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OPERA HOUSE Circa 3 9* 1

The PATERSO/V TEIEATRE
AN INFORMAL HISTORY

by MARY C. HENDERSON

The history of the legitimate theatre in Paterson is predictably both unique and
typical of the rise and fall of live theatrical entertainment in the middle*ize cities of
the United States. It is typical because it was largely a late nineteenth-century move-
ment, which was eclipsed around the tum of the century by the introduction of new,
lessexpensive and fascinating motion pictures. And, as in most of the towns and cities in
post-Civil War America, the rise of the theatre went hand in hand with the rise of a
prospering middle class and was a manifestation of the culture search and increasing
leisure time of this group.

But before the theatre had time to establish itself as a cultural "habit" of this
group, before it could attract a large enough audience to cut through all classes pY .
l-owei'admission rates, it languished and evbntually perished. Theatres in cities the size
of Paterson were run as businesses in an age when the profit-and-loss statement was the
Bible of the times. Any economic recession or business setback, however slight,
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broueht red ink to the theatre managers, and with it, came retrenchment, chalges of
pot&. and even. closing of theatre iloors, sometimes temporarily, but more often
ierm'airently. Paterson{ stage underwent'all of the,thro-es and agonies widespread
among the theatre-cities in America during the last hundred years.

The uniquo aspects of the history of Paterson's stage center around the growth
of the city itself. B-ecause of the Passaic River and Falls, the suroundfurgarea on
which the city developed was almost mfitantly conceived of as an industrial Eastem
hub by none other than Alexander Hamilton. As a young officer with WSshington's
troopi, Hamilton surveyed the area and carefully filed away this information until he
was in'aSnsition to use it. While Secretary of the Treasury,he encollaged the
creation of an inAustrial center in the land he had surveyed througlt his support of
a New Jeney olganization known as the Society for Establishing Useful Manufac-
tures (S.U.M.)

Given its rationale for existence, Paterson did not, unfortunately, have an easy
and logical development and growth. Even with its abundant lesourses for manu-
facturiig and its excellent location, the town experienced great difficulty in establish-
ing its indushial metier. It went from the manufacture of cotton to locomotives to
sift dyeing to airplane engines, and is today still known for its textile industries, but
has actually become diversified in product output.

What is especially interesting in Paterson's history is that almost from its con-
ception, it was a city lopulated by a skilled laboring clqss,-ofte1 painstakingly.re-
cruited irom the nritistr Isles and Gerrn1nS[dded to the Dutch farm population
already in edstence, the average Patersonian in the nineteenth century was-a- sober' -
i"Oust"rious family man, whosJafter-work activities usually cen-tercd around his chruch.
He was not likely to regard frivolous activities very Fghly, and the theatre with its
self-conscious mummer! and fakery could not find fertile ground in his world.

This is not to say that there were not a few individgals o{ gtroups in Paterson's
early history who could find pleasure and instruction in dramatic entertainment.
t"tint the iarly decades of tie last century, Timothy B. Crane, the progenitor of
the Cr-ane Family, long prominent in American industry, 9!vn9d all- of the land
surrounding theTassail-Falls, which he tumed into a park called Forest Gardens.
During the-summer months, dramatic readings and recitations were conducted on its
grounds under his auspices. Later in the century, there is_ evidence that an amateur
berman language theatrerexiSted 6r a time in Paterson, dtho-ugh very litfle has been
pfeserved of its=activities. hofessional theatre wa gwel its fit-st important boost
iargely through the efforts of one man, John Walden, about'nriom only bits-aqd pieces
of Informatiofr remain but enough facts are left to establish him as Paterson's fint
theatrical entrepreneur.

In the 1860's, he managed a building on the comer of Main and Van Houten
Streets known as Continental Hall, which was described as the only "amusement resott
for Patersonians" in the city. Walden probably booked travelling attractions into Con-
tinental Hall and Paterson audiences may have seen one of Edwin Booth's last per-

. formances in early April, 1865, on its stage before his abrupt, but temporary, retire-
ment from the stage following his brother's assassination of Lincoln.

Whether prompted by an increasingly ieceptiye cultural climate in Paterson, or
by some other reason known only to him, Walden built Paterson's first theatre on
Main Street, which he operated as a stock company house for one season. Known as
Walden's Opera House, the age's polite euphemism for theatre, it opened its doors on
Apil 2,1866, with a perfornance of The Lady of Lyons. and included The Rgugh
Diamond as the afterpiece. Almost ex-IdtF6iEFIi-IdId, the theatre wffildjn a-
sheriff's sale.

One can only conjecture that Walden was bankrupt as a result of his venture
and evidently put the entire experience behind him by emigrating West. The house
and property, with the theatre designed and built by John P' Post and.Son, had cost
aboul $70,000, and was bought by a group of leading citizens and businessmen, who
formed a business entity kno-wn ai the Patenon Opera House Company. Th.e_ Com-
pany controlled the theatre directly or indirectly through lessees during its lifetime as
a legitimate theatre.


