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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

For jnost central and southern Georgians, the building and operation 
of the Hawkinsville Old Opera House in the early twentieth century was their 
first opportunity to see commercial live theater entertainment.

The Old Opera HoiaaE,used simultaneously as a City Hall and theater 
in downtown Hawkinsville, is a brick building withTmaiiy rooflines and heightsj 
brick pilasters and cornices; numerous, variously shaped windows (some with 
heavy stone trim on the upper part); and a heavy keystone arch defining the 
entrance way.V One unusual exterior feature is the marble cornerstone carved 
in the shape or an open, turned back book,

W.i JR., Gunn, the architect for the opera house, guaranteed perfect 
acoustics and seating arrangements. The pine wood stage floor, 75 feet in 
length and 60 feet deep, is considered l £ Tegifimate size and accomodates 
full cut scenery of standard dimensions. The stage curtain of canvas and 
handpainted in oil, is 75 feet wide and 18 feet high. This curtain and all 
scenery pull into the fly loft in one piece without having to be rolled up. 
The fly loft holds eight sets of scenery, each with a set of ropes so that 
complete scenery changes can be made in five minutes. Backstage are three 
tiers of dressing rooms. A wide double door, large enough to admit live 
horses or a concert grand, pian9 gives access to the stagej a trap door on 
stageican,be used in Shakespearan productions.

The 576 seats are in good condition and are equipped underneath with 
metal racks for gentlemen's hats. Each seat is marked by aisle and row with 
metal markers, On the lower of two tiers of balconies, is a curved, solid 
brass guard rail. Corinthian columns support this lower balcony. The 
lighting consists of 200 ten-watt bare bulbs that are set in the plaster 
ceiling around a central brass medalDion fixture that also acts as a 
ventilation mechanism.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Hawkinsville City Hall Auditorium, or Old Opera House as it is 
usually called, was built jri 1907 arid brought cultural entertainment and 
noted speakers to Central .Geqrgia for the first time. Hawkinsville was 
on the "road show" circuit which included Savannah, Macon, Americus, Atlanti, 
Columbus, Georgia, and Charleston, South Carolina. Before its erection 
only those persons that could afford the time and expense of a train trip 
to Atlanta or New York were able to see theater productions.

According to records from 1907-18 back issues of the Hawkinsville 
Dispatch arid News, one production company after another would play 
Hawkinsville, often week after week. Tickets for all good shows were sold 
on a reserve seat basis one week in advance. Choice seats f or* ^all good 
shows were $1,50, and many productions were sold out Reaving only 
standing room. The towns of Pineview and Finleyson, (two cities one mile 
apart) and Hawkinsville developed a friendly spirit of rivalry as to the town 
that would purchase the most seats for the better productions. One 
production company was glad of the opportunity to stop and play Hawkinsvill 
as it broke the long train ride from Atlanta to Jacksonville and Miami, 
Florida. Several production companies performed for a full week, with chan;e 
of plays and scenery each night. During 1915 and 1916 many of the prod­ 
uctions were so well known, that the W. and T. and the Florida Southern 
railroads ran special excursion trains featuring low round trip fares. The 
W. and T. went from Sandersville through Dublin, Georgia, to Hawkinsville, 
and the Florida Southern brought visitors from Ashburn, Georgia, to 
Hawkin svilie.

Some <sif the outstanding productions that appeared in the Old Opera 
House were the "Apollo Concert Company and Bell Ringers;" "The Great 
Catastrophe" by the N.G.A. Music and Dramatic Company; "Shepherd of the 
Hills" produced by Gaskell and MacVittys; "The Little Millionaire" 
featuring a cast of thirty and a half players (the half being the baby); 
the"Eortune Hunter" featuring Juanita Archer; "The Goose Girl Freckles;" 
"Bought and Paid For", A William Brady Production; "TheTMrd Degree;" 
"Ingomar;" "The Arrival of Kitty;" "The Merchant of Venice" and"Hamlet"; 
"September Morn;" "Wedded and Parted;" Coburn f s Minstrels; and Hardy of 
Laurel and Hardy. In 1913, Mr. and Mrs. John W. Nichols of New York were 
featured in a joint recital. Mr. Nichols, a tenor, had recently performed 
in Paris and London.
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8. Significance (Old Opera House, Hawkinsville)
xX *f~^f f "~T' ;'—'« \ X-"**^X

In 1916 the Old Opera House was also the stage rb«Cilzilji}jbrgveling Chautauqua. 
On one occasion the first U.S. Senator from Oklahoma, the Honorable Thomas P. 
Gore, was the attraction and later Ex-Governor Robert Broadnox Glenn from North 
Carolina made his appearance in the show.

The Old Opera House building is representative of an age of popular commer :ial 
live theater and vaudeville entertainment. Many buildings of a similar kind 
were built throughout the United States at about this time, but few remain in 
their original state today. The opportunity to find one of these buildings 
virtually unaltered is quite rare.

W. R. Gunn, the designer of the Hawkinsville Old Opera House, two years 
earlier had been in charge of the renovation of the Macon Grand Opera House 
(which is on the National Register.) Little is known about him; the unusual 
turned back book-like cornerstone lists him as an architect from Macon; the 
original contractor's sign lists him as of Macon and Atlanta. It is known that 
he promised the Old Opera House would have perfect acoustical qualities and sealing 
arrangement which he fulfilled with excellence. From every seat in the house 
one can see and hear clearly without strain. He also designed the opera house 
with a large legitimate stage size that could accommodate bulky equipment, a higl 
full fly loft for immediate change of scenery and three tiers of dressing rooms 
for the performing actors. Thus, it is apparent that he was a theater architec 
as he proclaimed himself to be.

Architecturally, the Old Opera House presents several points of interest. 
At a time when Louis Sullivan, with his "form follows function" dictum, 
was designing his small banks in the Midwest, here in Middle Georgia was an 
architect who whether consciously or because of economic restraints designed wm 
a functional, almost brutally honest style. In the Old Opera House, a combinattLon 
city hall-auditorium building, no attempt has been made to hide the functions 
and necessity of variously shaped windows and roof heights. Gunn has followed 
Sullivan's message in spirit, but not in detail, for none of the Sullivanesque 
ornament appears. The Old Opera House is a bare, warehouse-like opera house an 1 
what classical details occur are there merely to define voids and functions suc'i 
as the entrance arch or the five bays of the front facade windows.

The Old Opera House has been used as a city hall, theater, library, club 
house and temporary church when necessary. It still has the largest seating 
capacity in Pulaski County and the arrangement of the seats and the general 
acoustic qualities of the space are very good. The opportunity exists for 
providing an intimate theater, civic and museum facility, while at the same 
time preserving something unique to the town and to the period.
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