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[P
ar

t B
] •	 The Bijou Theatre inhabits the future site of the Hotel Chisca. Sur-

rounding the lot are timber structures: boarding houses and ten-
emants along with warehouses storing goods to be bought and 
sold.

•	 The city is commercially flourishing resulting in many hotels being 
built at the turn of the century and continuing into the 1920s

•	 1902: The Gayoso Hotel

•	 The Hotel Chisca opens “four hundred rooms of solid comfort.” As 
opposed to the luxurious Peabody, the Chisca was marketed as an 
affordable hotel. This character fit the South Main area, catering to 
the tradesmen and merchants that traveled to the district for busi-
ness.

•	 1913: The Hotel Chisca opens [postcards featuring drawings of  
Hotel, left, and the main lobby on right]

•	 1925: Hotel Claridge [left], Hotel King Cotton [center], The Pea-
body Hotel [right]

•	 1961: the Chisca Plaza is added; a motel, parking garage, swim-
ming pool, and ballroom connect to the existing hotel

•	 1968: assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. at the Lorraine Motel 
on S. Main [shown left]

•	 updates to the main lobby of the Chisca [right]

•	 1952: the first Holiday Inn opens [shown left]
•	 1954: Dewey Phillips moves his popular music radio show “Red, Hot, 

and Blue” to new sound studios on the Chisca’s 2nd floor, in the original 
hotel building. Phillips is the first to play Elvis Presley on the radio.

•	 vacant and boarded hotel across the street from the Chisca [left]
•	 windows of the Hotel Chisca boarded up [right]

•	 vacant motel lobby [left]
•	 unused parking garage in disrepair [right]

•	 As more people move to the city from surrounding rural areas, the 
metropolitan footprint of Memphis expands.

•	 As reliance on automobile transportation increases, the Chisca be-
gins to advertise available parking as an amenity. A new neon-lit 
sign broadcasts the hotel’s “FREE PARKING” to the city at large.

•	 With the change in transportation comes a change in clientele: 
families and tourists now make up a larger portion of visitors to the 
hotel.

•	 The addition reflects the new motel typology. Typically found out-
side city centers, off the highway, the motel typology catered to 
car culture. With downtown business in decline, the typology was 
transplanted to Main Street Memphis in the hopes of enticing tour-
ists and traveling families back to the thoroughfare.

•	 The new motel brought the typical trappings of its typology to 
downtown [pool, sundecks, rooms opening to an exterior corridor] 
and attached it to the traditional hotel form to great contrast.

•	 The motel gamble did not pay off: residents and business contin-
ued to abandon downtown.

•	 The property was given to the Church of God in Christ, whose plans 
to remodel never materialized.

•	 The rooms of the motel and hotel are no longer used. The hotel 
windows are boarded up, and the exterior corridors of the motel are 
enclosed. The religious organization only uses the ground floor for 
administrative purposes, allowing the rest of the property to fall into 
disrepair and decay.

•	 Aging and vacant properties surrounding the Hotel are either like-
wise closed and boarded up, or razed in large-scale demolitions.

•	 The few new constructions are either parking garages or larger-
scale, object-ground forms set back from the street, such as the 
MLGW office building built to the north of the Chisca lot.

•	 Now, the entire lot is abandoned. Fences enclose the entire ground 
floor, and decay and overgrowth become evident to the street.

•	 Surrounded by vacant lots, the Chisca has a dark and looming 
presence. Any re-habitation and redevelopment north and south 
on Main ultimately disconnected.

•	 Typical rooms at the Hotel Chisca •	 Drugstore and soda shop at the Chisca •	 water damage and decay in the Hotel’s main lobby •	 decay: the Hotel’s main elevators [left]
•	 overgrowth over covered pool [right]


