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Introduction 
 
 
 

  Histories of the American Film Industry concentrate on the films and films stars. This ebook 

looks at how the introduction of air conditioning, added to the existing elaborate schemes of 

interior decoration and lighting, helped create an enormous viewing public and the widespread 

building of "movie palaces." The major studios made the films, controlled their distribution 

and created their own chains of theatres. At their peak in the 1930s, Paramount (Paramount-

Publix) had over 1000 theatres; Warner and Fox each had some 700; Loew's (MGM) had 

between 150 and 200, while RKO also had about 200. 

 

  The early history of Paramount Pictures may be summarised as follows: 

                       Famous Players Film Company, 1912-1916  

                       Famous Players-Lasky Corporation, 1916-1924 

                       Paramount Famous Lasky Corporation, 1924-1936  

 

  The founders were William Wadsworth Holden, Adolph Zukor and Jesse L. Lasky, while their 

most important producer was Cecil B. DeMille. 
   
  Before air conditioning many theatres in hot and humid locations closed during the summer 

months. Ensuring the comfort of the public became an important consideration in attracting 

people throughout the year. Air conditioning in movie theatres was pioneered from 1917 in 

the Chicago chain of Balaban & Katz, who eventually owned about 125 theatres but never 

made films (By comparison at their peak Paramount was releasing a new film every week).  

 

   During the 1920s, air conditioning became an essential requirement in the new prestige, or 

Wonder Theatres of the "big five" chains and was adopted by many of the smaller 

independents. In 1925, the Paramount Famous Lasky Corporation bought a controlling interest 

in Balaban & Katz. But back in 1923....... 
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Introduction 
 

In 1931, the number of American Movie Theatres was said to be 21,284 with a combined 

seating capacity of 12,143,761 serving a population of 122 million. The States having more 

than 1000 theatres were: Illinois, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania and Texas. 

 

 



The Founders: Adolph Zukor  
 
 

 
 

(Photo 1922, Early Paramount Studios) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



The Founders: Jesse L. Lasky   
 

 
 

(Photo 1910, Early Paramount Studios) 
 



The Founders: W. W. Hodkinson 
 

 
 

(Photo 1914, Early Paramount Studios) 
 



Paramount Studios 
 
 
 
 

 
 

(Hollywood in Vintage Postcards) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Paramount Studios 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Paramount Studios 
 

 
 

(Hooray for Hollywood) 

 

 
 

(Undated postcard) 

 



Paramount Studios 
 

 
 

Paramount stages and backlots in 1930 (Early Paramount Studios) 

 

 
 

Hopeful extras at the gates of the Bronson Studio in 1930 (Early Paramount Studios) 

 



Paramount Studios 
 

 
 

The famous Bronson Gate at Paramount Pictures, late 1930s (Early Paramount Studios) 

 



Publix Paramount Theatres 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 



Publix Paramount Theatres 
 

 
 

 
 
 



Publix Paramount Theatres 
 

 
 
 



Balaban & Katz: Air Conditioning 
 

  The history of Balaban & Katz is significant in the story of Paramount because in 1926  

Paramount bought a majority shareholding in their chain of over one hundred and 

twenty theatres. Barney Balaban and Sam Katz became important members of the 

Paramount management team bringing with them their experience of commissioning 

architects Rapp & Rapp to design large "Wonder Theatres" complete with air 

conditioning. In 1930, Sam Katz became Vice-President of the Publix-Paramount Group. 

 

 

 

 
 

Three of the founding members of Balaban & Katz. 

(l-r) Morris Katz, Sam Katz and Barney Balaban 

 
 



Balaban & Katz: Air Conditioning 
 

  Balaban & Katz ventured into the movie theatre business in 1915 showing films in a Chicago 

restaurant but they quickly went on to establish a chain of theatres. The Balaban & Katz* 

chain is notable as being the first to provide air conditioning in a major theatre, using 

refrigeration, rather than evaporative cooling air washer systems. Starting in 1917 with the 

Central Park in Chicago, a 2400 seater, they went on to commission Rapp & Rapp to design a 

number of large Wonder Theatres having seating capacities of over 3000, including  in 1921 

the Chicago Theatre (3861 seats) and the Tivoli Theatre (3520), followed in 1925 by the 

Uptown Theatre (4381) and the 1931 Southdown Theatre (3206 in partnership with Publix),  

all in Chicago.  

 

   Before this time, comfort air conditioning for people was not feasible as the refrigerant in 

general use was the toxic NH3 (ammonia). However, the Kroeschell Ice Machine Company of 

Chicago and their Chief Engineer, Frederick Wittenmeier secured the European patents for 

CO2 (carbon dioxide) machines, and developed these for air conditioning in Balaban & Katz 

theatres. Wittenmeier went on to form his own air conditioning company (the Wittenmeier 

Machine Company**). 

 

 
 

 
*  The B&K history is contained in the book "The Chicago Movie Palaces of Balaban & Katz" Arcadia Publishing, 2003. 

**The story of Wittenmeier is detailed in a Large E-Book on the CIBSE Heritage Group website under Part 2, Section 7 of 

    "Air Conditioning American Movie Theatres 1917-1932."  See  also the Technical Reports in Part 1. 



 

Balaban & Katz: Air Conditioning 
 

 
 

(The Chicago Movie Palaces of Balaban and Katz) 



 

Balaban & Katz: Air Conditioning 
 

 
 

This is a list of the Balaban & Katz Chicago Theatres in 1934 

 

 

By 2005 nearly all these theatres were demolished  
 

 



 

Architects Rapp & Rapp 
Pictures and text extract from Rapp & Rapp: Architects, 

Charles Ward Rapp, Viburnham Press  

 
 

     
 

                                 George Leslie Rapp                                           Cornelius Ward  Rapp 

 

 

 
 



 

Architects Rapp & Rapp 
 

 
 

The Palace of Versailles Chapel was often used by Rapp & Rapp 

as a model for movie theatre lobbies 

 
 



Architects Rapp & Rapp 
 
 
 

 
 

Entertainments Room at the Palace of Versailles which influenced Rapp & Rapp  

in the "Signature Elegance" of their 20th Century movie palaces  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Architects Rapp & Rapp 
 

 
 

Rapp & Rapp design for the lobby of the Paramount Theatre, New York 

 

 

 

 



Architects Rapp & Rapp 
 

 
 

An example of a Rapp & Rapp design is Chicago's Oriental Theatre & Masonic Building, 1926 

 

 

 



Architects Rapp & Rapp 
 

 
 

Construction to the designs of Rapp & Rapp underway on the 

 Paramount Building & Theatre, Times Square, New York 1926 
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AMERICAN MOVIE THEATRES 

Where noted IOA=Images of America, Arcadia Charleston.  
1975 The Best Remaining Seats (Roxy NYC), Ben M Hall, Da Capo Press, NY. 

1979 The Radio City Music Hall, Charles Francisco, Clarke Irwin, Canada. 

1982 Movie Palaces: Renaissance and Reuse, Valerio & Friedman, Academy for Educational   

         Development, New York. 

1983 Hooray for Hollywood (Postcards), Jim Heimann, Chronicle Books, San Francisco.  

1987 Great American Movie Facilities, David Naylor, A National Trust Guide, USA. 

1987 Lobby Cards- The Classic Films, Michael Hawks Collection, Bloomsbury, London. 

1980 Movie Palaces- Survivors of an Elegant Era, Ave Pildas, Charles N Potter, NY. 

1991 Ticket Paradise, John Margolies & Emily Gwathmey, Bulfinch Press, Boston. 

1994 The Show Starts on the Sidewalk, Maggie Valentine, Yale UP.  

1997 The Last Remaining Seats, Berger & Silverman, Balcony Press, CA. 

1998 Air Conditioning America, Gail Cooper, John Hopkins UP.  

1998 Movie Palace Masterpiece (Loews Syracuse), Alfred Balk (Ed, Landmark Heritage, NY. 

1981 American Picture Palaces- The Architecture  of Fantasy, David Naylor, Prentice Hall, NY. 

1982 Movie Palaces: Renaissance and Reuse, Valerio & Friedman, Education Facilities, NYC.  

1998 Movie Palace Masterpiece, Alfred Balk (Ed), Landmark Theatre Foundation, NY. 
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         Smithsonian Books, Washington. 

2003 Hollywood in Vintage Postcards, Rod Kennedy Jr., Gibbs Smith, Salt Lake City.  

2004 Cinema Treasures, Melnick & Fuchs, MBI Publishing, St. Paul. 

2005 Theatres of San Francisco, Jack Tillmany, IOA. 

2006 The Chicago Movie Palaces of Balaban and Katz, David Balaban, IOA.  

2006 South Jersey Movie Houses, Allen F Hauss, IOA. 

2006 Detroit's Downtown Movie Palaces, Hauser & Weldon, IOA. 

2006 Theatres of Oakland, Jack Tillmany & Jennifer Dowling. IOA. 
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         Smithsonian Books, Washington, DC. 
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See Also: 
1925 Theatre Cooling, Carrier Engineering Corporation (Brochure) 

2019 Historic Theatres and their impact on air conditioning today, Roger Crane, 

         ASHRAE Journal, December.  

 

Websites 
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