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PALACE THEATRE, Cambridge Circus
1891
1892
1919
1924
1991
1997

Opened as the Royal English Opera House
Renamed the Palace Theatre and became a variety house
Used as a cinema with occasional theatre use
Returned to theatre use
Major renovation for the theatre’s centenary
Further alterations and improvements

Designed by Colcutt & Holloway for Richard D’Oyly Carte, the Palace Theatre opened
as the Royal English Opera House in 1891. The first production was “Ivanhoe”, a grand
opera by Sir Arthur Sullivan. It ran for six months but did not make a profit. The
second show, Messager’s opera “La Basoche”, was a total failure. An attempt to draw
audiences for legitimate theatre with a Sarah Bernhardt season was a little more
successful, but D’Oyly Carte decided to give up. He admitted defeat and closed his
opera house.
Sir Augustus Harris (of Drury Lane and Covent Garden) took over and renamed it the
Palace Theatre of Varieties and operated it as a high-class music hall. During the First
World War it staged a series of very popular revues. In “The Passing Show” (1914)
Clara Beck sang the song that became the most famous recruiting song of them all, “I’ll
Make a Man of You”. Maurice Chevalier made a name for himself in “Hullo
America” (1918)
From 1919 to 1923 the Palace was mainly used as a cinema, but in 1924 it reopened as a
house for musicals. “No No Nanette” ran for two years from 1925. During the Second
World War Jack Hulbert and Cicely Courtneidge appeared in a series of musical
comedies and in 1946 “The Song of Norway” began a run of 526 performances,
followed by “King’s Rhapsody” (1949) with 893 performances.
In the mid 1950s the Palace was used occasionally for a straight play. The Berliner
Ensemble made its British debut here and Laurence Olivier’s “The Entertainer”
transferred from the Royal Court. Musicals returned in 1958 with “Where’s Charley?”,
shortly followed by the huge success of “The Sound of Music” (1961 to 1967 - 2,385
performances). “Cabaret” with Judi Dench managed just under a year’s run in 1969,
followed by two flops, “Two Cities” (a musical version of “A Tale of Two Cities”) and
Betty Grable in “Belle Star”. Since musicals seemed to be out of fashion, the theatre
then staged a variety show with Danny La Rue and was delighted to enjoy a two year run
with “Danny at the
Palace”.

Alberto Arzoz

The next musical was
“Jesus Christ Superstar” (which ran from 1972
to 1980) and the phenomenal run of “Les
Miserables” which transferred from the
Barbican in 1984 .
The theatre is a triple-decker Victorian
extravaganza with a seating capacity of 1,450.
It underwent a major front of house renovation
in 1991 under its new owner, Andrew Lloyd
Webber. In March 2004 “Les Miserables”
ended its nineteen year run at the Palace and
moved to the Queen’s to enable long-overdue
backstage renovation to take place.
The
renovated Palace reopened in the autumn of
2004 with a musical version of “The Woman in
White”, followed by “Spamalot” and “Priscilla,
Queen of the Desert”.
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PALACE OF VARIETIES, Hammersmith

Theatre Trust

1883
1898
1910
1928
1944
1950c

Opened
Major rebuilding
Further rebuilding
Used mainly as a cinema
Closed and remodelled as a dance hall
Demolished

In 1883 the old Town Hall in King Street was
converted into a music hall and opened as the
Town Hall Varieties. Two years later it was
renamed the Hammersmith Temple of Varieties,
and the owners decided to abolish the traditional
role of music hall chairman. This meant the
popular entertainer, Rob Cunningham, was out of a job. However, Rob Cunningham continued to be involved with
the Temple of Varieties in an unusual way. Together with the comedian Alf Leggett, he started a training school for
music hall performers. Every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon they held “master-classes” at the Varieties.
Aspiring young music hall performers would be taught the basic elements. At the time this was the only known
“school” for variety acts.
In 1898 the venue was completely reconstructed by the architect W.M. Brutton . It had a seating capacity of 2,815
and was renamed the Hammersmith Palace of Varieties. In 1901 Marie Lloyd topped the bill in a special show
marking her return from an Australian tour. The crowds were enormous. Hundreds of people were turned away
each night, and it was claimed that she was more popular in Hammersmith than anywhere else in the country. In
1909 the Palace of Varieties closed and underwent some alterations and improvements under Frank Matcham and
reopened on 24th January 1910. In August 1922 Marie Lloyd was back at the Palace of Varieties. Her recent
divorce had caused a scandal with the stories of how she had been beaten up by her former husband. Her new song
“I’m one of the ruins that Cromwell knocked about a bit” seemed more poignant than funny. She was obviously
suffering from arthritis. However, the audience was not to know that she would be dead within two months.
The death of Marie Lloyd in many ways symbolised the end of the music hall. By 1924 the Hammersmith Palace of
Varieties was mainly in use as a cinema and by 1934 seems to have been exclusively used for films. In 1944 the
cinema closed and was converted into a dance hall. It was later demolished in the early 1950s.

PALASEUM, Commercial Road, Stepney
1912
1913
1960
1995

Opened as Feinman Yiddish Theatre
Renamed the Palaseum and used for films
Closed
Demolished

This was intended to be a home for Jewish Theatre,
mixing attractions in popular Yiddish with occasional
productions in Hebrew. It was planned to call it the
“Temple of Jewish Arts” but it was soon decided this
was unlikely to appeal to the East End Jewish
population.
The theatre opened in March 1912 as the Feinman
Yiddish Theatre with a Jewish opera called “King
Ahaz”. The following production was the opera
The Feinman Yiddish Theatre on the opening night, 1912
“Rigoletto”. This was clearly too highbrow for its
audience who flocked instead to the Pavilion in Whitechapel where more accessible fare was on offer. The
management committee quarrelled amongst itself. Some were for instantly reverting to the sentimental shows
which appealed. Others were for holding out in their belief that culture would eventually win through. In the
event, after just six months the venture failed. The Temple of Jewish Art was renamed the Palaseum and became a
cinema. The cinema closed in 1960 and the premises underwent several changes of use until final demolition in
1995.
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PANTHEON, Oxford Street

British Museum

1772
1789
1792
1793
1812
1814

Opened for balls and masquerades
Used as a theatre when Haymarket burnt down
Burnt down
Rebuilt and restored for use as a ballroom
Re-opened as the Pantheon Theatre
Closed due to bankruptcy.
Used as bazaar, then a wine merchant’s.
1937 Demolished
The Pantheon in Oxford Street opened in 1772 for concerts,
masquerades and balls and was intended to be a rival to the highly
successful Carlisle House in Soho Square. In 1776 the Pantheon
Pantheon Opera House, 1812— Oxford Street
engaged the hugely successful opera singer, Lorenza Agujari, for
the staggering sum of £100 per night, an enormous payment in those days. But she failed to sell enough tickets to
cover the costs, and after two separate appearances retired to make way for “La Georgi”, the famous daughter of a
Venetian gondolier, said to have been the laziest prima-donna ever gifted with a marvellous voice.
In 1788 the King’s Theatre Opera House was burned down and the company moved to the Pantheon, which was
converted and reconstructed to take full-scale opera productions. In 1792 - a year after the opera company moved
to its rebuilt venue - the Pantheon itself burnt down. Rebuilt in 1793, it returned to use as a concert hall and
ballroom, but after nearly twenty years it was again converted for opera productions and reconstructed as a copy of La
Scala with 175 private boxes and an enormous stage. Because of opposition from the Haymarket Opera and the
Lyceum, instead of opening as the Pantheon Opera House, it opened as the Pantheon Theatre staging Italian burlettas
and ballets. The whole venture went bankrupt owing three thousand pounds in back rent, and the total takings of the
bankruptcy sale only realised one third of the debts. A further attempt to run it as a theatre failed and eventually the
premises were used for a bazaar. Finally it was bought by Gilbey and Company. the wine merchants, and used as a
warehouse. In 1937 the building was demolished.
PARK THEATRE, Hanwell
1920c?
1949

Opened
Closed and later demolished

Between 1929 and 1933 the newly formed Questors Theatre Company used the Park Theatre in Greenford Avenue as
a base, later moving to their own premises. In 1946 the theatre was used as a weekly rep by the Park Repertory
Company, and occasionally hired to amateur companies - especially the Hayes & Harlington Operatic Society. In
1949 the theatre is listed as closed. Further information is required.
PARKHURST THEATRE, Holloway Road
1890 Opened
1909 Closed and used as a cinema
1926 Demolished.
Opened on 24th May 1890 as the Parkhurst Grand Hall with a seating capacity of 600 under the management of
James Robert Perfect, who was a partner in the building firm of Perfect & Driver. The opening attraction was a play
called “Nixie” starring Lewis Waller. In 1898 it was reconstructed and enlarged and leased to Ben Greet’s
Company. In 1903 the neighbouring Marlborough Theatre (q.v.) opened, and the competition forced Ben Greet to
give up his lease. Various managements struggled until 1909 when the building ceased theatre use and became a
cinema. The cinema closed in the early 1920s and the hall was then used for social events like whist drives.
Apparently, some of these whist drives became rowdy and fights were reported (referred to as “Parkhurst PunchUps” Its licence was withdrawn and the building closed and was demolished in 1926. The site is now a Barclays
Bank on the junction of Holloway and Parkhurst Roads.

PAUL ROBESON THEATRE, Hounslow
1988 Opened
A flexible performing space inside a shopping centre with
seats for up to 280 people. It was named after the American
actor and singer.
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PAVILION, Whitechapel Road, Stepney
1828
1829
1831
1856
1858
1874
1894
1934
1961

Opened as a music hall
Damaged by fire and closed for rebuilding.
Re-opened
Burnt down
Rebuilt as New Royal Pavilion Theatre
Reconstructed as Eastern Opera House
Major rebuilding, reverted to name “Pavilion”
Became a cinema
Demolished

The Pavilion Theatre in Whitechapel (opposite the London Hospital)
opened on 10th November 1828 . It was very elegant and lavish. Gas
light was provided “via a central chandelier of beautifully variegated cut
glass designed and executed by the first master, Mr Simonds”. Just over
a year later it was damaged by fire, and remained closed until the rebuilt
venue opened on Easter Monday 1831.
The first dramatised version of Dickens’ “Oliver Twist” was performed
at the Pavilion in 1838, but despite this great success, the theatre
management was to change several times over the next years. By 1853
it was taken over by Walter Holland and advertised as “Holland’s cheap
theatre for the people”, and cheap it was! The theatre was destroyed in a
disastrous fire on 13th February 1856.

Pavilion Theatre, - the 18794 rebuild

Further rebuilding took place in 1874. The seating capacity was reduced
to 2,650 and the public was reassured that great attention had been paid
to their comfort and their added safety. The theatre gave itself a new
name -the Eastern Opera House - though most people continued to refer
to it as the Pavilion. Morris Abrahams, who was manager for 25 years
from 1871, successfully attracted a large and loyal Jewish audience.
His successor, the Jewish comedian, Isaac Cohen took over in 1894 and
Pavilion Theatre, Stepney—the 1874 building
oversaw major reconstruction and renovation throughout the building.
He removed the wording “Eastern Opera House” from the exterior stonework and replaced it with the original
“Pavilion”. The Pavilion frequently advertised itself as the “Drury Lane of the East”. The pantomime performers
included stars of the magnitude of Marie Kendall, Lottie Collins, Ada Reeve, Ellaline Terriss and Little Tich, and
there was always a strong Jewish element in the casts. In the 1896 “Cinderella” Albert Christian introduced a new
song, “Soldiers of the Queen”. Towards the end of the 19th Century the Drury Lane Theatre would regularly use the
Pavilion as an “out of town” try out, staging its shows in the East End for a week or two, and “fine-tuning” them for
their entry into the West End.
At the start of the 20th Century population changes in the East End had a negative effect on the Pavilion’s
audiences. An influx of Yiddish speaking immigrants from all over Eastern Europe led to a decline in attendances
for the traditional melodramas and lavish pantomimes, and the Pavilion gradually began to concentrate on plays in
Yiddish. For a time during World War I the Pavilion was used as a cinema, but it returned to Jewish drama when
the famous Vilna Troupe of Yiddish players met with a rapturous welcome in 1923. By 1925 it was used chiefly for
films, though the annual pantomime and the very occasional play was staged. By 1934 it had ceased to be used as a
theatre. There was some cinema use over the next few years but the building was chiefly unused. After some bomb
damage in World War II the theatre was left derelict and was finally demolished in 1961.

Victoria and Albert Museum

The rebuilt theatre, newly named the New Royal Pavilion Theatre,
opened in November 1858 and was even more splendid. It was soon
nicknamed the “Drury Lane of the East”. It claimed to hold 3,500
people, 2,000 of them being accommodated in the enormous pit area.
The stage area measured an enormous 70 ft by 54 ft. and was claimed to
be the second largest stage in Europe, exceeded only by La Scala in
Milan. The seating capacity of the auditorium was greater than that of
the Covent Garden Theatre and the Pavilion became known for its
magnificent “nautical” spectacles, its lavish pantomimes, and its
spectacular productions.
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PEACOCK THEATRE,
Portugal Street
1911
1912
1917
1941
1942
1957
1960
1980c
1996

Opened as the London Opera House
Became a variety and revue house
Became the Stoll Picture Theatre
Returned to theatre use
Renamed the Stoll Theatre
Closed and demolished
Replaced with new Royalty Theatre
Closed to public and used as TV studios
Reopened as the Peacock Theatre

In 1911 the American impresario, Oscar Hammerstein
(grandfather of the lyric writer Oscar Hammerstein II) built
the London Opera House at a cost of £200,000. It was to be a
rival to the Opera House in Covent Garden. Designed by
Bertie Crewe ,with an audience capacity of 2,660, this had a
proscenium opening of 44 ft and a stage depth of 78 ft.. It
opened on 13th November, 1911 with a brand new opera,
“Quo Vadis?” by Jean Nougues. Covent Garden had all the major singers of the day under contract and had
negotiated exclusive rights to all Verdi’s and Puccini’s works. Hammerstein was left with new and unfamiliar
operas unlikely to draw the crowds.
By July 1912 Hammerstein was forced to call a halt and close his Opera House. The season itself had lost £47,000
and none of the building costs had been recovered. A series of managers tried to run the venue over the next few
years, but the theatre was more often closed than open. Finally in 1916 it was taken over by Oswald Stoll, who
experimented with a series of live shows until the summer of 1917, when he turned the place into a cinema and
renamed it the Stoll Picture Theatre.
For the next 24 years it was one of London’s most successful cinemas. In the days of silent films it always had a
live orchestra and live musical entertainment between films. When “talkies” came along Stoll continued the
tradition of live music. In 1941 Stoll resumed completely live entertainment with twice nightly variety followed
by a pantomime. Sir Oswald Stoll died in January 1942 and the theatre passed to Prince Littler. He maintained the
new approach of live shows and formally renamed the theatre the Stoll (dropping the “Picture” bit from the name.)
Prince Littler staged revivals of famous musicals -“Rose Marie”, “Lilac Time”, “Showboat”, “The Student Prince”
- and in 1947 converted the stage into an ice-rink for the presentation of Tom Arnold’s vast ice spectaculars.. In
1949 musicals resumed with “Wild Violets” and then “Oklahoma” transferred from Drury Lane. The Stoll Theatre
housed the Festival Ballet in 1951, Gershwin’s “Porgy and Bess” in 1952 , a long run of “Kismet” in 1955 and
Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh in “Titus Andronicus” in 1957. The Stoll closed on 4th August 1957 for
demolition and redevelopment of the site.
In 1960 a replacement theatre was named the Royalty. (There had previously been a theatre called the Royalty in
Dean Street—it was destroyed in the Blitz– and before that there was a Royalty in Wellclose Square). The theatre
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opened with a gala performance of “The Visit”, starring Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne, but in under a year
became a cinema.
It returned to theatre use with an all-male revue “Birds of a Feather” in 1970. This ran for just one month, and
was followed with Kenneth Tynan’s “evening of elegant erotica” - “Oh Calcutta” which ran for three years,
followed by “Bubbling Brown Sugar” in 1977
In 1981 it became a Thames Television studio and for the next eleven years was lost to live theatre. A revival
of “Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat” in 1986 saw its re-birth and then the newly formed
Royalty Theatre Company launched a series of play revivals. However, for much of the 1990s the theatre was
used exclusively for concerts, conferences and amateur hirings.
In 1996 the Royalty was extensively re-decorated and renovated pending a proposed deal with Sadler’s Wells
Theatre and the London School of Economics. Sadler’s Wells Theatre in Rosebery Avenue was about to close
for a multi-million pound reconstruction.
The Wells’ management entered into a deal with the London School of Economics whereby both parties would
use the Royalty: the LSE for conference and student use and the Sadlers Wells’ Company as a temporary
home during the building period. It was agreed that the Royalty Theatre would serve both purposes well, and
the newly refurbished theatre opened with a new name. the Peacock Theatre.
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PECKHAM HIPPODROME

The Crown Theatre, Peckham opened on
31st October 1898. Its manager was
Donald Munro, and he was engaged to
be married to Daisy Wood. Daisy, of
course, was the sister of Marie Lloyd.
Though Marie Lloyd was a huge star
Peckham Hippodrome, 1898
who could have her pick of
engagements, she enthusiastically agreed to support the “family” and appear in the Crown’s first pantomime
that Christmas. Marie played Dick Whittington and Daisy played Alice Fitzwarren. The London public flocked
to see their favourite, even in such an off-the-beaten-track venue. The Crown was well and truly established.
Marie Lloyd was back in the Crown’s pantomime the following year, this time as Prince Heliotrope in
“Cinderella”. Daisy was not in the show, but other members of Marie’s family were. She skipped the next
year, but was back for her third Crown pantomime in 1902, in the role of Aladdin. On this occasion she was
playing opposite her sister, Rosie. This turned out to be the last of Marie Lloyd’s eight pantomime appearances:
one each at Hoxton and Liverpool, and three each at Drury Lane and the Crown, Peckham ( At the end of its
Peckham run in March 1903 this production of “Aladdin” transferred for one week only to the Borough
Theatre, Stratford.)
Around this time the theatre changed its name to the Peckham Hippodrome. However, without the attraction of
a name like Marie Lloyd its succeeding pantomimes and variety shows began to lose audiences. In 1912 it was
sold and converted into a cinema. The Hippodrome was demolished in the mid 1930s and a new Gaumont
cinema was built on the site. The Gaumont itself closed in 1961.

PECKHAM THEATRE
1680c Opened in Peckham High Street. No details known.
1827 Last mention, under management of Penley, a Drury Lane actor
1830c Converted into a chapel and later a school
In 1828 a building in Peckham High Street was referred to as “a disused theatre, formerly under the direction
of one Penley”. The theatre seems to have closed the previous year. According to theatre legend Nell Gwynne
began her career in a small booth-theatre attached to the Kentish Drovers public house in Peckham High Street.
To commemorate this fact, Charles II gave permission for a regular Fair to be held at Peckham. A small theatre
was built to cash in on the crowds drawn to the fair, though this may have been a rebuilt version of the earlier
booth theatre.
For many years in the latter half of the 18th century, this venue was run by a puppet-master called Flockton,
who also performed regularly at Bartholomew Fair. Flockton was a great showman. His assistants (all
members of his family) always appeared in Turkish dress. He had a famous Newfoundland dog which was
trained to fight and defeat the “Devil” as part of the performance. Flockton died (an extremely wealthy man
with a fortune of over £5,000) in 1794.
The management eventually passed to a conjurer billed as “Mr Lane, first performer to the King with his snipsnap, rip-rap, crick-crack thunder tricks”. By the 1820s the Peckham Fair was no longer drawing the crowds
and had degenerated into a local nuisance. Around this time it seems that a Drury Lane actor by the name of
Penley took over the small playhouse and attempted to use it as a proper theatre. The Fair itself was abolished
in 1827 and theatre business seems to have died at the same time. The Peckham Theatre was demolished and
the Hanover Chapel was built on the site.

The Builder

1898 Opened as the Crown Theatre
1903c Renamed the Peckham
Hippodrome
1912 Closed and used as a cinema.
1935c Demolished. A new Gaumont
Cinema built on site.
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PECKHAM THEATRE OF VARIETIES
1849
1863
1890
1897

Opened as the Rosemary Branch Music Hall
Renamed the People’s Palace of Varieties
Major rebuilding as the Peckham Theatre of Varieties
Closed and converted into the Cornwall Hall. Later demolished

This opened in 1849 as a 430 seat music hall attached to the Rosemary Branch
Public House in Southampton Street, Camberwell. For fourteen years it was
under the management of the pub’s landlord, James Smith. The Garniss family
took over in 1863 and after some renovation and improvements, re-named it the
People’s Palace of Varieties. From 1878 onwards it was run by Alexander
Lovejoy who renamed it Lovejoy’s Music Hall. New building and safety laws
following the disastrous Exeter fire in 1887 meant that Lovejoy’s had to be
completely rebuilt if it was to stay open. This was completed by 1890 when the
building was re-created nearby as the Peckham Theatre of Varieties. Just seven
years later the rival Crown Theatre in the High Street ( see Peckham
Hippodrome) was under construction. It was clearly going to be a huge and
magnificent building. The Lovejoy family decided to close their Theatre of
Varieties. It was converted into a public hall called the Cornwall Hall and later
demolished.
PEMBROKE THEATRE, Croydon
1961 Opened
1967 Closed

British Library

Claimed to be Britain’s first “theatre in the round”, this
was created inside a converted church. In the early 1960s
it staged a number of successes, including a West End
transfer for “Fairy Tales of New York”. It attracted many
star-names—Fay Compton in “The Rivals”, Margaret
Rutherford in “Come Home, My Children”, Robert
Beatty and Neil McCallum in “The Man Who Played
God”, and Mary Ellis and Andrew Cruickshank in “Look Homeward Angel”.
For some time under the direction of Clement Scott-Gilbert, it exercised some
influence on the West End and was a very significant and early “fringe” theatre.
After just a few years the building was demolished as part of the redevelopment of Croydon.
PENGE EMPIRE

Designed by W.G.R.Sprague—the fortieth venue he had been
involved with— the theatre opened as the New Empire on 3rd
April 1915. It was one of the smallest of the Moss Empire circuit.
The opening night was a special gala featuring Marie Lloyd.
Other great stars who appeared there over the years were
Flanagan and Allen, Wee Georgie Wood and Jack Hylton. In
1941, there was a special Matinee Concert to raise money to aid
Russia. Shortly after the War it became a repertory theatre with
the Harry Hansen Court Players, and in 1946 it was leased by the
Salberg Family. Reggie Salberg ran a rep season there—
alternating productions with the Grand, Croydon—another venue
under their control. In 1949 it became the Essoldo Cinema. The
last film was shown in 1960 and the building was pulled down
later that year.

Bromley Public Library

1915 Opened as the New Empire
1949 Converted into a cinema—the Essoldo
1960 Closed and demolished
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PENNY GAFFS

A Penny Gaff 1872—Gustave Dore

Theatres known as “Penny Gaffs” because the usual entrance price was one
penny - flourished between 1830 and
1900. At one point it was said there were
over 150 of them in London, with 80 in
the East End alone. They were not,
however, confined to London and they
existed in other cities , though sometimes
under different names. In Glasgow they
were known as “geggies”, in Liverpool
they were called “dives”. They ranged
enormously in type and size. It is
estimated that mostly they held between
200 and 300 people at each performance,
though one in the Paddington area had
room for 2,000. The Gaffs generally
had a few things in common:

They were usually temporary features, created inside empty shops, warehouses, stables and barns. They were very
frequently raided by the police and closed down, and then just as frequently would re-open in another building in the
same street, or around the corner.
They were all associated with poor, overcrowded areas and were renowned as centres of vice and prostitution. The
surprising feature is that they attracted a mostly young audience—ranging from 12 to mid-20s, but averaging
around 18 years. The programme was usually a 20 minute play followed by a few songs and then another twentyminute play. The whole programme would last an hour. The plays and sketches were sometimes very sexually
permissive, and were frequently written around highly sensational subjects like recent murders. Occasionally a
Shakespeare play would be performed—cut down to twenty minutes and mostly concentrating on the deaths,
murders and ghosts.
In 1836 there are references to
Marshall’s Theatre, New North Road, Islington
A complaint made about the noise and vice, but the local magistrates said they were unable to act.
Campfield’s Theatre, Mill Row, Kingsland Road, Hackney
Magistrates issued a closure notice on the proprietor, John Campfield, on the grounds of enacting plays without a
licence and by reason of public complaints of noise and vice.
Bagnigge-Wells Theatre, Bagnigge Wells Road
Referred to in December 1836 as a “canvas” theatre.
Writing in 1838 the journalist James Grant records “several in King’s Cross, a fair sprinkling in St George’s in the
Field , numerous in Marylebone and a swarm in the East End, with Ratcliffe Highway, the Commercial Road and
Mile End thickly studded” with Penny Theatres. He estimated around 80 to 100 Penny Gaffs in London at that time.
Grant referred to:
Simpson’s Theatres, Tooley Street and Queen Street
both under the management of Hector Simpson
Cooke’s Establishment, New Cut
The Lambeth Theatre
where the play was “Greenacre, or the Murderer of Carpenter’s Buildings”, and
Smith’s Grand Theatre
where the programme opened with “The Red Nosed Monster or the Tyrant of the Mountains” and after some songs
and dances was followed by “The Blood-Stained Handkerchief, or the Murder in the Cottage”
An article in the Morning Chronicle in March 1838 called for action against the Penny Gaffs and listed the
following:
Baylis Row, Poplar : A dilapidated barn holding 150, six performances a night, the first at 6pm the last at 11pm,
paying salaries of 8s 6d per week to the performers. The audience consisted of “ragged boys, each one with his
pipe, potato and prostitute”
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Kingsland Road Theatre : Manager Mr Conolly
Near Bagnigge Wells : Five or six performances nightly, salaries 10s per week, manager’s name, Clarke.
Near the Yorkshire Stingo: holds 500 persons.
New Cut Theatre : “Up a passage, two doors from a broker’s shop. Holds 200, a deplorable place”
New Cut, near Waterloo Road: Similar to the above, about the same size.
Tottenham Court Road Theatre: About 200 yards beyond the “Great Turk”, on the opposite side. Holds between
150 and 200.
Ratcliffe Highway: A deplorable hole, the stage being excavated four feet below the surface of the ground. The
audience portion reeking with unwholesome damp
Back of Bedlam: on some waste ground, holds about 200 of the wretched shoeless boys and girls that frequent it.
Whitechapel Theatre: In a court near the church
Newton Street Theatre, Holborn: Three or four performances nightly, the manager named Haydon, and the venue
very large indeed
Somerset Yard Theatre, Whitechapel : holds about 200
Alpha Road Theatre: Near the King’s Head. Holds about 200
Well’s Building, Wellclose Square: 200
Ann’s Court Theatre, Ratcliffe Highway, 200
Portman Market Theatre: Very large. Will hold 600
Golden Lane Theatre : a few doors from the top. Holding 200 or 250
Whitecross Street Theatre: a little on the right of the prison, 300
Field Court Theatre, Field Lane: 360
Dyer’s Lane Theatre, Old Kent Road: a blacksmith’s old forge, very small, will not hold more than 120
28 Gilbert’s Row, Shoreditch: 160 or 170
Frederick’s Place, Westminster: a temporary building at the rear, 200
Lawrence Lane Theatre, Tottenham Court Road, 200
Wilderness Row, Islington: a detached building in the field leading from Islington Church to Wilderness Row, 200
The first cinemas and Kinetoscopes killed off the gaffs in a very few years. They closed in droves during the
1890s. In 1904 journalist St John Adcock recorded his visit to one of the very last penny pantomimes, performed in
a disused shop.

From: Gaslight and Daylight, by George Augustus Sala, 1859
- Chapter 23 - Down Whitechapel Way
We will, if you please, allured by the notes of an execrably played fiddle, enter one of those dazzling halls
of delight, called a ‘penny gaff.’ The ‘gaff’ throws out no plausible puffs, no mendacious placards,
respecting the entertainment to be found therein. The public take the genuineness of the ‘gaff’ for granted,
and enter by dozens. The ‘gaff’ has been a shop—a simple shop—with a back parlour to it, and has been
converted into a hall of delight, by the very simple process of knocking out the shop front, and knocking
down the partition between the shop and parlour. The gas-fittings yet remain, and even the original
counters, which are converted into ‘reserved seats,’ on which, for the outlay of twopence, as many costers,
thieves, Jew-boys, and young ladies, as can fight for a place, are sitting, standing, or lounging.
For the common herd—the hoi polloi — the conditio vivendi is simply the payment of one penny, for
which they get standing-room in what are somewhat vaguely termed the ‘stalls,’—plainly speaking, the
body of the shop. The proscenium is marked by two gas ‘battens’ or pipes, perforated with holes for
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burners, traversing the room horizontally,
above and below. There are some monstrous
engravings, in vile frames, suspended from
the walls, some vilely coloured plaster casts,
and a stuffed monstrosity or two in glass
cases. The place is abominably dirty, and the
odour of the company generally, and of the
shag tobacco they are smoking, is powerful.

Havard Theatre Collection

A capital house though, tonight: a bumper,
indeed. Such a bumper, in fact, that they have
been obliged to place benches on the stage
(two planks on trestles), on which some of
the candidates for the reserved seats are
accommodated.

BBC Hulton Picture Library

A police raid on the Penny Gaffs was a frequent occurrence

Guildhall Library

Lamb’s Exhibition Rooms, New Road (off Tottenham Court Road) - “one
door from the St Pancras soup kitchen”. Portrait of a typical melodrama
at a Penny Theatre.

“Gentleman Jack, or The Game of High Toby” - a Whitechapel gaff,
c. 1874 from Wilds of London”, James Greenwood.

Silence for the manager, if you please !——
who comes forward with an elaborate bow,
and a white hat in his hand, to address the
audience. A slight disturbance has occurred,
it appears, in the course of the evening: the
Impresario complains bitterly of the ‘
mackinations’ of certain parties ‘next door,’
who seek to injure him by creating an uproar,
after he has gone to the expense of engaging
'four good actors' for the express amusement
of the British public. The ‘next door’ parties
are, it would seem, the proprietors of an
adjacent public-house, who have sought to
seduce away the supporters of the ‘gaff,’ by
vaunting the superior qualities of their cream
gin, a cuckoo clock, and the ‘largest cheroots
in the world for a penny.'
Order is restored, and the performances
commence ‘Mr. and Mrs. Stitcher,’ a buffo
duet of exquisite comicality is announced.
They sing a verse apiece; they sing a verse
together; they quarrel, fight, and make it up
again. The audience are delighted. Mr. S.
reproaches Mrs. S. with the possession of a
private gin-bottle; Mrs. S. inveighs against
the hideous turpitude of Mr. S. for pawning
three pillow-cases to purchase beer. The
audience are in ecstasies. A sturdy coalheaver
in the ‘stalls’ slaps his thigh with delight. It is
so real. Ugh! terribly real; let us come away,
even though murmurs run through the stalls
that ‘The Baker’s Shop’ is to be sung. I see,
as we edge away to the door, a young lady in
a cotton velvet spencer, bare arms, and a
short white calico skirt, advance to the footlights. I suppose she is the Fornarina, who is
to enchant the dilettanti with the flowery
song in question.

All the Penny Gaff information and illustrations are from
“Penny Theatres of Victorian London” by Paul Sheridan,
published 1981 by Dennis Dobson

P 12
PEOPLES’ PALACE, Mile End Road
On 14 May 1887 Queen Victoria opened
the first part of the People’s Palace in
Mile End Road.
It had its origins in the Beaumont Trust,
established in 1841 in the will of John
Barber Beaumont. He was a Unitarian
who had founded the Beaumont
Philosophical Institution and left his
fortune “for the mental and moral
improvement of the . . . surrounding
neighbourhood”.

The Peoples’ Palace in 1887

By the 1880s the Trust had not come up
with a suitable scheme to meet the
requirements of the Will and had
amassed an even greater fortune.
One of the people who helped develop
the idea of a People’s Palace was the
London historian and writer, Walter
Besant. A novel of his dealing with the
conditions to be found in the East End
included the building of a “Palace of
Delights”.

The rebuilt Peoples’ Palace in 1935

The plan for a People’s Place was
launched at the Mansion House in 1884
by Thomas Huxley. The first part of
the scheme, the Queen’s Hall, was
opened by Queen Victoria who at the
same time laid the foundation stone for
the Technical College which was
included in the plans.

The Queen’s Hall was palatial.
Designed by Edward Robson, it measured 130 ft by 75ft and was 60ft high, with a stained glass roof supported
by buff and gold columns and a gallery supported by caryatids.
The enthusiasm for the Hall did not last long, and its use for “instructional and educational” performances
became less and less frequent as the years went by. The buildings remained largely unfinished and the Hall
itself burnt down in 1931. The Technical College later became the East London Technical College, and later
still Queen Mary College—a part of the University of London.
The replacement hall in the University College was much more practical.
Designed for stage performances, it was used throughout the 1930s for touring
productions and orchestra concerts, but these ceased during the War.
The immediate post-War years were filled with a range of concerts, operas ,
oratorios and touring plays, but gradually these gave way to repertory seasons
from companies like the Barry O’Brien Players, and then mainly university and
amateur productions.
By the early 1990s the hall was used for College purposes only.

Details from: “The Annals of London” by John Richardson: Cassell & Co, 2000
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PHOENIX THEATRE,
Charing Cross Road
1930 Opened
Sidney Bernstein, the Granada cinema impresario, heard that
plans for a live theatre in Charing Cross Road were
foundering. On a personal whim he called in his cinema
team and set them to work on the exterior and shell of the
auditorium to create a splendid theatre. (Much of the design
work of Theodore Komisarjevsky would later influence the
whole of the Granada circuit of cinemas.)

Alberto Arzoz

The Phoenix Theatre was not intended to be a cinema, but
Bernstein identified a demand for daytime “trade” film
shows which would boost income, and, of course, cinema
could always provide a safety net if theatre business failed.
Accordingly, cinema projection equipment was installed
from the start.
The Phoenix opened on 24th September 1930 with Noel
Coward’s new play “Private Lives” - starring Noel Coward,
Gertrude Lawrence, Adrienne Allen and the 23 year old
Laurence Olivier. Noel Coward refused to do more than a
three month run. Although the takings were £3,200 a week,
the total income over thirteen weeks did not repay the costs
and Bernstein lost most of his available cash.
Following productions did not do well, and it was decided to
use the cinema facility and show the film “Le Million”. The
film did so well that Bernstein was of a mind to give up live
shows and run the Phoenix as a cinema.
However, in March 1932, his theatre partner, Victor
Luxemburg, agreed to buy out Bernstein’s share so that the Phoenix could remain a live venue. Bernstein
retained an interest in organising daytime trade shows, but by December 1932 the Phoenix was bankrupt and in
the hands of the Receiver.
The new management attempted to run non-stop Variety, but it was not until the return
of Noel Coward with “Tonight at 8.30” (1936) that the theatre was back on its feet.
However, this prosperity was short-lived, and by 1938 the Phoenix was once more
showing films. But from then on, fortunes changed.
The theatre embarked on a series of plays which brought critical acclaim (if not always
box office success) and brought many major names of British theatre to its stage. Over
the years these have included Peggy Ashcroft and Michael Redgrave in “Twelfth
Night” (1938), John Gielgud and Yvonne Arnaud in “Love for Love” (1943) Vivien
Leigh in “The Skin of our Teeth” (1945), Cicely Courtneidge in “Under the
Counter” (1945) Vivien Leigh and Laurence Olivier in “The Sleeping Prince” (1953).
In the 1960s the musical “Canterbury Tales” ran for five years. In 1969 there was a
special midnight matinee in honour of Noel Coward’s seventieth birthday, and the
foyer bar was re-designed as the Noel Coward bar. Star names in the 1970s included
Vanessa Redgrave in “Design for Living” (1973), Rock Hudson and Juliet Prowse in
“I Do I Do” (1976) Lee Remick in “Bus Stop” and Douglas Fairbanks Jnr in “The
Pleasure of His Company”. In the 1980s Martin Shaw enjoyed a success as Elvis
Presley in “Are you Lonesome Tonight”.
The great hit of the 1990s and beyond was the Willy Russell musical “Blood Brothers”
which opened in 1993 and was still running in 2009. The Theatre is currently owned
by the Ambassador Theatre Group.
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PICCADILLY THEATRE
1928 Opened
1968 Some reconstruction

Alberto Arzoz

The Piccadilly Theatre opened on 27th April 1928 with
Evelyn Laye starring in Jerome Kern’s “Blue Eyes”. The
1400-seat theatre, designed by Bertie Crewe and Edward
A. Stone was the latest in elegance and Art Deco style.
However, there were worrying signs when, within a year,
the theatre had become a cinema, succumbing to the craze
for “talkies” and showing Al Jolson’s “The Singing Fool”.
But soon, by November 1929, it was back in the liveshow business with a revival of “The Student Prince”. The
Piccadilly’s early days had difficulty in finding a “house
style” and staged a mixed bag of revues, musicals and
plays with no outstanding successes, though there was
praise for Robert Donat in “A Sleeping Clergyman” (1933)
and Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies in “The Barretts of Wimpole
Street” (1935). During the war years Noel Coward’s
“Blithe Spirit” was premiered (1941) and John Gielgud
appeared as Macbeth (1942). The theatre suffered some
bomb damage in 1943 and closed.
It reopened in 1945 with Agatha Christie’s “Appointment With Death”, followed by a long series of short runs or
transfers. In 1955 the building underwent major renovation and redecoration, and the seating capacity was reduced to
1,150. The 1960s and 1970s saw a series of American musicals and plays which at last began to bring some prestige to
the Piccadilly. These included “Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?” (1964), “Man of La Mancha” (1969), Angela
Lansbury in “Gipsy” (1973) and Claire Bloom in “A Streetcar Named Desire” (1974).
The 1980s saw great success for Julie Walters in “Educating Rita” then a spectacular failure when the theatre was
converted into a nightclub for a revue called “Y”, and an even more spectacular failure when it closed and reopened as
a re-launched revue called “I”.
The theatre reverted to a series of musicals and plays, though in the 1990s it was whispered that anything at the
Piccadilly was doomed to a short run : an unfair judgement coloured by the peculiar phenomenon of the last twenty
years of the 20th Century where a number of musicals (“Cats”, “Les Miserables”, “Starlight Express” “Phantom”,
“Blood Brothers”, and “Buddy” were achieving lengths of run previously unknown in British theatre). However, in
recent years the Piccadilly has been home to a number of musicals which can only be described as “flops”:
“Metropolis”, “Mutiny”, “Moby Dick”, “Which Witch”, a French version of
“Romeo and Juliet”, and a further list of musicals, which, though worthy in their
own right, suffered short runs: “Mack and Mabel” and “Ragtime” amongst them.
The theatre is currently owned by the Ambassador Theatre Group.
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PLAYERS’ THEATRE
1867
1883
1886
1890
1903
1910
1923
1928
1939
1946
1987
1990
2002
2004
2006

Opened as “Gatti’s in the Arches” – a music hall
Name changed to Hungerford Music Hall
Name changed to Gatti’s Charing Cross Music Hall
Enlarged
Closed
Became a cinema
Closed and occasionally used for boxing tournaments
Reopened as the Forum Cinema
Closed and used by Auxiliary Fire Service and as an ENSA store
Reopened as the Players’ Theatre
Closed for major renovation
Reopened
Closed and involved in financial scandal. Future uncertain.
Briefly reopened under new management
Used for small conferences and product launches

In 1858 the Gatti Brothers opened the Hungerford Music Hall inside their
coffee-shop in Hungerford Market. In 1862 the Market was demolished to
make way for Charing Cross Railway Station, and the brothers used their compensation of £7,750 to open Gattis’
Music Hall in Westminster Bridge Road (q.v.). In 1866 Carlo Gatti bought two of the Arches underneath the new
railway station and the following year opened his second hall, named “Gatti’s Under the Arches”. The Gatti family
retained control for the next 25 years, during which they gradually bought five more of the arches so tthey could
enlarge their premises.
In 1903, defeated by competition from the new lavish, variety theatres, the Gattis gave up. There were a few
unsuccessful attempts by new managers before the music hall closed, and between 1910 and 1923 two of the Arches
were converted into a cinema called the Arena. The other arches remained as restaurants and were later used for
storage. (For a while in the ‘20s and ‘30s the Gate Theatre, an experimental theatre company, staged some
performances in the former restaurant arches. They ceased production when the arches suffered bomb damage) The
Arena closed in 1923 and was used occasionally for boxing matches, then in 1928 it re-opened as the Forum Cinema,
specialising in foreign films. With the outbreak of war the cinema closed and was used to store ENSA film
equipment, with the other arches being used as an Auxiliary Fire Service Depot.
On 14 Jan 1946 Leonard Sachs and Jean Anderson leased two of the former Gatti Arches (the two that had been used
for the original music hall) as a home for their 19 year old Player’s Theatre Company, which specialised in
traditional early music hall. In 1953, in a departure from its usual fare, they staged a new pastiche 1920s musical
“The Boy Friend” which went on to great success in the West End , Broadway and on film. Additional income and
publicity was provided by regular appearances on the long-running BBC TV programme “The Good Old Days”. The
Players Theatre became a great success and a major tourist attraction.
In 1987 the venue underwent major
renovation. During rebuilding, performances were transferred to the Duchess Theatre, but this proved a disaster.
The Players' traded at a great loss, went into deficit, and lost two-thirds of its membership. In 1990 the company
returned to the Players Theatre, faced with higher running costs, increased rent and a smaller seating capacity, then in
March 2002, after a series of financial crises and personal scandals, the Players closed overnight with debts of some
£750,000.

Mander & Mitchensaon

The original members founded a “New Players’ Club”, staging Sunday shows and occasional “one-off” nights as a
way of keeping their company alive, using premises such as the Shaw Theatre, the Cochrane and the Venue.
Meanwhile, the original Players Theatre was leased
by The New End Theatre Company and renamed
'The New Players' Theatre' - confusing to say the
least. By the end of 2005 New End Theatre
Company relinquished the entire lease to the
owners of “Heaven” , the gay nightclub venue just
across the road.
The 275-seat auditorium was then promoted as a
venue for conferences, film screenings, product
launches, showcases & corporate entertainment.
Those who hold events here can also use the
adjacent New Players Lounge for stand-up
receptions & small sit-down dinners.
The Players Theatre, c. 1970
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PLAYHOUSE
1882
1905
1907
1951
1987

Opened as the Royal Avenue Theatre
Closed for reconstruction,
Damaged when Railway Station collapsed.
Rebuilt as reopened as the Playhouse
Closed and became a BBC Studio
Refurbished and reopened as a theatre

Shaw’s “Arms and the Man” premiered here (1894) and Charles Hawtrey
had a very long run with “A Message from Mars” (1898). By 1905 it was
clear Sefton Parry had got it wrong. The expansion of Charing Cross
would not include the Royal Avenue Theatre site even though building
work was going on above and around the theatre. Cyril Maude took over
management. With all the noise and building going on around him, he decided this was a good time to renovate and
reconstruct the theatre.
Work on the theatre was almost finished when, in the early hours of 5th December 1905, part of Charing Cross Station
collapsed onto the theatre. Six people on the station at the time were killed outright. Twenty-six more were injured.
Falling masonry crashed through the theatre’s roof, bringing down the ceiling and ruining the auditorium. Eventually
Cyril Maude received £20,000 compensation from South-Eastern Railway and started again on the reconstruction of
his theatre.
On 28 January 1907 the theatre re-opened, with a new name, The Playhouse. Cyril Maude ran it until 1915, then
Gladys Cooper and Frank Curzon took over. Successes during these years included “Home and Beauty” (1919), the
very long run of 821 performances for “White Cargo” (1924) and “The Painted
Veil” (1931). Nancy Price’s People’s National Theatre occupied the theatre from
1938 until it closed with the outbreak of the War.
It reopened in 1942 and ran a series of revues, thrillers and ballet seasons until it
was taken over in 1951 as a BBC Radio studio. It was much used by the BBC,
being the home for many of the best-loved comedy shows for the next thirty years.
Since it was the regular home for radio broadcasts with a live audience the
auditorium was always well-maintained even if the stage area suffered many
alterations.
After the BBC moved out the theatre lay empty for a few years while its future
was debated, and then it was splendidly renovated and rebuilt with some
residential apartments on the roof of the theatre. The Playhouse reopened in
September 1987 with a musical called “Girlfriends”, and went on in the early
1990s to enjoy successful runs of Tennessee Williams’ “Rose Tattoo” with Julie
Walters, and Moliere’s “Tartuffe” with Felicity Kendal. In 1992 the theatre was
leased by impresario Ray Cooney who staged a series of farces , then in 1996 the
theatre once more changed hands. It had a great success with Thelma Holt’s
production of “A Doll’s House” - which later transferred to New York . Other
plays in the late 1990s included “The Wood Demon” by Chekhov, and a season of
plays transferred from the Almeida Theatre. In September 2001 the National
Theatre’s “An Inspector Calls” transferred to the Playhouse for a long run. In
2009 it has a sell-out success with a transfer of the musical “La Cage aux Folles”.
The theatre is currently owned by the Ambassador Theatre Group.

Alberto Arzoz

It was always said that the Playhouse was built with a view to being
demolished. Its site was adjoining Charing Cross Railway Station; part of
the railway station lay beneath the new theatre. It was clear the Station
would need to expand and anyone owning a business on the adjoining land
would do well out it. Sefton Parry was well known as the theatre manager
who made a lot of money out of property speculation. His Royal Avenue
Theatre opened on 11th March 1882 with an English version of
Offenbach’s “Madame Favart”, and thus began a series of French comic
operas which filled the theatre for the next eight years. In 1890 the policy
changed to one of presenting straight plays.
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PLEASURE GARDENS

Guildhall Library, Corporation of London

Though not strictly qualifying as theatres or music halls, the various pleasure gardens throughout London were a
significant source of entertainment through many decades. They were the fashionable retreats of the mid 17th and
18th centuries—a source of wonder and delight to all classes of society, but falling eventually into disrepute as a
haunt of pickpockets and prostitutes.
Paris Gardens
(fl. 1580s)
In the Elizabethan age a stretch of
riverside in Southwark was used
fo r gener al enter tainme nt
associated with bear-baiting,
bull-baiting and cock-fighting. It
was ideally placed to capture the
crowds arriving for or departing
from the Bankside playhouses. In
1583 a balcony collapsed as
patrons watched and wagered on
the bull-baiting below. Many of
the people trapped below the
Paris Gardens and their neighbouring bear– and bull-baiting areans.
balcony were crushed to death.
Although this area bore the name
“gardens” it was not of the kind associated with the more elegant and less violent Gardens of the next centuries. It
was closed during the Commonwealth and the gardens were eventually built over.
The more important pleasure gardens were:
Cuper’s Gardens (1643 - 1760)
Opened in 1643 and probably the first of the city’s “pleasure” gardens, Cuper’s Gardens occupied a ten acre
riverside site on the south bank. It was created by Abraham Cuper, the retired gardener of the Earl of Arundel, and
featured statuary borrowed from the Earl’s estate across the river. The whole venture was attached to a tavern called
the Feathers. Because of its leafy walks and shady arbours it soon became known as Cupid’s Gardens. It was
closed by the authorities in 1760 because it had become a notorious haunt for pickpockets and other criminals. The
site later was incorporated into the approaches for Waterloo Bridge.
Marylebone Gardens (1650 - 1778)
Opened in 1650 offering a gory evening of cock-fights, bear-baiting, boxing matches and the like. In 1738 it
underwent a complete transformation with the addition of assembly rooms for balls and concerts. The animal
fighting was abandoned and was replaced with good music, fine singers, firework spectaculars and excellent
restaurants . In 1773 Thomas Arne conducted the orchestra, and some claim the first ever performance of “Rule
Britannia” was given under his baton at the Marylebone Gardens. Despite a somewhat high admission fee and great
efforts to exclude the unsavoury crowd, Marylebone suffered the same problems as the other gardens: in Fanny
Burney’s novel “Evelina” the heroine, lost and in a panic in Marylebone Gardens, is accosted by two gallants who
have misunderstood the reason for her presence there. The gardens closed in 1778. Devonshire Street and
Beaumont Street now cover part of the site.
Vauxhall Gardens (1660 - 1859)
Vauxhall Gardens opened as the New Spring Gardens in 1660, the year of the Restoration, and flourished nearly
200 years, well into the reign of Queen Victoria. Admission was free. Samuel Pepys was a frequent visitor , and a
diary entry of 1667 describes the Vauxhall Gardens as “very pleasant and cheap. . . For a man may go and spend
what he will, or nothing, all is one, but to hear the nightingale and other birds, and here fiddles, and there a harp, and
here a jew’s trump, and here laughing and there fine people walking. . .” In 1712 Joseph Addison complained about
the presence of very many strumpets, though he was a very regular and enthusiastic visitor. By the mid 1700s the
free admission had been replaced with a charge of one shilling in an attempt to keep out the strumpets and people of
the lower orders who were spoiling the purity of the gardens. In the next century Thackeray wrote extensively of
Vauxhall in his “Vanity Fair” and even the young Dickens was a visitor (though he complained about the exorbitant
cost of food).
Vauxhall Gardens was open daily (except Sundays) from May to September. The gardens covered 12 acres and
included pavilions, temples, grottos, concert halls, and a large rotunda where the orchestra played classical works
from operas. Scattered amongst the greenery were smaller bandstands providing serenades and dance music.
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There was an art gallery, frequent
firework displays, regular masked
balls, banquets and occasional
stagings of great pageants recreating events like the Battle of
Waterloo.
By 1825 rival attractions were
beginning to emerge, and the local
magistrates began to clamp down on
the supposed immoral aspects of
Vauxhall. In the 1850s there was a
series of bankruptcies, ownership
changes and repeated closures. The
venue finally closed in 1859.
Marylebone Gardens

Highbury Barn (1700 - 1876 )
Opened as a cakes and ale shop in 1700 and developed into a thousand-seat banqueting area on a small site
including by 1856 “ ball rooms, club rooms, private rooms, panorama of Constantinople, swings and tittle-cumtotters, battledore and shuttlecock, trap-ball, foot ball and other rural sports”. In 1861 it was taken over by the
clown, Giovanelli, who developed the theatrical side of the entertainment, offering comedy turns, music hall acts
and freak-shows. It fell foul of the authorities and was closed in 1871.
(See also: Alexandra Theatre, Islington)
New Wells, Clerkenwell ( 1730? - 1756)
The New Wells, Clerkenwell started life as an 18th Century spa. It soon joined the bandwagon for entertainment
provision and in 1737 a theatre was built and performances were given between 5pm and 10pm, featuring clown
acts, pantomime, and acrobats. In the gardens themselves Madame Kerman danced on the highwire - on stilts! whilst a menagerie of previously unseen animals was a great attraction. In 1744 Rosoman, later the proprietor of
Sadlers Wells, played Harlequin in the pantomime “The Sorceress”. The gardens were closed for remodelling and
improvement in 1747—but financial problems delayed the reopening for three years. It seems, however, that the
theatre itself was used occasionally during this period. The New Wells Gardens re-opened in 1750 but failed to recapture its former patrons. In 1752 the theatre was taken over by John Wesley and converted into a Methodist
tabernacle. The gardens themselves closed in 1756. The site was redeveloped and the present-day names Rosoman
Street and Bowling Green Lane commemorate its earlier days.
Ranelagh Gardens (1742 - 1805)
Opened in 1742 in the gardens of Lord Ranelagh’s estate in Chelsea on the north bank of the Thames. The main
feature of Ranelagh Gardens was an elegant covered Rotunda that allowed concerts in comfort whatever the
weather. The rotunda was 200 feet in diameter with glittering chandeliers and a huge fireplace at its centre. Round
the walls were two tiers of booths for wine and tea, and the promenade around the rotunda was a fashionable “must”
for everyone. They went for fun and for dancing and to display their fashionable clothes, and to witness extravagant
displays of England’s great naval victories recreated on the Thames. This was a very upmarket place. The young
Mozart played there. It attracted royalty and the nobility. Casanova was a regular patron. The gardens closed in
1805
Bagnigge Wells (1758 - 1841)
This was one of the most popular 18th Century spas, and opened in 1758, with a banqueting hall, a pump room,
skittle alley, fountains, formal walks and leafy arbours. Concerts were regularly held in the Pump Room, and its
virtues were proclaimed in songs, magazines and theatre prologues. By 1810 it was no longer fashionable and was
“much resorted to by the lower class of tradesman”. In 1813 its owner was made bankrupt and the gardens were
sold. It reopened the following year on a much smaller scale, and a new concert room was built in 1831, but ten
years later it closed for good. There is a plaque on the wall of 61-63 King’s Cross Road marking part of the original
site.
Finch’s Grotto Gardens (1760 - 1800)
Finch's Grotto Gardens were situated on the west side of Southwark. Bridge Road. They first opened in 1760 and
were successful due to the attraction of the performers Suett and Nan Cuttley . The old Grotto House was burnt
down in 1796, but soon afterwards rebuilt, a stone being inserted in its wall with the following inscription:
"Here herbs did grow, And flowers sweet; But now 'tis called St. George's Street."
According to John Reynolds in his “Records of my Life” “It was a sort of minor Vauxhall, situated near the King's
Bench Prison. There was a grotto in the middle of the garden, and an orchestra and rotunda. The price of admission
was sixpence, and the place was much frequented by the humbler classes..."
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Stombolo Gardens, Chelsea (1762 - 1830s)
Opened in 1762 offering just peace and the gentle tinkle of the fountains. No entertainment was offered, but the
adjacent Chelsea Bun House was a great attraction for refreshments. By the 1820s the gardens seem to have
developed into the Orange Tavern and Tea Gardens, and the Orange Theatre, an amateur company, presented a
season of open-air plays there in 1831 and 1832. By the 1840s the gardens had closed and St Barnabas Church
covered part of the site.
St Helena’s Gardens (1770 - 1881)
Situated in Rotherhithe, this specialised in romantic lantern-lit suppers under the stars with high quality orchestral
music. Patronised by the Prince Regent.
Bermondsey Spa (1776 - 1804)
Thomas Keyse, a painter, opened a small pleasure gardens in 1766, and developed it into a spa when a chalybeate
spring was discovered in 1770. It was never a great success and eked out an existence with concert entertainment
and fireworks until it closed in 1804.
The Temple of Flora, Lambeth (1788 - 1797)
This was a concert pavilion and pleasure gardens on the north side of Westminster Bridge Road. It offered a
hothouse and all sorts of natural delights, and for some years was considered to be a “high-class” establishment.
However, it rapidly declined and closed when the owner was jailed for six months in 1797 for keeping a
disorderly house.
Beulah Spa (1831 - 1855)
Located in Upper Norwood on a site previously known for its mineral spring, this opened in 1831 as the Royal
Beulah Spa and Gardens. Its attractions included an octagonal reading room, a maze, an archery area, military
bands and a camera obscura. It was famous for its fortune-telling gipsies, and for a while was a very fashionable
spa. The arrival in Norwood of the Crystal Palace (q.v.) in 1854 eclipsed its popularity and it closed shortly
afterwards.
Cremorne Gardens (1832 - 1877)
This was the last of the great gardens, and enjoyed just a brief span of glory before it descended into the sullied
resort of high class prostitutes. However, its brief span was magnificent. Opened in 1832 by the colourful Baron
de Beaufain (one of many aliases) it began as a sports stadium, staging pony races and including an American
style bowling alley. It soon expanded into wider activities, featuring the usual masked balls, firework displays ,
circuses, sideshows etc. It had a theatre used for staging the hugely popular re-enactments of great historic
moments. During a staging of the Siege of Sebastopol the stage collapsed under the combined weight of 500
armed soldiers. It was the standard and flair of the entertainment that made Cremorne Gardens both a national
and international attraction. In 1861 Madame Genevieve crossed the Thames on a high wire. Members of the
public could go aloft in an anchored balloon—if they dared. The regular gala nights attracted up to three thousand
people. The theatre at the Cremorne was a long
room with a stage at one end open to the gardens
down one of its sides.

Private collection, courtesy Bridgeman Art

Victorian displeasure at the seedier elements of
fairs and similar popular events led to a
clampdown in the 1870s. At the beginning of
the decade Cremorne Gardens lost its music and
dance licence. It regained it in 1874, but finally
closed in 1877 because, according to a local
vicar, it had become “a nursery for every kind
of vice” (The centre of the site was later used
for the construction of the Battersea Power
Station.)

The information is taken from “London’s Pleasures from
Restoration to Regency” by David Kerr Cameron, published
2001 by Sutton Publishing and from “The London
Encyclopaedia” edited by Ben Weinreb and Christopher
Hibbert, publish 1983 by Macmillan and Co.
The Grand Walk, Vauxhall Gardens in 1751,
- detail from a painting by Canaletto
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POLKA CHILDREN’S THEATRE, Wimbledon
1979 Opened in a converted church. Specially created as a
children’s theatre.
In 1967 Richard Gill created the Polka company as a touring puppet
theatre, and for the next decade the company grew in reputation as one
of the major children’s theatre companies in the UK. In 1976 Polka
finally found itself a permanent base in the Holy Trinity Church Halls
in Wimbledon Broadway. It took three years to raise the money, but
finally on 20 November 1979 the hall was converted into the Polka Children’s Theatre. It was the first British
theatre venue dedicated exclusively to children .
The theatre consists of two performance spaces - a 300 seat main auditorium and a 90 seat studio and is
unique in its totally child-centred design. It produces its own in-house shows and also provides a permanent
London venue for touring children’s theatre companies from all over the UK and abroad.

POPLAR CIVIC THEATRE

An amazing Art-Deco theatre was created
inside the new Council offices when the Bow
Town Hall was built in 1938. The seating
capacity was 500 in the stalls, 700 in the
circle and 200 standing. The front part of the
stalls was a flat floor with removable seats.
When removed, the space was a solid maple
dance floor accommodating 280 couples. The
bar areas and foyers were magnificent
examples of Art Deco at its most exuberant.
Even the original theatre-organ remained in
site, together with the original fixtures, fittings , door furniture, etc.
From the beginning its theatre use was very limited, although its stage did host budding young talented artist
such as Vince Hill, Frankie Howerd and Barbara Windsor. For a number of years the BBC used the theatre for
sound and TV broadcasts, and during the 1970s it was a well known centre for Punk bands and one night
concerts.
It was nothing short of an architectural disaster when the theatre was
finally sold by the local council in 1989. A campaign by the Save
London Theatres Organisation met with little success. Just a short
distance away was the Theatre Royal, Stratford - an historic and
working theatre in dire need of major renovation - and it was felt that
there would not be enough money to save two theatres in such close
proximity, so the efforts were concentrated on the much older and
more historically important Theatre Royal.
The Poplar Civic Theatre was stripped and converted into “a fine new
development of Spacious 1,2&3 bedroom apartments, some with
private gardens or balconies overlooking beautiful landscaped
grounds within a secure courtyard.”. The exterior remained as a
local landmark and the new development was built to complement the
style of its architecture.

Sublimephotogrsphy.co.uk

1938 Opened
1990c Closed and left unused
2000 Converted into apartments
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1905
1907
1925
1941
1950

Opened as the New Prince’s Theatre
Renamed the Hippodrome
Closed and became a cinema
Destroyed by bombs
Demolished

When the building plans were submitted the
new theatre was to be called the New
Eldorado, but by the time it opened on
Boxing Day, 1905, the owners had settled
on the name The New Prince’s Theatre. It
had an enormous stage—60 ft wide by 41 ft.
deep, and a seating capacity of 2,500. It was
designed in English baroque style, with the interior decorations in French Renaissance. The original owner was
Clarence Sounes, who also owned theatres at Woolwich and Aldershot.
Within two years it was taken over by Walter Gibbons as part of his London Theatres of Variety syndicate and
renamed the Poplar Hippodrome. From this time onwards it was occasionally showing whole evenings of film,
and was generally showing a mix of film and variety shows.
By 1912 the Hippodrome was managed by Charles Gulliver who continued until 1925 when the Hippodrome
was sold to a consortium called the Empire Palace (Poplar) Ltd and used exclusively as a cinema. In July 1926
the building underwent some re-construction and re-opened as the New Hippodrome Super Cinema.
Poplar suffered enormous damage in the Blitz : half its buildings were destroyed and half the population
moved out. The Hippodrome was severely damaged in 1940 and closed. The derelict building was finally
pulled down in 1950. The Hippodrome had managed 20 years as a cine-variety theatre and 16 years as a
cinema.

POPLAR QUEEN’S THEATRE,
1843

1856
1860
1867
1898
1956
1964

Opened as a music hall in the Queen’s Arms
Enlarged and licensed as the Apollo Music Hall
Renamed the Albion Theatre
Renamed the Oriental Theatre, later the Queen’s
Completely rebuilt as the Queen’s Theatre of Varieties
Closed
Demolished

In 1843 The Queen’s Arms in Poplar High Street cashed in on the
developing fashion for music halls by building a small hall alongside its
premises. By 1856 the demand was such that the hall was rebuilt at a
cost of £7,000.
The new hall was named the Apollo Music Hall and had room for 800
people. In 1860 the management expanded the range of entertainment
on offer and elevated their hall with the name “Theatre” - christening it
the “Albion Theatre”. Just seven years later the tables and chairs were
removed and the building was renovated as a “proper” theatre—called
the Oriental. The theatre was now under the management of Frederick
Abrahams.

Poplar Queen’s Theatre, c. 1955

Over the next thirty years under Frederick and Michael Abrahams the venue occasionally changed its name—it
reverted to the Albion Theatre, and then called itself the Queen’s Theatre of Varieties—but principally it only
lasted a few years as a legitimate theatre and soon returned to presenting music hall and variety acts. The
“Chairman” for the music hall was Frank Estcourt—enormously popular and an attraction in his own right. In
1884 the immaculately dressed and highly popular “Champagne Charlie”, George Leybourne, gave what was to
be his last ever performance at the Queen’s before dying of alcohol poisoning at the early age of 42.

Steve Kentfield—East London Postcard Company

POPLAR HIPPODROME

Survey of London—Royal Commission on Historic Monuments
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In 1898 the Queen’s
underwent a major
reconstruction. The
architect was Bertie
Crewe.
The
magnificent
new
three-tier building
had
a
seating
capacity of 1,360 and
rapidly established
itself as a leading
East End variety
house.
In 1906 Michael
Abrahams, though
keeping
nominal
control,
handed
over
Left: The Queen’s after the 1898 rebuilding.
Right: The rebuilt third storey in the 1950s
the day to day
management to Morris Abrahams. At some later date (said to be due to wartime damage) there was a problem
with the stonework on the third storey. Part of the masonry fell into the street, narrowly missing a passer-by.
The exterior of the third floor was significantly altered, the windows removed, and the façade turned into a
completely blank wall. This had the effect of destroying the proportions of Bertie Crewe’s 1898 building and
created a curious hybrid look about the place for the remainder of its life.
In 1955 Morris Abrahams celebrated his fiftieth year of running the theatre (surely an all-time theatre
management record?) and then announced that he was now forced to sell the theatre and retire. The following
year the theatre closed, and after several years remaining unused, it was demolished.

PORTABLE & FIT-UP THEATRES
The earliest medieval theatre performances of Mystery plays were played on built-up carts, usually of two
storeys and drawn round the streets of the town. (The tradition of “floats” in carnivals and the Lord Mayor’s
shows are last-remaining relics of this tradition.) These were the earliest “portable theatres”

Fit-Up Theatres

Rischgitz

In the late 16th and through the 17th century there
were several companies of players touring the
country and giving theatrical performances in
country inn-yards and rustic barns. This tradition
developed and continued and was eventually known
as Fit-Up Theatre. The hey-day of fit-up was
roughly from 1850 to 1950. During this century
scores of fit-up companies travelled throughout the
UK.

A late-Elizabethan illustration of the “high cart” used for
Miracle Plays being performed in town squares

Although the smaller towns and villages did not
have a permanent theatre of their own, often they
could provide a hall or a space that already
contained a “stage” or platform as part of its
structure. The fit-up company would travel its own
scenery, lighting equipment and costumes, and
move into these halls. They would literally “fit-up”
a theatre for the night. In the bigger towns they
might play up to three nights, but mostly it was a
series of one-night stands. In theatrical parlance,
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undertaking such a tour was known as
“doing the smalls”. For many actors it
provided the basic training and
experience (later replaced by the
weekly repertory theatres.)

Hogarth’s engraving of strolling players—a “fit-up” company— in a
provincial barn as they prepare for a performance

Fit-up theatres lasted a surprisingly
long time, and did not finally
disappear until the 1960s, by which
time television and cinemas had
reached even the remotest parts of the
British Isles. Although fit-up theatres
are an important part of the British
theatre history, they did not feature
heavily in the history of theatre in
London. The capital city had always
been well provided with performance
venues. However, a number of fit-up
performances were given in the
outlying areas which were once
countryside, but which nowadays are a
part of the Greater London area.

Portable theatres
On the other hand, Portable Theatres did play a significant role in London. Although there are many
similarities between Fit-Up Theatre and Portable Theatre – and many historians confuse the two! – the chief
difference is that Portable Theatre was complete in itself. It toured its own building. This was usually a
collection of wide wooden slats cleated together with a canvas roof, forming a rectangular tent-like structure.
The stage and set would then be built inside. The company travelled its own bench-seating. The Portable
Theatre could be erected on any suitable space. And the big fairgrounds around London provided just such a
space.

Guildhall Library, Corporation of London

Portable Theatre developed out of the old Booth Theatres (the relics of which survive in Punch and Judy
shows). In the 17th century performances were chiefly variety shows of juggling and rope-dancing. By the 18th
century some of these businesses had developed into very elaborate ambitious stage presentations, and many
good actors learnt their craft in these shows.
At least one “Great Theatrical Boothe” was always present at Bartholomew Fair and the London theatres used
to close down during its celebrations, lending their audiences and even their performers to the fairground. The
London fairs of Bartholomew, Smithfield, Southwark, Mayfair and Greenwich formed a kind of circuit for the
bigger Portable theatres. During the 19th Century Richardson’s Portable Theatre was a successful and eagerly
supported attraction in the
various fairs. Gradually,
however, the fairs became
haunts of crime and
debauchery.
The lavish
theatrical shows became
cheap freak-shows, playing
to a lower class of
customer. One by one the
fairs were closed down by
the authorities.
The
Portable Theatres moved
out of the capital and
survived in the provinces
until the mid 20th Century.

Hyde Park Fair, August 1814—Celebrating the “Peace”- showing a Portable Theatre
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PRINCE CHARLES THEATRE, Leicester Place
1962 Opened as the Prince Charles Theatre
1965 Closed
1969 Reopened as the Prince Charles Cinema
Flora Robson laid the foundation stone on 18th December 1961. The Prince Charles was to be the first new theatre in
the West End since the Saville—thirty years earlier. However, from the very beginning it was heavily criticised for
its ill-conceived design, which was almost unworkable theatrically. The 420 seat theatre had its entrance in Leicester
Place (so that it would be visible from Leicester Square) but its main length was on Lisle Street. The theatre was to be
taken on a long lease by the impresario, Harold Fielding, and opened on Boxing Day 1962 with “Clap Hands” - a new
revue transferred from the Lyric, Hammersmith. This did not have a long run, and early in 1963 the theatre closed for
“renovation”. This was expected to mean conversion into a cinema, but in April the venue reopened with another live
revue, “Looking for the Action”. This too failed to run, and the theatre saw a number of shows managing only a few
weeks’ run followed by several weeks closure. Early in 1964 the theatre was closed again for “renovation”. This
time the interior was reconstructed, the stage enlarged and a new bar created. In February 1964 the venue opened with
a new name—Fielding’s Music Hall at the Prince Charles Theatre. This, too failed. Harold Fielding gave up his
lease in July 1965 and the theatre closed. In January 1969, following major conversion for cinema use, the Prince
Charles Theatre reopened as the Prince Charles Cinema. It had survived just three years.

PRINCE EDWARD THEATRE
Opened as the Prince Edward Theatre
Reconstructed as cabaret-restaurant, The London Casino
Used as a club for wartime forces
Converted back for occasional theatre use
Reverted to a cinema, used for “Cinerama”
Used frequently as a theatre with rare films
Reopened as a full-time theatre
Refurbished

The Prince Edward opened in Old Compton Street on 3rd April
1930 with the musical “Rio Rita” but it managed to exist just five
years before it was converted into a cabaret-restaurant at a cost of
£25,000. In the first five years almost everything failed. Only a
musical called “Nippy” with Binnie Hale managed a reasonable
run, otherwise Josephine Baker in cabaret, non-stop revue from 2pm to midnight, even daytime cinema trade shows,
nothing seemed to draw the crowds.
The cabaret-restaurant was called the London Casino, and, with this new name, it re-opened on 2nd April 1936. The
opening cabaret was called “Folies Parisiennes”, and this time it seemed to work: the Casino became very popular and
was well attended.
In 1940, at the height of the Blitz, the building was forced to close and when it reopened in July 1942 it had been
requisitioned as the Queensbury All Services Club. After the war it reopened on 14 October 1946 as a theatre. The
opening show “Pick Up Girl” was followed by a revival of “The Dancing Years” and seasons of ballet, visiting stars
and pantomime. From 1949 it staged several years of various editions of a cabaret called “Latin Quarter”. In 1953 it
returned to some mainstream theatre shows but the following year was converted for Cinerama. The Casino was used
for these wide-screen films for the next twenty years.
In 1974 it was taken over by Bernard Delfont and converted
back into a theatre. The opening production was the
pantomime “Cinderella” with the model Twiggy. In 1978 it
reverted to its original name, the Prince Edward Theatre, and
staged the Andrew Lloyd Webber- Tim Rice musical, “Evita”.
This long-running show paved the way for the Prince Edward
to become a major musical house in the West End. “Chess”,
“Martin Guerre” and “Mamma Mia” were among the
musicals to play the Prince Edward in the last two decades of
the 20th Century. The musical version of “Mary Poppins”
occupied the theatre early in the 21st Century.

Stephen O’Kelly

1930
1936
1942
1946
1954
1974
1978
1993
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PRINCE OF WALES’ THEATRE
1884
1886
1937
1963
2000

Opened as the Prince’s Theatre
Renamed the Prince of Wales’ Theatre
Completely rebuilt and re-opened the same year
Interior reconstructed
Major refurbishment

Designed by C.J.Phipps, the Prince’s Theatre opened on 18th January 1884
with Herbert Beerbohm Tree starring in “The Palace of Truth”, a comedy
by W.S. Gilbert. This theatre is, arguably, on the best site in London,
halfway between Piccadilly Circus and Leicester Square and right in the
heart of the tourist area.

The Prince’s (later Prince of Wales)
Theatre, 1884

In 1886 the name was changed to the Prince of Wales Theatre and from
then till the end of the century the theatre was mainly associated with a
series of musical successes. The turn of the century saw a series of
successful plays with performers like Forbes Robertson, Mrs Patrick
Campbell, Marie Tempest and Martin Harvey. But by 1903 the theatre was
back in the musical market under the management of George Edwardes.
The First World War saw a series of plays, then from 1918 onwards the
Prince of Wales housed several editions of André Charlot Revues. The
early ‘30s saw the introduction of non-stop revue in an attempt to compete
with the “talkies”, and these developed into a kind of English Folies
Bergere.
The theatre closed on 16th January 1937 for complete rebuilding. On 17th
June Gracie Fields laid the foundation stone for the new building, which
incorporated part of the walls of the former theatre. On 27th October, just
nine months later, the new Prince of Wales Theatre opened. It had a
larger auditorium, a larger stage, a 46 ft long bar containing a dance floor
and , controversially, it was the first London theatre to be built without
“floats” - the designers claiming that footlights were no longer necessary
with modern stage lighting. Although the stage had been enlarged in
width, it remained rather shallow, just 22’ deep, though it was equipped
with a revolve. The opening show was “Les Folies de Paris et Londres”,
continuing the tradition of the old building.
In 1943 Sid Field opened in “Strike a New Note” and became the
undisputed star of the Prince of Wales. He appeared in “Strike it
Again” (1944), “Piccadilly Hayride” (1946) and - his last role “Harvey” (1948) before his sudden and early death in January 1949.
Throughout the 1950s the theatre was used for variety “spectaculars” with
the occasional musical production. Barbra Streisand appeared in “Funny
Girl” (1966) and “Sweet Charity” (1967) enjoyed a run of 427
performances. Danny la Rue enjoyed a long run in the ‘70s, after which the
theatre spent most of the 1980s with runs of “Underneath the Arches” and
the TV sitcom spin-off, “’Allo, ‘Allo”.

Alberto Arzoz

The 1990s saw productions of “Copacabana”, “Smokey Joe’s Café”, and
the new century saw “City of Angels” and transfers of “Witches of
Eastwick” and “Mamma Mia”. The Prince of Wales has one of the largest
stalls bar of any London theatre. An added attraction of this area is the
permanent exhibition of playbills and posters, all accurately dated, and
forming a fascinating history of the Prince of Wales Theatre throughout its
hundred year plus life.
The building underwent major renovation at the turn of the millennium in
the course of which the revolving stage was removed and not replaced.
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PRINCE’S STREET YIDDISH THEATRE
1883
1887
1894
1900c

Opened for Jacob Adler’s company
Closed after 17 people killed in false alarm.
Re-opened for occasional use.
Closed and used as a social centre.

In 1883 a wealthy Butcher, David Smith, built a
theatre in Prince’s Street (now named Princelet)
Street especially for the local Jewish community.
The 300 seat venue, with an orchestra pit, a gallery
and a library, was built for Jacob Adler’s Yiddish
Theatre Company. Adler’s Company was his
family - nine adults and a child - which had fled A drawing after the tragedy of 18 January 1887, showing the place
from Tsarist persecution, and had immediately where the gallery steps joined the main entrance and seventeen
people died in the panic following the false alarm of fire.
established their reputation as performers.
Smith’s great act of generosity was appreciated by all the Jewish community except the Rabbis. The plays
were in Yiddish (and not the more elevated Hebrew), even though the building sometimes advertised itself as
the Hebrew Dramatic Club. Adler’s company included actresses, lived as a commune, and even performed on
Fridays. The Rabbis’ answer was to offer the Adlers money to move elsewhere, a method they used with other
Yiddish theatre groups in the East End.
Adler refused to move and spent the next three years staging plays in Yiddish at the Prince’s Street Theatre.
When the cast required more than nine adults and one child, he recruited additional actors from the local
population. He staged plays by Shakespeare, Schiller and Goldfaden amongst others, all in Yiddish. In January
1887 a packed house was watching “The Gypsy Girl” when there was a false alarm of fire. In the stampede for
the exit some 17 people were killed. After this, the local people simply stopped attending the theatre, out of
superstition and respect. It closed. The Rabbis stepped in and offered the Adlers the sum of £200 to assist their
passage to New York. Jacob Adler accepted.
The stage of the Prince’s Street Theatre seems to have remained unused for several years. Somewhere around
1894 the Jargon Players’ production of “The Hornet of Judah” attracted so small a crowd that they cancelled
the third act. By the turn of the century it seems no further plays were presented and the Theatre was used as a
social centre.

PRINCESS’S THEATRE, Oxford Street
1828
1829
1830
1836
1840
1842
1869
1880
1880
1902
1905
1931

Opened as Royal Bazaar and British Diorama
Burnt down
Re-opened as Royal Bazaar and then Queen’s Bazaar
Converted to theatre
Finally obtained a licence and opened as Princess’s Theatre
Remodelled and opened as an opera house, sometimes known as Royal Princess’s Theatre
Major rebuilding and renovation
Closed and demolished
Rebuilt as the enlarged Royal Princess’s Theatre
Closed
Converted into shops and a warehouse
Demolished

The building was first opened in 1828 with the rather flamboyant title of “Royal Bazaar, British Diorama and
Exhibition of Works of Art” and was under the special patronage of George IV. It stood opposite the Pantheon
in Oxford Street and was a business speculation by Mr. Hamlet, a jeweller . The “diorama” consisted of four
large pictures of Continental views. It was all destroyed by fire in 1829, but the place was rebuilt in 1830 by
Mr Reinagle of the Royal Academy. In 1834 it was renamed the Queen’s Bazaar in compliment to Queen
Adelaide, but it failed to capture the public’s imagination, probably because it was too close to the Soho
Bazaar and the Pantheon.
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In 1836 it was converted into a proper theatre at a cost of £47,000, and opened as the Court Theatre, a large
venue with four tiers of boxes, designed by T.M.Nelson. Mr Hamlet opened his new theatre with a series of
concerts which had stretched his financial reserves to the limit and he was now short of money. In earlier years
he had loaned large sums to the Prince Regent, the Duke of York and others on the security of bonds which
they now repudiated. He was forced into bankruptcy and his Court Theatre was sold for a mere £15,000
The theatre reopened on 30th September 1840 with a new owner, John Medec Maddox, and a new name: the
Princess’s Theatre. Maddox had ambitions to make the theatre a centre for high class musical performances
and opera. On Boxing Day, 1842 he staged Bellini’s “La Sonnambula” and later in the season Mozart’s “Don
Giovanni”. However, all his operas would always be followed by a burlesque or comedy item.. “Don
Pasquale” was followed by Tom Thumb, the midget.
By the mid 1840s the Patent Laws had been repealed and Maddox was varying his programme to include plays
with the leading performers of the age. But by 1850 he, too, had run out of money. It was claimed that
Maddox had survived this long due to the patronage of the disreputable Duke of Brunswick, seen backstage
continually year after year, rouged, padded and drunk. In 1850 the Duke himself ran out of money and as a
result, Maddox was forced to sell his interest to the joint management of Charles Kean and Robert Keeley.
From 1850-1859 the theatre, under the management of Charles Kean, produced the finest Shakespearean
productions the London stage had ever seen. Kean spent up to £50,000 a season, ensuring historical accuracy
and splendour. He employed nearly 550 people every week and generally would stage Shakespeare three nights
a week, and the highly popular melodramas on the other nights. This formula created a hugely successful
theatre. In 1859 the theatre was taken over by Augustus Harris, Snr. A very young Henry Irving made his
London debut here in a piece called “Ivy Hall”. He was a complete disaster and returned to the provinces.
“The Streets of London” produced in 1864 was a sensation: it featured a house on fire and horses galloping
onstage. Charles Fechter and Stella Colas became favourite performers through the 1860s. In the 1870s the
Carl Rosa Opera Company appeared and Ellen Terry made her first appearance in “Lady of Lyons”. But by the
1880s the Princess’s was shabby and out-of-date. It closed on 19th May 1880 and the old theatre was
completely replaced with a new building.
This opened on 6th November 1880 as the Royal Princess’s Theatre with Edwin Booth’s Hamlet. Wilson
Barrett then took over for a while, after which the theatre frequently changed managements. Play after play
failed, and the Princess’s began to get a reputation for being an “unlucky” house. In 1901 the theatre was
bought by Benjamin Keith, a pioneer of the music halls in the USA (and the Keith Orpheum circuit). He
attempted to stage non-stop vaudeville but failed to get a license. He closed the theatre in October 1902. The
building stayed empty until 1905 when the front of house areas were turned into shops and the auditorium
became a warehouse.
The
theatre
was
demolished in 1931 and a
Woolworth’s store was
built on the site.
(Ironically, the Pantheon across the road - became a
Marks and Spencer store:
both theatres replaced by
department stores).

Princess’s Theatre,
Oxford Street,
1851

P 28
PUTNEY HIPPODROME
1906 Opened
1924 Closed and reopened for cine-variety.
Shortly afterwards became a cinema
1961 Cinema closed and building left empty
1975 Demolished and replaced with
housing
Located in Felsham Road, about a hundred
yards from the busy high street, the
Hippodrome occupied a large site. It was a
completely detached building. The foyer was
very small and the dress circle was at ground
level. A staircase led down to the stalls.
There were two boxes on each side of the
proscenium and the auditorium had a domed
ceiling. The stage was about eight or ten feet
below street level. It was a three tier building,
and the gallery later housed the projection box
when the theatre became a cinema.
In its variety days the acts were announced by a page boy holding a placard, pointing it left and right, then to the
centre up and down. In its cinema days the “throw” was so steep that the screen had to be tilted backwards to
avoid any distortion.
The Putney Hippodrome had been left unused and unoccupied for some twelve years and was in a state of
advanced decay when it had one last flourish before demolition. In 1973 it was used as the location for the film
“Theatre of Blood” starring Vincent Price, Robert Morley and many other well known actors.
In 1975 it was demolished and replaced with housing.

