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TENNIS COURT THEATRES

Wenceslaus Hollar's engraving of West-Central London, with the relative positions of the Tennis Court Theatres indicated.
(Courtesy of St Andrews University)

When Charles II was restored to the throne in 1660, public theatre performances were once more permitted –
even encouraged, However, most of London’s theatres had been destroyed by the Puritans. A temporary
solution was at hand: the two indoor tennis courts around Lincoln’s Inns Fields could be easily converted into
performance spaces.
During the Commonwealth when all theatre performances were banned, it seems some illegal or private theatre
performances were given inside Gibbon’s Tennis Courts and possibly also inside the Lisle Street courts. Both
Lisle's and Gibbons's Tennis Courts were long rectangular buildings with windows high up near the rafters.
Both were converted into playhouses of approximately the same size, with a seating capacity of around 400,
and this basic tennis court structure set a precedent for the future design of English theatres and stages.
Gibbon’s Tennis Court, Vere Street
The first to be converted into a public theatre was Gibbons's Tennis Court, Vere Street under the management
of Thomas Killigrew. It opened 8 November 1660. (See entry under Vere Street Theatre) .
Samuel Pepys visited it on 20 November 1660 and wrote in his diary:
“ …To the new playhouse near Lincoln's-Inn-Fields (which was formerly Gibbon's Tennis
Court). And indeed it is the finest playhouse, I believe, that ever was in England.'
Lisle’s Tennis Court, Portugal Street
Six months later , on 28 June 1661, the Lisle Street Tennis Court (in what was later named Portugal Street)
was converted into a theatre under the management of William Davenant. Davenant had not settled for a
“temporary” theatre like his rival in Vere Street: he created a proscenium style theatre with movable
perspective scenery. (See entry under Lincoln’s Inn Fields Theatre)
Samuel Pepys made at least two visits to Lisle’s Tennis Court Theatre. On 2 July 1661, just three days after the
venue opened, and as part of the “official” opening attended by Charles II, he wrote in his Diary:
“......The King being come, the scene opened; which indeed is very fine and magnificent; and
well acted, all but the Eunuch, who was so much out that he was hissed off the stage.”
His second mention of the venue is eight years later, on 12 May 1669, when he had to sit
“ . . . in the side balcony, over against the musick, did hear, but not see, a new play, the first day
acted, "The Roman Virgin", and old play, and but ordinary, I thought; but troubled of my
eyes with light of the candles did almost kill me.”
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TERRISS THEATRE, Rotherhithe
1899
1908
1929
1943
1955

Opened as the Terriss Theatre
Renamed the Rotherhithe Hippodrome
Became a cinema
Reopened as a theatre but bombed the same year.
Demolished.

Designed by W.G. Sprague, this “out of town” theatre was named in
memory of the actor William Terriss, who had been murdered two
years earlier. The opening night was Monday 16 October 1899, and
the opening attraction was “The White Heather” - a spectacular drama
“direct from Drury Lane”. However, there was a special reception
earlier that day when Terriss’s daughter, Ellaline, and her husband,
Seymour Hicks, came to an official opening and to hear a specially
composed Terriss Festival March.
The first Christmas attraction was a “Dick Whittington” (again “direct
from Drury Lane”) and in the following year the theatre was leased to George Conquest, Jnr. In August 1901 the lease
was taken over by Walter and Frederick Melville, and for the next six years they packed the theatre with their fullblooded melodramas and like attractions. At the very end of 1907 Walter Gibbons took over, renamed the theatre the
Rotherhithe Hippodrome and turned it into a music-hall—part of his London Theatres of Varieties Syndicate. The
opening variety bill included the famous strong man, Hackenschmidt, and a demonstration of the bioscope. It is
believed that this early form of cinema became very important to the Rotherhithe Hippodrome. Regular Sunday film
shows were its financial lifeline as early as the pre First World War era. In July 1923 the theatre was bankrupt. New
owners struggled for a few years, but by 1927 the policy was a cine-variety mixture of film and live performers. By
1929 the venue was used exclusively as a cinema. The premises closed in June 1943, re-opening a few months later
for a short season of plays and variety. Then it closed again and was damaged by enemy action. The building was left
unoccupied and derelict until it was finally demolished in 1955

TERRY’S THEATRE, Strand
1887
1905
1910
1923

Opened. Built on site of former “Coal Hole”and
Occidental Tavern
Altered and improved
Closed and became the Grand Casino Cinema
Demolished as part of Strand widening scheme

Built on the site of the famous supper-room and music hall, The
Coal Hole, and designed by Walter Emden, this new theatre was
built by Edward Terry. Not related to the famous Terry family,
Edward Terry was a well known burlesque and light comedy
player. For the past ten years he had been part of the famous
“Gaiety Quartette” which had been a popular attraction at the
Gaiety Theatre. Earlier in the year the disastrous fire at the Exeter
Theatre had killed 186 people and so enormous emphasis was
placed on the safety precautions incorporated into the building.
It had 45 sprinklers and three fire hydrants, a fire-proof
safetycurtain, was lit throughout by electricity, and also equipped with safety gas lighting in the public areas as a
precaution against the electricity failing. The major innovation, though, was the first ever use of a new kind of “panic
door lock” by Messrs Chubb and Sons. Although it could not be opened from the outside without a key, from the
inside it needed nothing more than pressure
For the past year the 27 year old Edward Terry had been the lessee and manager of the Olympic Theatre. For most of
that time he has enjoyed the income from a long-running farce called “The Churchwarden”, and he chose to transfer
this play to his new theatre as its opening production on 17 October, 1887. The following year he had a great success
with Pinero’s “Sweet Lavender” which ran for 684 performances. Two further Pinero plays were produced before the
end of the century. In 1890. during the farce “The Judge”, the offstage sound of a baby crying was produced on a
phonograph—the first time recorded sound effects were used in a theatre. The theatre closed on 8 October 1910 and
became Terry’s Cinema, and later was known as the Grand Casino Cinema. In 1923 it was demolished as part of the
Strand widening scheme
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THEATRE
1576
1599

Opened – the very first public theatre in England
Closed and demolished.
The timbers were used to build the Globe Theatre

In 1576 James Burbage, in partnership with the wealthy
grocer, John Brayne, took a 21 year lease on an unused site in
Shoreditch - to the north of the Bishopsgate entrance to the
City of London. On this site he built his “Theatre” - a timberframe construction assembled from pre-constructed pieces.
The Theatre towered above the surrounding buildings and had
a yard for the standing audience and galleries where richer
patrons ccould sit under cover. It had a covered “tiring-room”
for the actors, and was topped with a large tower.
It was built on the ruins of Holywell Priory, dissolved by
Henry VIII, but still legally having the status of a “liberty” meaning it was not subject to the jurisdiction of London’s
civic authorities. In theory, the site was subject only to the
authority of the Queen herself.
Performances took place at 3 o’clock in the afternoon.
Standing places were one penny each (which was the equivalent of one full day’s pay for the ordinary workingman) and gallery seats were twopence. The actors had equal shares in the income from all the standing places,
whilst Burbage and Brayne received all the money from gallery sales. The building cost between £600 -£700,
thus bringing into effect a clause which said that if Burbage spent more than £200 on the building itself, he would
be permitted to take it down at the end of the lease period. Burbage also negotiated an automatic extension to the
lease at the end of 21 years subject to new terms being agreed.
By 1598 the country’s first public theatre faced an uncertain future. The original 21 year lease was extended for
one year only, and the owner of the land required Burbage’s son, Richard, to hand over the premises at the end of
the year. Richard Burbage and twelve sturdy fellow workers moved quickly on December 28, 1598 to beat the
restrictions on the lease. Burbage claimed the original lease said the timbers belonged to his father, James Burbage,
and he or his heirs had the right to remove them from the site at any time prior to the expiry of the lease.

In early 2009 Museum of
London archaeologists
uncovered the inner wall
of the polygonal theatre,
which would probably
have had a series of brick
pillars supporting the
upper floors. A sloping
gravel surface uncovered
by the archaeologists
would have been the yard
in which the audience
stood exposed to the
elements.
Richard Burbage (right)
and the
2009 excavations (left)

Dulwich Gallery

Arts Industry Magazine

So, Richard did just that - he demolished the theatre piece by piece and transported it across London Bridge to a
new site, just 100 yards away from the Rose Theatre. The next seven months were spent in frantic building
activity - re-assembling the timbers and improving the facilities for a new theatre which in July 1599, opened as
the Globe (q.v.)
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TIVOLI, Strand
1890
1900
1914
1923
1956

Opened
Altered and improved
Closed and used as a cinema
Completely rebuilt as a cinema
Closed and demolished

The Tivoli, on the opposite side of the Strand, facing the Adelphi
Theatre, was the last word in luxury, with a theatre, a restaurant and
private dining rooms. Initially it was not a great success. The
restaurants did well but the variety side failed because the rival
Syndicate Halls were able to bar the turns.

Victoria and Albert Museum

The German-owned Tivoli Lager Beer Restaurant was a haunt of
some ill-repute—its walls were adorned with suggestive pictures of
young ladies in various states of inebriation. This was the venue that
was swept away and redeveloped as a handsome clubhouse and
music hall by a consortium including the actor Edward Terry.
Designed by C.J. Phipps, it was built in 1890 at a cost of £300,000.
This enormous sum was twice that spent on building the English
Opera House—the Palace Theatre in Cambridge Circus—which
opened the following year with a similar seating capacity.

The Tivoli—the 1890 building

Very quickly it came under the management of Charles Morton. He
joined his super efficient rivals and promoted a system of
interchanging talent which immediately enabled the Tivoli to became
a popular social resort, and one of London’s most famous music
halls.
A typical Tivoli programme (this one is from 21 April 1894)
included twenty-six turns on the programme, including George
Robey, Harriet Vernon, Harry Randall, Herbert Campbell, Vesta
Victoria, the Brothers Griffiths, Ada Blanche, Leo Stormont, Little
Tich, Dan Leno, Eugene Stratton and fifteen other performers little
less distinguished. In 1900 the theatre part of the building was reconstructed and the seating capacity reduced.
After a quarter of a century the pressures of the War, the arrival of
cinema and the changes in society made
it hard for London to support so many
major music halls.
The Tivoli closed in 1914 and the
auditorium was used for films. In 1923
the old “Tiv” was demolished and
replaced with a new building, the Tivoli
Cinema which was itself demolished in
1957.

The Tivoli—after the rebuilding of 1900

In spite of its comparatively short life, it
remains one of the legendary Music
Halls.

The Tivoli—completely rebuilt as a cinema in 1923
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TOOLE’S THEATRE
1840 Opened as Lowther’s Rooms for lectures and
masquerades
1855 Converted into the Polygraphic Hall
1869 Converted into theatre and opened as Royal Charing
Cross Theatre
1876 Reconstructed and enlarged as the Folly Theatre
1882 Enlarged and redecorated as Toole’s Theatre
1895 Closed
1896 Demolished and the site became part of the Charing
Cross Hospital
Originally Lowther’s Rooms for lectures and masquerades in
King William Street, Charing Cross, the building was
remodelled as the Polygraphic Hall in 1855. It was here that
W.S. Woodin gave his monologue entertainments. In 1869 it
was converted into a small theatre called the Royal Charing Cross Theatre. The opening production on 19 June 1869
consisted of an operetta, an opening address, a three-act drama and a concluding burlesque. Nothing of any real note
happened there until an 1872 revival of “The Rivals” presented with great success J.S. Clarke as Bob Acres and Mrs
Stirling in Mrs Malaprop.
In 1876 Alexander Henderson became manager. He reconstructed and redecorated the theatre and opened on 16
October 1876 with a new name—The Folly Theatre. His wife, Lydia Thompson starred with him in burlesque. In 1878
the theatre had a tremendous success with Violet Cameron and Sheila Barry in “Les Cloches de Cornville”. In 1879
J.L. Toole took over and three years later gave the theatre his own name, having reconstructed and enlarged the
building. During this period burlesques by H.J. Byron proved very popular. In 1884 Daly’s company made its first
London appearance and in 1892 J.M. Barrie’s first play, “Walker, London” began a successful run. In 1895 the land
was sold for an extension of the Charing Cross Hospital. The theatre closed on 28 September 1895 and was
demolished.
TORCH THEATRE, Knightsbridge
1938
1954

Opened
Closed

A small but influential club theatre in Wilton Place, Knightsbridge, with a seating capacity of just under 100. In 1940 it
staged the premiere of a Walter Greenwood play, and featured Eric Portman, Barbara Mullen and Stuart Burge in
“Jeannie”. In 1943 Peter Brook made his directing debut here with “Dr Faustus. Michael Voysey’s “Cry of the Heart”
premiered here. In 1952 there is a reference to the “New Torch Theatre” in Wilton Street which suggests the venue
may have undergone some renovation, but two years later it seems all production ceased and the venue closed..
TOTTENHAM PALACE THEATRE, Haringey
1908
1924
1926
1969
1998

Opened
Used as a cinema
Reopened as a cinema with live panto seasons
Closed and used as a Bingo Hall
Renamed the Cathedral Palace and taken over
by a church group.

This is London’s only remaining complete theatre by
architects Wylson and Long. It opened in 1908 but only
lasted eighteen years before it was converted into a
cinema. In 1925 the theatre was bought by Provincial
Cinematographic Theatres and used for cine-variety.
From February 1929 it was in permanent use as a
cinema when the PCT was taken over by Gaumont Cinemas. The cinema closed on 28 June 1969 and was
converted into a Mecca Bingo hall, with the stalls seating removed. However, the main structure was undamaged and
the theatre remained intact. In 1992 the building was given a Grade II Listing and by 1995 was renamed the Jasmine
Bingo Club. At the end of the 1990s it was leased to a religious organisation and renamed the Palace Cathedral.
However, by 2010 the building was suffering from water ingress which was causing significant damage to both the
structure and the plasterwork.
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TOWER HAMLETS GRAND PALAIS
1911
1914
1926
1961
1970c
1980

Opened as a public hall
Converted into a cinema
Renamed the Grand Palais and used as a Yiddish Theatre
Theatre use ended
Used as an Indian cinema
Used as a warehouse

Originally opened as a pair of social halls at 133 Commercial Road,
Stepney around 1911. The ground-floor hall was the King’s Hall and the
basement was the Queen’s Hall. By 1914 the King’s Hall was used as the
Cohen/Moses Cinematograph Hall and the basement chiefly used for
dances. Around 1926 the cinema was converted into the Yiddish Theatre
and remained in fairly regular use for Jewish theatre and cultural events
until 1961.

Grand Palais, circa 1961

By the 1970s it had reverted to cinema use, though this time for Indian
films, and by the early 1980s it was in use as a clothing warehouse. Very
little of the original building now remains. The Grand Palais is sometimes
confused with the Palaseum, (q.v.)built in 1912 specifically as a Yiddish
Theatre. The Palaseum was on the opposite side of the road at no 226
Commercial Road and was demolished in 1995 to make way for a car
park.

TOWER THEATRE, Islington
(Tavistock Repertory Company)
1953
2003
2005
2007
2008

Opened in converted premises
Closed
Temporary relocation to Bridewell Theatre (q.v.)
Due to open in new premises in Hornsey Road
P roject delayed due to archaeological discoveries
on the new site

The Tavistock Repertory Company—an amateur theatre
group— takes its name from Tavistock Place, in
Bloomsbury, where it was founded in 1932, and thus has
nothing to do with Devon. For twenty years the company
The Tower Theatre, used from 1953—2003
performed in a former church hall near Regent's Park. In
1953 Tavistock Repertory Company moved to new
premises - a 157-seat playhouse in a secluded street in Islington. The new venue adjoined Canonbury Tower, the
largest remaining part of a Tudor manor house built in the 16th century. (Canonbury Tower itself has an interesting
history, having been the home of several famous writers including Francis Bacon, Oliver Goldsmith and Washington
Irving.) The Tavistock Repertory Company named their new venue the Tower Theatre, since it was next door to the
Canonbury Tower.
Although the Company is strictly non-professional, many famous names appeared there early in their careers, notably
Richard Baker who for many years was president of its 'supporters club', The Friends of the Tower Theatre, a
position now held by the leading stage designer William Dudley, who first practised his craft at the Tower. Others to
have acted with the Company over the years include the late Alec Clunes (father of Martin Clunes), Renée Asherson,
Tom Courtenay, Siân Phillips, Michael Gambon, Alfred Molina and John Bennett.
The 'Tavistock Rep' occupied the Tower Theatre from 1953 to 2003. Between 2003 and 2005 the Company led a
peripatetic existence, playing numerous venues, but from April 2005 moved into the Bridewell Theatre (q.v.) as a
temporary home until a new permanent base was completed. There were plans to move to a new venue in nearby
Hornsey Road with a new theatre to be created inside a Grade II listed old laundry. However, it seems these plans
fell through.
The Company then commissioned a new theatre in Curtain Road, Shoreditch, only to suffer a further delay when in
August 2008 archaeologists from the Museum of London excavating the site prior to construction announced they
had found the footings of a polygonal structure which they believe to be the remains of the north-eastern corner of the
original 1576 Theatre’s foundations. For the time being the Company remains at the Bridewell.
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TOYNBEE STUDIOS, Aldgate
1938
1980c
1990s
1995
2001

Opened as educational premises
Some alterations and promoted
as the Curtain Theatre
Re-named Toynbee Studios
Became home to Artsadmin
Extensive refurbishment

The original 1938 building in Commercial
Street, Aldgate,
was intended for
educational purposes and incorporated a
flat floor auditorium holding 394. The stage was equipped with a proscenium arch but with no safety curtain. In 1956
it was used for the first ever production by the National Youth Theatre. By the 1970s it was controlled by the Inner
London Education Authority and used as a Drama Centre for teaching and for courses in drama. Different amateur
groups presented two or three performances a week. In the 1980s attempts were made to widen its use, and it was
promoted as the “Curtain Theatre” The premises underwent some alteration to meet safety standards as a result of
which the seating capacity was reduced to 288. It was used chiefly as an experimental venue for young artists,
especially those from the local Asian community. In 1995 it was taken over by Artsadmin, who reverted to the name
Toynbee Studios and promoted a whole series of educational and artistic activities for young theatre practitioners. In
2001 the building underwent major refurbishment including the addition of five separate studio spaces.

TRAFALGAR STUDIOS
(See also: Whitehall Theatre)
2004 Converted from the former Whitehall Theatre.
The Ambassador Theatre Group, owners of the Whitehall Theatre (q.v.), decided to
address the changes in audiences for straight theatre in a revolutionary way. The
mostly unloved Whitehall Theatre with just over 600 seats was too small for major
musical productions, and there was a surfeit of similar sized theatres suitable for
straight plays. Because of its position away from what generally counts as the “West
End”, the Whitehall had become a difficult theatre to finance.
One acknowledged need for London’s Theatres was the provision of smaller,
experimental studio areas. (Cameron Mackintosh had already announced his decision
to incorporate such a space in his re-development of the Queen’s Theatre in
Shaftesbury Avenue.) The Ambassadors Theatre Group stole a march by turning the
Whitehall Theatre into two Studio Theatres. The main studio was achieved by
extending the stage area over the first few rows of the stalls and then linking this to the
existing Circle seats with some very steeply tiered additional rows. This created a venue of around 400 seats with
excellent stage facilities and excellent sight-lines—though there have been complaints about cramped seating. The
second Studio opened in 2006 and was a smaller area created in the space underneath the Circle and at the back of the
Stalls. The larger space opened on 26 May 2004 with the Royal Shakespeare Company’s “Othello” with Antony Sher
as Iago and Sello Maake ka Ncube as Othello. This was followed by a highly successful “studio” version of
Sondheim’s “Sweeney Todd”, which later went on to transfer to New York—quite an achievement for a new London
Studio

TRICYCLE THEATRE, Kilburn
Opened in a converted Foresters Hall
Burnt down
Reopened on the same site
Cinema added to complex

In May 1987, during the run of a play called “Burning Point”, the
Tricycle Theatre was gutted by fire. In the previous seven years it
had become one of the Fringe’s most enterprising theatres,
specialising in the works of Irish and black authors. Just prior to
burning down, it had enormous success and a West End transfer
with James Baldwin’s “The Amen Corner”.
The theatre was
rebuilt within two years, with an increased seating capacity of 225. In 1998 a 300 seat cinema was added to the
complex. The Tricycle creates its own in-house productions for around 26 weeks a year and takes in touring shows at
other times.

Steve Stephens

1980
1987
1989
1998
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TROCADERO MUSIC HALL, Piccadilly
Converted from a 1744 Tennis Court as a circus-theatre
Converted as a music hall called the Royal Albion
Renamed the New Queen’s Theatre of the Arts
Renamed Dubourg’s Theatre of Arts
Renamed the Ancient Hall of Rome
Rebuilt as the Argyll Rooms
Closed by official order
Rebuilt as Royal Trocadero Palace of Varieties
Renamed the Royal Trocadero and Eden Theatre
Converted into a restaurant

This site in Great Windmill Street, Piccadilly, had been a tennis
court from the 1740s onwards. In 1820 the area was converted for
circus and equestrian shows and in 1832 the predominantly wooden
construction was roofed and named The Royal Albion Theatre. The
following year it was renamed the New Queen’s Theatre of Arts and
in 1836 it was pulled down. A sturdier building replaced it for the
next ten years. Going under various names, including Dubourg’s
Theatre of Arts (1840), and Ancient Hall of Rome (1846). In 1851
the wine-merchant, Robert Bignell, rebuilt it as the Argyll Rooms for music and dancing. For over 25 years this
was a popular money-making venture, but it gained a deal of notoriety for its rowdiness and alleged impropriety.
Anarchy was a feature of the Argyll: a legendary Negro “host” nicknamed “The Kangaroo” would regularly
“kidnap” guests and hold them to ransom. The Marquis of Hastings and his drunken companions released a sack
full of live rats amongst the dancing girls and caused chaos. In 1878 the authorities called a halt: the premises
were raided by the police and closed down.
After a few years Robert Bignell invested some of his profits into redeveloping the site as the Trocadero Palace of
Varieties. Great emphasis was laid on respectability—even though one entire side of the auditorium was occupied
by a bar. The Trocadero was a rapid success. In 1886 its “star” attraction was Charles Coborn, singing “Two
Lovely Black Eyes”. After Bignell’s death in 1888 the venue was leased to various theatrical agents until 1893
when Albert Chevalier and Hugh Jay Didcott took over for a while. Sadly they went bankrupt, and the theatre
closed. By 1902 Shaftesbury Avenue had been created and the site was a very desirable one. Bignell’s
granddaughter leased the building to J. Lyons and Co who rebuilt it as a very elaborate restaurant. The Grill Room
in the Trocadero Restaurant continued to present live entertainment. In the 1920s C.B.Cochran staged a celebrated
nightly cabaret—a tradition which carried on throughout the War, ending around 1946. In 1982 the whole site was
redeveloped as a shopping and entertainment centre.

TROCADERO, Elephant and Castle

Badger Press—Courtesy of Chas McDevitt

1930 Opened
1963 Closed and demolished.
This was a magnificent 3,400 seat cine-variety theatre which opened in
December 1930. Its Wurlitzer Organ was said to be the largest in the country.
One of the earliest stars to appear on its stage was Paul Robeson, who gave an
hour long concert prior to the showing of one of his films. During the height
of the Blitz it was closed for a month or so and then reopened weekends only.
In 1941 it suffered some bomb damage and was closed briefly for repairs.
For many years it staged an annual pantomime, and by the late 1940s and
early 1950s it staged the occasional variety show—Tony Hancock topped the
bill in 1952. In the late 1950s it became a venue for big “pop” shows. 18 year
old Cliff Richard, with two records in the current Hit Parade, was mobbed by
an enormous crowd after a concert at the Trocadero. Buddy Holly was another
performer who made a great impact. The building was closed and demolished
in 1963 when a new Odeon Cinema was built nearby. The site became a car
park.

Peter Charlton

1820
1832
1834
1840
1846
1851
1878
1882
1884
1902
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TROXY, Commercial Road
Opened as a cine-variety
Closed
Reopened as the London opera Centre
Auditorium reinstated and reopened as a Bingo Hall
Major refurbishment

The Troxy, on the corner of Commercial Road and Pitsea Street in the East
End opened on 11 September 1933. It was an enormous cine-variety holding
3,250. Occasionally staging ballet, stage and big-band shows, circus and
pantomime, the stage itself contained four revolves and an orchestra pit that
could be raised or lowered. It was taken over by Gaumont Super Cinemas in
August 1935 although live shows continued to be occasionally presented
until 1954 when a Cinemascope screen was installed.
Amongst the performers appearing in cine-variety and the film-stars making
personal appearances were Vera Lynn, Petula Clarke, Clark Gable, Gracie
Fields and the Andrews Sisters. On 19 November 1960 it eventually closed
as a cinema.
In 1962 it was taken on a 30 year lease by the Royal Opera House and was
adapted as the London Opera Centre - a training school for opera performers. The stage was adapted to be the same
size as that at Covent Garden; the rear stalls were blocked off to make a scene paint workshop; the rear circle was
closed off to create lecture and rehearsal studios. The result was a dramatically reduced seating capacity—just 500.
Occasional performances were given throughout the years. When the lease expired the Royal Opera did not renew.
The Building was given Grade II listing in 1991 and was taken over by Top Rank Bingo in 1992. Most of the 1963
alterations were removed and the huge auditorium was reinstated.
Around 2005 the building was extensively refurbished., retaining the building’s stunning Art Deco original features
but incorporating many technological improvements – an advanced sound system, intelligent lighting and plasma
screens. It is now a truly multi-functional venue suitable for everything from weddings, receptions, dinner and dances
to corporate events, conferences, exhibitions and even concerts and sports. The Grand Hall can hold 2,300 seated, the
Upper Circle has 650 fixed theatre-style seats and there are several smaller facilities.

TWENTIETH CENTURY PLAYHOUSE,
Notting Hill
1863
1866
1904
1911
1918
1925
1937
2000

Opened as the Victoria Hall
Renamed the Bijou Theatre
Ceased to be used as a theatre
Used as a cinema
Ceased to be used as a cinema
Returned to Theatre use
Name changed to Twentieth Century Theatre
In use as an exhibition gallery

This was a flat-floor multi-purpose room on the first floor of a
Victorian building originally intended for lectures. It was built in 1863
as the Victoria Hall, but within three years it was in regular use as a
theatre and renamed itself the Bijou Theatre.
There is no record of a theatrical licence between 1873 and 1888, after which it spent at least fifteen years in fairly
regular use, especially as a venue for one-off copyright performances and amateur productions. Again there is no
record of a theatrical licence between 1903 and 1925, but it was used during this time as a private or “club” theatre to
premiere several Shaw plays. In 1905 Oscar Wilde’s “Salome” had its first London production at the Bijou. From
1911 to 1918 it was used as a cinema, after which it was mainly used for music and dancing. In 1924 Lena Ashwell
took over and renamed it the Century Theatre and began a decade of exciting and innovative productions.
From 1933 it was only in sporadic use, and in 1937 the Rudolf Steiner Association took over and changed the name to
the Twentieth Century Playhouse. Eventually the name was changed to the Rudolf Steiner Hall and it was used
chiefly for concerts and music events, then it became a hall for hire and a venue for art exhibitions.

Tower Hamlets Local History Library and Archive

1933
1960
1963
1992
2005c

