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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Wheeler Opera House is a three-story (niih.basement) sandstone and
brick building constructed on a réEEEEEﬁIEr ‘plan. The angle of the southeast
corner is squared to form a minor entrance facade, The north and west, or
rear facades, are constructed of brick, wholly without architectural orna-
ments The south and east, or front facades, are designed as an ornamental
false front to be appreciated upon approach to the main entrance. The
building comes closest to the Romanesque-Italianate architectural style.

The building has a hipped roof, The south facade of the building is
crowned by a triangular pediment with an elaborately carved design, The
southeast corner entrance is crowned by a half eliptical pediment, The
south and east facades have a boxed cornice with decorated frieze,

Trabeated and round-headed structural openings are combined on the
south and east facades, First-story round arches are surrounded by sand-
stone voussoirs and sills, while third-story openings of the same shape are
accented by use of a contrasting stone. An unbroken bank of trabeated
windows, headed by granite lintels, opens from the second story.

Within the general scheme of structural opening shapes described above,
exceptions are employed. The regularity of arched openings on the first stopy™
is broken on both the south and east facades by a three-sectioned trabeated
opening, a full story in height. On the east facade, this opening is
composed of single 2 sash and transom windows, flanking a central double
entrance section. Wood transoms and mullions divide the space above the
double entries., Sandstone columns mark the 3 main sections of the opening.
On the south facade, the space divisiomsare indicated by decorative wood
pillars. All three openings have been filled with wood facia.,

Again on the third story, trabeated openings are combined with arched
shapess On the south facade, this deviation is part of a larger
architectural feature. A grouping of three linteled windows is centered
to match, in size and placement, a linteled grouping below. Above, three
small round-headed windows repeat the pattern. Sandstone pilasters flank
the trabeated openings. A second pair of flanking pilasters, in low relief,
rises to the cornice. An elaborate carved pediment surmounts this facade
unit,.

The east facade is designed with greater regularity. Seven evenly-
placed tall round-headed windows open from the third story. The pattern
is broken by an eighth arched window at the northeast corner, scaled to
approximately one-=third the size of the other openings. The seven main
windows are higher than their first-story counterparts and are divided by
wood transoms and mullions into rectangular lights. Each is headed by a
granite lunette. An odd, 3-sectioned, rectangular window opens from the
extreme northeast corner, directly below the cornice., The seven double-
hung, double windows (l/l) on the second floor alternate with stone
separators and wood separators. The eighth window at the northeast corner
of the building is a single, double hung (1/1) window. '
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q-outstanding examples of Aspen's proud and lusty past as a mining town. Tts |

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Construction of the Wheeler Block and Opera House began in June of
1888, a project financed by J. B. Wheeler, a New York investor who figured
prominently in Colorado mining, banking and its general economic development.
We Je Edbrook§ who designed the Tabor Grand Opera House in Denver, was the
architect, and Peter Wilson was the contractor. The building was completed
in" 1889, °

Originally, the ground floor contained the J. B, Wheeler Bank, a
clothing store, a tobacco store, and a ticket office for the Opera House.
The second floor contained professional offices and the Opera House occupieq
the entire third floor,

Opera House performances were booked through Peter McCourt's Silver
Circuit theatrical agency and most of the well known performers to play in
Denver and other western cities played here., For twenty years the Wheeler
« Opera House was recognized as the cultural center of this boom mining town.
The large, modern building, its grand architecture, and its plush
furnishings were a source of pride to the community, making it more than
"just another mining town,” and giving it a feeling of permanency.

In November of 1912 fire gutted the entire third floor opera house
and that portion of the building was closed off and no longer used until
1947 when the city leased the upper two floors to the Aspen Company. This
company reconstructed it back into a theatre, although not on the lavish
scale originally employed.,

Various professional offices are still housed on the second floor, The
onetime bank quarters on the ground floor are now Chamber of Commerce
offices and the Colorado Mountain College offices The other portion of the
ground floor is now a thrift shop.

The building is publicly owned, Local individuals and groups are
concurrently raising funds to restore the Opera House and the rest of the
building for public use. The plan is to make the Opera House, once again,
the cultural center of the community. But it means much more to the his-
torically minded in this mining town turned-ski-and-cultural-center.

Too much of the colorful heritage of Aspen is becoming hidden by the
modern in this growing resort. The Opera House is_perhaps one of the most

=

architecture, considered unique and colorful when the building was first
constructed, remains a sturdy reminder of the permanence of bygone days.
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Wheeler Opera House, Aspen
U.5.G.S. Special Map
Aspen, Colorado

1894 ,rep .1939, Scale 1.:9600
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THE STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF COLORADO
Colorado State Museum, 200 Fourteenth Avenue, Denver 80203

March 7, 1972

Dr. William J. Murtagh

Keeper of the National Register

Office of Archeology and
Historic Preservation

801 - 19th St., NW

Washington, D.C. 20006

Dear Dr., Murtagh:

We are submitting for your consideration for National Register listing:

The Wheeler Opera House, Aspen, Colorado

The more Aspen grows as a skiing and cultural center, the more
desperately the local historical society is working to preserve what it
can of Aspen's colorful past. The group feels that the Opera House is a
key reminder of the past. Plans have already been drawn up for its
restoration and local money is being collected to do the job.

This is the reason Aspenites are most anxious for its designation,

Sincerely,

Parny Ehandad

Perry Eberhart
Research Assoclate

PE:mw
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