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Los Angeles Department of City Planning 
RECOMMENDATION REPORT 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PROJECT: Historic-Cultural Monument Application for the 

 ARBY’S SIGN ON SUNSET BOULEVARD 
  

REQUEST:  Declare the property an Historic-Cultural Monument 
 
OWNERS: Sunset Pacific I LLC c/o Blake Megdal 
 252 Beverly Drive, Suite C 
 Beverly Hills, CA  90212 
 
 Honey Shusett, Trustee 
 Howard M. Shusett Residual Trust (Et Al) 
 101 Giant Oak Avenue 
 Thousand Oaks, CA  91320 
 
 Honey Shusett, Trustee 
 Howard & Honey Shusett Living Trust  
 4735 Heaven Avenue 
 Woodland Hills, CA  91364 
 
APPLICANT: City of Los Angeles Cultural Heritage Commission 
 200 N. Spring Street, Room 272 
 Los Angeles, CA  90012 
  
PREPARER: Office of Historic Resources 
 Los Angeles City Planning 
 221 N. Figueroa Street, Ste. 1350 
 Los Angeles, CA  90012 
  
 

   
RECOMMENDATION  That the Cultural Heritage Commission: 
 

1. Declare the subject property an Historic-Cultural Monument per Los Angeles 
Administrative Code Chapter 9, Division 22, Article 1, Section 22.171.7. 

 
2. Adopt the staff report and findings. 

 
  

CULTURAL HERITAGE COMMISSION 
 
 
HEARING DATE: November 21, 2024 
TIME:   10:00 AM 
PLACE:      City Hall, Room 1010 

200 North Spring Street 
Los Angeles, CA  90012 
and via Teleconference (see 
agenda for login information) 

 
EXPIRATION DATE:  November 30, 2024 
 

CASE NO.: CHC-2024-4603-HCM 
                    ENV-2024-4604-CE   
 
Location: 5914-5924 W. Sunset Boulevard;  
                1478 N. Tamarind Avenue 
Council District: 13 – Soto-Martinez 
Community Plan Area: Hollywood 
Land Use Designation: Limited Manufacturing 
Zoning: [Q]C4-1 
Area Planning Commission: Central 
Neighborhood Council: Hollywood Studio 
                                      District 
Legal Description: Grider and Hamilton 
                              Hollywood Tract, Lot FR 96 
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VINCENT P. BERTONI, AICP 
Director of PlanningN1907 
 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]         [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE] 
           
Ken Bernstein, AICP, Principal City Planner         Lambert M. Giessinger, Senior Architect  
Office of Historic Resources          Office of Historic Resources 
 
[SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]         [SIGNED ORIGINAL IN FILE]     
           
Melissa Jones, City Planner             Andrez Parra, Planning Assistant  
Office of Historic Resources          Office of Historic Resources 
 
           
   
Attachments:           Cultural Heritage Commission Initiation Letter dated July 23, 2024 
                                Commission/Staff Site Inspection Photos–August 8, 2024  
                                Historic-Cultural Monument Application 
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FINDINGS 
 

● The Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard “exemplifies contributions to the broad cultural, 
economic, or social history of the nation, state, city, or community” as an excellent example 
of 1960s illuminated commercial signage on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood.  

 
CRITERIA 
 
The criterion is the Cultural Heritage Ordinance which defines a historical or cultural monument as 
any site (including significant trees or other plant life located thereon), building or structure of 
particular historic or cultural significance to the City of Los Angeles if it meets at least one of the 
following criteria: 
 

1. Is identified with important events of national, state, or local history, or exemplifies 
significant contributions to the broad cultural, economic or social history of the nation, state, 
city or community; 

2. Is associated with the lives of historic personages important to national, state, city, or local 
history; or 

3. Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a style, type, period, or method of construction; 
or represents a notable work of a master designer, builder, or architect whose individual 
genius influenced his or her age. 

 
 
SUMMARY 
 
The Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard is a commercial sign located on the southeast corner of 
Sunset Boulevard and Tamarind Avenue in Hollywood. Constructed in 1968, the subject sign was 
designed by Peskin Sign Co. and constructed by B.L. Prenovich to resemble a large brown cowboy 
hat for the Arby’s restaurant chain. The Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard was erected following 
the 1968 construction of the Arby’s restaurant building that originally had a covered wagon design 
but has been significantly altered throughout the years. Structures and signs designed to resemble 
giant or miniature non-architectural objects that reflect the name or general spirit of the commercial 
enterprise are often referred to as Programmatic/Mimetic. Signs and structures using 
Programmatic/Mimetic forms were common along roadsides during the 1920s and 1930s, but 
despite largely falling out of use by the 1950s, many national and international corporations and 
roadside chains adopted large signage to advertise their businesses in the 1960s and 1970s. The 
neon and incandescent cowboy hat sign design was installed at Arby’s locations from its founding 
in 1964 until 1969 when the Arby’s brand phased it out in favor of a smaller and simplified backlit 
sign for new locations and redesigns of earlier restaurants. In June 2024, the Arby’s restaurant on 
Sunset Boulevard announced its closure and is currently occupied by a drive-thru pizza restaurant.  
 
The subject sign is of steel construction with metal paneling. The east- and west-facing sign faces 
are symmetrical and feature a 30-foot tall, ten-gallon cowboy hat designed in a minimal line style 
that reads “ARBY’S ROAST BEEF SANDWICH DRIVE THRU” along the shaft of the hat and “IS 
DELICIOUS” along the brim. The slab-serif letters and outline of the hat are lined with neon tubing. 
Directly beneath the cowboy hat is a plain letter board sign. Overall, the sign is approximately 53 
feet tall with 289 square feet of coverage.  
 
The prominence of commercial signage in Los Angeles has grown with the consumer and car-
centric culture that has defined much of the city’s history. The earliest electronically illuminated 
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signs in Los Angeles arose in the early 1900s as variety theaters utilized incandescent bulbs to 
advertise their names along with sponsors. In the following decades, many of Los Angeles’s 
commercial corridors were soon dominated by illuminated commercial signage: Downtown Los 
Angeles in the 1900s, Sunset Boulevard in the 1910s, and Pasadena Avenue (now Figueroa 
Street) in the 1920s. In the 1950s and 1960s, commercial signs began to grow exponentially in 
size, scale, and symbolism employing a broader range of colors and shapes to be easier read from 
fast-moving automobiles. At the same time, there was a trend of corporate chains creating 
attractively lit and easy-to-identify signage. These signs were designed and best suited for 
placement along large vehicle thoroughfares and commercial strips like Sunset Boulevard. Despite 
the often iconic silhouettes and imagery of this era of corporate signage, in the 1970s and 1980s, 
many companies began phasing out and replacing their illuminated signs in favor of modernized 
and simplified brand images. 
 
Starting in the late 1800s and early 1900s, Sunset Boulevard provided access to the then-
Hollywood agricultural settlement before becoming a significant route servicing the entertainment 
industry beginning in the 1910s. Later, Sunset Boulevard was where early drive-in restaurants 
such as the Pig Stand (1931, no longer extant) and the John Lautner-designed Googie’s (1949, 
no longer extant) were located. In 1936, the Crossroads of the World (HCM #134), an outdoor 
shopping center featuring an early Programmatic and Streamline Moderne design utilizing ship-
like motifs, was constructed on Sunset Boulevard, further drawing in vehicle and pedestrian traffic. 
By the 1960s and 1970s, Sunset Boulevard was well established as a cultural and commercial 
corridor in Hollywood with varying establishments to serve both industry workers and tourists. From 
motion picture studios, to record labels, and the many venues that served them, Sunset Boulevard 
is the home of numerous landmarks and a notable concentration of illuminated commercial signage 
in Los Angeles. Lined with palms, Sunset Boulevard is also an iconic Hollywood landmark in its 
own right. 
 
Arby’s was founded in Boardman, Ohio in July 1964 by brothers Forrest and Leroy Raffel. The 
Raffel brothers–or RBs, pronounced as Arby’s–wanted to create a more premium alternative to 
10- and 15-cent burgers popularized by McDonald’s by serving slow-roasted beef sold at 69 cents 
a sandwich. Many of the original 1960s Arby’s restaurants were designed in a Mimetic form that 
resembled a covered wagon and featured an accompanying neon and incandescent 10-gallon 
cowboy hat sign. In the 1960-1970s, the Arby’s brand spread throughout the United States in part 
due to successful franchises. Over the years, ownership of the Arby’s Restaurant Group passed 
from the Raffel family to various corporate owners before the brand began acquiring its own 
subsidiaries such as Buffalo Wild Wings and Baskin-Robbins, and reorganizing under the umbrella 
of Inspire Brands in 2018. Since 1964, Arby’s has had four major logos utilized at its restaurants: 
the neon and incandescent 10-gallon cowboy hat from 1964-1969, a simplified plastic backlit 
cowboy hat sign that only reads “Arby’s” from 1969-2012, and minor redesigns of the simplified 
logo in 2012 and 2013. 
 
The subject sign has experienced minimal alterations that include the addition of a 6x8 letter board 
sign below the primary cowboy hat sign in 1969 as well as the replacement of the original 
incandescent light bulb outline with a neon outline at an unknown date. 
 
The subject sign was identified in the 2020 Hollywood Redevelopment Project Area Historic 
Resources Survey conducted by Architectural Resources Group as individually eligible for local 
designation as an excellent example of 1960s commercial signage.  
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DISCUSSION 

The Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard meets one criterion for designation under the Cultural 
Heritage Ordinance: it “exemplifies contributions to the broad cultural, economic, or social history 
of the nation, state, city, or community” as an excellent example of 1960s illuminated commercial 
signage along Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. The Mimetic sign in the shape of a western 10-
gallon hat, along with the original covered wagon Mimetic-designed restaurant, were intended to 
be eye-catching for people driving along Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. While the original 
restaurant design is no longer extant, the subject sign’s large size and centered placement along 
the edge of the property at the sidewalk have made it a continuous and prominent sight for 
motorists traveling in both directions of Sunset Boulevard over the past 55 years. The location was 
next door to the Paramount and KTLA studios (the former Warner Bros. Studio Lot, HCM #180), 
which drew vehicle and foot traffic past the sign. Today, the subject sign stands a block away from 
Netflix headquarters and is a prominent feature on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. The subject 
sign is the only remaining illuminated sign dating to the 1960s along Sunset Boulevard that has 
been identified through SurveyLA as eligible for designation.  

There are only three other Arby’s signs remaining in the City of Los Angeles that were constructed 
in 1969. They are located in the Canoga Park, Mission Hills, and Reseda neighborhoods. None of 
these signs have as strong an association with a major commercial and automobile thoroughfare 
as the Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. Additionally, the Arby’s restaurant in Canoga 
Park is currently scheduled for redevelopment and the fate of the accompanying sign is unknown. 
Many of the other original Arby’s signs, regionally and nationally, are currently threatened or have 
disappeared due to the closure of the accompanying restaurant or to redesigns that updated the 
signage to more contemporary Arby’s logos.  
 
The subject sign retains integrity of location, setting, design, materials, workmanship, feeling and 
association to convey its significance as an illuminated commercial sign along the major 
thoroughfare of Sunset Boulevard. 
 
CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT (“CEQA”) FINDINGS 
 
State of California CEQA Guidelines, Article 19, Section 15308, Class 8 “consists of actions taken 
by regulatory agencies, as authorized by state or local ordinance, to assure the maintenance, 
restoration, enhancement, or protection of the environment where the regulatory process involves 
procedures for protection of the environment.” 
 
State of California CEQA Guidelines Article 19, Section 15331, Class 31 “consists of projects 
limited to maintenance, repair, stabilization, rehabilitation, restoration, preservation, conservation 
or reconstruction of historical resources in a manner consistent with the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for Preserving, Rehabilitating, 
Restoring, and Reconstructing Historic buildings.” 
 
The designation of the Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard as an Historic-Cultural Monument in 
accordance with Chapter 9, Article 1, of The City of Los Angeles Administrative Code (“LAAC”) will 
ensure that future construction activities involving the subject sign are regulated in accordance 
with Section 22.171.14 of the LAAC. The purpose of the designation is to prevent significant 
impacts to an Historic-Cultural Monument through the application of the standards set forth in the 
LAAC. Without the regulation imposed by way of the pending designation, the historic significance 
and integrity of the subject sign could be lost through incompatible alterations and new construction 
and the demolition of an irreplaceable historic site. The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for 
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Rehabilitation are expressly incorporated into the LAAC and provide standards concerning the 
historically appropriate construction activities which will ensure the continued preservation of the 
subject sign.   
 
The City of Los Angeles has determined based on the whole of the administrative record, that 
substantial evidence supports that the Project is exempt from CEQA pursuant to CEQA Guidelines 
Section Article 19, Section 15308, Class 8 and Class 31, and none of the exceptions to a 
categorical exemption pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15300.2 applies. The project was 
found to be exempt based on the following:  
 

The use of Categorical Exemption Class 8 in connection with the proposed 
designation is consistent with the goals of maintaining, restoring, enhancing, and 
protecting the environment through the imposition of regulations designed to 
prevent the degradation of Historic-Cultural Monuments. 

 
The use of Categorical Exemption Class 31 in connection with the proposed 
designation is consistent with the goals relating to the preservation, rehabilitation, 
restoration and reconstruction of historic buildings and sites in a manner consistent 
with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic 
Properties. 

 
Categorical Exemption ENV-2024-4604-CE was prepared on August 9, 2024.  
 

BACKGROUND 
 
On July 18, 2024, the Cultural Heritage Commission initiated consideration of the subject sign as 
an Historic-Cultural Monument worthy of preservation. On August 8, 2024, a subcommittee of the 
Commission consisting of Commissioners Kanner and Buelna conducted a site inspection of the 
property, accompanied by staff from the Office of Historic Resources. In accordance with LAAC 
Section 22.171.10, on August 26, 2024, the property owner requested up to a 60-day extension to 
the time for the Commission to act. 
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MEMORANDUM 
Teresa Grimes | Historic Preservation 
Teresa.Grimes@icloud.com 
323-868-2391 

Date:  August 29, 2024 
 
For:   Melissa Jones, Los Angeles Office of Historic Resources 

 
Subject: 5914-20 W. Sunset Boulevard, Los Angeles 

 
On behalf of Sunset Pacific LLC which is the owner of the above-referenced property, I have 
been asked to provide my findings to you. It is my understanding that the Cultural Heritage 
Commission has initiated a Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument (HCM) nomination for 
the Arby’s Roast Beef Sign at 5914 W. Sunset Boulevard. It is also my understanding that the 
franchise has closed, and another tenant will soon occupy the building. 
 
Arby’s is a fast-food restaurant chain founded by brothers Forrest and LeRoy Raffel in 1964. 
“Arby’s” is a phonetic pronunciation of the letters R and B for Raffel brothers. Based in Ohio, 
the restaurant spread throughout the U.S. through franchises. Early Arby’s locations across 
the country featured a neon pole sign designed to resemble a cowboy hat with the text 
“Arby’s roast beef sandwich is delicious.” The solid brown cowboy hat became the logo for 
the chain, but for no apparent reason other than to trade on the popularity of western films 
during the period. In 1969, the logo changed for the first time to just “Arby’s” with a cowboy 
hat outlined in red on a white background.  
 
Historic properties may include buildings, structures, objects, sites, and district. SurveyLA 
evaluations for pole signs recorded them as “objects” and specifically explained that they 
pertained to the signs only if the buildings had been significantly altered. The integrity 
considerations for the pole sign property type state “Sign may have been moved within the 
property lines of the building; for local preservation, sign may have been moved off site to 
avoid demolition, for parallel (i.e., consistent) use elsewhere, or for artistic display.” Thus, the 
designation of the Arby’s sign at 5914 W. Sunset Boulevard should not preclude its 
relocation.  
 
Preservation Brief No. 25: The Preservation of Historic Signs (October 1991, 
https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/preservation-brief-25-signs.pdf) recognizes the 
challenges of preserving historic signs when businesses on a property have changed. Three 
options are discussed: 
 

• Keeping the sign unaltered, however, it may be necessary to move the sign elsewhere 
to accommodate a new one.  

• Relocating the sign to the interior of the associated building such as the lobby where 
it will still be visible for artistic display but not confused as advertising for current 
tenants. 

• Modifying the sign for the current tenants; however, this is not always possible 
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without destroying the essential features. 
• If none of these options are possible, the sign may be donated to a local museum, 

preservation organization, or other group.  
 
The owner is concerned about the commercial viability of the property as the sign is in a very 
prominent location. Unless it is modified or relocated it would result in confusion as to who 
the tenant is and what food is available in the building. Given the size of the sign in relation 
to the building, relocation to the interior is not feasible. Further, the very distinctive shape is 
not compatible with future tenants’ needs or logos. To address that, the sign would need to 
be altered in a manner that would destroy its essential features.  
 
The most realistic solution to accommodate the legitimate advertising needs of future 
tenants would be to allow off-site relocation and or donation to a museum or another 
appropriate organization. As the sign was not specifically designed for the current location, it 
would continue to retain significance if it were moved.  
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TERESA GRIMES | Historic Preservation Teresa.Grimes@icloud.com 
323-868-2391 

Teresa Grimes has 30 years of experience in the field of historic preservation. She is widely recognized as 
an expert in the identification and evaluation of historical resources having successfully prepared dozens 
of landmark and historic district applications for a wide variety of property types. Teresa graduated from 
the University of California with a Master of Art degree in Architecture and has worked in the private, 
public, and non-profit sectors. Teresa has extensive experience in the preparation of environmental 
compliance documents in accordance with the California Environmental Quality Act including the 
identification of historical resources, analysis of direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts, and 
development of mitigation measures. Her many projects throughout Southern California include the Art 
Center College of Design Master Plan, Baldwin Hills Crenshaw Plaza, Cinerama Dome Entertainment 
Center, City of Hope Master Plan, Claremont Graduate University Master Plan, Claremont McKenna 
College Master Plan, John Anson Ford Theatres, Oakwood School Master Plan, Los Angeles County 
Museum of Art, Times Mirror Square, Sunset Las Palms Studios, and Sunset Bronson Studios. 

Educational Background Professional Experience 
• M.A., Architecture, University of 

California, Los Angeles, 1992 
• B.A., Political Science, University of 

California, Los Angeles, 1986 

• Teresa Grimes | Historic Preservation, 
Principal, 2020 - Present 

• GPA Consulting, Principal Architectural 
Historian, 2009-2020 

• Christopher A. Joseph & Associates, Senior 
Architectural Historian, 2006-2009 

• Teresa Grimes | Historic Preservation, 
Principal, 1999-2005, 1993-1994, 1991-
1992 

• Historic Resources Group, Architectural 
Historian, 1994-1998 

• Getty Conservation Institute, Research 
Associate, 1992-1993 

• Los Angeles Conservancy, Preservation 
Officer, 1988-1991 

Qualifications 

• Meets the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Professional Qualifications Standards for 
history and architectural history pursuant 
to the Code of Federal Regulations, 36 
CFR Part 61, Appendix A. 

Professional Activities 
• Friends of Residential Treasures of Los 

Angeles Board Member, 2024-Present 
• Pasadena Heritage Board Member,  

2008-2012 
• Highland Park Heritage Trust Board Member, 

1996-1998 
• West Hollywood Cultural Heritage 

Advisory Board, 1990-1994 
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�ĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞĚ�ĞůŝŐŝďůĞ�ĨŽƌ�ŶĂƟŽŶĂů͕�ƐƚĂƚĞ͕�Žƌ�ůŽĐĂů�ůĂŶĚŵĂƌŬ�
ƐƚĂƚƵƐ�ďǇ�ĂŶ�ŚŝstŽƌŝĐ�rĞƐŽƵrĐĞƐ�ƐƵrveǇ;ƐͿ

ListĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�EĂƟŽŶĂů�RegistĞƌ�ŽĨ�,ŝstŽƌŝc�WůĂĐĞƐ

&ŽƌŵĂůůǇ�ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĞĚ�ĞůŝŐŝďůĞ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�EĂƟŽŶĂů�ĂŶĚͬŽƌ��ĂůŝĨŽƌŶŝĂ�ZĞŐŝƐƚĞƌƐ

>ŽĐĂƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�ĂŶ�,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐ�WƌĞƐĞƌǀĂƟŽŶ�KǀĞƌůĂǇ��ŽŶĞ�;,WK�Ϳ
�ŽŶƚƌŝďƵƟŶŐ�ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞ

EŽŶͲĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƟŶŐ�ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞ

KƚŚĞƌ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů�Žƌ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů�ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞ�ĚĞƐŝŐŶĂƟŽŶƐ͗

6. APPLICABLE HISTORIC-CULTURAL MONUMENT CRITERIA

1. Is identified with important events of national, state, or local history, or exemplifies significant contributions to the
broad cultural, economic or social history of the nation, state, city or community.

2. /Ɛ�associated ǁŝƚŚ�the lives of historic personages important to national, state, city, or local history.

3. �ŵďŽĚŝĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�distinctive characteristics of a style, type, period, or method of construction; or represents a notable
work of a master designer, builder, or architect whose individual genius influenced his or her age.

dŚĞ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ�ŵŽŶƵŵĞŶƚ�ĞǆĞŵƉůŝĮĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ��ƵůƚƵƌĂů�,ĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ�KƌĚŝŶĂŶĐĞ��ƌŝƚĞƌŝĂ�;^ĞĐƟŽŶ�ϮϮ͘ϭϳϭ͘ϳͿ͗�



8. CONTACT INFORMATION

Name: Company:

Street Address:

Zip: Phone Number:

City: State:

Email:

Applicant

Name: Company:

Street Address:

Zip: Phone Number:

City: State:

Email:

EŽŵŝŶĂƟŽŶ�WƌĞƉĂƌĞƌͬ�ƉƉůŝĐĂŶƚ͛Ɛ�ZĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƟǀĞ

CITY OF LOS ANGELES

HISTORIC-CULTURAL MONUMENT
NOMINATION FORM

7. WRITTEN STATEMENTS

dŚŝƐ�ƐĞĐƟŽŶ�ĂůůŽǁƐ�ǇŽƵ�ƚŽ�ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐ�Ăƚ�ůĞŶŐƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŝŐŶŝĮĐĂŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ�ŵŽŶƵŵĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�ǁŚǇ�ŝƚ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�
ĚĞƐŝŐŶĂƚĞĚ�ĂŶ�,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐͲ�ƵůƚƵƌĂů�DŽŶƵŵĞŶƚ͘�dǇƉĞ�ǇŽƵƌ�ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ�ŽŶ�ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ�ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƩaĐŚ�ƚŚĞŵ�ƚŽ�ƚŚŝƐ�
ĨŽƌŵ͘

�͘�WƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ�DŽŶƵŵĞŶƚ��ĞƐĐƌŝƉƟŽŶ�Ͳ��ĞƐĐƌŝďĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ�ŵŽŶƵŵĞŶƚ Ɛ͛�ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐƟĐƐ�ĂŶĚ�
ƌĞůĂƟŽŶƐŚŝƉ�ƚŽ�ŝƚƐ�ƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚŝŶŐ�ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ͘��ǆƉĂŶĚ�ŽŶ�ƐĞĐƟŽŶƐ�Ϯ�ĂŶĚ�ϯ�ǁŝƚŚ�Ă�ŵŽƌĞ�ĚĞƚĂŝůĞĚ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉ-
ƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŝƚĞ͘��ǆƉĂŶĚ�ŽŶ�ƐĞĐƟŽŶ�ϰ�ĂŶĚ�ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƟŽŶͬĂůƚĞƌĂƟŽŶ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ�ŝŶ�ĚĞƚĂŝů�ŝĨ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�
ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ�ƚŽ�ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ�ŵŽŶƵŵĞŶƚ Ɛ͛�ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ�ĨŽƌŵ͘�/ĚĞŶƟĨǇ�ĂŶĚ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞ�ĂŶǇ�ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌ-
ĚĞĮŶŝŶŐ�ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ͕�ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞƐ͕�ŝŶƚĞƌŝŽƌ�ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͕�Žƌ�ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞ�ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞƐ͘

�͘�^ƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�^ŝŐŶŝĮĐĂŶĐĞ�Ͳ��ĚĚƌĞƐƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ�ŵŽŶƵŵĞŶƚ Ɛ͛�ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐ͕�ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů͕�ĂŶĚͬŽƌ�ĂƌĐŚŝƚĞĐ-
ƚƵƌĂů�ƐŝŐŶŝĮĐĂŶĐĞ�ďǇ�ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŶŐ�ŚŽǁ�ŝƚ�ƐĂƟƐĮĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�,�D�ĐƌŝƚĞƌŝĂ�ǇŽƵ�ƐĞůĞĐƚĞĚ�ŝŶ�^ĞĐƟŽŶ�ϲ͘�zŽƵ�ŵƵƐƚ�
ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ�ǇŽƵƌ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƐƵďƐƚĂŶƟĂů�ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ͘�dŚĞ�^ƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�^ŝŐŶŝĮĐĂŶĐĞ�ŝƐ�ǇŽƵƌ�
ŵĂŝŶ�ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ�ĨŽƌ�ĚĞƐŝŐŶĂƟŽŶ�ƐŽ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ƚŽ�ƐƵďƐƚĂŶƟĂƚĞ�ĂŶǇ�ĐůĂŝŵƐ�ǇŽƵ�ŵĂŬĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƐƵƉƉŽƌƟŶŐ�
ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚĂƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ͘

Name: Company:

Street Address:

Zip: Phone Number:

City: State:

Email:

WƌŽƉĞƌƚǇ�KǁŶĞƌ zes No hŶŬŶoǁŶ/Ɛ�ƚŚĞ�ŽǁŶĞƌ�ŝŶ�ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶŽŵŝŶĂƟŽŶ͍
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9. SUBMITTAL

Name: Date: Signature:

APPLICATION CHECKLIST

tŚĞŶ�ǇŽƵ�ŚĂǀĞ�ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞĚ�ƉƌĞƉĂƌŝŶŐ�ǇŽƵƌ�ŶŽŵŝŶĂƟŽŶ͕�ĐŽŵƉŝůĞ�Ăůů�ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƌĚĞƌ�ƐƉĞĐŝĮĞĚ�ďĞůŽǁ͘��ůƚŚŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĞŶƟƌĞ�
ƉĂĐŬĞƚ�ŵƵƐƚ�ŶŽƚ�ĞǆĐĞĞĚ�ϭϬϬ�ƉĂŐĞƐ͕�ǇŽƵ�ŵĂǇ�ƐĞŶĚ�ĂĚĚŝƟŽŶĂů�ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂů�ŽŶ�Ă����Žƌ�ŇĂƐŚ�ĚƌŝǀĞ͘

ϭ͘�� EŽŵŝŶĂƟŽŶ�&Žƌŵ

Ϯ͘�� tƌŝƩĞŶ�^ƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚƐ���ĂŶĚ��

ϯ͘�� �ŝďůŝŽŐƌĂƉŚǇ

ϰ͘�� dǁŽ�WƌŝŵĂƌǇ�WŚŽƚŽƐ�ŽĨ��ǆƚĞƌŝŽƌͬDĂŝŶ�&ĂĐĂĚĞ
� ;ϴǆϭϬ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂŝŶ�ƉŚŽƚŽ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ�ŵŽŶƵŵĞŶƚ͘��ůƐŽ��
� ĞŵĂŝů�Ă�ĚŝŐŝƟĂů�ĐŽƉǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĂŝŶ�ƉŚŽƚŽ�ƚŽ͗�� �
� ƉůĂŶŶŝŶŐ͘ŽŚƌΛůĂĐŝƚǇ͘ŽƌŐͿ

ϱ͘�� �ŽƉŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�WƌŝŵĂƌǇͬ^ĞĐŽŶĚĂƌǇ��ŽĐƵŵĞŶƚĂƟŽŶ

ϲ͘�� �ŽƉŝĞƐ�ŽĨ��ƵŝůĚŝŶŐ�WĞƌŵŝƚƐ�ĨŽƌ�DĂũŽƌ��ůƚĞƌĂƟŽŶƐ
� ;ŝŶĐůƵĚĞ�ĮƌƐƚ�ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƟŽŶ�ƉĞƌŵŝƚƐͿ

ϳ͘�� �ĚĚŝƟŽŶĂů͕��ŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�WŚŽƚŽƐ�

ϴ͘�� ,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů�WŚŽƚŽƐ

ϵ͘�� �ŝŵĂƐ�WĂƌĐĞů�ZĞƉŽƌƚ�ĨŽƌ�Ăůů�EŽŵŝŶĂƚĞĚ�WĂƌĐĞůƐ
� ;ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�ŵĂƉͿ

WůĞĂƐĞ�read each Ɛƚatement and check the corrĞƐƉŽŶĚŝŶŐ�ďoǆĞƐ�to indicate that you agrĞĞ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�Ɛƚatemenƚ͕�ƚŚĞŶ�ƐŝŐŶ�ďĞůŽǁ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�
ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ�ƐƉĂĐĞ͘��ŝƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƉƉůŝĐĂŶƚ�Žƌ�ƉƌĞƉĂƌĞƌ�ŵĂǇ�ƐŝŐŶ͘

10. RELEASE

/�ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�Ăůů�ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚƐ�ƐƵďŵŝƩĞĚ�ǁŝůů�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�ƉƵďůŝĐ�ƌĞĐŽƌĚƐ�ƵŶĚĞƌ�ƚŚĞ��ĂůŝĨŽƌŶŝĂ�WƵďůŝĐ�ZĞĐŽƌĚƐ��Đƚ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ�
ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚƐ�ǁŝůů�ďĞ�ŵĂĚĞ�ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ�ƵƉŽŶ�ƌĞƋƵĞƐƚ�ƚŽ�ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƵďůŝĐ�ĨŽƌ�ŝŶƐƉĞĐƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŽƉǇŝŶŐ͘

/�ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�/�ŚĂǀĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƌŝŐŚƚ�ƚŽ�ƐƵďŵŝƚ�Žƌ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŽďƚĂŝŶĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞ�ƉĞƌŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƐƵďŵŝƚ�Ăůů�ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƟŽŶ�ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶĞĚ�
ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƉƉůŝĐĂƟŽŶ͘

/�ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�Ăůů�ƉŚŽƚŽŐƌĂƉŚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŵĂŐĞƐ�ƐƵďŵŝƩĞĚ�ĂƐ�ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƉƉůŝĐĂƟŽŶ�ǁŝůů�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽƉĞƌƚǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ��ŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�>ŽƐ�
�ŶŐĞůĞƐ͕�ĂŶĚ�ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƉĞƌŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ�ŝƐ�ŐƌĂŶƚĞĚ�ĨŽƌ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŚŽƚŽŐƌĂƉŚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŵĂŐĞƐ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ��ŝƚǇ�ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ�ĂŶǇ�ĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƟŽŶ�
ŽĨ�ĐŽŵƉĞŶƐĂƟŽŶ͘

DĂŝů�ǇŽƵƌ�,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐͲ�ƵůƚƵƌĂů�DŽŶƵŵĞŶƚ�^ƵďŵŝƩĂů�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�KĸĐĞ�ŽĨ�,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐ�ZĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͘

KĸĐĞ�ŽĨ�,ŝƐtoric RĞƐŽƵrĐĞƐ 
Departmenƚ�ŽĨ��ŝƚǇ�WůĂŶŶŝŶŐ 
221 N. Figueroa St.͕�Ste.�1350 

>ŽƐ��ŶgĞůĞƐ͕����ϵϬϬϭϮ

WŚŽŶĞ͗�ϮϭϯͲ874-3679 
tĞďƐŝƚĞ͗�ƉƌĞƐĞƌǀĂƟŽŶ͘ůĂĐŝƚǇ͘ŽƌŐ

Andrez Parra    10/31/2024
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Statement A: Architectural Description 
 
Located at 5920 Sunset Boulevard, on the southeast corner of Sunset Boulevard and Tamarind 
Avenue in Hollywood, the subject sign consists of a double-faced neon pole sign with a letter 
board sign below. It was built in 1968 by engineer B.L. Prenovich and contractor Intercity Neon 
featuring a design by Peskin Sign Co. for the Arby’s restaurant located on the same lot.  
 
The subject sign is of steel construction with plastic paneling. The east- and west-facing sign 
faces are symmetrical and feature a 30-foot tall, ten-gallon cowboy hat designed in a minimal line 
style that reads “ARBY’S ROAST BEEF SANDWICH DRIVE THRU” along the shaft of the hat 
and “IS DELICIOUS” along the brim. The slab-serif letters and outline of the hat are lined with 
neon tubing. Directly beneath the cowboy hat is a plain letter board sign. Overall, the sign is 
approximately 53-feet tall with 289-square feet of coverage.  
 
Alterations 
The subject sign has experienced minimal alterations that include the addition of a 6x8 letter board 
sign below the primary cowboy hat sign in 1969 as well as the replacement of the original 
incandescent light bulb outline with a neon outline at an unknown date.  
 
 
Statement B: Significance Statement 
 
The Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard meets one criterion for designation under the Cultural 
Heritage Ordinance: it “exemplifies significant contributions to the broad cultural, economic or 
social history of the nation, state, city or community” as an excellent example of 1960s illuminated 
commercial signage on Sunset Boulevard.  
 
The Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard was erected following the 1968 construction of the Arby’s 
restaurant building that originally had a covered wagon design but has been significantly altered 
throughout the years. Structures and signs designed to resemble giant or miniature non-
architectural objects that reflect the name or general spirit of the commercial enterprise are often 
referred to as Programmatic/Mimetic. Signs and structures using Programmatic/Mimetic forms 
were common along roadsides during the 1920s and 1930s, but despite largely falling out of use 
by the 1950s, many national and international corporations and roadside chains adopted large 
signage to advertise their businesses in the 1960s and 1970s. The neon and incandescent 
cowboy hat sign design was installed at Arby’s locations from its founding in 1964 until 1969, 
when the Arby’s brand phased it out in favor of a smaller and simplified backlit sign for new 
locations and redesigns of earlier restaurants.   
 
The Mimetic sign in the shape of a western 10-gallon hat along with the original covered wagon 
Mimetic restaurant were designed to be eye-catching for people driving automobiles along the 
major thoroughfare of Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. The subject sign’s large size and centered 
placement along the roadside curb make it a prominent sight for drivers traveling in both directions 
of the street.  
 
Starting in the late 1800s and early 1900s, Sunset Boulevard provided access to the then 
Hollywood agricultural settlement before becoming a significant route servicing the entertainment 
industry beginning in the 1910s. From motion picture studios, to record labels, and the many 
venues that served them, Sunset Boulevard has been the home to numerous landmarks and a 
notable concentration of illuminated commercial signage in Los Angeles. The subject sign was 
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purposely placed along Sunset Boulevard. The location was next door to the Paramount and 
KTLA studios (the former Warner Bros. Studio Lot, Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument #180) 
which drew vehicle and foot traffic past the sign.1 Even today, the subject sign stands a block 
away from Netflix headquarters. Over the years, the sign has been a prominent feature in many 
parades and events through Hollywood and along Sunset Boulevard, such as the 1992 and 1993 
Dolores and Bob Hope Hollywood Christmas Parade which saw grandstands erected in the lot of 
5920 Sunset Boulevard.  
 
In June 2024, it was announced that the Arby’s restaurant on Sunset Boulevard was set to close.2 
This news provoked widespread concern for the fate of the neon Arby’s sign that had adorned 
Sunset Boulevard for over half a century. Newspaper articles, opinion pieces, and online posts 
quickly arose describing personal experiences at the Arby’s restaurant, and more specifically 
about the ambiance and image of Sunset Boulevard that was provided by the subject sign.  
 
The subject sign was identified in the 2020 Hollywood Redevelopment Project Area Historic 
Resources Survey conducted by Architectural Resources Group as individually eligible for local 
designation as an excellent example of 1960s commercial signage.3 
 
While the accompanying Arby’s restaurant lost its original Mimetic covered wagon design, the 
Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard retains its original design and location. Only three other Arby’s 
signs dating to the 1960s remain in the City, one each in the Canoga Park, Mission Hills, and 
Reseda neighborhoods.4 These three signs were also identified within the citywide historic 
resources survey, SurveyLA; however, the sign in Canoga Park is currently threatened due to the 
closure of the Arby’s restaurant and a planned redevelopment of the site.5 Many of the other 
original Arby’s signs regionally and nationwide are currently threatened or have disappeared due 
to the closure of the accompanying restaurant or to redesigns that updated the signage to more 
contemporary Arby’s logos.6 The subject sign is a rare, remaining example of an original Arby’s 
sign in the city and the only 1960s-era commercial signage in Hollywood identified as eligible for 
designation in an official City historic resources survey.  
 
Commercial and Neon Signage in Los Angeles 
The prominence of commercial signage in Los Angeles grew with the consumer and car-centric 
culture that has defined much of the city’s history. The earliest electronically illuminated signs in 

                                                
1 Judy Sibelman, “Arby’s Celebrates 50 Years in Hollywood,” Inspire Stories (blog), January 14, 2019, 
https://stories.inspirebrands.com/arbys-celebrates-50-years-in-hollywood/. 
2 Makenna Sievertson, “Hollywood Arby’s Sign,” LAist, June 26, 2024. 
3 Architectural Resources Group, GPA Consulting, and Historic Resources Group, “Historic Resources 
Survey, Hollywood Redevelopment Project Area: Individual Resources,” January 28, 2020, 
https://planning.lacity.gov/odocument/ac6c03d6-42c1-4207-baa7-
aa537fb9229f/Appx_A_Individual_Resources.pdf. 
4 “Arby’s Roast Beef Sign 6850 N Reseda Blvd - Historic Places Los Angeles - Resource Report,” 
accessed October 7, 2024, https://historicplacesla.lacity.org/report/82437598-6d33-4351-b3dc-
8d13850d7eb4; “Arby’s Roast Beef Sign 7011 N. Topanga Canyon Blvd - Historic Places Los Angeles - 
Resource Report,” accessed October 7, 2024, https://historicplacesla.lacity.org/report/183407b4-61fc-
4c0b-acb8-62c95c4950ec. 
5 LADBS Records, accessed October 31, 2024, 
https://www.ladbsservices2.lacity.org/OnlineServices/PermitReport/PermitResultsbyPin?pin=183B101%2
0%20%20325  
6 RoadsideArchitecture.com, “Arby’s Roast Beef & Covered Wagon Restaurants | 
RoadsideArchitecture.com,” accessed October 7, 2024, https://www.roadarch.com/eateries/arbys3.html. 
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Los Angeles arose in the early 1900s as variety theaters utilized incandescent bulbs to advertise 
their names along with sponsors. These signs took over the vertical facades of buildings and 
eventually found their place along rooftops supported by metal scaffolding. In the following 
decades, many of Los Angeles’s commercial corridors were soon dominated by illuminated 
commercial signage: Downtown Los Angeles in the 1900s, Sunset Boulevard in the 1910s, and 
Pasadena Avenue (now Figueroa Street) in the 1920s. Over the years, Los Angeles became 
known for its abundance of illuminated signage including the Hollywoodland sign that featured 
50-foot letters and was the largest illuminated sign in the world at the time of its construction in 
1923.7 
 
The first American neon displays began in Los Angeles in 1923 with a car dealer on the corner of 
7th and Flower Streets with a sign that read “Packard” in 30-foot red and orange letters outlined 
in blue.8 These signs were illuminated by long clear or colored vacuum-sealed tubes with gasses 
such as argon and neon used to produce brighter illumination than incandescent bulbs. 
Throughout their use, neon lights were used in conjunction with incandescent lights on 
commercial signage. Throughout the 1930s, the popularity of illuminated signs continued to grow 
as studios, theaters, hotels, apartment buildings, and rail lines adopted neon to light their roof, 
blade, and marquee signs. By the 1940s, neon signage became a commonplace feature on the 
storefronts of eateries, grocery stores, markets, dry cleaners, liquor stores, bars, and dance halls 
throughout the city. 
 
Beginning in 1942, war-time restrictions on metal used in wiring and the anticipation of enemy 
raids resulted in mandated nighttime blackouts for the duration of World War II. As a result, many 
of these signs fell into disrepair during the war due to lack of use and neglect. New signage after 
the war was made with cheaper and more readily available materials. As a result, translucent 
plastics, fluorescent tubing, and backlighting began to dominate signage and displace neon as a 
singular material in the late 1940s.9 
 
In the 1950s and 1960s, commercial signs began to grow exponentially in size, scale, and 
symbolism employing a broader range of colors and shapes so as to be easier read from fast-
moving automobiles. At the same time, there was a trend of corporate chains creating attractively 
lit and easy-to-identify signage. In 1952, Holiday Inn began using their “Great Sign” design 
featuring bright green and yellow electric lights with pulsating neon, a curvilinear plane, and 
topped with a golden star. Other roadside establishments followed such as the 76 (originally Union 
76)  pole sign that featured a large, rotating orange sphere with “76” in blue lettering; KFC’s pole 
sign with a plexiglass bucket and Colonial Sanders’s face on top; Pioneer Chicken’s wagon on a 
backlit plastic box; and Arby’s big cowboy hat and flashing electric bulbs. These signs were 
designed and best suited for placement along large vehicle thoroughfares and commercial strips. 
Despite the often iconic silhouettes and imagery of this era of corporate signage, in the 1970s 
and 1980s, many companies began phasing out and replacing their illuminated signs in favor of 
modernized and simplified brand images.10 

                                                
7 Catherine Gudis, “Los Angeles Citywide Historic Context Statement; Context: Commercial 
Development, 1850-1980; Theme: Commercial Signs, 1906-1980,” SurveyLA: Los Angeles Historic 
Resources Survey (Los Angeles City Planning, Office of Historic Resources, July 2016), 
https://planning.lacity.gov/odocument/03d09336-aa3e-416c-96b4-
4368938aa9e9/CommercialSigns_1906-1980_0.pdf. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
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Commercial Development and the Automobile 
The architecture of Los Angeles throughout the 20th century was impacted by the automobile. 
New building types such as gas and service stations as well as drive-in restaurants were created 
to serve motorists. These new building types produced buildings that sat physically disconnected 
from their neighbors, instead surrounded by driveways and parking lots. Additionally, these 
buildings were designed in new architectural styles following three different approaches. The 
utilitarian approach designed buildings to meet the needs of automobiles as directly as possible. 
The celebratory approach emphasized the imaginative possibilities of car culture and resulted in 
architectural styles such as Programmatic/Mimetic, Streamline Moderne, and Googie. These 
styles focused on the customer’s car as an integral part of the building and transformed the free-
standing buildings into identifying sculptures. The final design approach, the tasteful, sought to 
hide the visible influence of the automobile while still serving the driver with detached and heavily 
landscaped parking structures.11 
 
While the three design approaches developed early along with the development of the automobile 
in Los Angeles, some approaches grew and fell in popularity over time. The celebratory approach 
dominated the 1930-1960s. However, pushback against car-centric design led to the decline in 
popularity of this approach in favor of the tasteful approach starting in the 1970s.12  
 
Programmatic/Mimetic architecture refers to structures which resemble giant or miniature non-
architectural objects. Mimetic architecture specifically reflects the name or general spirit of the 
commercial enterprise. Buildings in this style were common along roadsides during the 1920s 
and 1930s. Large-scale Mimetic architecture was designed to be viewed from passing vehicles 
and structures in the style were placed on large lots surrounded by parking. These structures had 
an advantage over more discreet signs of earlier pre-automobile commercial outlets. Despite 
Programmatic/Mimetic buildings largely falling out of use by the 1950s, many national and 
international corporations and roadside chains adopted large Programmatic/Mimetic signage to 
advertise their businesses in the 1960s and 1970s, typically high atop poles such as Kentucky 
Fried Chicken’s bucket sign and Pioneer Chicken’s wagon sign. 
 
Development of Hollywood and Sunset Boulevard  
The original occupants of the area that includes the present-day Hollywood neighborhood of Los 
Angeles were the Gabrieleño Tongva. Since time immemorial the Gabrieleño Tongva have 
occupied the entirety of the Los Angeles basin and the Santa Catalina, San Nicholas, San 
Clemente, and Santa Barbara islands, today referred to as the Channel Islands. The locations of 
the villages of the Gabrieleño Tongva, and other First Peoples of Los Angeles, are often dense 
population centers today, like Hollywood, and the roads or trading routes that were utilized by 
First Peoples often mirror some of Los Angeles’s major thoroughfares. Additionally, the names of 
some of the city’s neighborhoods and landmarks were taken from the names given by First 
Peoples. The presence of First Peoples is deeply embedded in the development of the City of 
Los Angeles from before its beginnings. 
 
In the late 1800s, the first attempts by Anglo-Americans to establish the City of Hollywood in the 
area failed. The idea to found Hollywood began with Harvey Wilcox who owned a large tract of 

                                                
11 Daniel Prosser, “Los Angeles Citywide Historic Context Statement: Context: Commercial Development, 
1850-1980: Theme: Commercial Development and the Automobile 1910-1970,” August 2016, 
https://planning.lacity.gov/odocument/3007ea6e-c4dd-42ec-bede-
b109293f2873/CommercialDevelopmentandtheAutomobile_1910-1970.pdf. 
12 Ibid. 
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land by 1886 and saw potential in the area for citrus cultivations. Lack of water meant the area 
saw little agriculture. By 1889, Wilcox was forced to buy back the land he sold. However, investor 
E.C. Hurd purchased a large amount of the land and continued the attempts to cultivate citrus 
fruits, this time using imported water. By 1902, Hollywood began to take on a suburban shape as 
businessman H.J. Wilcox purchased and subdivided land to build houses. By 1903, Hollywood 
incorporated as a city with strict temperance laws and continued to build a suburban image. In 
early 1910, Hollywood was annexed by the City of Los Angeles.13 
 
Soon after consolidation with the City of Los Angeles, Hollywood became the home of many 
motion-picture production companies and was the center of motion picture production throughout 
the early silent-film era and the emergence of talkies beginning in the late 1920s. After World War 
II, Hollywood developed into the production home of American network television.14  
 
Sunset Boulevard stretches from the Pacific Coast Highway on its western end to Figueroa Street 
near Downtown Los Angeles on its eastern end. The street passes through and acts as a major 
thoroughfare connecting several iconic Los Angeles neighborhoods such as Echo Park, 
Silverlake, Los Feliz, Bel Air, and Hollywood in addition to the cities of West Hollywood and 
Beverly Hills. Originally serving as a cattle-trail from El Pueblo de Los Angeles to the pacific coast, 
Sunset Boulevard –along with Hollywood Boulevard– was one of the early streets used to 
subdivide the plots created by Wilcox starting in 1902; it was serviced by horse-drawn vehicles 
and a railcar on its eastern end.15 The street has since been associated with the development of 
Hollywood and the entertainment industry. The first motion picture production studio in 
Hollywood–Nestor Motion Picture Company–opened along Sunset Boulevard in 1911 with more 
that followed.16 Simultaneously, Sunset Boulevard developed into a commercial artery connecting 
Downtown Los Angeles to the western parts of the city. In the 1920s, the one-time suburban 
commuter road became an attraction within itself with clubs and hotels such as Chateau Marmont 
(1929, HCM #151) and the Garden of Allah catering to the Hollywood elites.17  
 
Sunset Boulevard’s commercial identity continued to grow in conjunction with car culture in Los 
Angeles. Sunset Boulevard was home to early drive-in restaurants such as the Pig Stand (1931, 
no longer extant). In 1936, the Crossroads of the World (HCM #134), an outdoor shopping center  
featuring an early Programmatic design utilizing ship-like motifs, was constructed on Sunset 
Boulevard, further drawing in vehicle and pedestrian traffic.18 In 1949, the John Lautner designed 
Googie’s drive-in restaurant opened along Sunset Boulevard, which served as a model for later 
Googie-architecturally styled drive-ins.19  
 
                                                
13 Prosser, Daniel. “Los Angeles Citywide Historic Context Statement: Context: Pre-Consolidation 
Communities of Los Angeles, 1862-1932.” SurveyLA: Los Angeles Historic Resources Survey. Los 
Angeles City Planning, Office of Historic Resources, July 2016. 
https://planning.lacity.gov/odocument/232b11bd-19fd-4781-93f8-704d17b0aebc/Pre-
ConsolidationCommunitiesofLosAngeles.pdf. 
14 The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica. “Hollywood.” In Britannica, October 5, 2024. 
https://www.britannica.com/place/Hollywood-California#ref1316356. 
15 Masters, Nathan. “How L.A. Celebrated Sunset Bouelvard’s Opening in 1904.” PBS SoCal, November 
3, 2014. https://www.pbssocal.org/shows/lost-la/how-l-a-celebrated-sunset-boulevards-opening-in-1904. 
16 The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, “Hollywood.” 
17 Jaskol, Julie. “Timeline: Explore a Changing Sunset Boulevard.” Iris Blog | Getty (blog), October 13, 
2020. https://blogs.getty.edu/iris/timeline-explore-a-changing-sunset-boulevard/. 
18 Ibid  
19 Ibid 



 
Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard | Historic-Cultural Monument Nomination 
Page 6 of 10 

Through prohibition and the Great Depression, the section of Sunset Boulevard in unincorporated 
Los Angeles County became known as the Sunset Strip. In the 1950-60s, the thoroughfare was 
associated with nightlife and the music industry as record labels increasingly established studios 
in Hollywood and artists enjoyed the Sunset Strip.20 By the 1960s and 1970s, Sunset Boulevard 
was well established as a cultural and commercial corridor of Los Angeles with varying 
establishments to serve both industry workers and tourists. 
 
History of Arby’s 
The first Arby’s was founded in Boardman, Ohio in July 1964 by brothers Forrest and Leroy Raffel. 
The Raffel brothers–or RB, alliterated to Arby’s–wanted to create a more premium alternative to 
10- and 15-cent burgers popularized by McDonald’s by serving slow-roasted beef sold at 69 cents 
a sandwich. Within a year of their first restaurant, the Raffel brothers leveraged their experience 
in the restaurant equipment business to spread the Arby’s brand through franchising.21 
 
Arby’s spread throughout the United States as a family-run business franchise with over 300 
restaurants opened by 1969.22 In 1976, Arby’s was sold to Royal Crown Company with Leroy 
Raffel involved with the business until his retirement in 1979. Throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and 
2000s, the Arby’s company would be transferred between several corporate owners and see its 
expansion overseas to markets in the Middle East and Europe.23 In 2008, Arby’s corporate owner 
combined the company with Wendy’s, creating the short-lived Wendy’s/Arby’s group.24 While 
Wendy’s soon after dropped the Arby’s Restaurant Group, it still retains ownership of a minority 
share of the company. The Arby’s Restaurant Group Inc. later purchased other restaurant chains 
and franchises such as Buffalo Wild Wings, Dunkin, and Baskin-Robbins and was renamed to 
Inspire Brands in 2018.25 
 
As of 2024, Arby’s is headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia, and is the second-largest fast-casual 
restaurant brand in the world with over 3,500 locations worldwide.26   
 
Arby’s Brand and Logo Identity 
Arby’s has had relatively few commercial brand identity shifts since its beginning in 1964. The 
business has only gone through four major logo reworks. Its original “Roast Beef” or “Cowboy 
Hat” logo featured a minimalist outline of a brown ten-gallon cowboy hat with the words “ARBY’S 
ROAST BEEF SANDWICH IS DELICIOUS” in a slab-serif typeface. This hat was used from 1964 
until 1969 as the brand’s logo and adorned many large signs in front of or on top of its restaurants 

                                                
20 Architectural Resources Group, GPA Consulting, and Historic Resources Group, “Historic Resources 
Survey, Hollywood Redevelopment Project Area: Individual Resources,” 51-53; Charlie Gillet, “Los 
Angeles 1960s Overview,” in Britannica, n.d., https://www.britannica.com/topic/rock-Los-Angeles-1960s-
overview-1371259#ref709881. 
21 Arby’s, “About Arby’s,” accessed August 19, 2024, https://www.arbys.com/about-us/. 
22 Jane Erwin, “$40 Million Business // Franchise Is Made From Scratch,” Tulsa World, October 22, 1989, 
https://tulsaworld.com/archive/40-million-business-franchise-is-made-from-scratch/article_0498312f-1ce9-
5060-ae57-fad22d321121.html 
23 Ibid. 
24 Julie Jargon And Annie Gasparro, “Wendy’s/Arby’s Agrees to Sell Most of Arby’s to Roark Capital,” 
Wall Street Journal, June 13, 2011, sec. Markets, 
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052702303848104576383211960795164.html. 
25 Inspire Brands, “About Us,” Inspire Brands (blog), accessed August 19, 2024, 
https://inspirebrands.com/about-us/. 
26 Arby’s, “About Arby’s.” 
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built in this era with neon and incandescently illuminated letters and outlines.27 The cowboy hat, 
along with the Mimetic wagon-shape of their restaurants, used by Arby’s during this era, were 
likely designed to evoke the popularity of Westerns in America in the 1960s.28 
 
In 1969, the Arby’s brand saw its first, and longest serving, logo redesign. While the ten-gallon 
cowboy hat shape remained, the text of the logo was shortened to read only “ARBY’S” in hand-
drawn lettering in red along with a red outline. This served as the company’s primary logo until 
2012. During this time, new Arby’s locations, along with some older locations, adopted the 
redesigned logo for their signs. The Mimetic wagon restaurant design also began to be phased 
out along with the older “Roast Beef” logo.29  
 
In 2012, Arby’s saw another brand redesign–albeit short-lived–at which time the text was changed 
to read “ARBY’S” in lowercase along with a stylized apostrophe in the shape of a meat slicer. The 
outline of the hat was also redesigned to be glossy and 3-dimensional. This rebrand coincided 
with a new slogan “Slicing Up Freshness,” but it was replaced in 2013, reverting to a simpler two-
dimensional design.30  
 
The current Arby’s logo, adopted in 2013, was a return to the 1969-2012-era form with hand-
drawn letters reading “ARBY’S” in a red two-dimensional cowboy hat outline. However, in this 
version, the cowboy hat was reduced in both vertical and horizontal dimensions, emphasizing the 
restaurant name in the center.  
 
5920 Sunset Boulevard 
Permit records reveal that the lot at 5920 Sunset Boulevard was occupied by a residence 
constructed in 1917, which was converted into a restaurant,  hot dog stand, and gas station/car 
wash that shared the lot by 1944. Additionally, in 1946, a permit was issued for the relocation of 
an office building on the lot. 
 
In April 1968, the gas station and other properties on the lot were demolished and an Arby’s 
restaurant building was permitted to be built. The construction of the accompanying sign (the 
subject sign) likely followed the building, with permits being issued in August of 1968, along with 
the construction of a letter board sign in early 1969.  
 
The Arby’s located at 5920 Sunset Boulevard opened in 1969 as the 150th Arby’s restaurant and 
one of the earliest franchises in Los Angeles.31 The franchise was owned and operated by Mike 
and Marilyn Leviton throughout its 55-year history. During this time, the restaurant saw many 
changes that included several redesigns and the addition of a drive-thru in 1980. The location 
was also used in several movies and TV shows. 
 
The Arby’s restaurant continuously operated on the lot until its closure in June 2024. 
 
 
 

                                                
27 Mosi A., “The Complete History Of The Arby’s Logo,” Hatchwise (blog), accessed August 19, 2024, 
https://www.hatchwise.com/resources/the-complete-history-of-the-arbys-logo. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid 
30 Ibid.  
31 Sibelman, “Arby’s Celebrates 50 Years in Hollywood.” 
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Other Arby’s Signage 
In addition to the Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard, there are at least three other extant examples 
of “Great Hat” Arby’s signs in the city of Los Angeles: a roof sign along Topanga Canyon 
Boulevard in Canoga Park, a pole sign along Sepulveda Boulevard in Mission Hills, and a pole 
sign along Reseda Boulevard in Reseda. While the signage is intact, the Arby’s restaurant in 
Canoga Park closed in 2022 with permit records indicating a planned redesign into a Raising 
Canes restaurant. The three signs were constructed in 1969 and were identified by the citywide 
historic resources survey, SurveyLA, as potentially eligible for local designation as excellent 
examples of 1960s Arby’s Roast Beef signs. However, none of these signs retain the same level 
of association with commercial signage along a major thoroughfare as the Arby’s Sign on Sunset.  
In addition to identified Arby’s signage in the city of Los Angeles, there are at least 22 known 
Arby’s “Great Hat” signs constructed in the 1960s extant today across the United States.32 
However, many of these signs have faced alterations such as replacement of original neon tubing, 
metal and plastic materials, and/or removal of letters. Another notable example of a 1960s-era 
Arby’s sign within California is the Arby’s located at 7942 Edinger Avenue in Huntington Beach. 
In May and June of 1924, online outlets reported on the planned demolition and redesign of the 
original Arby’s Mimetic covered wagon  building at this location.33 However, the plans for the 
original sign are unclear as of August 2024. Other 1960s Arby’s signs in California locations such 
as Pomona and Ventura have lost their original neon sign designs which were replaced with more 
modern Arby’s signage. Many of the approximately 250 original 1960s Great Hat-designed Arby’s 
signs across the country have either been replaced with updated signage or lost due to the closure 
of the business. 
 
B.L. Prenovich and Peskin Sign Co.   
The Arby’s Sign on Sunset Boulevard was constructed by sign engineer B.L. Prenovich along 
with contractor Intercity Neon utilizing a design by the Peskin Sign Co. While not much is known 
about B.L. Prenovich, there are numerous permit records listing them as the engineer for neon 
signage across Los Angeles such as for a tax service and bakery along Sunset Boulevard in 1969 
and 1972 (both no longer extant), a plastics company along Venice Boulevard in 1969 (no longer 
extant), and the Shoppers Market Building in Highland Park in 1960 (no longer extant).34 
 
Peskin Sign Co. designed and installed the original Arby’s Great Hat sign at its premier Ohio 
location in 1964. As of 2009, the company still handles the removal and installation of signage for 
Arby’s locations across the United States.35  
  

                                                
32 RoadsideArchitecture.com, “Arby’s Roast Beef & Covered Wagon Restaurants | 
RoadsideArchitecture.Com.” 
33 Rolando Pujol, “Concerns Swirl over Epic 1960s Arby’s; a Motor City Miracle; and More Sweet and 
Sour News from the American Roadside,” Substack newsletter, The Retrologist by Rolando Pujol (blog), 
June 5, 2024, https://rolandopujol.substack.com/p/concerns-swirl-over-epic-1960s-arbys. 
34 “Historic-Cultural Monument Application: Shoppers Market Building,” August 2013. 
35 Trax Page, “HATS OFF TO ARBY’S,” Star Beacon, November 23, 2009, 
https://www.starbeacon.com/archives/hats-off-to-arby-s/article_2bcc88cf-5f2e-5b5a-b01a-
785f39b6c144.html. 
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PREFACE 

This theme is a component of Los Angeles’ citywide historic context statement and provides guidance to 
field surveyors in identifying and evaluating potential historic resources relating to commercial 
development and the automobile. Refer to www.HistoricPlacesLA.org for information on designated 
resources associated with this theme as well as those identified through SurveyLA and other surveys. 

CONTRIBUTORS 

Daniel Prosser is a historian and preservation architect.  He holds an M.Arch. from Ohio State University 
and a Ph.D. in history from Northwestern University.  Before retiring, he was the Historic Sites Architect 
for the Kansas State Historical Society. Daniel Herrick holds a master’s degree in Heritage Conservation 
from the University of Southern California and contributed to the “Motels” sub-theme. 

INTRODUCTION  

Los Angeles has long been known as a city dominated by the automobile. The “Commercial 
Development and the Automobile” theme examines building types which reflect the city’s predilection 
for the passenger car and whose forms were directly shaped by the needs of the car. This shaping 
occurred in two ways. First, the design of these buildings took on features which identified them as 
catering to, and often celebrating, the automobile. Second, site layouts accommodated the auto’s need 
to maneuver.  These design and spatial adaptations led to clear differentiations between the older 
pedestrian-oriented commercial buildings and the newer auto-based forms. Significant examples of 
these building types are indicative of Los Angeles’ flourishing car culture, particularly during the 1940s to 
1960s.   

This theme covers four sub-themes and their associated property types:   

• The Car and Car Services, which includes gas/service stations, car showrooms, car repair 
facilities, parking structures, and car washes 

• The Motel  
• Commercial Drive In/Drive Thru, which includes drive-in restaurants and drive-thru facilities of 

varying commercial building types   
• Programmatic/Mimetic, which includes various commercial building types, but particularly food 

service-related  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.historicplacesla.org/
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Evaluation Considerations 
 
The theme “Commercial Development and the Automobile” may have some overlap with other 
SurveyLA themes as follows: 
 

• Properties significant for their architectural quality may also be eligible under themes within the 
“Architecture and Engineering” context such as Spanish Colonial Revival, Art Deco, Streamline 
Moderne, Mid-Century Modern, Googie and other styles discussed in the narrative below. 

• Signs may be identified as character-defining features of property types in this theme. They may 
also be identified individually as significant under the “Commercial Signs” theme.  

• Properties evaluated under this theme may also be significant under the “Commercial Identity” 
theme for their association with well-known and long-term businesses.   

• For a historic context on properties associated with Route 66, see the National Register of 
Historic Places Multiple Property Documentation Form: U.S. Highway 66 in California.    
http://ohp.parks.ca.gov/pages/1054/files/us%20route%2066%20mpdf.pdf  
A Route 66 theme was not developed as part of the citywide historic context statement.    

• Resources relating to automobile parts and production are covered under the “Automobile 
Production” theme of the “Industrial Development” context.   

• Related topics, including Drive-in Markets, are discussed in the “Neighborhood Commercial 
Development” theme of the “Commercial Development” context.  

 
  

http://ohp.parks.ca.gov/pages/1054/files/us%20route%2066%20mpdf.pdf
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HISTORIC CONTEXT 
 
The Automobile and Los Angeles 
 
Reyner Banham noted in Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies that, “like earlier generations of 
English intellectuals who taught themselves Italian in order to read Dante in the original, I learned to 
drive in order to read Los Angeles in the original.”1  It is impossible to understand Angeleno architecture 
of the twentieth century without considering the impact of the automobile. This impact can best be 
seen in those buildings created to provide for the needs of the car.  Beginning in the early 1900s, there 
emerged new building types – from gas stations to drive-in restaurants – which served the motorist.   
 
These new building types led to new relationships with the street and surrounding building.  Earlier 
urban buildings had been part of a greater whole. Set adjacent or close to each other, they formed a 
visually solid street wall.  Only the occasional monumental building, such as a library or a church, broke 
with the street wall and stood apart.  But the automobile produced buildings that all stood alone, each 
surrounded by its own driveway and parking lot.  The idea of a wall of unified background buildings, 
broken in places by a foreground building sitting in isolated splendor, no longer fit the increasingly auto-
oriented city.  It its place came a line of separate buildings, each putting itself forward as a monument. 
 
Given this new relationship, designers of auto-related architecture took one of three approaches.  Each 
approach drew from the designer’s attitude toward the passenger car and the street it created.  The first 
approach was the utilitarian.  To utilitarian designers the automobile and the roadside landscape it 
produced were neither good nor bad.  They simply were.  These designers accepted the car as a given 
and tried to devise building forms that directly served its needs.  They had little concern for architectural 
flourish or the larger urban setting.  At its best, the utilitarian approach resulted in well-proportioned 
and crisply detailed industrial-style structures.  At its (more common) worst, utilitarian designers 
produced box-like sheds whose signs were the most memorable elements. 
 
The second architectural approach was the celebratory.  To celebratory designers the automobile was 
unquestionably good and the roadside it produced an opportunity for the imagination.  The celebratory 
first appeared in the 1920s with Programmatic/Mimetic buildings, those structures shaped like non-
architectural objects from derby hats to chili bowls.  It continued into the 1930s with the Streamline 
Moderne, best exemplified by the circular drive-in restaurants of the day, surrounded by cars like spokes 
on a wheel and awash at night in neon and indirect lighting.  Its high point was the Googie style of the 
1950s, with structures such as car washes with their expansive roofs and slender pylons extending into 
the sky like so many tail fins.  Regardless of its form, the celebratory approach accepted the idea of the 
free-standing structure and transformed it into a type of identifying sculpture, with the customer’s car 
as an integral part.  
 

                                                            
1 Reyner Banham, Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 23. 
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The third architectural approach was the tasteful.  To the tasteful designers the automobile was at best 
a necessary evil and the roadside landscape it produced a disgrace.  These designers sought to tame the 
influence of the car and to bring to the roadside the harmony of the earlier pedestrian city.  In essence 
they tried to separate the building from the car, physically and psychologically.  Purveyors of tasteful 
design initially used revivalist domestic and commercial forms to clothe structures serving the 
automobile, and tried to maintain the spatial arrangement of the earlier city by hiding parked cars at the 
rear of their buildings or in separate garages.   Later designers accepted the visible parking lot as 
inevitable, but tried through landscaping to distance the building from the car, covering their structures 
in so-called natural materials so as to combat the mechanistic ambience of the highway.  
 

These three approaches have done battle 
from the beginning of the car’s widespread 
use.  The utilitarian was the first to emerge 
in structures such as early service stations, 
and its influence has been more or less 
steady ever since.  By the mid-1920s the 
tasteful approach gained favor as it tried to 
fit the ever-increasing number of cars into 
the existing architectural and spatial 
arrangements of the pre-automobile city.  
From the early 1930s through the middle 
of the 1960s the celebratory approach 
became dominant, as auto-oriented sprawl 
and individualistic architecture to match 
became the acceptable norm for both 
professional designers and the public at 

large.  But by the late 1960s the auto-based roadside came into question on environmental grounds, 
and the celebratory architecture it encouraged was denounced as unacceptably ugly.  A new era of the 
tasteful had begun. 
 
The Passenger Car, 1900-1930 
 
The sprawling nature of greater Los Angeles was actually the product of an earlier system of 
transportation, the interurban railroad.  The development of the interurban, beginning in the late 1800s 
and reaching its peak with the Pacific Electric network in the early 1900s, allowed the residents of the 
city and its surrounding suburbs to spread out over the flatlands. Yet this was still a settlement pattern 
of clusters around interurban stops.  Large expanses of vacant land sat between these settlements.  It 
was the automobile that allowed Angelenos to fill in the expanses.2   
 

                                                            
2 Ibid., 80-83. 

Gas Station, circa 1920 (Los Angeles Public Library) 
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The widespread use of the automobile came in the years just before the United States entered the First 
World War in 1917.  Up until that time the passenger car was a luxury item.  In 1906, Woodrow Wilson, 
then president of Princeton University, maintained that “possession of a motor car was such an 
ostentatious display of wealth that it would stimulate socialism by inciting envy of the rich.”3  The 
Automobile Club of Southern California, organized in 1900, at first represented this well-off class of 
motorists, and by 1910 had a membership of 2,500.4 
 
Ten years later, in 1920, Automobile Club membership had risen to 30,320, a twelve-fold increase that 
reflected the changing nature of auto ownership during that decade.  Overall, auto registration in Los 
Angeles County, less than 20,000 in 1910, exceeded 100,000 by 1920.  The increase in popular 
ownership came about through the development of an affordable car, specifically the Ford Model T.  
There were other manufacturers of cars intended for the masses but none could come close to 
challenging Henry Ford.  Built using assembly-line techniques, the Model T – commonly known as the Tin 
Lizzie – was durable, easy to operate, economical to maintain and simple to repair.5    
 
The Model T was first introduced in 1908.  A year later Ford stopped manufacturing all other models and 
concentrated on it alone, and by 1911 Ford had become the largest single automobile manufacturer in 
the country.  In the process of increasing volume he continually lowered the price.  In 1908 the touring 
car cost $850 and less than six thousand were made.   By 1912 the price had fallen to $600 and over 
seventy-eight thousand were produced.  By 1916 a new touring car could be had for $360 and well over 
half a million were built.  By the end of the First World War, in 1918, Ford had half the market for 
automobiles in the United States, and by 1920 every other motor car in the world was a Model T.6 
 
In great part because of the Model T, the 1920s were the years during which the motor car became the 
dominant mode of transportation in Southern California.  Registration of passenger cars in Los Angeles 
County went from a bit more than 100,000 in 1920 to almost 800,000 by 1930.  This growth was aided 
by the fact that prices for new cars continued to fall during that decade.  The average price of all 
passenger cars in 1919 was $1,157.  By 1929 it was $818.  A new Model T could be bought in 1926 for 
$290, seventy dollars less than what it cost ten years earlier.  Also there had developed by the early 
1920s a used-car market, which provided the less well off with an even cheaper car.  Finally, adding to 
the affordability of autos was the emergence of buying on credit.  By 1925 three-quarters of all sales, 
new and used, were made with some form of a time-payment plan.7 
 

                                                            
3 Quoted in John B. Rae, The American Automobile: A Brief History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), 29. 
4 Scott L. Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile: The Making of the Modern City (Berkeley & Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1987), 54; Howard J. Nelson, The Los Angeles Metropolis (Dubuque IA: Kendell-Hunt 
Publishing Company, 1983), 276. 
5 Robert M. Fogelson, The Fragmented Metropolis: Los Angeles, 1850-1930 (Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1967 [1993]), 92; Nelson, The Los Angeles Metropolis, 276; Rae, American Automobile, 59. 
6 Rae, American Automobile, 38, 59-62, 66-67. 
7 Fogelson, The Fragmented Metropolis, 92; Rae, American Automobile, 79-80, 87-88, 200. 
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By the mid-1920s the dominance of the Model-T began to fade.  The growing popularity of the self-
starter, and the shift in preference from open to closed cars, made the cloth-topped Ford, with its crank-
dependent engine, increasingly unattractive.  General Motors introduced the Chevrolet as a slightly 
more costly but much more stylish alternative, and devised the annual model change as a means to 
stimulate the market.  Henry Ford’s concept of a durable car built for long use became unfashionable. 
Ford responded in the late 1920s with the Model A as an updated substitute for the Model T.  By the 
end of the decade the Tin Lizzie may have vanished as a new product, but it had accomplished its 
purpose of making the car an affordable element of everyday life.8   
 
The City Street, 1900-1930 
 
The increasing presence of the car after the First World War caused Los Angeles to rethink the nature of 
its street system.  There were some major early thoroughfares laid out by both the city and the county, 
particularly after the Board of Supervisors issued $3.5 million in bonds for road construction in 1909.  
But typically streets had been created by subdividers, with the higher-priced developments having some 
kind of hard surface provided.  Otherwise, property owners created improvement districts of their own 
to finance the grading and surfacing of their streets.9   
 
Yet in spite of this generally haphazard system, between 1904 and 1914 Los Angeles was able to 
improve nearly 500 miles of streets.  These included hundreds of residential lanes and such north-south 
and east-west arteries as Central Avenue, Vermont Avenue, Adams Boulevard and Pico Boulevard.  
These routes were generally thirty to fifty feet wide and topped by a firm surface.  By 1915 all of the 
main thoroughfares had paving of some sort.10  
 
But these improvements were soon overwhelmed by the increase in car ownership during the early 
1920s.  This increase prompted community leaders to press for studies as to how the street system 
could further be improved.  Both the Automobile Club of Southern California in 1921 and the City’s 
Traffic Commission in 1922 prepared plans for upgrading street layouts.  The Board of Supervisors 
created a Los Angeles County Regional Planning Commission, also in 1922.  But these were all less than 
comprehensive in coverage and findings.11 
 
In 1924 community leaders hired the firm of landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted to prepare a 
survey of existing conditions and make recommendations for the improvement of the city’s streets.   
This study, entitled A Major Traffic Street Plan for Los Angeles, covered what was then the extent of 

                                                            
8 Rae, American Automobile, 74, 79-80, 106. 
9 Fogelson, The Fragmented Metropolis, 94-95; Nelson, The Los Angeles Metropolis, 278. 
10 Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile, 58; Fogelson, The Fragmented Metropolis, 92-94. 
11 Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile, 97;  Todd Gish, “Challenging the Myth of an Unplanned Los Angeles,” in 
Planning Los Angeles, edited by David C. Sloane (Chicago & Washington DC: American Planning Association, 2012), 
25;  Frederick Law Olmsted, Harlan Bartholomew and Charles Henry Cheney, A Major Traffic Street Plan for Los 
Angeles, Prepared for the Committee on Los Angeles Plan on Major Highways of the Traffic Commission of the City 
and County of Los Angeles (Los Angeles: Traffic Commission of the City and County of Los Angeles, 1924), 5. 
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settlement.  It reached to the south as far as Hyde Park and 110th Street, to the west as far as Beverly 
Hills, and to the southwest as far as Culver City.12  
 
Some of its recommendations followed older City Beautiful models.  It suggested that Crenshaw 
Boulevard south of Wilshire Boulevard and Wilshire west of Crenshaw be developed as traditional 
parkways such as those constructed a generation earlier in Boston and Chicago.  At the same time, the 
plan was foresighted enough to recommend parkways along the Arroyo Seco to Pasadena and through 
the Cahuenga Pass to the San Fernando Valley, which would serve both as pleasure drives and traffic 
arteries.  Both the Arroyo Seco and the Cahuenga Pass Parkway proposals would find their way into later 
plans for the city’s freeway system.13 
 
But of more immediate importance was the plan’s differentiation between local and arterial streets.  
Local streets were those that served neighborhood residents and businesses, while arterial streets were 
those which the report called major distribution streets.  These were the streets that allowed traffic to 
move from one neighborhood or district to another.  The plan stated that the primary need was the 
designation and improvement of these arterial streets for through traffic.  These major distribution 
streets were to be widened and, where necessary, relocated to eliminate intersections at which they did 
not directly align.  The plan realistically identified these distribution streets to be those that were 
already being used for through traffic, and thereby made implementation of its recommendations more 
likely.14   
 
During the next six years Los Angeles worked to carry out the widening and straightening recommended 
by the Olmsted Plan.  Within a year of the plan’s publication the city’s voters had approved a five million 
dollar bond issue and later accepted a special property tax for street improvements.  The result was 
that, by the first years of the Great Depression of the 1930s, most of the arterial routes south of the 
Santa Monica Mountains had been identified and reconfigured as major distribution streets.15  
 
These improved arterials were also designated as locations for commerce.  For this, Los Angeles relied 
on its zoning power. The first comprehensive zoning ordinance was drafted in 1925.  Business was 
relegated both to its traditional downtown district and to the major distribution streets identified in the 
plan.  Thoroughfares such as Santa Monica Boulevard and Vermont Avenue extended for block after 
block as “C-Zone – Commercial-Business Uses.” While these streets were often already sites for 
scattered businesses based on earlier streetcar lines, their designation in the zoning code discouraged 
other uses and led to their becoming predominantly commercial.16 
 

                                                            
12 Olmsted, A Major Traffic Street Plan for Los Angeles, passim. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile, 114-115, 169; Gish, “Challenging the Myth of an Unplanned Los 
Angeles,” 25; Nelson, The Los Angeles Metropolis, 277-278. 
16 Fogelson, The Fragmented Metropolis, 254-256. 



SurveyLA Citywide Historic Context Statement    
Context: Commercial Development/Commercial Development and the Automobile  
 

Page | 8  
 

This blanket designation made available more 
commercially-zoned land than was justified by 
demand.  The result, by the time construction 
came to a halt in the early 1930s, was spotty 
development.  Isolated commercial structures 
stood interspersed among vacant lots.  One 
historian has described this as the creation of 
business “shoestrings” with development “in 
an uneconomical, disorderly, and unattractive 
fashion.”17  At the same time, the relatively 
large amount and low cost of this commercial 
space along arterial streets allowed an 
automobile-centered architecture to emerge. 
 

 
Taming the Automobile, 1920-1930 
 
The growing number of cars, and the apparently disorganized streetscape that resulted, led professional 
designers to search for some kind of order.  The first reaction was to make the car fit into the familiar 
land arrangements that predated it.  One response was to turn to the older Garden City model.  In 1926 
the Los Angeles City Club reported that decentralization was inevitable and that Los Angeles should 
become a “harmoniously developed community of local centers and garden cities.”18  
 
Perhaps the best known of these local centers within the city limits was Westwood, laid out between 
1926 and 1929.  It was designed as a self-contained commercial district to serve the planned campus for 
the southern branch of the University of California (today’s UCLA) and the surrounding upper-middle 
class residential neighborhood.  Westwood was deliberately set back a block from Wilshire Boulevard, 
and commercial development was originally banned along that thoroughfare as it passed by the 
community.  The new district consisted of a series of commercial streets much like a pre-industrial 
village, all equal in importance and none serving as a path for through auto traffic.19     
 
As appealing as it was architecturally, Westwood failed to serve as a model for commercial development 
in the automobile age.  Its lack of an arterial path through the center made auto circulation difficult and 
its shortage of parking quickly became a problem.  An alternative approach to Westwood’s concentrated 
layout was to accept the shoestring commercial strip as a given and to find some way to make it more 
attractive.  The concept that emerged was that of placing commercial structures directly on the street, 
in the pre-automobile pattern, and then locating parking in the rear.  In this manner the traditional 

                                                            
17 Fogelson, The Fragmented Metropolis, 257. 
18 1926 report quoted in Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile, 159. 
19 Richard Longstreth, City Center to Regional Mall: Architecture, the Automobile, and Retailing in Los Angeles, 
1920-1950 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997), 163-165. 

Pig Stand Drive-In, circa 1930 (Los Angeles Public Library) 
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street wall of solid attached buildings along a boulevard could be maintained and the parked car hidden 
away.20 
 
This concept of rear parking appeared first in Hollywood in 1923, when I. Magnin constructed a luxury 
women’s store with parking in back and valet service.  But the best-known and most influential example 
was Bullock’s Wilshire, completed in 1929; today the site is Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument 
(HCM) #56 and listed in the National Register.  It was directly adjacent to the street, allowing for the 
maintenance of a continuous wall of buildings.   At the same time, it had an expansive and easily 
accessible parking area to the rear that occupied two-thirds of its site, and an entrance from that area 
into the store which was as imposing as that fronting on the street.21 
 
Bullock’s Wilshire was significant for roadside commercial architecture in a second way.  While 
maintaining the street wall with its façade, it featured a tower that extended above the street wall and 
became a free-standing three-dimensional object easily seen by passing motorists.  This led to other 
commercial structures along Wilshire, such as the Wilshire Tower of 1929 (HCM #332) and the Pellissier 
Building of 1930-1931 (HCM #118 and listed in the National Register), which combined the older 
boulevard ideal of the solid street wall with the newer highway-based concept of building as sign 
through the use of a tower.22 

The arrangement of front building and rear parking remained influential, particularly in elite 
neighborhoods, for the next decade.  It was used for the Chapman Park Market of 1928-1929 (HCM 
#386), one block off Wilshire on Sixth Street, and for the May Company Department Store of 1938-1939 
on the northeast corner of Wilshire and Fairfax (HCM #566).  As late as 1941, the Los Angeles County 
Regional Planning District still called for future commercial construction to be concentrated in business 
centers at major intersections in which the buildings were set hard against the street and parking placed 
in the rear.23 
                                                            
20 Longstreth, City Center to Regional Mall, 174. 
21 Ibid., 97, 114-115. 
22 Ibid., 106, 114.  
23 Longstreth, City Center to Regional Mall, 139, 197, 290-291; Richard Longstreth, The Drive-In, the Supermarket, 
and the Transformation of Commercial Space in Los Angeles, 1914-1941 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999), 140-142; A 
Comprehensive Report on the Master Plan of Highways for the Los Angeles County Regional Planning District – 
Volume I, The Plan and its Preparation (Los Angeles: Regional Planning Commission, 1941), 54-55. 

Historic-Cultural Monument Nos. 332 (The Wilshire Tower), 386 (Chapman Park Market), and 566 (May Co. Department Store) 
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The Architecture of the Auto, 1910-1930 
 
So what were these roadside buildings that so appalled the traditionalists?  The most numerous were 
gas stations.  Individual purveyors of fuel, in buildings of their own and separated from their neighbors 
by expanses of paving, began appearing in the years before the First World War.  By the late 1920s they 
had become one of the most common buildings types in the city and, for better or worse, established 
the formula of an auto-oriented architecture that was free-standing and acting as an advertisement for 
itself. 
 
The service station of the 1920s came in all sizes and styles.  It could be a simple shed with a single 
pump, or a large enterprise with a phalanx of pumps in front and a collection of service buildings to the 
rear.  It could be housed in the simplest of utilitarian designs, or clothed in one of the many historical 
forms typical of the era.  But regardless of its size or architectural elaboration, it broke the rules of 
traditional urbanism. 
 
Along with the service station came other building types housing services for the automobile.  They 
included the auto repair shop and the car wash.  Originally, these had been part of the service station, 
housed in structures located to the rear of the pumps.  But by the late 1920s they had emerged as 
separate building types of their own. 
 
A second category of buildings came to join the gas station and its offspring as typifying the auto strips 
of the 1920s.  These were the restaurants.  There were two forms.  One was the drive-in.  This was a 
descendent of the roadside food stand.  By the mid-1920s the food stand had migrated to the center of 
the lot and was surrounded by parking.  The car hop provided service to the customers in their parked 
cars. 
 
The other restaurant form that came to characterize the strip used the architecture of fantasy.  
Specifically this was the practice of employing non-architectural forms, from giant hats to miniature 
mountains, to house commercial enterprises.  Historians have called this giant-object architecture 
Programmatic/Mimetic, with the architecture reflecting the name of the restaurant, the type of food 
served, or both.  To be sure, other kinds of businesses used the Programmatic/Mimetic, but the vast 
majority consisted of restaurants. 
 
Finally, there was the emergence of the motel as a distinct auto-oriented form.  It first made it 
appearance as a cluster of cabins within the auto camps found at the outskirts of the city.  By the late 
1920s, the motel was a separate building type, consisting of collection of simple cabins, arranged along 
the lines of the earlier bungalow courts, with parking adjacent to each unit. 
 
What characterized these 1920s types – the motel, the gas station, the drive-in, and the giant object 
restaurant – was a variety of style that verged on anarchy.  Motorists driving along one of the arterials 
became accustomed to seeing a gas station, housed in a simple industrial structure, next to a hot dog 
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stand in the shape of a giant frankfurter in a bun, followed by a cluster of tourist cabins in rustic 
bungalow style, and then by a second gas station outfitted in elaborate Spanish Colonial Revival dress.  
Each sat in isolation on its individual lot, displaying its uniqueness in three dimensions. 
 
To be sure, not all automobile-related architecture of the 1920s was that of the open road.  Some forms 
remained rooted in the older central business districts.  In doing so, they adopted the historicist styles 
and the relationship to the street of the commercial structures that surrounded them.  These forms 
were the automobile dealership and the parking garage.  The dealership chose to remain where it could 
share in the prestige of a downtown location, as well as be accessible to potential customers who did 
not yet own cars.  The parking structure by its very nature was a product of the compact downtown core 
and would remain so even when the auto dealership later fled for the strip to join the other car-related 
building types. 
 
In addition to new transportation infrastructure, proliferation of the automobile in the 1910s and 1920s 
also spawned a commercial enclave to the south and west of the central business district that was 
oriented around the sale, repair, and maintenance of cars.  Capitalizing on the enhanced role that auto 
travel played, particularly in Southern California, several automobile manufacturers erected large, new 
showrooms and repair facilities along Figueroa and Flower Streets in what is now known as the South 
Park neighborhood.  By the 1910s, the term “auto row” appeared in local newspapers and was used to 
describe the cluster of showrooms and associated businesses in the area.24  Throughout Downtown, 
multi-story “auto parks” were weaved into the central business district as early as the 1920s, providing 
patrons of department stores and other businesses with a convenient place to park their car while 
shopping.  To entice motorists, many of these garages offered on-site services in addition to parking 
stalls.  Some touted a rather robust menu of amenities including “a repair department manned by 
experts, a lubrication department, and a washing and polishing department … a complete accessory and 
tire department with direct factory representation … [and] a finely appointed ladies’ lounge.”25 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                            
24 The terms “auto row” and “automobile row” first appear in Los Angeles Times articles from the early 1910s. 
25 “New Garage Has Features for Car Service,” Los Angeles Times, Sept. 13, 1925. 
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The Streamline Moderne of the 1930s 
 
The Depression of the 1930s was 
devastating for commercial 
construction.  Land remained vacant and 
its value dropped.  The excess of 
commercially-zoned lots was still an 
issue as late as 1941.  A study 
commissioned by the Los Angeles 
County Regional Planning District that 
same year maintained that the problems 
of “the overabundance of so-called 
business lots on major highways – the 
miles of vacant business properties – are 
well known,” and blamed them in large 
part on the liberal use of commercial 
zoning.26   

 
At the same time the Depression apparently had little effect on the widespread ownership of cars.  The 
proportion of Angelenos owning autos remained generally the same from the mid-1920s through the 
early 1940s.  There had been 8.2 residents per automobile in 1915, 3.6 in 1920, and 1.8 in 1925.  At this 
point the ratio stabilized, with 1.5 residents per automobile in 1930, 1.6 in 1935 and 1.4 in 1940.  
Automobile registration actually increased by some 300,000 in Los Angeles County between 1930 and 
1940 as migrants to the southland brought their cars with them.27   
 
This combination of abundant cheap land and continued car use led architects and planners to embrace 
the roadside architectural model of the isolated building surrounded by parking.  The little commercial 
construction that did take place was almost exclusively on those abundant, low-cost commercially-
zoned plots where businesses could stretch out and make sure that their auto-born customers had 
plenty of space.  The result, according to critic Douglas Haskell writing in 1937 in the Architectural 
Record, was a city that “appears to the casual view as a series of parking lots interspersed with 
buildings.”28   
 
A few planners had begun, before the onset of hard times, to accept the roadside arrangement of a 
commercial building with parking in front rather than hidden in the rear.  In 1927 the Board of City 
Planning Commissioners for the City of Los Angeles presented a “Suggested Treatment for Local 
Business Centers at the Intersection of Main Thoroughfares.” It was published in the journal American 

                                                            
26 A Comprehensive Report on the Master Plan, 67-68. 
27 Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile, 93; Longstreth, City Center to Regional Mall: Architecture, 99. 
28 Quoted in Chester H. Liebs, Main Street to Miracle Mile: American Roadside Architecture (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1985 [1995]), 15. 

Herbert’s Drive-In Restaurant, circa 1940 (Los Angeles Public Library) 
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City in February of 1928. The suggested treatment showed an intersection on which all four corners 
contain rows of stores set back from the street and fronted by parking.  No landscaping or other 
amenities were recommended, simply the building and the parked cars.  It was in essence the modern 
strip mall.29 
 
The first major commercial building that accepted the idea of the freestanding building adjacent to 
visible parking was the Sears Roebuck Store and Mail Order House of 1926-1927 (HCM #788).  Its 

location at Olympic Boulevard and Soto Street, a commercial area surrounded by industrial uses near 
railroad connections, allowed it to ignore having to fit into an existing architectural setting.  It was a 
huge multi-story edifice of 450,000 square feet, topped by a tower containing the water tank for its fire-
suppression sprinkler system.  It was clothed in what would become known as Public Works 
Administration (PWA) Modern garb, consisting of simplified classical forms such as those used by 
Bertram Goodhue in the Los Angeles Public Library of 1922-1926.  Its setting, with large parking lots on 
either side, allowed it to stand as a roadside advertisement for itself, and fit a pattern followed by other 
Sears stores of the period.30 
 
The auto-oriented architecture of the Depression years followed from the Sears store, in both its 
acceptance of the parking lot as a visual entity and in its treatment of the building as a free-standing 
form to be viewed in three dimensions from the passing car.  Sears was also influential in its rejection of 
overtly historicist garb.  But rather than use its stripped classicism, roadside architecture adopted a less 
monumental and more playful style commonly known as Streamline Moderne.  
 
Streamline Moderne was actually a collection of decorative devices that first made its appearance in the 
late 1920s.  Its direct ancestor was the Art Deco ornament that was used with great success on Bullock’s 
Wilshire.  Streamlining differed from the angular Art Deco approach in its smoother, more rounded, 
generally more horizontal lines.  Streamline also differed from Art Deco in that it was more willing to 
break with traditional architectural principles such as symmetry and balancing of masses, and 
experiment with asymmetric arrangements appropriate to a free-standing building being viewed from a 
moving automobile.31 
 
Streamline Moderne was, in essence, a variety of Programmatic/Mimetic architecture.  In place of more 
specific images of non-architectural objects, Streamline Moderne buildings provided an abstract image 
of movement.  This image was seen as particularly appropriate for an auto-related architecture.  The 
association with movement was due to Streamline Moderne’s use in the industrial design of modes of 
transportation.  The rounded forms appropriate for aircraft were used for locomotives and for 
automobiles such as the Chrysler Air-Flow of the mid-1930s.  It was, as well, relatively inexpensive to 
build compared to historicist and Art Deco forms, particularly given the wood-frame-and-stucco 

                                                            
29 Illustrated in Longstreth, The Drive-In, the Supermarket, and the Transformation of Commercial Space, 155. 
30 Longstreth, City Center to Regional Mall, 119-121. 
31 Liebs, Main Street to Miracle Mile, 53-57. 
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construction of Los Angeles.  Streamline Moderne also adapted itself well to innovations in exterior 
lighting, particularly neon and indirect.32 
 
Along with the popular Streamline Moderne style were occasional examples of the International Style.  
This style was identified with experimental European designs of the 1920s, particularly that of the 
Bauhaus movement in Germany.  Bauhaus was generally more respectable in the eyes of academically-
trained architects, having been legitimized by an exhibit at New York’s Museum of Modern Art in 1932.  
It was characterized by flat roofs, asymmetry, clean right angles, expanses of undivided glass, and an 
absence of ornament.  Only lettering in modernist fonts was allowed as a means of giving some relief to 
the spare forms.  The International Style was particularly well suited to the steel framing and porcelain 
panel systems characteristic of prefabrication at that time.33  
 
The Streamline Moderne provided architectural unity to auto-oriented building types.  The 1920s had 
been characterized by a cacophony of styles.  The near-universal adoption of the Streamline Moderne 
for the few structures that were built during the 1930s went far to lessen it.  All building types to one 
degree or another used it.  The service stations of the era were the first, with the oil companies 
standardizing their designs around an International Style box adorned with Streamline detailing.  The 
few auto dealerships built during the era migrated to the Strip and followed the lead of service stations.  
Even motels experimented with grafting Streamline Moderne architecture onto their more urban 
locations. 
 
Perhaps the most vivid use of the Streamline Moderne came in the drive-in restaurant.  By the mid- 
1930s a circular form had become common, with the cars parked around the restaurant like spokes 
extending from the hub a wheel.  The drive-in made use of the latest in abstraction, with a delicate 
cantilevered canopy extending like a disc out over the cars and a slender pylon reaching upward.  The 
drive-in looked best at night, when the use of neon and indirect lighting converted it into something 
from the science fiction films of the era.  The 1930s drive-in was in its abstract way as much an element 
of fantasy as the earlier more literal Programmatic/Mimetic creations. 
 
 

 

                                                            
32 Paul Gleye, The Architecture of Los Angeles (Los Angeles: Rosebud Books, 1981), 130. 
33 Liebs, Main Street to Miracle Mile, 58. 
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Coming of the Freeways, 1933-1965 
 
During the 1930s there was a general halt 
to new subdivisions and street 
construction.  Only toward the end of the 
decade did the infusion of federal funds for 
defense generate a resumption of growth.  
Much of this occurred within the Los 
Angeles city limits in the southwest areas 
around Westchester and the airfield that 
became Los Angeles International Airport.  
Arterials such as Sepulveda Boulevard 
were improved and acquired new 
structures to serve the needs of the local 
defense workers.34   
 
More significant during the 1930s was the work done in planning for what would later become known as 
freeways.  The first step was the scheme for a network of parkways that had been put forth as early as 
the Olmsted Report of 1924.  In 1937 the Automobile Club of Southern California proposed what it 
called Motorways, divided highways without grade crossings at intersections.  Unlike similar schemes at 
the time for other cities, this plan recognized that auto travel around Los Angeles was random and not 
focused solely on entering and leaving the central business district.  The Auto Club proposal included 
north-south and east-west routes that followed the lines of major arterial streets, as well as radial 
routes linking downtown to outlying areas.35 
 
The 1937 Auto Club report became the basis for the official freeway plan.  In 1939 the mayor appointed 
a Los Angeles Transportation Engineering Board which issued its own plan calling for Express Highways 
that generally followed the routes of the Auto Club’s Motorways.  Both the County Regional Planning 
Commission and the City Planning Department adopted the plan in 1941 with only minor changes and 
thus made it official.36  
 
Construction of parts of the proposed system actually preceded the acceptance of the plan.  Between 
1933 and 1935 the City built a four-mile stretch of what was then called Ramona Boulevard, northeast 
of the city center.  It consisted of an initially undivided stretch of multi-lane road with nine overpasses in 
place of intersections.  (It eventually was improved to become the western-most section of the San 
Bernardino Freeway.)  Closer to the modern form of the freeway were two other early projects, both 

                                                            
34 Greg Hise, Magnetic Los Angeles: Planning the Twentieth Century Metropolis (Baltimore & London: Johns 
Hopkins Press, 1997), 143. 
35 Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile, 206, 216-217. 
36 City Planning in Los Angeles: A History (Los Angeles: Department of City Planning, 1964), 43; Bottles, Los Angeles 
and the Automobile, 219-220, 223; Nelson, The Los Angeles Metropolis, 281. 

Hollywood Freeway at the Cahuenga Pass, 1940 
(Los Angeles Public Library) 
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begun under the supervision of the State Highway Department; these were the Pasadena Freeway and 
the initial portion of the Hollywood Freeway.37 
 
The Pasadena Freeway began as the Arroyo Seco Parkway, long under consideration as a part of the 
1924 Olmsted Plan.  It linked the central business district with what was considered the premier suburb 
of the city.  Planners envisioned it as a parkway in the traditional sense, closed to commercial vehicles 
and treated as a landscaped thoroughfare to be enjoyed rather than a commuter run to be endured.  
The state surveyed the route in 1934, began construction in 1936, and completed the first six miles by 
1940.  The finished Parkway opened in 1942.38 
 
The Hollywood Freeway began as the Cahuenga Pass Parkway.  This also was proposed by the 1924 
Olmsted Plan and was long sought as a means of opening the San Fernando Valley to increasing 
settlement.  By December of 1940 the first section through the pass, two lanes of divided highway with 
no intersections, was completed.  A second section, extending two more miles, opened in 1942.39    
 
The years following the end of the Second World War in 1945 saw the implementation of the 1941 
freeway plan, which was updated in a Master Plan in 1947.  Auto registration in Los Angeles rose from 
1.2 million in 1946 to 2.6 million by 1956.  The plan and the funding it required were justified to the 
public as the best way to accommodate this increasing number of cars.  State funding was secured 
during the 1940s and by 1956 the Interstate Highway Act allowed for the use of federal funds.40 
 
With these funding sources in place, Los Angeles proceeded to complete its freeway system.  Work on 
the four-level interchange in downtown, connecting the Pasadena, Harbor, Hollywood, and Santa Ana-
San Bernardino Freeways, was completed in 1948.  The Hollywood Freeway reached north from 
Cahuenga Pass to Barham Boulevard in 1949, and by 1953 extended south to connect to the 
interchange.  Construction on the Hollywood proceeded during the 1950s, including the addition of a 
third lane in each direction, and the exchange with the Golden State Freeway was finished in 1968.41   
 
 
 
 

                                                            
37 Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile, 219-220; Nathan Masters, “L.A.’s First Freeways,” at 
www.kcet.org/updaily/social_focus/history/la-as-subject/las-first-freeways. 
38 David Gebhard and Harriette Von Breton, Los Angeles in the Thirties, 1931-1941, Second Edition, Revised and 
Enlarged (Santa Monica CA: Hennessey + Ingalls, 1989), 280-281. 
39 Gebhard and Von Breton, Los Angeles in the Thirties, 23; Nelson, The Los Angeles Metropolis, 281. 
40 Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile, 232-233; City Planning in Los Angeles, 42-43; Nelson, The Los Angeles 
Metropolis, 281-282. 
41 Charles A. Bearchall and Larry D. Fried, The San Fernando Valley Then and Now: An Illustrated History 
(Northridge: Windsor Publications, 1988), 47-48;  Kevin Roderick, The San Fernando Valley: America’s Suburb (Los 
Angeles:  Los Angeles Times Books, 2001), 119, 122.  

http://www.kcet.org/updaily/social_focus/history/la-as-subject/las-first-freeways


SurveyLA Citywide Historic Context Statement    
Context: Commercial Development/Commercial Development and the Automobile  
 

Page | 17  
 

By 1955 most of the Santa Ana and San 
Bernardino Freeways were done.  By 1960 the 
Ventura Freeway had been extended 
westward from the Hollywood Freeway, the 
Long Beach Freeway was complete and the 
Harbor well under way.  The Ventura was 
completed by 1962.  The San Diego Freeway 
was extended over the Sepulveda Pass that 
same year.  Both the San Diego and the 
Golden State Freeways were finished in 1963.  
By the mid-1960s the freeway system of Los 
Angeles, first envisioned a quarter century 
earlier, was well on its way to completion.42   
 

 
The Opening of the San Fernando Valley, 1920-1965 
 
For the development of roadside architecture the most important result of the freeway system was the 
opening of the San Fernando Valley.  Its arterial streets, zoned “C-Zone – Commercial-Business Uses,” 
were now accessible, and these arterials became the setting for a new generation of auto-oriented 
design.  The widespread ownership of the passenger car and the relative scarcity of existing commercial 
building stock made the San Fernando Valley the center for roadside architecture in postwar Los 
Angeles. 
 
Before 1940 the Valley was overwhelmingly agricultural.  The Los Angeles Aqueduct arrived in 1913 and 
the Valley was annexed to the city in 1915.  But it was not commonly considered part of the metropolis.  
The Valley was reached by a winding road and the Pacific Electric line through the Cahuenga Pass.  Only 
the eastern end, around Burbank and San Fernando Road, had major settlement.  In 1920 the 
population of the entire valley was perhaps 20,000.43 
 
Although sparsely settled at this time, the Valley was laced with north-south and east-west roads.  While 
perhaps only dirt or gravel, they established the arterial routes that would be the setting for later 
roadside structures.  As early as 1917 the Automobile Club of Southern California called out auto-
accessible roads that included the state highway of Ventura Boulevard, and the less improved Sherman 

                                                            
42 Banham, Los Angeles, 88;  Bearchall and Fried, The San Fernando Valley Then and Now, 48-49;  Nelson, The Los 
Angeles Metropolis, 281. 
43 Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1985), 176;  Richard L. Preston, “The Changing Landscape of the San Fernando Valley Between 1930 and 
1964,” in The California Geographer, Volume VI (1965), 61. 

Ventura Boulevard, circa 1927 (Los Angeles Public Library) 
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Way, San Fernando Road, Lankershim Boulevard, Reseda Avenue, Canoga Avenue, and Santa Susanna 
Pass Road (now Devonshire Street).44 
 
Ventura Boulevard, as the state highway, was the premier site for roadside commerce during the 1920s.  
A portion of Sherman Way that ran north and south, today’s Van Nuys Boulevard as it passes through 
Van Nuys, also became a commercial center because of its Pacific Electric stop.  But both Ventura 
Boulevard and the Van Nuys business districts were exceptions; the rest of the valley remained 
overwhelmingly rural.  By 1930 the Valley’s population had grown to something over 50,000, 
concentrated primarily along its southern rim of Ventura Boulevard and its eastern quarter from the 
edge of Burbank to Van Nuys and North Hollywood.45   
 
Fortunately several of the Valley’s thoroughfares were designated U.S. or State Highways, thus enabling 
their improvement with government funds.  Ventura Boulevard, already a state highway, became U.S. 
101; San Fernando Road became U.S. 6 and State Route 99; Sepulveda Boulevard became State Route 7; 
Devonshire Street became State Route 118, and Lankershim Boulevard became State Route 159.  By the 
mid-1930s an improved arterial road was constructed through the Sepulveda Pass, providing a much-
needed point of entry to the western end of the Valley.46   
 
The Valley’s population had reached around 112,000 by 1940. Settlement was primarily in the eastern 
section, drawn by the growth of the defense plants such as Lockheed in Burbank, as well as in the small 
communities of Canoga Park, Chatsworth, Reseda, and Tarzana.  The Comprehensive Report on the 
Master Plan of Highways of 1941 specifically identified arterial routes in the Valley.  They included 
Ventura, Devonshire, Parthenia, and Vanowen as east-to-west routes, as well as Victory and Burbank 
east of Sepulveda.  North-to-south routes included Topanga Canyon-Canoga, Reseda, Sepulveda, Van 
Nuys, Laurel Canyon, and Lankershim.  When the freeway system made the more distant parts of the 
Valley accessible to settlement in the 1950s and 1960s, a grid of arterial roadways, waiting to be lined 
with roadside commerce, was already in place.47 
 
The opening of the early Hollywood Freeway through the Cahuenga Pass, together with the expansion 
of the defense related industries, caused the Valley to reach a population of between 150,000 and 
175,000 by the end of the war in 1945.  In the late 1940s General Motors opened an assembly plant 
between Van Nuys and the new planned community of Panorama City, and other companies followed in 
                                                            
44 Roderick, The San Fernando Valley, 60. 
45 Gebhard and Von Breton, Los Angeles in the Thirties, 22;  Roderick, The San Fernando Valley, 58;  “Van Nuys 
Boulevard” (Order Number 00024963), Photo from the Security Pacific National Bank Collection, Los Angeles Public 
Library.  Gebhard and Von Breton, Los Angeles in the Thirties, 22, places the population at 54,217 in 1930 while 
Roderick, The San Fernando Valley, 103, places it at 51,000.   Roderick, The San Fernando Valley, passim, otherwise 
gives higher numbers for all the decades, but my assumption is that he is including all cities in the valley.  I have 
used the smaller numbers. 
46 Roderick, The San Fernando Valley, 104-106, 108. 
47 Comprehensive Report on the Master Plan, 31;  Gebhard and Von Breton, Los Angeles in the Thirties, 22;  
Preston, “The Changing Landscape of the San Fernando Valley,” The California Geographer, 61, 63;  Roderick, The 
San Fernando Valley, 108. 
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establishing facilities in various sections of the Valley.  By 1950 the population increased to well over 
400,000.  During the fifties, tracts of housing filled the still-vacant land west of Van Nuys and Pacoima 
and north of Ventura Boulevard.  The population approached three-quarter of a million in 1960.  With 
the completion of the Ventura, San Diego, and Golden State Freeways in the sixties, the valley reached 
maturity as the premier middle-class residential district of Los Angeles. 48 
 
At first roadside development was limited.  In 1949 Ventura Boulevard, the most important 
thoroughfare, had a strip that included two Herbert’s Drive-Ins, one at Laurel Canyon and one at 
Sepulveda.49  Geographer Richard Preston noted that, aside from “commuter-oriented buildings” along 
Ventura Boulevard, commercial development in the early 1950s “was confined mainly to concentrations 
at the major intersections of each valley community.”  Only in the older, denser southeastern section 
were “ribbon-like forms” of commercial development typical.50   
 
But by 1965 what Preston called commercial “string development” became common along the arterial 
routes.  “It appears that a constantly improving highway system, an abundance of open and relatively 
cheap land, a fairly small population, and the prolific development of dispersed communities greatly 
assisted the rapid spread of an automobile-oriented suburban landscape.”51 
 
Preston saw a danger in this pattern.  He maintained that, by the early 1960s, the older commercial 
development was facing competition from both shopping centers and newer strips.  The result was “a 
serious vacancy problem in the strip-shopping districts, especially the older ones.”  He attributed it to an 
over-supply of commercially-zoned land, “approximately four times as much commercial zoning in the 
valley as the population can reasonably be expected to support.”52  Yet it was precisely this abundance 
of roadside land that allowed the auto-oriented architecture of the era to flourish. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
48 City Planning in Los Angeles,  33, 51;  Preston, “The Changing Landscape,” 67;  Roderick, The San Fernando 
Valley, 113, 122. 
49 Alan Hess, Googie Redux: Ultramodern Roadside Architecture (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2004), 42.  
50 Preston, “The Changing Landscape,” 67. 
51 Ibid., 65. 
52 Ibid., 72. 
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Googie, 1945-196553 
 
All private commercial construction 
ceased during the Second World 
War from 1941 to 1945.  In the 
immediate postwar period, the 
Streamline Moderne style of the 
1930s continued to be used for 
roadside architecture.  But by the 
late 1940s a freer, more extravagant 
style took hold.  It was characterized 
by structural exhibitionism, 

dominant signage, and vast amounts of glass which made the buildings seem transparent at night.54   
This was auto-oriented architecture at its most raffish.  As historian Thomas Hines noted in Populux, 
“The strip was conceived just at the edge of respectability.  Only very rarely did it offer beauty.  Far more 
often there was humor.  But always there was vitality.”55 
 
This style has been called Googie, based on its use with the coffee shops of that name.  It draws 
primarily from the late work of Frank Lloyd Wright and his son Lloyd Wright.  It shows as well the 
influence of 1950s-era structures ranging from Eero Saarinen’s TWA Terminal at New York’s Kennedy 
Airport to the Miami Beach hotels of Morris Lapidus.  Auto-oriented Googie architecture took 
characteristics from all these sources.   
 
Most obvious was dramatic expression of structural elements.  This included elongation and distortion 
of roofs, extension of beams and columns as protruding spear-like objects, and meandering of walls 
beyond the boundaries of the building.  It also included the mixing of materials and colors.  Wood, 
stone, brick, metal, and stucco were all placed adjacent to each other; interiors featured the newly 
evolved plastics, laminates, and vinyls in the brightest of hues.  All this was composed in rigorously 
asymmetric fashion.56 
 
Particularly notable was the expansive use of glass.  The concept of transparency was important in 
appealing to the passing motorist.  One historian has called this the “visual front.”57  The use of glass had 
long been a staple of auto-oriented architecture, dating back to the early showrooms and pre-fabricated 
service stations.  But through the achievement of wide spans available with new construction 
techniques and devices such as cantilevering, architects were able to create an apparently unbroken 

                                                            
53 This style is examined fully in the Postwar Modernism theme within the Architectural and Engineering context. 
54 Thomas Hine, Populuxe (New York: MJF Books, 1986 [1999]), 10-11; Liebs, Main Street to Miracle Mile, 60-63. 
55 Hine, Populuxe, 153. 
56 Alan Hess, Googie: Fifties Coffee Shop Architecture (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 1985), 47, 61-62; Liebs, Main 
Street to Miracle Mile, 62-63; Hine, Populuxe, 156. 
57 Liebs, Main Street to Miracle Mile, 61. 

Tiny Naylor’s Drive-In, 1980 (Los Angeles Public Library) 
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expanse of window that extended the width of the building.  The passerby was presented with a low 
wall of stone or brick, a continuous sheet of glass above it, and an apparently weightless roof of fanciful 
form hovering on top.  This ensemble was most effective when lit at night.58   
 
Finally there was fantasy applied to signage.  Generally, the sign was an integral part of the building.  
Asymmetric composition allowed for a wall or a set of columns to be extended upward to form the face 
of the sign.  As with glass, this integration of the sign into the building mass was used earlier, particularly 
with the drive-in restaurants and supermarkets of the 1930s.  But the freedom permissible with Googie 
architecture allowed for a much greater variety in shape and material.  Added to this were playful 
lettering and the occasional use of space-age related images such as rockets and satellites, spread on 
angular and amoeboid-shaped backgrounds.59 
 
Many of these forms can be first found in the work of the Russian Constructivists of the 1920s, 
particularly in their use of dramatic structural elements and mammoth signs.  Closer to home, Lloyd 
Wright’s 1928 Yucca-Vine Market in Hollywood featured plate-glass walls, a prominent roof, and a 
pylon-like sign.  But the first postwar structures to feature the style are generally considered to be the 
coffee shops of Douglas Honnold and John Lautner.  Their Googie’s Restaurant of 1949, on Sunset 
Boulevard at Crescent Heights, was the pioneer.  Also influential, particularly for drive-ins, was the work 
of architects Louis Armet and Eldon Davis.  Armet and Davis established their firm in 1947 and were 
responsible for Denny’s, Norm’s, and later Bob’s Big Boy outlets.60  
 
The drive-in restaurant, in fact, was one of the auto-oriented building types that made the best use of 
the Googie style.  As with the Streamline Moderne drive-ins of the 1930s, Googie drive-ins of the 
postwar period created an environment of fantasy and excitement.  The postwar drive-ins were also, as 
with their pre-war antecedents, most creative in tying the car to the building.  Extended free-form 
canopies sheltering the cars were the dominant architectural element, to the point that without cars 
parked in front the buildings looked incomplete. 
 
But there was a second building type that perhaps surpassed the drive-in in its use of Googie.  This was 
the car wash.  By the mid-1950s there emerged the standard form of a linear open pavilion topped by a 
flat plane of a roof.  Protruding from this roof was a structural fantasy that could take many forms.  It 
might be a series of spear-like pylons like so many lined-up tail fins.   It might be a series of A-frames 
that gave the car wash a resemblance to a modernist church of the era.  Or it might be a series of 
lopsided inverted U’s that provided an asymmetric image typical of Googie design. 
 
The other auto-oriented building types – the gas station, the showroom, the auto-parts outlet, and the 
motel – were more limited in their use of Googie.  In most cases, it was a matter of grafting Googie 
forms onto an existing structural type that had proven economically successful.  For the service station, 

                                                            
58 Hine, Populuxe, 153. 
59 Hess, Googie, 35-36; Liebs, Main Street to Miracle Mile, 62-64. 
60 Hess, Googie, 21-22, 61-72. 81. 
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this meant an extravagant canopy added to the standard 1930s-era box.  For the motel this required the 
use of Googie detailing added to the façade of a functional if undecorated structure that extended 
toward the rear.  For the showroom and the auto-parts outlet, Googie consisted primarily of the use of 
large expanses of glass and the construction of a mammoth, often detached, sign. 
 
But regardless of the extent of its use, Googie became the characteristic architecture of the postwar 
auto strip.  But by its very openness to originally and its relatively large scale, it brought to the strip the 
variety – some would say the anarchy – of the roadside architecture of the 1920s.  The result was an 
inevitable reaction. 
 
The Conservative Reaction, 1965-1980 
 
Beginning in the mid-1960s, good taste tamed the roadside.  Architectural forms became quieter and 
featured natural materials, actual or apparent.  Neon gave way to backlit plastic.  Encouraging this 
conservative move was the rise of the franchise and the fading of the independent merchant trying to 
make a statement.  Emblematic was the shift of McDonald’s in 1968 from its pair of oversized parabolic 
arches to its mansard roof.  
 
There had always been distaste for roadside architecture.  Some critics, beginning in the 1920s, 
preferred the more sedate look of the pre-automobile city and the traditional residential suburb.  
Others, firmly committed to the modernism of the International Style, found roadside architecture to be 
unacceptably vulgar.  In all of this criticism was a distain for popular culture in general, and for that 
produced by the automobile in particular. 
 
Added to this by the early 1960s was a growing environmentalist movement.  Traditional concern for 
preserving wilderness areas was broadened to include land newly conquered by the highway.  In the 
mind of many, the cluttering of the roadside landscape with uncontrolled and unsightly construction 
was an environmental crime.  In 1964 Peter Blake published God’s Own Junkyard, in which he charged 
that a once pristine landscape had been “crisscrossed by highways lined with billboards, jazzed-up 
diners, used-car lots, drive-in movies, beflagged gas stations, and garish motels.”61       
 
Soon there emerged the push for Beautification.  A 1965 White House Conference on Natural Beauty 
made this movement official.  Lady Bird Johnson, the wife of then President Lyndon Baines Johnson and 
a leader of the movement, called for “pleasing vistas and attractive roadside scenes” to replace “endless 
corridors walled in by neon, junk and ruined landscape.”62  Even Ray Kroc, the head of McDonald’s, at 
least publicly echoed the sentiment and linked the problem directly to Googie.  “How can we go into 
these towns and propose to put up these slant-roofed buildings, which are absolute eyesores?”63 
 

                                                            
61 Quoted in Liebs, Main Street to Miracle Mile, 65. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid., 66. 
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At the same time, the strip itself declined.  Auto-oriented Googie of the 1950s was an architecture of the 
boulevard.   It confronted motorists without reticence as an object to be admired during a casual cruise.  
As the freeway became dominant the architecture became mute.  Buildings retreated from the passing 
car and were mere abstract shapes in the middle of massive parking lots.  Only the signs, made familiar 
through incessant advertising, identified the contents.    
 
Just about all auto-related building types succumbed to this conservative wave.  As a result, the 
celebration of the car through its incorporation into the architecture of the building disappeared.  The 
drive-in restaurant gave way to the fast-food franchise outlet with only the drive-up window retaining 
the link to the car.  The dealership retreated to the rear of its site and the passing motorist was left with 
a view of row upon row of new parked cars and a mammoth corporate sign.  The motel, with its direct 
link between the car and room, was replaced by the multi-storied double-loaded corridor building that 
was simply a hotel surrounded by parking.  Even the car wash, the high point of auto-oriented Googie, 
was displaced by less exuberant linear forms that eventually gave way to the stationary automated box.   
 
Conclusion 
 
 Automobile-related commercial architecture had its high point in the decades between the mid-1930s 
and the mid-1960s.  It was during this time that the celebratory attitude toward the automobile was 
most prevalent.  The result was an acceptance of the car as part of the architecture. Today intact 
examples of auto-related resources from this period are scattered citywide but are becoming 
increasingly rare.     
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Sub-Theme:  Programmatic/Mimetic, 1918-1950 
 
Buildings included in this sub-theme are those which resemble giant or miniature non-architectural 
objects.  They fall into one of two categories: 
 

• Programmatic refers to structures which take the form directly related to the product sold 
• Mimetic refers to structures that take on the appearance of a non-architectural object that may 

reflect the name or in a general way the spirit of the commercial enterprise 
 
Programmatic/Mimetic buildings are a specific commercial architectural type common along the 
roadside during the 1920s and 1930s.  Programmatic/Mimetic buildings are, above all, objects that need 
to be viewed in three dimensions and the sprawl allowed by the passenger car. Larger lots surrounded 
by parking made this possible.  At the same time, the speed of passing vehicles gave the large-scale 

advertising innate in the 
Programmatic/Mimetic form an 
advantage over the more discreet signs 
of the earlier pre-automobile 
commercial outlets.  
 
In essence, Programmatic/Mimetic 
buildings look like giant or miniature 
non-architectural objects.  
Programmatic refers to a structure 
which takes its form directly from the 
product sold, such as a giant frankfurter 
in a bun for a hot dog stand.  Mimetic 
refers to a structure that mimics a form 
which is not directly related to the 

product provided, but may reflect the name of the business.  A prime example of this is the now 
vanished Brown Derby Restaurant.  Its form as a giant hat had no relationship to its function, but did in a 
memorable way relate to what it was called.  The form of the object may also reflect in a general way 
the spirit of the activity housed within.  Such is the case with the bar Idle Hour, located at 4824 Vineland 
Avenue, which is housed in a giant beer barrel (and Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument #977). 
 
These Programmatic/Mimetic roadside buildings could be found throughout the country but were 
particularly well-suited to Southern California.  The mild climate and the resulting local tradition of 
inexpensive stucco-on-wood-frame construction made them easy and cheap to build.  The stucco-on-
wood-frame construction also allowed for a greater freedom of form than could be achieved with the 
masonry or clapboard exteriors typical elsewhere.156   
                                                            
156 Jim Heimann, California Crazy & Beyond: Roadside Vernacular Architecture (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 
2001), 6. 

4824 Vineland Avenue is Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument  
No. 977, built 1941 (@2015 Google StreetView) 
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There were two other ways in which the particular nature of Los Angeles made Programmatic/Mimetic 
architecture popular.  One was status of Southern California as a vacation destination.  Programmatic / 
Mimetic structures had long been common in holiday resorts, from Lucy the Margate Elephant of the 
1880s along the New Jersey shore to the Cabrillo restaurant-in-a-ship at Abbot Kinneys’ Venice-of-
America.  The other was the presence of the motion picture studios.  One historian maintains that film 
set designs greatly influenced both the Programmatic/Mimetic images presented and the construction 
techniques used to carry them out.157 
 
It is difficult for us to image today how popular these bizarre forms were during the early years of 
widespread car ownership.  Gawking at them was part of the ritual of the Sunday afternoon family drive 
for many getting their first car.  During the late 1920s and early 1930s the demand for Programmatic / 
Mimetic forms became so strong that a number of patents were issued to designers for particular types 
of structures.  Many patents went to residents of Los Angeles, including a refreshment stand in the 
shape of a pig, an octagon-shaped tea room topped by a giant teapot, and an ice cream stand in the 
form of an igloo that combined the traditional ice dwelling with a glacier.158 

 
Typical of Programmatic/Mimetic architecture is the Chili Bowl Restaurant chain.  This was a network of 
restaurants in 1930s that used the form of the bowl for its small structures.  The chain was founded by a 
25-year old ex-boxer in 1931 who raised twelve-hundred dollars by selling his possessions, said to 

                                                            
157 Heimann, California Crazy, 9, 13, 28-29; Liebs, Main Street to Miracle Mile, 49. 
158 Heimann, California Crazy, 10-11. 

Chili Bowl Restaurant 801 N. La Brea, circa 1937 
(Los Angeles Public Library) 

A Chili Bowl restaurant today at 12244 W. Pico Boulevard, 1931 
(SurveyLA) 
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include his wife’s wedding ring and his own car, to build the first Chili Bowl on Crenshaw Boulevard near 
Jefferson Boulevard.  The prototype and its offspring had no tables, simply a 26-stool circular counter.159 
 
The Chili Bowl is an excellent example of the Programmatic/Mimetic in that it fulfills the requirements of 
both forms.  The architecture makes visual reference to both the name of the restaurant and to the 
product served within.  Of interest is the slogan “Built Thru Merit” painted on the side, perhaps 
reflecting a Depression-era sentiment.  There is a Chili Bowl restaurant structure still standing at 12244 
West Pico Boulevard in Palms.  It dates from 1931 and, while altered, retains much of its original form.  
 

Unfortunately, the Pico Boulevard Chili Bowl is a 
rare remnant.  Most of the city’s 
Programmatic/Mimetic structures have vanished.  
Historic photos provide a hint of their abundance 
and variety.  We have views from as early as 1920 of 
a florist’s shop, the Hollywood Flower Pot at 1124 
North Vine, in the form of a giant version of its 
name complete with a blooming plant protruding 
from its top, and of the Jail Cafe at 4242 Sunset 
Boulevard, housed in a fake stone penitentiary-
looking building in which customers could dine in 
cells labeled “Speeding” and “Non-Support.”  From 
later in the decade are photos of two ice cream 
parlors.  The Igloo, at 4302 West Pico, was a 
wedding of an igloo and a glacier that may well have 
been one of the patented designs noted above.  The 
Freezer, also on Pico Boulevard, took the form of 
the bucket-shaped hand-operated ice-cream maker, 
complete with crank handle, which was found in 
many of the households of the time.160 
 
The popularity of Programmatic/Mimetic 
architecture continued into the early 1930s.  Views 
from that decade show the Pup, a hot dog stand in 
the form of a giant Dalmatian in Venice at 12728 
Washington Boulevard and the Zep Diner, at 515 
West Florence, in the shape of a zeppelin or 

                                                            
159 “The Chili’s Gone But The Restaurant-Sized Bowls Remain,” Los Angeles Times, August 2, 2009. 
160 “Hollywood Flower Pot” (Order Number 00042105), “Jail Cafe, Exterior” (Order Number 00042115), “Jail Cafe 
Customers” (Order Number 00042114), “The Igloo Ice Cream Parlor” (Order Number 00068650) and “Freezer Ice 
Cream Parlor” (Order Number 00008006), Photos from the Security Pacific National Bank Collection, Los Angeles 
Public Library. 

Hollywood Flower Pot, circa 1920 
(Los Angeles Public Library) 

The Freezer ice cream parlor, undated  
(Los Angeles Public Library) 
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blimp.161  Perhaps the best 
known of all was the original 
Brown Derby restaurant.  It was 
actually one of four restaurants 
that shared the name but was 
the one that most looked like a 
hat.  It was built in 1926 in the 
form of a giant bowler 
measuring twenty-eight feet in 
diameter and over seventeen 
feet high.  Originally it was 
located at 3427 Wilshire 
Boulevard and in 1937 was 
moved one block to 3327 
Wilshire and enlarged with non-
Programmatic/Mimetic additions.  The Brown Derby was torn down in 1980 and replaced by a strip 
mall.162   
 
The high point of Programmatic/Mimetic architecture in Los Angeles was probably between 1928 and 
1934.  By the mid-1930s, Streamline Moderne, itself a sort of Programmatic/Mimetic form, became the 
popular garb for roadside commerce of all types.  Nonetheless, notable Programmatic/Mimetic 
structures continued to be constructed up to the early 1940s.163 The years before the Second World War 
also saw the increasing use of Programmatic/Mimetic architecture for non-automobile-related uses.  A 
well-known example is the Dark Room, an urban storefront on Wilshire Boulevard.  It is Los Angeles 
Historic-Cultural Monument #451.   It features a show window shaped like a single-lens-reflex camera.  
It was built in 1938 and designed by Marcus P. Miller, who was responsible for numerous Streamline 
Moderne retail outlets. 164 
 

                                                            
161 “Pup, A Hot Dog Stand” (Order Number 00068626) and “Zep Diner” (Order Number 00068629), Photos from the 
Security Pacific National Bank Collection, Los Angeles Public Library. 
162 “Wilshire Brown Derby Exterior” (Order Number 00068917), WPA Collection, Los Angeles Public Library. 
163 Heimann, California Crazy, 15. 
164 Gebhard and Von Breton, Los Angeles in the Thirties, 33; Gebhard and Winter, An Architectural Guidebook to 
Los Angeles, 211; Heimann, California Crazy, 13. 

The Brown Derby on Wilshire, circa 1957 
(Los Angeles Public Library) 
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Another well-known storefront-like 
example of the Programmatic/Mimetic is 
the Crossroads of the World.  It, too, is a 
Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monument, 
#134, designed by architect Robert V. 
Derrah and located on Sunset Boulevard.  
Built in 1937, its tower with a lighted globe 
functions much like a roadside piece of 
exotic architecture.  But the Crossroads is 
essentially a pedestrian mall of small shops 
entered from a break in the streetwall of 
commercial storefronts.  Its use of ship-like 
motives, together with historicist forms for 
the shops, can only be appreciated once 
the customer is out of the car and into the 
pedestrian precinct. 165   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
165 Gebhard and Winter, An Architectural Guidebook to Los Angeles, 183. 

Historic-Cultural Monument No. 451, the façade of the  
Dark Room, 1937 (Los Angeles Public Library) 

The Fleetwood Center is shaped like a Cadillac grille though the property never supported any 
Cadillac-related businesses, 1987 (SurveyLA) 
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Two Los Angeles Historic-
Cultural Monuments from the 
years before the Second 
World War illustrate the use 
of Programmatic/Mimetic 
architecture for non-
commercial structures.  One is 
the Coca-Cola Bottling 
Company, Historic-Cultural 
Monument #138, from 1939 
and also designed by Derrah.  
It is located in an industrial 
section on South Central 
Avenue and consists of a 
multi-story block fitted out as 
an ocean liner, complete with 
portholes and pipe railings.   
 

 
The other is the Haven of Rest, Historic-Cultural 
Monument #897, on Hyperion Avenue in Silver Lake.  
Built in 1941, the building served as the headquarters 
for a gospel quartet known as “The Crew of the Good 
Ship Grace.” Its architecture combines stark 
International Style forms with nautical details such as 
curved corners and port holes. 166 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
166 Gebhard and Winter, An Architectural Guidebook to Los Angeles, 268; Date of construction for the Haven of 
Rest is from the Los Angeles County Assessor Map. 

Historic-Cultural Monument No. 138, the Coca Cola Building, 1939  
(Los Angeles Public Library) 

Historic-Cultural Monument No. 897, Haven of Rest, 1941 
(City of Los Angeles – Office of Historic Resources) 
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PROPERTY TYPE:  Programmatic/Mimetic, 1918-1950 

Summary Statement of Significance: Programmatic/Mimetic architecture developed in Los Angeles 
in response to the increasing influence of the automobile and 
the rise of roadside attractions. This architecture evolved 
between 1918 and 1950 as a device to call attention of passing 
motorists to a commercial building by having the building itself 
take the form of non-architectural objects at an altered scale – 
reduced or enlarged.  A resource evaluated under this sub-
theme is significant in the areas of Commerce and 
Architecture.  Extant examples illustrate the evolution of 
Programmatic/Mimetic commercial structures as a significant 
building type related to the automobile.  Although many of the 
best examples of this architecture were built in Los Angeles, 
few remain today.  

  
Period of Significance:  1918-1950 
  
Period of Significance Justification: By 1918 automobile ownership and commercial land 

availability in Los Angeles were great enough to generate 
programmatic/mimetic commercial buildings.  By 1950 the 
commercial demand for programmatic/mimetic structures had 
ended. 

  
Geographic Location: Citywide, primarily along arterial roads and highways. 
  
Area(s) of Significance:   Commerce; Architecture 
  
Criteria: NR   A/C CR   1/3  Local   1/3 
  
Associated Property Type:  Commercial/Auto-Related – Programmatic/Mimetic 
  
Property Sub-type Description: Programmatic/Mimetic architecture is typically applied to low-

scale commercial buildings, particularly those along well-
traveled automobile corridors. This architecture was primarily 
applied to restaurants, food stands, and retail stores.  
Buildings take the form of non-architectural objects, enlarged 
and/or reduced in scale, related to the product sold 
(Programmatic) and/or reflective of their name or spirit of 
activity (Mimetic). The term does not apply to buildings that 
adopt a fantasy architectural style.  

  

Property Sub-type Significance: Extant structures illustrate the evolution of 
Programmatic/Mimetic commercial structures as a significant 
building type related to the automobile.  They show how a 
building type’s architecture is shaped by accommodation to 
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the needs of a particular mode of transportation, as well as the 
stylistic and economic trends of the day. 

  
Eligibility Standards:  • Is a good example of Programmatic/Mimetic architecture 

• Contains site layout features that reflect the influence of 
the automobile (e.g. placed on the lot so as to allow for 
three-dimensional viewing as an object by passing 
motorists) 

• Was constructed during the period of significance 
  
Character-Defining/Associative 
Features: 

• Retains most of the essential-character defining features of 
the type 

• Of the Programmatic/Mimetic form as described in the 
Narrative Statement of Significance 

• Typically a low-scale commercial building 
• Conveys an advertising message through adaptation in the 

building form itself 
• Primarily applied historically to restaurants, food stands, 

and retail stores 
• Of the layouts typical of adapting to the needs of the 

automobile (e.g. free-standing on a roadside setting to 
allow for viewing from the automobile) 

• May be linked to particular companies and/or designers 
(e.g. Chili Bowl) 

  
Integrity Considerations: • Should retain integrity of Design, Feeling, Materials, and 

Association 
• Extant examples of Programmatic/Mimetic architecture are 

rare, therefore, a greater degree of alterations or fewer 
character defining features may be acceptable.   

• Original applied signage may be altered 
• Should retain as much Programmatic/Mimetic architectural 

integrity as possible, including overall massing, significant 
features, and identifying details such as trim and signage 

• Should retain as much of original relationship to the street 
and to adjacent buildings as possible, so as to allow for 
viewing of the Programmatic/Mimetic form from the 
passing automobile 

• If use has changed, adaptation to new use should allow for 
maintenance of as much of the original design and site 
layout as possible 

• May have been moved for preservation purposes 
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