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Luciann theater owner gets
zoning variance on second try

TOM BAILEY
The Daily Memphian

The restoration — some might
say redemption — can press forward
for the old Luciann theater, which
spent its most recent years housing
X-rated shows at 2432 Summer Ave.

The Board of Adjustment on
Wednesday, Aug. 26, unanimously
approved a zoning variance in a
rehearing for the new owner, Wil-
liam Townsend. The same board’s
tie vote in June amounted to arejec-
tion of Townsend’s request.

What changed was the addition
of new conditions to prohibit the
property from being used for such
businesses as a convenience store
with fuel, a tattoo parlor, or to sell
or repair vehicles.

None of those were uses
Townsend intends. But board mem-
ber Mary Baker has said a Board of
Adjustment variance lasts “forever,”
meaning future owners could ex-
ploit the variance.

During the teleconference meet-
ing, Townsend told the board he
was mainly focused on saving and
restoring the 80-year-old building
with an ornate front, and remains
unsure how he will use it.

He had intended to turn most of
the 15,500 square feet into an event
space, but COVID-19 and social dis-
tancing has stalled the plan.

After the meeting, Townsend
told The Daily Memphian that he
is still in the middle of removing
items from inside the building.

He likely will open an antiques
shop in the front of the building,
nearest Summer.

“Ineed to generate some revenue
out of the building,” he said.

While such a business should
only help the economically dis-
tressed neighborhood immedi-
ately surrounding the Luciann,
Townsend acknowledged an an-
tiques shop “is not going to knock
the cover off the ball.”

“I want to talk to the city about
plans they have for Summer Ave-
nue,” he said. “It’s an anchor neigh-
borhood. I want to make sure I'm
not doing anything against their

The historic Luciann Theater on Summer Ave., which opened in 1939, on Wednesday, Aug. 26, won approval for a zoning variance.
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vision. “Long term, I could see ause
as an event center, but that may not
be where it ends up. I really don't
know.”

He plans to repair the brick fa-
cade, stabilize the building and re-
store the protruding and triangular
marquee to its original glory.

“I'want to preserve the building
and don’t intend to do anything
detrimental to the neighborhood,”

said Townsend, who bought the Lu-
ciann for $250,000. The front two-
thirds of the property is zoned for
commercial mixed-use. The back
third was rezoned in 1954 — maybe
mistakenly — for residential uses.
In addition to the back of the
building, the rear of the property in-
cludes a surface parking lot that is
accessed from residential road Fax-
on behind the Luciann. Townsend
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requested that the back third of the
site be granted a variance so the en-
tire property can be used for com-
mercial uses. Baker and at least one
neighbor who spoke at Wednesday’s
hearing wanted assurances that
certain, less desirable commercial
uses would not be allowed.

The condition prohibiting spe-
cific uses helped win support for
the variance.



