
“The Art of the Opera” 

Location: 405 S. Fair (facing Whittle Ave.) 

“The stage is not merely the meeting place of all the arts, but is also the return of art to 

life.” ~ Oscar Wilde 

Imagine being in a beautiful space surrounded by plush seating, thick, velvet drape, 

beautiful frescoes, and the rich smell of well cared for wood.  The performers on the 

palatial stage are a leading attraction that wow the audience without the need for 

microphones.  Now imagine that space being here in Olney.  Believe it or not, in the late 

1800s and early 1900s, that reality could be found right here. 

The place being described was Hyatt’s Opera House, and it used to sit on the northwest 

corner of the intersection of Main and Boone Streets (where the Culligan Water Service 

building currently sits).  It was built by John Scmid in 1896, and JH Hyatt purchased the 

building in 1901. 

During this time period, opera houses in the Midwest were typically built in conjunction 

with government offices or commercial stores.  Hyatt’s Opera House had a general store on 

the first floor with the manager’s residence in the rear.  Above, the opera house itself could 

seat 900 with lower level and balcony seating.   

The Hyatt Opera House was known the finest opera house in southern Illinois.  Because of 

this and the fact that Olney was located along a major rail route, the Hyatt Opera House 

brought in many leading attractions of the day.  In addition to beautiful opera 

performances, large meetings and other acts of the time (such as vaudeville) also made an 

appearance here.  Unfortunately, detailed listings of performers and/or programs were all 

lost in the fire that destroyed this beauty on October 19, 1910. 

Today, Olney has a strong theater culture supported by the Olney Arts Council and Olney 

Central College Theatre.   

 

 


