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Town/City:  Medford

Place:  Medford Square

Address: 30-36 Salem Street

Historic Name:  Dyer Building

Uses: Present: Commercial Block

Original: Commercial Block, Theater

Date of Construction:  1915

Source:  Date tablet on building, news articles

Style/Form:   Classical Revival

Architect/Builder:  Michael A. Dyer, architect 

Exterior Material:
Foundation:  Concrete

Wall/Trim:  Brick and concrete

Roof:  Tar and gravel

Outbuildings/Secondary Structures:  None

Major Alterations:  Entry changed (1970), removal of 
theater (1980s), addition of space on the roof (recent)

Condition:  Good

Moved:  no  yes      Date:

Acreage:  0.34 A

Setting: In the primary commercial and institutional center 
of the city, surrounded by two- and three-story commercial 
blocks, all set flush to the street. Many of the buildings date 
to the area’s wave of development at the turn of the 20th 
century. 

Follow Massachusetts Historical Commission Survey Manual instructions for completing this form.
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 Recommended for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.  
If checked, you must attach a completed National Register Criteria Statement form.

Use as much space as necessary to complete the following entries, allowing text to flow onto additional continuation sheets.

ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION:    
Describe architectural features.  Evaluate the characteristics of this building in terms of other buildings within the community.

Built in 1915 at a time of great growth in the city of Medford, the Dyer Building brought a new entertainment venue to 
Medford Square, as well as more commercial space. As built, the building housed not only a theater and a meeting room, but 
also two commercial spaces on Salem Street. This layout was similar to the 1899 Colonial Theater in Boston (BOS.2250) and 
the 1925 Capitol Theater in Arlington (ARL.382), which were also built with first-floor commercial space with a theater behind 
and rentable office space or other uses above. Similar multi-part commercial buildings dominate Medford Square. The Dyer 
Building and other nearby buildings are representative of what Richard Longstreth has classified as “two-part commercial 
blocks…the most common type of composition used for small and moderate-sized commercial buildings throughout the 
country.”1  The brick and concrete Dyer Building, originally two stories at street level, was expanded above the parapet with a 
wood-frame third story some time during the last several decades (building inspection department records are incomplete).  The 
large theatre auditorium originally located directly behind the storefront and lobby has been demolished. 

Designed in the Classical Revival style that was popular for public buildings at the turn of the 20th century, the façade of 
the Dyer Building is composed of brick with limestone and marble trim. The main five-bay façade is divided into three sections by
engaged columns capped by Corinthian capitals framing the center pavilion. An elaborate entablature runs across the front of 
the building, and is composed of a stepped architrave, a plain frieze, and an ornate cornice lined with dentils and modillions. 
“DYER BUILDING” is carved into the frieze at the center of the building, with a rosette at either side. A parapet tops the cornice, 
with a date tablet reading 1915 centered on the building within a garland-flanked cartouche capped by a pediment. While the 
building retains much of its original finish, the storefronts and main entry have been updated recently. The large picture windows 
and separate entries of the storefronts have been maintained, but along with the main entry are now composed of modern metal 
and glass surrounds. The five elaborate arched windows at the second level form a piano nobile. The center window is 
surrounded by quoining done in limestone, while the side windows only have keystones. The original sixteen-over-twenty round-
topped windows have been replaced with modern one-over-one sash, with the round-top maintained.  The side and rear 
elevations of the building are entirely unembellished.  A third unembellished, asphalt-sheathed story has been added above the 
parapet of the façade in recent decades.

Constructed in an area that already had several layers of development, the building was constrained by its tight and 
awkwardly-shaped lot. Salem Street, which the building fronts on, does not run perpendicular to nearby Ashland Street. Thus 
while the front of the building sits flush with Salem Street, the rear of the building was turned east as the large rear lot runs 
parallel with Ashland Street. Looking at the building head-on, one can see the plain brick and concrete east side of the building 
as it bends into an alleyway next to the neighboring building. The theater stretched out to the north, with the stage at the very 
north end of the building. 

The building has undergone several alterations in its history. While it was built for both live performances and moving 
pictures, the owners quickly found that the movies were more profitable, and converted it fully to a movie theater. The theater 
was later split into two and then three screens. Finally, in the late 1980s, the theater space was demolished, leaving only the 
storefronts and the upper hall. What was once the rear of the building is now a parking lot. The building’s 1974 inventory form 
noted that the entry was changed in 1970; it has been updated since then as well. Scars above the main entrance show some of
the changes brought on by the various signs the building has had. An early photograph shows a projecting rounded hood over 
the entrance. A 1974 photograph shows that this hood had been removed and replaced by a two-sided marquee advertising the 

1 Richard Longstreth, The Buildings of Main Street, A guide to American Commercial Architecture (Alta Mira Press, updated 
edition, 2000) pp. 24-53.
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theater’s current showing. There is currently no large sign or hood over the building’s entrance, only a flat metal panel that is part
of the main door’s surround. While historically the third floor of the building was set back from the main façade, at some point 
after 1974 a single-story flat-roof addition was built above the meeting hall at the front of the building. Clad in wood shingles, this
space has several one-over-one sash windows.

HISTORICAL NARRATIVE    
Discuss the history of the building.  Explain its associations with local (or state) history.  Include uses of the building, and the role(s) the 
owners/occupants played within the community. 

The site of the Dyer Building was historically the location of the Withington Bakery.2 Henry Withington learned the trade 
and took over an existing bakery on the site in 1825. His son, also Henry Withington, assumed the family business in 1862. An 
historic image from before the bakery’s demolition shows a two-story, side-gabled five-bay house to the west, and a one-and-a-
half story side-gambrel house to the east. The Withington family lived in the gabled house, while the gambrel building, marked 
with a “ Withington Bakery” sign across the width of the building, housed the store and bake ovens. The two buildings predated 
the bakery by decades, and possibly centuries; one source claims 1670 for the buildings, and another gives them an even earlier
date of 1656.3 While they appear early, the two buildings were likely not built in the 17th century. The younger Henry Withington 
sold the property in 1885 to Ewen McPherson, who later sold it to a Mr. Barker, both maintaining the property as a bakery. 
However some time before the buildings were demolished, Mr. Barker had given up the baking business and had done little with 
the buildings.

Michael M. Dyer, a local builder, acquired the property in the early 20th century, and set about demolishing the historic 
buildings and replacing them with a theater. Medford Square was developing rapidly around the turn of the 20 th century, with 
many older buildings in the area being demolished to make way for modern commercial and office buildings. At the building’s 
opening, Dyer “compared the size of Medford as a town of 6,000 twenty years ago and a city of 30,000 today. He believe that 
new business blocks were needed here and hoped that this would be only the first of others to follow [sic].” Built in 1915 and 
designed by Dyer’s architect-son Michael A. Dyer, the Dyer Building had a common configuration: the theater took up the rear of 
the building, with the front composed of two storefronts on the first floor and a meeting hall on the second floor. Built at a cost of 
$100,000, the Dyer Building was constructed of concrete and brick, and made use of the most current theater and ventilation 
technologies. The orchestra pit seated 810, the boxes 24, and the balcony 504; the smaller hall upstairs held 400. The theater 
was opened on October 21, 1915 with a sold-out production of “Seven Keys to Baldpate.” An article from the following day’s 
Medford Mercury praised the modern theater: “The seats are leather upholstered, the house decorations are restful to the eye 
and are quite elaborate. …A modern switchboard controls the lights of the house. The ventilating system is the best of the 
theatre style and there are rest rooms off the foyer.”

In 1919 George J. Hackett and Ewen and George A. Ramsdell purchased the theater from Dyer, renaming it “Colonial 
Hall.” Hackett had been the theater’s manager since it had opened, and the Ramsdell brothers managed the Orpheum Theater 
in Malden. While the theater in the Dyer Building was built to show both live theater productions and movies, it was found that 
the movies were much more profitable, and the group that purchased the Dyer Building in 1919 chose to exclusively show 
movies. The movie theater continued to operate until 1984, eventually being spilt into space for two and later three screens. In 
the late 1980s the theater portion of the building was removed, truncating the building at the lobby and leaving the two 
storefronts and the meeting hall above. The storefronts are still in use today, occupied by a spa and a tax company, while the 
meeting hall above has been converted to a yoga studio. 

Michael A. Dyer, Architect

2 Information on the Withington bakery from the Medford Historical Register article of the same title. An image of the bakery 
precedes the article: Moses W. Mann, “The Withington Bakery,” The Medford Historical Register, Vol. XVII, No. 3, July, 1915, p. 
49.
3 A later edition of the Register notes “the records show that in the year 1735 the land was conveyed without buildings, and in the
year 1755 it was conveyed with a house and shop thereon.” John H. Hooper, “Some Notes From My Scrapbook,” The Medford 
Historical Register. Vol. XIX, No. 1. January, 1916. Pg. 14.
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Michael A. Dyer (1886 – 1954) was a local Medford architect and the son of the building’s original owner, Michael M. 
Dyer. The elder Dyer was an Irish immigrant, while the younger Dyer was born in Malden. It is unclear where Dyer got his 
architectural training, but he began as a partner of J. D. Leland and Co., working there for two years before starting his own firm.
Dyer, operating as the M. A. Dyer Co., was active throughout eastern Massachusetts during the middle of the 20 th century. The 
firm designed a number of public buildings, including the nearby Medford City Hall (1937, MDF.118), the Lynn City Hall and 
Auditorium (1948, LYN.9), Webster City Hall (1928, WEB.114), Woburn City Hall (1930, WOB.16), elementary schools in 
Marlborough (1930-31, MRB.88 and MRB.89), and a health center in Quincy (1950, QUI.147). Many of Dyer’s buildings are 
done in the Classical Revival style, similar to the Dyer Building. The three city halls mentioned above are similar in design, 
displaying a central pedimented pavilion on a rectangular brick building ornamented with Classical details in limestone. Dyer also
served as the chief architect of the U.S. Housing Board during World War I, overseeing the $100,000,000 spent by the 
organization during that time.

Public safety records show that the architectural firm Mowll (sometimes Mowll) & Rand altered the building in 1927, 
although what they did was unclear. The Boston based firm of William L. Mowll and Roger G. Rand designed several theaters 
around the state, including the Garden Theater in Greenfield (1928, GRE.86), the Olympia Building in New Bedford (1921, 
NBE.308) and the Mohawk Theater in North Adams (1938, NAM.615)
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Detail of the front of the Dyer Building
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The Withington Bakery and the Withington family house, demolished in 1915 to make room for the Dyer Building. From the 
Medford Historical Register.
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This image from a 1936 Sanborn map shows how the Dyer Building fit on its lot, as well as the building’s internal layout, with the 
stores and meeting hall at the front and the theater to the rear.
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[If appropriate, cut and paste the text below into an inventory form’s last continuation sheet.]

                      National Register of Historic Places Criteria Statement Form

Check all that apply:

  Individually eligible               Eligible only in a historic district

  Contributing to a potential historic district           Potential historic district

Criteria:         A           B           C        D

Criteria Considerations:         A         B        C       D         E         F          G

                   Statement of Significance by______Zachary J. Violette_____________
                            The criteria that are checked in the above sections must be justified here.
                      
The Dyer Block, located at 30-36 Salem Street and constructed in 1915, contributes to a potential district comprised 
of the Medford Square Area. It is a highly-developed, multi-story, early twentieth century store and office block 
executed in the Georgian Revival style. It originally fronted a large theater space, since demolished, the only 
remaining building of its type in Medford Square. It is associated with prominent Medford real estate developer 
Michael A. Dyer, who was later mayor, and was designed by Dyer’s son, who is associated with the design of a 
number of important buildings in the city, including the 1938 City Hall. While the sash and storefronts have been 
altered, and the building has suffered an insensitive upper-story addition, it retains a fair amount of integrity of 
design, workmanship and materials, and retains integrity of association, location, setting and feeling. It further 
contributes to a streetscape of modest attached or semidetached nineteenth and early twentiethcentury buildings 
that define Medford Square’s commercial core.

It would contribute to a potential NR District comprised of the Medford Square Area and its commercial 
corridor lining High and Salem streets between Interstate 93 and Winthrop Square. Medford Square, eligible 
under criteria A and C for NR listing at the local level, has been the center of religious, institutional, 
commercial, residential, and transportation activity for the town and later city (incorporated 1892) of Medford 
since the earliest period of settlement beginning in 1629. Over nearly four centuries, the area expanded, was 
built and rebuilt, and extended along important regional transportation corridors during riverine-, canal-, 
railroad-, streetcar- and finally automobile-dominated periods. The Square retains a broad diversity of building
types and styles prevalent throughout its entire history, including a small number of early 18 th-century 
examples through to the present.  During its initial three centuries of history the area housed a large number of 
the town’s and later city’s elites whose activities had a pivotal impact on the history of both local and regional 
development. Among the most important industries built by Medford Square residents connected to economic 
development at the national level during the 18th and 19th centuries were shipbuilding and the distillation of 
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rum.  In spite of the degree of loss and renewal, the area retains integrity of workmanship, design, materials, 
association, location, setting, and feeling.
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