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MIRTH AND MUSIC. 
Dedication of the New Opera House. 
General Satisfaction Expressed All Hands at Its Elegant Appearance. 
The Opera, the Best Entertainment Ever Given in The City. 
 

The old "rat trap," as Athenæum was, 
latterly, called, has cruised to exist, and a 
beautiful temple dedicated to Apollo and 
Thespia, has arisen in its stead. Yet the old 
Athenæum has many associations connected 
with it, that will cause it to pass into history 
as one of the famous structures of Dubuque. 
The original building was erected in 1840 by 
Emerson & Crider, the lower story being 
occupied as a store by Hannibal Emerson and 
J. B. Shields, both of whom have passed 
away. The upper stories were used as the 
office of the Miner's Express, the infant that 
afterward grew into the Daily and Weekly 
He. The rear of the building was occupied as 
a dwelling. In 1846 an addition was added to 

its proportions, and the whole structure turned into a hotel, known as the "City Hotel," kept by Richard 
Plumb, and afterward by Henry Miller. Miller came from Davenport to run the City Hotel, brought some 
capital with him but soon run aground. Having failed, he returned to Davenport and the LeClair house. Be it 
remembered that when Miller ran the City Hotel it was in the days of specie currency, sovereigns and five 
franc pieces being the principal coin in circulation first passing current at 4.90 and the latter at 95 cents.  
 
Some years after this, a Dubuquer met Miller at the LeClaire house at Davenport, and asked him how he 
failed so quickly in Dubuque? He replied: "It was those d—n sovereigns that broke me up. I never could get 
used to them; always took them at 9.40, but could never get more for them than $4.90, and that was what 
busted me." 
 
Col. McHenry also acted as boniface in that music caravansary for the benighted western traveler. It was also 
known as the Peosta House, and the lamented Charley Hewitt gave it renown second to no hotel in the west. 
A man by the name of Tompkins also, at one time, became its proprietor. Soon after the late war broke out, 
Mr. Bellfield became its proprietor. In the early days of Dubuque this was known as "Democratic Corner." 
Here burned the bonfires of the wigwam and the old democratic war horses. Emerson, Shields, McHenry and 
others, addressed the hardy miners, lovers of the constitution and freedom. 
 
In the year 1863, the building was purchased by Wm. G. Stewart, and soon after turned into a public hall 
known as the Athenæum, and opened with a degree of pomp and splendor almost as dazzling as that of last 
night. Its boards before they crumbled in the march of improvement. Were graced by the sweet and gentle 
Sallie St. Claire, who now sleeps in a tomb barren of evergreens or slab; Madam Anna Bishop, the clever lyric 
songstress, filled its auditorium with her classic notes; Forrest, Barret, the dead Edwin Adams; the eloquent 
Murdock, who, in the rendition of Hamlet, was without a peer, and other noted actors made the walls 
reverberate with their classic renderings.  



The Hutchinsons—Asa and John, and their respective tribes, discoursed their abolition music to full houses, 
little dreaming, perhaps, that they were sowing the seeds of discord that cost the nation thousands of lives. 
Phillips. Woodhull and Anna Dickinson, have fouled its air with their disgusting tirades, urging the people to 
abandon morality and religion, endeavoring to make society lecherous and profligate, they were followed by 
statesmen and politicians, many of whom have gone to their long home. Part of the second story was 
occupied by Sam Cox as a billiard room. The rear, for several seasons, was filled up and successfully ran as a 
variety theatre, while the first or lower story was occupied as stores. 
 
The old Athenæum became dilapidated, so much so, 
that first-class theatrical and opera troupes gave 
Dubuque the cold shoulder. Bed-bugs and rats were the 
sole occupants, and the owner of the building not 
seeing profit in the undertaking, refused to repair it, or 
change it into a decent hall. A few months ago, Messrs. 
Eighmey & Waller purchased the property from Mr. 
Stewart, and being enterprising and wealthy men, 
conceived the idea of tearing down the old building and 
erecting in its place an opera house that would be a 
credit to Dubuque and the entire west. The expense 
was heavy, and in order to tempt public feeling it was 
given out that if the public purchased 1,000 tickets to 
the initiatory performance at $5 each, they would go on with the construction of the building. The people 
heartily responded to the request, as the large and brilliant audience last night attests. Messrs. Eighmey & 
Waller sought the best architect for the purpose and engaged the veteran Wallace Hume, of Chicago, who 
may be called, in architecture, the father of modern theaters and opera houses, he had planned and erected 
all the new ones in Chicago, and many of those in the west, as well its others in St. Louis, and other 
prominent cities.  
 
The drawings were submitted, a survey made of the old building, and in the latter part of August, Mr. J. 
McDonald, a competent builder, and an old employe of Mr. Hume commenced razing the old structure that 
had afforded so many happy moments to the people of Dubuque. A large force of men was put to work, and 
the whole structure erected from the foundation, the rear part of which is thirty-two feet below the surface. 
It is now finished in its beautiful proportions.  
 
The building is 64x114 feet, running from Main street to the alley. The corner store on the first floor is 

occupied by Moses Lippman, as a clothing store, and is 
one of the finest stores in the west, being finished in 
modern style, with large French plate glass windows, 
and windows on 4th street, making it the most amply 
lighted store in the city. Next to this, and in the center 
of the front (which is beautifully laid in pressed brick, 
with elegant window traps, and beautiful trimmings, 
including a band balcony, making the front elevation 
pleasing to look upon), is the main entrance to the 
opera house, closed when not in use, by folding glass 
doors opening toward the street, in compliance with 
the law. 
 

 



Mr. Sam Cox occupies the rear of the entrance hall, as a saloon, which is gorgeously fitted up, and tastefully 
arranged, fully in keeping with the elegant decorations of the building. The north store is occupied by Stewart 
& Scott, wholesale tobacconists, and is almost equal in beauty and convenience to the one occupied by Mr. 
Lippman. 
 
From the hall which contains the box office, you ascend to the hall or opera house proper, upon stairs leading 
from each side, debouching upon an ample landing, turning upon which, you rise a few steps and are ushered 
into the most gorgeous and brilliant opera house in the west. The auditorium is 54 feet wide by 85 feet drop, 
which contains 920 folding chairs, including the parquette, which is upholstered in maroon velvet, iron backs, 
relieved in bronze. The parquette circle, is divided from the parquette, velvet-trimmed railings, by posts with 
18 bouquet holders, and contains folding chairs equally as good, but not so richly upholstered. The gallery, 
the entrance to which is on 4th street, is supported by six iron columns, trimmed with gold, the capitals being 
of the composite order, decorated with gilt filiations. These columns are all footed on trusses and are 
warranted as to strength. There are two stairways leading to the gallery from the parquette circle, which are 
placed for the purpose of assisting in egress in case of fire or accident of any kind, and also a large double 
door 18 feet by 10 feet, on the south side of the building, leading to the outside opening which is 16 by 12 
feet. The gallery, parquette, and dress circle are finished in the most gorgeous style, and the frescoing, 
executed by Messrs. Schubert & King, is the finest in the west 
 
The orchestra is separated from the parquette by a handsome railing, covered with crimson red. Modern 
moving music stands are arranged for the musicians. The proscenium boxes are two in number, the fronts of 
which were made at the Key City Planing mill. They are elegantly trimmed in gold and white, and gorgeously 
upholstered with crimson lambrequins and white lace curtains. The gallery front is also in white and gold, 
studded with golden gas brackets, the blaze being relieved by magnificent glass shades made expressly for 
the occasion. The dome is lighted by gas under a calcium reflector and brightens the hall as if the sun itself 
sent its rays through the roof. 
 
THE STAGE. 
The dimensions of the stage are 32x35 feet and 32 feet from 
floor to ceiling; the stage opening being 32 feet wide and 35 
feet deep. It is supplied with three rows of top lights and 
reflectors, and a row of patent footlights, imbedded in the 
proscenium circle. An ingenious contrivance for regulating 
each series of lights is handily arranged on the left side of the 
stage, which allows the operator in an instant to darken the 
stage, or flash upon the scenery, the early dawn, fading 
twilight, or moonshine. All necessary and modern machinery 
for manipulating the scenery is provided, and one would 
imagine himself on board of a full-rigged ship, while in the 
loft above the sky borders; long ropes and short ropes, large 
windlasses and small windlasses, tackle blocks and pullies 
innumerable greet the eye and cause a person to wonder 
whether Thespia contemplated these intricacies when 
Pericles commended the inauguration of the Odeon at 
Athens. There are nine dressing rooms, two under the stage, 
four on the south side, and three on the north side, all fitted up in first class style, and are of sufficient 
accommodation for any troupe. The stage, and in fact the entire building is supplied with water plugs in case 
of fire. Water closets and all modern improvements, except hot and cold baths, are provided—stage traps 
and easy access underneath, as well as underneath the parquette floor. The stage and its belongings show 
well from every one of the 1,000 chairs, the arrangement being such that the stage is in line from all points. 



THE SCENERY. 
The scenery consists of sixteen scenes, the most prominent and beautiful among which is the palace interior. 
The architecture and decorations are in style prevalent during the reign of Louis XV. There is a massive door 
in the center and side doors surmounted by sloping canopies in white and gold. The paneling on the walls 
represents scarlet damask with the shading most admirably blended, which, when the lights flash upon it, 
gives it most brilliant and rich effect. 
 
The chamber scene, Louis XV, style, is also elaborately executed, as are all the scenes, including the plain, 
meadows, rustic kitchen, oak chamber, streets, Bastilean prison, water, landscape, &c. There are also house 
flats, cottage flats, set house, set cottage, rustic bridge, set water, two rows of set rocks, one row of the 
balustrade, one row of paling fence, set of R. library, sky and drapery borders. horizon drop scenes, twenty-
eight wings, four sets of doors, with a pair of beautiful tormenters that shut out the sides and complete the 
tout ensemble. 
 
The drop curtain is, of course, the chef d'æuwre of the painter's art. Messrs. Noxon & Toomey, of St. Louis— 
The subject is a landscape, the lake of Como in Italy, painted from Bulwer's description in the Lady of Lyons. 
The picture is set in a frame naturally drawn and seemingly hung under a green and crimson satin curtain, 
which falls in graceful folds over the upper edge and down the sides revealing the gilt concave frame. The 
bottom is edged with a beautiful fringe of delicate design and trimmed with gold, falling over a tessellated 
marble floor in the foreground. In the picture the placid lake seems to meander in a deep vale attire base of 
high, snow-capped mountains, while its limpid waters lave green foliage pine trees and exotic flowers. On the 
right of the picture a gondolier is making ready to disturb the bosom of the lake and cause the flight of the 
water foul that hovers over it. Nearby are a few rustic buildings, and in the distance on old Italian castle, with 
its turrets and parapets reaching toward the beautiful sky, nestling like a mirror upon its azure blue. The 
scene is beyond our powers of description, and we dare say that none save Noxon & Toomey could have so 
beautifully portrayed the ideal of the author of that powerful play—the Lady of Lyons. The curtain, the 
drapery and the scenes were all hung and put in place by the master hand of Mr. Charles Long, the stage 
fitter, who has no superior in the country. 
 
But go see the inside of the building yourself, and you'll get a better idea than we can give. Its seating 
capacity, including the aisles, is 1,200. The plans were drawn by Wallace Hume. J. McDonald. superintended 
the structure, Chas. Long, did the stage carpentering and fitting; Mr. Harvey did the painting. The brickwork 
was laid by Mr. Wood; the mason work by Mr. Brophy; cast ironwork by Rouse & Dean, two tons added to 
the roof and one ton of anchors. Lumber furnished by Weston, Burch & Co. Stair work by Carr, Austin & Co. 
They also furnished the storefronts—gasfitting by Morrison & Bros. Upholstering by the Dubuque 
Cabinetmaker's Association. The folding chairs came from Brooklyn, N. Y. The work and entire structure being 
of the best description. The building is heated by two of Ruttan's ventilating furnaces, and the galvanized 
ironwork and the outside lettering was executed by Klauer & Henney 
 
THE OPENING 
last evening brilliant ovation to dramatic and musical art that Dubuque has ever witnessed. As soon as the 
doors were opened. Hundreds of people rushed in that they might secure the best seats—but really there are 
no best seats—they are all good. Upon entering the hall, the olfactories of the surging crowd were greeted by 
the most fragrant perfume, which was emitted from an enchanting fountain in front of the parquette. 
Beautifully tinted flowers also lent their fragrance from numerous from bouquet holders, and, all in all, one 
would suppose that he had been suddenly transported into the ambrosian temple of the gods. It was 
dedication night, and the proprietors and Mr. Hess desired to do all in their power to make it a grand success, 
and they admirably succeeded. The gas lights soon gorgeously illuminated the scene, and the brilliant opera 
costumes of the ladies shone to the best advantage. The audience contained the best people in the city—



those who appreciated the enterprise of Messrs. Eighmey & Waller—among whom rich and poor, some, no 
doubt, disbursing a week's wages rather than miss the grand ovation. 
 
The selection of the opera of the Chimes of Normandy was a 
happy thought. It was most appropriate, and the rich, variegated 
costumes of the Hess troupe, blended beautifully with the rich, 
fresh colors of their surroundings. And the text was appropriate. 
The chimes peeled forth upon the return of the heir, and in honor 
of a new palace of art. The Hess English Opera troupe have cause 
to feel proud of their reception, and appreciation of the splendid 
rendition of Robert Planquette's masterpiece.  
 
The orchestral music was splendid, and the opera sparkled 
throughout with brilliant scintillations of genuine art and merit. 
Mignonette, (Miss Emilie Mellville) is a charming actress as well as 
a prima donna of extraordinary powers. Germain, the lost 
Marchionesss (Mrs. Zelda Seguin), also exhibited a gift of song 
which makes her enchanting, and her pathetic strains fairly 
captivated the large audience. Miss Louise Searle also made herself 
a favorite, while Mr. Castle, Mr. C. H. Turner, Mr. C. H. Morton, Mr. 
Edward Seguin and Mr. J. Benitz, are artists of fine culture and  
magnificent execution. C. H. Morton added greatly to the 
attractions of the opera, which is brim-full of beautiful melodies 
and pleasing situations. The entire opera was received with 
enthusiastic applause, which gave evidence that the fine artistic 
ability of the troupe was fully appreciated by a Dubuque audience, 
which contained a large number of excellent judges of operatic 
music. The choruses were admirably rendered and were received 
with rapturous enthusiasm. The acoustics of the opera house is 
perfect. The softest notes were distinctly heard in all parts of the 
hall, as well as the lowest stage whispers. 
 
Tonight the troupe gives another performance, and also a matinee 
in the afternoon. Madam Martinez, Henry Peakes, Louisa Searle, 
and H. Warren will appear at each performance in favorite roles 
and Miss Melville in the evening. The prices are within reach of all, and seats can be secured now at the box 
office. 
 
In the words of a contemporary: " We have reached the end, and enter now upon generations of enjoyment 
in the pleasantest place to which our amusement seekers have ever been called. Here Booth can play Hamlet 
or Richard, Jo. Jefferson may sleep and wake again as Rip Van Winkle. Sothern can bring Dundreary, and the 
queens of song may trill behind as bright footlights as a blaze in the Grand Opera of Paris or in London's 
Convent Garden." 
 
(Transcription of this text was meticulously accomplished by William Hammel. Building pictures are from 
Randy Lyon’s Encyclopedia Dubuque.) 






























































































































































































































































































