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FAIRFIELD HALLS, Croydon
Opened 1962
The Fairfield Hall Arts Centre opened in 1962, and contains a
major concert hall, the Ashcroft Theatre (q.v.) - named after the
local actress Dame Peggy Ashcroft -, the Arnhem Gallery civic
hall (Croydon is twinned with Arnhem) and an art gallery.
The large concert hall is frequently used for BBC broadcasts and
is the home of the London Mozart Players, but its use is not
restricted to classical concerts and over the years it has seen
concerts by artists ranging from the Beatles to Petula Clark and
from Status Quo to Bucks Fizz. It has even been used for
television broadcasts of professional wrestling.
In 2005 economic pressures forced Croydon Council to withdraw its £1m annual grant to Faifield Hall, and the
complex became a self-financing charity. As the building approaches its 50th anniversary it is well overdue for
major refurbishment and renovation, but over the past years a whole series of plans have regularly fallen through .
There were plans to create a 12,500 seat arena on a nearby site—plans which would have targeted many of the same
income-generating markets that keep Fairfield Hall viable today. These plans were rejected at a Public Inquiry in
2008. The complex remains busy and heavily involved in community activities but urgently in need of renovation.

FINSBURY PARK EMPIRE
1910
1960
1965

Opened
Closed
Demolished

Another Matcham Theatre, this was the 33rd theatre in the vast Moss
Empire combine. It was the most splendid of all their suburban theatres
and was destined to become their “Number One” outside the West End. It
was a condition of the licence that the nearby Holloway Empire would
close for variety and be used only for straight plays since the London
County Council felt two major variety theatres in close proximity would
not be good for the neighbourhood.
In 1914 the Finsbury Park Empire presented the first All-Women’s Variety
Show—with Marie Lloyd topping the bill. It then housed the first AllAmerican Variety show ever staged in Britain. Sophie Tucker made her
UK debut here in 1922. The variety theme continued throughout the 30s
with every top name appearing. By now the theatre had earned a great
reputation for its annual pantomimes. It stayed open throughout World War
Two and was a hugely popular source of escapist entertainment. Max
Miller made his London debut at this theatre and later became a firm favourite with
Finsbury Park audiences.
By the end of the 50s Variety itself was disappearing. More and more often the programme
would consist of a few unknown and inexpensive acts in the first half with the whole of the
second half being filled by one of the latest “pop” stars. When these began to move
exclusively to television the Empire was reduced to nude shows.
It closed on May 7th 1960. The top of the bill was a pop singer, Emile Ford—and the very
last song sung in the theatre was his current pop hit “What do you want to make those Eyes
at Me for?” (By coincidence that song had originally been sung in the Finsbury Park
Empire’s very first pantomime in 1914.)
The theatre was replaced with a block of flats—though someone did have enough sense of
nostalgia to name these flats Vaudeville Court.
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FRINGE THEATRES, Etc
Sunday “Club” Theatres, presenting experimental, new and unlicensed plays, were a regular part of the theatre
scene from the early years of the 20th Century. There were a number of small venues which performed the more
unusual type of play on regular weeknights, and this number noticeably increased during the Second World War
and for a few years after.
The abolition of theatre censorship in 1968 led to an explosion of experimental work in a wide variety of venues
and converted premises. During the 1970s the phrase “fringe theatre” came to mean a room in a pub, shop,
warehouse or other space where new works, or new interpretations of existing works , were created in an
experimental style on the cheapest possible budget. “Fringe theatre” had a considerable influence on British theatre
in the last quarter of the 20th Century.
ALMOST FREE THEATRE
A fringe venue in Rupert Street, Soho which flourished in the 1970s. It staged early works by Tom Stoppard and
Peter Handke, and under its artistic director, Ed Berman, was instrumental in establishing the Gay Sweatshop
Company.
ARCOLA THEATRE, Dalston
Opened in 2001 in a former clothing factory, privately funded, and acknowledged as a leading force in community
theatre.
BARONS COURT THEATRE
Located in the cellars of a Victorian pub and in regular use from the early 1990s.
BATTERSEA ARTS CENTRE (BAC)
Youth and experimental theatre seating 150. Opened 1973 inside the old Battersea Town Hall
BLUE ELEPHANT THEATRE, Bethwin Road, SE5
Opened in 1999. A ground floor studio with 66 seats.
BRIDGE LANE THEATRE, Battersea
Opened in 1978 in a converted Victorian building. It is one of the largest “Fringe”
theatres—seating up to 300 people in the round
BULL THEATRE, Barnet
Opened in a converted public house in 1973. It is part of the Old Bull Arts Centre in a
converted pub. The Bull Theatre seats just 176.
BUSH THEATRE, Shepherd’s Bush
1972 Opened on the first floor of a public house.
1987 Badly damaged by fire
1988 Refurbished
One of the pioneers of “fringe” Theatre, dedicated to the production of new plays by
unknown authors. It seats around 100.
CAMDEN PEOPLE’S THEATRE, Hampstead Road, NW1
Opened in 1994, it specialises in new works and new performers.
CANAL CAFÉ THEATRE, Delamere Terrace, W2
Located in a room on the first floor of the Bridge House pub, it opened in 1984 and is well known for the constantly
updated comedy show “News Revue”. It is also used for other shows, mostly comedies.
CHELSEA THEATRE, King’s Road
Opened in 1978 as a community education centre with 110 seats, it specialises in new writing and youth work.
COURTYARD THEATRE, King’s Cross
This fringe venue was converted from a series of stables built in the 1890s. In 1989 the stables were adapted into a
70 seat theatre.
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ETCETERA THEATRE, Camden High Street
A 50 seat pub theatre located upstairs in the Oxford Arms.
FINBOROUGH THEATRE, Earl’s Court
Located above a pub in Finborough Road, Earls Court, this opened in 1980.
It has just 50 seats. It is one of the earlier “fringe” venues and has made a
significant contribution to the theatre scene over the past twenty-five years.
In recent years it has had a resident producing company—Steam Industry.
GATE THEATRE, Notting Hill Gate
Yet another fringe theatre called the “Gate”. This one opened in 1979,
located above a pub. It was very influential under directors Giles Croft,
Stephen Daldry and Laurence Boswell, staging neglected classics of world
theatre and controversial modern plays. (See entry under Latchmere
Theatre)

Finborough Theatre

GREENWICH PLAYHOUSE THEATRE
A pub theatre on the first floor with its own resident company—the Galleon Theatre Company. Opened in
1995, it underwent major renovation in 2000. It seats approximately 80 people.
HEN AND CHICKEN THEATRE, Islington
Located upstairs in the Hen & Chicken pub.
I.C.A., The Mall
The Institute of Contemporary Arts was founded in 1947 but moved to Nash House in the Mall in 1967.
Housed in a stunning Regency building it has a 167 seat performing space.
JACKSON’S LANE THEATRE
An award-winning arts centre in a converted church, opened in 1975. It has a
series of rooms and a raked auditorium seating up to 163.
LANDOR THEATRE, Clapham
Opened as a fringe venue in a South London pub. Renovated and enlarged in
1999, it is well known for its work in musical theatre.

Jacksons Lane Theatre

LATCHMERE THEATRE, Battersea
Opened in 1982 on the first floor of the Latchmere pub, it was originally called
the “Gate at the Latchmere” because the Gate Theatre company at Notting Hill
had moved here. Its very first production “Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas” was a
big success and transferred to the West End, thus establishing the Latchmere as a
major fringe venue. By 1994 it had changed its name to the Grace Theatre, but by
the start of the 21st Century it was known as the Latchmere Theatre.

LION AND UNICORN (Red Room) THEATRE CLUB, Kentish Town
In 1995 an upstairs room at this pub was converted into the Red Room Theatre, specialising in new writing. In
2002 it was taken over by a Russian émigré and used by his company, Act Provocateur, as a Club Theatre.
MAHATMA GANDHI HALL, Fitzroy Square
The original Indian YMCA Hostel opened in 1920, but was
destroyed by bombing. The replacement building at 41, Fitzroy
Square opened in 1953. It incorporated a performing space
named the Matahma Gandhi Hall. It was—and still is—
frequently used for a wide range of stage performances. In 1957
Margaret Rawlings and Keith Baxter were based there with their
Theatre in the Round Company.
MAN IN THE MOON THEATRE, Chelsea
Opened in 1982 and closed in 2002, this fringe theatre in the
King’s Road, Chelsea survived twenty years.
Latchmere Theatre
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MENIER CHOCOLATE FACTORY, Southwark
One of the more recent arrivals on the fringe scene, this is a large space inside a
former chocolate factory built in 1870. In 2006 it had a tremendous success with
Sondheim’s “Sunday in the Park with George” - the production transferred to
Wyndham’s Theatre and then to New York, thus firmly establishing Menier Chocolate
Factory as one of the leading fringe theatres. In 2009 it had two of its productions
transfer to the West End : “La Cage aux Folles” at the Playhouse and “A Little Night
Music” at the Garrick. In spite of its enormous artistic successes, it remains known as
one of the most uncomfortable fringe theatres in London.

NEW END THEATRE, Hampstead
Menier Chocolate Factory
1974 Opened in a converted mortuary
1986 Refurbished
A tiny studio theatre with around 77 seats. It is noteworthy as the only London theatre
built in a mortuary, thus adding an interesting footnote to the phrase “to die on stage”. Over
the years it has attracted top performers and directors, and is known as one of the most
important of the fringe venues.
OLD RED LION THEATRE, EC1
Opened in 1979 as an upstairs pub theatre. It has achieved the occasional West End
transfer.
OVAL HOUSE THEATRE, Kennington
This former youth club contains two theatres—one seating 100 and the other just 50—as part of a vibrant
community arts centre.
PLACE,The, Dukes Road
In 1969 this venue was converted from former army premises and opened as a dance studio for the Contemporary
Dance Trust. It has 255 seats and is used for contemporary dance and hired out for touring shows.
PLEASANCE THEATRE, North Road, Islington
This building was originally a timber store for the London Omnibus
Company and was later converted into a performing area called Circus
Space. In 1996 it underwent a major renovation which resulted in the
creation of two auditoria—one a 300 seat raked theatre, and the other a 54
seat experimental space. From 1999 to 2004 it provided a temporary home
for the Unicorn Theatre (q.v.). It regularly hosts comedy nights and many
big names have appeared there, such as Graham Norton, Harry Enfield,
Ross Noble and Harry Hill. The BBC regularly uses the Theatre for
recording and location shooting.
PORTCULLIS THEATRE, Horseferry Road
Pleasance Theatre
For a short while in the 1950s and early 1960s performances were given
inside this former Council Depot . The premises had originally been used
for the horse-drawn carts of the Council’s rubbish-collecting service. The Cockpit Theatre Co (q.v.) used the
space in 1953. There is no further information at present.
ROSEMARY BRANCH THEATRE, Shepperton Road, NI
The Rosemary Branch pub acquired its first performing space in 1851, when it received a licence for its Music Hall
seating 250. For the next 36 years it was in regular use, attracting some of the top names in early music hall
including Marie Lloyd and Little Tich. The music hall closed in 1887 when it failed to achieve the required safety
standards of the Metropolitan Board of Works.
This long tradition was revived in the early years of the 21st Century when an upstairs room in the original pub was
converted into a small fringe theatre.
SOUTHWARK PLAYHOUSE
A 90 seat studio theatre, opened in 1993.
SPACE, THE, Isle of Dogs
A 100 seat theatre inside a converted Church. Opened in 1996.
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STUDIO THEATRE, Covent Garden
This venue flourished in the 1930s, though its exact location is not yet known. It was used by The Play Society on
18 Oct 1936 for the first performance of Robert Browning’s verse play, “In a Balcony”.

TABARD THEATRE, Turnham Green
Opened in 1985 as a small 49 seat theatre inside the Tabard Inn. It
specialised in new writing. It suffered a financial crisis in 1999 and was on
the point of closure when it was rescued by Hamish Gray’s Two Colour
Theatre Company. It continues to thrive with a mixture of in-house
productions and outside visiting companies.

TEATR POLSKI, Hammersmith
A 300 seat raked proscenium theatre specialising in performances in Polish.

THEATRO TECHNICS, Crowndale Road, NW1
In 1957 a group of Cypriot theatre artists found their first theatrical home in
a garage in the working district of Camden Town. In 1972, after 15 years of
Tabard Theatre
presenting plays in various venues across the city, the company moved to a
disused railway shed near King's Cross Station. In 1978 a former church
was converted into a community centre for arts, welfare, legal help and advice for the wide-ranging ethnic groups
in Camden, and provided a permanent home for Theatro Technis. The venue was very successful for many years,
but the loss of its community funding in 2004 raised a question over its future. Wide community support and
serious fund-raising assured its future and it celebrated its 50th birthday in 2007 by announcing plans to expand
and renovate its premises.

UNION THEATRE, SE1
This small fringe theatre has been created inside a railway arch opposite Southwark Underground Station. It is
available for hire.

UPSTAIRS AT THE GATEHOUSE, Highgate
In 1895 the Gatehouse pub (originally built around 1670) adapted
its first floor rooms into one large ballroom, and advertised the
new facility as suitable for dances, dinners and concerts. Over the
next century the room was used for purposes as diverse as music
hall, cinema, a Masonic Lodge, and a jazz and folk club. As it
entered its second century, it was converted into a somewhat
luxurious fringe theatre.

Upstairs at the Gatehouse

WAREHOUSE
THEATRE, Croydon
Originally a Victorian cement warehouse, this was converted
into a 100 seat first floor theatre in 1977. From 1985, under
artistic director, Ted Craig, it gained a national reputation for the
quality of its productions and for launching the careers of many
new writers. By the turn of the 21st Century the building was in
a parlous state, and its closure inevitable. The Company has so
far failed to find alternative premises and its future is uncertain.

WHITE BEAR THEATRE CLUB, Kennington
A 50 seat venue opened in1988 in the White Bear pub. It was
responsible for the production of “Round the Horne” which later
transferred to the Venue (q.v.) in the West End for a sixteen month run.
Warehouse Theatre, Croydon
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FORESTERS MUSIC HALL,
Bethnal Green
1825c
1888
1893
1916
1917
1926
1937
1947
1949
1960

Used as a music saloon attached to the Artichoke Public House
Enlarged and reconstructed as Foresters Music Hall
Major rebuilding and enlargement.
Renamed the New Lyric Hall
Closed
Reconstructed as a cinema.
Taken over by the Odeon circuit
Closed to repair wartime damage
Reopened
Closed. Demolished

Situated in Cambridge Road, Bethnal Green. In its early days this was a typical tavern-saloon with a chairman,
occupying a kind of throne at the head of a table surrounded by privileged guests who competed for the honour
of supplying him with drinks and cigars. According to Dan Leno’s biographer, it was at Foresters that Leno
made his first real London engagement. He was paid five pounds a week, in return for which he performed
three items—a song “Going to buy milk for the twins”, in which he impersonated a woman; and Irish song,
“When Rafferty raffled his watch” and his celebrated clog dance. His clog dance did not go down well, but his
comedy was acclaimed.
Foresters was famous for its rowdy audiences. A famous story (often attributed to other venues) claims that a
refined lady vocalist was performing to a non-stop cacophony of whistles, jeers and cat-calls. A chivalrous
man in the audience shouted loudly; “Shut up, and give the poor cow a chance!”. She is said to have replied
“Thank you, Sir. I am glad there is one gentleman in the audience!”
William Lusby took over in 1888 and was responsible for a major reconstruction. Foresters now held 3,000
people and its stage was said to be one of the finest in London.
The Great Macdermott then became manager (it was one of several theatres under his control) and during the
intervals when Foresters turned to legitimate drama Macdermott himself played in several melodramas and
pantomimes.
In 1904 the theatre became part of the Frank Macnaghten Vaudeville Circuit. It flourished for another eight
years, but by 1912 was being used as a cinema. It returned briefly to live entertainment during the Great War,
but by 1917 it was used exclusively for films.
In 1926 the building
underwent major alterations
for permanent conversion to a
cinema, and in 1937 was
taken over by the Odeon
group. It suffered some bomb
damage during the Second
World War, but remained
open.

Circuits Management Association

This damage was repaired
during another renovation,
which closed the premises
from April 1947
to 10
October 1949.
On 20 August 1960 the
building closed and was
demolished.
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FORTUNE THEATRE, Cripplegate
Opened
Burnt down
Rebuilt in brick
Closed by Government order
Damaged by soldiers because of
illegal performances
1656 Demolished
Philip Henslowe (in association with his
son-in-law, the actor Edward Alleyn)
finally succeeded in opening the Fortune,
following a long battle with the authorities
and local residents of Cripplegate. The
theatre was near Golden Lane in the Parish
of St Giles, and cost £550 to build - a sum
jointly raised by Henslowe and his son-inlaw, the leading actor, Edward Alleyn. A statue of the Goddess of Fortune stood over the entrance. It was a
very successful venue for its first twenty years. Solely controlled by Alleyn after Henslowe’s death in 1616, it
was so profitable that Alleyn was able to use the surplus money to found an educational trust and school at
Dulwich. For most of its life the theatre was occupied by the same company of actors whose official name
changed periodically from the original Admiral’s Men to Prince Henry’s Men to Palsgrave’s Men.
In 1621 it burnt down. Rebuilt in brick in 1623 it was less successful. It was closed in 1642 by Government
order with the outbreak of Civil War. It appears it was occasionally used for private and illegal performances
and during one such performance in 1648 a troupe of Puritan soldiers smashed their way into the theatre,
arrested the audience and destroyed the building.
In 1656 the remains were demolished. So large was the site that it was used for a street of twenty-three houses
and a factory. One wall of the original theatre remained and was incorporated into the factory.

FORTUNE THEATRE, Russell Street
1924
1960

Opened
Renovated

This was the first new theatre to open in the West End
since the end of the First World War. With just 432
seats it was said to reflect a particular view that postWar theatre would be more specialised and would
require smaller and more intimate theatres. It began
with plays—especially those of Galsworthy ,Lonsdale
and O’Casey.
However, it then seemed to
fall out of favour, and from
1932 it was a venue available
for rent by amateur
companies.
During the
Second World War it was taken over by ENSA and used for servicemen and women.
After the War it re-opened for professional theatre, but struggled until Michael Flanders
and Donald Swann opened in a revue called “At the Drop of a Hat”. This started a run
of revues, culminating in the great success of “Beyond the Fringe”. It returned to plays
in the 70s—mostly thrillers, and from 1990 onwards had great success with the
supernatural thriller “The Woman in Black”

Doug MacKenzie

Encyclopaedia Britannica

1600
1621
1623
1642
1648
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This was the first of Herbert Yapp’s three cine-variety theatres. It
opened on 23 April 1934. The buildings were almost identical copies of
each other. Each theatre seated 2,175 on two levels and each had a large
stage with fully equipped fly tower. The interior of the Ealing theatre
has a spacious classical design with a wide 46 foot rectangular
proscenium opening.
For the first five years it regularly staged live variety acts as part of its
cinema entertainment, but these ceased with the outbreak of War. Although taken over by ABC Cinemas in
1935, it did not change its name until 1961. In March 1975 it was redeveloped as a “triple”, and remained a
popular cinema in good condition, though since then it has undergone many changes of name—and is currently
called Cineworld. In 2007 plans were announced for a major 12-screen redevelopment of the site under the
control of the Cineworld company. The suggestion is to retain the original façade but to rebuild everything else
behind.

FORUM THEATRE, Fulham Road
1930 Opened
1961 Renamed ABC Cinema
1974 Converted into a four screen cinema
1977 A fifth screen added
2004 Renamed Cineworld
The Forum, Fulham Road opened on 18th December 1930 with Lupez Velez in "The Storm". Also in the
opening bill was a variety stage show starring Clapham & Dwyer with a 24 piece orchestra. The original
seating capacity was 2,200 in stalls and circle. The style of decoration was Classical, with Romanesque touches
and there was a large coffered dome in the main ceiling. The stage was 30 feet deep and the proscenium was 45
feet wide. There were eight dressing rooms and the theatre was equipped with a Compton 8 Rank organ. The
projection box was located in the rear of the orchestra stalls rather than the usual position at the rear of the
circle. The present cinema retains the original beautiful exterior and lobby.

FORUM THEATRE, Kentish Town
1934 Opened
1970 Closed and used for bingo
1993 Reverted to its original name
Designed on the same lines as its sister theatre in Ealing,
the Kentish Town Forum seated 2175 in stalls and single
balcony. It was equipped with excellent stage facilities. It
was taken over in 1935 by ABC and by 1939 ceased all
stage shows, applying only for a cinema licence.
In 1970, now the ABC Cinema, it closed and became first
a bingo hall then a ballroom and finally a concert hall. In
the 1970s it reverted to occasional stage use. It reverted to its original name in 1993 and is currently used as a
concert and rock venue. It is a Grade 2 listed building

All three of these theatres were built for Herbert Yapp and designed by J. Stanley Beard as part of a group of
“Forums” (including Ealing, Fulham Road and Kentish Town) which were created as cine-variety venues in
the early 1930s. The circuit was sold to Associated British Cinemas (ABC) on 8th April 1935. They thrived
between 1935 and the outbreak of war, after which they were used exclusively as cinemas.

Ian Grundy

Ian Grundy

FORUM THEATRE, Ealing
1934 Opened
1961 Renamed ABC Cinema
1975 Tripled
2007 Plans for major enlargement
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FRENCH PLAYERS’ THEATRE, Drury Lane
1635
1636

Opened as a temporary
Closed

conversion .

This was a temporary conversion of riding stables as a home
for Floridor’s visiting French Theatre Company. The company
had visited London in 1629 and performed at the Blackfriars
Theatre. For the first time on any English stage real women
appeared in the female roles. The audience was scandalised
and a riot ensued. The ladies were pelted with fruit. When the
company returned in 1635 with a repertoire of plays by
Scudery and Corneille the public performances both at the
Phoenix and this temporary theatre in Drury Lane did not
include any actresses. However, the ladies did appear in the
private performances given at Court.

Floridor’s Company. The woman on the right is possibly the
first actress to appear onstage in London.

FULHAM GRAND

GLC Photograph Library

1897
1906
1912
1916
1924
1925
1933
1936
1940
1949
1958

Opened as the Fulham Grand Palace
Renamed the Fulham Theatre
Reverted to name Fulham Grand but mainly as a cinema
Renamed the Fulham Grand Picture Playhouse
Renovated and redecorated
Restored . Some live theatre as a cine-variety
Reopened as the “Shilling Theatre”
Returned to cinema use
Closed and used for storage
Some repairs made with a (failed) view to re-opening
Demolished

Opened on 23 Aug 1897 with a production of “The Geisha”, this was a huge theatre
seating 2,139. It was designed by W.G.R. Sprague. From the earliest days its
pantomimes were highly popular and the 1899 pantomime, “Cinderella” offered an
array of speciality acts including E.R. Dainez with his pony and dog circus, Mdlle.
Viatka with her violin, and Gertie Millar as Dandini. Marie Lohr appeared in the
1903 “Babes in the Wood”.
In 1900 Albert Ketélby’s one and only stage work opened a short national tour at the
Fulham Grand. In 1902 Sarah Bernhardt appeared in “La Dame aux Camelias” and in 1903 Ellen Terry appeared in
“Much Ado About Nothing”. In 1904 the Gaumont Company showed some experimental films with synchronised
sound as part of the entertainment bill at the Fulham Grand. Oswald Stoll expressed interest, though it was not until
1919 that Stoll himself entered the cinema business. In 1911 Thomas Beecham’s Opera Comique Company played
the week commencing January 9th.
However by 1912 even this amazing array of attractions had failed to attract the audiences and the Fulham Grand
became a cinema. The building underwent renovation and redecoration in 1924 and re-opened for cine-variety.
Over the next few years live pantomimes returned, and there was an attempt at running a repertory season by the
Gerald Neville Repertory Company, with Margaret Rutherford as the character actress.
By 1930 it was owned by London Cinemas Ltd. and in January 1933 the Theatre was renamed the “Shilling
Theatre” - the life dream and ambition of actor, Robert Newton. He ran a repertory theatre, offering the best in
world drama, at one price anywhere in the house—all tickets were one shilling. Over a two year period Robert
Newton presented 31 plays— himself appearing in half of them. By the end of 1934, exhausted and very nearly
broke, he abandoned the venture, and the Fulham Grand returned to use as a cinema. It showed films until the
outbreak of the War , then closed and was used for storage. After the War some repairs were made, including a new
fanlight over the stage. It was hoped to reopen the theatre, probably as a Theatre Club. However, these plans came
to naught. The building was left empty and finally demolished in 1958.

