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Getting to Know Your Newberry Opera House 

 

     When the Newberry Opera House was built, there were only 2,342 people 

living in Newberry.  Times had been very difficult following the Civil War, but 

the economy was improving. The year was 1880, and the citizens of Newberry 

voted to spend $30,000 on building an opera house.  They saw that other 

towns had opera houses, and they wanted one too. In the economy as we know 

it now, due to inflation over time, $30,000 would be about the same as 

$700,000.        

     The bricks chosen to build the Newberry Opera House came from right here 

in Newberry County.  If you notice closely, the bricks don’t match each other.  

That is because the bricks came from three different local brickyards.  The 

granite used was mined from local granite just two miles from the Opera House.  

Mr. C. L. Norman was the architect, and he designed the building in what is 

called the French Gothic Style of Victorian architecture.  Mr. Norman’s design 

called for a tall pointed tower rising 130 feet in the air.  Today there is a clock 
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in the tower, but that was not added until over 20 years after the building 

was finished. 

     On top of the tower there is a gar fish.  No one really knows why there is 

a fish on the weather vane.  There are different stories about it, but it is 

really one of the mysteries about the building.   

     When it was first built, the Opera House had two levels.  The lower level 

had several functions.  There was a jail with three cells, a fire station, a police 

station, and the offices for City Government. On the upper level was where the 

stage was located.  There was also a green room which is a gathering area for 

the performers to eat and relax, a cloak closet, 3 dressing rooms, and a box 

office.  Just imagine!  There was no electricity then, but gas lighting with 

reflectors called a “sun burner” lighted the stage.  Heating and cooling must 

have been difficult! 

     Although the building was completed in 1881, the formal dedication was not 

until February 20, 1882.  That was 136 years ago!  The Newberry Opera House 

has certainly been around for a long time!  On the day it was dedicated, a 

special poem was read, and different speakers talked about how wonderful it was 

for Newberry to have an Opera House.  Dr. Holland came from Newberry College 

and thanked the people of Newberry because the Opera House was going to be 

used for graduations, lectures, and even for balls and other dances.  Years later, 

a lady from Newberry talked about waiting each year outside the Opera House 

to see the ladies coming from the College for graduation, and she told how 

pretty they looked in their long white dresses and satin sashes as they were 

helped to step down from their carriages. 
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     Downtown Newberry had 60 businesses around the time of the dedication 

of the Opera House.  Four of those were banks and six were bars.  Two rail 

lines served the area, and the Post Office was the fourth busiest in the State 

of South Carolina. 

     In the early years of the Newberry Opera House, performances were live 

shows with people and animals acting on stage.  Animals like dogs and horses 

performed on the Opera House stage.  Traveling shows and plays from New York 

and other places came to Newberry, and famous actors of the day like Tallulah 

Bankhead and Lionel Barrymore were said to have played there.  Magicians, 

minstrel shows, and even mind readers came to town.  It is hard to imagine a 

boxing match at the Opera House, but even that variety show came to its 

stage. 

             

 

Tallulah Bankhead and Lionel Barrymore 
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     In the early 1900’s, silent movies started being shown at the Opera House.  

When Thomas Edison invented the phonograph, “Thomas Edison Talkies” were 

played.  The “Talkies” were a silent movie with a record playing on an Edison 

phonograph to create the sound.  In the 1920’s, the Opera House was 

remodeled as a movie theater, and for over 20 more years, movies were shown 

there.  Popular movies included cowboy movies which were in episodes.  Children 

would have to come back the next week to see what happened next.  Flash 

Gordon and Batman were popular then, and they were also shown as a series. 

Since television was very new and most people did not have a television of their 

own by the late 1940’s, many Newberry boys and girls went to the Opera 

House on Saturdays to see black and white films.  Most movies were not made 

in color until later than 1952 when the Opera House showed its last movie for 

a very long time.  

     A really special tradition developed over the years at the Opera House.  

Performers began signing their name to the walls of the Green Room.   Stars of 

the cowboy movies signed when they made a live appearance at the Opera 

The Newberry Opera House as a movie theater 

Signature on the Walls of the Green Room at the Opera House 
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House. Today, if you tour the Opera House, you can see those signatures. 

    

     From 1952 until the Opera House re-opened 20 years ago in 1998, the 

beautiful old building sat empty on the upper level.  The City still used the 

lower level mainly for offices, but the theater was left vacant and fell into 

disrepair. Bats, pigeons, and spiders were the only creatures to occupy the 

stage.  There were some people who wanted to tear the old building down, but 

there were other people who fought to save the building.  One story is that a 

group of ladies once held hands and formed a circle around the building to make 

the statement that they did not want the building to be destroyed.  Many 

people cared.  Something had to be done! 

 

 

 

Inside the Newberry Opera House before Renovation 
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    The building had been part of the Newberry skyline for many years, and 

with leadership of Dr. Jim Wiseman, a local dentist who grew up in Newberry, 

and a group of local citizens, the building was saved.  In fact, it was made even 

better than before!  Memorial Park in front of the Opera House was given a 

facelift and made to look like it is today. Festivals and outside concerts are 

given there, and snow machines create snowflakes during the Christmas season in 

this park. 
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     The City offices that were used on the first floor found a new place to go 

to when a local bank sold the City of Newberry their building to make a new 

City Hall.  With a lot of determination, the people of Newberry raised money 

and worked very hard to make the Newberry Opera House come alive again as a 

performing arts center.  State of the art lights and sound system were 

installed.  It cost nearly six million dollars, but the people of Newberry made 

sure what had been built and given to the citizens of Newberry generations ago 

would be given to you, and in turn, to the generations yet to come.  The 

Newberry Opera House has been made a gift to you; and as you grow older, 

YOU can help give that same gift to your children.  
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     Now as many as 200 shows a year take place at YOUR Newberry Opera 

House.  Performers from all over the world come to Newberry.  There are 426 

seats in the Newberry Opera House, and all the seats are close enough to the 

stage that you can see everything!  More and more children’s shows are being 

added to the program each year.  Whether it is the famous Chinese acrobats, 

the Russian ballet, a Country singer, classical music played by a full orchestra, or 

a play, the Newberry Opera House continues to offer a variety of shows so that 

there is something for everyone to enjoy. 
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     In Newberry we are very fortunate to have such a special theater.  It won 

the Outstanding American Historic Theatre Award in 2008. With a proud 

history, the Newberry Opera House connects us to the family of Newberrians 

who came before us.  Now we have the opportunity to make sure that it is 

cared for and preserved to continue its success and service into the future.  The 

Newberry Opera House is part of who we are as Newberrians.  It belongs to the 

people of Newberry, and we treasure it.  People from all over the world have 

come to the Newberry Opera House, but we are the fortunate ones who get to 

call it HOME.  

 

     Come help celebrate the 20th Anniversary of the re-opening of the 

Newberry Opera House.  There is a party on February 20th with tours 

throughout the day and a free program at 5:00 PM with cupcakes and a special 

show.  For four Tuesdays after the Anniversary celebration, Newberry talent will 

perform on the Opera House stage.  February 27th is the night for the 

Elementary Schools’ Honor Chorus performances.  March 6th is the night for the 

Middle and High School Honor Chorus and County Honor Band program.  March 

13th is Newberry College’s night to shine; and on March 20t,h there will be a 

special show called  

“The Sounds of Newberry.”   We look forward to seeing you there! 


