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NATIONAL OPERA HOUSE,
Westminster
1876 Building commenced.
1877 Project abandoned
1878 Demolished
The National Opera House should
not really appear in this
Encyclopaedia. It never existed as
a theatre. However, it did exist as
a partially built but enormous folly.
It was conceived by the colourful
i mp r e s a r i o C o l o n e l J a me s
Mapleson.
In 1875 he bought a site on the
Thames Embankment, near to the
House of Commons. He engaged
the architect Francis Fowler to
design a magnificent Opera House, bigger than Covent Garden and more splendid than La Scala.
A contemporary artist’s impression of the proposed
National Opera House

The Opera House was to have entrances from the river, and its own train station on the new District Railway.
It would contain changing-rooms downstairs next to the station where opera-goers from the suburbs would be
able to change into evening-dress after their journey. Mapleson does not appear to have considered the effect
of the vibrations of the trains passing underneath on the building on the performances. There was also to be a
private route— a tunnel under the road linking the Houses of Parliament to the National Opera House—
giving MPs direct access to the theatre.
Building commenced in 1876 and was well advanced by the following year. The Thames-soaked land caused
so many problems, however, that they eventually cost an unscheduled £33,000 in additional drainage. Similar
unforeseen problems continued to be encountered and building work stopped due to lack of funds. It had
reached a point where the roof was about to be added when Colonel Mapleson was declared bankrupt. The
building had already cost the staggering sum of £103,000. No one was prepared to take over the project and
the National Opera House, partially built, remained incomplete and unused.. Mapleson’s ambitious scheme
came to nothing.
The following year it was demolished with the materials sold to various builders’ merchants. The land was
later occupied by New Scotland Yard. The railway station became that now known as "Westminster"

NEW CITY SUBSCRIPTION THEATRE, Shoreditch
1829
1836

Opened
Closed

The New City Theatre opened in Milton Street (later Grub Street) in 1829. To get round the Patent Theatres
rules, tickets were not sold at a box office in the theatre but at a clothes shop opposite. There was an elaborate
pretence that buying an item of clothing entitled the purchaser to a series of free performances. This
“subscription” theatre survived some seven years during which it put on many melodramas and pantomimes.
Edmund Kean performed there with great success as did the actress Miss Smithson (who later married the
composer, Berlioz).
In 1836 the theatre closed—partly because of competition from the nearby Standard and partly because of
management squabbles.
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NEW CROSS EMPIRE
Opened
Renamed the Deptford Empire
Closed
Demolished

A Frank Matcham theatre, this opened as the
New Cross Empire on 31st July 1899. It was
built by Oswald Stoll’s Company - the London
District Empire Palaces Ltd - and opened as a
twice-nightly variety house with tickets at 2/in the Fauteuils, and 3d in the Gallery. It had
2,000 seats. The very first show featured
moving pictures shown as Anglo-American
Bio Tableaux, and most weeks from then until
the First World War, the programme would
include a mix of live variety acts with films.
In the 1930s it was mostly used as a cinema, but with the outbreak of War live variety took over. All the big
names of the era played there: Max Miller, Issy Bonn, and Old Mother Riley. A particular favourite with many
return bookings, was Tod Slaughter and his company presenting blood-curdling melodramas such as “Sweeney
Todd”. It suffered minor ceiling damage in 1944 when a V2 rocket exploded nearby.
After the Second World War the Moss Empire circuit gave up control and leased the building to other
controllers. At this point it was renamed the Deptford Empire Theatre of Varieties and then the New Cross
Empire Theatre of Varieties, but in popular parlance it was always the New Cross Empire. It closed in July
1954.
In 1955 it had a brief return when it was used for the filming of some scenes in “King’s Rhapsody” starring
Anna Neagle and Errol Flynn. The following year it was used for the film “Charley Moon” with Max
Bygraves and Shirley Eaton, but then, it remained empty until it was finally demolished in January 1958.
The site was used to build a petrol station.

NEW LINDSEY THEATRE
1945 Opened
1959 Demolished
The New Lindsey Theatre was a private “club” theatre
seating 200 occupying a site next to the Notting Hill
Underground Station.
It was open from 1945 onwards, specifically to
perform those plays which were banned by the censor.
Both Kenneth More and Dirk Bogarde appeared there
early in their careers. Fenella Fielding made her debut
there. The musical “Chrysanthemum” premiered there, and in 1957 it was hired
by Flanders and Swann for a try-out of their “At the Drop of a Hat”.
In 1959 it was closed and demolished and the site was used as an extension to the Underground Station.
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NEW LONDON THEATRE,
Drury Lane

Mander & Mitchenson Collection

1828 Opened as a Hall adjoining Mogul Tavern
1847 Hall rebuilt as the Mogul Saloon
1851 Renamed the Middlesex Music Hall,
but popularly called the Old Mo
1872 Some renovation
1891 Major rebuilding
1910 Closed for further rebuilding
1911 Opened as the New Middlesex Theatre
of Varieties
1919 Renamed the Winter Garden Theatre
1959 Closed
1965 Demolished
1973 New London Theatre built on the site
The Great Mogul public house, known in the
Restoration, was possibly used for public
entertainment as far back as Elizabethan times.
In 1828 an adjacent hall was built to cash in on
the growing appeal of the “music hall”. The
Great Mogul Hall, used for glee clubs and music
evenings., was such a success that in 1847 it was
rebuilt at a cost of £12,000, opening on 27th
December with a seating capacity of 1,200, and
re-named the Mogul Saloon.
In 1851 it was re-decorated and changed its name
to the Middlesex Music Hall and thus began half
a century as one of the best known of London’s
music halls. It was always old-fashioned The Middlesex Music Hall (Drawn by Tom Pennell, 1890)
known as the “Old Mo” - and its audience was
said to be demanding and discerning in a very rough way. A variety artists who got through his act without being
hissed had to be very good indeed. This was the hall where the 16 year old Marie Lloyd first made a name for
herself. The song “The Boy I Love is up in the Gallery” was first performed at the Old Mo.
By 1909 the heyday of the music hall was over and the Old Mo was up for sale. It was bought by Oswald Stoll who
demolished the building and had Frank Matcham design a completely new theatre. The New Middlesex Theatre of
Varieties, with a seating capacity of 1800, opened in 1911 and continued working in a music hall style till the end of
the First World War. Curiously, it was the very last theatre of its kind to keep the Music Hall Chairman, introducing
the acts from below the footlights. In 1919 the theatre was taken over by George Grossmith, redecorated, renamed
the Winter Garden Theatre and turned into a “proper” theatre. The opening show on 20th May 1919, was the
musical “Kissing Time” with Leslie Henson, and through the 20s and early 30s the Winter Garden staged a series of
successful musicals and revues: “Sally” (1921), “Primrose” (1925), “The Vagabond King” (1927), Sophie Tucker
in “Follow a Star” (1930) and Gracie Fields in “Walk This Way” (1932).
The Winter Garden was closed through the late 1930s but reopened during the Second War with Alastair Sim in
“Peter Pan” (1942). It suffered some bomb damage in 1943 but was quickly reopened.
Post-War hits included “No Room at the Inn” with Freda Jackson, Agatha Christie’s
“Witness for the Prosecution” and Tyrone Power in “The Devil’s Disciple” (1956).
In 1959 the theatre closed.
Its replacement, the New London Theatre, did not open until 1973. Designed by Sean
Kenny, the New London claimed to be a theatre of the future, where the stage, seats, lights
and even the walls could be moved to change their position. A section of the stall and stage
is on a large revolve and the stage incorporates a smaller revolve.
Two months before its official opening it was used for a TV recording of Marlene Dietrich’s
one-woman show, but the official opening was in January 1973 with Peter Ustinov in “The
Unknown Soldier and his Wife”. This was followed by an unknown Richard Gere in the
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1950s nostalgic musical “Grease”. “Grease” was not a
success - this was a few years before the phenomenal
success of the film version - and much of what followed it
into the New London likewise failed.
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Many felt that hiding a theatre inside an office block
meant it would never have a regular audience. In 1981 the
young impresario, Cameron Mackintosh, staged Andrew
Lloyd Webber’s musical “Cats”, based on the minor
poetry of T.S.Eliot. To stage such an obviously minority
interest show in an “unlucky” theatre was the sort of
madness associated with inexperienced youth.
“Cats”, of course, made multi-millionaires out of those
involved and became the longest-running musical in
British theatre history when it finally closed on May 11th,
2002, its 21st birthday. This record was later overtaken
by both “Les Miserables” and “Phantom of the Opera”.
Winter Garden Theatre

The New London Theatre

NEW THEATRE, Bromley
1889
1905
1909
1924
1926
1937
1940
1947
1971

Opened as the Grand Hall & Country Club
Re-named the Lyric Theatre
Converted for cinema use as the Grand Hall Cinema
Closed
Reconstructed as Grand Theatre and Cine-Variety
Re-opened as a live theatre
Closed and used for wartime purposes
Re-opened as the New Theatre
Destroyed by fire

In 1889 the Grand Hall and Country Club opened in Bromley
High Road. It was built, partly over a duck pond, for a local
tradesman to the designs of a local architect. The auditorium
The entrance foyer of Bromley Grand in its cinema days,
contained a large swimming pool, intended to be boarded over
decorated for the Jessie Matthews’ film “Evergreen”
when using the hall for dances or theatricals. Above the stage
was a tank capable of holding 1,000 gallons of water. The
swimming pool was never used - an inexplicable crack developed right across the middle during building and the idea
was abandoned. A permanent floor was laid over the pool supported by steel girders. The rear wall, the part built over
the duck pond, also gave continual trouble due to subsidence and damp.
In 1905 it was taken over by Frederick Purcell, who changed its name to the Lyric Theatre and ran it as a full time
theatre for the next four years. However, it met with little success, perhaps because it never felt like a “proper” theatre.
In March 1909 it was converted to a cinema and reopened as the Grand Hall Cinema.
In May 1924 the cinema closed, announcing that it would be re-constructed and improved., though it was more than two
years before the building reopened . In October 1926 it was re-launched as the 900-seat Grand Theatre and CineVariety. It was in direct competition with the town’s other cinema, the 881 seat Palais-de-Luxe, also in the High Road.
In 1934 the Denman/Gaumont cinema group bought both the Grand and the Palais-de-Luxe and then closed both of them
when they opened their 2,500 seat brand new “super” Gaumont at the end of 1936.
In September 1937 the Grand Theatre re-opened as a live theatre, but it had a very short life due to the outbreak of the
Second World War. During the War the theatre was used as an air-raid shelter, a store, and a Civil Defence Centre. On
27 Dec 1947 the Grand, now re-named the “New Theatre”, re-opened with a pantomime and over the next twenty
years the New Theatre, Bromley became one of the leading theatres in the post-War repertory movement. It had a
reputation for innovation and excellence . An overnight fire on 6 May 1971 completely destroyed the theatre. It was
eventually replaced with the Churchill Theatre, Bromley (q.v.)
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NEWINGTON BUTTS THEATRE
1575
Opened
1599 Closed
In 1575 the player, Jerome Savage, received the patronage of the Earl of Warwick and built a theatre in Newington
Butts. At the time many said the new playhouse was too far from the City to be a success and would never be popular
because of the “tediousness of the way”. Very little is known of this theatre. In 1586 the Privy Council asked the Lord
Mayor to restrict the theatre activities at Newington. It was still open in 1592 when Richard Burbage’s company
played the summer season there, forced out of the City because of the plague. In 1594 Henslowe reports on an
apparent merger between the Admiral’s and the Chamberlain’s Men for a joint season at Newington Butts. This merger
probably came about because of the continuing plague in the City. True to its reputation as an out-of-town venue of
last resort, Henslowe records that their ten performances took a total of four pounds and eleven shillings - less than
might be taken on a good night at the Rose. The 1594 company included Richard Burbage William Shakespeare and
William Kempe. The opening of the Globe in 1599 seems to have been the final straw, and the Newington Butts
playhouse appears to have closed. Certainly by 1631 it is being referred to as a theatre in “former times”. The site
appears to have been near what is presently the Elephant & Castle traffic junction. (See Elephant & Castle Theatre)

NOEL COWARD THEATRE, St. Martin’s Lane
1903
1973
2006

Opened as the New Theatre
Name changed to Albery
Name changed to the Noel Coward Theatre

Susan Loppert

Opened by Charles Wyndham as the New Theatre, this soon became a
very popular theatre thanks to frequent appearances of Fred Terry and
Julia Neilson. In 1924 Sybil Thorndike triumphed as “Saint Joan” in
Shaw’s play and the 1930s saw John Gielgud’s triumphs in “Richard
of Bordeaux”, “Hamlet” and the doubling of Romeo and Mercutio
with Laurence Olivier in a cast that included Peggy Ashcroft and
Edith Evans.
From 1944 to 1950 the New was home to the bombed out Old Vic
Company. Subsequently Lionel Bart’s musical “Oliver!” ran for six
years, and a record 2,618 performances, from 1960-66. (It returned
again in 1977 for a further three year run). “Joseph and His Amazing
Technicolor Dreamcoat” had a long run in 1973 and in the 1980s the
Albery saw productions of “Children of a Lesser God”, “Torch Song
Trilogy” “The Normal Heart” and the long running musical “Blood
Brothers”.
In 1973 The “New” was renamed the Albery in honour of the former director Sir Bronson Albery and to avoid
confusion with the “New London” which was opening in Drury Lane. (Charles Wyndham had married the actress
Mary Moore in 1916 after many years of professional partnership. Initially they had both been married to other people.
She was estranged from her husband, James Albery, and was caring for her three children from her marriage. When
both partners had died, Charles and Mary married each other. )
After Wyndham’s death Mary ran the New Theatre, the
adjoining Wyndham’s Theatre, and the Criterion, all of which
were controlled by the Wyndham family. When Mary died her
son, Bronson Albery, took over. He was succeeded by his son,
Donald Albery, and eventually Donald’s son, Ian Albery, ran
the theatre which had been re-named in honour of his
grandfather.
In 2006 the theatre was renamed the Coward Theatre, in
honour of Noel Coward.
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NOVELLO THEATRE
1905
1909
1911
1916
1962
2006

Opened as the Waldorf Theatre
Renamed the Strand Theatre
Renamed the Whitney Theatre
Reverted to the name The Strand Theatre
Major renovation magnificently restored
Renamed the Novello Theatre

The Waldorf Theatre opened on 22nd May 1905 with an opera
double-bill. It was a sister to the Aldwych Theatre with both
theatres representing “bookends” on the newly built Waldorf
Astoria Hotel. The two theatres were designed by W.G.
Sprague and were to have identical interiors. However, the
London County Council decided that, in future and on grounds
of safety, no London theatre would be built with three tiers.
The Waldorf Theatre was the last three-tier theatre to be built
in London.
The Aldwych, which opened seven months later, was
redesigned with two tiers. The Waldorf Theatre was leased to
the Shubert Brothers, the leading US impresarios, though Sam
Shubert was killed in a railway accident just two weeks before
the opening, leaving just Lee Shubert as the sole lessee. The
opening season of Italian operas alternated with plays performed by Eleanora Duse and her company. Beerbohm
Tree, H.B. Irving and Cyril Maude all appeared there in its first years.
In 1909 the theatre changed its name to the Strand Theatre and in 1911 the venue was bought by the American
manager, F.C. Whitney . He renamed it after himself, though by 1913 it reverted to the name Strand Theatre.
Under Louis Meyer’s directorship (1913-1916) the theatre scored its first major success, Matheson Lang as “Mr
Wu” and then in 1915 Fred Terry and Julia Neilson played a season including their enormously successful “Sweet
Nell of Old Drury” and “The Scarlet Pimpernel”. During a performance of “Pimpernel” the theatre suffered minor
damage when it was hit by a Zepplin bomb. Fred Terry left the stage and went into the audience to assure them
everything was all right, and then returned to the continue the play. The damage was quickly repaired.
From 1919 Arthur Bourchier was the manager and he presented an annual “Treasure Island” each Christmas from
1922-1926 and again in 1929. In 1928 Fred Terry and Julia Neilson returned for a season, reviving their earlier
successes and in 1930 the theatre underwent a small amount of reconstruction, during which some dress circle
boxes were removed. In the ‘30s the Strand was chiefly used for musicals and Donald Wolfit gave regular
lunchtime Shakespeare performances throughout the Blitz (1940-1941). “Arsenic and Old Lace” opened in 1942
and ran for 1,337 performances.
Successes of the 1950s included “Sailor Beware” (1,082 performances), though
1960 saw an almighty flop with a mixture of ballet and song called “The
Princess”. The critics slaughtered it, so the management announced that for one
week all tickets would be entirely free of charge so the public could attend to
see if they agreed with the critics. They did, and the show closed.
The theatre itself closed in 1963 for redecoration and the replacement of the
gallery benches with proper theatre seats. Stephen Sondheim’s new musical,
“A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum” with Frankie Howerd,
had its opening night on Friday 22nd November, 1963. By the interval news
had trickled through of the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Despite
this ill-omened start, the show went on to run for 761 performances.
“No Sex Please We’re British” began an eleven-year run in 1971, and the
musical “Buddy” opened in 1995 and ran until 2006. The Strand was re-named
the Novello Theatre in 2006.
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THE STRAND THEATRE AND IVOR NOVELLO
The very top of the Strand Theatre incorporated a residential
flat built for the original manager. Although it was actually
on top of the adjacent building, this flat was accessed by
stairs from the theatre’s gallery, and there was a tiny private
lift from the Strand’s ground floor right to the top. This flat
was the London home of Ivor Novello for many years until
his death at the age of 58 in 1951.

Angus McBean

It was said that Ivor Novello was the richest, most handsome,
versatile, popular and consistently successful artist in the
whole of the British theatre. His career had started when he
was 19 and wrote “Keep the Home Fires Burning”, a song
which was to earn him £100,000.
He became a silent-film star with “The Rat” in the 1920s. In
the 30s and 40s he rivalled Noel Coward as the most
successful playwright and composer of our times. His
musicals included “Perchance to Dream” and “Glamorous
Nights”, and through them Novello became a theatre legend,
a link with the opulent world of old fashioned operetta.
After a jail sentence in 1944 for “fiddling” the petrol ration, he returned to the
Adelphi and his musical “The Dancing Years”, and made an unannounced
entrance to an audience expecting his understudy. As soon as he walked on, the
delighted audience erupted into cheering and gave him a standing ovation. He
was adored by his public and his fellow artists. His last great success was
“King’s Rhapsody”, which was playing at the Palace Theatre. He finished his
performance and then returned to his flat above the Strand Theatre. Just four
hours after his final curtain at the Palace, he died of a heart attack.
It is said that his coffin was brought down from the flat in an upright position
because of the lack of space in the tiny lift. (For many years following, the
Novello flat was used as offices by the theatre and pantomime impresario, Paul
Elliott. )
In 2006 Sir Cameron Mackintosh took over the Strand Theatre, renovated it and
renamed it the Novello Theatre in memory of “Dear Ivor”.

