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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND QRIGINAL (IF KNOWN!} PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Mount Baker Theatre opened its doors to the public on April 29, 1927. It was, and still
istoday Washington's largest and most elaborate movie house north of Seattle. The structure
incudes a theatre with a seating capacity of 1,638 as well as shop space for sixteen retail
businesses along Commercial and Champion Streets. Built of reinforced concrete, the build-
ing has ground dimensions of 130 feet by 250 feet. A 110 foot steel and stucco tower and

a concrete dome 80 feet in diameter are the theatre's most outstanding structural features.

The architectural theme of the Mount Baker Theatre is Spanish in origin. The concrete and
terracotta exterior wall surfaces are largely unadorned except for the occasional use of
decorative tiles and simple cornice mouldings. Typical 1920"s shopfronts-of plate glass
and terracotta contrast sharply with the arcaded, loggia-like openings of the theatre's
auditorium and tower. The original marquee on Commercial Street was replaced in 1949

and again in recent years; however, the original ticket sales booth of ocak remains in
place. The various roof surfaces of the building are clad with red Spanish tiles. The
octagonal tower is topped by a tiled dome supported on an arcaded, pilastered base. A
handsome balustrade rings the dome, and a band of corbelling surrounds the shaft of the
tower itself. Originally perched atop the tower was a searchlight from the battleship
“Oregon" of the Spanish-American War.

On the interior of the theatre, the Spanish theme is continued in a more flamboyant
manner with elaborate surface ornament reminiscent of the Plateresque style. Plaster
relief highlighted in a gold leaf contrasts with the plain, buff-colored plaster walls.
In the foyer and lobby, plaster ceilings are painted to simulate stained wooden planks
and beams with stencilled, heraldic motifs. From the lobby a stairway provides access
to a mezzanine lounge beyond an arcaded screen of richly sculpted columns. The lounge
is furnished, now sparsely, with chairs and chandeliers of Spanish inspiration. The
Jounge also features the simulated wooden ceiling of plaster that occurs in the lobby
below. ' ' k ' :

In the main auditorium the decorative elements are many and elaborate. The ceiling is
dominated by a large central dome filled with gilded, curvilinear relief.and cartouche-
enframed heads of kings and knights. An ornate chandelier of bronze hangs from a star-
burst motif at the center of the dome. The stage measures 80 feet by 30 feet with a
richly articulated proscenium arch 70 feet in height. To either side of the stage are
columned niches forming stage boxes, and above these are massive, ornately sculpted
organ grilles. Moving back toward the theatre's single balcony are two monumental pilasters
with decorative guoins. At ceiling level along each lateral wall are projecting vaulted
arches with pendants and consoles. Within these cornice-like elements is a hidden pass-
ageway around the perimeter of the auditorium. Six false windows elaborately framed and
pedimented occur below the vaulted cornice.

In its day the theatre was well-equipped for both movie projection and stage performances.
When the facility opened in 1927 it had the most modern projection equipment, as well as
elaborate lighting systems that could produce scenic effects such as rain and snow. The
Mount Baker boasted a Wurlitzer pipe organ that cost $25,000. The organ (a Hope-Jones
theatre concert unit) rides on a hydraulic 1ift which raises and lowers it from below floor
Jevel. It is in good repair today and can still musically reproduce the sour i of a thjrty-
piece orchestra. Nine dressing rooms and an Armstrong-Power counterwe:sht sys am remains
intact backstage. k&
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Few changes have been made to the exterior or to the interior of the Mount Baker.
Carpeting, stage curtains, and some furnishings have been changed, and 35 MM.- carbon
arc Simplex projectors were installed in 1953. Accoustical tiles were applied to

the rear wall of the auditorium and other walls have been repainted in recent years.
On the whole, however, the lavish interior of the theatre is remarkably well preserved.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Mount Baker Theatre is.important to the city .of Bellingham and the region which surrounds
it as the last of the area's large and ornate movie .palaces of the 1920's. . This theatre .and
retail shop complex was designed by the architect R. C. Reamer of Seattle and constructed

by the firm of A.W. Quist at a cost of $425,000. Opened in 1927, the Mount Baker was fully
equipped for live stage performances as well as for the showing of moving pictures. Arch-
jtecturally and mechanically, it is an excellent example of the era's extravagent response

to the splendor of Hollywood.

Robert C. Reamer was amongst the most innovative of architects to settle in the Northwest.
His 01d Faithful Inn in Yellowstone Park {completed in 1903) won national acclaim and
became a prototype for rustic lodges built throughout America's National Park system.
~ Reamer's 700-room Canyon Hotel (1911), also in Yellowstone, was as sophisticated as

Frank Lloyd Wright's Tokyo Hotel, although it was built several years earlier.

Largely because of his work in Yellowstone Park, Reamer was hired as chief architect for
the Metropolitan Building Company in Seattle in 1921. This firm played a major role in
shaping a new and distinctive skyline for the city's downtown business center. Reamer's
buildings remain prestigeous Seattle addresses today. They include the Skinner Building
(1925) of which the flamboyant Fifth Avenue Theatre is a part, the 1411 Fourth Avenue
Building and the Great Northern Building-(1927-1929), the Seattle Time's Building (1931-
1932). "In addition to the Mount Baker and the Fifth Avenue Theatres, Reamer: is. credited
with the art deco Fox Theatre in Spokane. .

The essentially intact interior decorative scheme of the Mount Baker is the most significant
aspect of its architecture. The ornament is typical of period movie houses in that its
reference to a Spanish revival style is casual at most. Although a Spanish inspiration

is apparent, the theme is freely interpreted. The architect's intent was clearly to dazzle
the audience through total immersion in an ambience of color, texture, and sparkle. Today
the gilt and polychrome plasterwork has somewhat dulled and the richness of the carpets,
curtains and upholstery has faded, but the Mount Baker's interior remains an impressive

and magical experience. The experience is heightened by original and very early features
such as the Wurlitzer organ and its operational Tift, the elaborate iighting and counter-
weight systems and a complete assemblage of 1940's carbon-arc projectors.

Except during a brief interval in recent years, the Mount Baker has been well-maintained.
Relatively new owners have rehired the theatre's manager of over 25 years, and the old

level of maintainance and repair has been returned to the operation. The new management
intends to restore and refurbish the theatre, removing the few recen’, incompatible eloments
and retaining the spacious and opulent auditiorium.
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

The nominated property occupies the southwest one-half of the block bounded by Commercial,
Unity, Flora and Champion Streets in Bellingham, Washington.
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