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HACKNEY EMPIRE
1901
1956
1972
1986
2002
2004
2010

Opened
Closed and used as television studios
Used as a bingo hall
Returned to theatre use
Closed for major refurbishment and renovation
Reopened after major restoration
Temporary closure due to financial difficutlies

This was Frank Matcham at his most imaginative. Built for Oswald
Stoll in 1901 as a twice-nightly variety house, it contained from the
very beginning a small film-projection box—an American bioscope
projector. It heralded the dawn of the 20th Century with a number of
revolutionary features from steel cantilever balconies to a sliding roof
for an early form of air conditioning to a special built-in vacuum pump
for cleaning under the seats.
In its early variety days the unknown Charlie Chaplin performed there,
as did the much acclaimed Marie Lloyd. Between the wars the Empire
housed everything from burlesque to opera, from plays to variety.
Hackney Empire, circa 1905
Louis Armstrong performed there. In the post Second World War years
audiences flocked to see performers like Charlie Chester, Issy Bonn,
Tony Hancock and Liberace. Hackney Empire was even immortalised in the poetry of Sir John Betjeman (from
“The Cockney Amorist”):
Oh when, my love, my darling, you've left me here alone,
I'll walk the streets of London which once seemed all our own. ...
No more the Hackney Empire shall find us in its stalls
When on the limelit crooner the thankful curtain falls
And soft electric lamplight reveals the gilded walls.
In 1956 the commercial television company ATV leased the Hackney Empire and converted it into a TV studio and
it became the home for programmes such as “Take Your Pick” , and “Oh Boy!” - a weekly live rock show with
artists like Marty Wilde and Cliff Richard. In the late 1960s the auditorium seats were removed to film scenes for
“Emergency Ward 10”. By the mid 1970's the television company completed its 15 year lease and moved out. The
Empire’s next tenant was Mecca Bingo, The needs of bingo meant that the auditorium was re-seated, and the frontof-house areas were renovated, but everything behind the proscenium arch was left to decay.
The end of Mecca's lease was a critical time for the Empire. English Heritage stepped in to prevent the building
being razed to create a car park. A small touring company funded by the GLC stepped in with a programme of
“fringe” variety and in 1986—just six weeks after bingo ceased— and on its 85th Anniversary— the Empire
reopened.
However, goodwill and sentiment were not enough to save the theatre. In 1987 when the touring production of
“The Rocky Horror Show” visited the Hackney Empire, it was discovered that all the backstage plumbing had
failed. A plastic bucket was placed in each dressing room for “emergencies” and the performers were told they had
to go front of house to use the lavatories and wash off their makeup. Major fundraising and a national effort was
needed to save this building. The British Music Hall
Society, Griff Rhys Jones and many established
celebrities and local people kept up public pressure
for Lottery funding.
In its centenary year funding was finally obtained
and a major restoration and renovation programme
began in 2002. The work was completed in 2004,
and the next five years saw a magnificently restored
Hackney Empire go from strength to strength.
However at the end of 2009 it was suddenly
announced that the venue would close between
February and November 2010, with most of the
staff being made redundant, to help solve a financial
crisis and enable a re-structured financial package to
be put in place.
Hackney Empire, Auditorium circa 1995

H2

HALF MOON THEATRE
Opened in 1972 in a former synagogue (built 1894) in
Alie Street, near Aldgate East Tube Station. It was a
Club Theatre with flexible seating arrangements for
around 100 people. It opened with the British
premiere of Brecht’s “In the Jungle of Cities” and
soon established a dynamic reputation.
In 1979 the venue closed and the company moved to a
second Half Moon Theatre converted from an old
Methodist Chapel in the Mile End Road, Stepney. In
1985 a large sum of money was spent converting the
premises into a state of the art fringe theatre. The
company achieved considerable success with shows
The original synagogue in Alie Street
like Sondheim’s “Sweeney Todd”. Just four years later
the company went into liquidation. The building ceased
to be used for professional theatre and was later converted into a Wetherspoons pub.
The Half Moon Youth Theatre group continued in existence and was eventually able to move into the third
Half Moon - created from a former Victorian Town Hall on the corner of Whitehorse Road and Commercial
Road. This time it was a three floor building containing studios, conference and workshop space all made
possible with a £1.3 million grant, and specifically aimed as a Young Person’s Theatre . It opened in June
1994.
In 1997 it underwent radical re-organisation followed by much increased Arts Council support. In more recent
times it has established itself as a multi-lingual theatre, reflecting the large Bengali population of the area.

British Film Institute

HAMMERSMITH APOLLO
1932 Opened as the Gaumont Palace— a cine variety .
1937 Renamed the Gaumont, Hammersmith (“Palace”
was felt to be old fashioned)
1962 Renamed Hammersmith Odeon
1982 Used full-time as a venue for live shows
1992 Renamed Labatt’s Apollo, renovated as a full time
theatre.
1999 Renamed the Hammersmith (London) Apollo
Designed by Robert Cromie (who also worked on the
Drury Lane auditorium and the Davis, Croydon - amongst
others) this was a superb Art-Deco cinema with unusually
The Hammersmith Gaumont-Palace in 1932
good stage facilities. It opened on 28 March 1932, one of
a series of huge cine-variety theatre built by the Gaumont
British Picture Corporation during the 1930s. The gigantic fan-shaped auditorium held 3,487 seats, making it
one of the largest cinemas in Britain. The proscenium was 64 feet wide and the stage 35 feet deep. There were
twenty dressing rooms.
The early years saw lavish stage shows mounted alongside the main and supporting feature films, together with
a newsreel, an organ recital and general interest “shorts”. In 1941 the Gaumont Company was bought out by J.
Arthur Rank, who then bought the Odeon chain. By 1962 the building was renamed the Hammersmith Odeon.
Stage shows were always popular at the Odeon, and by the early 1980s it was used as a full-time venue for live
shows and pop concerts. In 1992 it was taken over by the Apollo Company and renamed. Today it is used
chiefly as a music and concert venue, with some pantomimes. The original Compton organ was completely
overhauled and renovated in 2007.

©Hugh Pearman. Photo by Peter Cook
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HAMPSTEAD THEATRE
The Hampstead Theatre Club was founded in 1959 and
began by staging plays in the Moreland Hall, next to the
Everyman Cinema in Hampstead. Over the next three years
it staged premieres of works by Ionesco and Pinter and
rapidly made its mark as an important new force in British
Theatre. On 16 December 1962 it moved into its own
premises specially built by the Hampstead Borough
Council—but this was the start of one of the worst winters
and within a short period the company was facing
bankruptcy. The Council stepped in and took over the debts
and the running costs of the theatre and leased it back to the Club at a nominal rent. A few loyal members put
money into the venture and suddenly the theatre hit lucky. Two of its productions—”Private Lives” and “Cider
with Rosie” transferred to the West End—running at the Duke of York’s and the Garrick. The newly formed
Camden Borough Council gave it a large financial guarantee, the Arts Council gave it its first grant—and the
Hampstead Theatre Club was launched into a highly successful period, with more West End transfers, including
the highly successful “Brief Lives” based on the writings of John Aubrey. In 1970 the
theatre company moved yet again to a nearby end-stage prefabricated venue in Avenue
Road, Swiss Cottage. In the thirty years since then it has continued to premiere exciting
new works, including works by authors like Brian Friel, Michael Frayn and Tennessee
Williams. By 2002 the building was in a parlous state, and a new 365-seat replacement
opened on a nearby site in 2003.
The new theatre has a very flexible auditorium and stage. The front seating can rake on
various formats while the whole stage is on an elevator which can raise, lower or rake in
either direction, or have the floor completely removed. There is also a studio seating 80.

HAMPTON COURT PALACE THEATRE
The oldest surviving “theatre” in England is inside the royal palace at Hampton Court. The Great Hall of the
Palace was used for the presentation of plays as early as 1572—and these productions were known for their lavish
effects and costumes. It became traditional for the reigning monarch to attend plays over the Christmas holidays,
and several of Shakespeare’s plays were performed during his lifetime. In 1718 King George I allowed members
of the public to attend performances at Hampton Court—and the productions included “Hamlet” and “Henry
VIII” performed by Colley Cibber and company. No further performances are recorded after 1731.

HARROW ARTS CENTRE
Opened in 1992 in a converted school building originally built in 1906. The Centre consists of a concert hall and a
performing space.

HARROW NEW COLISEUM
1923
1939
1940
1955

Opened as a cinema
Cinema closed.
Converted into a live theatre
Closed and demolished

Built in 1923 as a cinema —the first in the Blue Hall circuit of
Enrique and Alphonse Carreras, who later were founders of Hammer
Films. In 1939 it ceased cinema use and the following year a “new”
theatre opened in Harrow. More research is needed, but it seems that
the old cinema was re-designed for live theatre use by Alfred Denville,
MP. Known as the “actors’ MP”, Denville was a theatre impresario and philanthropist and leading name in touring
and repertory theatres. Nowadays he is best remembered for Denville Hall, the actors’ home which his fund-raising
created. The Harrow theatre had 2000 seats. The opening ceremony was performed by Queen Mary. It was still
open in the mid 1950s, with touring product like Elkan and Barry Simons’ revival of “Florodora”, and a Hedley
Claxton pantomime, “Puss in Boots”. It was the regular home of the Harrow Operatic Society until it closed 1955
and was later demolished..
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HAYMARKET, THEATRE ROYAL
1720
1766
1821
1879
1905
1961
1985c
1994

Opened as the Little Theatre in the Hay-Market
Renamed the Theatre Royal, Haymarket
Second theatre opened on an adjoining site.
(The first became shops and a restaurant, demolished in the 1920s)
Renovation and some rebuilding
Major rebuilding
Refurbished
Major refurbishment
Interior restored and stage improved.

The first theatre was built in 1720 by a carpenter named John Potter.
Because of the licensing difficulties he was unable to open it, and was forced
to hire it for amateur use. From 1735-7 it was managed by Henry Fielding.
Not only were his satires were staged without permission, they also caused
great offence. In 1737 the theatre was closed down and a Licensing Act was
introduced, imposing strict censorship and control over all theatres (except
Drury Lane and Covent Garden—the two Royal Patent theatres under direct
control of the King.).

The interior of the 1821 Theatre

Mansell Collection

For the next seven years the theatre remained
unused until Charles Macklin reopened it for a short
time. In 1747 Samuel Foote took over management
and devised a neat way of getting round the law: he
staged the performances free of charge but obliged
everyone to pay the equivalent of the ticket price for
a cup of coffee or chocolate.

The Little Theatre in the Hay, circa 1790

In 1766 the Little Theatre in the Haymarket was
suddenly entitled to call itself a Theatre Royal and to
present plays quite legally, on exactly the same basis
as Covent Garden and Drury Lane. This came about
through the most bizarre circumstances. Samuel
Foote had been the manager of the Little Theatre for
the past six years - though his association with the
Haymarket went back nearly twenty years. He had
been on friendly terms with Lord Marlborough and
the Duke of York and was a guest at the Lord’s
country seat. During a morning ride a practical joke
was played on Foote: he was given an unmanageable
horse to ride. The joke turned sour when Foote was
thrown, seriously injured and had his leg amputated
as a result.

Theatre Museum Enthoven Collection

The Duke of York was greatly distressed and
arranged the Royal Patent as a way of making
amends to his friend. Technically the Patent allowed
Foote to present plays only during the summer
months when the Patent Houses were closed. This
concession was supposed to be for Foote’s lifetime
only, but after his death, eleven years later, the
theatre carried on with its Patent– and no one seems
to have bothered to stop it.

The old and new theatres side by side—1821

By now it was known for excellent quality work and
it attracted all the best performers of the day. In
1794 15 people were crushed to death during a
Royal Command performance. In 1805 the Life
Guards were called in to disperse a riot inside the
building: the satire “The Tailors” deeply offended a
crowd of that profession, so they decided to smash
up the theatre in revenge.
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In 1820 the theatre was completely rebuilt. In 1825
Madame Vestris became the toast of London with her song
“Cherry Ripe” and in 1837 Samuel Phelps made his
London debut as Shylock. For twenty-five years from 1853
the manager was J.B. Buckstone under whose control the
theatre’s reputation grew.

In 1904 the Haymarket Theatre Royal was again remodelled. Ten years later Ibsen’s “Ghosts” caused a
sensation, critically reviled as the most obscene play ever
staged in London. John Gielgud headed a legendary season in 1944-45 with Peggy Ashcroft playing Juliet to his
Romeo, and Titania to his Oberon. In 1948 Helen Hayes starred in the London premiere of Tennessee Williams’
“The Glass Menagerie”. From the 1960s onwards the Haymarket presented a range of new and challenging drama,
and through the 80s and 90s staged a lavish series of star-name revivals.
It is now one of the three Grade 1 Listed London theatres regarded as buildings of national architectural and
historical importance

HER MAJESTY’S, Haymarket
1705
1714
1789
1791
1818
1837
1850
1867
1868
1877
1890
1897
1902
1952
1961
1993

Opened as the Queen’s Theatre
Name changed to King’s Theatre
Burnt down
Second theatre opened as King’s Theatre
Re-modelling. Portico and arcade added.
Name changed to Her Majesty’s Theatre
Further rebuilding, including a “Bijou Theatre”
Burnt down
Third theatre built on the site – used as a
Revivalist house since no one wanted it!
Finally reopened and used as an Opera House.
Building closed . Demolished the following year.
Fourth theatre opened as Her Majesty’s Theatre
Name changed to His Majesty’s Theatre
Name changed to Her Majesty’s Theatre
Refurbished
Refurbished

Historical Publications

Alberto Azoz

The Bancrofts took over in 1880 and had the theatre remodelled, abolishing the pit and replacing it with stalls. In
the 1890s Herbert Beerbohm Tree was in charge and his
success with the plays of Oscar Wilde and his own
sensational appearance as Svengali in “Trilby” earned him
so much money that he was able to build a brand new
theatre (Her Majesty’s) directly across the road.

The first theatre—in the late 18th Century

Sir John Vanbrugh raised the money to build the Queen’s Theatre in the Haymarket from “thirty persons of quality”
who each donated £100. The theatre opened on 9 April 1705 under the management of William Congreve, The
opening prologue was spoken by Mrs Bracegirlde and the opening opera “The Loves of Ergasto” was sung in Italian.
The audience hissed it off the stage, and claimed the theatre looked wonderful but was so designed that no one could
hear a word. Vanbrugh quickly gave up and a year later leased the theatre to Owen Swiney for £700 a year. In 1711
Swiney ran off with the box office takings, leaving the theatre in great debt, though luckily it was subsequently saved
by the popularity of Handel and his operas.
When Queen Anne died the theatre was renamed the King’s, and the new King, George I, was happy to subsidise his
fellow German., Handel, in the performance of operas and the creation of a Royal Academy of Music based at the
theatre. By 1728 the undertaking was a staggering £50,000 in debt. The first George died, and King George II was
not prepared to carry on with this reckless funding. However the popularity of the renowned singer Farinelli saved
the theatre. Fashionable audiences flocked to hear him sing, and in spite of him commanding a salary of £15,000 a
year, the theatre managed to break even. In 1789 the theatre burnt down. Some suspected arson—by a man with a
grudge against the acting manager.
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A new King’s Theatre opened on 26 March 1791, claimed to be the largest
and most splendid theatre in the world, but it immediately ran into a major
problem. It was an opera house that was not allowed to stage operas!
During the rebuilding the opera company had moved to the Pantheon in
Oxford Street. The Pantheon accordingly took over the Patent permitting it
to stage operas, and when the opera company moved back to their new
theatre, the Pantheon refused to surrender the Patent. The King’s Theatre
was obliged to stage concert performances only. Neither side would budge,
but the situation resolved itself when early in the winter of 1792 the
Pantheon suddenly (and conveniently) burnt to the ground.
The King’s Theatre thereafter became the home for opera and ballet. It was
the most fashionable place in London. It was a “must” for all visiting
nobility and foreign royalty and everyone attending (even in the Pit) was
required to wear full evening dress. When Jenny Lind, the “Swedish
Nightingale” made her debut in 1847 it was said that the cream of
European and American society was present.
On 6 December 1867 the building burnt to the ground. The total
destruction took less than one hour. It was rebuilt within two years - for
the sum of £50,000 - but such was the parlous state of British Theatre at
this time that no one was prepared to occupy it. The property developers
The fourth theatre after 1902
went bankrupt and the building was unoccupied for four years. It was then
sold at the “knock-down” price of £31,000 to Moody and Sankey and used
for revival meetings. They sold it in the Spring of 1877 when it finally reopened as an opera house with a
production of “Norma”. In 1878 the first British production of “Carmen” took place, and in 1882, the first
performance of Wagner’s Ring Cycle.
However, this was still a financial failure. Some play seasons were tried: ”Uncle Tom’s Cabin” and two Sarah
Bernhardt seasons had some success. Pantomimes were introduced, but after the 1890 pantomime the theatre finally
admitted defeat. The contents were auctioned off, and the building was demolished.
Five years later Herbert Beerbohm Tree realised his ambition to create his own theatre. He wished to out-do Henry
Irving, and to create a temple of dramatic art. Tree was something of a showman. Irving, desperately curious to see
the new theatre before it opened, tried a clandestine walk past the about-to-be-opened building. He saw a huge and
magnificent edifice covered with advertising hoardings proclaiming: “Herbert Beerbohm Tree’s new theatre opens
tomorrow! ‘The Seats of the Mighty’ with Herbert Beerbohm Tree! The magnificent new theatre under the personal
supervision of Herbert Beerbohm Tree” Tree spotted him and came bounding out to learn Irving’s reaction. “Hello,
Tree!” said Irving, “ Surprised to bump into you. Are you working at present?”
Tree’s new theatre carried on the romantic traditions of Irving’s. In his “Midsummer Night’s Dream” the curtain
rose on real doves fluttering and real rabbits running on the stage. In
“Macbeth” he recruited 50 guardsmen to play soldiers. In “Julius
Caesar” the actor wore a bladder of ox-blood under his toga so that
when stabbed , he bled profusely. He staged 18 Shakespeare
productions before the Great War. In 1904 he founded the drama
school that was later known as the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art and
in 1909 he was knighted. In 1914 he played opposite Mrs Patrick
Campbell in the premiere of Shaw’s “Pygmalion”. Two years later His
Majesty’s opened a run of the musical spectacular ,“Chu Chin Chow”,
Tree died the following year and did not live to see it become the
longest running show in the history of British Theatre (a record it held
until “The Mousetrap”)
The theatre staged a series of successful plays in the 20s and 30s, and
spent the war years offering musicals. In 1947 it returned to straight
plays with Peggy Ashcroft and Robert Morley in “Edward My Son”
but from 1958 onwards was the home of long run musicals—”West
Side Story” and “Fiddler on the Roof” being amongst them. In 1986
Andrew Lloyd Webber’s “Phantom of the Opera” opened and became
the longest running show in the theatre’s history. It was still running in
2009.
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HIPPODROME, Cranbourn Street
1900
1909
1958
1983
2003
2005
2009

Opened as the London Hippodrome, with a circus ring
Reconstructed as a theatre
Major reconstruction as a cabaret venue.
Reopened as The Talk of the Town
Reconstructed and reverted to name Hippodrome.
Used as a nightclub.
Threatened with demolition
Licence refused and closed
Plans announced for major alterations

www.arthurlloyd.co.uk

Edward Moss, founder of the Moss-Empire Music Hall Circuit, had long
had the ambition to give London a truly exciting circus space that could
also be used for elaborate stage spectacles. With Frank Matcham as his
architect and a budget of £43,000—he created just such a venue with the
Hippodrome. It opened on 15 January 1900. In addition to its large circus
arena, it had a water-tank fed by an underground stream (the Cranbourne
which runs underneath the building).
In the early days the water spectacles were enormously popular. Shows
with titles like “The Earthquake”, “The Typhoon” and “The Avalanche”
drew in large audiences. By 1909 these attractions were waning so the
theatre was reconstructed. The circus ring was removed and replaced with
stalls seating. The Hippodrome then became the home of opera, operetta,
ballet and variety, including one-act plays once these were allowed to be
performed in music halls. In 1912 “Hello Ragtime” was a huge success,
and this began a whole series of twice-daily revues which became the
staple diet of the Hippodrome for the next decade. All the great names of
music hall and variety, names like Harry Fragson, George Robey and
Sophie Tucker performed here.

British Music Hall Society

From 1925 onwards the Hippodrome became a house for musical
comedies, with shows like “Hit the Deck” and “Mr Cinders”. All the great
names of musical theatre , names like Jack Buchanan, Binnie Hales and
Cicely Courtneidge performed here. During the Second World War “The
Lisbon Story” and “Perchance to Dream” were popular hits at the

Above - Two contemporary images
showing the London Hippodrome
auditorium in1910 when set up for a
'water production' and without a 'water
production.'
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London Evening Standard

Hippodrome.
In 1947 the theatre returned to revue with “Starlight
Roof” (giving the child performer Julie Andrews her
London debut). By the mid-1950s the Hippodrome
was staging a strange mish-mash of plays, revues,
musicals and ice-shows. In 1958 it closed and
underwent major reconstruction - reopening as the
Talk of the Town - a restaurant and cabaret venue.
This was not a sensitive time for theatre architecture
and much of Matcham’s irreplaceable work was totally
destroyed in the rebuilding. In 1983 it underwent
further alteration as a nightclub. Its new owner, Peter
Stringfellow, spent over £3 million on new lighting and
sound equipment, and reopened it under its old name—
the Hippodrome.
An artist’s impression of the interior of the new Casino
at the London Hippodrome
In 2003 it was proposed to demolish the building.
Because relatively little of the original theatre
remained it seems there was no architectural justification to prevent this action. However, the new owners
refused to include space for live shows and the Save London Theatre Campaign persuaded Westminster Council
to insist on the retention of live performances in any future scheme to maintain the building’s long tradition. No
action was taken and the premises continued as a night-club. In 2005 there was a police objection to the renewal
of its licence—due to disturbances, fights and drug-dealing amongst its visitors.

In 2007 its future remained uncertain when a series of prospective buyers withdrew their interest - they all
claimed it would not be economically viable because of the cost of the extensive renovation required. However,
a year later United Leisure Gaming Ltd purchased the site with permission to turn it into a gaming casino
incorporating a 160-seat cabaret theatre.
The £15 million restoration promises to include many of the original features, some of which have not been seen
for decades, The external refurbishment of the roof and façade had been completed by mid 2009 and work began
on the interior, with the building due to open in 2011.

The Hippodrome in its theatre
days, and as it appears in 2010
during the conversion work .
Looking down on the tiered
stalls into what was the former
water tank, there was a shaft
for a hydraulic life to get the
elephants out of the tank, and
there was also a ramp which
led them out of the auditorium.
Underneath the stalls is a
complete circuit of the theatre
which allowed access from all
sides of the circus ring.
(Information supplied by
“Old Theatres” Magazine:
www.oldtheatres.co.uk)

Ian Grundy

British Music Hall Society

Original features such as the Flemish Renaissance plasterwork and ornate balustrades will be refurbished and
even the Roman centurion statues on the roof have been recast. The new casino will include a restaurant,
hospitality lounges and several bars.
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HOLBORN EMPIRE
1857
1868
1887
1892
1906
1941
1961

Opened as Weston’s Music Hall
Renamed the Royal Music Hall
Rebuilt as Royal Holborn Empire
Renamed Holborn Theatre of Varieties
Rebuilt as the Holborn Empire
Destroyed in the Blitz
Demolished

In 1857 Henry Weston bought a property in High Holborn
that had previously been used as the Holborn National
Schoolrooms. though prior to that it had been the Seven
Tankards Public House. He created Weston’s Music Hall
- no mere song-room for drinking and low-class
entertainment, but a magnificent structure, aimed at the
growing middle-classes. For more than thirty years
Weston’s was one of the successful entertainment venues in
central London. It was renamed the Royal Music Hall in
1868.

From 1922-1928 the children’s play “Where the Rainbow
Ends” was staged each Christmas. The Holborn Empire
presented an enormous range of acts and artists: Sybil
Thorndike appeared in extracts from plays by Shaw and
Euripides, and Old Mother Riley and her daughter, Kitty
appeared in a sketch called “Bridget’s Night Out”. In the
1930s the Empire was particularly associated with the
comedian, Max Miller. It was a much loved venue, a
favourite of audiences and performers alike. The building
was badly damaged by bombs on the night of the 11th/12th
May 1941 and closed.

British Music Hall Society

In 1887 it was rebuilt to hold 2,500 people and in 1892 it
was further enlarged and given a new name, The Royal
Holborn Theatre of Varieties. In 1897 it was given a new
frontage and then in 1905 it was bought by the great
variety impresario ,Walter Gibbons. Gibbons immediately
hired Frank Matcham to design a completely new theatre
and at a cost of £30,000, a new theatre opened in 1906,
The Royal Holborn Empire. From then on it was one of the
most successful of London’s variety theatres. All the great
names appeared here, including Albert Chevalier, Dan
Leno, Lottie Collins and Ada Reeve.

The Holborn Empire in its hey-day (top)
and destroyed by bombs

Victoria & Albert Musueum

In an interview in 2005, marking the 60th anniversary of VE Day, Dame Vera Lynn recalled that on the 11th
May 1941 she had been booked to play a matinee and evening performance at the Holborn Empire.
“ I turned up for the matinee, but there had been a time-bomb just outside the stage door. They closed the
theatre and transferred the show to the
London Palladium, and that night the
Holborn Empire got a direct hit. I was
thankful for that time bomb because if it
hadn’t been there, I would have been in
the theatre that night when it was
absolutely blown to pieces. . . It was a
lovely old theatre.”
The derelict theatre was finally
demolished in 1960 and offices for the
Pearl Assurance Company were built on
the site.
Weston’s Royal Music Hall prior to 1887
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HOLBORN - ROYAL AMPHITHEATRE
1867
1873
1874
1876
1877
1882
1884
1886
1941

Opened as New Royal Amphitheatre, Dane Street/Red Lion
Street
Converted into conventional theatre, and named the National
Theatre
Reverted to use as amphitheatre and named Newsome’s
Circus, occasionally used the name Connaught Theatre
Converted as Grand Central Skating Rink
Converted back into a theatre
Some building work, and renamed The Alcazar
Reverted to name Holborn Theatre
Closed, and became Holborn Central Hall and Stadium
Damaged in Blitz
Opened on 25 May 1867 for circus performances and equestrian displays under the
direction of William Charan and Thomas M’Cullum. It was converted into a
conventional theatre and reopened on 11 October 1873 with a new name— the
National Theatre—and with a production of Offenbach’s “Eurydice”. When this failed
the venue called itself the National Theatre of Novelties and staged comedy, ballet and
pantomime, and finally closed the same year.
John Hollingshead converted it back to a circus and opened it as the Holborn
Amphitheatre on 19 December 1874 with an equestrian pantomime/opera “Cinderella”
In March 1875 the venue closed again and became successively Newsome’s Circus,
the Grand Central Skating Rink, the Royal Amphitheatre, and Hamilton’s Royal
Amphitheatre. In November 1879 it came under the management of J.W.Currans who
converted it back to a theatre, renamed it the Connaught Theatre and opened it with a
comic opera and ballet. This too was a failure and the venue closed, only to reopen on
12 April 1882 as the Alzcazar with a pantomime. This lasted just three nights before
the theatre was closed on the grounds of public safety. It was another seven months
before the money could be found to carry out the repairs, and it staged “Mizpah—a
story of Today” on 22 December 1883.

Clearly this was one of the unluckiest theatres ever. Nothing succeeded. In April 1884
it changed managers and names (this time called the Holborn Theatre) and opened with
a series of minstrel shows. The burlesque “Little Lohengrin” was staged on 25 August
For once the house was well attended. The audience waited for the show to start. They
waited, and waited. Backstage the actors refused to perform unless they were paid. The audience became angry and
demanded their money back. The manager refused—claiming he was unable—and anyway if they waited the actor
would surely go on. A riot ensued. The angry crowd wrecked much of the theatre and the manager (and the actors)
fled. The theatre struggled on for another year and then closed forever. The building was used as a public hall and
later became the Holborn Stadium
HOLBORN THEATRE ROYAL
1866
1869
1875
1880
1880

Opened as the Holborn Theatre in Brownlow Street/Jockeys’ Fields
Renamed the Theatre Royal, Holborn & sometimes called the Curtain Theatre
Renamed the Mirror Theatre Royal
Renamed the Duke’s Theatre
Destroyed by fire

Designed in 1866 for the theatre speculator, Sefton Parry, it opened with Dion
Boucicault’s “Flying Scud, or a Four Legged Fortune”. Although an initial success, it
soon lost its audience and managements came and went in quick succession. Many of
these managements tried changing the name of the theatre to bring new luck. The
theatre survived just fourteen years and during that time seems to have had fourteen
different managers and at least five different names In 1875 it was renamed the
Mirror Theatre and had a big success with a dramatisation of “A Tale of Two Cities”.
This was followed by a series of “strong” dramas at low prices. When this failed the
theatre was renamed the Duke’s Theatre and staged burlesques until it was destroyed by fire in 1880. A hotel was
built on the site at No.42, High Holborn.
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HOLLAND PARK THEATRE
Originally called the Court Theatre, it opened in 1964 in the
gardens of Holland House, a Jacobean mansion. It was
sometimes called the Open Air Theatre, Holland Park. By
1987 it was referred to as the Holland Park Theatre. It runs
from early June to the end of August, and it now has a tentlike all-weather cover over the stage and the audience to
deal with the vagaries of the British summer.

HOLLOWAY EMPIRE
1899
Opened as the Empire Theatre of Varieties, Holloway Road
1910
Closed and unused
1916
Reopened for straight plays
1923
Closed and used as a cinema.
1949
The cinema closed due to bankruptcy
1953
Sold and left derelict
1976
Finally demolished
1899 was a big year for the architect W.G.R. Sprague. With the opening of the
Empire Theatre of Varieties, Holloway Road (commissioned by Oswald Stoll) he
had achieved the incredible total of seven new theatres in one year—five in London
(including Wyndham’s) and one each in Bolton and Bradford. The Holloway
Empire opened with 1,210 seats as part of the growing Stoll-Moss circuit. Like the
others, it was a twice-nightly variety house receiving the round of Stoll-Moss shows.
In 1903 just as the black-face singer Chirgwin was making his entrance to the intro
of his famous song “The Blind Boy”, a gang of eight men—all blacked up and
pretending to be blind—marched down the centre aisle and started mocking his
singing style. Chirgwin stormed off and refused to appear for the rest of the night.
Charlie Adams , the manager, threatened to call the police to deal with this intrusion
and then the eight men suddenly left. No one ever learnt who they were or what this
was all about.
In 1910 Stoll-Moss opened the much larger Finsbury Park Empire (q.v.) . Permission for the new venue was given
only if the Holloway Empire closed as a variety house since the authorities felt two music halls in the same area
would be detrimental to the local amenity.
The Holloway Empire closed and remained unused for six years. In 1916 it tried to re-open with straight plays.
This venture failed. Occasional film shows seemed more successful and after a further dark period in 1923 the
Empire was converted into a cinema. In 1947 there was talk of staging a pantomime and returning to live use, but
nothing came of this and in 1949 the building was in the hands of the Official Receiver. In 1953 it was sold for
demolition. The derelict building was finally demolished in 1976.

HOPE THEATRE, Bankside
1613
1619
1642
1656

Converted from the former Bear Gardens
Reverted to bull and bear-baiting
Closed by Government order
Demolished

Quick off the mark, Philip Henslowe took advantage of the destruction by fire of the rival Globe Theatre. Whilst
Richard Burbage was trying to raise the money to rebuild , Henslowe decided to turn his neighbouring bear-baiting
venue into a multi-purpose entertainment centre. He called it the “Hope” and announced it would be used for
theatre plays and for bear-baiting. The performances were provided by a newly amalgamated company consisting
of Lady Elizabeth’s Men and the Queen’s Revels with the handsome Nathan Field as their leading actor. The
Hope’s first season included Ben Jonson’s “Bartholomew Fair”. The Globe was rebuilt the following year and
Henslowe tried to keep a play company at the Hope but gradually the audiences deserted him and clearly preferred
the rival building. It seems that plays were only occasionally presented by 1616 and certainly by 1619 the Hope
had reverted to a Bear Garden. Along with all the Elizabethan and Jacobean Theatres, this was closed with the outbreak of the Civil War and demolished under Puritan orders.
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HOUNSLOW EMPIRE
1912
1954

Opened
Closed and demolished.

Further research needed.
HOVENDEN THEATRE CLUB
1950—1964 Various venues
This was an early “fringe” venture formed by the remarkable actress Valery Hovenden . Her original idea was
to perform appropriate period plays in National Trust houses, but despite an initial success with “The Good
Natur'd Man” at Fenton House in Hampstead (1950) , the Trust failed to take up the proposal for further
productions in other venues. The club's first premises were a cellar under an art gallery in Lisle Street, and later
in St Anne’s Soho Clergy House in Shaftesbury Avenue. From 1953 to 1964 the Club was based in Garrick
Yard, Covent Garden. During its 14 year existence it staged 130 productions including 38 new plays by 26
new authors.
Valery Hovenden was forced to give up the premises in 1964, and then formed “Showboat” - a repertory
company to tour the canals of England on barges. Sadly this idea failed to get off the ground so she then
moved to the West Indies and formed a travelling showboat and an acting school, Following that she worked
in Canada and finally returned to England where she gave regular poetry readings until she died in 1992, aged
90.

1863
1866
1867
1871
1877
1879
1885
1890c
1980s

Opened as Mortimer’s Hall
and the Hoxton Dancing Academy
Renamed MacDonald’s Music Hall
Enlarged and extra balcony added.
Licence refused. Building closed.
Attempt to reopen fails
Became a Temperance Hall.
Closed and left empty
Used as Quaker’s Meeting Place.
Carefully preserved and restored
Thereafter used as an arts centre.

Opened in Hoxton Street, Hoxton, an area
famous for its music halls: The Britannia (q.v.) and this, Macdonald’s Music Hall, were in the same street, with
Hoxton Varieties (q.v.) just around the corner. Although the hall was only fully active for around seven years, it
remains relatively intact and is one of the most important buildings of its type. It was a purpose built music
hall not having its origins in any pre-existing pub. The original owner, James Mortimer, built it to offer social
and educational improvement to the area. His high-minded venture failed, and the next owner, James
McDonald, enlarged the building and used it for popular music hall entertainments.
He lost his license in 1871 due to complaints from the police and the building remained closed for several
years, with one fitful attempt at reopening music hall in 1877, which once more failed to receive a licence. In
1879 it was bought by William Palmer, (of Huntley & Palmer) a wealthy Quaker, and used as a temperance hall
by the Blue Ribbon Army. When Palmer died in 1893 he left the building to the Bedford Quaker Institute who
incorporated it into a complex of new buildings in 1910. (The Quakers still own the premises today.)
Fortunately they had the good taste not to destroy any of the original structure in their redevelopment of the
site, and for many years it was run as a “neighbourhood centre”. In 1963 the British Music Hall Society held
an exhibition there which highlighted its importance as a piece of theatrical history. . Major work in the 1980s
preserved and restored it, and thereafter it has been used as an arts centre..

Mann Brothers—Hoxton Hall

HOXTON HALL, Hackney
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HOXTON VARIETIES
1870
1889
1903
1906
1907
1910
1981

Opened as Harwood’s Music Hall
Renamed the Hoxton Theatre of Varieties
Renamed the New King’s Theatre
Renamed the Bromwich Theatre
Renamed Mortimer’s Theatre
Became a cinema
Demolished

Gus Leach became manager from 1889, and renamed the venue
the Hoxton Theatre of Varieties. From 1896-1901 the
management was under the control of The Great Macdermott.
The next manager changed the theatre’s name to the New King’s
Theatre but was ordered to drop this by the Lord Chamberlain.
Freddie Bromwich took over in 1906 and named it after himself,
and a year later yet another manager, Leonard Mortimer, took
over and renamed the building.

Courtesy of Peter Charlton

Opened in Pitfield Street on 13th March 1870, with a seating
capacity of 830 and with direct access to the adjoining pub from
the boxes and gallery. From the beginning this was known
locally as the Flea-Pit. George Harwood, the manager, regularly
stood at the pit entrance collecting the twopenny entrance fees in
a bookmaker’s satchel. At the end of the week he would then
pay his artists with all these small coins.

The remains of the Hoxton Varieties
photographed in 1978

No wonder the local population stuck to the name Flea Pit! It started showing films in 1910, and by 1913 was
in full-time use as a cinema. In 1923 the building was sold, and it began a chequered career—sometimes in use
as a cinema, sometimes as a warehouse. The building was finally demolished in 1981.

