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BUILDER/ARCHITECT Asher B e n j a m i n 

The Charles Playhouse possesses integrity of location, design, setting, materials and 
workmanship. It is of exceptional architectural significance as one of only three churches 
in Boston designed by Asher Benjamin (1733-1845) and as the only remaining example of the 
Greek Revival style. Additionally, i t was the first permanent home built by the Fifth 
Universalist Society. 

Asher Benjamin was one of America's most famous and influential early architects. 
Two of his Boston churches built in the Federal style survive: the Charles Street Meeting 
House (NR) 1804 and the Old West Church (NR) 1806 on Cambridge Street. Benjamin's in­
fluence on the physical aspect of the New England landscape -- and subsequently on the 
American hinterland -- is incalculable. Through his builder's guides and architectural 
handbooks published continuously from 1794 until 1841, he taught and inspired countless 
country housewrights and self-taught carpenters to build graceful white wooden churches 
and stately classic frame houses, as well as urban brick townhouses and churches of a 
uniquely American style. His architectural pattern books, the first published in this 
country, spread both the Federal and the later Greek Revival modes across the young 
Republic. 

The design of the Charles Playhouse Building is a slight adaptation of Benjamin's 
plan for a church in Plates LVIII and LIX appearing in his Builder's Guide or Complete 
System of Architecture, Boston, 1838. The major innovation concerns the addition of 
street level stores, a requirement of the client, the congregation of Rev. Otis A. Skinner. 
This granite structure literally put the meetinghouse on the solid base of an anticipated 
$800 per annum rental income. 

Organized in Boston in 1836, the Fifth Universalist Society for several years wor­
shipped in the Great Hall of Bulfinch's Boylston Market (1809), which was located on the 
corner of Washington and Boylston Streets. Because of the magnetic personality and 
popularity of the pastor, Rev. Otis A. Skinner, membership increased so dramatically that 
larger quarters became necessary. Land was purchased in the newly developing part of the 
city south of the Comnon in July 1838 for $7,600, and a new meeting house was erected at a 
cost of $29,000. Numerous contemporary accounts describe the dedication services of 
January 30, 1839. The Trumpet is particularly admiring: "The House thus dedicated is 
beautiful The location is a very good one, the building of the House and of a few 
elegant brick buildings in the neighborhood has affected an astonishing alteration in the 
appearance of the street at that point. The house is of brick, with a granite front for 
the basement. In the basement, which is very commodious, there are two large and elegant 
stores, besides a very convenient vestry for the Society's use. The front of the building 
strikes every beholder as being unusually neat and pleasing " 

The Rev. Otis. A. Skinner stayed with his congregation, among the largest in Boston, 
until April 1857 when he moved to Elgin, Illinois. He subsequently became president of 
Lombard University in Galesburg, Illinois and died in 1861 at the age of 54. An able 
orator, author of numerous religious papers and books, he was also for many years a member 
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8) Significance-continued y 
of the Boston School Committee. Tufts University remembers him for his help in raising 
$100,000 for the establishment of the College. 

After the departure of the Rev. Skinner, the Fifth Universalist Society had several 
other pastors until 1862 when it merged with another congregation and vacated the building. 
The church was bought by the Hebrew congregation Ohabei Shalom in February 1863 for 
$15,000, a very low price no doubt due to the economic slump during the Civil War. It 
remained a synagogue until 1887 when the Young Women's Christian Association purchased it 
for $27,500. In 1889 the building became the property of the Scotch Presbyterian Church. 
This was the building's last religious association. 

Because of its location in Boston's spreading entertainment area, the house eventually 
hosted such dissimilar enterprises as a prohibition era speakeasy, the Rio Casino and Lido 
Venice nightclubs, the Boston Ballroom and offices of several of Boston's theatrical 
booking agents. The use of the building for other than its originally designed purposes 
is an early example of adaptive use without destroying the exterior. Since 1958 the 
Charles Playhouse has been in residence in the building producing classic as well as avant 
garde plays by its own residential company and also serving as stage to visiting the­
atrical groups. 
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