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STAFF REPORT 
City of Gainesville Historic Preservation Board 

AGENDA ITEM: Public Hearing 3 
Petition to place 233 West University Avenue on the Local Register of 
Historic Places 

ADDRESS/PARCEL: 233 West University Avenue 
12948-000-000 

ONWER  
INFORMATION: Florida Theater Gainesville LLC 

PO Box 12891 
Gainesville, FL 32604 

DATE OF 
CONSTRUCTION: 1928 (Property Appraiser), circa +1920 (FMSF AL01292) 

But from newspaper accounts we know that opening day was September 
10, 1928 

ZONING The property is zoned DT (Downtown). 
Maximum stories by right: 12 stories (14 with bonuses) 

BRIEF  
HISTORIC 
NARRATIVE: The Florida Theater opened on September 10, 1928 to great fanfare. Built 

at a cost of $150,000 (or by some accounts, a quarter of a million dollars), 
it was said to rank with the finest theaters in the entire South, though it 
clearly was not as elaborate or as large-scale as the Tampa Theatre (1926) 
or Jacksonville’s Florida Theatre (1927).  

The theater boasted of having the Vitaphone system, which was a type of 
sound system used on feature films and shorts made by Warner Brother 
Studios in the late 1920s. The building had an 800-seat capacity and 
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featured some of the most cutting edge fire suppression features for its 
time. The end of WWII and the fervent construction of houses for returning 
soldiers and their families began a trend for residents to start moving away 
from the downtown to suburbs, which led to the closing of the theater. 

 
 In 1974 the building experienced another major era when it became “The 

Great Southern Music Hall”. For almost a decade, the Great Southern 
Music Hall would put Gainesville on the musical cultural map in the South. 
A number of nationally and internationally recognized bands, comedians, 
and entertainers would perform here. The Music Hall would last less than 
a decade, however, as the three young attorneys who had created the 
venue were moving on in their own careers. 

 
 Other attempts to restore and reinvigorate the old movie palace took place 

in subsequent years. By the 1990s, the building was host to various dance 
parties, all-night raves and other events that were mostly attended by 
college students. This use proved to be unsustainable, and the theater was 
once again shuttered, becoming more derelict as time went on.  

 
 The current owner, Bill Bryson, purchased the Florida Theatre in 2017. Mr. 

Bryson has an extensive background in music venues and concert 
promotions; he once owned and operated the locally famous Covered Dish 
in Gainesville from 1992-2000. He hopes to bring back the Florida Theater 
to its former glory as a music venue for the community and as a catalyst 
for other revitalization projects in downtown Gainesville. 

 
BUILDING 
DESCRIPTION 
 The two story brick building is now a part of a continuous row of 

commercial structures along the 200 block of West University Avenue.  
 
 The interior of the building has been fairly gutted over the years. The 

original seats were replaced in a 1980s renovation and then the seats were 
removed entirely when the building became a massive dance-hall. 

 
 Amazingly, most of the original exterior fenestration and original 

ornamentation on the exterior is still intact. 
 
 Stylistically, it has been called many things, from colonial revival (Florida 

Master Site File) to commercial brick with Neo-Federal Details (also FMSF), 
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to Neoclassical, to what is probably the most accurate description, a 
simplistic version of Adamesque Revival. 

 
 Adamesque Revival is a form of Neoclassical architecture, but exhibits 

those decorative motifs most often used by Robert Adams and his 
brothers, including medallions, urns, vine scrolls and pilasters. 

 
 The building features brick quoins at the corners, decorative urns topping 

the parapet, triplet window sets separated by engaged pilasters, and terra 
cotta medallions. A more detailed architectural description appears in the 
designation report. 

 
 Though the ground floor of the theatre has lost much of its original 

integrity, it is the current owner’s vision to bring back the original marquee 
canopy and ground floor design. 

 
CRITERIA 
FOR  
DESIGNATION: CRITERIA FOR DESIGNATION 
 
 
 The City of Gainesville’s Historic Preservation Ordinance is modeled after 

federal criteria for evaluation found in the Code of Federal Regulations, 
Title 36, Part 60, and as set forth in City of Gainesville Land Development 
Code Section 30-4.28 (C)(3), Review Criteria. 

 
 All potential designation resources are evaluated to determine if the 

quality of significance in American history, architecture, archaeology, 
engineering, and culture is present in the districts, sites, buildings, 
structures, and objects that possess integrity of location, design, setting, 
materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. 

 
 The Florida Theater is significant under the following criteria, as set forth 

in Section 30-4.28 (C)(3): 
 
 Criterion (a):  Is associated with events or persons that are significant to 

our local, state, or national history; and 
 
 Criterion (b):  Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or 

method of construction. 
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 Throughout its lifetime, the Florida Theater hosted hundreds of thousands 

of theater and concert patrons, playing an integral part in the early 
development of Gainesville’s core downtown. The venue opened with 
great fanfare in 1928 where it showed one of the first talking pictures, “The 
Four Walls,” starring John Gilbert and Joan Crawford. For many decades, it 
served as a music and concert venue, hosting some of the county’s most 
famous musicians and band performances, including Tom Petty, Jerry Lee 
Lewis, Bo Diddley, Ray Charles, Melissa Manchester, Dave Brubeck, BB 
King, Elvis Bishop, Jimmy Buffet, Ike and Tina Turner, Patti LaBelle, Greg 
Allman, Steppenwolf, and many more. The Florida Theater fulfills Criterion 
(a): associated with events or persons that are significant to our local, 
state, or national history. 

 
 The two-story brick building exhibits Adamesque Revival details including 

turned balusters, sunburst panels above the central windows, and stone 
and brick quoining. Some alterations have occurred on the primary façade 
over the years, including a change to the marquee and the enclosure of 
the ground floor picture window storefronts. The marquee had already 
been altered by the 1940s and therefore this version maintains historic 
significance in its own right. Other original architectural features on the 
primary façade remain intact. The building fulfills Criterion (b): embodies 
the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction.  

 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
FROM STAFF: Staff recommends that application request to make the Florida Theater, 

located at 233 West University Avenue a locally historic site be forwarded 
to the City Commission for final approval with support from the Historic 
Preservation Board.   

 
 
EXHIBIT 1: Map of 233 West University Avenue 
EXHIBIT 2: Florida Master Site File (FMSF) AL01292 
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HISTORIC PRESERVATION BOARD     EXHIBIT 1 

September 10, 2024 
PUBLIC HEARING 3, Historic Designation of Florida Theater 
 
  Map of 233 West University Avenue 
  Source:  Department of Sustainable Development Interactive Map 
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