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Elegant theatres were the art and soul of our small 
towns—until they buckled under the pressure of 
multiplexes and TV. Now, they’re coming back to 
life…and may well prove to be the social and eco-
nomic engines powering small-town revivals across 
our region.

by Joan Vannorsdall

The Past Becomes 
the Present .      . . .
and the Future

The Appalachian Theatre in Boone, 
North Carolina. The Paramount in 
Bristol, Tennessee. The Lincoln in 
Marion, Virginia. The Historic Ma-
sonic Theatre in Clifton Forge, Vir-
ginia. Four Blue Ridge theatres in 
different stages of restoration and 
reinvention. Remodelling is just be-
ginning at the Appalachian, while 
the Historic Masonic just re-opened 
its doors July 1st, after years of fi-
nancial and architectural planning 
and fourteen months of restoration. 
Bristol’s Paramount and Marion’s 
Lincoln theatres are up and run-
ning, drawing visitors from all over 
the country. 

 As different as these four theatres 
and their locations are, one shared 
truth places them at the center of 
their communities: Theatres draw us 
because we want—need—to come 
together to witness and celebrate the 
beautiful intricacy of being human. 

The Masonic‘s Jeff Stern puts it 
this way: “Theatre is in our DNA. 
From the very beginning, we gath-
ered around the fire to share our sto-

ries, our values and our dreams.”  
Traveling the Blue Ridge to visit 

these four historic theatres, I saw the 
light from these fires and felt their 
heat. Let me share a few stories with 
you. And then go visit these theatres 
and be amazed at what committed 
passion, energy, and community 
can accomplish. 

The Appalachian 
Theatre in Boone, North 
Carolina: Careful 
Planning by the Experts

There’s a spring snow falling on 
blooming daffodils as I drive into 
Boone. It’s a college town—home to 
Appalachian State University—and 
students are everywhere. Boone has 
the wonderful feel of a place that 
travels to the beat of its own drum-
mer, with quirky shops lining the 
main street and coffee shops and 
vegetarian cafes plentiful. 

Appalachian State has a strong 
arts emphasis, and Boone has long 

This was the view from the stage of Clifton Forge’s 
Historic Masonic Theatre in July, 2015. The theatre 
opened a year later.

Ch
u

Ck
 a

lm
ar

ez



 September/October 2016 43 42 BlueRidgeCountry.com

benefitted from its presence. The 
current Appalachian Theatre renova-
tion supporters include several uni-
versity faculty and faculty emeriti, 
including Keith Martin, the John M. 
Blackburn Distinguished Professor of 
Theatre, and Dr. Frank Mohler. 

I find Dr. Mohler, who chairs the 
design and construction committee 
for the Appalachian Theatre restora-
tion, and Gail Hearn, the secretary of 
the Board of Trustees and campaign 
coordinator, wearing coats in the 
cold office of the theatre restoration 
nonprofit, Appalachian Theatre of 
the High Country. 

The story they tell is rich with 
historical detail. The Appalachian 
Theatre opened its doors in 1938, 
the only known Art Deco building 
in Watauga County. The owners 
stopped one chair short of creat-
ing a 1,000-seat theatre to avoid 
additional taxes. It must have been 
beautiful, reported to have featured 
lime green, white and black tiles 
and a massive projecting marquis 
illuminated with hundreds of red, 
yellow and white lights. 

 The list of first-run movies the 
Appalachian hosted reads like a his-
tory of Hollywood: “Gone with the 
Wind,” of course; “Hamlet” with 
Laurence Olivier; Brigitte Bardot in 

“A Woman Like Satin;” “Great Ex-
pectations;” “King Kong vs. Godzil-
la;” “Easy Rider.” Numerous stars 
shone on the Appalachian’s stage in 
the theatre’s heyday: Uncle Dave Ma-
con, Bill Monroe and His Blue Grass 
Boys, Doc Watson, Minnie Pearl, Pee 
Wee King and His Golden West Cow-
boys, Flatt and Scruggs and the Foggy 
Mountain Boys. 

 Mohler shows a photograph of a 
large crowd outside the Appalachian. 
“This is where the town gathered 
to hear news from the front during 
World War II. The newsreels were a 
big draw to the theatre.” 

 In 1981, in an effort to compete 
with a seven-screen theatre at the lo-
cal mall, the Appalachian became a 
duplex, with the balcony housing a 
second screen. Various owners ran it 
as a second-run movie house, a “dol-
lar cinema.” But in late 2007, the Ap-
palachian closed its door. And when 
it was purchased by a hopeful restau-
rateur the following year, the theatre 
was gutted…and then abandoned 
when the owner filed for bankruptcy. 

With the support of the Town 
of Boone (which purchased the 
Appalachian in late 2011) and the 
Downtown Boone Development 
Authority (which purchased it from 
the town three years later), the Ap-

palachian Theatre renovation push 
was on. John Cooper (whose guest 
column ran in the Jan/Feb. 2016 is-
sue of this magazine) called together 
a talented and passionate group to 
form a nonprofit. The Appalachian 
Theatre of the High Country now 
owns the theatre and is overseeing 
its rebirth.

The restoration of the Appala-
chian has been skillfully planned 
and funded. In four years, the Appa-
lachian Theatre of the High Coun-
try Board members have raised 
nearly $7 million, an especially im-
pressive figure given that the theatre 
didn’t qualify for historic tax credits 
due to its having been stripped of its 
architectural detail. The committed 
board has put partnerships at the 
center of its planning, with more 
than 50 user groups for the remod-
eled theatre already identified. The 
Appalachian Theatre Economic Im-
pact Study published in 2014 fore-
casts huge financial benefits to the 
Boone area—more than $3 million 
in local spending by those attend-
ing theatre events will magnify re-
gionally to $4.5 million.

 While it’s too early to cite a com-
pletion date, there’s no doubt the 
Appalachian will re-open its doors, 
and that it will once again be a gath-
ering place for the community. “It’s 
like it was all meant to be,” says Gail 
Hearne. 

 Visit savetheapptheatre.com for 
photographs, updates on the reno-
vation, and plans for the future.

 

The Lincoln Theatre 
in Marion, Virginia: 
Celebrating the 
Music of the Southern 
Appalachians
It opened the first of July, 1929—the 
eve of the Great Depression—with a 
showing of “Close Harmony,” star-
ring Buddy Rogers and Nancy Car-
roll. The house was packed, and hun-
dreds of hopeful moviegoers were 
turned away. For the next 50 years, 
the elegant Lincoln Theatre pro-
vided Southwest Virginia with the 
best in film and live entertainment: 
Roy Rogers and Dale Evans (and, of 
course, mighty Trigger); Hopalong 
Cassidy; Tom Mix; The Lone Ranger; 
and Gabby Hayes all appeared at the 
Lincoln. 

Sitting on famed U.S. Route 11, 
the Lincoln was also a convenient 
stopping place in the day for musi-
cians traveling to and from Nash-
ville. Flatt and Scruggs. Ernest Tubb. 
June Carter Cash. The Stanley Broth-
ers. Little Jimmy Dickens. Roy Acuff. 

Today, that musical legacy contin-
ues at the Art Deco Mayan Revival 
Lincoln Theatre as each month, the 
nationally distributed “Song of the 
Mountains” is taped on its stage. 
Broadcast by 190 public television 
stations, “Song of the Mountains” 
reaches more than 52 million view-
ers across the country. 

Sitting in the Lincoln audito-
rium, listening to host Tim White 

Appalachian Theatre Auditorium, 1950

Marion, Virginia’s Lincoln Theatre’s “Song of the Mountains” is distributed to 190 Public TV stations. The Lincoln Theatre’s Art-Deco Mayan Revival 
architecture makes for a welcoming setting.
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Restorations were ongoing at Boone, North Carolina’s Appalachian Theatre in this 2013 shot.

Images by Palmer Blair, provided courtesy of the 
Appalachian Theatre of the High Country, Inc.

im
ag

e 
Co

u
rt

es
y 

o
f e

ri
C 

Pl
aa

g

Appalachian Theatre Concessions, 1950

Appalachian Theatre from balcony, 1950

interview the four groups perform-
ing this night, you know you’re 
witnessing history. All of the mu-
sicians pay homage to those who 
came before them: their fathers and 
grandfathers and country music 
greats like Bill Monroe. They tell the 
stories of where they came from, of 
the people who made them want to 
play music. 

“Song of the Mountains” pro-
ducer/director Andre Burroughs 
calls the show “music on the fly. 
We capture on film what it’s like 
to listen to this music live, and 
broadcast it across America.”

The Lincoln Theatre’s story is 
one of nitty-gritty, hands-on com-
munity effort, and every person I 
meet there has a story worth re-
membering. 

There’s Lincoln native Sam 
Russell, whose grandfather was a 
well-known musician and dulci-
mer maker who played the famed 
White Top Music Festival in the 
1930s, attended by Eleanor Roo-
sevelt. Russell partnered with 
Marion businessman Joe Ellis 
and Bank of Marion President Ed 
Stringer to conceive of the idea of 
a mountain music television show 
and convinced Blue Ridge Public 
Television to take on the project, 
now overseen by the Appalachian 
Music Heritage Foundation. 

Ellis, who’s the Executive 
Producer of “Song of the Moun-
tains,” shifts most of the praise 
for the Lincoln’s success to oth-
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ers, including Charles C. Lincoln 
himself, who arrived in Marion 
from the North in the mid-19th 
century and made his fortune in 
furniture manufacturing. (Lucky, 
wasn’t he, to survive the Civil War 
in Virginia with the last name of 
Lincoln.)

Theatre Executive Director 
Kristen Untiedt-Barnett remem-
bers vividly her first look at the 
Lincoln Theatre in 1993, when 
her eighth-grade social studies 
teacher took them on a walking 
tour of Marion. “It was a mess. A 
50-foot hole in the ceiling had left 
everything covered in dust and 
green mold. There were birds and 
bats and rats nesting.” 

So the citizens of Lincoln went 
to work. Primary school children 
collected $17,000 in change un-
der the leadership of Principal 
David Helms. (Small wonder 
that he’s now the town’s mayor.) 
Trained by Jim and Holly Thomas 
of Brushworks Decorative Paint-
ing, dozens of volunteers—school 
teachers, retired residents, busi-
ness owners—stood on scaffold-
ing 50 feet in the air, working 
from the top down to restore the 

sponge-painted ceiling, walls, and 
hundreds of decorative Mayan 
tiles. 

“We had our work cut out for 
us,” Thomas says. 

But that was then, this is now. 
Walk inside the Lincoln, one of 
only three surviving Art Deco Ma-
yan Revival theatres in the world, 
and marvel at the six massive, me-
ticulously restored murals depict-
ing American history. (The murals 
were painted by Lola Poston, a 
farm girl taken in by the Lincoln 
family and sent to art school in 
Chicago; legend has it that young 
Poston painted herself in each 
mural as signature.) Look at what 
a town with a passion for music 
and story and community can do. 

Then sit for a while and listen 
to some music. Tim White—who 
calls being on the Lincoln stage “a 
dream come true”—has it spot on: 
The magnet for this region is the 
music. And the magnet for this 
town is ‘Song of the Mountains’ 
in this beautiful theatre.” 

For a schedule of the Lincoln’s 
performances and a link to the 
“Song of the Mountains” website, 
go to thelincoln.org. 

start of a new era.”
It took years of careful planning 

and team-building by John and 
Gayle Hillert, who retired to Clif-
ton Forge in 2006. They are exceed-
ingly modest about their role in the 
renovation, and credit their board of 
directors for their vision and effort. 
“I guarantee you that none of us on 
the board realized the amount of 
work, the number of years, and the 
tenacity it would take to accomplish 
the miracle of renovation,” Gayle 
Hillert says. 

The term “miracle” is not hyper-
bole, when you look at the before 
and after photos of the Historic 
Masonic. Built in 1905 for $40,000, 
the theatre had two floors of per-
formance space, with the top floor 
reserved for Masonic meetings. The 
Masonic Opera House presented 
plays, vaudeville shows, and opera, 
adding silent movies to the enter-
tainment mix in 1908.

Like most historic theatres, the 
fortunes of the Masonic ebbed and 
flowed as it struggled to keep pace 
with entertainment trends and the 
economy. Finally, in 1987 the the-
atre closed its doors, reopening four 
years later with local productions of 

the nonprofit Appalfolks of Ameri-
ca. The Town of Clifton Forge took 
ownership in 2003. The primary 
residents were pigeons, rodents and 
memories.

Attorney Meade Snyder remem-
bers the day that John Hillert ap-
proached him on the street and 
asked him to be part of the Save the 
Masonic effort. 

“The theatre stretch of Main 
Street had become a pretty sorry 
sight—not a part of Clifton Forge 
that looked promising. Yet, here 
we are.” 

Here they are…with the doors 
of the oldest, continually operating 
theatre in Virginia open wide to re-
veal a 560-seat performance space, 
a place to come to in a town that 
is becoming a center for the arts in 
western Virginia. Complementing 
the wide offerings of the Clifton 
Forge School of the Arts and the 
longstanding Alleghany Highlands 
Arts and Crafts Center, the Historic 
Masonic Theatre, in all its Beaux-
Arts magnificence, is set to shine. 

“The place has soul,” John Hillert 
says. “You feel it when you walk in.” 

 Go to historicmasonictheatre.com 
for more information.

The Historic Masonic 
Theatre in Clifton Forge, 
Virginia: A Theatre 
Regifted and Reborn

Stand on the top floor of the oldest 
continuously operating theatre in 
Virginia. Look southeast out the large 
window and see the perfect arc of 
Rainbow Rock; below it, the Jackson 
River flows south to the headwaters 
of the James. It’s a storybook picture, 
a framed portrait of Blue Ridge beau-
ty. If Ansel Adams had photographed 
western Virginia, this would have 
been one of his shots.

Walk downstairs to the meticu-
lously restored auditorium, where 
cowboy star Lash Larue rode his 
horse on stage and Gene Autry, 
Tex Ritter, Hopalong Cassidy and 
Roy Rogers (with Trigger) per-
formed. 

Find the balcony, where several 
generations of African-American the-
atre-goers were seated, departing the 
theatre by the fire escape during the 
segregation era.

Go to the sub-street level and 
listen to Smith Creek rush beneath 
your feet, right below the low, east-

facing window. Once storage for a 
furniture store, the lower floor is 
now an intimate performance and 
meeting space. 

On July 1st, the painstakingly, 
elegantly restored Historic Masonic 
Theatre in Clifton Forge opened its 
doors to a new life of art and com-
munity in the Blue Ridge. 

Ten years ago, you would have 
been hard-pressed to believe that 
the Masonic Theatre could be any-
thing other than what it was: an 
abandoned, derelict remnant of 
the town’s past glory. It had closed 
its doors briefly in 1987—about 
the same time that the once-thriv-
ing railroad City of Clifton Forge 
watched its railroad jobs disappear 
and its population fall precipitously. 
The businesses on Main and Ridge-
way Streets went dark…the City of 
Clifton Forge reverted to town sta-
tus. The silence was deafening.

“If you had asked me then if this 
town could pull together to accom-
plish a $6.5 million renovation of 
the Masonic Theatre, my answer 
would have been ‘No way,’” says 
Masonic Executive Director Jeff 
Stern. “But they did it…and I feel 
very lucky to be coming in at the 

Is Your Town Ready?

If  you’re hungry to know more about 
historic theatre restorations in the Blue 
Ridge and beyond, go to lhat.org, the 
website of the League of Historic Ameri-
can Theatres. In order to qualify for mem-
bership, a theatre must be more than 50 
years old and have one or more of the 
following attributes:
1. Be architecturally significant and 
deemed worthy of preservation
2. Have played an important role in the 
history of American stage and screen 
3. Be usable as a performing arts facility
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Left: 
Masonic 
Theatre box 
seats, 2015

Right: 
Masonic 
Theatre box 
seats, 2016

The Masonic Theatre renovation has had a positive effect along Main Street, Clifon Forge.

Left: 
Masonic 
Theatre 
view from 
stage, 2015

Right: 
Masonic 
Theatre 
view from 
stage, 2016
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The Paramount Center 
for the Arts in Bristol, 
Tennessee: A Theatre 
Reinventing Itself
Bristol isn’t more than 45 miles from 
Marion, but the two towns seem 
worlds apart. While Marion has 
the easy pace of a small town, Bris-
tol feels like a place on the move. 
There’s traffic and neon signs, and 
restaurants open at night on the 
main drag. The Birthplace of Coun-
try Music Museum draws visitors 
from all over the country to historic 
downtown Bristol. The Bristol Motor 
Speedway is a magnet for NASCAR 
fans. Bristol is, in short, what’s called 
in the tourist trade A Destination.

If Miles Marek, executive director 
of Bristol’s Paramount Center for the 
Arts has anything to say about it, the 
Paramount will soon be an ace draw-
ing card for the area. 

“There are a half-million people 
within an hour’s drive of this theatre. 
When we get the Paramount operat-
ing at full potential, it will keep the 
downtown vital and thriving.”

In the day—from 1931-1979—the 
Paramount showed first-run movies 
and hosted vaudeville acts, the Big 
Band sounds of Tommy and Jimmy 
Dorsey, and Grand Ole Opry stars. 

And then, like most aging single-
screen theatres across America, the 
Paramount went dark and silent as 
Americans drove to mall multiplexes 
for their movies and watched con-
certs on large-screen televisions.

The story of the Paramount reno-
vation echoes that of its sister the-
atres. A committed group of citizens 
banded together to form the Para-
mount Foundation and raised reno-
vation funds locally as well as from 
the State of Tennessee by a special act 
of the legislature. Restoration began 
in 1989, and two years later, the Par-
amount Center for the Arts opened 
its doors again. 

The 756-seat Italian Renaissance/
Art Deco theatre, once a part of the 
Paramount Studios empire, is a beau-
tiful place. The trademark “starburst” 
in the lobby ceiling remains. Careful-
ly reproduced lobby and auditorium 

wall designs complement murals 
copied from the originals. An organ 
from another Paramount theatre was 
placed on a hydraulic lift in what was 
the orchestra pit and can be raised or 
lowered as needed.

It is notable that the Paramount 
never had a balcony—a rare circum-
stance for vintage movie theatres. It’s 
said that the powers that be refused 
to build one, effectively banning 
African-Americans from the theatre. 
In 1930s Bristol, the issue of how to 
play the race card was a moot point.

With a long theatre career in New 
York and Connecticut, Executive 
Director Marek has big plans. In ad-
dition to the impressive live musi-
cal performances already scheduled, 
he’d like to market the Paramount 
as a Broadway incubator, where new 
dramas can be developed away from 
the industry’s close scrutiny and pub-
licity. 

“We’re getting ready to hit the 
reset button for the next 25 years,” 
Marek says. 

 If the standing-room-only Dai-
ley and Vincent concert that night 
is any indication, he’s off to a great 
start. I’ve been handed the last ticket 
in the house, and within minutes, it’s 
pretty clear that I am the only person 
in the audience who’s never heard 
of Dailey and Vincent. Enthusiastic 
anticipation is all over the place, as 
people carrying cellphones and cam-
eras wander the aisles of the elegant 
theatre, stopping to visit with and 
hug old friends. And it occurs to me 

that I may be in for a long night.
Until Aaron Hill and his wife 

Hannah take the seats next to me. 
Having driven to Bristol from John-
son City, the couple is about to hear 
Dailey and Vincent live for the ninth 
time. 

Nine concerts? Really?
 “They pick better than anybody 

out there,” Aaron tells me. “Wait 
and see.” 

He’s right. The band members’ 
interchangeable musical skills 
are stunning, and Jamie Dailey’s 
voice—even after 25 days on tour—
is haunting. Aaron knows the words 
and tunes to nearly every song they 
play, and his voice is lovely. 

“I requested on their Facebook 
page that they play a love song for 
Hannah and me,” Aaron says. And 
when Vincent and Dailey go into 
“Simple Man,” the Hills hold hands. 
The audience is spellbound. There’s 
not a dry eye in the crowd, I’m 
guessing…mine included. 

I am now a Dailey and Vincent 
fan.

And I am now a fan of historic 
theatres, these beautiful places 
where the elegance of the past en-
livens the present. Where commu-
nity is the tie that binds, as people 
come together to share the truth 
and beauty of artfully told story 
and song. 

Go see a show at the Masonic, or 
the Lincoln, or the Paramount, or, 
soon, the Appalachian. 

Let the circle be unbroken. 
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Bristol, Virginia’s Paramount Center for the Arts is a celebration of  Italian Renaissance/Art Deco.


