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Wilton, N.H. - The lights fade in the old wooden theatre and the audience settles into their
squeaky seats. The thick velvet curtain opens and a crackly old jazz song begins to play as the
film rolls through the opening credits. Doris Day and James Cagney appear on screen and people
prepare themselves for a Saturday afternoon showing of the 1955 classic, “Love Me or Leave
Me.”

Dennis Markaverich steps back from the projector, satisfied with the ambiance. “We sell charm
here, not stadium seating,” he says matter-of-factly.

The Wilton Town Hall Theatre is rich with charm. Residing in a grand brick building with the
local town hall, the theatre has been around since 1886. The thick dark wood, old columns and
creaky wooden floor also have been around since 1886.

With virtually no modern alterations, the theatre is eerily reminiscent of a time before technology
and multiplexes. There are only two theatres: the Big House, which seats 350, and the “screening
room,” which seats 63. The Big House opened as a playhouse theatre for traveling shows and
vaudeville acts, while the “screening room” was a dressing room for the actors and actresses.

As silent films began to gain recognition in the early 1900s, the theatre was converted into a film
house for silent movies. During the 1920s, the theatre became a sound film house and its
popularity exploded. But its heyday was during the 1930s and 1940s when all the locals would
head down to watch the World War II newsreels.

As newsreels and black and white films began to die out, television and multiplex cinemas started
to grow. The other small town theatres around New Hampshire couldn’t compete and closed their
doors. But the Wilton Theatre survived.

“We outlived the others because of our stubbornness and perseverance,” Markaverich says. The
theatre worked hard to keep up with the modern films, slowly gearing itself towards the artsy and
independent films. The Wilton Theatre now prides itself on providing sophisticated and
intelligent movies to theatregoers outside Boston. Currently the theatre is playing “The Lives of
Others,” the New Hampshire premiere of the 2007 Academy Award for Best Foreign Language
Film. “We cater to a very specific type of audience who aren’t interested in blockbuster films.
And they are what keep us alive. I am so grateful to our audience,” Markaverich says.

But the Wilton Theatre isn’t filled with that audience this afternoon. Instead it is packed with
elderly couples, reliving their youth through this week’s showing of “Love Me or Leave Me.”
Every Saturday afternoon, the theatre shows an old classic for free. In exchange, the theatre asks
for donations to local charities.

“We’ve been running this program for about three years and it’s never been really cost-effective
for us,” Markaverich says, scratching his head. “But the senior folks come and they get
reminiscent of their younger days, and it’s nice. Plus, we get to donate a decent chunk of change
each week to a charity like the library or the humane society. Oh, and I get to watch a classic
film, which feeds my own hunger for the past.”

Markaverich is the projectionist, ticket-seller, candy vendor, resident film buff and all-around
boss. He is a 60-year-old walking encyclopedia of movie knowledge, constantly quoting films



and comparing real life to famous plotlines. He groans loudly when anybody mentions a Loews
or AMC. “I hate those cinder block palaces!” A native of the small New Hampshire town, he’s
been running the theatre almost single-handedly since 1973.

Markaverich spend his days operating the film projector, selling the $5 tickets and scooping the
$2 popcorn. His favorite part of the theatre is the antique working crank-style popcorn machine,
“We use real butter on our popcorn, “ he says proudly. His other favorite snack choice is the
Klondike Bar. The theatre offers an absurdly wide variety of Klondike Bars including Sara Lee,
Oreo, York and Heath.

“Our success is based on us being different,” he emphasizes, as he hands a cup of tea to an elderly
gentleman. For example, Markaverich doesn’t show commercials before the films begin. He
shows black and white shorts. He doesn’t try and revamp the theatre because he believes the old-
fashioned style strengthens the appeal. He also doesn’t hire a big staff to help out. While a few
local kids come in on weekends to help run the snack bar, Markaverich is ultimately the force
behind the theatre. And although the theatre has been holding steady under Markaverich’s reign,
he is worried about the future.

“It’s getting scary,” he says, crossing his arms and leaning against a wooden column. “Working
with the production companies is getting harder, purchasing the films is getting more expensive
and people just aren’t going to the movies like they used to. They’re waiting for the DVD to
come out instead. I love this place, but the amount of work I put in compared to what I get out
isn’t great.”

Markaverich compares his situation to the 1998 film, “Cinema Paradiso.” “The film is about a
guy whose entire life is a theatre. And you have to see the movie to see how it ends, but right now
I’ll just say that the future is a gamble,” Markaverich says, noticing that the 4:30 showing of
“Love Me or Leave Me” is about to end.

He hustles back upstairs to the projector room and readies himself to coordinate the film, sound
and curtain. “It’s all about the ambiance here at the Wilton Town Hall Theatre,” he says.


