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With the completion of the Millett Opera House in 1878, Austinites' wishes for a true
theatre were finally realized. Built by the wealthy and influential Charles Millett,
the original two-story structure was constructed of limestone. At the time it was
Texas' second largest theatre, second only to the Galveston Opera House. The 56 ft.

trusses supporting the gambrel roof gave the Millett the largest span of any building
in Texas.

Facing south onto Ash street, later renamed 9th street, the front's three bay (aba)
facade was quite distinct and symmetric. Al11 frontal ornaments including the pediment
and entablature were painted a dark color greatly contrasting with the 1ight colored
lTimestone. Highlighted by double wood pilasters, the second story central bay was
flanked on each side by round arched windows with hood moulds. This area in the central
bay was marked with a round arched main entrance complimented by window on each side
reinforcing the aba pattern. Above these windows were ornamental medallions. A small
stone balcony supported by consoles provided protection for the first story entrances.
The ground floor's central bay had three wood pilaster alternating between the twc seamen-
tal arched double door entrances. Smaller segmental arched doors were built on the
outer bays. Al1l doors were ornamented with hood moulds. Three steps raised the building
above the sidewalk level.

The interior was lavishly ornamented by a beautifully decorated ceiling, highlighted by a
large gilded star in the center. A large chandelier hung from the ceiling. The interior
contained a gallery, parquette, dress circle, orchestra pit, box office and stage. The
oak seats were early examples of the now popular folding seats.

For sixteen years the Millett Opera House was the showcase of Austin; however, with the
opening of another larger theatre, the Millett soon lost its popularity. In 1896 the
building was sold to John Phillips who removed the interior balcony and replaced it

with a complete second floor. On the south end of the building, a third story was
constructed. This small new section with its flat roof was flush against the front
facade's cornice with the addition of the new floor, the top portion of the second story
windows were squared off allowing third story windows to be cut into the wall and archi-
trave.

In 1911 the Knights of Columbus purchased the building. Instigating a major remedeling
program, the lodge added a flat roofed, two story Classical portico with narrow fluted
cast iron columns. In 1929 the building once again changed hands and since then has
been used as a business office. Some changes have been made to the structure. The
original pediment with its musical insignias and the two anthemion still grace the top
of the structure. The first and second story floors have been stuccoed while the
exposed limestone on the third floor remains. Other changes include the installation

of a vertical row of windows near the front's east corner, and the conversion of one of
the original main entrance doors and the two side doors into display windows. These
apertures have been highlighted with leaf decorated, wrought iron ornaments. Transom i
windows compliment the second story door and windows (all but the new window on the east
side). The old Millett Mansion has been demolished and a new multi-story building
adjoins the Opera House on its east side, however, the west side of the Millett is

still bounded by an alley.
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During the last two decades of the 19th century, the Millett Opera House at 110 East 9th
street was Austin's center for social gatherings. Serving not only as a theatre, the
Millett also temporarily housed the state legislature, served as a dancing and convention
hall and even a roller rink.

With Austin's tremendous growth of the 1870's the need for an opera house became more
apparent. In 1878 Charles Millett announced that he would construct an opera house at the
site of his Tumber yard. The young, booming city anxiously awaited the completion of the
theatre as frequent newspaper accounts reported almost every phase of construction. When
_completed in 1878, the Millett Opera House was not only Austin's largest auditorium, but-had
the Targest span of any building in the state.

The Millett Opera House was designed by F.E. Ruffini, a prominent Austin architect of the
late 1800's. Born in Cleveland Ohio, Ruffini moved to Austin to establish a practice

and later was joined by his brother, Oscar. Though he died in 1885, F. E.'s works included
several county courthouses, jails and the Main Building at The University of Texas, razed in
1934.

The success of the theatre must be attributed to the man responsible for financing its
construction, Charles Millett., Millett, a lumber and construction businessman was prominent
in Austin's civic affairs. Not only serving as a city alderman in 1859 and from 1877 to
1870, he was also appointed to be the first fire chief of the Austin Volunteer Fire Dept.
from 1866 to 1869 and later as assistant fire chief. Most notable of his local contribution
the Millett Opera House represents Charles Millett's concern for Austin's cultural growth.
When it opened in 1878, the theatre was the showcase of Austin and remained the center of
cultural activity for 16 years. With its 800 seat capacity, the Millett was able to accomo-
date 7% of Austin's entire population.

Without an adequate heating and cooling system, the active theatre season was restricted
to the fall and spring. During this period the Millett was in constant use and was, un-
questionably, the center of Austin entertainment.

As Austin's largest auditcrium, the theatre was used for a great variety of public
gatherings. Because of its central location between Houston, Galveston, San Antonio,

and Dallas, the city of Austin was a convenient stop for the numerous touring companies
within the state. Among the variety of events which took place at the Millett during the
late 19th century were theatrical productions with stars such as Edwin Booth, lecture

series including such figures as William Jennings Bryan, and concerts performed by musicians
as Gilmore's band and with John Phillip Sousa. When the rew State Capitol was being built,
the Millett occasionally served as a temporary meeting place for the Texas legislature.
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Other activities in the structure included political conventions, U.T. commencement
exercises, dancing and even boxing.

The phenomenon of roller skating hit Austin in 1884 when Millett announced that the
opera house would also be opened for skating.

By this time the Millett's popularity reached its peak. However, when the new, larger
Hancock Opera House opened in 1898, Austinites quickly lost interest in the Millett. The
edifice was soon converted into a dancing hall with a small third story residence added
on the southern end of the building. The Knights of Columbus purchased the building in
1911 and, after extensive remodeling used it for a meeting hall. The lodge sold the
building in 1929, and it was soon converted to accommodate a business enterprise. In
1956 the present tenants, Maverick-Clarke Office Supply Company leased the building and
have attempted to maintain as much as possible the structure's exterior appearance.
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