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BUSINESS DESCRIPTION
The Balboa Theatre (“the Balboa”) opened on February 27, 1926. The original owner, Samuel H. Levin, hired
renowned architects James and Merritt Reid to design and build a neighborhood theater to service the Outer
Richmond district. It was originally called the “New Balboa” in order to distinguish it from a theater with the
same name in the Sunset district. The theater was more modest than some of the theaters designed by the
Reid Brothers and made to blend in with the more suburban surroundings of the neighborhood. It had one
large auditorium which sat approximately 800 people.
The Balboa was owned by the Levin family until the 1970s. In 1978, it was converted into a two‐screen
theater. Gary Meyer bought the business in 2004 and sold it to current owners Adam Bergeron and Jaimi
Holker on January 1, 2012. Under the guidance of Gary Meyer, and then Adam Bergeron and Jaimi Holker,
the theater has become a focal point for the neighborhood, both physically and culturally. The creative and
inclusive programming provides entertainment for diverse audiences and promotes a lively atmosphere for
neighborhood patrons and visiting guests. Today, the Balboa Theatre shows a combination of first‐run
feature films and themed screenings, along with family‐friendly movies every Saturday morning and classic
films on Thursday evenings.
The business is located on the north side of Balboa Street between 37th and 38th avenues in the Outer
Richmond neighborhood.
CRITERION 1: Has the applicant operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years?
Yes, the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San Francisco
operations exceeding two years:
3630 Balboa Street from 1926 to Present (92 years)
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CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a
particular neighborhood or community?
Yes, the applicant has contributed to the Outer Richmond neighborhood’s history and identity.
The Historic Preservation Commission recommended the applicant as qualifying, noting the following ways
the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a particular neighborhood or
community:
•

The Balboa Theatre is associated with the neighborhood theater tradition. It was originally designed as a
combination theater that could exhibit both motion pictures and vaudeville shows.

•

Balboa Theatre has contributed to the history and identity of San Francisco by serving as a neighborhood
theater.

•

Balboa Theatre is associated with prominent San Francisco movie theater developer Samuel Levin.

•

Balboa Theatre is a work of master architects the Reid Brothers and it represents the early 20th century
neighborhood combination movie theater building type. The Balboa Theatreʹs design was modest
compared to most of the other local theaters the Reid Brothers had built. The exterior of the building is
reminiscent of a Spanish mission. The lobby is inspired by Art Deco. Many of the interior features are
reminiscent of the “Alhambra” style of architecture, including some nice ornate cut outs in the walls where
posters can hang. Subsequent decorations inside the theater lobby have honored the Alhambra style by
using the mosque‐style corners on the cut outs in other areas of the theater.

•

Balboa Theatre is associated with neighborhood theater development in San Francisco. Located in
commercial corridors, the city’s theaters are associated with the expansion of the film industry after the
turn of the 20th century and reflect the cultural and economic development of San Francisco. The Balboa
Theater is one of 23 contributing theaters to a potentially eligible non‐contiguous multiple property historic
district. The period of significance for the district spans 1906‐1945.

•

The property has a Planning Department Historic Resource status of “B” (Properties Requiring Further
Consultation and Review) as the building was constructed in 1925 and has not been formally evaluated.
The Balboa Theatre is listed in the Draft San Francisco Neighborhood Movie Theater Non‐Contiguous
Multiple Property Historic District Context Statement, prepared in 2006 by Andrew Murray and Katie Tom
for the Board of Supervisors. The report provides background information about the neighborhood
theater typology in San Francisco but provides little specific information about Balboa Theatre.

•

The Balboa Theatre has been featured a number of times in the San Francisco Chronicle, as well as the
Richmond District Blog, Hoodline Magazine, Via Magazine, Sunset Magazine and Cinema Treasures.

CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms?
Yes, Balboa Theatre is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define the business.
HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that Balboa Theatre qualifies for the Legacy Business
Registry under Administrative Code Section 2A.242(b)(2) and recommends safeguarding of the below listed
physical features and traditions.

1 DR. CARLTON B. GOODLETT PLACE, ROOM 110, SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 94102-4681
( 4 1 5 ) 5 5 4 - 6 1 3 4 / w w w. s f o s b . o r g / l e g a c y b u s i n e s s @ s f g o v . o r g

CITY AND COUNTY OF SAN FRANCISCO
L O N D O N N. B R E E D , M A Y O R
OFFICE OF SMALL BUSI NESS
REGINA DICK-ENDRIZZI, DIRECTOR
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:
• Marquee.
• Primary façade with shaped parapet, window openings, central and recessed entrance, and flanking
storefront openings.
• Blade sign.
• Interior spaces, including the ticketing area, lobby, and original auditorium volume.
• Original interior ornamental features.
• Film programming.
CORE PHYSICAL FEATURE OR TRADITION THAT DEFINES THE BUSINESS
Following is the core physical feature or tradition that defines the business that would be required for
maintenance of the business on the Legacy Business Registry.
• Theater.
STAFF RECOMMENDATION
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include Balboa Theatre currently
located at 3630 Balboa Street in the Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative
Code Section 2A.242.

Richard Kurylo, Program Manager
Legacy Business Program
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ADOPTING FINDINGS APPROVING THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY APPLICATION FOR BALBOA
THEATRE, CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 3630 BALBOA STREET.
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business maintains
a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding, communityserving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing educational and
promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and success; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years; or
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less than 30
years, has had no break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years, has significantly contributed to
the history or identity of a particular neighborhood or community and, if not included in the Registry, faces a
significant risk of displacement; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the neighborhood's history and identity; and
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define
the business; and
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on October 22, 2018, the San Francisco Small Business
Commission reviewed documents and correspondence, and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business
Registry application; therefore
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BE IT RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission hereby includes Balboa Theatre in the Legacy
Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative Code Section 2A.242.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission recommends safeguarding the below
listed physical features and traditions at Balboa Theatre:
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:
• Marquee.
• Primary façade with shaped parapet, window openings, central and recessed entrance, and flanking
storefront openings.
• Blade sign.
• Interior spaces, including the ticketing area, lobby, and original auditorium volume.
• Original interior ornamental features.
• Film programming.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission requires maintenance of the below listed
core physical feature or tradition to maintain Balboa Theatre on the Legacy Business Registry:
• Theater.
______________________________________________________________________________________

I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Small Business Commission on
October 22, 2018.

_________________________
Regina Dick-Endrizzi
Director

RESOLUTION NO. _________________________
Ayes –
Nays –
Abstained –
Absent –
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CRITERION 1: Has the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no
break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years?
X
Yes

No

3630 Balboa Street from 1926 to Present (92 years)
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a
particular neighborhood or community?
X
Yes
No
CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that
define the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms?
X
Yes
No
NOTES: N/A
DELIVERY DATE TO HPC: September 19, 2018

Richard Kurylo
Manager, Legacy Business Program
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City and County of San Francisco

Member, Board of Supervisors
District 1

SANDRA LEE FEWER
李麗嫦 市參事
July 17, 2018
Director Regina Dick-Endrizzi
Legacy Business Program
City and County of San Francisco
Office of Small Business
1 Dr. Carlton B. Goodlett Place, Room 110
San Francisco, CA 94102
Re: Nomination of Balboa Theater to the Legacy Business Registry
Dear Director Dick-Endrizzi,
I write with the distinct pleasure of nominating the Balboa Theatre to the Legacy Business Registry. The
Balboa Theater is among San Francisco’s oldest operating movie theaters; it has screened everything
from silent films to modern classics for over 90 years, after being constructed in 1926. Impressively, the
Balboa Theatre has maintained art-deco elements in the lobby and has lovingly restored the marquee that
lights up the Outer Balboa corridor. The Balboa is a true gem and is a local neighborhood theatre that is
maintaining its identity and local color in times where corporate cinemas and movie-streaming are
changing the industry. It is home to two cozy showing rooms, and a myriad of special screenings and
double features. Balboa Theater has regularly hosted community events that are a draw for residents and
visitors alike, such as the Bengali Film Fest and Bay Area Godzilla Night.
The Balboa Theatre also has the distinction of being part of the SF Neighborhood Theater Foundation, a
501(c)(3) non-profit which helps preserve and maintain other neighborhood movie theaters in the city.
The Balboa Theater has grown into a Richmond District centerpiece, where generations of families and
friends have gathered for the latest blockbusters and classics alike. Today, the weekly ‘Popcorn Palace’
Saturday morning features are a popular outing for many Richmond District families.
I believe that the Balboa Theatre would benefit greatly from being a part of San Francisco’s Legacy
Business Registry.
Thank you for your consideration. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact my office.
Sincerely,

Sandra Lee Fewer
City Hall • 1 Dr. Carlton B. Goodlett Place • Room 244 • San Francisco, California 94102-4689 • (415) 554-7410
Fax(415) 554-7415 • TDD/TTY(415) 554-5227 • E-mail: Sandra.Fewer@sfgov.org

BALBOA THEATRE
Section 4: Written Historical Narrative
CRITERION 1
a. Provide a short history of the business from the date the business opened in San Francisco
to the present day, including the ownership history. For businesses with multiple locations,
include the history of the original location in San Francisco (including whether it was the
business's founding and or headquartered location) and the opening dates and locations of all
other locations.
The Balboa Theatre (“the Balboa”) opened its doors at 3630 Balboa Street in San Francisco on
February 27, 1926. The original owner, Samuel H. Levin, hired renowned architects James and
Merritt Reid to design and build a neighborhood theater to service the Outer Richmond district.
It was originally called the “New Balboa” in order to distinguish it from a theater with the same
name in the Sunset district. The theater was more modest than some of the theaters designed
by the Reid Brothers and made to blend in with the more suburban surroundings of the
neighborhood. It had one large auditorium which sat almost 800 people.
In the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s the “New Balboa” got feature films a week or so after they
opened on Market Street, and generally played films for a few days, often having multiple
movies each day. On Wednesday and Thursday nights, patrons got one piece of china with their
admission, and could have a complete 52 piece set of dinnerware over the course of a year. A
poster advertising this is still framed and on display at the theater. In time, the name was
changed to the Balboa Theatre.
The Balboa was owned by the Levin family until the 1970s, at which point it changed hands a
few times but remained continually open. In 1978, it was converted into a two screen theater.
Gary Meyer bought the business in 2004 and sold it to current owners Adam Bergeron and
Jaimi Holker on January 1, 2012.
Under the guidance of Gary Meyer, and then Adam Bergeron and Jaimi Holker, the theater has
become a focal point for the neighborhood, both physically and culturally. The prominent neon
marquee, which has been meticulously maintained to look just as it did in the 1930s, defines
the business district in the outer Balboa Street corridor and creates a hub around which there is
a vibrant restaurant, café and bar social scene which is aided by the popularity of the movies
shown at the theater. The creative and inclusive programming provides entertainment for
people from all walks of life and promotes a lively atmosphere for neighborhood patrons and
visiting guests alike. Every effort is made to provide a wide range of movie offerings so that all
people in the Outer Richmond and the entire city feel included and can find something they
like.
We at the Balboa Theatre are committed to keeping the theater alive and vibrant. We hope to
continue to provide movies and fun to the neighborhood for many years to come.

b. Describe any circumstances that required the business to cease operations in San Francisco
for more than six months?
The business has been open continuously since 1926.
c. Is the business a family-owned business? If so, give the generational history of the
business.
The Balboa Theatre was owned by the Levin family until the 1970s and is now owned by
husband and wife Adam Bergeron and Jaimi Holker.
d. Describe the ownership history when the business ownership is not the original owner or a
family-owned business.
A history of the business ownership is as follows:
1926 to 2001:
Samuel H. Levin and the Levin Family Trust
2001 to 2011:
Gary Meyer
2012 to Present:
Adam Bergeron and Jaimi Holker
The Balboa Theatre's original owner was theater operator Samuel H. Levin. It was an era when
new movie houses seemed to be popping up every month. “Most of these theaters were
operated by the same few families, like the Levins,' explains Alfonso Felder, president of the
San Francisco Neighborhood Theater Foundation (SFNTF)." 1
“Over the next few decades, the Balboa would survive the boom of multiplex theaters that
threatened and ultimately claimed many of its contemporaries, including the neighboring
Alexandria and Coliseum. It stayed in business thanks to a succession of devoted owners,
starting with local film enthusiast Gary Meyer. Under Meyer's watch, the theater underwent a
series of much-needed renovations. It also began hosting events and themed programming,
which brought in a new wave of interest. In 2012, Meyer passed the reins to Adam Bergeron
and his wife, Jaimi Holker, who continue to own and operate the Balboa as part of CinemaSF.” 2
e. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less
than 30 years, the applicant will need to provide documentation of the existence of the
business prior to current ownership to verify it has been in operation for 30+ years. Please
use the list of supplemental documents and/or materials as a guide to help demonstrate the
existence of the business prior to current ownership.
Documentation of the existence of the business prior to current ownership to verify it has been
in operation for 30+ years is included in the Legacy Business Registry application.

1
2

Nikki Collister, Hoodline, The Story Of The Outer Richmond's Historic Balboa Theatre, June 1, 2016.
Ibid.

f. Note any other special features of the business location, such as, if the property associated
with the business is listed on a local, state, or federal historic resources registry.
The Balboa Theatre's design was modest compared to most of the other local theaters the Reid
Brothers had built. The exterior of the building is reminiscent of a Spanish mission. The lobby is
inspired by Art Deco. Many of the interior features are reminiscent of the “Alhambra” style of
architecture, including some nice ornate cut outs in the walls where posters can hang.
Subsequent decorations inside the theater lobby have honored the Alhambra style by using the
mosque-style corners on the cut outs in other areas of the theater.
The historic resource status of the building at 3630 Balboa Street is classified by the Planning
Department as “Category B” (Unknown / Age Eligible) with regard to the California
Environmental Quality Act.

CRITERION 2
a. Describe the business's contribution to the history and/or identity of the neighborhood,
community or San Francisco.
“As one of the city's oldest operating movie theaters, the Balboa has provided entertainment to
generations of San Franciscans over the years, screening everything from silent films to summer
blockbusters to cult classics. Its location at 38th Avenue means it's not always the most
convenient place to catch a flick, unless you live in the area. But for many city dwellers, the 90year-old theater is a local favorite, and a lasting remnant of the days when neighborhood
theaters were king.” 3
“In its early days, the Balboa was a destination for eager moviegoers to see the latest silent
films, with a single auditorium that sat up to 800 people. Along with nearby Richmond venues
the Alexandria and the Coliseum, the New Balboa found success by providing the city's westside
residents with an ever-changing rotation of popular films. Over the years, the theater saw the
transition of film from silent to sound, from black and white to vibrant Technicolor. It also
adopted its present name after the original Balboa became the Westwood. As the movie
industry evolved, the small Richmond establishment adjusted its offerings, but kept its core
business model the same” 4
Today, the Balboa Theatre shows a combination of first-run feature films and themed
screenings, along with family-friendly movies every Saturday morning and classic films on
Thursday evenings. 5

Nikki Collister, Hoodline, The Story Of The Outer Richmond's Historic Balboa Theatre, June 1, 2016.
Ibid.
5
Ibid.
3
4

b. Is the business (or has been) associated with significant events in the neighborhood, the
city, or the business industry?
The Balboa Theater hosts many specialty events geared towards keeping the theater
programming original and interesting for the neighborhood constituents. There are “Balboa
Classics” on Thursday nights, showing a wide range of classic films. Ani-Mondays present a
different animated feature each third Monday of the month. Rewind Wednesday presents
movies of the 80s and 90s on VHS. There is a monthly music documentary series on the last
Wednesday of the month. On Saturday and Sunday mornings there is often children's movies
presented at a discount rate ($10 admission, which includes popcorn and a drink). These
include either new releases which are family-friendly, or classic kids movies from throughout
movie history. The Balboa also takes great pride in premiering local filmmakers. Strephon
Taylor of November Fire Films has premiered six films at the Balboa, including Playland-At-TheBeach, Sutra’s: The Palace At Land’s End, San Francisco Cable Cars, The Cliff House and the
upcoming I Believe In Halloween.
The Balboa Theatre participates in the annual Playland-on-Balboa music festival. The free event
brings local makers, food vendors, musicians and family-friendly fun to Balboa Street between
35th and 38th avenues, which is closed to street traffic from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. In the second
year of the event in 2018, the Balboa had a free 10 a.m. screening of cartoons for children
followed by two films by Strephon Taylor, "Sutra's: The Palace at Land's End," and "Playland at
the Beach," a look at the former amusement park that was once the area's main attraction.6
c. Has the business ever been referenced in an historical context? Such as in a business trade
publication, media, or historical documents?
The Balboa Theater has been featured a number of times in the San Francisco Chronicle, as well
as the Richmond District Blog, Hoodline Magazine, Via Magazine, Sunset Magazine and Cinema
Treasures.
d. Is the business associated with a significant or historical person?
Previous owner Gary Meyer was one of the founders of Landmark Theaters, a nationwide chain
of arthouse theaters.
e. How does the business demonstrate its commitment to the community?
The Balboa Theatre is home to discounted movies for kids on Saturday mornings, discounted or
free school screenings throughout the school year, birthday parties, educational screenings,
classic film screenings, film festivals, double features, seasonally-themed screenings, jazz music
screening events and much more.

6

Nicole Newman, Hoodline, Outer Richmond music festival returns for 2nd year, July 25, 2018.

The theater works with the Balboa Village Merchants Association, the San Francisco
Neighborhood Theater Foundation, the Richmond District Neighborhood Center and many
other local organizations.
The Balboa Theater donates packs of tickets to all San Francisco Public Schools to be used for
auction purposes, and regularly hosts fundraising screenings for Lafayette Elementary, and
Argonne School. The Balboa hosts an annual fundraising event for Sunset Co-operative Nursery
School. The Balboa also hosts events for elderly people with Alzheimer’s Disease three times a
year.
f. Provide a description of the community the business serves.
The Balboa Theater serves the Richmond District, which is a rich and diverse neighborhood. The
constituency includes young children and their families, the elderly and all points in between.
The theater is equipped with the latest in Assisted Listening Devices, so the theater is accessible
for the blind or the deaf or people with any disabilities.
g. Is the business associated with a culturally significant
building/structure/site/object/interior?
The Balboa Theater marquee has come to signify the Outer Richmond District and serves as a
symbol of the area. It is a large point of pride for many Richmond residents.
h. How would the community be diminished if the business were to be sold, relocated, shut
down, etc.?
The Balboa Theatre is one of the very last neighborhood theaters still operating in San
Francisco.
If the Balboa Theatre were to close, San Francisco would lose a very important link to its past,
and a vibrant community center. It is a place where people of all races, genders and ages meet
and enjoy an innocent entertainment event. It is a place where neighborhood schools and
camps can count on for fundraising and a place to take students as a prize for their job well
done.

CRITERION 3
a. Describe the business and the essential features that define its character.
The Balboa Theatre was built by Samuel H. Levin as part of his chain of neighborhood theatres
known as San Francisco Theatres Inc. It opened as the New Balboa Theatre on February 27,
1926, with a seating capacity for 800. It was designed by brothers James & Merritt Reid,
renowned architects who also designed the Cliff House, Fairmont Hotel, Spreckels Temple of
Music in Golden Gate Park and many other theatres in the Bay Area. The Balboa Theatre was

remodeled after a 1940s fire. By the 1960s, the Balboa Theatre had very long runs of
blockbuster films, at popular prices, including 92 weeks in 1966 and 1967 for “The Sound of
Music,” which followed the roadshow engagement at the United Artists Theatre on Market
Street. After another fire in in 1978, the theater was twinned.
The theater was run by the Levin family for almost 60 years until February 2001. At that time
the Balboa Theatre, which was showing second-run films, underwent a renaissance thanks to
the efforts by the co-owner of Landmark Theatres chain, Gary Meyer, who leased it from the
Levin family. Meyer showed quality second-run films at very reasonable prices and his efforts
built a buzz around town. He renovated the theatre and included revival and film festival
screenings. He later switched to first-run films.
Meyer ran the theater as a labor of love, but after a decade felt it was time for a change. The
master lease was turned over to the San Francisco Neighborhood Theatre Foundation in late
2011 under a lease lasting through 2024. In February 2012, Meyer stepped down from being in
charge. The Balboa Theatre is now part of the new CinemaSF organization.
The Balboa Theatre has 307 seats in auditorium 1 and 226 seats in auditorium 2. Both
auditoriums have been equipped with Dolby 5.1 sound systems since 2013. 7
b. How does the business demonstrate a commitment to maintaining the historical traditions
that define the business, and which of these traditions should not be changed in order to
retain the businesses historical character? (e.g., business model, goods and services, craft,
culinary, or art forms)
The present owners are committed to maintaining the business as a theater. “With a small
theater like this, it's really a labor of love, something you do because you enjoy it," said owner
Adam Bergeron, noting that neighborhood theaters are not the most lucrative businesses to
operate. 8
In 2013, the Balboa was given a deadline by distribution companies to convert its projectors
from film to digital. After January 1, 2014, they would stop making 35mm films, and everything
would need to be converted to digital. Without meeting the distribution companies’
requirements, the Balboa Theatre couldn't show new movies. The costly upgrade compounded
the existing financial strains of small theaters across the city, leaving many of them with no
choice but to close their doors after decades of operation. If it couldn't make the leap, the
Balboa faced a similar fate. So the Balboa Theatre launched a Kickstarter campaign to raise
money for the digital conversion. The result far exceeded expectations: a total of 1,063
supporters raised over $100,000, with backers coming from as far as Germany. The Balboa is
now fully equipped with digital projection and surround sound. It shows a combination of first

7
8

Cinema Treasures, http://cinematreasures.org/theaters/725.
Nikki Collister, Hoodline, The Story Of The Outer Richmond's Historic Balboa Theatre, June 1, 2016.

run feature films and themed screenings, along with family-friendly movies every Saturday
morning and classic films on Thursday evenings. 9
The main goal of the San Francisco Neighborhood Theater Foundation is to continue to have
the Balboa Theatre as a great resource for the people in the Richmond. SFNTF wants to ensure
the theater can serve the neighborhood for many years to come.10
c. How has the business demonstrated a commitment to maintaining the special physical
features that define the business? Describe any special exterior and interior physical
characteristics of the space occupied by the business (e.g. signage, murals, architectural
details, neon signs, etc.).
The beautiful Balboa Theater marquee requires constant maintenance. Due to its proximity to
the ocean, the neon needs repairing approximately three times a year. The underside of the
marquee has 24 fluorescent bulbs which all had to have their ballasts replaced in July of 2018.
The marquee still operates in the original analog system that it had in 1926, in which a click
system creates the B-A-L-B-O-A sequence which is such a delight for the neighborhood. That
system requires regular maintenance and is a great example of an old technology that can
continue to exist if properly maintained.
d. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less
than 30years; the applicant will need to provide documentation that demonstrates the
current owner has maintained the physical features or traditions that define the business,
including craft, culinary, or art forms. Please use the list of supplemental documents and/or
materials as a guide to help demonstrate the existence of the business prior to current
ownership.
The Balboa Theatre has been maintained as a theater since it opened in 1926.

9

Nikki Collister, Hoodline, The Story Of The Outer Richmond's Historic Balboa Theatre, June 1, 2016.
Ibid.
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Most of San Francisco's neighborhood theaters were
built by a small group of enterprising local theatre
operators who each developed their own small
circuits of neighborhood theaters. The most

http://sfntf.squarespace.com/history/

Alhambra Theatre Photos | History
Royal Theatre Photos | History
Pagoda Palace
Theatre Photos | History

WESTERN ADDITION
Uptown Theatre Photos | History
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prominant San Francisco theater operators were

New Fillmore

Samuel H. Levin whose theaters included the Metro,

Theatre Photos | History

Balboa and Harding Theatres, Abraham Nasser
whose holdings included the Alhambra, Castro and
Royal Theatres and Louis Greenfield who owned
both the New Fillmore and New Mission Theatres.
Other operators owned theatres throughout the City,
but most of the City's neighborhood theaters were
owned by one of a half dozen operators.
For most of the first half of the 20th century, San
Francisco's neighborhood theaters were primarily

Harding Theatre Photos | History

MARINA / PACIFIC
HEIGHTS
Metro Theatre Photos | History
Clay Theatre Photos | History
Vogue Theatre Photos | History

second and third-run houses that featured films only
after they had completed their runs at one of the

RICHMOND DISTRICT

large, studio-operated Market Street theaters. Large
neighborhood theaters like the New Mission
occassionally featured first-run films, but most
neighborhood theaters screened second-run films
exclusively until after anti-trust action wrestled the
downtown theatres free from the control of the
Hollywood studios and shook up the film-exhibition
industry.
In the 1950s movie theaters accross the country

Coliseum Theatre Photos | History
Alexandria Theatre Photos | Histry
Coronet Theatre Photos | History
Balboa Theatre Photos | History

HAIGHT / INNER
SUNSET

struggled to compete with television and central city
theatres struggled as populations shifted to outlying
suburban areas. In San Francisco, the glory of many
of the Market Street theaters began to fade and it
would not be long before these theaters ceased to

Haight Theatre Photos | History
Midtown Theatre Photos | History
Irving Theatre Photos | History

operate as film venues. Many neighborhood theaters
held on, sometimes shifting to first-run programming

SUNSET / WEST

or to screening foreign films. As the mult-plex craze

PORTAL

began to hit the country, a number of neighborhood
theaters were twinned or tri-plexed in an effort to
keep them competetive with more modern, multi-

Surf Theatre Photos | History

screen suburban complexes with plenty of parking.

Parkside Theatre Photos | History

Fortunately, the population density of San Francisco

Empire Theatre Photos | History

provided many neighborhood theaters with large
audiences long after similar theaters in other cities
had closed their doors. The lack of avaiable land in

http://sfntf.squarespace.com/history/

MISSION / BERNAL
HEIGHTS
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the City also contributed to the ability of many
neighborhood theaters to survive. There was simply
no place to develop competing multi-screen theater
complexes within the City. As a result, while the city
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Roxie Theatre Photos | History
Victoria Theatre Photos | History
El Capitan Theatre Photos | History

has lost dozens of neighborhood theatres over the
last 30 years, it has also managed to hold on to a
small, but vital network of neighborhood theaters.
With approximately a dozen theaters still operating,
San Francisco is one of only a couple of American
cities that retains a critical mass of neighborhood

Tower Theatre Photos | History
New Mission
Theatre Photos | History
Grand Theatre Photos | History

movie theaters. In other cities isolated landmark

Wigwam / Crown / Cine Latino

theaters remain, but the networks of neighborhood

Theatre Photos | History

theaters have been abandoned - lost treasures of
more neighborhood-focussed eras. Most of the

Roosevelt / York

theaters that remain continue to thrive as focal

Theatre Photos | History

points of neighborhood commercial streets and offer
a wonderful ammenity to San Franciscans who can
still walk to the movies.
The following links provide a look at many of San
Francisco's neighborhood movie theaters. Theaters
are grouped by neighborhood and individual
histories of some theatres are also available.

Lyceum Theatre Photos | History

NOE VALLEY / CASTRO
Noe Theatre Photos | History
Castro Theatre Photos | History

OUTER MISSION /
EXCELSIOR / INGLESIDE
Excelsior Theatre Photos | History
Amazon / Apollo
Theatre Photos | History
El Rey Theatre Photos | History

NOE VALLEY / CASTRO
Avenue Theatre Photos | History
Bayview Theatre Photos | History
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The Story Of The Outer Richmond's Historic
Balboa Theatre

Photos: Nikki Collister/Hoodline
Wed. June 1, 2016
by Nikki Collister
There was a time, not too long ago, when the neon glow of a marquee designated the beating
heart of a neighborhood: a place for locals to gather, mingle, and enjoy the latest Hollywood
production. And in the Outer Richmond, at least, that still holds true.
The Art Deco-inspired lobby of the Balboa Theatre (3630 Balboa St.) is a glimpse back in time,
filled with historic movie posters and eye-catching curiosities from yesteryear. The week’s
movies are inscribed in chalk behind a long counter that serves as both the box office and
concession stand. Concessions include the usual popcorn, hot dogs, and soda, as well as some
unique treats—where else can you get It's-Its and Capri Sun at a movie theater?

As one of the city's oldest operating movie theaters, the Balboa has provided entertainment to
generations of San Franciscans over the years, screening everything from silent films to summer
blockbusters to cult classics. Its location at 38th Avenue means it’s not always the most
convenient place to catch a flick, unless you live in the area. But for many city dwellers, the 90year-old theater is a local favorite, and a lasting remnant of the days when neighborhood theaters
were king.

The Balboa's history begins in 1926, when theater operator Samuel H. Levin hired renowned
architects James and Merritt Reid to design what was originally called the “New Balboa,” in
order to distinguish it from a theater with the same name in the Sunset.
It was an era when new movie houses seemed to be popping up every month. "Most of these
theaters were operated by the same few families, like the Levins," explains Alfonso Felder,
president of the San Francisco Neighborhood Theater Foundation (SFNTF). "Not everyone
knows that, but the ties between some of our theaters go back almost a century."
The New Balboa’s design was modest compared to most of the other local theaters the Reid
Brothers had built: its exterior, reminiscent of a Spanish mission, was simple and unadorned,
blending into its suburban surroundings.

The Balboa in 1972. (Photo: Courtesy of the San Francisco History Center, SF Public Library)
In its early days, the Balboa was a destination for eager moviegoers to see the latest silent films,
with a single auditorium that sat up to 800 people. Along with nearby Richmond venues the
Alexandria and the Coliseum, the New Balboa found success by providing the city's westside
residents with an ever-changing rotation of popular films.
Over the years, the theater saw the transition of film from silent to sound, from black and white
to vibrant Technicolor. It also adopted its present name, after the original Balboa became the
Westwood. As the movie industry evolved, the small Richmond establishment adjusted its
offerings, but kept its core business model the same.
"The Balboa has always been a neighborhood theater in the truest form," says Felder. "These
types of theaters would show popular films after they debuted on Market Street, bringing those
movies to the people in the neighborhoods."
After a fire damaged much of its original interior in 1978, the Balboa turned its one large
auditorium into two smaller screening rooms, and has kept the same layout since then.

Over the next few decades, the Balboa would survive the boom of multiplex theaters that
threatened and ultimately claimed many of its contemporaries, including the neighboring
Alexandria and Coliseum. It stayed in business thanks to a succession of devoted owners,
starting with local film enthusiast Gary Meyer.
Under Meyer's watch, the theater underwent a series of much-needed renovations. It also began
hosting events and themed programming, which brought in a new wave of interest.
In 2011, Meyer passed the reins to Adam Bergeron and his wife, Jaimi Holker, who continue to
own and operate the Balboa as part of CinemaSF.
"With a small theater like this, it's really a labor of love, something you do because you enjoy it,"
Bergeron explains, noting that neighborhood theaters are not the most lucrative businesses to
operate.

Prior to taking over the Balboa, Bergeron had run businesses in the music and restaurant
industries. But the management of a movie theater came with a whole new set of challenges,
from getting clearance to screen the latest films to figuring out how to fix the theater's historic
neon marquee. "When things like that break, they break in a very expensive way," he told us.
In 2013, the Balboa faced its biggest hurdle yet, when it was given a deadline by distribution
companies to convert its projectors from film to digital. "After January 1, 2014, they would stop
making 35mm films, and everything would need to be converted to digital," Bergeron says.
"Without meeting the distribution companies' requirements, you couldn't show new movies."
The costly upgrade compounded the existing financial strains of small theaters across the city,
leaving many of them with no choice but to close their doors after decades of operation. If it
couldn't make the leap, the Balboa faced a similar fate.
So, together with Felder and the SFNTF, Bergeron launched a Kickstarter campaign to raise
money for the digital conversion. He'd hoped to gather enough to replace at least one projector,
but the result far exceeded his expectations: a total of 1,063 supporters raised over $100,000,
with backers coming from as far as Germany.
"People came out in droves," he says. "The neighborhood, community, friends ... It was mindblowing, how many people cared enough to contribute."

The Balboa is now fully equipped with digital projection and surround sound. It shows a
combination of first-run feature films and themed screenings, along with family-friendly movies
every Saturday morning and classic films on Thursday evenings.
Bergeron and Felder have an ongoing list of plans for the Balboa, including special events and
continued renovations. Over the course of the summer, they're partnering with San Franpsycho
and Anchor Brewing to show several 1970s-set movies, paired with themed beers. (The first film
in the series, Almost Famous, screens tonight.) In the fall, Bergeron plans to curate a series of
unique films, accompanied by live music from local bands.
"Our main goal is to continue to have this great resource for the people in the Richmond," says
Felder. "We were able to make those necessary improvements with the help of the community,
so now, we want to ensure the theater can serve the neighborhood for many years to come."
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Outer Richmond music festival returns for 2nd year
[Updated]

Members of The Axidents, Positive Citizen and Marigold 916 in front of Noise. | Photo:
Noise/Instagram
Wed. July 25, 2018, 4:39pm
by Nicole Newman
On Saturday, August 4, the Playland-on-Balboa music festival returns to the Outer Richmond for
its second year.

The free event brings local makers, food vendors, musicians and family-friendly fun to Balboa
Street between 35th and 38th avenues, which will be closed to street traffic from 10 a.m. to 5
p.m.
Nonprofit organization Richmond District Neighborhood Center is the event's organizing body.
According to a statement, this iteration of the music festival was funded by the city's Office of
Economic and Workforce Development, Outside Lands Works and the Balboa Village
Merchants Association.
In addition to a main outdoor stage, several Outer Richmond businesses are participating,
including La Promenade Cafe, Simple Pleasures cafe, the Balboa Theater, and Noise, a record
shop and art gallery founded by area resident and professional musician Daniel Brown at 3427
Balboa St.

Sara Johnson. | Photo: Nicole Newman/Hoodline
“My son opened his record store in 2015 where he also had live music open to the public, every
hour from 10 a.m. to 8 p.m.," said Brown's mother, Sara Johnson. "He wanted to do and create
something that he thought the neighborhood would like.”

According to The Chronicle, Brown, a saxophonist, began selling records on Balboa Street at
The Mysterious Rack, a since-shuttered consignment store. When an art studio a few doors down
went under, Brown leased the location and opened in September 2015.
Acts performing at the festival's outdoor main stage include DJ Jackie Sugarlumps, The Total
Betty's, BURNT, Lilan Kane, and Bandy's Brass Band.

Photo: Lisa W./Yelp
During the festival, La Promenade Café will host music by Denise & Larry and McLean, and
Creative IQ will present an art opening titled, "Those Who Can, Teach," along with a
performance by Bandy’s Brass Band.
After a free 10 a.m. screening of cartoons for children, the Balboa Theater will exhibit two films
by Strephon Taylor, "Sutro’s: The Palace at Land’s End," and "Playland at the Beach," a look at
the former amusement park that was once the area's main attraction.
Johnson, a San Francisco native (and pianist) who frequented Playland as a child, noted that the
theater is home to a restored bumper car that was once in service at the amusement park.
After the festival ends, Simple Pleasures (3434 Balboa St.) will host live music from 4–9 p.m.,
including performances by The Wyatt Act, Vollmer, The Salt People, and Chris Mendoza and
Friends, while VERST and Rocky Ramirez will perform sets at Noise.
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**The following report provides recommendations for three (3) Legacy Business applications.**
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Nominated By:
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September 19, 2018
2018‐013136LBR
Balboa Theatre
3630 Balboa Street
NC‐2 (Neighborhood Commercial, Small Scale)
40‐X Height and Bulk District
1580/003A
Adam Bergeron and Jaimi Holker
3630 Balboa Street
San Francisco, CA 94121
Supervisor Sandra Lee Fewer, District 1
Shelley Caltagirone ‐ (415) 558‐6625
shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org
Tim Frye – (415) 575‐6822
tim.frye@sfgov.org

BUSINESS DESCRIPTION
The Balboa Theatre (“the Balboa”) opened on February 27, 1926. The original owner, Samuel H. Levin,
hired renowned architects James and Merritt Reid to design and build a neighborhood theater to service
the Outer Richmond district. It was originally called the “New Balboa” in order to distinguish it from a
theater with the same name in the Sunset district. The theater was more modest than some of the theaters
designed by the Reid Brothers and made to blend in with the more suburban surroundings of the
neighborhood. It had one large auditorium which sat approximately 800 people.
The Balboa was owned by the Levin family until the 1970s. In 1978, it was converted into a two‐screen
theater. Gary Meyer bought the business in 2004 and sold it to current owners Adam Bergeron and Jaimi
Holker on January 1, 2012. Under the guidance of Gary Meyer, and then Adam Bergeron and Jaimi Holker,
the theater has become a focal point for the neighborhood, both physically and culturally. The creative and
inclusive programming provides entertainment for diverse audiences and promotes a lively atmosphere
for neighborhood patrons and visiting guests. Today, the Balboa Theatre shows a combination of first‐run
feature films and themed screenings, along with family‐friendly movies every Saturday morning and
classic films on Thursday evenings.
The business is located on the north side of Balboa Street between 37th and 38th avenues in the Outer
Richmond neighborhood. It is within a NC‐2 (Neighborhood Commercial, Small Scale) Zoning District and
a 40‐X Height and Bulk District.

www.sfplanning.org
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STAFF ANALYSIS
Review Criteria
1.

When was business founded?
The business was founded in 1926.

2.

Does the business qualify for listing on the Legacy Business Registry? If so, how?
Yes. Balboa Theatre qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because it meets all of the
eligibility Criteria:

3.

i.

Balboa Theatre has operated continuously in San Francisco for 92 years.

ii.

Balboa Theatre has contributed to the history and identity of San Francisco by serving
as a neighborhood theater.

iii.

Balboa Theatre is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that
define the business.

Is the business associated with a culturally significant art/craft/cuisine/tradition?
Yes. The business is associated with the neighborhood theater tradition. It was originally designed
as a combination theater that could exhibit both motion pictures and vaudeville shows.

4.

Is the business or its building associated with significant events, persons, and/or architecture?
Persons
Yes. Balboa Theatre is associated with prominent San Francisco movie theater developer Samuel
Levin.
Architecture
Yes. Balboa Theatre is a work of master architects the Reid Brothers and it represents the early 20th
century neighborhood combination movie theater building type. The Balboa Theatreʹs design was
modest compared to most of the other local theaters the Reid Brothers had built. The exterior of
the building is reminiscent of a Spanish mission. The lobby is inspired by Art Deco. Many of the
interior features are reminiscent of the “Alhambra” style of architecture, including some nice
ornate cut outs in the walls where posters can hang. Subsequent decorations inside the theater
lobby have honored the Alhambra style by using the mosque‐style corners on the cut outs in other
areas of the theater.
Events
Yes. Balboa Theatre is associated with neighborhood theater development in San Francisco.
Located in commercial corridors, the city’s theaters are associated with the expansion of the film
industry after the turn of the 20th century and reflect the cultural and economic development of San
Francisco. The Balboa Theater is one of twenty‐three contributing theaters to a potentially eligible
non‐contiguous multiple property historic district. The period of significance for the district spans
1906‐1945.

5.

Is the property associated with the business listed on a local, state, or federal historic resource registry?
2
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No. The property has a Planning Department Historic Resource status of “B” (Properties Requiring
Further Consultation and Review) as the building was constructed in 1925 and has not been
formally evaluated.
6.

Is the business mentioned in a local historic context statement?
Yes. The Balboa Theatre is listed in the Draft San Francisco Neighborhood Movie Theater Non‐
Contiguous Multiple Property Historic District Context Statement, prepared in 2006 by Andrew
Murray and Katie Tom for the Board of Supervisors. The report provides background information
about the neighborhood theater typology in San Francisco but provides little specific information
about Balboa Theatre.

7.

Has the business been cited in published literature, newspapers, journals, etc.?
Yes. The Balboa Theater has been featured a number of times in the San Francisco Chronicle, as
well as the Richmond District Blog, Hoodline Magazine, Via Magazine, Sunset Magazine and
Cinema Treasures.

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business
Location(s) associated with the business:
 3630 Balboa Street
Recommended by Applicant
 Marquee
Additional Recommended by Staff
• Primary façade with shaped parapet, window openings, central and recessed entrance,
and flanking storefront openings
• Blade sign
• Interior spaces, including the ticketing area, lobby, and original auditorium volume
• Original interior ornamental features
• Film programming
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2018-013136LBR
Balboa Theatre
3630 Balboa Street
NC-2 (Neighborhood Commercial, Small Scale)
40-X Height and Bulk District
1580/003A
Adam Bergeron and Jaimi Holker
3630 Balboa Street
San Francisco, CA 94121
Supervisor Sandra Lee Fewer, District 1
Shelley Caltagirone - (415) 558-6625
shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org
Tim Frye – (415) 575-6822
tim.frye@sfgov.org

ADOPTING FINDINGS RECOMMENDING TO THE SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION
APPROVAL OF THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY NOMINATION FOR BALBOA THEATRE
CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 3630 BALBOA STREET, (BLOCK/LOT 1580/003A).
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business
maintains a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding,
community-serving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing
educational and promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and
success; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the City’s history and identity; and
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the traditions that define the business; and
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on October 17, 2018, the Historic Preservation
Commission reviewed documents, correspondence and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business
Registry nomination.

www.sfplanning.org

Resolution No. ###
October 17, 2018

CASE NO. 2018-013136LBR
3630 Balboa Street

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends that
Balboa Theatre qualifies for the Legacy Business Registry under Administrative Code Section 2A.242(b)(2)
as it has operated for 30 or more years and has continued to contribute to the community.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends
safeguarding of the below listed physical features and traditions for Balboa Theatre.
Location(s):
• 3630 Balboa Street
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:
• Marquee
• Primary façade with shaped parapet, window openings, central and recessed entrance, and flanking
storefront openings
• Blade sign
• Interior spaces, including the ticketing area, lobby, and original auditorium volume
• Original interior ornamental features
• Film programming
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission’s findings and
recommendations are made solely for the purpose of evaluating the subject business's eligibility for the
Legacy Business Registry, and the Historic Preservation Commission makes no finding that the subject
property or any of its features constitutes a historical resource pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section
15064.5(a).
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby directs its Commission
Secretary to transmit this Resolution and other pertinent materials in the case file 2018-013136LBR to the
Office of Small Business.
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Historic Preservation Commission on
October 17, 2018.
Jonas P. Ionin
Commission Secretary
AYES:
NOES:
ABSENT:
ADOPTED:
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