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The Soldiers and Sailors l4emorial Coliseum answered two rnaior needs, Before
the building was pTanned in 1913, Evansvi.lle and surrounding southwestern Indiana
lacked a ciiic structure able to accormodate conventionsn entertainments, exhibits,
and other public Aatherings. Vanderburgl1- County also wished to have a memorial
for its cilizens wno fougfrt in the Civil and Spanish-American rrars. The Coliseum,
then, represented the integration of two cjvic programs.

Designed by local architect Clifford Shopbel! (lSZt-1939)r lh" l916-.|917 Coliseum
was a two story brick-faced structure of modern lines onto which Greek architectural
elements executed in stone were superimposed in key locations.-----(photo #1)-_The
four-thousand seat auditorium occupied a prominent site in downtown Evansville-
Located three blocks northwest of the principal banking and conrnercial area of the
city and adjacent to the courthouse square, the Coliseum was precisely on_axi.s.
with Fourth Street, a main northwest-southeast artery. fhis placement afforded a

.view from a d,istance of the monumental Doric-style portico, the centerpiece.of
the front elevation. In close proximity to the Coliseum were the domed' 0ld

-Vanderburgh County Courthouse (igae-t89b; National Register., I97l) and the castlelike
0td Vandeiburgh Ci,unii Jail and Sheriff i Residence ItASO; National Register, .|971).

'(Photo #2)

In plan, the Coliseum was a rectangu'lar auditorium building, approximately 196'

wide by'170i deep and two stories in haight with basement.- A front projection with
rounded corners, about 166'wide by 35' deep, carried the massive porti.co and

enifJieO the fo,ver and four large Freeting rooms. (enoto_#S) The building was

construcied of reinforced concrete and steel, and the walls--except for the rear
wall of red b-rick--rvere faced with an "impervious" gray brick laid in stretcher
Uond. This brick was selected to match the color of the Indiana 0olitic limestone
used for the portico and for the other stone detailing. The roof was formed by

a structural concrete s'lab supported by--steel trusses. Raised sky'lights. originally
admitted light to the auditorium, but were subsequently abandoned. At the rear of
the buildin!, a brick scenery loft was added in 193.|, riiing above the roof line.

The Greek detailing used by the architect of the Coliseum was not only in accord

with the severe neo-clissicism in vogue at the time, but also served to heighten
ihe memorial aspect of the building. This ceremonial_quality was especia'lly-..
orimatized by the principal architlctural feature, d 105-foot-wide portico of"Greek
Do;j;-rlyl.,"' constructed of limestone quarried and cut to the architect's
specificitions at an Elletsville, Indiana, quarry. The portico was composed of
six fluted Doric columns in antis--27' high and bt drum construction--an entablature,
i Cornice, and a pediment. Engaged demj-iolumns of the sarne order terminated the

the columnation. The frieze was formed of alternating triglyphs and disc-shaped
metopes. The 1ow pediment of ashlar construction, taiking raking__and horjzontal
cornices, ,ose grubually to form a shallow tympanum'in which the flag and eag1e.

emblem of the Giand Army of the Republic were carved in bas-relief. Bronze sculptural
grorps on pedestals wit-n tife-sized figures flanked the broad stairs leading up to
the portico.
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The entrance wall beyond the columns was faced with smooth limestone and

contained seven entrances. Above each doorway was a window framed by a simple

Dorjc architrave-motJing with crosettes. In Lontrast, the more promjnent entrances

were enriched wjth moldings anO piierae and cornices suppolte{ pV ornate consoles

in an arrangement based upon an bpenirg from the Ionic-ordered Erectheion'
(photo #4) seti-oi dsuble doors-iheatieo in metal (now painted) repeated the

paterae motif jn the Panels.

0ther architectural details--while meriting conrnel!-:w9fe, not as- impressive

as the colossat ;;;ii;. n nut. .ortt" of limeitone--4'6" high and fol'lowing

the contours of the bujlding from front to rear--sjmulated a podium' Above' at

the top of the *atis-inO coitinuing the lines of the-porti9q,.an architrave and

cornjce of stone framed a frieze f6rmed of ornamentally laid.brick. Five sets

of vertically uiign"J-open'ings pierceO-each wall of the rounded projection 3nq
had steel frame casement w'indowl *itn fixed transoms. First story windows.had

surrounds or ston6-*iin r'intels-o"na*ented with fretwork carved in bas-rel'ief
and a simulated balustracle in meizo-ret'ief at the base. (Photo #5) Wjndows

of the second sto.v-[io-Tintet r 
-i-'i*tt arly emlel I i shed.lilh fretwork and stone

,ir ir-rrp;;;i;-uy' u"i.r..tt. 0ffrer wind-ows -in the bui lding' a'lso of steel frame

;.;;i.;;!ion, *er-e strictly utilitarian in use and appearance'

- The interior layout of the Coliseum adhered to conventional auditorium
p1ans. (photo *b iil- *t) Tl''e.!oy.r was direcllv _in. Iine with.the stage located

in the northwest end of the buiiai.s. In front -ot tne prosceni.um was the sunken

orchestra pit. since the auditoriuil was meant to acconrnodate different types

of events, the floor was flat anO ifre only fixed seats were those in the concrete

balcony extendins-irornd thleg sides of t-he large-hall. -.Below,the 
baicony on

both sides were dnitoseo meetjng rooms' now used for office and storage space

and for a k'itchen. l1urals framld UV p!lasters flanked the proscenium' Pajnted

after lg3l uy ltetion l,ljlson of ivaniville, the murals represented Evansville as

i pi*.." t.ittement and as a modern c'ity of the 1930s'

Changes to the buildjng through the years have been rn'injnral , 'largely

restricted to interior improvementi. A miior renovation effort in l93l jncluded

construction of a br:ick scenery loft, rajsing and enlarging the stage, installa-
tion of a hardwood floor, and ionverijon of basement space.to dressing.rooms'

Atso, the acousiicaf coffered ;;;ii.; itq the constiuct'ion of curved walls

witFr large orga. g.itii on e1ther siie of the stage improved the acoustical
properti6s or-the audjtorjum. (Photo #8)
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Two other features have assumed 4)arge measure of significance and therefore
merjt description. The statuary of life-sized figures which flanked the front
steps were the first bronze c'ivic scu'lptures installed in the city. (Photos #9
and #10) They were the design of a local artist, George H. Honig (.|88.|-1962),
and were 6ast in Chicago at the American Bronze Foundry by-J. Berchem. Honig,
responsible for numerous conmissions in the Midwest, was a oupil of the noted
Arnerican sculptor, Hermon Atkins llacNeil (.|866-1947). The two groups symbolize
Vanderburgh County at war and at peace. Inside the Coliseum was a great organ.
Built by M. P. Moeller, Inc., of Hagerstown, llaryland, the instrument was
composed of five separate organs and some seventy-four hundred metal and wood
pipes. It was built jn l9l9 for the Methodist Centenary at Columbus, Ohio.
In the same year, jt became availablE for purchase for $35,000, a great deal
Iess than its original cost. With money derived from fund rajsers, Drivate
donations and city allocations, the organ was purchased for the Coliseum and
dedicated to professor l4ilton Z. Tinker, director of music for the Evansville
public school system from .|868 to 19]4.
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. Hhen completed in April of 1917, the Vanderburgh County Soldiers and Sailors
Memorial Coliseum was considered one of the largest auditoriums in the Midwest, a
point of pride for the people of Evansville, and a cynosure for public events. Its
architect, Clifford Shopbell and Comoany, produced a powerful monument to the City
Beautiful, satisfying a complex civic and ceremonial program with skill and efficiency.

Frryn the time of its erection into the mid-l960s, the Coliseum was the princioal
center for the city's and county's cultural life. Along with the adjacent nineteenth
century courthouse and jeil, it completed a trinity of official architectural forms.
The size of the hall permitted militia dri1ls, circuses, athletic contests, dances,
fairs and exhibitions of large nnchinery. Chairs could be set up, and musicals,
concerts, plays, or speeches were given. Since l97l the Co\iseum has been leased
from the county by a benevolent veteran's organization which maintains the building
and uses it for meetings and promotional events. Although used regularly, the
Itigh'demand and respect which characterized the Coliseum's earlier use is now
enjoyed by other, more modern facilities.

The architectural significance of the Coliseum was found primarily in the adroit
manner in which functionalism and aesthetic appea'l were united. The excellent
craftsmanship, the thoughtful and archeaologically faithful rendering of the Dov-ic,
portico, and the careful use of supportive classical detailing gave the building a
dignity in keeping with its memorial aspect and pub'lic nature. The stark s'irnpiiclty
of the Coliseum was in counterpoint to Henry l^Iolter's adjacent picturesque County
Courthouse, an ensemble of public architecture rarely found elsewhere.

The architect of the Coliseum was part'icu1ar1y well-suited for the job in two
major respects. Clifford Shopbell (lBZl-.l939) ran an o1'fice which was, even by today's
standards, notable for its high degree of organ'ization, its s.ize, and its ability
to get the job done. The office's pooularity with politicians and other sponsors
of large projects made it the firm-of-choice jn l9l0s and 1920s, l.lith nearly a dozen
members, the firm could advertise the follor^/ing on the day of the Coliseum's dedica-
tion, I April l917:

The_Efficiency of Our 0rganization Is Based on the Number and Ability of Our
Employees, !{hereby l,le Are Able to Obtain Specialists in Each Partjcular Ljne
of l,lork.-
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The llunjcipal Market (.|9.l3), Y.M.C.A, Building (.|9.I3), two CarneSje library
branches (l9ll), and dozens of city school proiects built before 1930 represented
Shopbell and Company's hold on the public building market. Shopbell's talented
Prairie School designer, Edward J. Thole, even produced a strik'ing.residence on

Southeast First Street (191?; Riverside National Register District) for the
city's Progressive mayor, Benjamjn Bosse (.|874-.|922). (Bosse, 'indeed, was a

prime mover in the Coliseum undertaking. )

But efficiency was neither the on'ly nor the pr"incipa't motive behind
Shopbell's selectjon. The Coljseum was, admjttedly, an exemplar of the Progressive
Era. l^Je11-p1anned, urbanistic, convenjent--the building realized all the
touchstones of the City Beautiful. Yet Shopbell possessed a penchant for dutiful
attention to classjcal detail that ultimately spelled hjs involvement and success
with the Coliseum. A native of Princeton, Indiana, Shopbell learned h'is trade
as a draftsman for the Evansville and Terre Haute Railroad. After a period of
apprenticeshjp in severa'l Indianapoljs offjces--and three independent years in
Evansville--Shopbell formed a partnership in .|897 with archjtect W. D. Harris.
Until about I910 and Harris's demise, Shopbell produced several picturesque
essays--a Gothic synagogue (1903) may have been an extreme example of Harris
and Shopbell's steadfast dependency on rombntic forms, However, the buildings
erected'sole1y under Shopbell's aegis after l910 eschewed reliance on any single
sty1e. !*lhether a Prairie School dwelling or a Beaux-Arts public audjtorium,
precjse attention to detajl, mass, material, texture, color, and plan was a

thread corrunon to al1 of Shopbell's designs.

The enthusjasm shown for the Coliseum project suggested both a passion
for powerful architectural statement and a means of tapping an economic market.
The combjned characteristics of the enterprise--boosterism and memorial'ism--
were assured of drawjng support from every quarter. Business assocjat'ions
realjzed the efficiency of providing for large conventjons. Yet the thousands
of citizens who felt a personal loss because of the Civil l,Jar suppljed a popular
conmitment which pushed the bu'ilding forward. This alliance was nowhere more
clearly expressed than jn the l913 referendum authorjzing the county to spend
the first $.]00,000 on the project. (The cost--2/3 borne by the county--
fjnally reached $250,000.) The margin'in favor of the Coljseum was seven to
two. The election, conducted the day after a Decoration Day propaganda b1itz,
stressed "the patriotjc nature of the enterprise...appealing to the minds of
those who bear gratitude for the men who won victor-v for the natjon on the field
of battle." 0rganizing the referendum, however, and jlluminating the comp'lex
ratjonale underlying the Coliseum were "a snrall army of retajlers, wholesalers,
profess'ional men and Ivansv'il l e boosters. "

-j'. -'" t" ,-.- tf
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