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COURTHOUSE, REGISTRY OF DEEDS, ETC:

County Recorders Office in Keokuk Countv Courthouse
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Sigourney

STATE CODE

Iowa 14

TITLE OF SURVEY:

Second Rail Road Addition to the Town of What Cheer, Iowa
DATE OF SURVEY: March 17, 1880 D Federal ~~\ State [~j County |Yj Local

DEPOSITORY FOR SURVEY RECORDS: ^

Keokuk County Recorder Office in Land Deed Record 6 paqe 455
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The What Cheer Opera House has the appearance of a three-story 
building, 50 feet wide and 100 feet long. The middle story 
being the balcony level. The top floor was or43#iha«l9$ufciiiTt'as 
a Masonic Tempi e,^:he emblems associated with Freemasonry are 
still in existence,™ the small decorative pediment at the top s 
of the building.-^The building is brick with a hint of Romanescfue 
detail in round head windows and the corbels at cornice. The 
horizontal bands of rock faced stone more or less divide the 
building into story height. The structure was remodeled into a 
movie theatre many years ago, but fortunately original exterior 
window and main entrance mill work was either stored within the 
building or covered up with new material in a manner not destroying 
same. The only original items missing are the four front doors, 
these have been reconstructed same as original A Some of the 
formed sheet metal work on the pediment and cornice is in need 
of replacing or repair, some pointing has been done on the exterior, 
but only enough to preserve the building from further damage. The 
lobby is quite small, too small to provide any waiting space during 
intermissions; there is equal space off the balcony. The doors to 
the auditorium were stored, and are now hanging as originally. The 
auditorium seats 350, the balcony 240. Both balcony and auditorium 
have been restored, again, interesting original detail was found 
under late period alterations. Both auditorium and balcony seating 
is basically horseshoe. The front ten rows, being an area just 
in front of the stage, sunken a bit, were known as the "Pit". The 
three rows immediately-back of the Pit were known as the "The Dress 
Circl", and the rows behind the Dress Circle were known as "The 
Parquet Circle". The third floor Masonic Temple was supported by 
rows of cast iron columns parallel to the side walls and about 1/4 
point, nhese columns also support the balcony. The curving balcony 
shape and rail are possibly the outstanding architectural details 
in the building.^ The restoration of the building has been a very 
slow process, each little bit of restoration has been done only 
when profit from productions became available, mere is no effort 
at this time to do any restoration of the third floor, rather, it 
has become a good source of spare architectural items needed to 
restore first floor and balcony. The basement was never completed 
but partially excavated to accomodate plants.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

z 
o

This opera house has become quite significant, because it was a very 
important part of our way of living at one time. It was the only 
source of entertainment for many-towns; opera houses were in every 
city; gradually they were altered beyond restoration into movie 
houses, torn down or gutted and entire new uses were made of the 
shell. Here is one that has been saved and in good condition. Life 
has been put back into it and provides entertainment which draws 
people from a radius of two hundred miles. At the turn of the 
/century, nationally known repertoire companies appeared in What 
</Cheer, a few weeks after they appreared on Broadway. Today, 
history repeats: Guy Lombardo, Sammy Kay, Wayne King, Jan Garber, 
Fred Waring. To quote Fred Waring, "Thousands of people have 
appeared on this stage, something of their performances linger 
here, there is a built in accoustic, there is a warm feeling of 
being with your audience that I have never known.in any other 
place. "
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Patriot-1880; Reporter-1882; Chronicle-1888; Patriot-Chronicle-1928, 
still in operation.

Universe Lodge 242 AF & AM
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Thomas 0. Burriss, President ^^LJL>^
ORGANIZATION DATE

What Cheer Opera House, Inc. February 7, 1973
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R- R. #2
CITY OR TOWN:

What Chppr

As the designated State Liaison Officer for the Na 

tional Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 

89-665), I hereby nominate this property for inclusion 

in the National Register and certify that it has been 

evaluated according to the c-iteria and procedures set 

forth by the National Park Service. The recommended 

level of significance of this nomination is: 
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I hereby certify that this property is included in the 

National Register.
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Director, Office of Archeology and Historic Preservation
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