the overall integrity of the interior is gone. The exterior similarly exhibits a high 
degree of deterioration as documented in the Condition Assessment Report prepared by Keast & Hood 
Structural Engineers dated March 20, 2015.  
 
Therefore, given the Royal’s extreme level of deterioration and the absence of a viable financial plan to bring 
the theater back to any semblance of its original function, the current proposal to revitalize the property will 
require the removal of a significant portion of the existing building and the insertion within the current 
footprint of a compatible new commercial and residential complex. Removal of much of the existing theater 
is unfortunate, however in order to feasibly rehabilitate the salvageable portion of the theater this 
demolition is necessary. The current proposal includes the restoration of the primary elevation along South 
Street and along Kater Street the construction of new appropriately sized multi-family apartment structure. 
 
The proposed renovations to the Royal Theater as stated above can be broken down into three separate 
components. The first component is the restoration of the primary, highly articulated facade along South 
Street. This work will use the original elevation drawings by Architect Frank Hahn as a guide. Restoration 
work will include the sensitive cleaning of the brick and cast stone, selective repointing of the masonry with a 
matching mortar, the stabilization and repainting of the second floor balconies and the installation of new 
doors and windows to match the design, configuration and detail of the original elements. If the original 
doorway transom windows remain (the transoms are currently covered) then every effort will be made to 
restore the transoms to their original appearance. If they have been removed, then new transoms to match 
the originals will be installed. As seen in historic photographs, a marquee/canopy dominated the South Street 
façade (an original and later a ca. 1960’s version) and the current proposal includes the installation of a 
simple, contemporary glass canopy over the three central bays along the first floor.   
 
Beyond the South Street façade, a new residential structure will be constructed extending from South Street 
to Kater Street. In evaluating the appropriateness of new construction in relation to a historic building, 
Standard #9 of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation is typically consulted.  Standard 9 
states “The new work shall be differentiated from the old and shall be compatible with the massing, size, 
scale, and architectural features to protect the historic integrity of the property and its environment.” 
Respecting the size, scale and massing of the historic façade, the new structure will rise less than a full story 
above the top of the Theater’s parapet. The new construction will also be set back approximately five feet 
from the face of the historic façade on the north, east and west elevations, thus keeping the new 
construction sufficiently recessed so as to read as a separate building. On both the east and west elevations 
of the theater a full bay of red brick construction returns to the south which helps to delineate the historic 
building from the new construction. Above the first floor, the new building is recessed from the east and 
west elevations leaving the brick bay fully exposed. From across South Street it will be difficult to see the new 
construction over the top of the Theater. 
 
Further assessing the application of Standard #9, the new construction is clearly differentiated from the old 
since the new building material is glass and an off-white cementitous siding, distinct from the dominant red 
brick of the historic façade but at the same sympathetic to the secondary color of the detailed cast stone 
features. The articulation and size of the punched openings of the new construction’s north elevation further 
distinguishes the new from the old.  The new work is compatible with the massing, size, scale and 
architectural features of the historic façade since the new work rises less than a full story higher than the 
theater and as previously noted is set back from the face of the historic elevations. On the elevation 
drawings, it is only the portions of the new building that extend onto the current empty lots to the east and 
west of the building, which appear to increase the overall massing of the new construction. The new 
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building’s horizontal massing is also fully compatible with the two-story, five bay wide historic façade. In 
addition, the new construction is appropriately sized for the immediate South Street environment since 
typical existing buildings are 3-5 stories in height.   
 
Similarly along Kater Street where the former hulking blank red brick wall of the rear of the auditorium 
existed, the new 4-story multi-family structure is designed to fit within the surrounding neighborhood fabric. 
The new building will be constructed of red brick and off-white cementitous siding with prominent bay 
windows. The first three stories are to be of red brick with the top or fourth floor of the siding. This top floor 
is fully recessed from the plane of the Kater Street elevation so as to recede from the lower floors. This 
design for Kater Street mimics the proposed South Street elevation by establishing a solid red brick base with 
off-white detailing at the top floor. Therefore the materials proposed for the new construction along Kater 
Street is fully compatible with the exterior materials within the immediate environment. The new residential 
structure is also designed to respect the size, scale and massing of the adjacent buildings along Kater, South 
and Bainbridge Streets.  
 
When building new construction within an historic urban environment it is often difficult to find designs that 
are respectful of that context. In the case of the current proposal for the Royal Theater, I believe that the 
design team has successfully established that delicate balance between new and historic. Those portions of 
the historic building which can be reasonably saved will be saved and new construction which is 
contemporary but compatible with the historic property and its environment will be built. Although all 
involved certainly would have preferred a greater degree of retention of the theater building itself, the 
current proposal is a reasonable approach to salvaging the Royal Theater and injecting new commercial and 
residential life into the South Street neighborhood.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Robert Powers 
President   
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