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KARSINO
1913
1928
1972

Opened
Closed
Demolished

In 1912 , Fred Karno , the wealthy music
hall impresario, (and one time employer of
the young Charlie Chaplin) bought Tagg’s
Island on the Thames near Hampton. The
island contained a once popular and
luxurious hotel, which had seen better
days. Karno engaged the well-known
theatre architect, Frank Matcham, to
design and build the Karsino— the most
luxurious hotel of the day. The hotel
opened in May 1913 and was an instant
success.

The Karsino in 1913

In 1914, Karno decided to expand the facilities and added a Palm Court Concert pavilion with a capacity of 600.
The stage was reversible so that the audience could sit in the pavilion if the weather was poor or on the lawns if
fine. Amongst the artists booked were military bands, The Palladium Orchestra, Florence Smithson, Jimmy
Glover's Band, Elsie Southgate and Jack Hylton and his Orchestra. When war broke out in 1914, The Karsino
continued to operate providing a popular base for returning officers and their families. However, Karno was losing
money steadily and post-war, few had the money to spare for such lavish entertainment. Three summers of bad
weather proved the final straw for a venue so dependent on the river and the grounds for its appeal, and in 1925
Fred Karno was forced into bankruptcy. He died in 1941.
After Karno's bankruptcy, The Karsino changed hands several times. No-one managed to make the hotel and island
a profitable enterprise and indeed, several more of the owners went bankrupt. In 1972 the hotel and its Pavilion
were finally demolished and a series of fires destroyed the other buildings on the site.

KENNETH MORE THEATRE, Ilford
1974 Opened
Opened on 31 December 1974 with 365 seats in the main auditorium and a Studio Theatre seating 50. Its policy
was to foster and develop local amateur and professional talent. This deliberate searching out of young talent has
led to the theatre being described as “the nursery of the stars” since many of the younger performers from TV’s
soap operas and the West End musicals began their careers at the Kenneth More. At one point around the start of
the new century there were no fewer than six leading artists in West End productions all of whom had begun their
careers at the Kenneth More Theatre.
The annual pantomimes have become amongst the longest running in the country, and this theatre is recognised as
holding the torch for the old pantomime traditions. The theatre has also worked hard in developing the career of
young opera singers and earned a reputation for its work in the opera and musical theatre field.
In 2006 the local Council announced
plans to replace the theatre with a new
arts complex to be built on an adjacent
site but this scheme was abandoned as a
result of the economic recession of 20089. A new scheme is being drawn up to
enlarge the existing building and provide
a 150 seat Studio and a range of
additional facilities. In 2010 the theatre
manager, Vivyan Ellacott, announced his
retirement after 37 years - two years
designing and 35 years in control of the
building - making him one of the
longest serving theatre managers of
recent times.

K2

1898
1921
1928
1934
1943
1949

Opened as the Princess of Wales’
Theatre
Renamed the Kennington Theatre
Used exclusively as a cinema
Closed pending rebuilding.
The unused building suffered
bomb damage
Finally demolished

Designed by W.G.R. Sprague, the
foundation stone was laid on 30th July
A tram passing in front of the Kennington Theatre
1898 by Sir Henry Irving. (It was said to
have been built by proprietor Robert Arthur as a wedding present for his new wife.)
It opened on 26th
December 1898 with the pantomime “Cinderella”, with a young Lily Morris in the title role. The seating
capacity was 1,347 and the stage area was exceptionally large: 80 feet wide and 50 feet deep. The theatre had
an enormous and very elaborate entrance foyer.
The policy was a weekly change of programme with West End successes, touring shows and opera companies.
Names like Sir John Martin-Harvey, Gerald du Maurier. Fred Terry and even Dan Leno appeared at the
Princess of Wales’ Theatre
The 1920/21 pantomime was “Dick Whittington”, featuring a ten year old child, Alicia Marks, billed as “the
infant Pavlova”. This child later became the famed ballerina Dame Alicia Markova. In February 1921, after the
run of this pantomime, the theatre was converted into a cine-variety with 1,327 seats. It was re-named the
Kennington Theatre. A peculiarity of these film shows is that they were back-projected onto an 18’ x 14’
screen framed within a pagoda. The screen and pagoda were flown out and a backcloth flown in to hide the
projector so that the “live” theatre part of the evening could proceed.
From 1928 onwards it was used exclusively for films. The cinema closed in 1934 and plans were announced to
build a new Odeon cinema on the site. However nothing happened and the theatre was left unused. The
building suffered bomb damage and in April 1943 some demolition started. and the site was left derelict. In
1949 it was subject to a compulsory purchase order from the local council. The remains of the theatre were
demolished and a block of flats was built on the site.

KILBURN EMPIRE, Kilburn High Road
1906
1928
1949
1970
1974
1981
1994

Opened for dual use: variety /circus
Used Sundays for films, weekdays for variety.
Used exclusively as an Essoldo cinema
“Modernised”
Re-opened as the Broadway Theatre.
Closed.
Demolished

The “New Kilburn Empire” was designed as a variety theatre and circus by a Mr.
Hingston (who also designed the Hippodrome Theatre, Putney). It opened in
1906 but because of flaws in the design the authorities refused to give it a full
licence. The owners called in W.G.R. Sprague to re-design the building and sort
out the problems. It re-opened in 1908 as the Kilburn Empire Music Hall and
Theatre of Varieties.
It was a three-tier theatre, with animal traps and elephant pits located under the
stage for those occasions when the theatre would be used as a circus. Films were
also part of the Variety bill during the early days and for a short while the theatre
was known as the Kilburn Vaudeville Theatre.

The Streatham Society

KENNINGTON THEATRE
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British Music Hall Society

From 6th November 1927 regular film performances were
held on Sundays only, with Mondays to Saturdays being used
for live variety theatre. This policy lasted until 6th June 1949
when live stage shows ceased and it became a full time
cinema re-named the Essoldo. The stage was used on
Sundays for several years when the BBC hired the theatre to
broadcast their popular radio variety show 'Variety Bandbox'
live from the venue.

Kilburn Empire, 1906

In 1970 the Essoldo Cinema was closed for “modernisation”.
This was nothing less than butchery. Hideous metal cladding
covered the original external façade; false ceilings hid the
original plasterwork; a sloping floor joined the front of the
circle to the front of the stage. The original stalls seating area
was unused and became a storage space. The original
elephant-pits remained underneath the stage, probably the
very last of their kind. After this architectural vandalism, no
trace remained of Sprague’s Edwardian original. It re-opened
on 3rd December 1970 with Alan Arkin in the film "Catch
22". On 1st April 1972 it became the Classic Cinema but this
closed on 1st December 1973.

In 1974 it opened again as a live theatre, now known as the
Broadway Theatre. The dressing rooms, unused for over 20
years, were renovated and the stage brought back into use with
productions of "Cycle Sluts", (a male drag-group from Los
Angeles), and the British 'sex' comedy hit "Pyjama Tops".
Kilburn Empire, shortly after closure, 1987
After a couple more productions the Broadway closed, having
failed to attract any significant theatre audience. It opened
once more as a cinema but this was short-lived and it finally closed on 12th April 1981 with the film "Amin: The
Rise and Fall". It lay unused until 1984 when a religious group took over for a while. Its final use was when it
opened up as a Quazar Lazar game centre with a paint ball war zone. After several more years of dereliction it was
demolished in May 1994.

1888
Opened as the Kilburn Town Hall Theatre
1890
Re-named the Kilburn Theatre Royal
1899
Reconstructed
1909
Converted into a cine-variety, the Kilburn Picture Palace
1940 Closed. Later demolished
Stage performances had been given in the Kilburn Town Hall, with
occasional licenses issued prior to 1878. The old Town Hall was
demolished in 1886 and a new theatre, seating 514, was built on
the site in 1888 and known as the Kilburn Town Hall Theatre
(though it was not a civic building). It changed its name to the
The site of the Kilburn Palace
Kilburn Theatre Royal shortly afterwards. In 1899 it was
reconstructed and a safety curtain was installed. However, after 1906 it failed to compete with the newly opened
Kilburn Empire and was converted for cine-variety use, initially named the Cinematograph Theatre and later the
Kilburn Picture Palace and Theatre of Varieties, showing films supported by live variety acts. Further alterations
between 1910 and 1916 increased the seating capacity to 1775.
The cinema converted to talkies in the 1930s after which most live theatre use ceased. The cinema closed in 1940,
becoming derelict by the end of the war. After an unsuccessful attempt was made to reopen it as a cinema, the
building was reconstructed as a function hall and from 1953 it became Shannon’s Night Club. It was later
demolished and is now a commercial building.

www.arthurlloyd.co.uk

KILBURN PALACE, Belsize Road
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KINGSTON EMPIRE
1910 Opened
1930 Major renovation
1955 Closed. Interior gutted. Used as a supermarket. Later a pub.
Building began in 1907, but there seems to have been a problem with finances, and
the project was abandoned. In 1910 another attempt was made, and this time it was
successful. Designed by Bertie Crewe this was a 2,000 seat elegant building. The
external turret was illuminated at night and was a local landmark. In 1930 it came
under new ownership and was completely refurbished. The dome on the turret was
now illuminated with neon (only the London Coliseum could boast this novelty).
The Kingston Empire remained a twice-nightly variety house through the war and
right up to the 1950s. Along with many others, it failed to survive the arrival of
television. It closed in 1955 and was put up for auction. It failed to meet its reserve
price. Eventually it was sold to an investment company.
In 1956 the interior was gutted and the space occupied by a supermarket. Much of the shell of the building remains
(even the word “Empire” on the wall). The Circle and Upper Circle are used for offices and it is still possible to
recognise the building as once having been a theatre. By 2008, after several retail uses, the major portion of the
building is a Wedderspoon pub, the King’s Tun. Externally it remains very recognisable as a theatre, but only
small piece of evidence of its former life remain internally, hidden behind false ceilings.

KINGSTON ROSE
2004 Performances given “in the Raw”
2007 Opened.
The idea behind the Kingston Rose was to re-create the ground plan and acting area of one of the earliest
known English theatres, but to incorporate it into an elegant, modern building, with the foyers, bars and other
spaces associated with today’s theatregoing. It is a 1000 seat theatre built at the astonishingly low cost of £11
million, funded entirely by local money. Originally
it was intended that much of the funding would
come from planning gains and educational
resources, with the University of Kingston offering
a two year post-graduate course in classical theatre
based around the new venue.
The Rose intended to run professional seasons
from September to June, with an annual summer
season of visiting international theatre under its
director, Sir Peter Hall.

Photographs by Chris Pearsall

The theatre opened “in the raw” in November 2004
with a three week season of “As You Like It”
staged in the shell of the building. Further building
work then continued with completion achieved
early in 2007.
However, financial problems and the withdrawal of
a principal sponsor in the summer of 2006
threatened the undertaking. The missing finance
was provided mainly by the local authority and the
theatre opened in considerable debt and amidst
some controversy in 2007.
The exterior and a view of the stage area
prior to completion - 2006
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KING’S COLLEGE THEATRE, Strand
An excellent, well-equipped University theatre. Doubling as a daytime lecture room, it is used for student
productions. In earlier years it was sometimes rented to outside companies, but its situation on the 2nd and 3rd
basement floors of the College means it is unable to obtain a public performance licence. Most student theatre
productions nowadays use the Greenwood Theatre (q.v.) on the Guy’s campus.

KING’S CROSS THEATRE, Birkenhead Street
1830
1832
1838
1840
1862
1879

Opened as part of the Panharmonium project
Renamed the Royal Clarence Theatre
Renamed the New Lyceum Renamed the Regent Theatre (1850 –Argyll Theatre; 1854 - Cabinet Theatre)
Renamed the Century Theatre (1876 - the Royal King’s Cross Theatre)
Closed. Only the façade remains

This was a very small venue near the Great Northern terminus, inevitably nicknamed the “Pandemonium”. For as
long as King William was on the throne it was named the Royal Clarence, and then underwent a regular series of
name-changes. In its early days Edmund Kean played there in “Richard III”. This theatre had a policy of allowing
ambitious amateurs or budding young professionals the chance to “buy” an engagement: to play Hamlet cost a
sovereign, Horatio was 5/- and Rosencrantz cost 2/6d. Ladies were allowed to perform roles for no charge.
It is an indication of 19th Century inflation that by the time Charles Dickens wrote about the Century Theatre (as
it was now called) in the 1860s, the scale of charges was Richard III £2, Richmond £1, Buckingham 15/- and the
Lord Mayor of London 2/6d.Blanchard wrote how , standing under the portico for shelter from the rain, he was
accosted by the money taker who said to him “Come in, sir: just a goin’ to begin”. He paid a shilling and entered,
to find an audience of not more than thirty persons, mostly in shirt-sleeves. The overture was “Home Sweet
Home” played by an orchestra of one solitary fiddler, who was hooted away for playing out of tune. The piece
was “Clari” a well known music drama of the day, but the strength of the company consisted of but three men
and two women, who doubled all the characters, going off as one and returning as another, with but a slight
alteration of costume, which was not yet exactly costume, as it was merely the everyday dress of the actor, with
perhaps the coat sleeves turned inside out or a collar removed or added. He did not wait to see the end of the
piece.
In 1879 it finally closed.

KING’S HEAD, Islington
1970 Opened as a room in a pub

In 1970 it was opened by artistic director, Dan
Crawford, as the first dinner theatre in the UK. He
started with old seats from the Scala, old curtains
from the Theatre Royal, Haymarket and obsolete lamps from the Lyric,
Shaftesbury Avenue, and opened with “The Empire Builders”. It flopped. The second production—John Fowles’
“The Collector” - was a hit and began a series of new and rediscovered musicals and plays which has been a
feature of the King’s Head ever since. Over thirty of its shows have transferred to the West End or for UK tours.
In the late 90s it underwent some alteration.

King’s Head

There has been a King’s Head pub on or around the
same site since 1543. The present venue was built in
1863 and what is now the theatre has been, at various
times, a boxing ring, a billiard room and a
gymnasium.
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KING’S ROAD THEATRE, Chelsea
1910
1911
1943
1949
1972
1973
1979
1980

Opened as a cine-variety and named the Palasseum.
Renamed the King’s Road Theatre, almost exclusively used for films.
Renamed the Ritz Cinema
Remodelled and modernised as the Essoldo Cinema
Renamed the Curzon Cinema
Reopened as the King’s Road Theatre with “Rocky Horror Show”
“Rocky Horror” ended its run. Building closed.
Auditorium converted into a 4-screen cinema

“The Rocky Horror Show” began life in the Theatre Upstairs at the Royal Court
Theatre. It was a satire on “B” movies of the 1950s and found the perfect ambience in a
“B” rated and somewhat seedy looking cinema in the King’s Road, Chelsea. The
Curzon Cinema was renamed the King’s Road Theatre for the run of this show—which
surprisingly lasted six years. After the “Rocky” run, the King’s Road Theatre reverted
to a cinema.
(In 1979 “Rocky” transferred from the King’s Road to the Comedy Theatre. By 1981 it
seemed to have reached the end of its life. It played a few repertory theatres and some short tours. Then the
Kenneth More Theatre’s production of 1983—in association with the Theatre Royal, Hanley—revived the
show for a national and international tour which ran another seven record-breaking years. In 1990 the author,
Richard O’Brien recovered the rights and started touring his own production—including several West End
revivals. It was still touring in 2008.

KING’S THEATRE, HAMMERSMITH
Opened
Closed
Demolished
Hammersmith Public Libraries

1902
1955
1963

Designed by W.G.R. Sprague for the
impresario
J.B. Mulholland, this venue
remained under the control of the same family
for almost fifty years. It opened on 26th
December 1902 with a pantomime, and
thereafter was renowned for its traditional
pantomimes.
King’s Theatre, Hammersmith, 1902

It was also a touring venue for the very best of
the West End and national tours and claimed that every star name in British Theatre had, at some time or
another, performed at the King’s, Hammersmith.
Alec Guinness made his stage debut at the King’s Hammersmith in 1933; Harold Pinter made his debut with
the Donald Wolfit company in 1954. The 1953-54 season from the Donald Wolfit Company is legendary for its
scope and excitement.
The theatre was chiefly used for touring productions and eventually adopted a
repertory policy. However, by 1955 it was suffering heavily from the nation-wide
collapse in theatre audiences due to the introduction of television. Like many other
theatres in the outer-London area it was taken over for use as a television studio.
The American comedian Jack Benny’s British TV debut was recorded at the King’s.
Hammersmith. The show featured Teddy Johnson and Richard Greene. With the
development of colour television these smaller TV studios were no longer viable.
Television use ceased in the early 60s and the theatre was put up for sale.
It was demolished in 1963.
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KINGSWAY THEATRE, Great Queen Street
1882
1883
1884
1888
1889
1890

Opened as the Novelty Theatre
Renamed Folies Dramatique Theatre
Reverted to old name, Novelty Theatre
Renamed Jodrell Theatre
Reverted to Novelty Theatre
Briefly called New Queen’s Theatre, then back to
Novelty
1894
Used as a twice-nightly music hall- the Eden Palace
1894-98 Varied between a music hall and the Novelty Theatre
1898
Closed
1900
Remodelled as Great Queen Street Theatre
1907
Renovated and opened as the Kingsway Theatre
1941
Damaged by Blitz, and closed
1959
Demolished
The Novelty Theatre opened with the comic opera “Melita”
on 9th December 1882 and closed within a month. The
manager, Somers Bellamy, went bankrupt on his first show.
In March 1883 it opened under new management as the Folies Dramatique Theatre with “Les Cloches de
Cornville” . The critics said it was “the most unmusical opera ever to offend the sensitive ears of an astonished
audience”. The theatre closed again.
In January 1884 Nellie Harris , comedy-actress and sister of Augustus Harris, took over and reverted to the name
“Novelty”. She had limited success, and by May 1886 the theatre was rented to amateurs. In October 1888 a
wealthy amateur actress, Mrs Churchill Jodrell, took control and named the theatre after herself. She hired the
Russian National Opera as her opening attraction, and followed this with a series of comedies. She quickly gave
up. After five dark months new lessees took over (and again reverted to the name “Novelty”). On 7th June 1889
they presented the first ever production in England of an Ibsen play - “A Doll’s House”. The critics hated it.
In the middle of 1890 during the run of a revival of “The Corsican Brothers” the theatre used the name “New
Queen’s Theatre”, then quickly reverted to its original name. What followed was a series of flops. It was closed
for months on end, would open for a pantomime, then close, then a few weeks with a play, then close and so on.
By 1896 it was let to touring companies. For a while it staged Jewish plays in Yiddish but throughout 1898 and
1899 it was closed.
In 1900 W.S. Penley took over and renamed it the Great Queen Street Theatre. This was probably more a building
speculation than a theatrical venture. It looked as if plans for the new Aldwych would involve the compulsory
purchase of this site, and he hoped to make a good profit with his purchase. However, the new development
missed his building by just 30 yards. He tried renting the theatre to visiting companies—but it remained empty for
long stretches of time.
In 1907 Lena Ashwell took a long lease and spent a great deal on re-modelling the theatre. So extensive were the
alterations that it was claimed to be a new building. Now named the Kingsway Theatre, its luck changed
overnight. Play after play was acclaimed. Her repertoire consisted of hard-hitting dramas with an excellent cast.
When she withdrew in 1916 the lease was taken over by F.R. Littler (father of Prince
and Emile). The exciting work continued. In addition to the standard fare, featuring
performers like Noel Coward, Hermione Baddeley and Ivor Novello, there were special
matinee and Sunday evening private presentations of challenging new work.
By 1925 the theatre was acknowledged as one of the leading centres of English drama.
Subsequent highlights included Shaw’s “Caesar and Cleopatra” starring Cedric
Hardwicke and Gwen Ffrangcon-Davis, a controversial modern-dress “Hamlet”.
Angela Baddeley as the young Victoria in “Marigold” and Peggy Ashcroft in
“Fraulein Elsa”. During the Second World War Donald Wolfit gave his repertoire of
Shakespeare, but in April 1941 the Theatre was badly damaged by bombs. The very
last show had been “While Parents Sleep”.
There were rumours of rebuilding, but the site lay derelict until 1959 when it was
cleared for the inevitable block of offices.

