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Introduction

Figure 1. Location of the Grand Opera House. (Source: Bing Hybrid Maps).

The Grand Opera House

Bibb

Jones

Twiggs

Monroe

Crawford

Peach Houston

Wilkinson

Baldwin

Georgia

Source: Bing Hybrid Maps

0 60 120 Meters

0 200 400 Feet



 3 

Preservation Study of the Second Balcony at the Grand Opera House

New South Associates is pleased to present this preservation study of the National 

Register of Historic Places (NRHP)-listed Grand Opera House’s second balcony, which 

was used historically as a segregated seating section for the theater’s African-American 

patrons. This endeavor was made possible by a grant from the Fox Theater Institute. The 

goals of the study were to provide the Grand Opera House with documentation through 

large format photography and laser scanning, to conduct research in order to provide 

a context for segregated theater space during Jim Crow, to provide a comprehensive 

history of the Grand Opera House itself, to compare it to other segregated theater space 

in Georgia and the southern region, and to identify preservation options for the historic 

space.

The Grand Opera House is located on Mulberry Street in downtown Macon, Georgia 

(Figure 1).  The theater, owned by Macon-Bibb County and currently leased to Mercer 

University, was constructed in 1904 on the site of the 1884 Academy of Music. The 

building consists of a seven-story office tower at front with the theater in the back 

(Figure 2). The theater space has three tiers of seating, the floor, first balcony, and second 

balcony, which is the focus of this study (Figures 3 and 4). When built, the theater had 

a capacity of 2,084 people, 800 of which were crowded into the second balcony and 

seated on narrow high-back pews that are still in place, due largely to the fact that the 

second balcony was closed permanently to patrons in the early 1940s. The Grand Opera 

House was listed on the NRHP in 1970 under Criteria A and C, for history and architecture. 

Primary and secondary research for this project was conducted with a focus on 

searching the Macon Telegraph archives and other regional newspapers for any mention 

of the theater. This exercise turned up many references and articles that shed light 

on several aspects of the Grand’s history, including the construction of the theater, its 

ownership and management throughout the years, and the type of entertainments 

that were presented. Clippings of these articles are presented in Appendix A to this 

report. Additional research was conducted in the subject files at the Middle Georgia 

Archives. Several historic images of the building were located and are used as illustration 

throughout the document. They can also be found within Appendix B. Sanborn Fire 

Insurance Maps of Macon, which provided structural details of the building, and Macon 

City Directories were also examined. Because the second balcony was closed to African-

Americans in the late 1930s and permanently around 1940, oral history informants were 

difficult to locate, but New South was able to find one person that did experience sitting 
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Figure 2. Facade of the Grand Opera House, as seen from Mulberry Street, 2018
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Figure 4. View Across the Second Balcony, 2018

Figure 3. View of the Second Balcony, from an Upper Proscenium Box, 2018
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in the segregated balcony first hand, Mr. Javers Lucas, who was able to provide some 

information about his theater experience in the second balcony. 

The documentation aspect of this project involved photographing the second balcony 

and its access points with both large-format film and high-resolution digital photography. 

In addition, the second balcony was captured with three-dimensional laser scanning, 

resulting in a precise architectural record of the space that is many times more accurate 

than manual measurements. The information gathered through laser scanning can be 

used to create detailed architectural renderings and blueprints of the second balcony. 

After this Introduction and Methods section, Chapter II presents an architectural 

description of the theater and second balcony. Chapter III contains a historical context 

for segregated theater space in the Jim Crow era, tying that into the history of the Grand’s 

second balcony, and a comparison to other theaters. Chapter IV offers preservation 

options for the second balcony. Several appendices are included at the back of the 

document. Appendix A  is a chronological catalogue of newspaper articles located during 

the research phase of this project.  Appendix B includes several historic photographs and 

post cards.  Appendix C contains images of the large format photographs that were taken 

of the theater and second balcony. In Appendix D are several architectural drawings that 

were created using the laser scans of the second balcony, provided by ReproGraphics, 

Inc.  Finally, current conditions images taken with high-resolution digital photography 

are located in Appendix E.
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Architectural Description

Figure 5. Façade, Looking Northeast across Mulberry Street, 2018
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Downtown Macon’s Grand Opera House was constructed in 1904-1905 to replace the 

1884 Academy of Music that had been located on the same site. Although previous 

historical narratives stated that the Academy of Music was enlarged and renamed, 

newspaper accounts found during research for this report revealed that the Academy of 

Music was demolished prior to the construction of the Grand Opera House. 

The Grand consists of two discrete sections, a seven-story office tower and a theater.  The 

five-bay office tower’s façade faces Mulberry Street (Figure 5). Built in the Classical Revival 

architectural style, the building is symmetrical with a centered entrance and bricked-in 

store fronts to either side. The entrance consists of an arched opening with two pairs 

of glass-paned doors. A large illuminated marquee sign is suspended over the front 

entrance. Framing the entrance and at the corners of the façade are brick pilasters with 

Corinthian capitals that support the dentiled frieze between the first and second stories. 

“THE GRAND OPERA HOUSE” is carved into the frieze over the entrance, as is visible 

in a photograph that was taken for the theater’s 1970 NRHP nomination, but today is 

obscured by the marquee (Figure 6). 

Figure 6. Entrance Detail from 1970 NRHP Nomination 
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The second through sixth floors feature five pairs of one-over-one windows, one pair 

in each bay of the building. The second floor is more architecturally detailed with terra 

cotta window surrounds that are punctuated by large keystones. There are also five rows 

of brick banding that protrude from the building’s surface. The side bays on floors three 

through six protrude slightly and the three center bays are separated by Ionic pilasters. 

The windows on these floors are topped with a lintel and keystone. The uppermost, or 

seventh story, features sets of three arched windows in the center bays. A large cornice 

projects from the walls just below the roof line and wraps around the side of the building. 

Looking at the side walls, the office tower is four rooms deep with a pair of windows in 

each room (Figure 7). The theater portion of the building is five stories with a gable roof. 

Figure 7. Oblique View of the Grand Opera House, Showing the Façade and Northwest Wall, 2018
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Figure 8. Arcade and Theater Entrance, 2018

The roof of the rear section of the theater, referred to as the fly loft, located over the stage, 

rises at least one story above the rest of the theater’s roof. The northwest wall of the 

theater has several arched window openings, as well as door openings that are accessed 

by fire escapes. The majority of the window openings on the theater’s northwest wall 

have been filled in either with brick or plywood. A Bibb County Courthouse annex 

building was built adjacent to the northeast wall and it is no longer visible, but is virtually 

identical according to historic photographs. 

The theater entrance, which mimics the design of the building’s entrance, is at the end 

of a wide arcade, with the box office on the right and an elevator to the upper office-

tower floors on the left (Figure 8). Through the theater’s doors is a lobby and entrance 
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Figure 9. Lobby and Staircase to First Balcony, 2018

Figure 10. Lower Staircase to Second Balcony, 2018



 15 

Preservation Study of the Second Balcony at the Grand Opera House

Figure 11. Upper Staircase to Second Balcony, 2018

Figure 12. Second Balcony, Looking Southeast, 2018
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Architectural Description

Figure 13. A Plan of the Second Balcony, as Scanned from the Lower Level of the Balcony

This plan shows a slice of the second balcony from the counter level of the production booth and below.  
No details above the ceiling of the production booth are shown.  At this level, the lower set of stairs leading 
to the second balcony and the top of the proscenium boxes are also visible. 



 17 

Preservation Study of the Second Balcony at the Grand Opera House

Ce
ili

ng
 o

f L
ow

er
 L

ev
el

Fi
rs

t F
lo

or

Se
co

nd
 B

al
co

ny

Pr
od

uc
tio

n 
Bo

ot
h

Figure 14. A Plan of the Second Balcony, as Scanned from the Upper Level of the Balcony

This plan shows a slice of the second balcony from the level of the production booth’s roof.  At this level, 
the restroom spaces at the back of the second balcony and all 13 extant rows of seating are visible. 
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 Figure 15. Second Balcony, Looking West, 2018

Figure 16. Bench Detail, 2018
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to the main floor of seating. At the sides of the lobby are staircases that access the 

first balcony (Figure 9). To the sides of the first balcony, behind closed doors, additional 

staircases wind up to the top of the second balcony, which is the focus of this study 

(Figures 10 and 11). 

The second balcony was constructed to serve the African-American population of 

Macon and had a seating capacity of 800 to 1000 persons. According to Mr. Javers Lucas, 

who experienced sitting in the balcony as a young man, African-American patrons 

purchased tickets from an outside ticket booth and entered the theater from an exterior 

staircase that led to the second floor of the theater (Lucas 2018). The second balcony 

remains largely intact with the original wooden pew-like seating (Figures 12-14). This is 

due to the fact that while the theater itself has remained open for the majority of its life, 

with only short periods of dormancy, the second balcony was closed permanently as a 

seating option during the 1940s. 

The slope of the second balcony is quite steep and historically contained 14 rows of 

wooden bench seating, most of which is still in place. The benches conform to the 

curve of the front wall of the balcony (Figure 15). The seat portion of the benches is 

approximately 11 inches deep, while the straight back is almost two-feet tall (Figure 

16). Comfort clearly was not of major concern in this section of the theater. In contrast, 

patrons on the floor and first balcony were each seated in an upholstered chair. The 

benches are accessed by aisles on each side of the balcony, as well as two aisles near the 

center, splitting the balcony into three sections (Figure 17).  The stair risers and treads, 

particularly at the second balcony’s sides, differ in height and angle from step to step 

and are difficult to navigate safely (Figure 18).  The stair layout is similar to that of the first 

balcony, but due to the pitch of the second balcony, is much worse.  At the top of the 

second balcony in the back corners were two single stall restroom facilities. 

Alterations to the second balcony include the introduction of a production booth, 

lighting equipment, and the removal of some of the seating, as follows (Figure 19). The 

first row of benches, closest to the stage, was removed across all three sections so that 

lighting equipment could be installed. The production booth was installed in the middle 

section of the balcony, resulting in the removal of several rows of pews from that section. 

On the left, or north, side, the seat portion of the bench on the fourth row was removed 

to facilitate movement from the production booth to the room above the stage. 
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Figure 18. Looking Toward Stage, Showing Slope and Staircase, 2018

Figure 17. View Across the Second Balcony, Showing Aisles, 2018
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Figure 19. View from Proscenium Box, Showing Non-Historic Production Booth and Lighting Equipment
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The Grand’s Second Balcony

In the years following the Civil War, laws that established different rules for blacks 

and whites, known as Jim Crow laws, were put in place to maintain the system of 

racial segregation. Named after an insulting term for African Americans, “Jim Crow,” 

these rules were based on the theory of white supremacy and were a direct reaction 

to Reconstruction and white fear. They became laws due to the fact that black men 

were denied the right to vote by a number of devices, including limiting voting rights 

to property owners, literate persons, to those whose grandfathers had been able to 

vote, to those who could afford the poll tax, etc. Jim Crow operated primarily, though 

not exclusively, in the southern and border states between 1877 and 1960 (USC Gould 

School of Law 2018).

Jim Crow was an inescapable reality in the South where it influenced every aspect 

of the African American experience. Many industries refused to hire blacks and those 

that did often required them to work in separate rooms, use separate entrances, even 

look out of separate windows. Marrying someone of a different race was illegal, as was 

living on a street or in a neighborhood of a different race. Curfews for blacks only were 

enacted. Signs reading “Colored” or “White Only” were hung over doors, ticket booths, 

water fountains. Even parks, hospitals, prisons, and orphanages were segregated, as were 

schools. In Atlanta courts, two separate bibles were used, one for blacks and one for 

whites (Constitutional Rights Foundation 2018). In theaters, African Americans bought 

tickets at separate box offices, used separate entrances, and were seated in separate 

spaces, most often in the balcony. 

Although challenged from the start, these laws and unwritten rules persisted 

throughout the first half of the twentieth century. In 1950, the National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), established in 1909, challenged the 

concept of “separate but equal” and eventually won in the Supreme Court decision for 

Brown v. Board of Education, which ruled that racial segregation of public schools violated 

the 14th amendment and was harmful to minority children. The next decade was spent 

challenging racial barriers, culminating in the passage of the Civil Rights act of 1964, 

which abolished Jim Crow laws and discrimination in any type of public accommodation 

(USC Gould School of Law 2018). 
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THE ARCHITECTURE 
OF RACIAL SEGREGATION

The Grand Opera House was a product of the Jim Crow era and segregation was 

built into its design. In Robert Weyeneth’s 2005 article, “The Architecture of Racial 

Segregation: The Challenges of Preserving a Problematical Past,” he discusses the 

spatial strategies and architectural forms that emerged in an effort to enforce racial 

segregation in the Jim Crow era (Weyeneth 2005). Racial segregation was achieved 

architecturally by two means, isolation and partitioning. Isolation tactics resulted in 

separate facilities, while partitioning segregated the races within the same facility. 

Throughout Jim Crow, both of these strategies were employed liberally in order to 

enforce segregation in all aspects of community life, including entertainment. 

Isolation is the most familiar form of segregation and was accomplished either by 

exclusion or duplication. Sometimes signage was employed and at other times 

it was common knowledge what facilities were off limits to blacks. Exclusionary 

tactics made many places strictly off-limits to people of color, while duplication 

created separate facilities for white and black people. Another method of isolation 

was temporal separation, in which time was the method used for segregation. For 

example, institutions would open to black people for limited times or days during 

the week. Additionally, blacks sitting in the balcony of a theater were expected 

to wait for the white people to exit before leaving their seats. Doctors may have 

separate office hours. Curfews for African Americans were also employed.

Partitioning, where the races shared the same facility, but occupied separate spaces 

within it, was managed through architectural compartmentalization. This was a 

commonly employed strategy that delineated a clear boundary between black 

and white space and often took the form of separate entrances leading to separate 

interior spaces. This was the segregation method most often used in facilities such 

as hospitals and train stations, with separate waiting rooms and ticket offices, as well 

as theaters. Balconies, where African Americans were most often seated, offered the 

least desirable seating, furthest from the stage or screen and were often referred to 

as the negro/colored balcony, crow’s nest, or the peanut gallery (Weyeneth 2005).  

Partitioning is the method that was used and can still be seen at the Grand Opera 

House.



26

The Grand’s Second Balcony

The Grand Opera House was typical of the era in its arrangement of African American 

accommodations through partitioning. Black people that wished to attend the theater 

bought tickets at a box office located on the side of the building and used the fire escape 

stairs to enter the second floor of the theater, where a second set of interior stairs led up 

to the second balcony (Lucas 2018).  African Americans were not permitted to use the 

front entrance of the theater and the only restrooms available to black patrons were were 

two single-stall restrooms, no bigger than closets that were located in the back corners 

of the second balcony, which at capacity would have held approximately 800 persons, 

The second balcony of the Grand is a stark visual reminder of the separate and inferior 

conditions that African Americans were forced to endure in public accommodations 

prior to the passage of the Civil Rights Act. 

EARLY THEATER IN MACON

To fully understand the importance of the Grand Opera House’s second balcony, it is 

helpful to examine the history of theater in Macon, which began much earlier in 1832, 

only nine years after the town was chartered. Macon’s first theater opened when Sol 

Smith purchased a lot on Second Street and built a small wooden structure, measuring 

35-feet by 75-feet, that he named “The Macon Theater.”  The theater operated for many 

years although it was intended to be a temporary building. There is a brief mention of 

a coffee house and theater, apparently Macon’s second, in the 1837 newspaper, with 

a Mr. Hart as manager and Mr. A. Adams as actor. A third theater caused an uproar in 

1838 when it opened in an old Baptist Church building that had been moved from the 

corner of Sixth and Cherry streets to a new location on Third Street, between Walnut 

and Mulberry. Despite the opposition, to both theatricals in general and the reuse of 

the church building, the inaugural performance brought in $500 from a house with a 

seating capacity of 600. Concert Hall, at the corner of Second and Mulberry streets, was 

constructed in 1850 primarily as a meeting house, but many theater companies and 

musical groups performed there (Trawick 1959). 

Ralston Hall, which could accommodate an audience of 1,200, dominated the theater 

scene in Macon for many years. It is unknown whether Ralston Hall was for whites only or 

was segregated, but newspaper advertisements listed prices for orchestra and balcony 

seating. It was built in 1857 by James A. Ralston at the corner of Third and Cherry. It was a 

popular venue for 30 years, even flourishing during the Civil War. Macon was on the tour 
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route of most stage shows of the time, which ran the gamut from Shakespeare to “leg 

shows” to minstrel shows and musicals. The Ralston was destroyed by fire in the winter 

of 1886 (Trawick 1959). Three years earlier, ground had been broken on the Academy of 

Music, which opened on September 22, 1884 (Macon Telegraph 1883; The Macon Arts 

Council, Inc. 1969). “By the 1880s, actors, artists, musicians, singers, and lecturers were 

coming and going with every train that pulled into town” (Trawick 1959).

The Academy of Music was built on the present site of the Grand Opera House at a cost 

of $60,000 (Figure 20). The idea for an opera house originated with Mr. Henry Horne, a 

young and well-connected insurance and real estate agent in Macon. The building was 

owned by a stock company formed by a large group of Maconites, including Major J. F. 

Hanson, S. R. Jaques, L.A. Jordan, J. S. Baxter, and many of Macon’s prominent citizens 

(Figure 21). The theater’s architect was Alexander Blair, also from Macon (Cochran 1992). 

The Academy of Music could accommodate a crowd of approximately 1,500 people on 

Figure 20. Academy of Music Circa 1890
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three levels (Figure 22). In a circular that was mailed out to every theatrical manager 

in the United States, it was stated that “the upper gallery or balcony, is reached by two 

separate entrances and stairway, so that visitors to this part do not come in contact 

with those entering at the main entrance and both of these stairways, as well as those 

to the family circle, run as direct as possible, without obstruction or any opening 

on to them from starting to landing” (Macon Telegraph 1884). Though not explicitly 

stated, it is obvious that the gallery level was designated seating for African-Americans 

and that promoters of the Academy of Music wanted to make clear that there was 

virtually no chance of accidentally coming face-to-face with a person from another 

race during a visit to the theater. This article is the first mention of segregated theater 

accommodations in Macon that was found during research. Newspaper advertisements 

that listed ticket prices for Ralston Hall, the main stage in Macon until the early 1880s, 

made no mention of seat prices for black patrons; however, that is not verification that 

the theater was not segregated. The Academy of Music advertised their ticket prices 

in the following manner, “Orchestra $1, Balcony 75 cents, Gallery 25 cents,” making no 

obvious statement that the gallery was for African Americans. 

(Left) Figure 21. Charter for the Academy of Music. 
(Below) Figure 22. Interior Sketch of the Academy of Music 
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L. DeGive and Sons, of Atlanta, purchased the Academy of Music in 1893 (Macon 

Telegraph 1904e). DeGive also owned both the and Bijou Theater and Loew’s Grand, 

originally DeGive’s Opera House, in Atlanta and the Columbia Theater in Macon (Macon 

Telegraph 1904c). The Academy of Music successfully operated for close to 20 years 

before rumblings of enlarging the space were heard. 

THE GRAND OPERA HOUSE

The first mention of remodeling the Academy of Music appeared in the Macon Telegraph 

on April, 27, 1902. The article stated that such a plan had been under consideration for 

some time and that the stockholders would be meeting with an unnamed architect to 

go over proposed plans. The idea being considered at that time was to tear off the facade 

of the Academy of Music and build a modern office building adjacent to the street and 

place the theater in the rear. Additionally, stockholders were interested in updating the 

interior of the theater and providing convention space in Macon. “It is proposed to add 

another balcony, so that there can be a better division of classes, and increase the seating 

capacity from 800 to 1,000 making a total seating capacity of 2,200, and in an emergency, 

a maximum capacity of 3,000” (Macon Telegraph 1902a). This statement is interesting in 

that the Academy already had three levels and it is unclear how a fourth balcony would 

better divide the classes. Another article in June 1902 reaffirmed the new theater would 

be more spacious with the addition of 600 seats, that the stage would be placed further 

back, and that the entire front entrance will be changed. It was thought that the work 

would be completed before the next theatrical season; however, construction would 

not begin for close to two more years (Macon Telegraph 1902b). 

During the 1903-1904 season, the theater was under new management by Mr. Henry 

Horne, who had been involved in the theater from its inception. It was reported that the 

theater’s owner, Mr. De Give, had agreed to spend $30,000 on theater improvements, 

to convert the front for office space and provide 40 rooms for a “lawyer’s range” (Macon 

Telegraph 1903a). Improvements were postponed to the close of the season so as not to 

interfere with the season’s bookings. A couple of months later, Macon Telegraph readers 

were informed that the spending would be increased to $40,000 in order to make more 

extensive improvements with the intention of being able to book the same attractions 

that played at the Grand in Atlanta, also owned by Mr. DeGive (Macon Telegraph 

1903b:000). 
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In early 1904, it was announced that rather than remodel the Academy of Music, it 

would be torn down at season’s end in April and a thoroughly modern theater would 

be constructed in its place. Julius L. DeGive, manager of the Grand in Atlanta and part 

owner of the Macon theater, E. M. Horine, son-in-law of Laurent DeGive and treasurer at 

the Grand, and W. R. Gunn, theatrical architect, met with a Telegraph reporter in the office 

of the local theater manager, Henry Horne to talk about the changes that were coming. 

Firstly, the name “Academy of Music” would no longer be used (Macon Telegraph 1904b). 

The new theater would be known as “The Grand Opera House” (Macon Telegraph 1904c). 

The term “opera house” was commonly used at the time as a term of prestige for any 

large performing arts center and would host plays, speakers, vaudeville acts, musical 

concerts, and occasionally an operatic performance. The new building, proposed to be 

three stories high, would be 20-feet wider (at 82.6-feet) than the Academy of Music and 

would be constructed with marble, gray brick, and terra cotta. The main entrance to the 

theater would be through four sets of double doors at the back of a 15-foot wide arcade. 

To each side of the arcade would be stores with modern fronts.  The article continues, 

describing in detail the physical aspects of the theater, but the only mention of the 

gallery, or second balcony, was that its seating capacity would be 800 (Macon Telegraph 

1904b). 

The main lobby will be fourteen by fifty-seven feet, two five-foot 

stairways leading to the first balcony right and left, with a ladies’ 

parlor on the right, fifteen by eighteen. There will be a gentlemen’s 

retiring room in the basement underneath the lobby, fourteen 

by eighteen feet, fitted up with all modern conveniences. On the 

left of the lobby will be the manager’s private office, also the box 

office, and the manager’s day office. 

The main auditorium will be entered through three doors, each six 

feet wide, leading into a foyer, five feet by eighty. There will be four 

aisles, four feet wide, leading down to the stage. There will be three 

tiers of four proscenium boxes, each accommodating six persons. 

The seating capacity of the first floor will be 734, outside of the 

boxes; that of the balcony, 550; that of the gallery, 800 – 2,084 in 

all – but with a standing room space for 500 more. Each seat will 

have a perfect line of sight. 
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The stage will be fifty by ninety-six feet in the clear, with fifteen 

dressing rooms on the left of the stage and six in the proscenium 

back of the boxes, all fitted up with all modern conveniences known 

to the profession. The distance from stage floor to the gridiron will 

be seventy feet, and seventy feet between the girders or pinarets. 

Gunn came back to Macon in April 1904 to work on the theater. The only portion of 

the old Academy of Music building that was to be reused was the courthouse side wall 

(Macon Telegraph 1904c) (Figure 23). Work began formally at 10:30 a.m. on April 6, 1904 

with Mayor Smith digging the first shovel of dirt (Macon Telegraph 1904d). This must have 

occurred in an area to the side or back of the Academy, as that building would remain 

open for performances for two more weeks.  A detailed description of the building, as 

it was planned at the time, appeared in the Telegraph revealing that the building would 

be “three stories high, with four stores finished in all modern ways for drug stores and 

confectioners’ room, while the second floor will be devoted to office buildings. Bachelor 

apartment rooms will be fitted up for the third floor, each having a separate bath and 

toilet attached. There will be thirty-two rooms on the two upper floors, of a general 

Figure 23. Sanborn Fire Insurance Map Comparison
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size of 15 by 15 feet.”  The lobby would be 16 by 50 feet with rooms to either side for 

lounging. On the right under the stairway leading to the balcony would be the ladies’ 

parlors and, on the left, would be the manager’s office and check room. A stairway from 

that room would lead to a gentlemen’s smoking room, 12 by 55 feet. The number of 

proscenium boxes had increased to 24 by the time of this latest plan, each seating six 

with separate entrances, exits, and fire escapes. Curtains could be closed so that the box 

would be entirely shut from view. The seating capacity was 144 in the boxes, 734 on 

the floor, 564 in the balcony, and 800 in the gallery, for a total capacity of 2242 (Macon 

Telegraph 1904d). 

Fire safety was a major concern. Just days before the groundbreaking for the new building, 

the chief of the fire department had required that buildings three or more stories in height 

have fire escapes and called for changes in the Academy of Music, but as that building 

would soon be demolished, any action was postponed (Macon Telegraph 1904a). The 

new building would have 30 feet of exits, aside from regular entrances in the downstairs, 

balcony, and gallery. An earlier article was even more detailed concerning fire safety 

measures. “There will be six stand pipes – four in the auditorium and two on the stage 

equipped with a standard hose. There will be exits twelve feet wide on each side of every 

floor leading to the steel fire escapes. The opening in the middle of the stage at the rear 

will be eight by sixteen feet, which can be used as an escape from the stage, in addition 

to doors on either side leading to the balcony. The stage will be cut off from the public by 

an asbestos curtain, which will be down when the audience enters and drawn up before 

the artistic curtain to demonstrate that it is in working order at every performance. The 

roof will be fitted with ventilators over the stage and auditorium to relieve building of all 

foul air and gases of combustion that may arise. Pressure against any door will open it. The 

walls dividing the stage from the auditorium will go to the roof. There will be no chance 

for the people to get penned up at any point (Macon Telegraph 1904b). 

The last night at the old Academy of Music was April 16, 1904 with the Knowles Company 

performing (Macon Telegraph 1904e). Three days later, in an article titled “Sky-scraper 

To Be Built,” it was announced that the new building would be six stories high, rather 

than three stories, as first contemplated making it the tallest building in Macon. The 

new combination office building and theater would include at least 80 rooms for offices, 

studios, bachelor apartments, and club rooms. Many aspects of the original plan would 

remain in place, including the choice to reuse the courthouse side wall, as well as the 

arrangement of a centered arcade with two stores to each side, for a fronting of 90 feet, 
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and the office and bachelor rooms on the second and third floors. The main change was 

to add three additional floors for more offices. The new building was expected to be 

ready for occupancy the latter part of October (Macon Telegraph 1904f ). 

On April 24, it was reported that demolition had begun and a large force of hands was 

at work tearing down the Academy of Music (Macon Telegraph 1904g). On September 

13, tragedy struck when three African-American workmen were killed and many more 

injured when a section of scaffolding collapsed (Augusta Chronicle 1904). Unfortunately, 

issues of the Macon Telegraph from July through October are missing from the archives 

and no further details about the accident were located. 

The projected October completion date turned out to be too ambitious and 1904 

passed without word of the new projected opening date. In November, however, it 

was announced that the building would reach an unprecedented seven stories. It was 

reported that L. DeGive, E. D. Horine, Architect Gunn were in conference with Macon 

architect Alexander Blair and City Engineer Wilcox and the final decisions had been 

made concerning the architecture and finishes for the additional floor, which would 

be fully occupied by the Elks Lodge of Macon. According to the article, the building 

was to be topped with “an elk’s head, the emblem of the order, in an imposing form 

and reaching twelve to fourteen feet above the tallest portions of the building,” (Macon 

Telegraph 1904i) however, this embellishment is not visible in any historic photos. Two 

modern elevators would also be installed. It was reported that the Elks would be in their 

“splendid quarters” by July and that they would hold a musical and social session once 

a month (Macon Telegraph 1905c). As an interesting aside, the upholstered chairs from 

the Academy were purchased to use at the newly renovated theater at Crump’s Park, a 

local amusement park that opened about the same time as the Grand and also hosted 

orchestras, plays, and operas (Macon Telegraph 1904h).

In January 1905, several announcements about the theater were published in the 

Telegraph. Firstly, architect Gunn declared that the theater would open sometime in 

February, in time for much of the present season (Macon Telegraph 1905b). Additionally, 

H. L. Phillips, formerly of the Bijou Theatrical Company of Atlanta, another DeGive theater, 

would be the manager of the new theater (Macon Telegraph 1905a).  Lastly, the Federal 

Courts would likely occupy the fifth and sixth floors of the building, the courts on one 

floor and offices on the other. This was to be a temporary arrangement while the new 

federal building was being constructed (Macon Telegraph 1905d). 
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Opening night for the Grand Opera House was February 1, 1905 with a performance 

of  “Glittering Gloria,” a three-act play. In an article that ran in the newspaper the day of, 

patrons were given a primer on some of the functional aspects of the new theater that 

“will at first seem strange to local amusement seekers” (Macon Telegraph 1905e). Tickets 

would be sold two days in advance of all attractions and any unclaimed ticket would not 

be kept longer than one hour before the curtain rose. For matinées, all seats would be 

reserved. Additionally, every lady in the theater was requested to remove her hat during 

the performance, a custom that had been adopted in all other cities of the United States. 

These changes were made “so as to maintain a thoroughly up-to-date and metropolitan 

playhouse.” Further, patrons of the gallery would find that portion of the house open 

to them for every performance, matinées included. “This has not been the custom in 

the past, but it will be the rule with the opening of the new house” (Macon Telegraph 

1905e). This statement implies that the gallery in the Academy of Music was only open 

to African Americans during certain performances and that segregation was enforced 

both through temporal separation and partitioning. 

Figure 24. 1905 Interior
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Interestingly, on March 14, a full month and a half after the playhouse opened to the 

public, work began on the front part of the building, the seven-story office tower. It 

appears that the theater section and the office tower portions of the building were 

treated separately, much as they are today. It was determined that the foundations, which 

had been laid suitable for a shorter building, would have to be removed and rebuilt and 

there was some question whether the building would be ready for the federal courts by 

June 1st.  “Architect Denny of Atlanta” was said to be in charge of the plans for the seven-

story tower (although an earlier article said that Gunn was drawing up the plans for the 

additional floors) with the work being completed by “Contractor Broxton also of Atlanta” 

(Macon Telegraph 1905g, 1905g). It is most likely that the article is referring to Willis 

Figure 25. 1907 Exterior 
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Franklin Denny II, an architect of renown in the state, responsible for many buildings, 

most notably Rhodes Hall in Atlanta. Denny had offices in both Atlanta and Macon and 

a young Neel Reid even trained under him for a time. This is the only mention of Denny 

in association with the Grand Building that was uncovered in the archival research that 

was completed for this project. Denny accomplished much at a very young age and died 

when he was just 31 in August of 1905, the same year that the Grand was completed 

(Georgia Trust for Historic Preservation 1986; Macon Telegraph 1905j). 

In May 1905, Mr. Horine predicted the Grand’s office building would be ready for 

occupancy sometime in the fall (Macon Telegraph 1905h) . The lower floors of the building 

were nearing completion in July 1905, though the plate glass for the storefronts had yet 

to be installed (Macon Telegraph 1905i).  In August, the Telegraph reported that it was 

a race to see which building would be completed first, the office building part of the 

Grand Opera House or the new stories of the American National Bank Building (Macon 

Telegraph 1905k). The Grand building was definitely finished by October 1905, as the Elks 

had their last meeting in their old lodge rooms and announced that they would hold 

their next weekly session in their new rooms in the Grand Opera House building (Macon 

Telegraph 1905l). The Elks would eventually abandon their suite at the Grand for a new 

lodge they constructed on Cotton Avenue in 1912, but the Red Cross would take over 

the space (Macon Telegraph 1912a).

For the next two decades, the Grand Opera House was successful, running advertisements 

in the paper daily for a variety of performances. In the 1920s, the Grand began to have 

some trouble filling the theater due to competition from several other theaters that had 

opened, as well as what were seen as high ticket prices. A 1925 article complained that 

shows that used to pack the house now played to a sparsely settled first floor and top-

heavy gallery because of the ticket price, saying that a larger number would attend if the 

ticket price was within reach. Floor tickets were selling for $1.65 (Smith 1925). 

In 1930, the Grand was equipped with sound picture projection equipment (Macon 

Telegraph 1930). The next year, in March 1931, the Grand closed for remodeling so that 

it could be transformed into a “deluxe motion picture theater” (Macon Telegraph 1931a). 

Work included the installation of new Western Electric sound equipment, new motion 

picture equipment, and a booth on the mezzanine floor, additional lighting and stage 

draperies, and lobby improvements. The first movie was Charlie Chaplin’s City Lights 

(Macon Telegraph 1931a) (Figure 26). The theater must have closed soon after because 
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Figure 26. Advertisement for Charlie Chaplin’s City Lights, Which Played at the Grand for a Week in 1931.
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according to the Telegraph, the Grand, closed for two years and reopened August 1933 

under the management of Lucas and Jenkins Theaters, which also managed the Capitol, 

Rialto, and Ritz theaters in Macon (Macon Telegraph 1933). More reports of the theater 

closing and reopening were also found in the Telegraph archives. On November 13, 1935 

a Kiwanis benefit was hosted at the Grand and “lights were winking in the Grand theater 

marquee last night for the first time in many months” (Macon Telegraph 1935). 

Another article states that the theater was reopening, yet again, in 1936 (Macon 

Telegraph 1936b). This time the Grand was remodeled for the reopening to include a 

complete change to the front. The architect’s, W. Elliott Dunwoody, Jr., plans called for 

the interior foyer to be redone in a modern regency style, to include classic pilasters 

and wrought iron stairway railings. “The stairways will be re-arranged and the lighting 

modernized. In addition to the decorative effects that have been planned, there will be 

colored mirrors and concealed neon lights. The carpets in the foyer will be in regency 

with gold figures on a black field” (Macon Telegraph 1936a). A September article further 

elaborated on the changes being made to the Grand. Griffin and Son were awarded the 

general contract for the work, which was to be completed by January 1. According to 

the article, the floor and seats had been removed and a new seating arrangement had 

been planned to eliminate any visual obstruction from structural poles. It was said that 

Figure 27. Circa 1937 Photograph 
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considerable attention was being devoted to new air conditioning and heating systems 

(Macon Telegraph 1936c). Another article noted that the Haywood-Wakefield Company 

would be planning the seating arrangement (Macon Telegraph 1936b). During the 

remodel, part of the border of the marquee was being removed and fell, breaking a store 

window in the space occupied by the Remington-Rand Typewriter Company (Macon 

Telegraph 1936d). The theater reopened with little fanfare on Christmas Day 1936, with a 

showing of Smartest Girl in Town at 1pm that same day (Macon Telegraph 1936f, 1936e).  It 

is important to note that it does not appear that the second balcony was affected by the 

remodeling activities that took place in the previous decades.  During the 1936 remodel, 

it was reported that the total capacity of the house would be 1,200, which appears to 

indicate that the second balcony would no longer be used (Macon Telegraph 1936c). 

Indeed, the Grand did close to black patrons completely at some point in 1930s, which 

seems to have coincided with the change in management to Lucas and Jenkins.

At that point, there were only two other theater options 

for African-Americans, the municipal auditorium and the 

Douglass Theater. In 1915, C. H. Douglass opened his theater 

exclusively for African-Americans. As an advertisement in 

the Telegraph stated, “The Douglass Theater is one of the 

most modern picture shows to be found. Well ventilated. 

Electric fans. Superb decorations. Opera seats. In fact, 

everything is up-to-date and all that could be asked by the 

public is to be found in The Douglass” (Macon Telegraph 

1915b) (Figure 28). Douglass was a successful businessman 

that opened his theater after experiencing the inhospitable 

conditions for blacks at the Grand, according to local lore. 

His first theater was located in the building next door to 

the current Douglass Theater and shared the space with 

the hotel that Douglass also ran. When fire gutted the 

building next door to the old Douglass Theater and Hotel 

on January 01, 1920 (Macon Telegraph 1920a),  Douglass 

erected a three-story theater at 355-359 Broadway (Macon 

Telegraph 1920b). 

Two other African-American theaters would also open in 

Macon (Smith 2003). The Pic Theater was open from about 1915 Advertisement for the Douglass Theater
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1939 until 1942. Additionally, the Dixie Theater on Hardman Street opened in the early-

1940s. It was operated by the Bijou Amusement Company. The 355-seat theater catered 

to an African-American clientele and remained open until approximately 1955 (Cinema 

Treasures, LLC). 

MENTIONS OF SEATING 
IN THE SECOND BALCONY

While interesting and relevant to the history of the Grand Opera House as a whole, 

the majority of articles and other documents found during research regarding the 

made no direct mention of the second balcony itself. There were, however, countless 

advertisements in the Telegraph that ran specific to the performances at the Grand, 

many of which listed ticket prices for the floor, balcony, and “colored gallery.” These 

ads provided the most consistent source of published information about the second 

balcony. Only a very few articles in the newspaper were located that mention the gallery 

after the theater opened and they are presented in the following paragraphs. 

The first mention of the second balcony was in 1908 when a theater goer wrote into 

the Telegraph that the noise from the peanut gallery was “inexcusable and intolerable, 

and interfered greatly with the audience downstairs.”  The letter mentioned that there 

were two officers stationed downstairs, “where there is little need,” and that they ought 

to be stationed in the galleries (Macon Telegraph 1908a). Chief Westcott replied that the 

police were doing what they could, but that it was difficult when 1000 seats were sold 

for the gallery, which only seats 800.  He said that he was going to have a conference 

with Manager Phillips to see that in the future no more tickets than the seating capacity 

would be sold (Macon Telegraph 1908b).  Apparently, the police were a constant presence 

in the theater, both on and off duty, to the point where they were thought to be abusing 

their privileges. The downstairs doorman refused admittance to one officer, Detective 

Amerson, and was arrested after the theater management had issued orders that no 

policeman be admitted for free unless he was in uniform and on duty. These orders 

were put in place after an alleged stampede of policemen came to see the Dockstader 

minstrels. Sometimes as many as 15 officers flashed their badges for admittance. The 

matter even went before the police court where Manager Phillips and Chief Connor 

were able to agree on a number of policemen to be admitted per show (Macon Telegraph 

1905e, 1905f ).
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A 1912 article said that “colored nurses with white children have proven a boon to the 

mothers who do not always find time from their house work even to visit the popular 

Grand (everybody doing it) and daily large numbers of the colored nurses with white 

children are seen in the balcony” (Macon Telegraph 1912c). This may be a reference to the 

first, rather than the second balcony. Rules may have differed in certain circumstances. It 

would seem that in the case of a black nurse charged with caring for a white child, that 

they would be seated together. 

Another article laid out the pricing structure during matinee and night performances, 

Matinee prices will be 20 cents for first twelve rows and 10 cents 

for balance of lower floor and balcony and gallery (gallery for 

colored people only) the night prices will be 10 cents admission, 

balcony and gallery, and 20 cents admission lower floor. The first 

twelve rows and all boxes will sell for 30 cents up to 8:20 each 

night – after that hour, all seats on the lower floor are 20 cents, 

that is, all unoccupied reserve seats.  The reserved seat tickets 

are sold in advance, in fact, a week in advance, but the holder 

of the reserved seat must be in his or her seat before 8:20 each 

night, else forfeit all claim to the seat. A big clock will be installed 

in the lobby of the Grand calling attention to this rule, as well as 

advertising all over the city, and in the local newspapers (Macon 

Telegraph 1912b). 

From a community concert in 1921, “The swell of 2,500 voice in a vast community chorus 

– shrill voices of the children in front, the melodious tones of negro chorus in the gallery, 

the trained tone of the song leader’s class on the stage, and roar from the main floor 

and balcony – all blended in to one harmonious swell and ebb yesterday at the Grand 

Theater, when Macon expressed itself in music.”  “The singing of the gallery was beyond 

all question melodious and beautiful, the audience bursting into a roar of applause when 

they completed the chorus of My Old Kentucky Home” (Macon Telegraph 1921).

In December 1926, a group of newspaper delivery boys for the Telegraph were treated 

to a vaudeville show. “The white boys were provided with seats in the balcony and the 

colored boys were given seats in the ‘peanut gallery’” (Macon Telegraph 1926b).
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It appears that the Grand would sometimes modify seating to suit the performance as 

needed, as was the case for two nights when the musical comedy “Shuffle Along” with 

an all African-American cast played at the Grand in February 1924, with the “balcony and 

gallery being reserved for colored people, main floor reserved for whites only” (Macon 

Telegraph 1924a). 

There are also instances in which white patrons were seated in the gallery,  when soldiers 

from Camp Wheeler were treated to a concert of the Royal Scotch Highlander’s Band 

“every seat being occupied from top to the bottom, and so was every available space for 

standing. For once society people and soldiers had to go to the peanut gallery to find 

seats” (Macon Telegraph 1917). When Montgomery McGovern, “distinguished traveler 

and lecturer,” spoke at the Grand, the gallery was reserved for college students, who 

would have been white (Macon Telegraph 1924b). Mercer did not admit their first black 

student, Sam Oni, until 1963 (Castillo 2011). For the Fall Follies of 31, college and high 

school students were accommodated in the second balcony (Macon Telegraph 1931b).

Dean Bakewell, who lived for a time in the Arcadia Hotel next door to the Grand beginning 

in 1905 when he was a young boy, said he “saw everything that came to the Grand” and 

performed in several local productions as well. He recalled sitting in the second balcony, 

or “the peanut.” He said that women were not allowed there in his youth and also said, 

“The white boys were on one side and colored boys on the other and old man Tom 

Avant, a policeman, watched the boys. He had a piece of lead on a string at the end, 

and when any fighting started that lead would come down on a boy’s head” (McKay 

1978). He spoke of seeing “Ben Hur,” “Polly of the Circus” and many other plays from the top 

balcony for a quarter admission fee. He also remembered attending many other shows 

with his mother, where they would sit in the first row of the lower balcony. The last road 

show he remembered seeing was Chu Chin Chow, a musical comedy that toured in the 

1920s. He also saw both “Birth of a Nation” (1915) and Gone With the Wind (1940) at the 

Grand (McKay 1978). 

Although the theater had closed to black audiences in the mid 1930s, there was at 

least one instance where African-American patrons were permitted back in the Grand. 

Gone With the Wind premiered on December 15, 1939 at the Loew’s Grand Theater 

in Atlanta, also owned by DeGive, and in Macon on January 24, 1940. The movie was 

shown exclusively at the Grand twice daily for nine days and all tickets were reserved 

and available at the Grand’s box office. (Macon Telegraph 1940a). There was no mention 
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of the tickets available to African-Americans; however, a letter appeared in a March issue 

of the Telegraph that was written to the Southern Frontier, an African-American periodical, 

and published with their permission. The letter sent in by Florence J. Hunt was published 

under the title, “Some Day the Veil Will Be Lifted.”  Her letter addressed her opinion that 

“even as African-Americans were feeling that the South is really undergoing a change 

in its feeling racially – that the spirit of justice and fair play are on the upward trend 

– something arises to take the joy out of life.”  Hunt was referring to the fact that the 

black audience in Macon was “asked to go to the second balcony by way of the open 

fire escape if they wish to see Gone With the Wind,” even as Hattie McDaniel, an African-

American cast member, was cited as “nearly stealing the show from Clark Gable and 

Vivian Leigh” (Hunt 1940). McDaniel would go on to win a Best Supporting Actress Oscar, 

the first for an African-American actor, for her performance the very next month. 

Although it is presumed that African-American patrons of the Grand were expected 

to use the exterior fire escapes to access the second balcony, this is the only written 

evidence that was found to attest to that information. It speaks volumes that this 

information came from an African-American publication – obviously complaints by 

African-Americans wouldn’t be directed to the Telegraph and likewise, directions to 

African-Americans about what entrance to use wouldn’t have been published, but 

would rather be common knowledge. Mr. Javers Lucas, who experienced sitting in the 

balcony as a young man, confirmed this information. He stated that African-American 

patrons purchased tickets from an outside ticket booth and entered the theater from 

an exterior staircase that led to the second floor of the theater, where they could then 

access the second balcony. 

ANALYSIS

The second balcony of the NRHP-listed Grand Opera House is an excellent example 

of a Jim Crow era seating section and retains an usually high degree of integrity. 

Integrity is defined as the ability of a historic resource to convey its significance. When 

assessing integrity of historic resources, there are seven aspects of integrity that are 

generally evaluated: location, setting, design, materials, workmanship, feeling, and 

association, and the second balcony possesses integrity in all of these areas. The second  

balcony obviously remains in its as-built location.  Though the theater has undergone 

renovations in previous years, these changes mainly affected the upholstery of the lower 
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level seating, the paint colors, and systems upgrades. The view of and from the second 

balcony remains just as it has been since its construction in 1905. The second balcony 

also retains its original design and the majority of its original material. Alterations to the 

second balcony have been executed in order to install lighting and sound equipment. 

These changes include the removal of the first row of benches at the front of the balcony 

and several rows from the center section, which were taken out to make room for the 

addition of a modern production booth. Additionally, some of the historic exterior doors 

leading to the fire escapes have been replaced with modern doors and although the 

bathroom spaces remain, the fixtures have been removed. While some material changes 

have occurred, these alterations have had a minimal impact on the balcony’s ability to 

convey its historic feeling as a Jim Crow era segregated seating section. The sense of 

the place is overwhelming upon entering the second balcony. The height, distance 

from the stage, steep slope, treacherous staircases, cramped, rigid benches and their 

lack of legroom, all contribute to what can euphemistically be called an “uncomfortable” 

experience. The further realization, when standing in the second balcony, that 800 to 

1,000 people would often be crammed in that space, at the very top of the theater, 

sometimes in the summer, and that this was an indisputable reality for a segment of the 

population in their effort to seek a night’s entertainment, is transformative. 

The majority of theaters constructed in the South during Jim Crow were built with 

segregated sections for African-American patrons; however, there are very few that 

retain the high degree of integrity that is seen at the Grand Opera House. Countless 

theaters have been demolished and those that remain have most often been remodeled. 

Though the actual structure of the balconies or sections may remain, the features that 

would have made it recognizable as a segregated section have been removed. For 

example, most people that have attended the Fox Theater in Atlanta do not realize that 

the uppermost section of the balcony, known as the gallery, was historically reserved 

for African-Americans. This is because the short wall that separated that section from 

the rest of the balcony was modified to allow access between the two sections and 

the seats now match the seats in the rest of the theater. Another feature of the Grand’s 

second balcony is the sheer size of the space, which was built to seat 800 to 1000 people. 

The segregated gallery at the Fox held less that 500 people, even though it was the 

largest historic theater in the state with a total capacity of 4,665. Another resource, the 

Hawkinsville Theater, was actually built by the same architect as the Grand Opera House, 

W. R. Gunn. The theater, which is still in use, also has three tiers of seating, but is much 

more modest with only 576 seats total. When the theater was listed on the NRHP in 
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1973, it still had its historic seating; however, the entire theater was renovated in 2000 

and all the seats in the theater were replaced. The Albany Theater, constructed in 1927, 

with 2,000 seats rivaled the Grand in terms of seating capacity. In this theater, African 

Americans were seated in a section called the “crow’s nest” at the right side of the upper 

balcony. There was an effort to rehabilitate the dilapidated theater in 2001 and it was 

listed on the NRHP in 2006, but current plans would convert it into condominiums. 

The Springer Opera House in Columbus, Georgia is the most similar theater to the Grand 

Opera House in terms of its design and preserved condition. The Springer also has three 

tiers of seating with the top tier being the section of the theater where African Americans 

were historically seated. Like the Grand, it retains much of the original seating in its 

second balcony, which is no longer used to seat patrons. The total capacity of the theater 

is approximately 700, not including the gallery, which would have likely had between 

two and three hundred seats, a space far smaller than the second balcony at the Grand. 

Compared to similar resources, the Grand Opera House and its second balcony stand 

out from their counterparts as unrivaled in the state in terms of its magnitude and well-

preserved condition, uncommon for a Jim Crow era theater resource. It is historically 

significant under the themes of entertainment, commerce, and architecture, as well as 

social history and African American heritage for its association with segregation in the 

Jim Crow era. 
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Mercer University, as custodian of the Grand Opera House, has a unique opportunity to 

thoughtfully steward this important historic resource and share it with the public. The 

second balcony of the Grand could provide an incomparable way for the public to come 

in contact with a formerly segregated space that still has the ability to convey a historic 

sense of the Jim Crow era. Actually standing in such a space is a much more visceral 

experience than simply reading about it or visiting an exhibit and presents a unique 

cultural and educational opportunity. That said, an accompanying interpretative exhibit 

would only enrich the experience. This section identifies preservation options for the 

historic space, to be expanded upon in a feasibility study, and includes opportunities for 

both the preservation and interpretative of this unique resource, as well as adaptive reuse. 

PRESERVATION

 - The first option is to preserve the second balcony in-place and establish a materially-

appropriate cleaning/light-maintenance schedule for the space. The National Park 

Service has published a series of Preservation Briefs and Preservation Tech Notes 

that provide in-depth guidance on the appropriate treatment of a variety of historic 

materials. These publications should be consulted in the creation of any cleaning/

maintenance plan for the second balcony. 

 - Another option would be to consider having the NRHP nomination rewritten. 

The nomination form on file for the Grand Opera House was written in 1970 and 

much of the information is incorrect, including the statement that the Grand and 

the Academy of Music are the same building. Further, the current nomination does 

not include an adequate architectural description of the building or statement 

of significance and makes no mention of the building’s association with African 

American history. NRHP nominations today are much more comprehensive in the 

amount of documentation presented. 

 - Mercer University could consider partnering with other state and regional institutions 

that steward other extant segregated resources, with the possibility of tours, both 

physical and virtual, and abundant educational opportunities. 

INTERPRETATION

Interpretation of the second balcony is another option that could be accomplished 

in several ways. Ideally, the public would be able to physically inhabit the space; 
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however, the current configuration of the second balcony presents safety challenges 

in accommodating the public and allowing them the opportunity to experience the 

balcony first hand.

 - The first would be to create an exhibit interpreting segregation and the African-

American theater experience in the Jim Crow era. The placement of the exhibit could 

either be placed on the back wall of the second balcony or in an alternate space. 

 - The second interpretive opportunity would be through limited-access tours which 

would allow the public access to the balcony, in the area at the top of the stairs 

behind the wooden pews, which could be cordoned off and may not require as 

many safety upgrades. 

 - An opportunity may also exist in which the public could experience sitting in 

the pews as part of a tour, but this would require a much more thorough and 

thoughtful examination of how to renovate the second balcony to allow access, 

while considering the preservation of the historic space a priority. 

ADAPTIVE RE-USE

 - To renovate a portion of the second balcony, so that it could be used to seat patrons 

during shows using the existing wooden bench current seating. Although not up to 

modern standards, sitting in these seats could be part of the experience of visiting 

the theater. Visitors to the Ryman Auditorium in Nashville still sit in the wooden pews 

dating from the late 1800s. Renovation of the historic space should prioritize the 

preservation of historic integrity as much as possible. 

 - Another option would expand the current seating capacity of the Grand Opera 

House and employ some of the space in the second balcony for upgraded patron 

seating. This could be accomplished by removing some of the wooden bench seats 

in the balcony and replacing them with individual upholstered seats. Ideally, these 

would be installed in the bottom rows of the second balcony, where the first row 

of benches has already been removed and several other rows in the center portion 

were removed for the installation of the production booth. It is recommended that 

at least half of the historic wooden bench seating remain in place.  In the event that 

benches are removed from the second balcony, an effort should be made to place 

them in a suitable repository. 
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Circa 1910 Postcard of the Grand Opera 
House based on an early photograph. 
Courtesy of the Grand Opera House

Circa 1910 Postcard of the Grand Opera 
House featuring an early photograph. 

Courtesy of the Grand Opera House
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Interior photograph 
of the Grand Opera 
House, circa 1906. 
Source: (Grady 
1906) Courtesy of 
the Middle Georgia 
Archives, Washington 
Memorial Library

Interior photograph of the Grand Opera House, circa 1906. Source: (Grady 
1906) Courtesy of the Middle Georgia Archives, Washington Memorial Library



116

Appendix B 

Circa 1910 Photography of the 
Grand Opera House. Courtesy 
of the Middle Georgia Archives, 
Washington Memorial Library

1908 Photograph of the 600 
Block of Mulberry Street. 

Courtesy of the Middle 
Georgia Archives, Washington 

Memorial Library
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Circa 1910 Photography of the Grand Opera House. Courtesy of 
the Middle Georgia Archives, Washington Memorial Library
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This postcard appears to be a colored 
version of the 1910 photograph from 
the previous page. Courtesy of the 
Middle Georgia Archives, Washington 
Memorial Library

Circa 1915 Photograph looking 
Northwest on Mulberry Street, Courtesy 

of the Middle Georgia Archives, 
Washington Memorial Library
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Circa 1915 Postcard. Courtesy 
of the Grand Opera House

Circa 1920 Postcard. Courtesy of 
the Grand Opera House
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Circa 1920 Postcard. Courtesy of the Grand Opera House

1937 Photograph, Looking Southeast on Mulberry Street. Courtesy of the Grand Opera House
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Circa 1970 Photograph of the 
Interior of the Theater. Courtesy 
of the Middle Georgia Archives, 
Washington Memorial Library

Image of W. R. Gunn, 
Theatrical Architect 

that designed the Grand 
Opera House. Source:  

(Grady 1906)  Courtesy of 
the Middle Georgia Archives, 

Washington Memorial Library
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APPENDIX C

LARGE FORMAT 
PHOTOGRAPHY

Grand Opera House
651 Mulberry Street, Macon, Bibb County, Georgia

Date: Spring 2018
Photographer: David Diener, New South Associates, Inc. 
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Façade, Looking Northeast across Mulberry Street
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Northwest Wall of the Theater Section of the Building, Showing Fire 
Escapes (non-historic) and Exterior Doors, Looking Southeast. The top 
two double doors accessed the second balcony. 
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Oblique View, Looking East
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Lobby and Interior Stairway Used to Access 
the First Balcony, Looking Southeast
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View from the Stage, Showing All Three 
Seating Levels, Looking Southwest
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View of the Doorway and Upper Stairs Used to 
Access the Second Balcony on the East Side of the 
Building, Looking West
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Top Level of the Second Balcony, Showing 
Balustrades of Staircases on the Right and the 

Wall Behind the Seating Area to the Left. 
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View of the Stage, From the Top of the 
Second Balcony, Looking North



132

Appendix C

View Across the Second Balcony, Looking Northwest
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 View Showing the Profile of the Wooden Seating 
Benches in the Second Balcony and the Chaotic 
Stair Configuration, Looking West 
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View Showing the Steep Slope of the Second Balcony, Looking Southwest 



 135 

Preservation Study of the Second Balcony at the Grand Opera House

View of the Second Balcony from an Upper Proscenium Box, 
Production Booth (non-historic) at Center, Looking Southwest
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Appendix E

View of All Three Tiers of Seating at the Grand Opera House from Center Stage.  

View of the First and Second Balconies from One of the Top Proscenium Boxes.  
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The Upper Stairs from the First Balcony to the Second Balcony. 

The Lower Set of Stairs from the First Balcony to the Second Balcony. 
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View of the Stage from the Top left of the Second Balcony

The Balustrade at the Top of the Stairs to the Second Balcony.



 151 

Preservation Study of the Second Balcony at the Grand Opera House

View of the Stage from the Center of the Second Balcony

View Across the Second Balcony from the Front Rail on the Right (South) Side
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View of the Right (South) Side Stairs

View Across the Second Balcony from Left (North) Side
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View of the Left (North) Side Stairs

View Across the Second Balcony from Right (South) Side
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View of One of the Former Restrooms 
at the Top of the Second Balcony

Detail of a Bench Profile


