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CAERAU
Portables & Fit-Up
Theatres
Haggar’s Olympic Theatre
In April 1905 the Maesteg
District Council on the casting
vote of the chairman, refused a
licence for Will Haggar’s
portable theatre to be erected in
Caerau.
However, by the
summer of August 1912 the
Haggar organisation was
allowed to play a season with his
Royal Electric Theatre.
Ebley’s Portable Theatre
In September 1910 Mr Ebley
was granted permission for a season.
Public Hall, Caerau
In October 1925 an advert announces that Nell & Doris Welsby, a singing and dancing act, will be appearing
at the Public Hall, in Caerau. Because they are variety performers, it seems they would have been part of an
entertainment provided between films, so it is possible this is a mistaken name, and refers to the Coliseum
Cinema.

COLISEUM
1914 Operating before this date
1970s Demolished
Built in The Square, Caerau sometime before the start of the First World War. It was a cine-variety with
around 600 seats, and in January 1914 was taken over by the Caerau Coliseum Company and used for a
mixture of film shows and live performances. During the war years their variety acts included names like Jack
Clare, The Chocolate Coloured Coon; Tommy Herbert “The Whistling Welsh Pit Boy with a voice as good as
his whistle”; and Rufus and Eda in “Charlie in the Kitchen - featuring a Chaplin impersonation”. At the same
time films were a significant part of the business, and in August 1915 the new manager, Mr Dovey, advertised
for an experienced bioscope operator, and a pianist to accompany the films.
This mix of film and variety lasted through the 1920s until the venue was taken over in May 1933 by John
Lewis (“sometimes trading as James E. Lewis”). Mr Lewis was also the lessee of the Workman’s Hall,
Glyncorrwg and the Pavilion, Bridgend, as well as being the licensee and owner of the Queen’s Hotel,
Glyncorrwg. He seems to have been working in partnership with a Mr Briton. They placed a rather strange
advert in The Stage: “Wanted: Manager for Coliseum Caerau. Smart on and off stage. Jewish preferred. Own
car an asset. Photo required.”
Within a year Mr Lewis was declared bankrupt, and the Coliseum once more changed hands. The new owners
seem to have operated it exclusively as a cinema, and it remained in operation through the Second World War
and well into the 1950s. It is believed to have closed and unused for several years before it was finally
demolished in the 1970s.

Some cinemas in Caerau
Cosy Cinema
?
?
This was a cine-variety with a very small stage, just 16ft by 10ft, and equipped with three dressing rooms. It
had a seating capacity of around 500. It does not seem to have had much use for live performances, although
as late as August 1933 it was advertising a live variety performance from “The Three Musical Valeros” who
would perform between film shows.
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CAERPHILLY
Portable & Fit-Up Theatres
Market Hall
1898 March “Mixed” , a new two-act sketch performed before a large and fashionable audience.
American Pavilion Theatre
In the last decade of the 19th Century Mrs Orton’s American Pavilion had a regular circuit, which included
Abergavenny in 1897 and 1900, and played Caerphilly for a season beginning in September 1899.
Alexandra Theatre Portable
Mrs Breamer’s portable played Caephilly for a season starting in March 1901.
Allworth’s Theatre
This was a portable that played a season from October 1906 to January 1907..
Ebley’s Olympic Theatre
Played the winter season from October 1908.
Haggar’s Castle Theatre
In June 1910 Will Haggar Jun announced that Haggar’s Picture Castle would open in August, and would be a
“First class building, electrically lit and run on first-class lines” and located on the main thoroughfare. There is
a further reference in June 1913 when a variety performer called George Crowther advertises that he is
appearing with great success that week in what he calls Haggar’s Castle in Caerphilly.
Records show the Castle Cinema opened in July 1913 and being the property of the Miners’ Institute. It is not
clear if the Institute took over a three-year-old existing building – the one built by Haggar - or whether these
were two separate venues. Further information is needed.

EMPIRE
1910 Oct – Hal Collier, is offering scripts and sketches for sale, his address is the Empire, Caerphilly.
1917 Aug: George Gordon is advertising for chorus ladies to play the Empire.
1917/18 Pantomime with Peggy Dallas playing Dame

PITT’S PICTURE PALACE/ PALACE MUSIC HALL/ CINEMA
1904 Opened as a skating rink
1910 Converted into a music hall
1976 Demolished
The Caerphilly Palace opened in 1904 and started life as a skating rink. The premises were sold in 1910 to
George H. Pitt, and added to businesses he already ran at Pontypool, Blaina, Blaenavon and Abersychan. Mr
Pitt announced the newly converted premises would be known as Pitt’s Picture Palace, and possessed “A good
electric installation and seating for 1,500 people. The work of the building has been carried out by Mr W.
Branch of Abersychan and the electric installation by Messrs Crossley Cardiff.”
His Palace opened just one week after Will Haggar Jun had announced he was opening the rival Picture Castle.
The Palace’s mix of variety turns between films was very successful, and some of the early acts included:
Leoni Clarke’s Royal Comedy Animal Act; Ess and Hoey “Originators and Only Double Ski and Snow Shoe
Dancers in the World”; and the Eight Welsh Miners with Dai Elbow, the singing collier. Sometimes the
whole evening would be given over to live performances, such as a week of the E.C.Gittins Opera Company,
and sometimes the evening would consist entirely of a film show, one notable week being in May 1913 when
“’Les Miserables’ is being shown to crowded houses here this week. The
picture is presented in nine parts, with a full orchestra and mechanical effects.”
A newspaper review in September 1913 reported:
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Three cinemas in Caerphilly:
Left, the Castle Cinema; Middle, Pitt’s Palace Theatre; Right, The Workmen’s Hall
(from the Caerphilly Local History Facebook page

“The management here have made a new venture which has been attended with gratifying success. They are
providing a programme of drama, variety and pictures at the same performance. The place has been well
patronised since the addition. Brown, Green & Nixon appear in an act of animal training. The dramas
presented by the stock drama company are “The Gipsy’s Bath”, “The Factory Lass” and “Maid of Cefn Ydfa”,
in which Mr Geo. H. Pitt appears in the role of Morgan, a Welsh seer. The pictures are also well selected.”
In April 1915 George Pitt sold the business to a Mr Selig
W. Lewy. And so began two years of management musical
chairs! For the previous three years the Palace’s resident
manager had been Arthur Knight, but it was soon clear that
the new owner and the old manager did not get on.
Immediately an advert announced: “Arthur Knight wants it
known he has resigned his engagement with Selig W. Lewy
and has no further connection with the Palace, Caerphilly.”
Arthur Knight soon found another job, as manager of the
Royal Cinema, Tonypandy, and Mr Lewy appointed a new
manager, Pat O’Brien.
Just three months later Mr Selig W. Lewy ran out of money,
and was forced to sell at some loss to Rowland Williams,
proprietor of the New Empire Abertridwr, and the Palace
Pengam. Mr Williams was happy to retain Pat O’Brien as
his manager, and started off with a big hit on his hands:
during his first week as owner, Ned Edwards and his
famous Queenies broke all box office records at the Palace.
He was even able to donate £2 2s 6d to the wounded
soldiers lying in Caerphilly Hospital thanks to the sale of
Ned Edwards’ postcards on the Saturday night.
But Mr Williams’s luck did not last, and he survived just
eleven months, at which time the dispossessed Arthur
Knight got his revenge. In June 1916 it was announced that
Arthur Knight had taken a lease on the Palace Caerphilly Ned Edwards and his Two Queenies - one of whom,
centre, would grow up to become the actress
and would re-open the building on August Bank Holiday
and comedienne Maudie Edwards
Monday after thorough three-month long renovation. Pat
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O’Brien was out, and Arthur returned as both owner and manager. However, he did not have long to savour his
revenge: less than six months later Arthur Knight was once more looking for a new job – since he had failed
and the Palace was once again up for sale. And who bought it? In October 1917 and advert in The Stage
stated: “All artists holding contracts for the Palace Caerphilly, note that I am the sole Lessee and all contracts
must be signed by me – Pat O’Brien”
This amazing box-and-cox swapping of owners and managers ended in March 1919 when the Palace was once
more offered for rent or for lease. In the 1920s the Palace tried a season of repertory plays, and continued with
film shows and variety, but seems to have ended its activities before , or shortly after, the arrival of talking
pictures. The building was left unused for several years, and by the end of the Second World War it was partly
derelict. It was acquired by a local company, Ryans, and used to store their vehicles. The building was
eventually demolished in 1976..

Some cinemas in Caerphilly
Memorial Hall , Newbridge
1900 Opened
1965 Closed
This was a miners’ welfare association cinema, institute and dance hall which
opened around 1900 and closed around 1965. The building still stands in 2009.
This was in Newbridge and is unrelated to the Memorial Hall in Caerphilly. In 1908
the F. R. Benson Company was on tour at Newbridge, Caerphilly. Did they play
this venue??
F.R.Benson

Workmen's Welfare Hall and Institute
1925 Opened
1965 Closed as a full-time cinema
2010 Undergoing renovation
A cinema owned and operated by the Caerphilly Miner’s Welfare committee, these premises contained a small
auditorium on one level with a seating capacity of 650. The original proscenium was 18ft wide, but this was
later expanded with the introduction of Cinemascope. The building also contained a club-room, reading room
and a snooker hall. By the late 1960s there was insufficient demand for two cinemas in the area, so the Welfare
Hall cinema closed as a full time, though it did show the occasional film over the next decade, by which time
the building was chiefly functioning as a social club and bar. The premises were put on sale in 2009, and are
currently undergoing renovation and restoration for community use in a joint undertaking by the trustees and
the local authority.
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Castle Cinema
1913 Opened
1978 Twinned
1989 Closed as a cinema
2002 Used as a snooker hall
Later demolished and replaced with offices.

This 800 seat cine-variety, with a 25 ft wide proscenium, opened in Castle Street in July 1913 and was owned
and operated by Caerphilly Miners’ Institute, which would later own the nearby Workmen’s Hall cinema. Later
in its life it was operated by various independent companies, including the Willis family in the 1940s and the
Welsh actor and comedian Stan Stennett, who included venues in Barry and Porthcawl as part of his portfolio.
The Castle was involved in controversy when it staged a live concert by the then notorious Sex Pistols on the
14th December 1976. The band’s other touring dates had attracted adverse publicity following some
cancellations following pressure from various religious groups. The Caerphilly gig went ahead although outside
a group of religious protesters staged an alternative concert of Christmas
carols.
In the late 1970s the cinema was twinned, seating 400 and 120. By the end
of September 1989 the venue closed due to declining audiences. It was left
empty for a while, then turned to other uses, including conversion to a
snooker hall in 2002.
Eventually the snooker hall closed and the building fell into the early stages
of dereliction. The site was acquired by the local authority who demolished
the former cinema, replacing it with offices.

Other Entertainment venues:
Tonyfelin Hall
Used in March 1933 for an amateur production of “The Passing of the Third Floor Back”
Caerphilly Castle
Both the grounds and the interior of Caerphilly Castle
have been used for occasional concerts and cultural
events. Perhaps one of the most memorable took
place in March 1939. For four performances that
month the Marquess of Bute permitted the wonderful
banqueting hall to be used for a charity production of
“Macbeth” with Donald Wolfit. Lady Macbeth was
Marion Rathbone (the wife of the famous actor Basil
Rathbone), and local aristocrats Mrs ForrestierWalker and Lady Mary Herbert played smaller roles.
One of the performances was given in the presence of
the Princess Royal.
Donald Wolfit as Macbeth
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Double Diamond Club
1970 Opened
1980 Went into liquidation. Reopened
as Diamond Theatre Club
1984 Closed and opened as a disco
1986 Offered for sale
Through the 1970s the Double Diamond Club
was one the biggest and most successful
entertainment venues of its type. With a
seating capacity as large as 1000, and a variety
of seating plans depending on whether the
functions involved sit-down meals, this was an
outstanding cabaret club. During the decade
almost every top name in show-business
appeared, including: Dave Allen, Lionel
Blair, Max Boyce, Tommy Cooper, Ryan
Davies, Roy Hudd, Eartha Kitt, Danny La Rue,
Lulu, Bob Monkhouse, Matt Monro, Des
O’Connor, Harry Secombe, Dorothy Squires,
Stan Stennett, Frankie Vaughan, Norman
Wisdom, Marty Wilde as well as top American
stars such as Chuck Berry, Pat Boone, Johnny Cash, Brenda Lee, Jerry Lee Lewis, Roy Orbison, and Gene
Pitney
In 1971 the recording star Dickie Valentine was killed in a car crash whilst making his way to an engagement
at the club. In December 1978 the highspot in the Club’s existence came when Shirley Basset headed a Welsh
Royal Performance in the presence of the Prince of Wales.
However, from 1977 onwards it was announced that performances would take place on just four nights a week
– Wednesday to Saturday – due to difficult times with the economy, and in March 1980 the Club was declared
insolvent and was taken over by a Port Talbot based group of companies. It was renamed the Diamond Theatre
Club.
By early 1983 the Club was now only open on Saturday nights, with the rare addition of a Friday night when
the star attraction is a big one, and, just over a year later, in April 1984 the venue closed, having been hit hard
by the recession and the current miners’ strike.
The whole building,fixtures and fittings was offered for sale at £150,000, but there were no takers. At the end
of that year it was finally sold for considerably less than the asking price, and bought by the family firm of
Annis Anrahams. Mr Abrahams had also bought the Prince of Wales Theatre in Cardiff, and announced he
would open both as discos. However, the discos, too, were failures, and two years later both venues were up
for sale again.
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CARDIFF
Royal Olympic Theatre
This was a fit-up company headed by a Mr
Collier, whose travelling players appeared for
a short season in Cardiff in 1833. The
announcement stated they were playing at the
Royal Olympic Theatre. However, entry to
this “theatre” was through the front doors of a
public house called “The King’s Head”, which
suggests this was a fit-up inside a large room
inside the pub.
Town Hall
Until the Theatre Royal opened around 1821,
all Cardiff could offer in the way of theatre
was a fit-up space inside the Town Hall, or a
room in one of the local inns.

THE THEATRE
1821 Opened at least by 1821 on the
first floor above a stable.
1827 Ceased to be used when
replacement theatre built.

Pizarro by Richard Brinsley Sheridan

This theatre was in Westgate Street in a loft
over large stables. Francis Williams played a
season here from November 1821 to February
1822. During a performance of “Pizarro”

“a scene was being enacted which included a Requiem Mass with all its attendant solemnity, pomp and
music. Suddenly the gallery gave way with a loud crash, causing great excitement. The corpse, with
equal suddenness, jumped up in its setting and exclaimed in stentorian voice “I hope to God there is no
danger!”. On being assured that the danger was over, the body fell back into horizontal position,
awaiting burial and the play proceeded.”

THEATRE ROYAL
1827 Opened in Crockherbtown
1877 Destroyed by fire
1878 Rebuilt on a new site.
A group of wealthy Cardiff gentlemen held a meeting on January 25th 1826 and agreed to commission the
building of a proper theatre in the town. The initial plans drawn up by the architect Maddox of Monmouth
suggested this would cost around £1200. Accordingly a list of 27 subscribers each donating £60 apiece was
created and excavations began in June. In November the subscribers invited the actor M’Cready to attend a
meeting at the Cardiff Arms, and, as a result, leased the new playhouse to him for five years at a fee of £45 per
season.
On September 5th 1827 M’Cready began performances with “The Honeymoon” and a musical farce called
“John of Paris”. It was a magnificent building, “more like a private theatre in a nobleman’s mansion than a
place built for the reception of the public”. It was said to be the handsomest playhouse in Wales. In his 3
month season which ended on December 14th M’Cready had had a great success.
The company returned in October 1828 but M’Cready himself was ill and his wife undertook all the
arrangements. However, they had a guest artist, the famous William Charles Macready (M’Cready’s son and
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Mrs M’Cready’s stepson, who was by now a “star”
performer in the London theatre. ) Macready played four
nights in Cardiff from November 24th, appearing in the
roles of Virginius, Othello and William Tell.
M’Cready (the father) died in 1829, but that year’s season
had already been cancelled because the theatre was
flooded – the pit being filled to a depth of six feet. The
theatre had been built below the level of the highway and
the pit was inundated whenever there was heavy rain.
The subscribers wanted to pull out of their investment, but
there were no buyers. It seems the theatre was mostly
unused for about two years until a new drainage system
was created for the West Bute Dock, and because this
system passed below the theatre, it permanently solved
the flooding problem.

William Charles Macready 1793—1873

The old M’Cready company was replaced with Swansea’s
Jemmy Woulds, who played several seasons with great
success. He was a beloved comic – remembered for his
special version of “Ar hyd a nos” which he performed as
“Ah, hide your nose!”. Woulds went bankrupt eventually,
and the widowed Mrs M’Cready returned with her
company.

During its fifty year life it saw performances from some of the great names of the era, then, in the early hours of
December 11th 1877, a fire broke out in the theatre’s scenery dock. It quickly spread among the many bundles of
straw which were used in the current production, “The Scamps of London” and then engulfed the entire building,
bringing down the roof and destroying everything except the stone walls. The owner at this time was a Mrs
Esmonde who was thrown into serious financial problems because the building itself was uninsured.

VICTORIA MUSIC HALL
1871
1881
1885
1893
1948c

Opened as The Music Hall in converted auction rooms
Reconstructed as the Victoria Music Hall
Used as a waxworks exhibition and puppet theatre
Under new ownership
Converted into offices

In 1871 the Victoria Music Hall opened on the first floor of a
converted auction room, and ten years later it underwent some
re-construction and improvement, and was possibly booked in
association with the Philharmonic Hall. However, by 1883 it
was operating as a touring house, and after just two years it was
occupied by Monsieur D’Arc’s waxwork and marionette
exhibition.
However, eight years later Monsieur D’Arc
suddenly died. An advertisement in The Stage stated:
Wanted to sell (through death) D’Arc’s magnificent and
costly Waxwork Exhibition, Cosmoramic and
Stereoscopic
Views (the latest and best), Automatic Penny Drop Models,
Fortune Tellers, Piano organ
(latest tunes, two barrels)
etc. Established ten years at the Victoria Rooms, St Mary Street
Cardiff,
where it can be seen and splendid business now
carried on.
Under new ownership part of the hall was sub-divided as a wine
merchant’s. The waxwork museum stayed until the 1940s, after
which the hall was converted for office space, and, although the
building remains, its theatre use is long forgotten.
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PHILHARMONIC HALL/ PANOPTICON/ PAVILION PICTURE PALACE
1877
1880
1886
1892
1918
1929
1968
1984
1997
2000c
2010

Opened as a music hall
Renamed Morella’s Palace of Varieties
Renamed Philharmonic Theatre
Renamed Stoll’s Panopticon
Converted to Pavilion Picture Palace
Adapted for talking pictures
Closed as cinema and used as a bingo hall
Some building alterations
Closed
Remodelled and opened as The Square, café-bar
Closed and unused.

For the first forty years of its life the Philharmonic Hall was a music hall of the earliest type, with a narrow
stage inside a 24ft ornate proscenium flanked with Corinthian arches. A narrow balcony ran round three sides
of the hall.
For its second forty years it was chiefly used as a cinema, starting with silent films accompanied in the early
days by a full orchestra, but gradually scaling down the size of the musical backing, though always being a cut
above the smaller venues with their single pianist. The original music hall capacity of some 2,000 was
gradually reduced over the years in adherence to changing safety laws, but in the 1980s permission was given
to enlarge the balcony, increasing the upstairs seating capacity by building over part of what was now known as
the “stalls”. The effect of this re-construction was to modify and lose some of the important early architectural
and decorative features.
During its cinema years it was variously managed by Associated British Cinemas (ABC) and then the Emery
Circuit and finally the Gala organisation. Like so many other cinemas, it closed in the 1960s and, for the next
thirty years was used for bingo. The smoking ban in public buildings from the late 1990s, and increased
competition from other venues are possible reasons for the decision to close in 1997.
After several years of closure and non-use, the building then underwent major refurbishment which restored
many of the original features and combined them with modern technology video screens. It re-opened as a
fashionable and popular café-bar called the Square but although this seemed to be a busy and popular venue
with the young crowd, the Square surprisingly closed the day after a New Years Eve party in 2009.
The venue is once more empty, with its lease on offer. It does, however, have a Grade II listing.
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NEW THEATRE ROYAL/ PLAYHOUSE/ PRINCE OF WALES THEATRE
1878
1884
1900
1920
1925
1927
1935
1958
1970s

Opened as the New Theatre Royal
Major improvements and enlargement
Quickly rebuilt and reopened.
Renovated and renamed the Playhouse
Closed
Re-opened
Renamed the Prince of Wales
Closed and became a cinema
Earned a reputation for “seedy” X films
Later used for bingo
1984 Closed, and converted into Caesar’s Nightclub
1988 Major re-construction for use as an amusement arcade
1999 Converted into a Wetherspoon’s public house
Following the 1877 fire, the original Theatre Royal was completely rebuilt on a much grander scale in a new
position in Wood Street. The old Gothic-style building was replaced with one in Greek-Revival style, and
opened as the New Theatre Royal on October 7th 1878 with a performance of W.S. Gilbert’s “Pygmalion and
Galatea”. The seating capacity was around 2,000 - double the size of the earlier Theatre Royal.
The proscenium opening was 24 ft wide and 30 ft high with a raked stage. The stage area itself was 56ft wide
and 46ft deep and fitted with traps and a series of old-fashioned slide grooves. The building was equipped with
800 gas jets to provide lighting, but in view of the fate of its predecessor, it was fitted throughout with firehydrants, and the escape staircases were all constructed of stone. It was, in every way, a big and important
theatre.
In August 1884 the lessee, Mr Fletcher, increased the seating capacity by 600 by enlarging the pit area and by
removing the shops on either side of the
circle entrance. Two additional circle boxes
were created, all the seating re-covered, and
“a large chandelier of electric light is
substituted for the gas jets in the centre of
the ceiling, but in other parts of the house
gas will be continued.” The total cost of this
renovation was around around £2000.
In May 1890 the first attempt to create a
Welsh National Opera occupied the theatre,
staging two operas by Dr Joseph Parry “Blodwen” and “Arianwen” – with a cast of
principal singers including Maldwyn
Humphries, David Hughes and Maggie
Davies. The aim of the company was to
“popularise the works of Cymric composers
and librettists.”
Following the Cardiff
season “Dr Parry will take a Welsh Operatic
Company tour with the operas through the
large towns and chief watering places in
Wales.”
In 1897 the highlight of the year was a visit
from Henry Irving, though the absence of
his famous leading lady, Ellen Terry, was
much lamented. The theatre ran successfully
for the next decade, and then in 1912
changed ownership. However, the outbreak
of War caused problems for the new
lessees, with a shortage of product, and
manpower and the Cardiff Royal was
offered for sale. There were no immediate
takers, and the theatre languished, unused
for long periods
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New owners took over in 1920, made up of a consortium of local
businessmen under the management of Clifford Hamilton. For the reopening on September 6th it was announced: “A new theatre of
reinforced cement (and therefore fireproof) has been constructed within
the four walls of the original building. The style of the interior is a free
adaptation of the Greek, and in its decorative scheme of primrose with
gold and black, looks handsome. The auditorium seats 1,350 and with
its 17 exits the house can be cleared in from three to five minutes. The
opening attraction will be ‘Chu Chin Chow’ after which the theatre
will run on the twice nightly principle.” It was also announced the
theatre would have a new name, and be called The Playhouse.
Sadly the new management did not have much luck, and ran out of
money within five years, closing the building in 1925. The Playhouse
waited two years before yet another new owner took over, but the
imminent arrival of talking pictures made this a difficult time for live
theatre.

Frank Benson as Hamlet

In December 1930 Cardiff magistrates fined the Playhouse forty
shillings for the display of “indecent” photographs in the showcases
outside the theatre. The three photographs in question were of an
acrobatic dance act called Les Rollenofffs – a speciality act currently
appearing in “Looking at Life”. The Defence argued that the photos
had been displayed in twenty-six other cities and towns throughout the
country and no complaint had been made. Further, one of them had
been published in a Liverpool newspaper and in several physical
culture magazines In summing up the defence lawyer claimed “if you
decide they are indecent, then the Cardiff Council will have to remove
many statues and paintings from City Hall and its museum”. The
pictures were handed to the Bench and after just a few minutes’
deliberation the magistrates announced the photographs were indecent
and the theatre manager was duly fined and ordered to refrain from any
further display.
Around Easter 1932 the lease of the Playhouse once more changed
hands. This time the manager was William Coutts, an impresario who
had a virtual monopoly of theatres and cinemas in the Swansea area.
Billy Coutts decided to raise the artistic reputation of the Playhouse,
and early in his management secured a visit from Sir Frank Benson
and his company, with Benson himself appearing as Hamlet.

Donald Wolfit as King Lear

At the start of 1935 the Playhouse had been given yet another name –
this time it was the Prince of Wales Theatre – and was running as a
weekly rep. The following year it was taken over by the legendary
Prince Littler, who already controlled the New Theatre in Cardiff, and,
from his London base, was one of the most successful theatre
producers.

Now began a golden age for the Prince of Wales, almost twenty years of top-class productions with some of the
greatest actors of the age : Matheson Lang in “The Chinese Bungalow”, Robert Speight as Beckett in T.S.
Eliot’s “Murder in the Cathedral”, Anona Winn as Peter Pan, Donald Wolfit as Cyrano de Bergerac with a
young Richard Wattis as the handsome lover, Christian, and a famous Welsh language production of
“Macbeth” as part of the 1938 National Eisteddfod.
The Second World War created havoc in the West End, and many major productions lost their London base
and ended up in provincial cities. The Prince of Wales provided a venue for the legendary “Importance of
Being Earnest” with John Gielgud, Edith Evans, Gwen Ffrangcon Davies, Peggy Ashcroft, Jack Hawkins and
Margaret Rutherford. Donald Wolfit’s “tour-de-force” as King Lear was “forced to tour” to provincial cities
like Cardiff. In this famous Wolfit Lear, the Fool was played by 16 year old Bryan Johnson (later to be
“Looking High High High” in Britain’s Eurovision Song entry of 1960 ) and a small walk-on part was played
by 17 year old Brian Rix (later to be the King of the Whitehall farces). Other famous names to play the Prince
of Wales during these years included Ivor Novello, Flora Robson, Elisabeth Welch, Max Adrian, Isabel Dean,
Mona Washbourne and Dame Sybil Thorndike..
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Ballet and opera during this period was represented by
visits from Alicia Markova and Anton Dolin, and the
Glyndebourne Opera production of “The Beggar’s Opera”
with Michael Redgrave and Audrey Mildmay. In 1946 it
was the home for the first production by the newly formed
Welsh National Opera Company.
In June 1955 Prince Littler gave up the lease, and the
struggling theatre re-classified itself as a “private club” (to
avoid expensive building work). However, early in 1957 it
closed. .
An emergency meeting of the Cardiff
Parliamentary Committee looked at plans for making it the
Welsh National Theatre, suggesting a special penny on the
local rates to fund it. The City Council turned this idea
down, but asked for other ideas. A suggestion of a £1000
annual guarantee against loss was mooted.
In January 1958, following a ten month closure, it reopened
as a result of investment by two Cardiff businessmen. It
was announced this was the fifth time in its 80 year history
that this particular theatre had been saved from demolition.
However, it had been saved as a cinema, not for live
theatre.

Gwen Ffrangcon Davies, John Gielgud &
Edith Evans in “The Importance of Being Earnest”

Because of the large number of cinemas in the area, the
management initially decided to offer “art” films, and
specialise in serious Continental cinema. When this failed to catch on, the cinema aimed to show standard
popular releases, but eventually ended up with a constant supply of “X” rated Soho movies and earned itself
something of a “seedy” reputation. At various times it would be used for bingo sessions, whilst still offering the
occasional film. The Prince of Wales Cinema closed on 30th June 1984 with the double bill “Alexandra, Queen
of Sex” and “Boys and Girls Together”.
The building was sold to local businessman Annis Abrahams and converted into Caesar’s Nightclub. This was
a venture that did not succeed, and a few years later permission was given for major, radical alterations inside
the building to enable it to be used as an amusement arcade and for other commercial purposes. These
alterations destroyed a great deal of the building’s historical importance and all for the sake of a very short life
as a bargain store and a laser-game venue. Finally, in July 1999, the J.D. Wetherspoon company took over and
re-opened it as one of their chain of pubs. Wetherspoon carried out a very sympathetic restoration, giving at
least some idea of how the Theatre would have looked following the 1920 redecoration. Nowadays the
building is Grade II Listed.

GRAND THEATRE/ KING’S THEATRE/ PALACE & HIPPODROME
1887
1904
1907
1912
1913
1932
1934?
1948c

Opened as Grand Theatre
Renamed the King’s Theatre
Renamed the Palace and Hippodrome
Closed
Re-opened as a cinema - the Hippodrome Picture Palace
Some renovation and renamed the New Hippodrome Cinema.
Closed and left unused
Partially derelict, it was converted into a warehouse
Later used as an auction house
2001 Rebuilt as the Gate Keeper pub
The Grand Theatre opened in 1887 in West Gate Street as a music hall and variety theatre. This was an era
when music hall was not entirely respectable, so great efforts were made to reassure the local residents and
officials that the Grand Theatre was a fitting addition to the City’s amenities. In February 1895 a notice stated:
A special afternoon performance of “Cinderella” is to be given at the Grand Cardiff on Friday when
the Mayor and other members of the Council will be present. The performances will be in aid of the
Mayor’s Fund for the relief of the destitute, and the artists, the orchestra and the stage men will give
their services free. Mr Clarence Sounes, the lessee, will make no charge for the use of the theatre. The
entire proceeds will go to the fund.
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By the turn of the century, faced with
competition from Oswald Stoll’s newly
opened Empire Palace Theatre, The Grand
changed both its name and policy. In 1904 it
was renamed the King’s Theatre and
introduced a programme of straight plays and
drama. In 1907 it was taken over by the
MacNaghten Vaudeville Circuit and returned
to variety, frequently interspersed with film
shows. At this time it was re-named the
Palace Theatre. However during the first week
of May 1912 the theatre closed overnight.
Performers booked for the following weeks
were curtly informed all future contracts were
null and void owing to the Hall’s immediate
closure.
From 1913 onwards it re-opened as the
Hippodrome Picture Palace, a cinema offering “turns” between the films, though it would still occasional stage
a full-length variety performance. In March 1927 it became part of the Biocolour circuit and through the
1930s it was used exclusively as a cinema. In the early-1930s it underwent major redecoration, but even so, it
could not compete with its rivals - the more-recently built, comfortable and luxurious cinemas.
It was offered for rent in the middle of 1936, when the advert read:
To let on lease – rent moderate – King’s Theatre Cardiff, seating about 1,100. Variety, Dramatic, Fully
Licensed or Pictures complete with Cinephone Talkies (free from hire)
Referring to the building as the “King’s Theatre” seems a bit odd, and suggests that the building had reverted to
its earlier name in the recent past. It seems there was no response to this advert, and a year later, in August
1937, a further advert appeared:
To let or sell – The Hippodrome (Late King’s). Available to be let at £624 a year exclusive of all rates,
taxes, etc. Or the remaining 35 years of the lease may be bought outright for £2,500.
Again it seems there were no takers, and in March 1939 an application was made to convert the theatre into a
garage, but the intervention of War meant it remained unused and derelict for the next decade.
After the war the partially derelict site it was converted into a warehouse, and later as an auction house. When
the auctioneers moved out the building was acquired by the Wetherspoon pub chain. However, there was very
little left of the original theatre, so the “Gate-Keeper” pub is mostly a new-build behind some of the original
Westgate Street façade.

LEVINO’S MUSIC HALL/ EMPIRE/ EMPIRE PALACE/ GAUMONT
1887
1887
1888
1889
1896
1899
1900
1915
1927
1931
1954
1961

April: opened as Levino’s Music Hall
Nov: re-modelled as Levino’s Museum of Varieties
Sold to Oswald Stoll
Reconstructed as the Empire Palace of Varieties
Rebuilt and enlarged as the Cardiff Empire
Destroyed by fire
Rebuilt and reopened as the Empire Palace Theatre
Completely rebuilt as a music hall & variety house
Became a “legitimate” theatre
Taken over by Gaumont but retained the Empire name
Assumed the name Gaumont
Closed and demolished

Professor Dolph Levino, famous for his mesmerism displays and his successful season at the Circus in
Westgate Street, decided to open his own full-time entertainment hall in Queen Street. In April 1887 Levino’s
Music Hall opened, and his first night offered Dusoni’s trained dogs and monkeys, Mr & Mrs Vahean’s
speciality act “The Human Farmyard”, a cycling act, and Levino’s own mesmerism display, all given with
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musical accompaniment.
However, Professor Levino did not have a music licence, and the rival manager at the Philharmonic Hall
quickly saw to it that the Professor was summonsed with the offence of illegally running a music hall. The
magistrates let him off with a caution, and an instruction that all future activity at his Hall should contain no
singing or dancing and no musical accompaniment.
These restrictions made life very difficult, so the Professor closed his hall for two months, carried out some
alterations and re-opened on November 7th as “Levino’s Museum of Varieties” with a collection of curiosities,
a picture gallery and waxwork displays all fitted around his non-musical mesmerism performances. However,
this did not have the same attraction as his former variety shows, and eventually he surrendered his lease to Mrs
Stoll and her young son, Oswald. With their 999 year lease at a charge of £175 a year, the Stolls proceeded to
reopen the building with a newly granted music and dancing licence. Stoll’s Empire Palace of Varieties opened
on September 30th 1889. (Meantime Professor Levino went off to America with his act.)
By the middle of 1895 Oswald Stoll had expanded his theatre business to include Empires in Newport and
Swansea. He formed a partnership with the impresario H. E. Moss and immediately set about further
expanding their business, beginning with rebuilding and enlarging his Cardiff base. Stoll bought the properties
adjacent to his Palace of Varieties and engaged the celebrated theatre architect Frank Matcham to replace the
existing theatre with a
magnificent new one.
The Cardiff Empire
opened on May 4th
1896, with seating for
1000, playing twicenightly in a lavishly
equipped and luxurious
new theatre.
The
opening bill was Marie
Loftus, the Three Sisters
Wynne, Don Juan
Caicedo, Master Herbert
La Martine, the Marco
Twins, Harry Chambers,
Professor Parker and his
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Dogs and Harry Freeman.
Fire destroyed most of this building on the morning of Tuesday
October 31st 1899. The fire broke out onstage around 5am, but
within an hour had brought down the roof of the stage and the
auditorium. Eventually only the front-of-house foyers survived.
In an impressive act of damage limitation Stoll immediately hired
the Panoptican, and the entire show was staged that same evening in
its new venue – the performance being given whilst the Empire itself
was still smouldering. The top of the bill at this time was Lottie
Collins. Although he was not legally obliged to do so, Stoll gave
immediate generous compensation to all the artists to enable them to
replace personal property and effects they had lost in the fire, and
there was a great scramble through the day to buy or make new
costumes and props, replace musical instruments and get new
orchestrations and band-parts ready for the evening’s performance.
He immediately set about re-building, and once more engaged Frank
Matcham to come up with yet another new Empire Theatre. It reopened on September 29th 1900 as the Empire Palace Theatre, this
time with the seating capacity enlarged to 1,726. And this time it
was said to have more fire-prevention installations than any other
theatre in the country. Heading the bill on its opening night was
Cissie Loftus, a family link, since her mother, Marie Loftus, had
been the star attraction at the opening nights of the previous two
Cardiff Empires.

Marie Loftus

By 1915 the Stoll-Moss partnership had developed into one of the
largest theatre organisations in the country and, trading as Moss
Empires (with Oswald Stoll as its head) invested even more money
in their Cardiff property, this time re-developing the theatre so that
it could now accommodate 2,820 at each of its twice nightly
performances.
Its variety years saw visits from all the major stars of the post-War
and 1920s, including Hetty King, Layton & Johnstone, and Gracie
Fields. In December 1927 the theatre was re-decorated and
renovated and began a new life as a “proper” theatre as opposed to a
twice-nightly variety house. Its re-opening show was the touring
version of the West End hit
musical “Sunny”.
In 1931 the theatre was sold
to the Gaumont Cinema
chain. They kept the Empire
name, and retained the stage
itself, and although it was
converted for cinema use, it
continued to run live shows
until June 1933 when it was closed for further alterations including the
installation of a magnificent Compton organ. When it reopened in
August, still called the Empire, it was used almost exclusively as a
cinema. It was renamed the Gaumont Cinema in 1954 and kept that
name until its eventual closure on December 30th 1961. During its
years as the Gaumont it hosted the occasional stage-show, mostly of
the pop-concert variety, though in 1957 the Covent Garden Opera
Company played a week of grand opera on its stage. This week is
remembered for the debut of a new young singer, Jon Vickers.
It was sold in January 1962, immediately demolished and replaced
with a C&A clothing store on the first floor, and a Top Rank ballroom
on the ground floor. That building itself was demolished at the start of
the new century and the site is currently occupied by a Primark Store.
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NEW THEATRE
1906
1931
1935
1961
1963
1970
1971
1987
1988
2006
2012

Opened
Frequently used as a cinema
Returned to full-time live theatre
Threatened with closure
Leased by Cardiff City Council
Closed for refurbishment
Re-opened after major refit
Closed for significant rebuilding
Reopened following £4m refit
Reconstruction of exterior façade
Temporary closure for upgrading

The New Theatre opened on 10th December 1906 with
a production of Shakespeare’s “Twelfth Night” by the
Herbert Beerbohm Tree Company, followed by the pantomime “Little Red Riding Hood”. The theatre could seat
1,570 on three levels. The stage was one of the largest in the country, being no less than 76 ft wide and 54 ft deep,
with a grid height of 57 ft. It was equipped with 17 dressing rooms. In its first years Sarah Bernhardt played a
one-off matinee performance in June 1908, Anna Pavlova appeared in 1912, and the following year saw the Drury
Lane production of “Ben Hur” complete with a cast of 100 plus horses and camels!
The World War brought all manner of problems to theatres. An Entertainment Tax increased the price of a ticket;
Government “early-closing orders” meant sweets, chocolates and tobacco could not be sold after 8pm (by 1918
there was a complete ban on their sale in theatres); no alcohol could be sold in theatre bars after 9pm; all theatres
were expected to reduce their electricity consumption by 10% and prove they had done so. And, of course,
enlistment and conscription created serious manpower shortages.
In December 1917 the famous actor, Fred Terry, and his chauffeur were each fined £5 at Cardiff Police Court
under the Petrol Restriction Order for causing his car to be used in a journey from Cheltenham to Cardiff . “It was
stated for Mr Terry that he suffered from heart trouble and the doctor would not allow him to travel by train”, but
that was no excuse.
The New Theatre showed its first film in 1917 – “The Birth of a Nation”, accompanied by a full orchestra – and by
1931 it made plans for regular cinema performances with a series of structural alterations to accommodate
projectors, sound equipment and a large screen. For the next four years it was used mainly as a cinema, with the
occasional live show. In 1935 it was taken over by Prince Littler and returned to full-time live shows, re-opening
with the touring production of “The White Horse Inn” , and then
following with twice-nightly variety and a return to pantomime, with
the 1935-6 “Aladdin” doing remarkable business.
From the mid-1930s to the end of the War, the theatre played host to
performers like Tessie O’Shea, Pat Kirkwood, Elsi & Doris Waters,
Billy Danvers, Eddie Gray, Sid Field, Nellie Wallace, Arthur Lucan
& Kitty McShane, Richard Murdoch, Max Wall, Anne Ziegler &
Webster Booth, Tommy Handley, Robb Wilton, Vera Lynn, Beatrice
Lillie and Vic Oliver.
In 1941 Lilli Palmer, the German born film and stage actress, was
fined for a breach of the Aliens Order. She arrived at the New
Theatre just two hours before the start of “No Time for Comedy” –
her current tour. She went immediately to her dressing room to rest,
and then went on to perform. However, as a Class C Alien she
should have reported to the Cardiff Police as soon as she arrived in
the town. For failing to do so, and for spending the night in a Cardiff
hotel whilst unregistered, she was found guilty of a breach of the
Aliens Order and fined five shillings. She was also summonsed for
making a false declaration of her name. It was stated she signed the
hotel register as Lilli Palmer whereas her real name is Lilli Pieser.
A similar incident the following year saw the comedian Benny Hill
arrested during the run of “Send Him Victorious” in November
1942. Benny Hill’s call up papers had failed to reach him as he
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travelled the country in the show. He was
held for four nights in Cardiff Police
Station before being sent to Lincoln
Barracks to begin his National Service.
In the post-War years the New Theatre
welcomed many top names – American
stars like Laurel & Hardy, Billy Daniels,
Slim Whitman and Peter Lorre, and
British entertainers like Shirley Bassey
and Frankie Vaughan.
From 1954
onwards it provided a regular home for
the Welsh National Opera.
However, business fell away at the start of
the 1960s, and the theatre was threatened
with demolition. Following a (temporary)
closure and a huge public outcry, the
theatre was finally taken on a seven-year
lease by the Cardiff City Corporation and
re-opened in September 1963 with the
Welsh National Opera.
The succeeding years proved to be
successful with visits from the National
Theatre, the Royal Ballet, the Festival
Ballet, D’Oyly Carte, number one

touring shows and top-name artists, as well as the ever-increasing
audience for pantomime. Finally in 1969 the Council turned its
lease into an outright purchase. The theatre was closed in 1970 for
refurbishment and a new stage was built in 1976. It went through an
extensive refurbishment in 1988/89, making it a first-class modern
theatre
During the 1970s and 80s the New showed films on Sundays and
also late night screenings on Fridays and Saturdays alongside some
of the top names of the era, including Laurence Olivier and the
legendary Marlene Dietrich. In the 1990s it attracted the very best of
British theatre, including performers such as Vanessa Redgrave,
Joan Plowright, Ian McKellen, Peter Ustinov, Anthony Hopkins,
Maggie Smith and Robert Lindsay. In 1996 the Welsh National
Opera presented its 50th Anniversary season, though eight years
later it would move its home-base to the new Wales Millennium
Centre, ending a very long association with the New Theatre

Marlene Dietrich

Ian McKellen

In 2006 the outside of the building was given a major facelift to
mark the theatre’s Centenary year, and in 2012 the New closed for
three months to install new seating in the “gods”, install a customer
lift and repaint the auditorium

Maggie Smith
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CAPITOL THEATRE & CINEMA / ODEON CAPITAL CENTRE
1911
1919
1921
1931
1941
1964
1978
1983
1990
1991
2001

First cine-variety opened
Building demolished to make way for a major new construction
Reconstructed and opened as the Capitol
Leased to Paramount
Leased to Odeon Circuit
Sold to Odeon and renovated
Closed
Demolished
Capital Exchange Shopping Centre built on the site.
A 5-screen cinema opened inside the shopping centre
The cinema area closed and left unused.

The first building on this site was a very early cine-variety, with a mix of variety turns performing in between the
showing of films. This building survived eight years until, following massive reconstruction, it reopened on
Christmas Eve 1921 as the Capitol - a majestic giant, with seating on three levels, an auditorium seating around
3,000, a sizeable ballroom, three restaurants, a bar, a banqueting hall and a games hall. At the time it was the
biggest purpose built cinema in Europe, and had always been intended to stage live performances as well as films.
It was the flagship of the local Tilney family, whose Tilney Kinema Company owned a chain of early cinemas
throughout South Wales.
The Tilneys ran the Capitol for ten years, and then in 1931 leased the venue to Paramount Cinemas. The Rank
Organisation took over a lease in 1941. During the war years the cinema created a bomb shelter in the basement,
holding 1,000 people. This shelter was protected by four reinforced concrete floors above, and during air-raids the
public would often be entertained by the cinema’s resident orchestra.
The Rank Organisation was able to make an outright purchase of the Capital in 1964 when the Tilneys finally
decided to sell. Following major renovation at this time the seating capacity was reduced to around 2,500.
During the 1960s and 70s the Capital was
associated with the big blockbuster and epic
films of the era, with a run of several months
for such films as “The Sound Of Music”. At
the same time the owners took advantage of
the large stage, offering opera, ballet and big
pop-music events, and staging concerts from
names like Shirley Bassey, Tom Jones,
Queen, the Beatles, Danny Kaye, Bob Dylan,
Bay City Rollers, Bill Hayley and the Comets,
Elton John, Status Quo, The Rolling Stones,
Rod Stewart and many other headline acts.
By the end of the 70s cinema audiences had
moved to smaller auditoria, and the pop
concerts had moved to bigger stadiums. The
Capital was reduced to showing dubious
“adult entertainment” features. Rank finally
closed the venue on the January 21st 1978
with a double X rated bill of “Yellow
Emmanuel” and “The Street Killers”.
A campaign to save the Capitol failed, and the
building was demolished in 1983.
The site was used for the construction of the
Capital Exchange shopping centre. A fivescreen Odeon offering a total seating capacity
of just over 1,200 seats was built inside the
shopping mall, and opened on August 22nd
1991. At this time the Rank Organisation also
owned the twin-screen Odeon just a block
away in the same street. Both Odeons were to
close within ten years, and their business was
to relocate to a new multiplex.
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SOPHIA GARDENS PAVILION
1951 Opened
1982 Building collapsed

Built in 1951 as an exhibition centre with facilities for concerts, it
suffered a disaster in January 1982 when the roof caved in beneath an
estimated four feet of snow. The Council had only just approved an
extensive improvement programme costing around £100,000 due to
begin the following month. The weight of the snow brought down one
side of the roof then the remaining portions gave way, damaging the
structure and leaving only one wall standing
The Pavilion was built for the 1951 Festival of Britain, and, in
accordance with the strict building regulations of the time, much of its
structure incorporated an existing aircraft hangar. During its 30 year
life it had staged major sporting events, including the boxing and
wrestling competitions in the 1958 Commonwealth Games. As a
venue for concerts it had staged orchestral and operatic events from the
Welsh National Opera, and as a pop concert venue artists like Danny
Kaye, Cliff Richard, and Tommy Steele had performed there. It had
recently staged concerts by the Nolans and Shakin’ Stevens, and was
advertising a forthcoming Black Sabbath concert.

CHAPTER ARTS CENTRE
1971 Converted from an Edwardian School
In 1971 an old Edwardian school building became the site of an ambitious scheme to create an Arts Centre with
workshops, exhibition spaces, theatre and cinema. Initially a block of classrooms was adapted with a screen
and some old cinema seats, and used to
show 16mm films. As audience support
grew, the cinema equipment was
upgraded and more comfortable seats
were acquired when the Capitol Cinema
closed down.
In 1987 funding was obtained to build a
completely new cinema - Chapter One seating 194, with a screen approx 24'
wide and the original cinema space was
closed and re-used. Later a second
cinema - Chapter Two – was added,
catering for a minority audience and
seating 68.
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SHERMAN THEATRE
1973 Opened on the
University Campus
The Sherman Theatre opened in 1973 on the campus of
University College, Cardiff, in the city centre.
Although mainly intended for theatre use by the
University itself and for appropriate visiting
productions, it was also equipped with high-standard
cinema equipment.

MIKE BARLOW YMCA THEATRE
1981 Opened
The Cardiff YMCA houses a purpose built 140-seat
theatre which was created inside the existing building
thanks to the generosity of the YMCA and the efforts of
the amateur theatre companies who now regularly use it.
Amateur theatre performances had taken place at the
YMCA from the 1920s onwards but in the most primitive
of conditions. This purpose-built modern performance
space opened in October 1981 and is available for hire.

ST DAVID’S HALL
1982 Opened
The impressive 2,000-seat concert hall, with
arguably the best acoustics in Europe was built
directly over the St David’s Centre shopping
mall. Home to the annual Welsh Proms and the
famous bi-annual BBC Cardiff Singer of the
World competition, the Hall presents a range of
entertainment, including pop, rock, folk, jazz,
rhythm and blues, comedy, children's shows,
lunchtime concerts, musicals, light
entertainment, dance, world music, films and
classical music.
It opened to the public on August 30th 1982
and was officially opened by the Queen Mother
in February 1983. It has firmly established
itself as the National Concert Hall and
Conference Centre of Wales.
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THE GATE ARTS CENTRE
2004 Opened in a converted Church
The Gate Arts Centre, located in the Roath area of Cardiff ,
opened in September 2004 in a Grade II listed building that
was formerly used as the Plasnewydd Presbyterian Church,
built in 1896. The “Grand Theatre”, formerly an upper
section of the church, is a performance space seating up to
350 on the original wooden pews spanning a raked gallery
floor. The “Dance Studio” still features the original carved
pulpit and elaborate columns, whilst two Exhibition Galleries
are located around some original glazed and stone
architectural features of considerable historical importance.
The Centre also contains a café bar. Much praise has been
given to this building for its sympathetic incorporation of the
original architectural beauty into a modern community arts
performing venue.

WALES MILLENNIUM CENTRE
2004 Opening of Phase 1
2009 Opening of Phase 2
The Wales Millennium Centre
comprises one large theatre and two
smaller halls with shops, bars and
restaurants, and covers a total area of
4.7 acres. The main theatre, the
Donald Gordon Theatre, has 1,897
seats, the concert area, the BBC
Hoddinott Hall, has 350 seats and
the Weston Studio Theatre has a
capacity of 250. The complex is
home to the BBC’s National
Orchestra of Wales, dance, theatre
and literature companies, and the
internationally acclaimed Welsh
National Opera.
Phase 1 of the building opened in
November 2004 and cost £106.2
million. (This sum was provided by
the National Assembly of Wales
(£37 million), the National Lottery
(£31.7 million), the Welsh Arts
Council (£10.4 million),
South
African businessman Donald Gordon
(£10 million), and other donors and
sponsors including HSBC and the
Principality Building Society. The
opening weekend ceremony was
directed by Bryn Terfel and
culminated in an official opening by
Her Majesty the Queen, Prince Philip
and the Prince of Wales.
Phase 2 of the project cost
approximately £18 million, and
involved the creation of the Hoddinott
Hall and the Grace Williams studio,
both named after Welsh classical
composers. It was completed in
2009.
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Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama
RICHARD BURTON THEATRE
2011 Opened
The Richard Burton Theatre is a 160-seat courthouse theatre created inside the newly
refurbished Cardiff home of the Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama. The
theatre was officially opened in June 2011 by Kate Burton, daughter of the late actor.
At the same time she unveiled a bronze bust of her father. The bust had been donated
to the College by Dame Elizabeth Taylor, whose family sent a bouquet of white
flowers to be placed alongside the bust, with the message : “Thank you for so aptly
honouring Richard’s legacy with this beautiful tribute. We know how fervently our
mother wanted to be here at this dedication ceremony and we regret with all our hearts
that she could not as it would have brought her so much joy.” (Elizabeth Taylor had died just three months
earlier). The opening ceremony was attended by several of Burton’s close friends, including composer Jeff
Wayne, Victor Spinetti, Claire Bloom and Robert Hardy. The new facilities at the college include a 450-seat
concert hall, corridor gallery space and cafe bar with terrace overlooking Bute Park.

Some cinemas in the Cardiff area
By 1919 Cardiff boasted 14 halls screening films in the city. Many more cinemas came and went in the
following years. Many of the cinemas were grand buildings, suitable for the Principality’s Capital City.
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Park Hall/Cinerama Cinema
1880 Opened
1910 Began showing films
1935 Remodelled
1964 Installed Cinerama equipment
1971 Closed
The Park Hall was built during the 1880s by local
businessmen, the hall formed part of the Park
Hotel. With seating for 1,850 the hall was intended
for orchestra concerts, religious gatherings,
meetings, exhibitions and dance, all very popular
pastimes in the late Victorian era. Park Hall first
started showing the occasional film from 1910
onwards, and became a full-time cinema during
the Great War. The silent films would be
accompanied by an orchestra, claimed to be the
largest cinema orchestra in Wales, and there would
be occasional concert-organ intervals.
In 1935 the building underwent some reconstruction, with the stage area being reduced and
the proscenium widened and the seating increased
to 2,500. Following the auditorium renovation, a
lift mechanism was installed enabling an even
bigger organ to make a spectacular entrance from
the pit. The “new” Park Hall became one of the
most prestigious of Cardiff’s cinemas.
Although it remained an independent cinema, and was home to the Cardiff Film Society, it served as the
flagship for 20th Century Fox’s blockbuster films in the 1950s. A 37ft CinemaScope was installed, and the
sound system was said to be the best in the city. However, by the start of the 1960s the owners were struggling
to find enough of the blockbuster epics to provide an audience for the massive auditorium.
The owners decided the answer lay with the new craze, Cinerama. In 1964 the Park Hall underwent major
reconstruction to become the only cinema in Wales able to show the spectacular audience experience known as
Cinerama. The opening film “How the West Was Won” started a line of great successes at the box office.
However, the problem was attracting enough quality films in this format, or in the compatible big-screen 70mm
format. By 1971, with cinema prints becoming difficult to obtain and very little new product on release for this
format, the cinema closed. Following closure the Park Hall remained unused except for storage. In later years
the former was gradually assimilated into the hotel itself. The former backstage area became extra car-parking
for guests, the auditorium was demolished and became extra hotel bedrooms, and the front-of house areas
became a bar and shops.

Stacey Hall Cinema
1897 Opened as Roath Public Hall
1910 Licensed for stage shows
1912 Became a cinema
1915 Ceased cinema use
1962 Converted into BBC Studio
1990s Closed
This was a building of the late 1890's
known as the Roath Public Hall in Stacey
Road, in 1910 a license was issued for
Theatrical Concerts, In 1911 for Music
Dancing and Theatrical Concerts, and it
was in July 1912 that a Cinematograph
License was issued, and also in 1913/1914
full Cinematograph Licenses were held. In
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1915 the license was only for Music and Dancing so one assumes that they stopped exhibiting films by then.
Some time around 1962 the Prince Littler management announced that they were closing the New Theatre and
in due course all the staff duly lost their jobs. Many of them quickly found new employment in the other
Cardiff cinemas and some with the BBC who had constructed a studio complex in an old chapel on the
Broadway. The BBC decided that there was not enough room for the needed three studios at Broadway. The
result was that they built a nearby third studio in what had once been the Stacey Hall Cinema in Stacey Road.
This studio was used mainly for the Heddiw and Wales Today programmes. Jack Stediford, who for over 20
years had been the famed door man at the New Theatre found employment as doorman at this new TV studio.
he building has had many uses over the years, probably best known as home to BBC Wales for over 30 years.
The news transmissions Wales Today came from here until 1974. The film editing department was also there
until the late 80s. The most recent use was for the Yamaha School of Music.

Andrews Hall/ Olympia/ ABC/ Cannon/ MGM/ ABC
1902? Opened as Andrews Hall
1910? Burnt down and rebuilt
1911 Renamed Olympia Picture Theatre
1935 Leased to ABC and renovated as ABC
Olympia
1976 Converted into a 3-screen complex
1986 Renamed the Cannon Cinema
1991 Renamed the MGM
1996 Reverted to name of ABC
1999 Closed and replaced with retail development.
The Andrews Hall was a project of local businessman,
Solomon Andrews, who owned a number of early theatre and
cinema interests throughout Wales. This large hall was
mostly a wooden structure seating 1,085 and was intended for
live performances. It was built on land behind Queen Street,
and was a profitable business until it was destroyed by fire a
few years after opening. The Andrews family set about rebuilding it, this time much larger and in brick. This time Mr
Andrews managed to acquire a shop unit on Queen Street
itself, and was thus able to create an entrance off the city’s
main thoroughfare. This narrow shop-front entrance would
lead the patrons to an impressive new hall seating 2,000 on
two levels
The new Hall opened in March 1911 and was known as the Olympic Picture Theatre. It was impressive in size
although largely plain in decoration but highly functional. It was upgraded for talking pictures at the start of the
1930s and called the Olympia Cinema, and remained with the original owners, the Andrews family, until 1935
when they agreed to lease the venue the Associated British Cinemas (ABC).
The ABC chain modernised the cinema, maintaining its seating capacity of around 2,000, and turning it into
one the most luxurious of Cardiff’s cinemas. It was also a very busy cinema, ideally situated on the city’s
principal shopping area, and able to hold its own with the rival Odeon cinema just a few doors along on the
same street.
It was further upgraded for CinemaScope in the early-1960’s and then after a three-month run of the film
“Jaws” in 1976, it closed for conversion to a three-screen complex. (The decision to convert the ABC into a
“triple” would prompt the neighbouring Odeon to sub-divide its own cinema shortly afterwards.) The three
screens provided 617 seats in the original circle, and 318 and 150 seats in the divided stalls area.
In 1986 the cinema was re-named Cannon, and in 1991 re-named MGM, converting back to its original name
of ABC in 1996. Faced with growing competition from multiplex modern cinemas ABC decided to close the
cinema in 1999, and redevelop the site for more profitable commercial use. The large auditorium building
behind the Queen Street facade was demolished while the original shop unit has been returned to retail use,
housing a high street retail outlet.
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Electric Theatre
1909 Opened as the Electric Theatre
1914? Closed and became a garage?
1921 Demolished and replaced with commercial buildings
On Monday 27th September 1909 the Electric Theatre in Queen Street
opened "to interest, amuse and elevate" with “The Call of the Wild”
directed by D.W. Griffith. (The star of this film was Florence Lawrence,
later known as “The Biograph Girl”) Although Bioscope interludes had
earlier featured as a novelty “act” in the local music halls, this appears to
be the first building where the entertainment was exclusively a film show.
Several rival cinemas opened within the next few years and, in the face of
the competition, the Electric Cinema started advertising itself as “The Old
Original”. It closed in 1915 following serious damage caused by an
electrical fire. The site remained derelict for the remainder of the War,
and then in 1921 was redeveloped and became part of the Dominion’s
Florence Lawrence
Arcade. (By coincidence, part of the arcade’s office became the home of
the major film distributors in the Cardiff region. Another cinema would
later open with the name “Electric Theatre”, and eventually become known as the Imperial)
Central Cinema
1909 Opened as a roller-skating rink
1911 Converted into a full-time cinema
1954 Re-modelled for CinemaScope
1958 Renovated following fire damage
1960 Closed and demolished
Built as a roller-skating rink in 1909, it was somewhat late to cash in on the skating boom, and very quickly
started to show films. It was converted into a full time cinema in March 1911, seating 1,500 . It was owned by
the Cardiff Andrews family. Due to its skating-rink origin, it was a somewhat plain, non-decorative building,
but always very well equipped, and by the 1950s could claim to offer one of the largest CinemaScope screens
in the City. In mid-1958 the Central suffered some damage when a nearby building caught fire and spread to
part of the cinema. This was quickly repaired, and the brief enforced closure was used to upgrade and enhance
the technical equipment. However, within a year it was discovered the fire had done more damage to the
infrastructure than had originally been discovered, and the Central closed permanently. When it was
demolished in 1961 the original wooden skating floor was uncovered. The building was replaced with shops
and offices.

Electric/ Imperial/ New Imperial / Odeon
1910? Opened as the Electric Cinema,t hen re-named Imperial
1911 Renamed the New Imperial
1934 Completely reconstructed as the New Imperial
1936 Re-opened as the Odeon
1980 Twinned
1994 Major renovation
2000 Closed
2003 Demolished and replaced with shops.
The Electric Cinema in Queen Street opened in the Edwardian era, and
sometime in its first decade changed its name to the Imperial. In the
early 1930s the Old Imperial was completely reconstructed on its
original site plus extra adjoining land. This enlarged site was owned
by local businessman and cinema enthusiast, Max Corne. Mr Corne
did a deal with the Rank Organisation and in return for allowing them
to take over this Cardiff site, he obtained a site in Bethany Square, Port
Talbot where he built his Majestic Cinema in 1938. (Five years later
the Port Talbot Majestic itself was taken over as an Odeon.)
The New Imperial Cinema was acquired by the Rank Organisation and
added to its Oscar Deutsch chain of Odeon Theatres Ltd in November
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1935, and further reconstruction took
place ready for opened on September
14t5h 1936 with the Chaplin film
“Modern Times”.
The newly
modelled Odeon had a seating
capacity of 1,663 (1,135 in the stalls
and 528 in the balcony).
When the neighbouring Odeon
(Capitol) closed in 1978, it was
decided to “twin” the remaining
cinema, and so this Odeon now
offered Screen 1 in the stalls seating
1,000 and Screen 2 in the balcony,
seating 500. In 1991 the Odeon was
once more in competition with itself,
since they had now opened a 5screen complex in the old Capitol
site. Thus, in1994 the twin screen
cinema was given another facelift,
costing £300,000 with improvements
to the foyer area, new carpets throughout and new auditorium seating for both screen 1 and 2. Rank wished to
state very publicly that this original Queen Street was their flagship venue for the city.
But six years down the line audiences had declined so dramatically and the twin screen Odeon on Queen Street
closed on the May 16th 2000. The auditorium was demolished in January 2003 and the building converted for
retail shops.

Queen's Cinema
1911 Opened as the Cardiff Cinematograph Theatre
1925 Renamed the Queen’s Cinema
1955 Closed
1958 Demolished and replaced with shops
When it opened as the Cinematographic Theatre on July 19th 1911 it was the second purpose-built cinema in
Cardiff, and had a capacity of some 2,000 seats. In 1925 it was taken over by the Savoy Circuit and remodelled with “luxury” accommodation for 1,253. At this time it was renamed the Queen’s Cinema. It was
the first Cardiff cinema to be converted for sound , drawing in huge crowds for Al Jolson’s "Singing Fool".
The Savoy Group shortly became part of the Associated British Cinemas chain and the Queen’s remained
under the ABC for the rest of its cinematic life. However, it was always treated as the poor sister of the
neighbouring Pavilion, also operated by ABC. The Queen’s closed on October 29th 1955. A few years later it
was demolished and replaced with shops.
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Gaiety Cinema
1912 Opened as the Gaiety Grand Cinema
1934 Major re-construction and enlargement
1961 Closed and converted to Bingo
1976 Became Top Rank Bingo
1994 Closed and unused
2001 Remodelled as a bowling alley and restaurant
2006 Closed and unused.
Originally intended to open as a roller-skating rink in City Road, Roath, the skating boom was over by the time
the building was completed in 1912. It was rapidly re-modelled and opened as the Gaiety Grand Cinema with a
seating capacity of 800. The most notable external feature of the building was a pair of small domes either side
of the entrance. In 1934 it underwent considerable alteration and enlargement, with the seating capacity almost
doubled, to 1,518. By the mid 1950s it was taken over by the Jackson Withers Circuit, but they ended its
cinema use and converted it to bingo in 1961. It became Top Rank Bingo after 1976, and remained such until
its final closure in 1998. The venue stood empty for some time, but by the turn of the century it was
redeveloped over two floors, with a ten-pin bowling alley on the ground floor and a bar and restaurant upstairs.
At this time the exterior of the old cinema regained its original domes. However, the bowling alley did not
catch on, and by 2006 the building was once more empty and unused.

Splott Cinema
1913 Opened
1930 Major reconstruction, more
than doubled in size
1960 Became a bingo hall
1976 Taken over as Top Rank Bingo
2009 Closed
The 750 seat cinema was build in Agate Street,
Splott, to serve the rapidly growing residential
suburb. It opened on May 16th 1913 and in the
course of its life it was administered by the
Splot Cinemas Circuit, then the Jackson Withers
Circuit, and the Rank Organisation.
At the end of the 1920s the cinema underwent a
major reconstruction and, although it remained a
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one-level auditorium, the seating capacity was vastly increased, with the advertising proudly boasting it had
2000 seats. (It was actually 1,900). The cinema also The Splott Cinema proudly boasted that it was the first
cinema to be built for “talking picture” in Cardiff (ignoring the fact that the Queen’s Cinema claimed to be the
first cinema in the city to show a “talkie”.)
In the early 1960s the owners, now the Jackson Withers Circuit, converted the cinema for bingo, and when
taken over by the Rank Organisation in 1976, the Splott Cinema was renamed Top Rank Bingo. In due course
it advertised itself as Mecca Bingo and, lastly, Riva Bingo. Bingo no longer proved to be commercially viable
(blame was put on the smoking ban in public buildings) and the venue closed in June 2009. It was briefly used
by a religious organisation, but was soon closed and boarded up. Its future is unknown.

Castle Picture Theatre
1913 Opened
1921 Closed
This very early cinema opened in Castle
Street in November 1913, and appears to
have ceased showing films around 1921.
Shortly afterwards part of the building was
used for the very first wireless broadcasts
to be made in the Cardiff area, but by 1930
the auditorium had been converted into a
garage.
In more recent times the premises have
been used for a convenience store.

Coliseum/ Canton Coliseum
1913 Opened as the Canton Coliseum
1962 Used for a mix of bingo and films
1986 Cinema use ended, and used as full-time bingo hall
1989 Closed and demolished.
This was a 900 seat cinema in Cowbridge Road, Canton, with a proscenium width of 25ft. It opened on 6th
January 1913 with “Panthers Boy” and “The Indelible Star”. During the late 1920s it was bought by W. E.
Willis, and became part of the Willis Cinemas circuit. By the 1950s it was regarded as something of “fleapit”
“The Coliseum in the 50s showed sex and horror movies, though on occasion they were suitable to go with my
parents. Latterly it got very down at heel. On one visit I touched the row in front with my knee and the entire
row fell over. On another occasion mid-film a double door under the centre of the screen opened showing a
brilliant light and out of it emerged an old lady in her slippers carrying a teapot with which she exited stage
left, returning later and closing the door behind her. Surreal. Never to be forgotten”
(See: www.cinematreasures.co.uk )
The Coliseum started Bingo in the summer
of 1961, at first on three/four days a week
but within a month had gone over totally to
Bingo. The success enabled some longoverdue redecoration to be done and
eventually a mix of bingo and films
returned, though gradually the showing of
films became rarer and rarer.
The Coliseum showed its final film in
January 1986. It limped on with full time
bingo for a short while, but within a couple
of years the building was sold for redevelopment and was demolished.
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Ninian Palace Cinema
1913 Opened
1930 Upgraded for sound
1949c Suffered fire damage.
Re-opened after a year-long closure
1950s Further reconstruction
1972 Used as a bingo house
1977 Used for storage, then as a grocery
store and sub post office.
The Ninian Palace in Penarth Road, Grangetown,
was known locally as “The Nin” and later as the
“Bughouse”! With seating for 511 patrons in the
stalls and a tiny balcony, it began life as an
independent silent-cinema but was soon taken over
by the growing Splott Cinema Circuit. Sound was installed in 1930, and during some building renovations at
the end of the 1940s, a small fire started in the roof causing considerable smoke and water damage. The cinema
closed for 12 months while repairs and rebuilding took place.
In the 1950s it was taken over by the Jackson Withers Circuit and underwent a facelift both inside and out,
though it was never upgraded for CinemaScope. With the general decline of cinema attendances, the Ninian
was converted to bingo in 1972, closing on January 20th with the film “Puppet on a Chain”. Following closure
as a bingo hall the former cinema was converted for retail use, being used as a furniture store, and then finally
being reconstructed as a post office and grocery store, with most of the interior altered beyond recognition.

Coronet Electric Theatre/ Coronet Cinema
1913 Opened
1924 Refurbished and named the Cosy Coronet
1929 Renamed the New Coronet
1954 Renovated and improved
1958 Sold to the Jackson Withers Circuit and closed
1959 Unused
1973 Demolished and replaced with a petrol station.
Built in 1913 in Woodville Road, this was a one-level 600-seat no-frills cinema with a tine roof. It was known
to be rather noisy whenever it rained. By 1924 it was refurbished and renamed the Cosy Coronet cinema, a few
years later and it was again renamed, this time
the New Coronet cinema The cinema was plain
with a tin roof, resulting in a lot of noise in the
auditorium whenever it rained. The Coronet was
a family run cinema that kept ticket prices low,
which probably explains why it attracted good
audiences when other city centre cinemas were
nearby with the latest films alongside the luxury
of cinema in that era.
In the 1954 renovation a rather large screen was
installed - large in relation to the size of the
auditorium - but it seems this was not a
CinemaScope screen. The cinema continued to
function through the early fifties with reruns of
popular films forming a double bill. In 1957 it
appears the owner was taken ill and sold his
property to the Jackson Withers Circuit, who
already owned other cinemas in the area. They
decided to close the Coronet to avoid
competition with their other businesses. The
building remained empty and unused for many
years, and was finally demolished in 1973 to
make way for a petrol station. (In later years the
petrol station was replaced with housing.)
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Canton Cinema
1914 Opened
1933 Enlarged and remodelled
1941 Some bomb damage
1955 Adapted for CinemaScope
196? Closed
Became a supermarket
Opened around 1914 in the Canton area
of Cardiff and was extended in 1933 by
demolishing two houses behind the
screen end. It closed for a short while
following slight damage during an airraid in 1941 but was rapidly back in
business.
It was upgraded for
CinemaScope in 1955, but closed not long afterwards. It was converted into a supermarket, and under various
owners has continued as such ever since.

Rialto
1914
1930
1959
1962
1976

Opened
Equipped for sound
Closed and used for bingo
Closed and used as a horticulatural warehouse
Demolished
Later replaced with housing : “Rialto Court”
The Rialto opened in Old Church Road,
Whitchurch in 1914. It was a simple one
floor hall, acquired by the Willis family in
the 1930s when it was upgraded for sound.
Cinema use ended around June 1959 after
which the building was used for bingo.
When the bingo use ended it was used for
some time as a horticultural warehouse and
then was later demolished and replaced with
housing known as Rialto Court.

Clifton Cinema
1914 Opened
1931 Closed and converted into a Woolworth store.
This 800 seat cinema opened in Clifton Street, Roath early in the 20th Century. Although its heyday was the era
of the silent film, and it closed around the time talking pictures were introduced, it appears the Clifton Cinema
did install sound equipment even though it closed almost immediately afterwards. It is likely that the premises
were too old-fashioned to compete with the rival luxury cinemas that were springing up in the surrounding
areas, and this led to a decision to close in 1931. The building was converted into a Woolworth store by 1932,
and has undergone various uses since.
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Globe Cinema
1914 Opened as Penylan Cinema
1931 Renamed the Globe
1961 Used for bingo for a short while
1962 Returned to cinema use
1981 Closed
1986 Demolished and replaced with shops
Incorporating a small studio cinema
named the Monroe.
?
All cinema use ended
This 540 seat venue was built on the corner of Albany Road
and was regarded as an especially fine architectural example
of early cinema. The audience sat on one level, in a classical
style auditorium which contained a domed roof decorated
with eagles and the intials “P.C.” (Penylan Cinema?). This
roof could be opened for ventilation. It opened on August
27th 1914, just one month after the outbreak of the Great
War, and its opening advert proclaimed: “every patriot
should patronise this British-owned and controlled cinema”.
In the 1930s it became part of the Willis Cinemas chain,
whose head office was in the house next door in Wellfield
Road.
In the post-war era the Globe specialised in
“continental films”, usually subtitled, and was clumsily
adapted for CinemaScope in the mid 1950s. Bingo was
introduced for a short time in 1961, but this didn’t catch on
and the Globe returned to films, gradually building up a
strong student following for its mostly subtitled European
films, mixing them with more family-friendly doublefeatures.
The Globe closed on May 25th 1981, by which time the building had received a Grade II listing, though this
preservation order was overturned on appeal at the end of 1986 and the building was demolished. The site was used
for a group of shops, and a small studio cinema was incorporated on the first floor. It was named the Monroe and
ran for a few years, at one point operated by Chapter Arts centre as a student cinema and then as a Bollywood
cinema.

Tivoli
1914
1924
1930
1935
1955
1958

Opened as the Royal Cinema
Renamed the Llandaff Cinema
Closed due to fire damage
Rebuilt and opened as the Tivoli
Upgraded (for CinemaScope?)
Closed
used as a motor showroom.

In 1914 the Royal Cinema opened in Station
Road, Llandaff and ten years later underwent
some redecoration and re-opened as the Llandaff
Cinema. It had a seating capacity of around
600. It suffered overnight fire damage in 1930,
and closed beyond repair. The site was bought
by the Splott Circuit, and a new cinema was
built. Because of the limitations of the site, it
was one of the smallest cinemas in their circuit,
now seating around 500 on one level. At some point after the Second War the cinema was sold to Luxury Cinema
Theatres Ltd, of Cardiff, and they suddenly announced its immediate closure in 1958. The final film was “The
Night We Dropped a Clanger”. The building was bought by a garage proprietor, and with sifgnif9icant alterations
over the years, remains in use as a motor showroom
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Plaza Cinema
1928 Opened
1976 Taken over by the Rank Organisation
1981 Closed
1985 Demolished and replaced with housing.
The independent Plaza Cinema opened in North Road on
March 12th 1928 with 1,500 seats. The opening film was
Norma Talmadge in the (silent) version of “Camille”.
The film was accompanied by a large in-house orchestra
- a standard feature of many larger cinemas, though this
was something that would mostly disappear due to
manpower shortages during the Great War. Over the
course of its more than fifty-year existence it was taken
over by the Cardiff Cinema Circuit and then the Jackson
Withers Circuit, and ultimately bought by the Rank
Organisation. The cinema closed on October 17th 1981 with a horror double-bill of “Alien” and “The Fog”.
The building remained unused for several years before it was finally demolished and replaced with Meridian
Court, a sheltered housing development.
Regent
1928
1929
1937
1955
1961
1968
1996

Opened
Equipped for sound
Redecorated and upgraded
Modified for CinemaScope
Used occasionally for bingo
Used mostly for bingo
Closed, then suffered fire damage
and was demolished.

This 1,450 seat cinema opened in October 1928 in Mill Road, Ely built by the Splott Cinema Company to serve this expanding
district. It opened at the tail end of the silent era, and within its first
year was fitted with sound equipment. It underwent considerable
re-decoration during a summer close in 1937, and remained in
popular use right through the War. In 1955 CinemaScope was
installed, but within a few years audiences had seriously declined.
In 1961 the cinema tried splitting the week into a few nights of
bingo followed by a few nights of films, but after a while returned to use as a full-time cinema. By 1968 bingo
was reintroduced, this time as the main activity, though the occasional film would be shown over holiday periods.
The novelty of bingo had worn off by 1996 and the building was closed and left unused. Some time after it
suffered serious fire damage and was demolished.
Monico Cinema
1937 Opened
1980 Twinned
2003 Closed and demolished
The Monico Cinema opened in Pantbach
Road on April 18th 1937 as an
independent venture with 950 seats spread
between the stalls and the balcony. It was
soon taken over by the local Splott
Circuit, and later by Brian Bull’s small
Circle Cinemas circuit. At the some point
(in the 1970s?) it was converted to twin
screens, with the stalls cinema holding
433 and the balcony156. It closed on
January 30th 2003, and the building was
replaced with a block of flats.
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County Cinema
1939 Opened
1974 Closed and left unused.
1980? Used as a DIY Store
1986 Demolished and replaced
with housing.
Fortunately the County Cinema on the
corner of Newport Road was almost
finished by the time War broke out in
September 1939, and was thus able to
avoid the government ban on all new
building work. It opened on Boxing
Day that year, with seating for 1,050 on
two levels. It had a proscenium width
of 34ft. During the mid 1950s the
cinema was bought by the Jackson
Withers Circuit and although it underwent some re-decoration, it seems it was not upgraded to accept
CinemaScope. It continued to show films until 1974, and its announced closure caused considerable public
protest. According to local newspapers, a supporters’ group planned to occupy the cinema with a “protest sitin” on the last night, but the owners thwarted these plans by closing on November 8th 1974, one night earlier
than advertised.
A planning application sought to create a smaller cinema in the balcony and to convert the stalls as a separate
bingo venue, but this was rejected. A further application to turn the venue into a snooker club was also
rejected. The unused building gradually deteriorated and was finally converted into a DIY store. When the
store moved out, the cinema was eventually demolished in August 1986 and the site was used for housing.

Avenue Cinema
1940 Opened
1955 Upgraded for CinemaScope
1960 Closed
As the suburb of Ely expanded, it was felt it could support another cinema, and construction began on the
Cowbridge Road site in 1939. However, the outbreak of war caused problems: all new building work was
banned, with exceptions made for those that were more than half-way completed. The Avenue qualified for
completion, but was obliged to make considerable modifications to the original designs, using cheaper
materials, and cutting back on all decorative finishes and non-essential ornamentation. It opened on the 12th
February 1940 with a Deanna Durbin film. It had a seating capacity of 1150.
By the mid 1950s it was part of the Jackson Withers Circuit, and was modified for the installation of
Cinemascope. By 1960
falling audiences and
competition from rival
cinemas led to a decision
to close, and the Avenue
closed on 17th of June
1960, just twenty years
after opening.
The building was later
used as a car showroom,
offices and a Blockbuster
shop, and provided a
suitable spot for the
installation of roof level
mobile phone masts.
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UCI Cinemas / Odeon, Atlantic Wharf
1997 Opened as UCI
2004 Renamed Odeon
2013 Enlarged to offer 18 screens.
Located in the Cardiff Bay district of the city, the 12screen UCI opened in October 1997 with 3,047 seats
spread over its dozen cinemas. It was taken over by
Odeon Theatres on 28th October 2004 and re-branded
Odeon. The seating capacities in the screens range from
490, down to 147. In 2013, the number of screens was
increased from 12 to 18.

Showcase, Nantgarw
1999 Opened
Located to the north of Cardiff, close to Pontypridd and
Caerphilly, this 12-screen Showcase Cinema opened on
November 19th 1999. Each of the screens has a seating
capacity of 216.

Cineworld
2001 Opened
The 15-screen UGC opened in July 2001 in MaryAnn Street. It was re-branded Cineworld in July 2005.
Seating capacities in the screens range from 474,
down to 124.

Vue, Cardiff
2003 Opened as the Ster Century
with 14 screens
2005 Taken over and re-branded Vue
With a prime site in Cardiff City Centre, adjacent to the
Millennium Stadium and railway station, this 14-screen
Ster Century opened on April 11th 2003 with an overall
capacity of 3,263 seats. It was taken over in May 2005
and re-branded Vue, at which time Screen 4 (the largest
screen, seating 370) was closed and converted into a
casino.
The individual seating capacities in the screens range
from 345, down to 116.
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CARMARTHEN
Roman Amphitheatre
75 AD Built
1968 Excavated
During the Roman occupation of Britain,
Carmarthen was the capital of the Demetae
Tribe and was known as Moridunum
(meaning sea fort). The Roman fort is
likely to have been constructed around AD
75-77, and around that time the Romans
built themselves a nearby amphitheatre.
This is likely to have been used as much
for sports and gladiatorial displays as for
tragedy and comedy. During excavations
in 1968 the arena was estimated to be 150
ft by 88 ft, and the surrounding seating
area to be 300 ft by 220ft. Only seven
surviving Roman amphitheatres have been
excavated in the UK, and two of them are
in Wales. (The other is in Caerleon, known
to the Romans as Isca Augusta.)

Fit Up Companies in Local Inns
1734 - 1741 Morrison’s Company
Charles and Mary Morrison headed a company of six strolling players who played Carmarthen as part of a tour
taking in Cardigan, Llandeilo and Llandovery. It seems they stayed at a local inn and were allowed to perform
free of charge in one of the inn’s rooms – presumably on the grounds that they would bring in additional
business to the landlord. It is not known how many nights they played, but their repertoire for this tour
included “The Beaux Stratagem”, “George Barnwell” and “Hamlet” (with a cast of six sharing the profits!) .
They were back in 1741, and the account book shows they took £1. 1s. 6d. The cost of music, candles, ale and
paper amounted to 3s. 6d, leaving a balance of 18s to be shared between six of them.
1739 In March an actor called Wheeler had his daughter baptised in Carmarthen, and in November of the
same year an actor called Eaton was buried in the town. These months are so far apart, they suggest two
separate visits from strolling players – one at each end of the year.

Bridge Street Barn Theatre
1754 Richard Elrington’s Company
Elrington was the son of the great Irish actor and led his troupe of strolling players to Carmarthen. However,
after his opening performance he was told his company was not good enough to play for a season, and was
allowed just six nights.
1769 Portsmouth Company of Comedians
An entry in Viscount Grimston’s diary on September 13th 1769 records visiting the barn in Bridge Street to see
the Portsmouth Company of Comedians. He comments on a rowdy audience even though it was a benefit night
with aldermen and ladies present, and remarks that the acting was “quite in the style of strolling players, much
better to laugh at than admire.” During this season it was reported that the Portsmouth comedians at
Carmarthen gave one night’s takings to provide assistance for the local poor. This was a means of persuading
the local authorities to grant them permission to perform in the town. However, on October 2nd the Company
presented a “Concert of Vocal and Instrumental music – between the several parts will be rehearsed, gratis,
‘The Roman Father’ with the entertainment ‘The Lying Valet’.” This was clearly a means of evading the
Licensing Act, and suggests they had run out of permitted time.
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KING STREET THEATRE
1776 Described as a “New Theatre”
On Friday September 20th 1776 there was a
performance of “The Constant Couple or a
Trip to the Jubilee” given at the “New Theatre
in King Street, Carmarthen”. The players were
the old Kemble Company, which still had three
of the younger Kemble performers: Stephen
Kemble (18 years old), Fanny (16), and
Elizabeth (15)
Little is known about this venue, whether it
was purpose-built, or a conversion from an
existing construction. Just ten years later, in
May 1787, the touring manager John Boles
Watson, who had just opened a new theatre in
Brecon, announced that he had purchased a site
in Carmarthen and intended to build a
magnificent new theatre to rival any in the
country. However, he did not proceed, and no
new building appeared. Later that same year
Henry Masterman came to play the winter
season in Carmarthen and reported the theatre
(which he said was in Water Street) was “an
old place fitted up in the old way” although
another description called it “a beautiful
theatre and holds thirty pounds”.
Masterman’s Company played regular winter seasons in
Carmarthen over the next ten years. In his 1793 season
one of the players was the 22 year old Thomas Dibdin,
the younger illegitimate son of the actor Charles Dibdin,
who would later outshine in fame his father. However,
like many other actors, Dibdin didn’t wish to
acknowledge his association with provincial strollers, and
so he acted under the pseudonym of T. Merchant. Two
years later Masterman’s introduced another future star
performer, the actor Charles Matthews.
Between 1803 and 1807 Henry Baker’s company played
regular seasons at the King Street Theatre in Carmarthen.
Thomas Dibdin

Charles Matthews

WATER STREET THEATRE
1809 Opened
1855 Re-modelled and renamed the “New Theatre”?
But seems to have closed soon after
In June 1809 Andrew Cherry attended the annual dinner of the Mayor of Carmarthen and suggested that a new
theatre could be built in the town. A number of people agreed to subscribe, and in October Cherry and his
players were back in Carmarthen and playing a season in a theatre described as “elegantly decorated and its
boxes enlarged”. From these words and just a four month gap, it seems unlikely this was a new theatre, and
was re-modelled from existing premises.
For the next two seasons Andrew Cherry’s company, which had its home base in Swansea, made regular visits
to Carmarthen. Among the players was the young, unknown Edmund Kean. From 1816 to 1824 annual visits
were made by Charles Sanders, who had taken over the old Masterman circuit.
By 1828 it seems this building was no longer fit for purpose. A group of strolling players headed by Charles
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Crisp performed “Der Freischutz” and “William Tell”, and the
Carmarthen Journal felt the performers deserved much better facilities. It
urged its readers to “set about a subscription for a new house. £600
would buy an elegant theatre and at £25 shares it would be accomplished
directly.”
Charles Crisp, made a curtain speech at the end of the performance,
saying he hoped he would never again play at this theatre (meaning that
his next visit would be at a new building). However, the audience
misunderstood his words and booed him till he explained his meaning.
On June 23rd the audience booed again when police constables were
present throughout the performance, believing that Crisp had sent for
them. (He hadn’t, and it seemed that they were there to stop the activities
of prostitutes!) Crisp did not return to Carmarthen! In September 1830
an actor called Nicks opened a two-month season in the same old theatre.
Sadly, business was very poor, and it seemed the respectable
townspeople no longer supported theatre. The company fled, not paying
their landladies and various trades-people.

Edmund Kean

The next twenty years were not particularly successful. The 1833 season
did well enough due to fame of the leading actor, Kent, whose talent was compared to the great Edmund Kean.
His roles at Carmarthen included Othello, Richard III, Romeo, Macbeth and Sir Giles Overreach. The 1844
season from the Fenton Company ran out of money and needed to be bailed out by some local 'gentlemen
amateurs' who paid their debts. Fenton was not much luckier when he returned in 1846, and blame was put on
the theatre itself. According to the “Carmarthen Journal” 'there is no indisposition in the town to enjoy the
drama at moderate prices in a proper building. One is chilled and repelled by the present very unattractive
theatre.'
Five years later the Barton Company with “guest performers” Marion Douglass and the American, Mr Waller,
were another group of players who did so badly that they fled the town having “forgotten to pay their bills”.
In 1855 an actor called McCarthy announced that he was opening a new theatre in Carmarthen –“a playhouse
equal in elegance to any in the Kingdom.” In reality, all he had done was to re-model the old theatre by
turning the gallery into 'upper boxes', with a ticket charge of one shilling and sixpence. Despite his cheek, he
did achieve some success, and performances of “The Corsican Brothers”, “London Assurance” and “Jack and
the Beanstalk, or, Harlequin, the Welsh Giant” did excellent business.
But for the next seven years, due to strong opposition from the local churches, not a single play was performed
in Carmarthen. And there seems to be no further reference to any performances taking place at this venue. One
report has it used as a warehouse, and eventually being demolished.

PORTABLE THEATRES
It was 1862 before any players returned to Carmarthen, and when they did, they performed in their own
portable venues, and not in the town’s purpose-built and unused theatre building.
Harry Crinks’s “Standard Theatre”
The Harry Crinks company did excellent business with performances of “Pizarro”, “The Lady of Lyons”, “The
Honeymoon” and many others during a season that opened on September 21st 1862 and ran until early
November. The “Standard” was described as a commodious theatre capable of containing above 1200 persons.
Permission for this rare visit had been pushed through by the town’s Mayor. However, even though the
townsfolk flocked to the shows, the Mayor came in for very heavy criticism by the Nonconformist leaders, and
for the next nine years all theatre events were banned in Carmarthen.
Warren’s Model Theatre
The mood had changed by 1871, and a Mr. Warren received permission to erect his portable “Model Theatre”
in the town and play a season. The Carmarthen Journal reported “After a lapse of many years, we have at last a
clever and respectable company here. The building is commodious and comfortable and is filled every
evening.” Mr Warren received considerable encouragement and was able to play annual seasons in Carmarthen
for several future years.
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John Noakes’s Star Theatre
In 1877 John Noakes’s Star Theatre started a series of regular summer seasons in Carmarthen and seems to
have returned to the town most summers for the next thirteen years. The “Star” was a commodious and wellequipped portable, and the 1888 production of “Blue-Eyed Bluebeard” was much praised for its lavish scenery
and technically astounding transformation scene.
John Johnson’s Prince of Wales Theatre
In June 1893 Johnson’s portable began a two month season, getting off to an inauspicious start because of a
prolonged heatwave. A month later, on the night of the royal wedding, the company performed a play called
“Matrimony”. (This was the wedding of Prince George, Duke of York, to Pr
incess Mary of Teck.) When Johnson applied to return to the town the following year, the County Council
refused to grant a license on the grounds that visits from theatre companies had an adverse effect on the trade of
small shopkeepers. It seems several more years would pass before any further licences were granted.
John Orton’s People’s Theatre
Theatre seems to have returned by 1904 when John Orton’s People’s Theatre played from April to July,
opening with a production of “Dick Whittington”. In order to keep in with
the local authorities, in July they gave a one night performance of
“Belphegor” with the proceeds for the benefit of the Carmarthen Football
Club.
John Johnson’s Victoria Theatre
In 1905 John Johnson was back, having received a licence for his Victoria
Theatre. Although the construction had a different name, it was possibly his
former “Prince of Wales” portable having been given a makeover. This was
a season containing a mix of plays and variety turns, offering plays like
“Black Sheep” and attractions including The Daniels, Negro comedians and
dancers, and Leo Selwyn, the Handcuff Prince, who escaped from a prison
cage and a locked coffin, and was ably assisted by Miss Violetta.

1907 Will Haggar’s Electric Theatre
In 1907 Will Haggar’s Electric Theatre played a short season, but that seems
to have been the last of the portables for some time. The 1908 Stage Year
Book informs managements that Carmarthen (along with Abercarn and
Porth) is a town where portable theatres might not be welcomed for one
reason or another.

Jack Daniels

ASSEMBLY ROOMS / LYRIC CINEMA/ LYRIC THEATRE
1854
1893
1894
1918
1930
1931
1935
1936
1983
1986
1992
2009

Opened
Closed for some reconstruction
Re-opened
Renamed the Lyric Cinema
Rewired for sound
Modernised with extra facilities
Closed, demolished and replaced with new building
New Lyric Cinema opened
Closed and left unused
Re-opened by volunteers
Major rebuilding and improvement
Addition of a new wing and extra facilities

The Assembly Rooms opened on 21st November 1854 with a seating capacity of 600. It was used for plays
lectures, balls and other entertainments. By the 1880s it had become the town’s theatre with regular weekly
shows from touring, visiting and fit-up companies. In 1883 Miss Maggie Morton’s Comedie Anglaise
Company was described as “the most elaborate and successful fir-up tour ever attempted. The most splendid
string Band ever carried. Five tons of luggage”. In 1885 it saw the initial performance of the newly formed
Carmarthen Amateur Dramatic Company presenting “The Unfinished Gentleman” and “Whitebait at
Greenwich”, and five years later the Carmarthen Operatic Society presented “HMS Pinafore” and “Box and
Cox”.
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The Assembly Rooms
presented a very wide range of
attractions over the next few
years: Monsieur Guibal, and
his remarkable mesmeric
séance with his assistant, Miss
Maris Greville; Pinero’s plays
“The Magistrate” and “The
Schoolmistress”; the
pantomimes “Arabian Nights”
and “Robinson Crusoe”;
“Uncle Tom’s Cabin”; and in
Febr u ar y 1889 M a g g ie
Morton’s Company was back
again offering a different
Shakespeare play each evening.
For eight months from June 1893 the Assembly Rooms were closed, having failed to meet the updated safety
requirements of the County Council. Some re-building involved the addition of new fire-exits and a new
escape staircase. The first show on re-opening in February 1894 offered The Boston Minstrels, performing
Thursday to Saturday. On Sunday night, after the various places of worship were closed, the troupe gave a
sacred concert.
From now till the end of the century the shows included “Aladdin” with Harry J. Moseley as Widow Twankey;
Mr Carl Howlett’s Royal Court Midgets; “Charley’s Aunt”; and the Ben Greet Company in “The Sign of the
Cross”. For the first twelve years of the new century the Assembly Rooms was in almost non-stop use with
visiting shows. Musicals and opera were extremely popular, and saw visits from “The Belle of New York”,
“Florodora”, the Moody Manners Opera Company and the F.S.Gilbert Opera Company. Pantomimes included
the 1904 “Dick Whittington” with Will Rig as the Dame, and a speciality act from the Parez Trio of Lady
Hand-Bell Ringers. Plays like “East Lynne” , “The Maid of Cefn Ydfa” and regular Shakespeare seasons did
excellent business, but more and more it was the film shows that drew in the crowds and were gradually
replacing the live shows.
By 1912 there seems to be no regular live shows in the Assembly Rooms – only occasional visiting companies,
and in 1915 the Assembly Rooms were advertising very cheap deals for anyone who would hire the venue.
From April 1st 1918 it was re-named Lyric Cinema, and was chiefly a cinema with the occasional concert party
type show performed on the stage. The Lyric was wired for sound in March 1930 and Al Jolson in “Sonny
Boy" was screened. At the end of March 1931, it closed for two weeks for some modernisation to take place. A
cafe was added and a new 20 feet wide proscenium was installed. The Lyric Cinema now had 550 seats.
Just three years later it was
decided to build a completely
new up-to-date cinema as a
replacement for the eighty-year
old Assembly Rooms – and to
build it on land immediately
behind the existing venue. The
new Art Deco cinema opened on
August 6th 1936 with Richard
Tauber in the film "Heart’s
Desire", and had a seating
capacity for 900 in stalls and
circle, with a 36 ft wide
proscenium.
However, the
building still offered a fully
equipped stage and would
occasionally stage a variety bill.
The comedian Jimmy James
performed there in 1949, as did
Maudie Edwards ( 35 years
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earlier, as a child performer, she had played the Carmarthen Empire with her father and sister as Ned Edwards
and his Two Queenies)
The new Lyric Cinema lasted nearly fifty years, but came under threat when the owner died and the Lyric and
the whole block of property in which it is situated had to be sold to pay death duties. Permission was sought to
convert the cinema into an indoor shopping centre but this fell through and it eventually came into the hands of
another developer, who was uncertain what to do with it. Finally the cinema closed at the end of August 1983,
after which it lay empty and unused. It was stated that Carmarthen was the only county town in the British Isles
which did not have its own theatre and an early proposal to convert the Lyric into a civic theatre faltered when
the new owner turned down an offer of £70,000 to buy the premises. When the Council met to consider upping
the offer, it voted against contributing any money towards the purchase – the vote was lost by just one vote: 27
to 26.
By 1986 the Carmarthen Youth Opera took possession of the building, which was in a decidedly run-down
state, with the intention of proving that it could be run as a theatre and cinema. It re-opened with the youth
opera’s production of “Jesus Christ Superstar”, and this inspired renewed efforts to save the building.
Following a series of grants the Lyric underwent a remarkable and magnificent transformation. The original
Art Deco design was maintained and enhanced – and enlargement created 740 seats, making it the 4th largest
theatre in Wales. It also included a fly-tower, a full sized orchestra pit and a large extension to create dressing
rooms and wardrobe facilities.
In 2009 a refurbishment took place, and a new wing was added to the building, providing additional multi-use
facilities. Today it operates as a live theatre, and is the jewel in Carmarthen’s theatrical crown.

VINT’S ELECTRIC PALACE/ EMPIRE THEATRE
1912
1914
1931
1938

Opened
Refurbished and re-opened as the Empire Theatre
Re-opened after a major refurbishment
Closed. Became a garage.

In the first decade of the 20th Century Leon Vint, formerly working the halls as Dr Vint, the world’s greatest
mesmerist, had invested all his money in property. One of these was his Electric Palace in Carmarthen, opened
in 1912. By the end of the following year he owned fourteen small variety theatres or early cinemas, and his
finances were over-stretched, forcing him to sell around half his property portfolio, including the Carmarthen
Palace. (It didn’t help, since the following year he was forced into bankruptcy). The new owner refurbished the
premises and re-opened with a new name – the Empire.
The Empire, in Blue Street, had a seating capacity of around 900, and from early on made its mark as a cinevariety, with a series of live acts in between the films. One of the earliest attractions in March 1914 was Harry
Hasto, a would-be boxer, challenging volunteers from the audience to fight him, and then ending with a series
of songs to show off his magnificent voice. The local press reported
“twenty minutes of yells and roars” at the conclusion of his act. In
December of the same year Elsie French sang the recruiting song
“Your King and Country Need You” in between the films “The
Dream Child” and “The Double Shadow”.
The Empire began to take a number of the national touring
productions, and in July 1915 much of the summer given over to live
plays with no films shown. In October 1917 the Empire was home to
the very controversial Ibsen play, “Ghosts”.
For a decade following the end of the Great War the Empire was
mainly used as a cinema, though in the summer of 1928 it reverted to
use as a live theatre for a fifteen week repertory season from the Fred
D’Albert Rep Company. In 1930 the opening of the brand-new
luxury Capitol Cinema was a clear threat, so the Empire underwent a
major refurbishment. However, it was hard to compete with the
luxury on offer from the Capitol, and when the Lyric Theatre was
more or less completely rebuilt as an art-deco modern cinema, the
competition proved too much. The Empire closed in 1938 and was
demolished and replaced with a garage.
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PARRY THEATRE/ HALLIWELL THEATRE
1937
?
1963
1993

Opened as the Parry Theatre, a college theatre
Closed and converted into classrooms
A new theatre, the Halliwell, built elsewhere on the campus
Renovated and enlarged with additional facilities
The original theatre on the Trinity College
campus opened in 1927, with the ceremony
performed by the Duke of Kent. It was known
as the Parry Theatre. This was later converted
to lecture rooms and studios, and a new theatre
was constructed on a different site in the
college grounds. The new theatre, known as
the Halliwell, opened in 1963 as a 400 seat
performing space, without a proscenium arch,
and flexible for a number of stage
configurations. From 1990 onwards a phased
series of enlargements and improvements
added new workshops and conference
facilities, and the site was renamed the
Halliwell Centre. It is available to touring
companies, but is mostly used by the College’s
own Performance Arts students.

MISCELLANEOUS ENTERTAINMENTS
Cattle Market
1888 August: “Last week Messrs. Bostock
and Wombwell’s Menagerie paid a visit here
and did very fair business. The performance
of Madame Salba in her den of lions caused
a sensation, one of her hands being in a
sling, due to the fact that a fresh lion among
the rest, not accustomed to the work, had
given her a nasty bite. Captain Cardano, the
lion tamer, also performs some daring feats.
The show is, in every sense of the word, well
worth a visit”.

Carmarthen Park
1905 – Whit Monday. “A.M. Schreyer,
America, aerial cyclist and high diver,
successfully accomplished at Carmarthen
Park on Whit Monday afternoon, the
dangerous feat of pedalling down a 200ft
chute on a cycle at a rate of a mile a
minute, from a height of 103ft, and then
diving a distance of about 100ft through
mid-air into a tank of water little over 3ft
deep. A more sensational feat it would not
be easy to imagine, and the huge crowd
present at the athletic sports breathed a sigh
of relief as they saw Shreyer plunge into
the water. This was the first appearance in
Europe of this daring performer, but he has
been giving his turn many times in
America.
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Some Cinemas in Carmarthen
Market Cinema
1910 In existence
In August 1910 there is an advertisement for the Market Cinema (Proprietors Carmarthen Corporation) stating
that Warbrook’s Royal Picture & Variety Company are showing films including “The Beggar’s Gratitude”,
accompanied by live performances from Casselli (a banjoist), Melita (International Dancer) and Will Jefferys
(elocutionist). The advert implies that Carmarthen Corporation owned the venue, but a private company was
showing the film. It has not been possible to find any other reference. Perhaps the Warbrook’s Company was a
portable cinema using space inside the Market Hall? More information is needed. The Market Hall was
frequently used for public events – very notably the come-back fight of Tommy Farr against Lloyd Marshall in
1950. The old market hall served the town well for decades until it was demolished to make way for a redeveloped market complex in the 1980's

Picturedrome
1910 Opened as a skating rink
1911 Converted for cinema use
1917 Closed and re-converted back to use for skating.
In 1910 the Mayor of Carmarthen proudly opened the town’s latest attraction – a skating rink – and the
highlight of the evening was a roller-skating display by Professor Moritz and Dainty Lillian, said to be a
wonderfully clever and daring exhibition. The skating fad was short-lived, and the premises were converted for
cinema use, opening on December 21st 1911. It was created as a cine-variety house, and contained stage
facilities which were used for variety “turns” between the films, and sometimes used exclusively for live
shows. In April 1913 the Carmarthenshire Dramatic and Operatic Society gave three performances of The
Gondoliers under the patronage of Sir Owen and Lady Phillips and the committee of the Carmarthenshire Hunt.
By 1917 it was clear the town could not support three cinemas – the Picturedrome, the Empire and the frequent
film show at the Assembly Rooms – so the Picturedrome closed and reverted back to a skating rink.

Capitol Cinema
1929 Opened
?
Closed and premises used as shops.
At the end of the 1920s a lavish new cinema opened
– the Capitol – with 1000 seats and all the latest upto-date equipment, offering comfort and luxury for
the audience. It was used for the occasional live show
and concert up to the 1960s.

Apollo/ Vue
2010 Opened as the Apollo Cinemas
2013 Renamed the Vue
The Apollo Cinemas opened on April 30th 2010 as the
first ‘all digital’ purpose built cinema in Wales. All
six screens were equipped with digital projectors and
are capable of showing 3D films. Seating capacities in
the six screens are: 334, 208, 104, 104, 95 and 67.
The venue was taken over and renamed Vue Cinemas
in January 2013.
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CHEPSTOW
Portable & Fit-Up Theatres
For the last two decades of the 19th Century and the first of the 20th live theatre in Chepstow was provided by
Portable and Fit-Up Theatres. Known seasons were provided by:
Miss Beal’s Theatre
During the months of November 1883 to January 1884, Miss Beal’s Theatre operated a profit-share season,
advertising the comforts of the venue and the fact that it had a wooden roof.
Allen’s Empire Theatre
In 1899 the portable Empire company, managed by Mr Allen, advertised for company member to play a touring
season which would open in Chepstow.
Jennings Portable Theatre
As late as July 1908 Jenning’s Portable played a successful season in the town.
Chepstow Castle
From the 1840s onwards the grounds of Chepstow Castle were occasionally used for
public events, and by the 1880s historical pageants became fashionable events. Many
open-air theatre performances have been staged at the Castle, and in recent years it has
been a popular location for historical film and television productions. One of the best
remembered performances was in June 1939, just a few months before the outbreak of
war, when a production of “Macbeth” was staged with Charles Doran & Marion
Rathbone in the leading roles.
Charles Doran

PAVILION & VARITIES/ NEW PAVILION THEATRE
1886? Opened as the Chepstow Pavilion & Varieties
1919 Major renovation and renamed the New Pavilion Theatre
1920s Went out of business?
In 1886 a Mr J. Hollins advertised for actors, actresses to open his new venture at the Chepstow Pavilion &
Varieties Theatre. He emphasised this was a large permanent building (not a portable). Throughout the next thirty
years there are occasional references to various performers appearing at the Chepstow Pavilion, but these do not
appear on any regular basis and suggest the Pavilion was not in constant use.
In 1918 Messrs W. & F. Grant of Chepstow announced the opening of the New Pavilion Theatre, the largest theatre
and stage in the town, splendidly renovated, and seeking revues, pantomimes and popular attractions.
It seems they had success in drawing some of the big shows to the town, but in February 1919 a whole series of
letters appeared in “The Stage” complaining that Chepstow itself was a town that touring shows should avoid. This
was due to the lack of accommodation and “digs” and for consistent
overcharging by greedy landladies. One actor in “The Better ‘Ole” company
complained of a room “12ft square and six feet high, the fire grate being twelve
inches wide. There being no gas in the room, I have to be content to have my
supper by candlelight. For this accommodation I am charged £1.8s per week.
When asked why she should make such extortionate charges, the landlady
replied that others in the town did it and why should not she.”
The manager of the touring “Black and White Revue” said that a company of 27
arrived in Chepstow and after walking six hours in the rain were finally herded
together in four two-roomed houses, several sleeping on the floor or anywhere
they could get.
The advice was “touring managers with any regard for the
comfort of their artists, would be advised to give the ancient town of Chepstow
a wide berth.”
Shortly afterwards it seems the New Pavilion ceased to operate as a touring
venue. Further information is needed.
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ASSEMBLY ROOM & MARKET HOUSE
1807
1870
1897
1910c
1930s
?

Opened as Public Assembly Room & Market House
Market closed
Fitted up as a small theatre
Building re-developed as an early cinema
Closed. Part of the site used for the Gaumont cinema.
Re-built as a bank and offices

The original Assembly Room and Market House was built in 1807 and included a carriage entrance and a market
entrance which led to an open yard. Proposals were made for a covered market to be constructed, but these never
came to fruition and the Market Hall ceased to be in use from around 1870. In September 1897 Harry King
announced that he had secured a lease on the property and had fitted it up as a bijou theatre.
During the twentieth century the building was redeveloped into a cinema, but later reconstructed based upon an
early photograph held in the Museum. It was then divided into a number of offices, with a bank on the ground
floor.

DRILL HALL
?
1900c
1925c
1995c
2008
2012

Built as an 18th Century mill
Used as a Drill Hall
Converted for theatre/community use
Taken into public ownership
Leased to volunteer management
Some major renovation carried out

The building dates from the end of the 17th or
possibly the start of the 18th Century when it was
built for industrial use - possibly a linen or rope
mill. By the start of the 20th Century it was taken
over by the Monmouthshire Regiment as their drill
hall, and in the middle of the 1920s was converted
to community use, incorporating a large stage area,
two dressing rooms and flexible seating for up to 250 people.
Taken on by Monmouthshire County Council in the 1990s, management was eventually passed to Chepstow
Town Council, who introduced a wide programme of theatre, cinema and music, alongside other supporting
events, weddings and conferences. The Council later encouraged a volunteer management team to co-ordinate
activities at the venue. It is a widely used facility with popular support. In 2012 it was discovered the roof was in
urgent need of strengthening and renewal, and a dispute arose as to who should be responsible for the estimated
£70,000 cost of repair. Only the most urgent of repairs were carried out while the issue remained under
discussion.

Some cinemas in Chepstow
Palace Theatre
1914 Opened
1929 Taken over by the Gaumont organisation
1938 Closed and demolished
The Palace Theatre opened around 1914, and was a small cine-variety theatre, with 424 seats and an 18 feet wide
proscenium. It was operated by Albany Ward, whose “AWard” group built up an extensive chain of early
cinemas, providing each of them with a series of live performers between film shows. Occasionally the Palace,
like others in the chain, would be given over entirely to a live performance. The “turns” were never from the top
rank of artists, and, taking the first half of the 1920s as an example, offered such names as Linton & Vince, Harry
O’Ming & Assistant, Les Bonbons, George Perry, John, Tom & Baby, Zoe and Zona and Ray Duvall, “the
Yodelling Ventriloquist”. Clearly this was number three circuit!
In 1924 the Palace offered a live pantomime, “Goody Two Shoes”, but the following year the Albany Ward
Circuit was taken over by Provincial Cinematograph Theatres, which itself was taken over by Gaumont British
Theatres in February 1929. The Palace kept its original name and underwent some renovation and upgrading for
sound for another ten years until Gaumont decided to build a replacement cinema on a different site. The Palace
closed in May 1938 as soon new Gaumont opened.
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Gaumont / Regal
1938 Opened
1958 Renamed the Regal
1971 Closed and used for shops and a warehouse
1989 Demolished
Gaumont decided to replace their existing cinema with a new
construction using part of the Beaufort Hotel and Assembly Rooms
site, and this opened on May 16th 1938.
The new cinema had a seating capacity of 825. In January 1958 the
Gaumont was sold to an independent operator and re-named the
Regal. It lasted another 13 years and finally closed on April 3rd
1971.
The foyer was converted into a café and shop, and the auditorium
was used as a builder’s warehouse. By the mid 80s the building
was empty and disused, and was finally demolished in 1989. A
bank and some shops were eventually built on the site.
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COWBRIDGE
Portable & Fit Up Companies
1741 Charles and Mary Morrison, in the travelling company headed by a Mr Jones, toured with a repertoire of
some 30 plays, and their tour included Cardigan, Neath, Cowbridge, Cardiff and Llandaff. Their Cowbridge
performances were given in a barn.
Old Town Hall (The Guild Hall)
On November 6th 1818 an actor called Firth appeared with a travelling company at the Cowbridge Town Hall.
They performed “The Poor Gentleman”, “The Loves of Miss Charlotte and Mr Werther” and the farce “What
Next”? Nothing more is known about this company. (The Guild Hall was demolished in 1830)
New Town Hall
The old Cowbridge Gaol, dating back to the 17th Century, was converted into a New Palladian Town Hall in
1830, and was paid for by public subscription.
The hall was made available for the occasional travelling fit-up company, and by the 1880s underwent
sufficient upgrading to offer long seasons of plays by established touring theatre organisations.
Between 1880 and the rusn of the century the Inez Howard Company, Maggie Morton’s Company and the
touring La Comedie Anglaise Company were frequent visitors. “Uncle Tom’s Cabin”, “East Lynne” and “The
Corsican Brothers” were regular favourites; “Romany Revenge” was so successful it came back several times;
and pantomimes likes “Goody Two Shoes” and “Bluebeard” drew in the crowds.

MARKET THEATRE
1970s Opened in converted prefabs

The Market Theatre was created by volunteers from two war-time prefabs joined together to create a tiny 65
seat auditorium. The stage itself is surprisingly large, and the technical installation of a high standard. It is
equipped with dressing rooms and catering facilities and is run by the resident group, Cowbridge Amateur
Dramatic Society (CADS) who try to stage three main productions a year.

Some cinemas in Cowbridge
Two Cinemas: The Royal & The Empire
In 1919 there is a review in The Stage for the current week’s entertainment on offer in Cowbridge. A cinema
called the Royal is staging three live acts between the films: The Three Platas, Spanish acrobats, Elsie Norval,
male impersonator, and Bandon, a musical speciality act. The review notes that the Royal’s General Manager
is A.B. King, and the resident manager iasW. Sowerby.
At the same time, the programme at the Empire (Manager: Harry Lucas) has a programme of “. . . strong
pictures with supporting acts Mandola Farally, Cissie Lanyan and the Colvin Brothers.”
Further information is needed on both these venues.
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Pavilion
1924 Opened
1950s Closed
Present day: Converted to offices.
In the early 1920s the Pavilion Cinema opened. It was built on the site of an 18th Century tennis court and part
of an adjoining inn, and was a
striking building with a prominent
single dome.
Above it was a
ballroom, claimed to be the finest in
South Wales. Over the next thirty
years many important functions were
held at the Pavilion but it finally
closed in the mid 1950s when
competition from television saw a
collapse in ticket sales. It remained
empty for a while and sometime after
closure it was used by the local
council as a garage for rubbish trucks
which accessed through the rear of
the building into the auditorium;
during this time the facade was left
intact. Later the façade was fully
restored and the building converted to
office use.
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CRICKHOWELL
Some Travelling Players in Crickhowell
1741 Charles Morrison Company
Charles Morrison’s travelling players, a company of five persons, performed “The Spanish Fryar” and “The Honest
Yorkshireman” in Crickhowell on June 2nd 1742. The performance was “bespoke” by Madam Parry of the local
gentry and took place in a room inside a local pub. The total takings were £1. 2s. 0d, and the expenses came to 4s
7½d. The breakdown of the expenses shows they spent 1s 6d. on rent; 1s 4d. on ale; 1s on food; 6½d on candles; 2d
on paper; and 1d on nails and packthread. This left a total of 17s 6d to be shared between the five of them, with each
receiving 3s 6d.
Crickhowell was one of the most profitable dates on their tour..
1787 – 1799 Henry Masterman Company
The Henry Masterman company performed in the largest room of the local public house in 1787 and again in 1799.
It is likely there were other visits in the intervening years.
1842 W.W. Dunant Company
This was a visit supported by the Loyal Independent Order of Oddfellows

CLARENCE HALL
1892 Opened
The imposing building has a striking wooden ceiling and
cast roof trusses and offers multi-use facilities for theatre,
dances, exhibitions and public meetings. It began offering
theatre performances as early as 1893 when Herr Pareezer’s
Company played a series of short plays and variety turns.
The Hall was named after the Duke of Clarence who laid
the foundation stone in 1890. At that time Prince Albert
Victor, the Duke of Clarence, was 26 years old, and the
first-born son of the Prince of Wales (later King Edward
VII). Known to the family as Prince Eddy, he was secondin-line to the throne, and had just returned from a sevenmonth tour of India. (Rumours said he had been sent
abroad to avoid a scandal linking his name to a police raid on a male brother in London’s Cleveland Street.) On his
return he was given a series of minor duties including laying the foundation stone in
Crickhowell as a means of preparing him for future kingship.
A year after his visit to Crickhowell he became engaged to Princess May of Teck and
their wedding was planned for February 1892. However, over the Christmas holiday in
1891 Prince Albert Victor fell ill with influenza and died, age 28. At the time of his
death the construction of Crickhowell’s Public Hall was not quite completed, and it was
decided to name the building the Clarence Hall as a tribute to the dead prince.
(Princess May of Teck would later marry Eddy’s brother, George, and would be known
as Queen Mary when her husband became King George V. During the 1960s a fanciful
story surfaced, claiming that Prince Albert Victor may have committed the notorious Jack
the Ripper murders. It was alleged he had fathered a child with a Whitechapel woman,
and that he and several others committed the murders in an effort to cover up his
indiscretion. This was subsequently proved to be nonsense.)

Some cinemas in Crickhowell
The Picture House
1940s ?
In operation
This was a privately owned cinema, the property of local resident James Isaac, operating once nightly, with a
matinee on Saturdays. The ticket prices ranged from 4d to 1/4d. Further information is needed.
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CROSS HANDS
PUBLIC HALL
1906
1932
1984
1996

Opened
Major reconstruction and enlargement
Closed and unused
Re-opened after major refurbishment

Built in 1906 this was yet another example of a South Wales community venue inspired and funded by weekly
contributions from the local miners – from the ‘National Coal Field – Miners and Dependants Welfare Fund’
from which many Miners contributed 1p from their weekly wages.
From its earliest days it made itself available for touring theatre shows of all kinds – a typical month in 1914
offered a production of the musical “The Quaker Girl”, followed by a variety bill headed by Leslie Clements,
“comedian and banjoist, in his novel Postman act”, and then by film shows.
In 1932 the Hall was extended on land at the rear of the building and incorporated many additional facilities as
well as a re-design with an art-deco façade. For the next fifty years or so it was the very centre of community
life in the area and thanks to its
top-quality facilities attracted the
widest range of shows, including
touring theatre from the likes of
Sybil Thorndike, classical
concerts from leading UK
orchestras, specialist music
events including jazz from
leading names like Cleo Laine
and Johnny Dankworth, opera
from the Welsh National Opera’s
touring group and comedy from
the likes of Ryan and Ronnie.
But with the demise of the coal
industry and the popularity of
television, it seemed its heyday
was over. A major attempt in
1962 sought to renovate the
rundown public hall into a
theatre and cinema with leisure
facilities, but this failed, and
gradually the place fell into
gentle decay.
In 1984 the Hall and rapidly
decayed even further. A renewed
campaign in 1991 began the
quest to save the building and
this eventually led to a £640,000
grant from the Welsh Office,
Llanelli Borough Council and
Carmarthenshire District
Council for the purposes of
restoring the Hall to its former
glory.
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CRUMLIN
Portable & Fit Up Theatres
Known seasons by various portable and touring companies include:
Allen’s Portable Theatre (1898)
Orton’s People’s Theatre (June to Sept, 1902)
Mrs Breamer’s Alexandra Theatre (August to October, 1908)
Travelling Picture & Variety Palace
In July 1910 an advertisement in The Stage is seeking a pianist and vocalist, “single and steady, also a good
comedian for Travelling Picture and Variety Show. Picture Palace, Crumlin”. This would appear to be a
different set-up to the permanent Picture Palace which opened in 1914. Through the winter and spring of 19131914 the regular weekly adverts for the Pitt’s Palace Company announce that their new Picture Palace in
Crumlin is “under construction”.

PITT’S PICTURE PALACE/ PALACE CINEMA
1914 Opened
?
Closed?
Pitt’s Picture Palace, Crumlin, was yet another addition to the Pitt Circuit, opening Easter Week 1914 with
Amor & Roma, “ a great comedy and harmony” act, and an extensive sketch entitled “All Aboard”. The
pattern was the typical one of three or four short films interspersed with live acts. During its first year the
visiting variety acts included Rogers & Weston , “Yiddish comedians”; Sarah Reed, a Welsh soprano – “her
song ‘Llan –y-cariadi’ is a fine effort and loudly applauded”; Buckingham’s Performing Dog; Alice Vernon,
the Queen of Brass; and Happy Harry Hellis, comedian.
The Palace closed briefly in August so that the stage could be enlarged “its depth now being 16ft 4ins”, and by
the time of reopening, the country was at war. A newspaper review of the first wartime programme reported: “
Gretta Richards (soprano) in patriotic numbers scores well, and Frank French, comedian, with dramatic
monologues touching on the War, is well received.”
Two months later it was announced: “The house is now being run on a twice-nightly principle. At the first
house the fare is of films only, while variety is added to the second. The arrangement so far is proving a
success.”
There are regular advertisements for shows at the Palace until the end of May 1915, after which no further
details have yet been found.

COLISEUM
?
In December 1914 the following review appears in the Provincial section
of The Stage under the heading “Crumlin” : “Coliseum (Props Messrs
Hamilton’s Ltd. Manager: G.P. Barry) A capital entertainment is again
presented at the popular place of amusement. Heading the bill is the Great
Adami, who introduces a clean exhibition of poses, heavy weight
balancing and neck catches with much success. Jack Austin, comedian
and Elsie Morris, comedienne and dancer, are popular. Friske and Friske
submit a smart comic act which is warmly appreciated. Good pictures are
shown.”
It is not known if this cinema is listed under Crumlin by mistake. So far
no further reference has been found to a Coliseum in Crumlin.
The Great Adami
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EMPIRE MUSIC HALL/ EMPIRE CINEMA
1914?
1915
1939
1954
1964
1960s?
1998c

Built
Opened
Some renovation under new management
Upgraded for CinemaScope
Used partly for bingo, partly cinema
Closed and left unused
Demolished

In May 1915 May a newspaper article states: “After standing idle for many months following its erection, this
house has now opened with variety and picture fare under capable management of Mr Westley. Good business
is being done and there appear to be excellent prospects ahead. The Five Symphony Girls in a vocal and
instrumental act were given a hearty reception. George Kendal, comedian, also won much success, his song
“School Howlers” fairly brings the house down.”
Originally built as a theatre, it had a stage area 21ft wide by 18ft deep, with two dressing rooms at the rear. It
held around 500 people, seating 300 in the stalls and 200 in a small balcony. It began life as a cine-variety but
rather quickly began to concentrate mainly on film shows, though it would occasionally introduce live acts: as
late as 1927 it staged a pantomime “Humpty Dumpty”, and in 1928 was used for a month long repertory season
of plays.
In spite of its limited size and the number of nearby rivals, in 1954 the owner invested in CinemaScope and
proudly announced it had procured the two blockbuster films in the new screen process – “There’s No Business
Like Show Business” and “The Robe”. By the end of the 1950s the Empire had become very run down and was
known locally as “Dirty Dick’s” and referred to as a fleapit. Business dwindled to the point where the cinema
introduced bingo for one night each week and in 1964 this became bingo three nights a week. Within a few
years the place closed completely.
The unused building remained standing for another two decades and gradually fell into dereliction. It was
demolished as part of a road widening scheme in the late 1990s

REGAL THEATRE
1933 In operation
For one year from March 1933 to February 1934 there are regular advertisements for performances at the Regal
Theatre, Crumlin, Mon. In March Russell & Zillah, a yodelling and clog-dancing act, are appearing between
films. There also seems to be several weeks when the performances are entirely live: a revue called “Have
You Got It?” and a touring production of the “Gypsy Time Concert Party”. In February 1934 the Regal staged
a week of repertory plays, and in the same month the manager, Mr Riseley, was advertising for variety acts to
fit between films. Further details are needed.

Miscellaneous:
There was great local excitement in June 1899: “The
wolf which escaped with four others from Sanger’s
circus and menagerie at Abertillery on Friday morning
was shot on Sunday afternoon near Crumlin”.
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CRYNANT
MEMORIAL HALL
?

Opened

The Memorial Hall served as the village cinema, concert and dance hall, and had a seating capacity of 700.
During World War II it was famous for the pantomimes which it produced every year, and which toured the
surrounding villages. Attached to the hall was the reading room and billiard hall.
Further information is needed.
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CWM, Blaenau Gwent
There seems to be some confusion over the names and number of cine-varieties in Cwm. There are three
named venues listed in the period between 1911 and 1914 – and it seems unlikely that a community of this size
would be able to support three such venues.

DOONER’S ELECTRIC PICTURE PALACE
1910
1912
1915
?

Opened as part of the Dooner Circuit
Partially closed
Under new management.
Closed? Demolished?

By 1910 Richard Dooner’s had added Cwm to his circuit of “Electric Theatres”, (a circuit which now included
Ebbw Vale, Rhymney, Aberavon and Cwm, where the resident manager was Gus Harrington.) Each of his
venues offered live entertainment in between film shows. Over the next few years he added even more cinevarieties to his circuit and he became a major player in the early cine-variety scene.
In June 1912 an announcement in The Stage asked for all artists holding contracts for the Palace Cwm to
contact Mr Dooner at his headquarters in Maesteg. It seems there was some problem, and the Palace Cwm was
about to close. No reason was given, and it seems the venue closed for a while, re-opened, and then closed
again shortly afterwards. By the middle of 1913 it is no longer listed as one of the Dooner circuit, although it
seems it may have continued showing only films with no live variety.
By the spring of 1915 the Palace is under new management, and has been leased to Mr J.W. Mear. At this
point it has returned to presenting variety acts alongside the films. On one week in May a group called the
British Miners perform: “Their vocal scena in the character of miners wins repeated applause. Another fine
item is that styled ‘Recruits of the Nations’. Their tableau of the various nations concerned in the War is a
magnificent finale and is well received”.
Further information is needed.

MINERS’ INSTITUTE
1914 Opened
1932 Some rebuilding?
At the end of 1914 it was
announced that the cinema inside
the Miners’ Institute had been
leased to Messrs Osborne and
Newman, and was now being run
by the National Variety Agency,
Llanhilleth.
It had opened on
Monday 14th December with a full
programme of variety and films.
The opening week’s attractions
included Walmer & Worsey in a
musical melange; Little Bobby, a
boy vocalist; Dagmar, a man of
mystery; and the Military Js, whose
patriotic songs and military sword
drills were “well received.”
It seems a “new” Institute and
Welfare Hall opened in 1932,
called the Cwm and Llantwit Workmen’s Hall and Insitute. Was this the same hall rebuilt? Further information
is needed.
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COLISEUM
1914
1922
1955
1967

Already open
Rebuilt and much enlarged
Closed
Demolished

A notice in The Stage for 1914 reads: “CWM: Coliseum (Prop: Mr J. Snelling; Manager G.P. Barry) –
Hamilton Ltd have severed their connection with this house. For the next few weeks it had been decided to run
pictures only, the chief films this week being “Lucille Love” and “In the Days of Trafalgar”.
It appears the building was taken over by the Ebbw Vale Theatre Company in 1922, and was advertised as an
800 seat auditorium with stalls and a balcony and equipped with a large stage. It is not known if this was
adapted from the original venue, or
whether it was a major rebuild. At
some point in its life it suffered
serious fire damage which meant that
the balcony was closed to the public
and remained closed for the rest of
the cinema’s existence. By the start
of the 50s it had become something
of a fleapit, and was said to have a
problem with rats! It closed in 1955,
remained unused and gradually fell
into dereliction. It was demolished
toward the end of the 1960s, and the
site remained undeveloped for very
many years, finally being used for a
new health centre and housing
around the turn of the century.
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CWMAMAN
PUBLIC HALL & INSTITUTE
1868 Opened as a reading room
1892 New purpose-built Public Hall & Institution
1969 Known as the Welfare Hall
1990s?
Closed
2001 Replacement building officially opened
The Institute began life in 1868 as a reading room, in a rent-free house donated by the Cwmaman Coal
Company. Shortly afterwards a library was added, providing a place for self-improvement in the community.
In 1884, a committee at the Cwmaman Colliery started a scheme whereby a half penny in each pound was
deducted weekly from the wages of workmen at the colliery and the movement to establish a purpose-built
Public Hall & Institute was born. In March 1892 Lord Aberdare opened the new building, which contained a
public hall seating 700, reading rooms, a billiards room and a caretaker's cottage.
The Hall was used for early bioscope displays, but entertainment was chiefly provided by live shows: pre-War
variety included acts like Kent & Earle (Bob and Doris) in their show “What a Little Bird Told Me” ; patriotic
plays and revues through the war years; by the 1930s the hall was being used for the occasional repertory
season of plays and for variety bills like the 1932 week when Les Granados appeared, with their trick cycling,
rope-spinning, whip-manipulating and tango-dancing act.
In 1946 the Hall advertised:
Public Hall, Cwmaman. The above well-equipped hall, seating 700 circle and stalls is available
for small but good variety shows, revues, concert parties, small circus, bands, etc. Apply Mr
Donnelly, Booking Manager.
During the 20th century, the fate of the
Institute was inextricably linked to the
demise of coal mining in the Cynon Valley.
With the closure of local collieries from the
early 1960s onwards, the Institute found it
harder to raise local funding and
commitment. The fabric of the building
began to deteriorate during the 1960s and
1970s, and it was clear that the building
itself was no longer suitable for the needs of
the present-day community.
In 2001 the old hall was stripped almost to
the shell and rebuilt internally with a new,
steeper, larger balcony. Effectively it was a
new building constructed on the site of the
original Miners' Institute, thanks to the
investment of £3.8 million from various
capital redevelopment grants. The official opening by the Prince of Wales took place on July 23rd 2001. It
contains facilities for conferences, weddings, the arts, and live entertainment and offers function rooms, a
cinema, cultural workspaces, bars and a fitness suite with trained staff.

Palace Cinema
?
Opened
?
Closed
Located in Aman Court, this was a 460 seat cinema owned by Captain W.E. Willis and run as part of the Willis
Cinema chain. It had a proscenium width of 22ft.
Further details are needed.
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CWMBRAN
Portable & Fit-Up Theatres
Haggar’s Castle Theatre
Will Haggar’s company regularly played Cwmbran, with the 1897 and 1898 seasons being especially successful.
Harry Cowell’s Empire & Phoenix Theatres
Harry Cowell was another regular Portable Theatre manager who visited the town. In 1906 he was there with his
“Empire”, and he returned in 1908 with his “Phoenix”. It is not known if these were two completely separate
portable buildings, or whether his “Phoenix” was the former building renovated and remodelled

CONGRESS THEATRE
1972 Opened
The theatre is situated in the centre of the
town and its main auditorium seats 322 with 6
disabled spaces. The stalls are steeply raked.
There is no balcony. Within the first few years
the theatre discovered a problem with noise
coming from the adjacent “Sign of the Steer”
public house, which, early on, had served as
the theatre’s unofficial bar. Whenever the pub
staged any live entertainment the noise would
bleed through the walls, and even very quiet
moments of plays in the theatre could be
affected by clinking glasses and conversations
from next door. Council officials spent a lot
of effort in achieving eventual sound-proofing
between the two buildings.
In 1992 the theatre’s future was threatened
when the Council had to stop its funding to
avoid being rate-capped by central Government. Performers like Stan Stennett and Anthony Hopkins joined the
Congress Countdown Campaign to try and save the theatre. At the last minute the Campaign was granted
temporary management to allow them to create a non-profit-making educational charity to keep the theatre open.
Following their success, the Congress is now able to provide a mixed programme of touring and community shows
throughout the year.

Some cinemas in Cwmbran
Olympia Cinema
1914 Converted as a cinema in an existing building.
1930 Renovated and upgraded for sound
1969 Closed and sold to new management
1970 Renovated and reopened
1982 Closed and left unused
?
Incorporated as an extension to the adjacent pub.
The Olympia was an independent cinema in Victoria Street,
Old Cwmbran, located next door to the Rose & Crown pub. It
was definitely open by 1914 when a musician seeking future
employment advertises that he is “currently violinist for the
film shows at the Olympia, Cwmbran”. It may have been
opened a little earlier than that. It is believed the cinema was
created inside an existing building, probably dating from the
1890s, although it is not known what the building had been
used for prior to its conversion.
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It was never an elegant place, although it underwent some renovation and upgrading in 1930 in order to install
sound equipment. By the 1950s it had the reputation of being something of a flea-pit.
It closed in 1969, only to be taken over by local business man Bernard Snowball, who spent some money
renovating it, and re-opened it as a going concern. together with cosmetic repairs to the building. He seemed
to ride out competition from the newly opened Studio Cinemas in the new shopping centre, and by the end of
the 1970s he had bought out his rivals and for a while had a
monopoly on the Cwmbran cinema scene. By the early eighties
Bernard withdrew from operating the Olympia and the cinema
remained empty and unused for a number of years. It was
eventually bought by the owners of the adjacent pub and the
exterior was decorated in the same colour and style of the pub
itself. It was intended to serve as an extension and additional
function room.

White Rose Cinema
?
Opened
?
Closed
The White Rose was a very early cinema located in the
Pontnewydd area of Cwmbran. It had a short existence and then
was partially demolished. The foyer of the cinema was converted into a carpet shop (and is now an angling
shop) whilst the auditorium built at the back, leading down the rear lane off Russell Street, has disappeared.
Stories relate how it was possible for one boy to buy a ticket for the Saturday matinees, then once inside, open
the emergency exit into the street so his mates could creep in.

Studio 1,2,3 Cinema
1972 Opened
2013 Closed
This was a purpose-built three screen cinema and entertainment
complex with an attached bingo hall and was located in the new
shopping centre. There were three small studio cinemas, seating
100, 80 and 130 respectively. The original owners were the
Leeds-based Star Group, but the set-up changed hands several
times in the first four years, and in 1976 were acquired by Bernard
Snowball, who already owned the town’s Olympia Cinema. The bingo club closed in the mid 1980s, at the
time when
Opening on the 5th November 1972 with, Screen 1, What’s up Doc, Screen 2, a double bill of Straw Dogs and
Soldier Blue, while Screen 3 ran, Don’t get your knickers in a twist, a German sex drama.
Studio 1 seated 100, 2 seated 80 and 3 seated 130. The venue screened first run features and kept pricing to a
minimum level to attract cinemagoers. The cinema remained largely unaltered since opening in 1972 although
it changed hands several times. In 1976 the Star group leased the cinemas to a local operator, in December of
that year. The new operator, Bernard Snowball, already ran the Studio cinema in old Cwmbran. Following the
withdrawal by Star Group, the three screen studio remained independent for most of its working life. The bingo
club closed during the mid-1980s when Mr Snowball retired from
both his ventures, and after another few changes of management,
the Studios closed on January 12th 2013, giving up its five year
struggle to compete with the splendid eight-screen Vue multiplex.

Vue Multiplex
2008 Opened
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CWMFELINFACH, Caerphilly
NINE MILE POINT WORKMEN’S HALL
1913 Opened
1990s Closed & demolished
Opened in 1913, the Nine Mile Point Workmen's Hall in Cwmfelinfach contained a library and reading room,
billiards room, a gymnasium, swimming baths, and a public hall. The hall was located on the top floor and was
equipped with a small stage, and from its earliest days it was used as a cine-variety. It was hoped that income
from the cinematograph would bring in enough revenue to cover the running costs of the entire operation. It
had a seating capacity between 900 and 1000.
In the first three months of the Great War the Hall presented such acts as Gertie Gascoyne and her Dapper
Dandy Maids; Amor and Roma in their sailor act; the Atlas Vulcana Troupe of Athletes and Edgar Wallace,
impressionist, in his excellent
range of Dickens characters.
All these acts were
interspersed with the showing
of films, and the Hall
remained in use, chiefly as a
cinema for the next half
century or son. Although the
building remained until the
1990s, it had undergone some
changes of use, and in its
latter years was used as a
leisure centre and snooker
hall and also had a
hairdressing salon inside.
It closed and was demolished
around the end of the 1990s.
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CWMLLYNFELL
PALACE ELECTRIC THEATRE
1913 Open
?
Closed?
The Cwmllynfell Palace was in operation by 1913, offering live shows in between the films. In January that
year Rolyat & Sumner “the somewhat different comedy couple” played the Palace and as a result of their
appearance they advertised with the ditty:
“A Manager had a Picture Hall,
The thing it didn’t pay;
But he booked Rolyat and Sumner,
And all gloom passed away.”
Over the next three years the cinema offered such attractions as Leno & Leon, “comedians and eccentric
dancers”; Hassan,”magic and comedy”; and the Musical Maples. In 1915 the manager, Mr Fisher, advertised
for “a good pianist to accompany the pictures”.
From 1916 onwards no further details have been found. Further information is needed.

MINERS’ WELFARE HALL/ MILLENNIUM HALL
1934 Opened
2001 Demolished
2002 Replaced with new building
The original Cwmllynfell Miners Welfare Hall opened on September 4th 1934 and was a large four storey
building, with an auditorium and balcony capable of seating 600 people, a minor hall, four committee rooms,
snooker room, a kitchen and three smaller rooms. It was built by the miners levy and supported by a series of
volunteer management committees, and hosted all kinds of events and entertainments throughout its nearly
seventy years. Cinema projection equipment and a screen were installed in November 1935 and the first film to
be screened was “Jenny Lind” on 7th November 1935. Live shows were also staged. It lasted as a full-time
cinema until 1967, when part time bingo was introduced, and dances were held on Wednesday evenings. This
mixed use policy lasted until 1970, after which it seems that cinema use ceased, and the hall itself was rarely
used.
By the end of the century the building was in need of major renovation and replacement of its electrical,
heating and plumbing installations,
and some serious re-construction to
meet modern fire regulations. A
public meeting in 1997 decided the
old building should be replaced with
a modern community facility, and a
fund-raising process began.
This
proved to be highly successful, and
thanks to enthusiastic support well
over £600,000 was raised.
The replacement building opened in
2001 as a charitable trust governed by
the Neath & Port Talbot County
Borough Council, with a volunteer
management committee running the
premises.

