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 NAME 
HISTORIC 

New Opera House 
-- 

AND/OR COMMON 

The Old Opera House; The Opera House 

STREET & NUMBER 

200-204 N. George S t r e e t  -NOT FOR PUBLICATION 
2 

CITY. TOWN CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT 

Char les  Town - VICINITY OF Secsnd 
STATE CODE COUNTY CODE 

Wpst Viroipia - 5G J e f f e r s o n  037 

 CLASSIFICATION 
CATEGORY OWNERSHIP STATU S 

-DISTRICT -PUBUC ZOCCUPIED 
~BUILDING(S)  XPRIVATE -UNOCCUPIED 

-STRUCTURE ,BOTH ZWORK IN PROGRESS 

,SITE PUBLIC ACQUISITION ACCESSlBLE 
-OBJECT ,IN PROCESS =YES RESTRICTED 

-BEING CONSIDERED -YES UNRESTRICTED 

-NO 

P R E S E N T  U S E  
A G R I C U L T U R E  -MUSEUM 

-COMMERCIAL -PARK 

ZEDUCATIONAL -PRIVATE RESIDENCE 

 ENTERTAINMENT -RELIGIOUS 

-GOVERNMENT -SCIENTIFIC 

-INOUSTRIAL -TRANSPORTATION 

-MILITARY -OTHER. 

OWNER OF PROPERTY 
NAME 

The Old Opera House Theat re  Company, Inc .  - 
STREET & NUMBER 

204 N. George S t r e e t  - - - - -  - - -  - ---- -. 
CITY TOWN STATE 

Char les  Town - VICINITY OF Vest V i r g i n i a  25414 

BLOCATION OF LEGAL DESMIPTION 
COURTHOUSE. 

REG'sTRy OF DEEDS,ETC~ef f e r son  County Courthouse 
STREET & NUMBER 

Washington and George S t r e e t s  - 
CITY TOWN STATE 

Char les  Town west' Virginia 

REP RESENTATION IN EXISTING SURVEYS 

- F E D E R A L  -STATE -COUNTY -LOCAL 1 , 
I 

DEPOSITORY FOR 
SURViY  RECORDS ! 

. . - - -- . . - - - . - . - - . . - . . . - . - - - - 
CITY, JOWN STATE 



CONDITION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE 

-UNALTERED X-ORIGINAL SITE 

ULTERED -MOVED D A T F  

-.- -- - 
DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL ( IF  KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Old Opera House i n  Charles  Town c o n s i s t s  of two d i s t i n c t ,  though a t t a c h e d  
u n i t s  t h a t  s e r v e  a s  o f f i c e s ,  r e h e a r s a l  rooms, t h e a t e r ,  d r e s s ing  rooms and a  small 
apartment  ( t h e  t h e a t e r  u n i t  was opened i n  1911, bu t  t h e  f r o n t  p a r t  of t h e  p r e s e n t  
o f f i ce / apa r tmen t  s e c t i o n  was a l r eady  on the  s i t e  and probably d a t e s  from t h e  1890s 
o r  t he reabou t s ) .  The bu i ld ing  is  l o c a t e d  on a corner  town l o t  and is detached 
from surrounding s t r u c t u r e s .  

Rectangular  i n  shape, t h e  main t h e a t e r  b u i l d i n g  is  four  bays wide whi le  t h e  
a t t a c h e d  a u x i l i a r y  u n i t  i s  two bays wide. The lobby and s e a t i n g  a r e a s  are each  
two s t o r i e s  high,  and the  s t a g e  and f l y  s e c t i z n  -is t h r e e  s t o r i e s .  Only t h e  f r o n t  
p o r t i o n  of t h e  o f f i c e  a r e a  i s  two s t o r i e s  (an apartment is  on  t h e  second f l o o r ) ,  
wh i l e  t h e  r e a r  i s  one s to ry .  The e n t i r e  b u i l d i n g  i s  f i a t  roofed and of b r i c k  
cons t ruc t ion ,  l a i d  i n  a comon bond except  f o r  a Fleroish bond wi th  what appear  t o  
b e  g lazed  headers  on t h e  f r o n t  and s i d e  of t h e  lobby sec t ion .  

The Opera House i s  placed a g a i n s t  t h e  s idewalk on two s i d e s ,  and the re  are no 
porches,  a l though t h e r e  i s  a p ro j ec t ing  s t a i r  l ead ing  t o  t h e  apartment en t r ance ;  
Each s e c t i o n  of t h e  s t r u c t u r e  has  rece ived  s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  t rea tment  i n  
f e n e s t r a t i o n .  Across t h e  f r o n t  (and a t  t h e  s i d e  of t h e  lobby) a r e  l a r g e ,  s t o r e -  
f ront - type  windows wi th  deco ra t ive  wood pane l s  and l i n t e l s  on t h e  f i r s t  f l o o r  and 
round-headed a rches  above second-level openings. The upper f l o o r  has  1612 s a s h  
i n  t h e  lobby and 1/1 a t t ached  double wtndows i n  t h e  apartment.  Windows on t h e  
s i d e  of t h e  t h e a t e r  have diamond-patterned casement sash,  wh i l e  those i n  t h e  s t a g e  
a r e a  a r e  6/6. Severa l  chimneys p r o j e c t  from t h e  r o o f l i n e ;  each is  i n t e g r a t e d  
w i t h i n  a  w a l l  and has a  corbeled cap. 

b o n g  t h e  numerous deco ra t ive  e l e n e n t s  on t h e  e x t e r i o r  a r e  a  v a r i e t y  of 
des igns  i n  b r i c k .  Rounded a rches  a r e  ev iden t  throughout,  and those i n  t h e  lobby 
a r e a  have l a r g e  keystones.  Panels  forned by  p r o j e c t i n g  b r i c k  bands break  l i n e s  
between f l o o r s  a t  t he  t h e a t e r  en t rance .  Also i n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  i s  an i n t e r e s t i n g  
b r i c k  des ign  f e a t u r i n g  an o u t l i n e  i n  headers  surrounding T-shaped p a t t e r n s  i n  
s t r e t c h e r s ;  i t  i s  placed above a  s tone  b e l t  cou r se  and below a wooden co rn ice  
w i t h  mod i l l i ons  . 

The  i n t e r i o r  of t h e  of f ice /apar tment  s e c t i o n  i s  r a t h e r  p l a i n  and und i s t i n -  
guished,  though l a n e  boards of an  o ld  bowling a l l e y  a r e  s t i l l  v i s i b l e  on one 
f l o o r .  It is t h e  t h e a t e r  i t s e l f  t h a t  honses t h  mere e z t r a c r i v e  elements,  b u t  
r e s t r a i n t  i s  t h e  r u l e  here  a l s o .  A s  one approaches the  s t a g e  through a  lobby t h a t  
has  a f i n e  pressed- t in  c e i l i n g  i n  one a r e a ,  t h e  most s t r i k i n g  f e a t u r e  i s  t h e  emblem 
over  t h e  proscenium wi th  i t s  gold-leafed "P". A t  f l o o r  l e v e l  is  an o r c h e s t r a  p i t  
w i t h  n i c e l y  turned  b a l u s t e r s  and curved r a i l i n g ,  a  s t y l e  r e ~ e a t e 2  i n  t h e  r a i l i n g  at 
t h e  balcony (both r a i l s  a r e  o r i g i n a l ) .  G r i l l s  i n  t h e  c e i l i n g  a s  w e l l  a s  two sup- 
p o r t i n g  columns f o r  t he  balcony a r e  of c a s t  i r o n .  Old wal l  sconces a r e  i n  p l a c e ,  
and t h e  s t a i r  from lobby t o  balcony has  well-worked b a l u s t e r s  and squared newels.  

Ne i the r  e x t e r i o r  nor  i n t e r i o r  have been g r e a t l y  a l t e r e d  over  t h e  yea r s  d e s p i t e  
changing needs and uses .  The old s tone  nameplate between f i r s t  and second f l o o r s  a t  



Form No 10-300a 
(Heu 10 74) 

l, LITEL> STATES DtP- . iRT.LlEbT Of- T H t  1 h T k K 1 0 R  
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES 
INVENTORY -- NOMINATION FORM 

THE OLD OPERA HOUSE, CHARLES TOWN, JEFFERSON COWTY, WEST VIRGINIA 

CONT! NUATlON SHEET . ITEM NUMBER 7 PAGE 2 

t h e  f r o n t  i s  gone, and t h e  t h r e e  c e n t e r  windows on t h e  second l e v e l  of t h e  lobby 
have been b r i cked  i n ,  b u t  l i t t l e  e l s e  has  changed. The i n t e r i o r  of  t h e  t h e a t e r  has  
been a l t e r e d  over  t h e  yea r s  t o  accommodate evo lu t iona ry  changes i n  t h e  i n d u s t r y  
( f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  a  movie p r o j e c t i o n  booth was i n s t a l l e d  i n  t h e  balcony about  1931, 
though i t  has  s i n c e  been removed), y e t  t h e  b a s i c  f a b r i c  of t h e  des ign  remains i n t a c t .  

The owners, Old Opera House Theatre  Company, have done much toward r e s t o r a t i o n  
of  t h e  b u i l d i n g  t o  i t s  o r i g i n a l  splendor and use .  Besides a neces sa ry  thorough 
c l e a n i n g ,  they have overseen upgrading of en t r ances  and s t a i r s  i n  t h e  lobby area 
t o  meet c u r r e n t  f i r e  codes, r e fu rb i sh ing  of t h e  t h e a t e r  c e i l i n g  w i t h  ha rd  p l a s t e r  
and w i r e  l a t h e  by a Job Corps crew under t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of a n  a c o u s t i c a l  engineer  
from t h e  Harpers  Fe r ry  Center ,  and r ebu i ld ing  of t h e  o r c h e s t r a  p i t  and r e - i n s t a l l a -  
t i o n  of t h e  o r i g i n a l  r a i l i n g .  With t h e  guidance provided by h i s t o r i c a l  a r c h i t e c t s ,  
r e s t o r a t i o n  is  expected t o  progress  toward completion w i t h i n  t h e  n e x t  few y e a r s .  



10 SIGNIFICANCE 
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AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE --  CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW 

A R C H E O L O G Y - P R E H I S T O R I C  -COMMUNITY P W N V I N G  -LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE -RELIGION 

--ARCHEOLOGY-HISTORIC -CONSERVATION -LA'# -SCIENCE 

-.AGRICULTURE -ECONOMICS X L I T E R A T U R E  -SCULPTURE 

XARCHITECTURE ~ E D U C A T I O P J  -UILITAi(Y -SOCIAL. H U M A N I T A R I A N  

A R T  - E N G I N E E R I N G  'X'.lUSIC X-THEATER 

-COMMERCE -EXPLORATION/Si iTLE4vlENT -Pr(lLOSOPHY -TRANSPORTATION 

- C O M M U N I C A T ~ O N S  - I N D U S T R Y  -POLITICS/GOVERNMENT -OTHER I S P E C I F Y )  

-IWVENTION 

SPECIFIC DATES 1911 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Old Opera House a t  Charles  Town, J e f f e r s o n  County, West V i rg in i a ,  f o r  many 
y e a r s  t h e  c u l t u r a l  c e n t e r  of t h a t  c i z y ,  has  once aga in  taken on t h e  importance of 
p rov id ing  a n  audi tor ium f o r  educa t iona l  and en ter ta inment  uses  by t h e  community. The 
b u i l d i n g  i t s e l f ,  designed by T.A. M u l l e t t  of Washington, D.C. ,  i s  a reminder of t he  
l a t e  n ine t een th -ea r iy  twent ie th  century  e r a  when multi-purpose ope ra  houses became 
t h e  l a t e s t  s t e p  i n  t h e  evolu t ion  toward a broader  popular c u l t u r e .  

About t h e  end of t h e  f i r s t  decade of t h i s  century ,  Xrs. Annie G.  P a c k e t t e  of 
Cha r l e s  Town sought  t o  make the  performing a r t s  a more i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of community 
a c t i v i t y  and undertook an e f f o r t  t o  r a i s e  $50,000 f o r  an opera house. T.A. Mul l e t t  
of t h e  Washington f i rm  of A.B. Mul l e t t  and Company (Thomas Augustine w a s  t h e  son of 
A l f r ed  Bult M u l l e t t ,  superv is ing  a r c h i t e c t  f o r  t h e  U.S. Treasury Department from 
1865 to 1874) w a s  h i r e d  t o  design t h e  s t r u c t u r e .  A r a t h e r  simple and p l a i n  (though 
s u b t l y  decora ted)  t h e a t e r  bu i ld ing  wi th  a n  apparent ly  well-conceived i n t e r i o r  
arrangement w a s  t h e  r e s u l t .  

On February 11, 1911, t he  New Opera House ( i t s  o r i g i n a l  name) presented  a 
comedy f e a t u r i n g  l o c a l  t a l e n t ;  proceeds went t o  t h e  United Daughters of t h e  Con- 
f ede racy  f o r  t h e  b e n e f i t  of i nd igen t  Confederate  ve t e rans .  The scene was s e t  and 
motion g iven  t o  Mrs. P a c k e t t e ' s  d e s i r e  t o  upgrade the  c u l t u r s l  o f f e r i n g s  of t h i s  
town most no ted  f o r  t h e  t r i a l  and execut ion  of John Brown. While f u l l  t h e a t r i c a l  
p roduc t ions  were t h e  b i g  even t s ,  t he  Opera House became the  c e n t e r  of "almost every 
indoor  even t  of any s i z e  i n  t h e  county." Touring t roupes,  vaudev l l l e ,  readings ,  
m i n s t r e l s ,  c i r c u s e s  and wild west shows were p a r t  of t h e  inc reas ing  b i l l  of f a r e  
as t h e  count ry  moved through World War I and t h e  1920s. Occasional b a s k e t b a l l  
c o n t e s t s  and boxing matches were he ld ,  and t h e  h a l l  opened f o r  such seemingly d i s -  
p a r a t e  e v e n t s  as church s e r v i c e s  and e l e c t i o n  r e t u r n s .  The bu i ld ing  even w a s  used 
f o r  t h e  s t o r a g e  of food f o r  d i s a s t e r  r e l i e f .  

With " the  most b r i l l i a n t  o u t s i d e  l i g h t  in town" o u t  f r o n t ,  "its r a y s  l i g h t i n g  
up George S t r e e t  f o r  a b lock  i n  e i t h e r  d i r e c t i o n , "  t h e  landmark c e n t e r  a t t r a c t e d  
aud iences  i n  J-me 1914 to  t h e  "Ba t t l e  Cry of Peace" by a d v e r t i s i n g :  

C a l l  t o  Arms-for Preparedness  Against War 
See New York i n  Flames 
See Des t ruc t ion  of t he  C a p i t o l  a t  Washington 
67,000 People i n  Cas t .  30,000 National  Guardsmen 
Opera House--June 28-29. Admission 25 cen t s .  

An amateur  dancing c o n t e s t  of J u l y  1915 had t h r e e  winners of p r i z e s  ranging from 
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$1.00 t o  $3.00, and on the  same evening s i x  r e e l s  of "p ic tures"  were shown. A 
matinee b e n e f i t  f o r  t h e  Independent F i r e  Company took i n  37 dozen eggs i n  1916, 
t h e  same year  t h a t  a n  e l e c t r i c a l l y  operated machine f o r  popping co rn  and t o a s t i n g  
peanuts  was i n s t a l l e d .  Ginmicks and "come-ons" were f r equen t ly  used t o  a t t r a c t  
pa t rons ,  too,  and any boy i n  tokn who had 250 o r  more f r e c k l e s  was admit ted f r e e  
t o  a performance of " ~ i n t y "  i n  February 1922. 

By t h e  l a t e  1920s t h e  Opera House was f e a t u r i n g  many forms of popular  e n t e r -  
ta inment .  It was t h e  age  of t h e  " t a l k i e "  t h a t  brought s i g n i f i c a n t  changes, however, 
and showing of " f l i c k s "  became the  primary func t ion .  Whether t h i s  con t r ibu ted  t o  a 
d e c l i n e  through t h e  1940s ma t t e r s  l i t t l e  now, but  t h e  f a c t  i s  t h a t  t h e  t h e a t e r  c lo sed  
i n  1948. A f l o r i s t  and then an an t ique  shop occupied some of t h e  space  t h e r e a f t e r ;  
i t  seemed only  a ques t ion  of time before  t he  s t r u c t u r e  might d e t e r i o r a t e  beyond 
r e p a i r .  Then, i n  t h e  e a r l y  1970s, a  turnabout  occurred.  

A few f a r s i g h t e d  and e n e r g e t i c  people sought o u t  t h e  owners (one of whom w a s  
a daughter  of M r s .  Packe t t e ) ,  arranged t o  c l ean  yea r s  of accumulated w a s t e ,  and 
t r i e d  t o  sel l  t h e  i d e a  of r e v i t a l i z i n g  t h e  f o m e r  t h e a t e r .  The Old Opera House 
Theat re  Company w a s  formed, and i n  1973 the  l and  and bu i ld ing  were donated t o  t h e  
c o r p o r a t i o n .  Res to ra t ion  and r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  work began immediately (and c o n t i n u e s  
t o  t h i s  day) .  While p l ans  went forward t o  r e t u r n  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  t o  a p r e s e n t a b l e  
s t a t e ,  equal  de te rmina t ion  went i n t o  e f f o r t s  t o  r e u s e  i t  a s  o r i g i n a l l y  in tended:  
a community c u l t u r a l  c e n t e r .  Now t h e  s a c r i f i c e s  of a dedica ted  group a r e  becoming 
more v i s i b l e  a s  t h e a t r i c a l  product ions a r e  once aga in  presented on t h e  long-dormant 
s t a g e .  Looking ahead, t h e  o ld  multi-purpose concept w i l l  b e  updated,  too,  a s  
forums, r ead ings ,  band conce r t s ,  arm w r e s t l i n g  c o n t e s t s ,  dances,  f i l m ,  and c i v i c  
and c h i l d r e n ' s  t h e a t e r  a r e  put  on t h e  b i l l  o f  t h i s  open and h o s p i t a b l e  p l a c e .  
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 GEOGRAPHICAL DATA 
ACPEAGE OF "~OMINATED PROPERTY 1 / 2  a c r e  

The Opera House is  l o c a t e d  on a  town l o t  ( appros i i aa te ly  100' x 150')  and i s  bounded 
by N. George and W. L i b e r t y  S t r e e t s  and a d j a c e n t  l o t s  on t h e  n o r i 5  and w e s t .  
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