Aberaman

ABERAMAN
Rhondda Cynon Taff
(The community contains the villages of Aberaman, Abercwmboi,
Blaengwawr, Cwmaman, and Godreaman.)

Miners’ Public Hall and Institute
A very impressive building with a red brick façade and a dominant
Flemish gable was designed as a replacement for a much smaller
and more modest miners’ hall. The foundation stone was laid at the
beginning of October 1907, and the building was formally opened
by Keir Hardie, MP in June 1909. The original building (pictured
right) had a meeting hall on the ground floor and an auditorium
above, with other facilities incorporated. The stage had a
proscenium opening of 21ft, 28ft depth , and a fly tower 39ft. The
auditorium had a shallow balcony on three sides.
However, as soon as the project was completed it was decided to
add additional theatre facilities and a separate entrance as an
adjacent annexe. The second photograph includes this additional
construction. The main hall was destroyed by fire in 1994

GRAND THEATRE
1908
1910
1930s
1970c
2010

Opened as Poole’s Palace
Known as the Grand Theatre, Aberaman
Some alteration and used as a cinema.
Used as a Bingo Hall
Still in use as a bingo hall

Its early theatre days saw touring attractions of plays like “The Fatal
Wedding” and “The Girl Who Lost Her Character”, when the theatre
was under the resident manager, Archie Ainsleigh. The Grand also
received touring variety shows, with performers like Pharos, “The
Egyptian Magician” and Amor and Roma in their famous presentation
of “The Lady Passenger and the Sailor”. It had a proscenium width of
40ft and a stage depth of 20ft, and four dressing rooms.
The outbreak of the Great War
saw the management of the
theatre leased to Poole’s
Theatres Ltd, under the control
of
Jack Poole’s district
manager, Robert Tebbit. Like
many other theatres, the Grand
suffered shortages of manpower,
personnel and product due to the
War and the showing of films
became a regular replacement
for live shows.
By the start of the 1920s the theatre was managed directly by the Main
Committee of the Miners’ Institute, though the industrial disputes, strikes,
and shortage of money that marked this era led to long periods when the
Grand was closed. In the 1930s the theatre underwent considerable
alteration and was adapted chiefly for cinema use, though the occasional
live show would be staged. In 1974 the Grand staged its first professional
pantomime for over 20 years, but gradually theatre use dwindled and the
venue was used almost exclusively for Bingo.

Abercrave

2

ABERCRAVE
ADELINA PATTI THEATRE
1891 Opened as a private theatre in the singer’s “castle”
1988 Renovated
Adelina Patti, the most famous opera diva of her day, decided to go
into semi-retirement and build herself a castle at Craig-y-Nos. In
1890, with the building of the main Castle complete, she decided to
add her own private theatre. She wanted a smaller version of La
Scala, Milan—scene of her major triumphs.
The auditorium was 42’ by 27’ with a small gallery fixed in a
curved end at the back. The coved ceiling was 22’ high supported
by Corinthian columns. An ingenious contrivance enabled the
auditorium floor to be “jacked” into a level position when the area
was used for a ball, or raked downwards towards the orchestra pit
when a performance was given on the stage.
The proscenium
opening was 20 feet and the stage depth 22 feet. The proscenium arch was framed with large Corinthian
columns and embellished with the names of Verdi, Rossini and Mozart. The stage had a fly-tower and a sunken
orchestra pit which could be covered when not required. The original stage scenery is still in existence,
together with a spectacular act drop depicting Patti as Rossini’s “Semiramide”—one of her most acclaimed
roles.
After Patti’s death in 1919, Craigy-Nos eventually became a
hospital for many years, and more
recently was converted into an
hotel. There have been annual
opera performances at the Patti
Theatre and the fabric has been
well maintained. However, some
of its uses over the years have been
un-theatrical.
This is one of the most important
private theatres in the country, and
fortunately it has a Grade I Listing.
It needs special care to preserve
this
unique
and
nationally
important piece of theatre history.

Miners' Welfare Hall
1928 Opened
It was established as a recreational facility for local
mineworkers and their families. With a flat-floor main
function room
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ABERCYNON
Workingmen’s Hall and Institute
1905 Opened
1995 Closed and demolished
When built, this was the largest such building in
South Wales. Being built on a steep hillside, the
height of the pine end wall was over 70 feet from
base to roof apex, whilst the front wall was just 35
feet. It contained a reading room, library, meeting
rooms and even a cinema. In 1906 there was a
miners' meeting there, addressed by the famous
political leader, Keir Hardie.

Some cinemas in Abercynon
Empire Cinema
Built in Station Approach, this was a cine-variety offering a small stage with a proscenium opened of 22ft. The
premises also contained a café and a dance hall.
Palace Super Cinema
1914 Opened as Haggar’s Picture Palace
1920s Renamed Palace Super Cinema.
1955 Cinemascope screen fitted and some remodelling.
1969 Closed.
Opened in Margaret Street, this was another early cine-variety, with a small proscenium of 20ft. It was one of
the early Haggar circuit cinemas. By the 1920’s it had been re-named Palace Super Cinema. In the mid 1950s it
underwent some modernisation and a 27 feet wide Cinemascope screen was fitted . The seating capacity at this
time was reduced to 440. The cinema closed at the end of the 1960s and has since been used as the Abercynon
Ex-Servicemens Club & Institute
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ABERDARE,
Rhondda Cynon Taff

HIPPODROME/NEW THEATRE/ PALLADIUM
1858
1902
1914
1918
1928c
1970s

Built as a Temperance Hall for concerts, etc
Renamed the Hippodrome and New Theatre.
Used for a mix of live theatre and films
Under new ownership and renamed the Palladium.
Converted into a cine-variety
Remodelled and used as a Bingo Hall

Originally built as a Temperance Hall for concerts, meetings, etc.,
the building looked somewhat like a chapel, with a pedimented
gable to a slated roof. The early years saw such attractions as
Livermore’s Court Minstrels, several productions of “Uncle
Tom’s Cabin” and an early visit from the D’Oyly Carte Company
in “The Mikado”.
The Hall was also used for pantomime, with Will Smithson being
highly praised as Idle Jack in the 1888 production of “Dick
Whittington”. A very memorable occasion came in April 1890
when the Aberdare Operatic Society engaged the famous primadonna Madame Alice Barth to sing Arline in their production of
“The Bohemian Girl”, with local favourite, the baritone David Hughes as Count Arnheim.
Its regular theatre use was well established by the 1890s under its manager, Mr G. Elias, and it rapidly became
an important part of the South Wales touring circuit. In 1897 it came under the management of The Public
Hall, Theatre & Billposting Co. Ltd. (Managing Director: Mr. E. Kenshole) and entered a very successful
period with straight plays such as “Mazpah” with “Leonard Pagden excellent as Jack Forest” , “Ben-myChree” by Wilson Barrett and “Saints and Sinners” with Elaine Verner and Her Company. The Hall also
presented regular variety shows, such as the Moore and Burgess Minstrels, and Tomkinson’s Royal Gipsy
Children with the Hungarian Ladies Orchestra. It established highly successful Christmas pantomimes,
including Cinderella with Nellie Dent as Cinderella and Fred Graham as Pickles (1897); “Aladdin” (1898); and
“Dick Whittington” with “Mr William Mesnerd as the Emperor, the nimblest of Harlequins.”
The Temperance Hall also provided a venue for touring opera companies: in November 1899 Mr F.S.Gilbert’s
English Opera Company offered five different operas in one week - Maritana, The Daughter of the Regiment,
Il Trovatore, The Bohemian Girl and Faust.
In January 1902 the tour of “Rajah of Ranjanpore” played a week, but complained strongly about the lack of
modern facilities at the Hall. A month later the large-scale hit musical “Florodora” was advertised , but at the
last minute the visit was cancelled and the play “Queen of Hearts” was staged instead. No explanation was
given, and the theatre had to deal with hundreds of disappointed patrons.
It was probably no coincidence that the Temperance Hall closed that summer for major renovation and building
work. When the theatre re-opened in August, Miss Ada Alexandra was announced as the new “Proprietress”
with Mr Arthur Baldry as the acting manager. She renamed the Hall the Aberdare Hippodrome, and stated it
would be run as a music hall. The reopening attraction was a variety show starring Dennis Muldoon “Muldoon’s Picnic”, featuring Emmy and her Canine Pets. However, this was followed with the premiere of a
new play, “On Circumstantial Evidence”, prior to its nationwide tour. In November 1902 the New Theatre
was advertising for a Principal Boy (Selim), a Company Manager to understudy Blue Beard and a Baggage
Man to play Donky and introduce speciality for the forthcoming pantomime “Blue Beard”. In April 1903, a
year after it had first been advertised, “Florodora” finally made it, presented by Ben Greet’s company. It was a
total sell out.
The next ten years were highly successfully, and established the Aberdare New Theatre and Hippodrome as
one of the leading venues in the South Wales area. With a weekly change of programme, touring product
included Mrs Bandmann-Palmer’s Company , with a different play every night: Mary Queen of Scots, Nell
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Gwyn, Hamlet, Sapho, The School for Scandal, and Jane
Shore; and a week’s visit from Frank Benson’s Shakespeare
Company presenting The Merchant of Venice, The Taming of
the Shrew, Macbeth, Merry Wives of Windsor, Romeo and
Juliet and Hamlet – a different play every night. The Frank
Benson week saw the theatre sold out almost every night, and
many people were turned away, especially on the Monday
night, when the main attraction was Henry Herbert as Shylock.
Plays like “The Face at the Window” and “When Knights were
Bold” proved great attractions; as were pantomimes like “Dick
Whittington” with J.W. Bradbury as Dame Margarine and
“Beauty and the Beast” with Miss Linda Keston as Beauty, and
W. Gibson and Alfred Wills as Satyrino and Despepsus. The
local paper recorded “The looping of the loop turn by Mr
Dartigen is most sensational”
In December 1911 an advert appeared in The Stage seeking
tenders for a 7 year lease on the theatre. The advert appeared
again the following July, emphasising that “the theatre has a
seating capacity of about 1,200, and the population of the
urban district is over 50,000. The theatre also has its own
private electrical plant.”
It seems the lease was still available in June 1913, when yet
another large advert appeared, pointing out how successful the theatre had been, and that the New was “the
Premier Theatre in the Aberdare Valley, drawing on a 16 miles’ radius where money abounds” and “ we can
put on any production travelling, even to those with horses”. The ad was accompanied by a letter from the
illusionist Chung Ling Soo stating what excellent business he had done at Aberdare and how well appointed the
theatre was.
(Chung Ling Soo would hit the headlines five years later when he tragically died onstage at the Wood Green
Empire when his bullet-catching trick went wrong.)
The New Theatre finally found new managers in March 1914, when it was announced:
Mr Will Lund, the well known Liverpool variety agent, has purchased the lease of the New Aberdare
and has formed a limited company under the name of the New Theatre and Hippodrome Ltd, Aberdare,
to carry on the business. Mr Vivian Aldridge, the general manager of the Gnoll Hall, Neath, has been
appointed General Manager, and the directors propose staging four first-class turns and pictures
weekly on similar lines as at the Gnoll Hall, Neath. Both houses will be under the supervision of Mr
Aldridge.
However, things did not go too smoothly, and in June 1916 the following notice was published:
Notice to all artists and other holding contracts for the New Theatre and Hippodrome Aberdare, kindly
take notice that the theatre will be closed temporarily on and from Saturday next, June 17 inst, through
present crisis upsetting business. Signed on behalf of the New Theatre and Hippodrome Co Ltd
Aberdare, Vivian Aldridge, Gen. Manager.
The theatre opened again with Harry Dean, Harry Matto and Madge Furnival in the revue “Nearly Through”
but within six months or so the theatre was once more seeking a new lessee. The advert read:
The New Theatre and Hippodrome is situate in the principal street (Canon Street) Aberdare. Aberdare
has a population of 55,000 and in the immediate neighbourhood are the following well-known
Collieries: Powell Duffryn, Bwllfa and Dare, Cwmaman, and several other which are working very
regularly. There is no other hall in the town with a dramatic licence. The nearest one is at Aberaman,
a mile and a half away, and at Hirwaun, four miles away. It is the oldest established theatre in the
town. It has a seating accommodation of 1400 people. It has electric lights throughout. Within the last
two years the interior has been entirely renovated. It has a large stage and dressing rooms with offices

Aberdare

6

attached. It can be let for a term of 2½ years. Rental £500 per annum, payable in advance, and the
tenant to pay two-thirds of rates and taxes, and three-quarters of the insurance premium against fire..
Apply to Griffith T. Davies/ William Thomas, Solicitors.
In 1918 the Hippodrome came under new management and underwent
yet another change of name, this time it was called the Palladium. This
was the age when musical revue was proving to be a popular alternative
to the silent film business, and the Palladium regularly offered revues
with titles like “Buzz Along”, “Hands Off”, “Tickled to Death” and
“Lucky Liza”. In between there would be the occasional straight play,
like “The Mormon and the Maid” and even a performance by the famous
Nita van Biene – the girl with the cello.
By 1922 the lease had been assigned to Mr W.H. Mogford, who
announced himself as “sole lessee and manager” and took an advert in
“The Stage” seeking high quality product for Aberdare, claiming the
Palladium was “The largest theatre in the Town and District. Stage 50ft
by 50ft, Pros opening 27ft by 20ft. “
However, competition from the town’s cinemas and the eventual growth
of the “talking-picture” made things hard for the Palladium. Following
the January 1928 pantomime, “Mother Goose”, with Tom Grah as Billy
Goose, it was decided to convert the Palladium into a cinema, but to
keep the stage facilities and develop a “cine-variety” theatre.
The auditorium underwent some alteration and was re-seated to hold
1200 people. The impressive stage, now with a 35ft wide proscenium
and a stage depth of 25ft, was retained, and the venue continued to offer
a mixture of live performances and films. Among these live shows was
the annual visit of a Shakespearean Company when a different play was
put on every night of the week. Another regular event was a staged
gymnastic and PE display as part of the Annual Prize Day of the
Aberdare Boys County School.
The Palladium ceased showing films during the early 1970s and was
remodelled for bingo, and in 2009 was still part of the Top Ten Bingo
Group.

STAR MUSIC HALL
1870s Mentioned as being in use. No further details

CONSTITUTIONAL CLUB/ PALACE OF VARIETIES/
NEW EMPIRE/ PICTORIUM
1884
1885
1893
1897
1905
1909
1915
1960s

Opened in Victoria Square
Moved to larger premises in Canon Street
Completely new building completed
Re-named the Aberdare Empire
The Main Hall was reconstructed as the Palace of Varieties
Renamed the New Empire Theatre
Began regular film shows, naming the hall “Pictorium”
Converted into a “Go-go Bar” and later a nightclub

The original small premises proved enormously popular and in 1888 Lord Merthyr purchased the lands on
which a new and much enlarged building would be constructed and given to the local residents. Work was
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completed by July 1893, and
the new Club contained 3 shops
and a bar on the ground floor, a
large auditorium on the first
floor, games rooms, a library
and committee rooms on the
second floor, and kitchen on
the top floor. The building also
contained a lift – very novel at
this time. There was an official
opening on 15 March 1894.
One of the first attractions
staged by the manager Mr W.
Evans was a variety bill
starring local favourite Flora
Layton, and he placed an
advert in “The Stage” inviting
applications from first class
operatic
and
dramatic
companies to play this new venue which offered 1500 seats and an excellent local orchestra of 10 players. As a
result, he managed to attract touring shows like “Red Star”, with a “specially selected company of 16 artists
and two racehorses”.
In 1897 the theatre came under the control of a new management team whose head office was at the Cardiff
Theatre Royal. The Cardiff General Manager, Edward Fletcher, decided on a policy of high quality straight
plays and advertised the venue as the Empire, Aberdare “The only Theatre in this town” (as opposed to the
“lower-class” music hall.) Attractions during this period included plays like “A Noble Brother”, “The
Gambler’s Fate” .
However, just a few weeks after the start of this new policy, the rival New Theatre succeeded in getting the
famous Calvert Company for a week of plays consisting of “Proof”, “Richlieu”, “The Hunchback” “Othello”
and “Rip Van Winkle” - an attraction so outstanding that the Empire decided to close for the same week. By
the end of the year the Empire was advertising for a “Picture Worker” who could double as a Gas Man, and
began experimenting with early Biograph displays. The success of the January 1898 pantomime, “Arabian
Nights” was followed by a series of variety shows, and it seems the aspiration for higher class entertainment
was now forgotten.
The Empire offered shows like “Koh-i-Noor Variety” , with Joe Hastings, jumper, Lillian Horne, Tyrolean
vocalist; the Levaina Troupe of Musical Comics and the Biograph. This
show was so hugely popular, it was held over for a second week. It was
followed by the famous
Dr Walford Bodie, the hypnotist and electro-magnetic physician, who
“put a lady in a trance on Friday evening, in which she remained for 24
hours, and was then released at ten pm on Saturday.” Other attractions of
this time include The Kentucky Minstrels.
In 1905 the Hall was renamed the Palace of Varieties, and four years
later was known as the New Empire Theatre. Over the next ten years its
programme was a very mixed one: it advertised “Tom Wheatley, the
original railway ventriloquist, with his elaborate railway station stage set
and his clockwork mechanical figure of George Formby pushing a
railway barrow”;
Reginald E. Kendrick with his celebrated
impersonation of Charlie Chaplin; and The Musical Trippellos – a family
musical act with a mid-week change of programme.
But wartime problems led to an increasing use of moving picture shows
to replace live shows, and in 1915 the New Empire renamed itself the
Pictorium to acknowledge the dominance of cinema shows. However,
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live shows were frequently staged, and in March 1916 the theatre returned to straight plays for a season of
repertory plays. The season was headed by the actor Charles Freeman, with Miss Ivy Carlton as the leading
lady and opened with the play “Sapho”.
At the end of the war the Pictorium returned chiefly to variety shows, but by 1924 the business was in trouble.
An advert appeared in “The Stage” :
“ Empire Aberdare to let on lease. Immediate possession, Seating about 500 with plush tip-up chairs,
Electric lighting with motor generator complete. Only premises used as a music hall in the district of
60,000 population. Facilities for Pictures if necessary,- For particulars apply E.R. Evans, Solicitor,
Aberdare.”
And two months later another advert appeared:
“Empire Aberdare, Now under New Management . Population 55,000. Wanted for opening night July
7th a real good revue or Comb. Good shows only apply. Good Acts, single or double. Empire
Abersychan to follow. Dates vacant for single or double acts. Particulars Day bill “Hall and Turn”
Write: Harris, Empire, Abersychan.”
It seems that Mr Harris, of the Abersychan Empire, had taken a ten year lease and intended to run the two
theatres by exchanging the shows on consecutive weeks Over the next ten years the venue presented a
combination of films and live shows. Among the latter were revues like “Fetch a Policeman” and “Leeks and
Daffodils”. Variety bills from this period included a return of Dr Walford Bodie and his New Big Road Show;
Herculean (Herman Gorner) “the one and only genuine strong Act on the Road – challenging audience
members to feats of strength”; and Harry Wyson and his phenomenal concert party “The Singing and Dancing
Fools” with 10 artists. One of the biggest hits of this time was
“Kentucky Days - the Great American
Broadcasting Revue” which returned three times in six months by popular demand
In 1937 the theatre was once more seeking someone to take out a lease, and shortly afterwards, with the
outbreak of the Second World War, main theatre use ended, and the hall was used as a ballroom and a venue
for occasional concerts. In the 1960s it became a “Go-go Bar”, and eventually was used as a nightclub.

LITTLE THEATRE
1930
1940
1958
1978
1979
2007

Opened in a converted engine shed and used for amateur plays.
Requisitioned and used for war purposes
Reopened as an amateur theatre
Seriously damaged by fire
Reconstructed and reopened.
Theatre use ceased and building put up for sale.

Trecynon Amateur Dramatic Society and the Aberdare Little Theatre Company used the Aberdare Little
Theatre for more than 70 years. The former engine shed was converted for theatre use in 1930, and although
requisitioned by the Ministry of Food as a food depot in 1942, from 1958 the theatre companies moved back in,
refurbished the building and served the
local community. A simple white
rendered building with metal clad
pitched roof, the theatre building opens
on to Depot Road .
Sadly, dwindling audience and
memberships of the societies using the
theatre, combined with rising running
costs. forced the sale of the theatre in
February 2007. Redevelopment
appears to be imminent.
The site was sold in 2010 for
conversion to double glazing
showroom, also with outline planning
permission for change of use on the site
for residential development.
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LYRIC THEATRE
In January 1898 the following advertisement appeared in “The Stage”:
“Managers booking Wales to know that the Lyric Theatre Aberdare, a modern up-to-date
theatre, costing over £5000, will be ready by August Bank Holiday. Enquiries: W. Evans,
Empire, Aberdare.
No further details, and there seems to be no further mention of a Lyric Theatre. However, a statement that the
theatre would be ready by August suggests that building work had already started. More information is needed.

ABERDARE PLAYHOUSE
Between September 1924 and December 1925 there are several listings for forthcoming events at the
Playhouse, Aberdare. These include “Bon Bons - the screamingly funny musical revue” in September 1924.
and an advertisement for Couth Griffith and Eileen McCarthy as Beppo and Angela in Fred Payne’s tour of
“Maid of the Mountains” in October 1924.
In May 1925 there are adverts for “Let’s Have One”, “Good Times Coming” and “Mirth and Melody of 1925”
appearing on three successive weeks at the Playhouse. In December of the same year an advert states “Babes
in the Wood” with Alan Hanbury as Dame will open on Christmas Eve and play for nine days before going on
tour.
It has not yet been possible to identify this venue, which possibly is a temporary alternative name for one of the
existing Aberdare theatres

COLISEUM, Trecynon
1938 Opened
1990 Bought by Council and refurbished
1994 Major re-development and enlargement
The 621 seat Coliseum Theatre was built in 1938 by penny subscription from miners to extend the facilities of
Trecynon Welfare Hall which had no performance area. Just two years later the Coliseum welcomed Sybil
Thorndike and Lewis Casson as part of their tour of Welsh mining towns. Under the direction of the newly
formed CEMA (which later became the Arts Council of Great Britain), Sybil Thorndike was heading a tour of
“Macbeth”, “Medea” and “Candida” through various miners’ and parish halls throughout South Wales.
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Other serious plays in the war years included “The Passing of the
Third Floor Back” and the premiere of a new play, “The
Unbroken Link” but light entertainment and revues predominated,
with shows like “Follow the Girls”, “Silk Stocking Sandals”,
“Unrationed Legs and Laughter” and the summer pantomime
“Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs”.
The post-War years saw appearances by artists like Geraint Evans
and Anthony Hopkins, and a still-remembered three-hour long
Gala Charity show with 30 performers, headed by Howell Evans
and Pat Kane.
In 1990 the Coliseum was purchased by Cynon Valley Borough
Council and completely refurbished thanks to Welsh Office
Valleys Initiative grants. A new control room was installed, back
stage facilities were improved and jobs created in the area as local
traders benefited from an increase in business.
In 1994 more major refurbishment took place as part of a
£172,000 development grant received from the European
Community - adding a new foyer, box office, bar and restaurant,
disabled facilities and a lift.
Since that time the Coliseum has hosted amateur and professional
shows and had visits from big name performers including Ken Dodd, Danny la Rue, Bobby Crush and Jasper
Carrott.

SOME CINEMAS IN ABERDARE
The Aberdare Cinema, Canon Street
1912 Opened
1959 Closed and demolished
Opened in 1912, with seating for 800, and was operated by Mr V.W.Rowe,
who also owned the town’s Empire Pictorium. By 1924 the venue was
operated by Aberdare Cinemas Limited. A Picturedrome system was
installed during the early thirties to enable the screening of the new talkies.
The venue closed in late 1959 and was subsequently demolished. The
building had a tiled facade running the length of Canon Street and many
locals thought it looked more like a swimming baths more so than a cinema.

Park Cinema:
1914 Opened
1960s Closed
Opened in March 1914 in the Gadlys area of the town,
with a seating capacity of around 600 seats. The cinema
remained open for almost fifty years, but by the mid 1960s
it had closed, and was later used as commercial premises.
The elegant façade of the old cinema remains, though the
entrance archway has been removed and the top of the
building lost several feet of ornamental stonework and
signage.
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Kosy Kinema, Market Street
1915 Opened as Haggar’s Kinema
1925 Renamed Kosy Kinema
1927 Renamed Cosy Cinema!
1946 Damaged by fire and closed.
Opened as Haggar’s Kinema in August 1915, this was a luxurious building
with folding seats for 700, and room for a further 200 on benches. It was one
of the circuit of halls owned by William Haggar, and Haggar’s Kinema was
famous for its Saturday morning children's matinees in the silent-film days
and its admission charge of one old penny. Before William Haggar died in
1925 the cinema had been renamed the Kosy Kinema, and when it was sold
two years later to Captain Willis of Pentre, it was revamped and the peculiar
spelling adjusted to Cosy Cinema. Installation of updated cinema equipment
and the subsequent sound provision caused the seating capacity to be reduced
to 670. The cinema was eventually destroyed by a serious fire in 1946 and
was never rebuilt.

The Rex Cinema, Wind Street
1939 Opened
1972 Used for bingo and films
1983 Closed
1990 Demolished
Opened on Easter Monday 1939 with 1250 seats, and
at that time became the largest cinema in the Rhondda
Valley, overtaking the Grand, Aberaman. It was built
by Captain W.E. Willis, as part of his chain of
cinemas, and named “The Rex”, after his son, Rex
Willis. The opening attraction was a double bill of
“Three Loves Has Nancy” and “The Garden of the
Moon”. Built in Art-Deco style it had a 56 foot wide
proscenium and an illuminated cinema organ which
rose up on a lift from below the stage. In the early 1970s it introduced bingo nights twice a week. It closed as
a cinema and bingo hall on the 6th July 1983. In 1986 the disused venue was used as a location for the Welsh
language film, “Rhosyn a Rhith”, translated as “Coming Up Roses”. It was about the efforts of the local
community to save the town’s last cinema from demolition. In real life, the cinema was demolished in 1990.
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ABERFAN
ABERFAN PUBLIC HALL
?

Opened

In 1908 the Aberfan Public Hall was hired by Will Dean, who was touring his own fit-up theatre and picture
show and played to packed houses for three nights in May. The “picture show” was the main attraction, but at
this early date it would have been a Bioscope show, and not an early cinema show.

PITT’S PALACE/ PALACE CINEMA
1911
1917
1920s
?

Opened?
Change of management
Used exclusively as a cinema?
Closed

Between 1912 and 1917 there are details of weekly shows at the Aberfan Palace under the management of Mr
Pat O’Brien. In 1912 the performers included The Danbys and Vall and Derr (“The Acme of Comedy and
Pathos”) performing the new military song “My Little Bombardier”. The following year a bill offering The
Weimars and Sally Duly was announced as “the biggest hit ever known at the Palace” and was immediately
booked for a repeat visit the following month. In January 1917 Harry Firth’s Eight Dainty Maids announced
they would shortly be completing an unbroken run of 300 weeks playing all over the country – this being their
third visit to Aberfan.
The Pitt’s Palaces were a chain of cine-varieties, so it is assumed that all these acts appeared in-between film
shows, though, surprisingly, there seems to be no mention of films during these years. However, in February
1917 the Aberfan Palace was sold, and the new owner was Marcus Solomon, who already owned the Empire,
New Tredegar. Pat O’Brien, facing unemployment, placed an advert in The Stage, stating:
Resident Manager, Drama, Pictures or Varieties, ineligible for wartime service, aged 40, is
seeking a new job owing to change of proprietors. Reference from Mr G.H. Pitt.
However, the new owner quickly offered him the job of resident manager at New Tredegar. Over the next few
years the Aberfan Palace and the New Tredegar Empire were run in conjunction with each other.
By 1920 the Palace was being leased to a Frank Seymour, and it appears it was being used for films only – no
live acts are mentioned. At this point the trail goes cold. Further information is needed.
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ABERGAVENNY
THE TITHE BARN THEATRE
The Tithe Barn – originally part of St Mary’s Priory - was
used by the end of the 18th Century (and possibly earlier) as
a fit-up playhouse for touring companies, particularly those
companies bound for Brecon and Bath who would break
their journey at Abergavenny. There are records of different
strolling companies visiting Abergavenny from 1740 right up
to the opening of the permanent Borough Theatre a century
later. These companies would play in barns, village halls, or
rooms provided by innkeepers, and it is likely that most of
the Abergavenny performances took place in the Tithe Barn, since it was well appointed for such use.
Among the earliest known strolling players in Wales is a “commonwealth” company run by a “Mr Jones” from
1740 onwards. On June 5th 1741 they performed “The Spanish Fryar” and “The Honest Yorkshireman”, with
receipts of nine shillings; the following night they played “The Beaux Stratagem” and “Parting Lovers” to a
house worth seven shillings
Another group of strolling players was run by Richard Elrington and performed in Abergavenny in 1747. His
leading lady was Charlotte Charke, the youngest daughter of playwright and Poet Laureate, Colley Cibber.
(Charlotte Clarke was one of the most bizarre figures ever to appear on the stage. Intensely masculine, she was
forced to marry Richard Charke in the hope of “taming” her. She quickly abandoned her husband and took to
wearing men’s clothing both onstage and off. She used her masculine disguise to court young ladies, and later
gave up the stage to become a grocer, an alehouse keeper, a valet de
chambre and a puppet show woman. She was the author of three plays and
an autobiography)
John Boles Watson toured extensively through South and West Wales
during the 1790s, and made several visits to Abergavenny during this time,
frequently repeating his very successful play “Captain Cook”. Watson died
in 1813, and that same year his son took over the company, opening a new
tour in Abergavenny featuring Mr Richer, a tight-rope walker.
One of the most popular companies of strolling players at this time was run
by Henry Masterman, who played summers in Swansea and Carmarthen,
and then toured South Wales, visiting Abergavenny nearly every Springtime
over a 20 year period from 1780 onwards. They would play three nights a
week at Abergavenny and the other three nights at Crickhowell.
Andrew Cherry, who would later become full-time manager of the Theatre
Royal, Swansea, played a circuit that brought several productions to
Abergavenny between 1809 and 1811. During this time a young, unknown
Edmund Kean played in the town.
(Edmund Kean would very quickly the most famous actor of his time –
seeing Kean act was compared to “reading Shakespeare by flashes of
lightning”.)
There is a record of a strolling performance of “Hamlet” in the 1820s which
played two nights in the Tithe Barn with phenomenal takings of £50.
Among the last of the strolling players was the W.W.Dunant company,
which performed in 1841 patronised by the Abergavenny Branch of Loyal
Independent Order of Oddfellows.
The building has been used for many different purposes - even as a Disco
in the 1980s. In 2002 the Church took ownership of the Tithe Barn and
carried out a programme of conservation to maintain the 900 year old
structure. It is now open to the public as one of the most important historic
attractions of the town.

Edmund Kean
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CYMREIGYDDION HALL
1845
1855
1908
?

Opened as a replacement for an earlier hall
Frequently referred to as the Volunteers’ Hall
Referred to as being “in ruins”
Demolished, and the site used as a car park.

The Cymreigyddion Hall in Tudor Street was remodelled out of an old malt-house and originally built as a hall
for exclusive use of the Cymreigyddion y Fenni, a society dedicated to preserving the Welsh language and
culture. However, from the very beginning it was made available for touring fit-up theatre companies, and
these were well supported by the local gentry.
Almost immediately after opening it suffered an accident when part of the balcony collapsed due to overcrowding at a performance given by the Henderson company. No one was hurt and repairs and strengthening
were quickly effected. During this opening season “ Miss Grace Addison has been playing Hamlet, but we
cannot say much for the skill of the lady” (The Era).
Several companies visited the town over the next few years including a much acclaimed “Uncle Tom’s Cabin”
in 1853, followed by a six week season from the Mendham & Pattison company. It was said at this time an
application was to be made to local magistrates for a licence to operate an all-the-year-round theatre in
Abergavenny. But this seems not to have happened, and short seasons were played each year up to 1858.
For the next eight years it seems no theatrical performances were allowed - possibly because of strong
religious opposition to theatre during this time. When Hord’s portable theatre eventually returned with regular
annual visits to the town between 1865 and 1874 the gentry had withdrawn their support, and the company’s
appeal was now limited almost entirely to the lower classes.
However, a visit from the English Opera Company in April 1867 saw the Volunteers’ Hall once more in
successful use as a performing venue.
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PORTABLE THEATRES
These were structures somewhat like a touring circus, where the company would arrive at a town, rent an
appropriate site, and construct a wooden temporary theatre, complete with stage and seats. It would usually
stay in place for several weeks, and sometimes even months, before moving on to the next town. Some that are
known to have been constructed in Abergavenny include:
Hord’s Portable Theatre
Played regular annual seasons between 1865 and 1874.
Prince of Wales Theatre
This was a Portable Theatre which played Abergavenny in 1882, at which time it was advertising for a leading
lady.
Victoria Theatre
This was a high-quality portable theatre, owned and managed by Mrs M.C.Sinclair. It played seasons of
several weeks duration in the Groffield area, Abergavenny as part of its circuit tour. In 1895 it was presented
under the patronage of the Chairman of the Urban District Council, and in 1897 it was under the patronage of
the Marquess of Abergavenny. This was an unusually high level of support, and probably stemmed from the
fact that Mrs Sinclair would give many benefit nights each season for such good causes as the local Cottage
Hospital and the Widows and Orphans of the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants. The Victoria Theatre
offered an entire change of programme each night.
The American Pavilion
In 1897 and again in 1900 the Pavilion Portable, managed by a Mrs Orton, performed in Abergavenny.
Empire, Abergavenny
In 1907 a Harry Cowell is advertising for artists to perform at the Empire Theatre, Abergavenny. It is not
known iof this was a portable venue, or one of the existing early cinemas which would be better known under
another name.
Castle Grounds
This was Council run open-air venue. In March 1910 an advertisement invited offers “for the privilege of
giving entertainments in the Castle Grounds Abergavenny during the ensuing Summer.” The contract seems
to have gone to a Mr Wishard who in July advertised for a replacement “Funny Refined Light Comedian , also
comedienne assist piano.”

BOROUGH THEATRE
1856 Opened on the top floor of the Town Hall as a
concert venue and public hall
1892 Rebuilt to include a stage
1991 Refurbished
Nowadays the Borough Theatre is a 338 seat venue in the centre of
the town, though in its earlier days its seating capacity was twice
that figure. It is part of a Victorian gothic-style building which
incorporates the Town Hall and an indoor market building, with a
public meeting room on the third floor. This consisted of a flatfloor auditorium with a single balcony and was intended for concert
use and public meetings. In 1892 the room underwent considerable
alteration to create a raised stage and meet the growing demand for
theatrical presentations.
From its earliest days it was home to touring productions and
performances. In 1880s touring shows included “East Lynne”,
“The Spitalfields Weaver”, and “The Lady of Lyons” (for which
the Stage newspaper critic reported “Business fair, acting bad”.
During the same period the local Abergavenny Histrionic Club
performed “Weak Woman” and “Two Bonnycastles”,
and the
D-Oyly Carte company brought their new productions of
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“Iolanthe” and “Patience”.
A problem arose in October 1886 when it was discovered the Town
Hall was performing shows illegally. Although there had been
frequent theatrical performances, the Hall did not have a proper
licence. Mr J.T. Rutherford pleaded oversight and confusion –
erroneously believing that the local council did not need to have a
licence when the performances were taking place on their own
premises. The Bench accepted the apology and a licence was
granted.
Pantomimes and musicals proved very popular in Abergavenny:
excellent business was achieved by Miss Jessie Dalton’s “Merry
Dick Whittington” Company (1894),and “Cinderella” with
Warwick Buckland and Syd Barnard as Ugly Sisters Gertie &
Lottie (1899). Audiences flocked to “The Geisha” (1899), “Belle
of New York” (1900), “Florodora” (1901), and return visits from
D’Oyly Carte.
One-night shows were frequently staged, including a visit from
Albert Chevalier, The Coster King, whose ended the evening with a
rousing performance of “Mafekin’ Night”.
The theatre was
completely sold out, in spite of protests that the price of front seats
had been raised to an astonishing four shillings.

Dorothy Dix

This pattern of visiting and local shows continued to the start of the First World War. The Abergavenny
Amateur Operatic Society regularly staged Gilbert & Sullivan pieces, touring shows like “Charley’s Aunt”
packed the place, as did pantomimes like the 1913 “Cinderella” with the “Sisters Royal in their refined piano
and singing act, introducing harmony, mimicry and ragtime.”
In 1915 the new lessees of the Borough Theatre were Mr and Mrs Vyvian Thomas, who also had the summer
lease on the Castle Grounds Pavilion where they presented Pierrot and Concert Parties. Initially the theatre did
very well, with a visiting production of “Pygmalion” with Dorothy Dix as Eliza Doolittle. This play had
caused a sensation in London the previous year because of its shocking language. However, the use of the
phrase “Not bloody likely” did not cause much of a fuss in Abergavenny!
The Thomases struggled through the War and its aftermath, but by 1924 they had had enough. In April that
year The Corporation invites tenders for the letting of the theatre “for a period of years” but “the Corporation
reserve the right to let the premises for local bookings such as Dances, Political Meetings, Church teas, etc. etc.
Further particulars from William Hopwood, Town Clerk.”
However, no one was interested in leasing the venue, and the theatre was rented periodically for such touring
shows as “Charley’s Aunt”, “A Little Bit of Fluff”, “The Maid of the Mountains”, and “The Beggar’s Opera”.
A deal was struck with the Kemble Theatre, Hereford to share management and productions, but this seems to
have lasted only a few months. The theatre struggled on into the 1930s, by which time the state of the economy
was causing problems all round. In January 1934
“It was alleged at the Abergavenny Town Council on Tuesday that a pantomime company were left
stranded in the town at the weekend and tried to borrow their railway fares from the mayor to get away.
Alderman Sadler mentioned previous cases and said that the council should do something to prevent a
recurrence. Notice of motion to effect that the council should in future supervise the letting of the
theatre was carried.”
In 1939 an attempt was made to spruce up the venue and to install comfortable tip-up seats, but the outbreak of
the Second World War once again made life difficult. The theatre struggled through the next decade, and things
did not really pick up until 1949, when a new lease of life began with “The Adventures of Tommy Trouble”
with E.Eynon Evans – a show which once more playing to capacity business.
In July 1953 the Town Council became something of a laughing stock when it banned a local amateur
dramatic society from performing “The Town That Would Have a Pageant”, a farce by L. du Garde Peach.
This jolly play, about a town putting on a Coronation Pageant and hitting all kinds of problems, was a topical
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success and had played all over the country. The play was banned
from production at the Town Hall: the Town Clerk’s letter to the
amateurs said the “play might be thought to ridicule members of the
local council”
Perhaps its most memorable concert took place on Saturday 22nd June
1963, when 600 fans paid 12/6d each to attend a Beatles concert. The
concert did not start until 10.30pm because John Lennon was appearing
on BBC TV’s “Juke Box Jury” earlier in the evening. Following the
broadcast, Lennon was rushed to Battersea Helipad and flown by
helicopter to Abergavenny's Penypound football ground, arriving at
9.50pm. He was driven straight to the Town Hall, ready for a 10.30pm
concert. The other Beatles had arrived earlier that day, and attended a
civic reception given by the Mayor and Mayoress of Abergavenny.
(The Beatles’ fee for the concert was £250, while the support act, local
band the Fortunes, were paid 18 guineas). The Beatles stayed overnight
in the town's Angel Hotel.
By 1983 the theatre was in a very shabby state, and several Councillors
pressed for urgent improvements because the theatre was a “disgrace
to our historic town
However, Cllr Fred Saunders opposed the allocation of £12,500 for a
facelift. He said the same committee had turned down his request for
money to provide a play area at Llanbadoc. “It’s always the same,” he
said, “People in the villages pay the same rates as Abergavenny, but all
the money for leisure goes to the town and is never spent in the rural
areas.”
Over the next few years - almost a century after it first opened - the
theatre did, indeed, get its facelift and a major renovation. Raked
seating was created, with the back row of seats reaching a point below
the ornamental plaster-work of the original balcony front. At the same
time the stage was extended and a proscenium arch created, using a
tubular steel and perforated sheet steel construction. In 1996 a new bar
area was created in the space underneath the balcony and further
alterations allowed the creation of a shallow orchestra pit which
requires the removal of the first two rows of seats.
In spite of its much reduced seating capacity, its very limited onstage and backstage facilities, and its
unprepossessing entrance through the market, it is a much loved and historically important venue.

MELVILLE THEATRE
1962 Opened in a converted Victoria school
1976 Became the resident home of Gwent Theatre Co
A single-storey old Victoria gothic-style grammar school was
taken over by the local authority and converted for theatre use in
1962. The original school entrance hall forms the foyer, and the
old school hall was adapted into a simple performance space on
floor level with no wing space or flying, and with audience
seating arranged on shallow stepped timber risers. A suspended
ceiling provides a grid for curtain tracks, lighting and sound
system. The performance space is level with the auditorium and
simple - no wing space or flying. Some of the old classrooms provide dressing room facilities.
In 1976 it became the resident home of Theatr Gwent and Gwent Young People’s Theatre, thus providing a wide
range of theatrical and educational activities for the local population as well as providing a home for local amateur
companies.
Its future is currently threatened as a result of funding cuts.
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SOME CINEMAS IN ABERGAVENNY
Electric Picture Palace/ Dooner’s Picture Palace
Also known as Dooner’s Electric Theatre, this opened in 1911 in the Hope Hall and Villa in Monk Street. The
original announcement stated:
'The machines used will include all the latest
improvements of Cinematography, and the Palace will be
ventilated and heated, and furnished with tip-up seats of the latest
design.. the decorations will be of the finest of art craft. The
Palace will be lighted throughout with Electricity, and there will
be a Concrete and Brick Operating house, according to the rules
of the new Cinematograph Act, also entrances and exits which
will enable the building to be emptied in 30 seconds. the Seating
Capacity will be from 300 to 350..... There will be two
performances nightly, and two matinees weekly, making in all 14
performances. There will be an entire change of pictures twice
weekly. popular prices of admission."
In its early it staged variety acts alongside the film shows. It underwent a temporary and unexplained closure
in the summer of 1913. An advertisement on July 10th said: “All artists holding contracts for the above hall,
kindly note same is Closed on and after July 21st 1913”. However, it re-opened in September that year.

Park Hill Cinema
The first permanent film show in Abergavenny was around 1912, when a Victorian corrugated iron hall on Park
Road was used as the Picture Palace In 1913 an advert stated:
“Park Hill Cinema: To Let. Seating 600. Fully Licensed. Complete except part of seating and plant.
Population 9,000. Centrally situated. Immediate possession. Particulars: Gwatkin Brothers,
Abergavenny
In 1914, now billed as the “Park Hall Kinema” it was offering the films“Victory or Death” and “Thaw’s Dash
for Liberty”, with the live comedy duo Corrie and Foote entertaining between films. The following week it
offered the films “Our New Minister” and “Breman of the Moor” with interval entertainment from Harry
Brooks, “the musical navvy”.

Coliseum/ Dooner’s Coliseum
The Coliseum was the second cinema to open in the town, and opened on
November 3rd 1913. It was designed as an early cine-variety, with stage
facilities for live entertainment to be performed between films. A typical
advert in its opening month announced:
“The programme here includes Mlle O’Dene in her dancing and handbalancing act, assisted by a comic butler and Willie Butler, Scotch vocalist
and acrobat. The chief pictures are “A Victim of the Mormons” in three parts
and “A Child of the Sea”.
With the advent of talking pictures, live entertainment ceased, and the
Coliseum was used exclusively for films. In mid 1989 the cinema underwent
some re-construction, with the ground floor stalls being converted into shops,
and a reduced capacity cinema operating from the circle. By 1998 the
Coliseum had become a bingo hall with various shop units and was later
taken over as a Wetherspoon pub and restaurant. It has been sensitively converted, with much or its original
design intact.
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ABERSYCHAN
Some portable and visiting theatres:
Holloway’s Portable
Horace Hollway’s portable theatre company consisted of eight members of his own family and five other
actors, and played a regular circuit in Warwickshire. Occasionally he would bring his company across the
border, and in 1865 he played at Abersychan and Pontypoool. It is possible that he played Abersychan again in
1876. (This company was still going in 1909 when a fire destroyed his theatre whilst they were performing in
Flint)
Sinclair’s Victorian Theatre
This visited Abersychan in May 1894
Mrs Orton’s American Theatre
January 1898 & November 1898
Haggar’s Castle Theatre (June 1901)
Crown Theatre (February 1902?
Allworth’s Portable Theatre
Played a six month season from July 1902

PITT’S PALACE/ EMPIRE
1910 Opened
?
Closed?
By January 1910 there were Pitt’s Picture Palaces in Pontypool, Abersychan, Blaenavon and Blaina. Leslie
Beaufort, the General Manager based at the main office at the Theatre Royal, Pontypool, was advertising for
artists to perform 20 minute or half-hour shows between pictures, offering them four consecutive weeks,
playing each of the venues in turn. When this advert was repeated a month later, it referred to the Empire,
Abersychan (not the Pitt’s Palace). In March the “illusionist and smoke painter” Jan By Vanbert, announced
he was performing at the “New Empire” Abersychan. Over the next few years the Empire ran as a cine-variety,
featuring acts such as The Great Sardou, “illusionist, mystifier” and Loch and Glen “the most remarkable triple
bar act” alongside the film shows. In 1913 the building closed for a few weeks for some alterations and
improvements, after which it seemed to be used very often for full weeks of live variety and only the occasional
film. By 1921 the new manager was Arthur Sheldrake, and the Empire seemed to feature live shows most of
the time.
In October 1923, Daisy Edwards, a chorus girl with J.B.Arnold’s company at the Empire Abersychan, was
accused by Alfred Fry of the Actors’ Association of assaulting him. The Pontypool police court was told the
Actors’ Association was in dispute with the company and threatening to close it down because Mr Arnold
refused to pay the agreed minimum wage of £2 10s per week. Mr Arnold claimed he could only afford £1 17s
per week, otherwise he would go out of business and all his performers would be unemployed. Mr Fry was
harassing them, following them from town to town, and saying he would rather they closed down than pay less
than the recommended minimum. Daisy Edwards challenged him in the street, and slapped his face. She
admitted the assault, and said she would do it again, since he had sorely provoked her and was trying to get
audiences to boycott the show. The Bench stopped the case and said there had undoubtedly been a great deal
of provocation. All parties were bound over to keep the peace, the costs to be divided between them.
By 1924 the Empire had changed hands again, and was now managed by a Mr Harris, who had also taken over
the Empire, Aberdare. It remained principally a variety theatre, presenting shows like The Royal Revivers with
Little Hackenschmidt, “Romany Sports Revived”, and the Famous Mystic Saxbys
It seems it was used exclusively as a cinema from the 1930s onwards, but further information is needed.
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ABERTILLERY,
Blaenau Gwent

METROPOLE THEATRE
1892
1900
1937
1946
1980
2001
2005c

Opened as the Public Hall
Enlarged and named Metropole
Used exclusively as a cinema
Closed?
Re-opened as a cinema
Closed and fell into disrepair
Major refurbishment and renovation

The Abertillery Public Hall, Dance Hall and Market Hall
opened in 1892, designed for multi-purpose use by the
architect Charles John Seaborne. The original theatre capacity
was 800 seats in a typical Victorian grand auditorium, and in
its early days it played host to opera companies like The
Calder O’Beirne Comic Opera Co with “La Fille de Mme
Angot” & “The Bohemian Girl” (1894), and “improving” plays like “The Harvest of Sin”, Ben Greet’s “Two
Little Vagabonds” and “A Judas Crime”. It was also home to variety shows: one typical bill in 1898 offered The
Brothers Valoises, musical grotesques; Mdlle There’s Troupe, living statuary; Mazawattee, a clever juggler; and
Professor De Voye’s troupe of performing dogs. Abertillery audiences also loved their pantomimes, so much so
that in 1899 there were no fewer than three such productions – “Cinderella” and “The Forty Thieves” in middle
of the year, and “Robinson Crusoe” for Christmas , all presented by the W. Haggar Company.
At the start of the new century the venue came under new management, and was now controlled by Arthur
Carlton, who owned a chain of theatres operated from his London base at Morton’s Theatre in Greenwich. In
September 1900 an advert proclaimed that Charles March’s No. 1 touring production of “The Gamester of Metz”
had been “especially selected to open Mr Arthur Carlton’s new theatre in Abertillery following an enormous
week at Tonypandy, Money-takers perspiring. Management all smiles”.
Now called the Metropole, things went very well until a rival theatre, the New Pavilion, opened just seven years
later. The mix of shows was very much as before: serious plays like “The Christian”, comedies like “Daredevil
Dorothy” (both 1908), but now the Metropole started aiming for bigger shows, hosting the George Edwardes
Company from London in “The Chocolate Soldier”, and “The Count of Luxembourg”. Variety was still a big
attraction, and during this time the Fred Karno company performed at the Met, with a company that is believed to
have included the young, unknown Charlie Chaplin.
As the Great War approached, the year started with two pantomimes, “Mother Goose” and “Cinderella” each
playing half a week to sell-out business, and then yet another pantomime, “The Babes in the Wood” played
during the Easter holiday. Variety, too, was still popular, and in May a typical bill offered “Bleriot’s Fairy
Fountains with H.E. Pellow, Dame comedian, and Charles Vesty giving an interesting exhibition of ballpunching.” During the year the Metropole once more changed management, and was now controlled by the
Seaborn family.
The theatre struggled through the War years and into the
depressed years of the 1920s and early 1930s, during which
time variety artists like Sandy Powell and Jimmy James
appeared, and there were a few attempts at running repertory
seasons.
By 1937 it was in use exclusively as a cinema which closed
around 1946. From 1980, it became a cinema again due to
the town’s Palace Cinema closing. The building closed
completely in 2001 and fell into disrepair. It was saved as a
result of a vociferous local campaign and following a £1.2m
grant, it underwent major reconstruction as a state of the art
cultural and conference centre, retaining many of the original
Victorian architectural features.
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PAVILION THEATRE
1907 Opened
1927 Closed and used as a cinema. Later demolished
Abertillery’s very large population in the first decades of the 20th Century enabled it to support two live
theatres. The Pavilion, when it opened in 1907, laid claim to the second largest stage in Wales - only the
Cardiff New Theatre was bigger. The New Pavilion opened on Monday June 7th with a performance of Mr
Joseph Poole’s celebrated Myriorama. A newspaper report at the time said “The Pavilion is 110 feet in length
and 45 feet in width and there is a spacious rising gallery at the back and also galleries on each side. There is
also a rising floor so that every spectator has a full view of the stage. . . the seating capacity is 1600 spectators.”
This first performance was a preview, because the building was not quite fully finished. The Pavilion’s policy
was “strictly temperance, and the owner Mr Tilney declares he will not be applying for any licence to sell
intoxicating drinks.”
The opening season at the Pavilion included sacred concerts on Sundays, and a wide range of weekly variety
shows. One August week offered: “The Brothers Durant on their flying machine; The Sisters Poole, society
entertainers; Zabfretta and Napio, musical talent; Montini, exponent of magic, and Effie White in her
kaleidoscopic dance.” And the following week, the delights on offer included: “Leoni Clarke with his trained
cats, rats & mice; Marie Yorke, burlesque; Perris & Farnley; The Three Sisters Transfield and The Four Berten
Belles”
For the week commencing June 8th 1908 the show at the Pavilion was Fred Karno’s Company in “Mumming
Birds” (but NOT with Charlie Chaplin – he was in the same show but with the company playing in Shoreditch
& Poplar that week.).
In July 1910 Mr Tilney, who also ran a theatre in Ebbw Vale, was sued for breach of contract. He cancelled a
booking for “A Girl’s Repentance” at the Pavilion on the grounds that the company was “inefficient, the ladies
dresses were poor, the ladies were amateurish and certain characters were duplicated.” However, the same
play had been performed at his Ebbw Vale theatre the previous week, had done good business and no one had
made complaints. The aggrieved touring manager, Stanley Carlton, claimed Mr Tilney had been offered a
better attraction for the same week, and was trying to get out of his contract by pretending the show was of
poor quality. Mr Tilney lost the case, and the jury awarded £30 damages to Mr Carlton.
Other variety acts from these years included The Great Solares, a trapeze act; Moran & Tingley, upside down
dancers; The Ko-Ten-Ichi Troupe of conjurors; Geraldo the juggler, and Steinort & Mitchell, the acrobatic
lodgers.
However, the problems of the Great War led to a shortage of suitable product, and some economic hardship,
and gradually an evening at the Pavilion consisted of fewer live acts, and more filmed and bioscope attractions.
Then the industrial recession in the 1920s saw a big reduction in the number of residents in Abertillery and
their much reduced spending power. The Pavilion became the principal cinema in the town, showing all the
latest releases. For a time
during the 1950s the venue
hosted live stage plays,
returning briefly to its live
theatre origins while the
more suitable Metropole
was refurbished for a
return to use as a theatre.
Eventually it closed and
was demolished. The New
Llymes Social club was
built on the vacant site

The famous Mumming Birds
sketch photographed c. 1908.
The stage boxes are part of
the set, and are occupied by
actors.
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Palace Cinema.
1914 Opened
1971 Used for both films and bingo
1976 Used exclusively for Bingo
1990s Part of the building used as a nightclub.
Probably the better of Abertillery’s several cinemas, the Palace opened in 1914 in Carmel Street. By the 1930s
and the introduction of “talkies”, Saturday morning pictures in the Palace cost a penny downstairs and
twopence upstairs, and the evening programme changed mid-week. The Palace had double seats in the back
row of the balcony which was a real attraction for courting couples. In its early days it was owned by Mr
J.E.Williams, , but by the 1930’s all four Abertillery cinemas were owned by a Cardiff firm headed by Mr
Seaburn. By 1962 this was the town’s sole surviving cinema. In 1971 films were showing 5 days a week with
bingo replacing the films for the remaining two days. The venue converted to full time bingo during 1976 but
by the 1990s the cinema entrance was bricked up and the building partly used as a nightclub and at one time a
snooker hall. Recently there have been suggestions that it might soon be converted to a pub.

Empress Cinema
(Prop E & H Tilney)
Was open by June 1913, when the films on offer were “Quo Vadis?” and “Tears of Blood”. It was situated on
the corner of Carlyle and Bridge Street, and seems to have been abandoned and derelict by the 1930s.
Although unused used as a cinema for many years the venue remained in use following conversion from
cinema to Empress Cars, a car sales showroom. This business continued for a good number of years with its
facade a reminder to many locals of its use as a popular picture house. Much later the former cinema became a
small factory before being demolished sometime in the eighties
At the same time in 1913 another cinema was being advertised, simply called the Cinema (Prop A. Tilney &
Son) and was showing “A Balkan Conspiracy” & “A Race for an Inheritance” (No variety mentioned?)

The Gaiety, Bridge Street
The Gaiety had no balcony - just a sloping floor with a higher charge for the upper part. It was still operating as
a cinema in the 1950s and closed in the late fifties or early sixties and was demolished, allowing the site to be
redeveloped.
The Scala/ Studio Cinema
This was the town’s old library, and became a venue for films in 1971 when the Palace closed. This cinema
was very much a DIY type of venue although it was adequate as a replacement cinema for the town and seated
between 80 to 100 patrons in reasonable comfort. The screen was much smaller than cinemagoers were used to,
and whilst the few remaining cinemas in the valleys were strict on admissions for X rated films, The Scala
seemed to operate a very liberal policy. It closed during the 1980s.
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ABERTRIDWR
Caerphilly

WORKMEN’S INSTITUTE
1911
2012

Opened
Empty and disused

Abertridwr Institute was also known as the Windsor Colliery Workmen's Institute Library and Hall and was
officially opened on 9 August 1911 by Lord Windsor, son of the Earl of Plymouth. This building replaced an
earlier reading room located in Thomas Street, which had opened in December 1905, and cost £6,000 to
construct. The new building cost £8,000 and was financed by weekly contributions from the miners’ wages.
Designed by Illtyd Thomas, a Cardiff architect, and constructed by John Williams of Abertridwr, the Institute
was built using blue pennant stone and was laid out over three floors. The basement comprised the lesser hall.
On the ground floor, there were billiards rooms, a recreation room, reading room, skittle alley, rifle range, and
committee rooms. The first floor comprised the large public hall and gallery.
The public hall, with a seating capacity of 700, was initially used chiefly for live entertainment. In the summer
of 1913 a typical variety bill included the comedy sketch “McTartan’s Wooing” with supporting acts Bonnetti
& Corrie, jugglers.; the following month the Institute was staging two plays: “The Wizard of Baker Street”
and “A Bunch of Violets” both with John
Beech playing the role of Sherlock
Holmes.
The pre-war years saw a mix of live
entertainment and films, including tours
of Will Murray’s Casey’s Court
Minstrels, and an Easter attraction of
Lucie Gillespie & Kathleen Kingston,
“capital vocalists”, with Johnny Woods,
“with good comic songs”.
From then onwards entertainment at the
Institute was chiefly film shows
(operated by Bristol entrepreneur Sidney
Harpur). By the 1980s its main use was
as a social club and bingo hall. The
building is currently empty and disused.
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AMMANFORD,
Carmarthenshire

THE IVORITES HALL
1850c Opened?
1970c Demolished.
The Ivorites Hall was built by the 'Philanthropic
Order of True Ivorites” whose motto was
'Cyfeillgarwch,
Cariad
a
Gwirionedd' (Friendship, Love and Truth). It
was one of several 19th Century Friendly
Societies which were the forerunners of today’s
building societies and trades unions. An
Ammanford Branch was established in 1841 and shortly afterwards the Ivorites Hall was built in Chapel Road.
The actual date of construction is not known, but it was regularly used for concerts, theatricals and public
meetings, and had a seating capacity said to be 1,600 – an extremely large capacity for the area. Over the years
that capacity was reduced to meet safety requirements, being quoted as about 1,000 by the end of the century.
At the start of the 20th Century the Hall was regularly used for entertainment, being the only such venue in the
town. In January 1908 Ted & May Hopkins, the Welsh Humorists in their concert tour “Top of the Tree”
claimed record sell-out business at the Ivorites. Around this time the Hall was also used as the town’s only
cinema. In December 1908 the manager advertised his desire to buy “cheap for cash” the films ‘Rescued from
the Eagle’s Nest’ and ‘The Last Cartridge’. Also good sacred subjects . . .”. In 1913 Laurence Gregory was
advertising for investors to take shares in his first-class fit-up company at the Ivorites Hall, and ran regular
theatre seasons in Ammanford and then toured the productions to neighbouring areas. Repertory theatre was
still being produced at the Ivorites in 1925 with Messrs Makinnon and Demarr advertising for a leading man
for their stock season of plays.
As well as public meetings, the Hall provided a venue for property sales and auctions; concerts, plays and
drama festivals; and, on the more serious side, was also the site for the magistrate's court. The Ivorites Hall
seems to have been available for all sorts of uses, including providing a place of worship for churches with no
home to call their own. It also acted as a political centre during the riots and demonstrations during the
turbulent 1920s.
Changes in society and the introduction of the Welfare State made the purposes of the Ivorites no longer
necessary, and the Ammanford branch voted itself out of existence in December 1959. The Ivorites Hall was
rented to the government for a while and was used as the local Employment Exchange until the government
bought it outright in 1968, promptly demolishing it and building the custom-designed Job Centre that currently
stands in its place.

NEW THEATRE/ PALACE
1914
1920c
1937
1977
1981

Opened as New Theatre
Renamed the Palace, used for cine-variety
Became part of the ABC Cinema circuit
Closed following fire damage.
Demolished.

When it was officially opened by Lord Dynevor in 1914 it
was owned by Evan Evans and leased to Sidney White. It was
sometimes known as White’s Palace and managed as a cinevariety. It was built of red brick with an unusual seating
layout where the auditorium was deeper on stage left by
perhaps five or six rows. The auditorium was set back behind
a three storey building, and there was a glass roof arcade on
the left, which led to the entrance and exits of the building.
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The original building had 600 seats and advertised itself as :
“The above handsome building, completed at a cost of over £7,000, is perfectly equipped in every detail.
Handsomely furnished and seated throughout. Complete electricval installation. Large, well-appointed
stage capable of taking any production. Professional band and staff. Population of Ammanford and
district, 30,000. All communications to H.M.Robinson, Secretary.
It was enlarged in the 1920s when it was taken over by the Swansea based South Wales Cinemas chain. In
1922 the local magistrates were informed that complaints about certain building defects at the Palace had not
been remedied, and therefore the local authority and police were opposing the renewal of the theatre’s licence.
A major renovation took place, and the seating was increased to 895, with alterations to the balcony . It was
the only venue for live performances in Ammanford until the Miners’ Welfare Hall opened in 1932. After that
date it was almost exclusively used for films. It was taken over by Union cinema circuit in 1937 and in the
same year that company was, in turn, absorbed by ABC. . In the 1950’s, it was equipped for Cinemascope and
a new 35 feet wide proscenium was installed. In 1956 ABC sold it to an independent operator who kept it
going until 1973 when it becamne a bingo club. It was badly damaged by a fire on 4th June 1977 and was
demolished in 1981. The site is now a car park.

MINERS’ THEATRE & WELFARE HALL
1932
1970s
1997
2006

Opened
Closed and disused
Refurbished and reopened as a cinema
Taken oer by local authority and remodelled.

The Miners’ Welfare Hall opened on October 1, 1932 and was paid for by miners
working in eight local collieries contributing a penny a week each from their wages.
There was an official opening by Finlay Gibson and Oliver Harris, the joint secretaries
of the Miners’ Welfare Fund Committee, followed by an evening concert during which
Dr Hopkin Evans sang “Can y Gwanwyn”, and the boy soprano Master Harry Thomas
sang “Where’er You Walk” alongside members of the Ammanford and District
Orchestral Society.
The Miners’ Theatre was regularly used for touring shows and variety acts, though
performances were very heavily restricted during the Second World War. The 1946
pantomime “Aladdin” was a complete sell-out and seemed to herald a return to the good old days. 1948 saw the
introduction of the Ammanford Drama Week Festival,
an important event in the cultural calendar of South
Wales up to the mid 1970s. However, along with
theatres all over the country, business for variety
shows died, and theatre audiences declined with the
introduction of television. By the mid-1970s the Hall
closed for lack of business.
It remained empty and unused for many years, finally
returning to use as a cinema in 1997. In 2006 the
building was taken over by the local authority and
underwent considerable reconstruction. Originally a
single-balconied hall with a gently curving ceiling, a
nearly flat floor was now created, extending from the
front balcony level to the original proscenium line,
reducing the height of the proscenium. The renovation
also restored the original Art-Deco decorative plaster
work.
The Miners’ Theatre has been described as “a hidden
gem”. However, there is some cause for concern over
its future viability following the opening of Llanelli’s
new Ffwrnes Theatre.
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Some Cinemas in Ammanford
The Town Hall
1901 Very early film exhibition
Possibly the earliest cinema show in
Ammanford was given in the Town Hall in
April 1901. Bostock & Wombwell’s
Biograph & Variety Company rented the
hall and drew very large houses for films
of two recent boxing matches: Sharkey vs.
Jeffries and Jeffries vs. Fitzsimmons
boxing matches. In between the films
entertainment was provided by
The
Musical Kays, Little Cliff in songs and
dances, and Dai Davies, the Welsh
whistler. (Bostock & Wombwell had
earlier (1897) performed at Ammanford with their travelling menagerie, and were now diversifying into early
cinema.)
White’s Picture Palace (Fit-Up)
Operated 1906? - 1913
This was a travelling fit-up tent construction owned by Mr Sidney White, an early cinema pioneer. The marquee
would regularly arrive in Ammanford and be erected on land behind what is now the Arcade. In his 1911 season the
live acts included performers like The Western Brothers, “comedy merchants and wooden shoe dancers”, The
Welmers, “novelty”, and Allan Farman, “droll comedian” along with films such as “The Wanderers”. The season
also included Chas & Kate Digby, “non-bluff vocalists, patterers and dancers”. Before the pictures could continue
“they had to go back and sing another song and then the audience were shouting for the Digbys while the pictures
were on.”
His final season, 1913, offered an array of live entertainment, with Ivy Bartenelli “The dainty
contortionist on the marble column and her lady assistant”; with “Scrap, the Performing Pom”; Monsieur Savro,
“the wonderful bird imitator and siffleur”; and Edis and Belle “Brainy comedian and vivacious soubrette”. For the
last few years of its life, this fit-up theatre had been in direct competition with the town’s first permanent cinema,
Poole’s Pictorium. Not to be outdone, Sidney White built his own permanent venue, the last word in luxury, and
moved in as permanent opposition to the Poole Circuit.
Poole’s Pictorium
1910 Opened
1936 Demolished to create a bus garage
This opened as part of Poole’s Circuit – a small chain of cine-varieties based in Gloucester with several other
cinemas in the South Wales area. The local manager at the time of opening was George Parker. The mix of live
acts and film shows was a common feature of early cinemas, and sometimes the audience would demand the film
be stopped so the live acts could do an encore. This happened during the 1912 showing of the film “The Siege”
when the audience demanded the return on comedian Ned Edwards (the father of Maudie Edwardes). Variety
performers in succeeding years included Fourteen Colonial Boys, Blodwen Butcher and Zakaree Ermakow who
“manipulates, juggles and throws ghastly-looking War Weapons with dazzling velocity. Such a dare-devil
performance has never before been seen in England.” In 1916 a letter appeared in the Stage appealing for “any
spare props, greasepaint, wigs etc for our concerts. There are about 400 soldiers here invalided home from the
Dardanelles and France and we have to make our own entertainments”. It was signed by George F. Willis, “late
stage manager of Poole’s Pictorium, Ammanford.” In 1936 the Poole's Pictorium was purchased by the James Bus
Company and promptly demolished to make a back entrance to their Central Garage. In 1978 Dinefwr Borough
Council purchases the Central Garage complex which is demolished to create an open-air bus terminus.
Ammanford Hippodrome
Details unknown
This venue is not yet traced, and may be an alternative name for one of the buildings already listed. An
announcement appears in “The Stage” for June 1911 stating: “Ammanford Hippodrome (Lessees: The Ammanford
Hippodrome Company; Manager Mr Will Pearson) – On Wednesday the Benefit Night for the local Nursing
Association. “The Fall of Troy” was shown and the Tymes scored well in the song-scena “The Enchanted Clock”.
On Monday night the star turn was by the Owens (Freda and Bob) in ‘The Wanderers’”. A further announcement
for August 1911 announces “The Gay Brunettes” will be providing the variety portion of that week’s showing,
whilst the following week will see Clive and Vera in their famous sketch “The Squire and the Dairymaid”. There
is also an advertisement offering for sale the 500ft film of the Coronation - “First offer gets it”.
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BARGOED
Early Portable, Fit-Up & Temporary Theatres

CASTLE THEATRE
This was the portable run by Will Haggar. Based in Neath, it played regular
seasons in Bargoed from the 1870s onwards. After the 1909 season in Bargoed
the Haggar family reduced most of their theatre work and concentrated on
building a chain of cinemas. Possibly their last show in Bargoed was the
pantomime “Robinson Crusoe” at Christmas 1909.

William Haggar

PEOPLES’ THEATRE
The Orton family, Mrs Hannah and her son John, toured the Monmouthshire area with their portable theatre
from 1883 for about twenty years. Originally based in Crumlin, it would play seasons in neighbouring towns.
In 1897 Mrs Orton was refused permission to erect her portable theatre in Abertillery following objections from
the Sunday School Union. She was ordered to dismantle the structure and leave the district within five weeks
(although she was allowed to perform during those five weeks). The last recorded season in Bargoed was in
1902.

ALEXANDER THEATRE
This Portable Theatre was based in Bargoed and around the start of the century
was part owned by Bert and Kate Breamer, who proudly announced the birth of
their son in September 1907. Just two months later Bert Breamer suddenly died,
following an emergency operation for a throat ailment. The business was taken
over by the co-owners, the Hare family.
Their daughter, Doris, born in Bargoed, would later gain fame as an actress,
radio star, and finally as the mother in TV’s “On the Buses”. Doris Hare played
her first role in the comedy “Current Cash” at the Alexander in Bargoed in
1909. A few years later the family retired from the portable business.
Doris Hare

DOONER’S EMPIRE
In July 1910 an advert in “The Stage” announces that Frank Race “The Great Character actor vocalist” has just
completed a sensational week at Dooner’s Empire, Bargoed, and quotes from a newspaper review stating that
Mr Race is “The talk of Bargoed for excellence”. It is not known which venue this could have been— neither
of the town’s cine-variety theatres , the Electric Palace or the Hanbury, were open by July that year. The
Dooner family would later own two cinemas in Maesteg, and clearly had some cine-variety interests in South
Wales in the 1920s, but it has not yet been possible to trace any involvement in Bargoed. Further information
is needed.

PETER ALLEN’S REPERTORY COMPANY
In 1947 a Peter Allen was advertising for some additional actors to join his repertory company for the current
season in Bargoed. Details of this company have not been traced.
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NEW HALL PLAYHOUSE
1908 Opened
1920s Converted for cinema use
1958 Destroyed by fire and demolished.
The New Hall Playhouse was built in 1907 as part of a High Street complex which included a ballroom and a
café. The theatre could seat nearly 1500 at the time of opening. The opening week in February 1908 featured
the hypnotist and “miracle worker” Dr Walford Bodie who had an enormous success, taking the huge sum of
£353 14s 9d by the end of the week. Hundreds were turned away on the Saturday night. And the second week
in the new theatre, “Aladdin”, managed box office takings of an impressive £267 2s. The New Hall Bargoed
soon became one of the most successful theatres in the area, and its ability to attract truly excellent business
gave it the nickname of “The Eldorado of Wales”. The theatre seemed to attract sell-out houses for all manner
of attractions: serious plays like “The Christian” and “The Eternal City”; comedies like “The Prodigal Parson”;
variety bills with performers like “ Evan Evans, Welsh comedian, who brings down the house with his Welsh
jokes” and Ned Edwards and his two little Queenies; and pantomimes, like the 1910 Cinderella which sold out
every performance.
The outbreak of the Great War caused some problems, with management as well as business. In January 1914
Mr Withers, the manager, had signed a contract for Carl Hertz, the American illusionist, to play an August
week in Bargoed. Because of the outbreak of the war he decided he could not allow him to appear because “he
bore a German name”. Mr Withers had already sacked his
resident musical director because he had a German name, and he
feared there might be damage done to the building or even riots
in the town if someone with a German name should appear in
Bargoed. Mr Withers, however, was not prepared to pay any
compensation. The jury found that there had been a definite
breach of contract, and ordered the management to pay £30
compensation to Mr Hertz (the amount of profit it was
calculated Mr Hertz would have made on the week.)
As the War progressed obtaining product became more and
more difficult, and the economic depression that marked the
post-War years did not help. By 1919 the theatre was obliged to
offer guarantees to obtain product, and by 1924 was advertising
a permanent position for a good pianist to accompany (silent)
films, although the theatre was still presenting variety acts in
between the films. Most of the 1920s saw occasional theatre
weeks, like the Furness Williams Grand Opera Company
(1923), and the odd touring show, but more and more the
building was being used as a cinema.
By the end of the theatre was converted for exclusive cinema use
and became known locally as the Café Cinema. In its first years
as a cinema it was operated as part of the Albert Jackson
Withers circuit. The building burnt down in 1958, and a new
Woolworth store was built on the site.

SOME CINEMAS IN BARGOED
The Electric Palace/ Cameo Cinema
1910 Opened as a cine-variety
1926 Used exclusively as a cinema
1960s Cinema use ceased and the building now known as Cameo Bingo
1960s Building closed and left empty for several years
1973 Renovated and re--opened as the Cameo Cinema
1990s Closed
1998 Demolished and replaced with offices.
The Electric Palace cinema was opened in November 1910 by William Haggar, the Wales-based fairground
man who became a major pioneer of early British cinema. The original building could hold around 1,500
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people, and was equipped with a stage to present live shows along with the films. In 1926 the Palace was sold
to the Jackson Withers Group, which already owned the rival Hanbury cinema, and both cinemas
complemented each other till the late fifties or early sixties, when film shows ceased and the Palace was used
for bingo – though for some reason it was renamed the Cameo Bingo Hall instead of the Palace. The venue
was later put up for sale , but remained unused and unsold for many years until it was bought by Brian Bull,
who was acquiring a small independent chain of cinemas mostly in the Cardiff area.
Under new ownership the auditorium was modelled and refurbished and opened on Boxing Day 1973 as the
Cameo Cinema. However, by 1998 the Cameo had been demolished and replaced with a modern office block
used by the local authority.

Hanbury Cinema
1914 Opened
1970s Used exclusively for Bingo
1980s Closed.
Some building alterations..
1990s Gradually becoming derelict.
2010 Planned for demolition
The Hanbury Electric Theatre opened in 1914 originally known as the Hanbury Electric Theatre, and was a
very unprepossessing building (much later it would receive a more striking façade when renovation work added
a better foyer and main entrance. In 1917 Albert Jackson Withers was found guilty at the local magistrates
court of illegally showing films on a Sunday. The cinema thrived until the mid-1970s when a decision was
made to use the building exclusively for bingo. However, after a few years the Jackson Withers Circuit was
taken over by the Rank Organisation who decided to end the bingo use and leave the premises empty and
unused. It seems there were plans for re-opening sometime in the early 1980s, and certain building work and
alterations were carried out in readiness, but these plans came to nothing.
During the 1990s the cinema was advertised in Screen International for sale or lease. Some interest was
expressed by a London based leisure organisation who planned to convert the Hanbury to a small studio cinema
and ten pin bowling centre. However, these plans were abandoned when the local authority were found to be
less than helpful.
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BARRY
(and Cadoxton) Vale of Glamorgan

Early Portable, Fit-Up & Temporary Theatres
Prince of Wales
Played short seasons in the Barry area around the mid 1880s – possibly a fit- up, playing in existing buildings.
American Theatre
In 1888 a Mr Alf Aston advertised for an entire company - “Must be young and attentive to bus on and off the
stage” – to appear in a season at his American Theatre in Thompson Street, Cadoxton. It would be a profitshare undertaking. These season became a regular annual feature certainly up to 1895, when the manager was
Alf Aston. This seems to have been a fit-up company, taking premises in the town and adapting them for
theatre performances as and when required. The American Theatre gradually became a permanent part of
Barry’s entertainment scene, and the premises were eventually maintained for theatre use only.
New Princess’s Theatre
1889 Opened
1891 Ceased to play in the town.?
This seems to have been a portable theatre which used Barry as its home-base for a few years between 1889
and 1891. It was owned by Johnny Johnson who also ran the (portable) Prince of Wales Theatre, Morriston,
Swansea. He seems to have ended his seasons in Barry when the “new” Theatre Royal opened in 1891 and
proved too much competition. His adverts for staff emphasised that the salaries on offer were “sure”, and that
all his company members “must be respectable”.
Theatre of Varieties
1892 Opened
This was possibly a one-season-only fit-up or portable which moved into Barry for the summer, offering a
music-hall and variety entertainment since the Theatre Royal was tending to present just “legitimate” theatre.
Empire Music Hall
This is mentioned in 1895 and may have been another one-season-only portable or fit-up theatre taking
advantage of summer season trade.
Pavilion Theatre
1894 Opened as a summer venue
1920s Closed & converted into a restaurant.
This was a summer theatre on the western end of the beach, and was enormously popular in the early 1900s
when Johnny Shields’ Pierrots were the regular attraction. The Pavilion would also offer daytime Punch &
Judy shows. During the
First World War the
regular attraction at the
Pavilion was the concert
party headed by the
Poppies, and Miss
Florence
Driver.
Changes in the nature of
summer
resort
entertainment led to the
eventual closure of this
open-air theatre. The
Pavilion later gave its
name to a well known
restaurant on the Island
owned and run by the
Winter family - The Old
Pavilion Restaurant
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THEATRE ROYAL (First Building)
?
1891
1893
1898
1899
1906
1909

Prior to 1889 – a Theatre Royal was in existence.
“New” Theatre Royal opened
Re-opened after period of closure
Major renovation
Further building work.
Renamed the Royal Theatre & Hippodrome
Closed after fire damage and rebuilt across the road.

A Theatre Royal existed in Barry prior to 1889, the year in which a Charles Quayle advertised for investors in
a production of “Napoleon the Great” which would open at the Theatre Royal Cadoxton and then undertake a
grand tour. This may have been a portable theatre , but in August 1891 the “New Theatre Royal, Broad Street,
Cadoxton”, opened with the romantic melodrama “Denounced” . It is possible this “new” theatre was a
renovation of an earlier building. The Christmas attraction that year hit a problem on Boxing Night with the
play “First Class”, when “. . .. Miss Louise Billings (Mrs Ernest Liston) was, in consequence of the serious
illness of Miss Dorothy Squire, suddenly called upon to play Peggy on Boxing Night. . . and acquitted herself
admirably”.
The theatre appears to have closed for a while at the start of 1893, but in March an advert stated “Mr Konrad
Leigh is about to reopen the Royal, Cadoxton Heath, South Wales, now that trade has revived in the district.”
From now to the end of the century the Theatre Royal did excellent business with a series of sensational
dramas, burlesques, variety bills and visiting operas and musical comedies. It advertised itself as a
“Brick Building, holding £45 at ordinary prices, lowest price 6d. Tip-up chairs. Large stage 45ft width,
depth 24ft; height to grooves 18ft; height to grid 35ft. 24ft opening. The only place of amusement
nearer than Cardiff (8 miles) District population, 40,000.
On Monday June 20th 1898 the theatre closed for two months to enlarge the stage and re-seat the auditorium.
The stage was now 36ft deep. The re-opening show, “Judge Lynch”, under the new manager, Harry Edwards,
took £23.13s.9d “in spite of steaming weather and a local strike”. However, something seems to have gone
wrong, since the theatre closed just a few weeks later, and did not return to business until the middle of August,
when the theatre announced it had been “thoroughly redecorated and painted throughout”. Shows such as
“The Sign of the Cross”, “Two Little Vagabonds”, “The Human Spider”, the Christmas pantomimes “Little Bo
Peep” and “Robinson Crusoe” seemed to do good business, but within a year there yet another change of
management. And there was another closed period when
“The hall is being thoroughly cleaned and decorated. Two private boxes have been added and all the
seats in the pit and the first row in the balcony have been covered in red. It is intended to re-open on
August 7th 1899 with the “Girl of My Heart”. Mr James English has been appointed resident
manager.”
Seven years later the Theatre Royal
underwent yet another short closedown
for
re-decoration and some reconstruction. This time it reopened as
the Royal Theatre and Hippodrome.
However, it was seriously damaged by
fire in 1909. The owners decided to
rebuild immediately, choosing a site
directly across the road. The new
construction was well underway when
they learnt the insurers refused to pay
out unless the theatre was rebuilt on its
original site. Consequently, they ended
up with two theatres facing each other:
the original building was renamed the
King’s Hall (later the Savoy), and the
new one continued the name of Royal
Theatre.
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THEATRE ROYAL (Second building)
1910
1930
1940
1947
1980c
2008

Opened as the New Theatre Royal but used mainly as a cinema
Stage removed and converted as the Royal Super Cinema.
Closed throughout the war.
Re-opened after renovation
Remodelled as smaller cinema
Closed

The New Theatre Royal was part of the Arthur Carlton circuit, and a 1910
announcement stated:
“The magnificent new theatre is now nearing completion. Undoubtedly
one of the finest theatre in Wales, up to date in every detail. Holding
capacity over 2,000. Stage 62ft by 37ft. Equipped with every modern
stage contrivance. Superb plant of electric light – 500 amperes
available.
The building also contained a roof garden built over shops on the side of the
building. Within its first few years it seemed to be used as much for films as
for live shows, and difficulties caused by the Great War meant live shows came
to be the exception. The few live show during these years included the 1915
pantomime “Jack and the Beanstalk”, a potentially confusing show called “The Girl in the Film”, which was
actually a fully staged live musical comedy, and a 1918 visit from the famous actress Lily Langtree. During the
war years there were occasional visits from The Moody Manners Opera Company; a typical week’s visit would
include a different opera each night, one such week including The Lily of Killarney, The Bohemian Girl, Carmen,
Fra Diavolo, Il Trovatore, The Daughter of the Regiment.
In the post-War years the Theatre Royal was used almost entirely as a cinema, and in 1930 the stage was removed
and the building converted into a
single-screen cinema called the
Royal Super Cinema.
The
building was closed throughout the
Second World War, and underwent
major refurbishment in 1947,
reducing the capacity to 915 and
sadly painting over the original
painted freezes. In the 1980's the
circle was closed off with the
screen brought forward to create a
smaller viewing screen seating
300. In the 1990's a second screen
was added to the former stalls
seating 233. The Cinema finally
closed in 2008 despite strong local
opposition.

VINT’S PALACE/ BARRY DOCK PALACE
1910
1927
1928
1938

Opened in existing premises
Closed due to bankruptcy
Re-opened under new management
Destroyed by fire

Leon Vint (whose real name was Edward Preston) started his professional career in the early 1890s as “Dr Vint,
the world’s greatest mesmerist”. In 1897 he and his wife formed a speciality show - Dr and Madame Vint’s Globe
Choir Opera and Scenorama. This consisted of over 30 artists, singers, musicans and speciality musical acts,
together with special effect dioramas and scenic effects. This proved to be enormously successful and earned him
a great deal of money. It played several successful weeks at Barry’s Market Hall.
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During the first years of the 20th Century he began to invest his
money into property, buying a series of smaller theatres around the
country. By 1910 he owned eight theatres, some of which were
operating as cinemas.
His Barry Dock Palace, known as Vint’s
Palace, opened in Thompson Street that year, but it was not a new
construction. It was most likely a take-over of the American Theatre
which had been located in Thompson Street since the 1880s.
Originally used as and early cine-variety, it very quickly became used
exclusively for films.
By the start of the First World War he owned fourteen theatres, seven
of them in South Wales: Barry Dock Palace, Neath Hippodrome,
Neath Palace, Aberavon Palace, Llanelly Palace, Carmarthen Palace,
and a site in Port Talbot on which he was building a new venue, the
Port Talbot Hippodrome. Half his venues were used as cinemas and
the others for touring or variety shows. The weekly listings of
performers in his theatres suggest they were very much part of the
“Number Two” circuit. Apart from the occasional star name like
Charles Coburn (famous for “The Man Who Broke the Bank at Monte
Carlo” and “Two Lovely Black Eyes” ) his performers included some
long forgotten acts like The Hungaria Trio, The Bouncing Dillons,
Ben Mohamed’s Sousa Arabs, and Chard’s Dogs
In 1915, just after his Barry Dock Palace had staged a special show for
wounded soldiers - a mix of films and variety, headed by Lillie Souter, soubrette, Hewitt, the singing errand boy,
and Gordon and Gray, equilibrists – he was declared bankrupt. A number of his theatres were sold, but, somehow,
it seems he kept the ownership of his theatres in Barry and Neath. He managed to bounce back, initially small
scale, and then in 1917 he secured the film rights of “The Life of Lord Kitchener” and had great success placing it
in theatres all over the country. He also obtained the theatre touring rights of Elinor Glyn’s romantic play “Three
Weeks” and was able to tour this for over four years, playing to capacity houses almost everywhere. He gradually
restored his fortunes, and by 1920 was the owner or proprietor of five theatres. Operating from his main office
London’s West End. However, in August 1927 he was once more in financial difficulties, and his company was
put into administration with total debts of £16,475.
Vint's Palace was sold and run under new management, but for the people of Barry it was still referred to as
“Vint’s” until it was destroyed by fire just before the outbreak of the Second World War.

MEMORIAL HALL & THEATRE
1932 Opened
2007 Major renovation
In the 1920's the people of Barry felt the need to provide a suitable memorial for the townsfolk who had given
their lives in the cause of freedom during the Great War. They decided to build the hall and the cenotaph at a cost
then, of £26,000 (in today's money close to £4m). With the extremely generous help of the Davies family,
founders of Barry Docks, and the wholehearted support of the people of Barry, the newly built hall was opened in
1932.
It underwent major renovation at the time
of its 75th anniversary in 2007 and now
consists of The Main Hall and Auditorium
which features a proscenium stage,
offering a seating capacity of up to 886
( or 1,300 when used in concert format).
The venue also has multiple spaces ideal
for varying uses from dinners, dances,
weddings, conferences, TV and film
production.
The Hall of Memory now displays the
names of 1,218 Barry who gave their lives
for freedom, in two World Wars and
subsequent hostilities.
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BUTLIN’S EMPIRE THEATRE
1966 Opened as part of the Holiday Camp
1996 Closed
Located at the rear of Barry
Railway Station, Billy Butlin
opened a holiday camp at Barry
Island in 1966 which contained
an Empire Theatre equipped
for stage shows and films.
Butlin’s Holiday Camps
offered an ‘all inclusive’
holiday, which included
accommodation, food and all
entertainment. In 1970 the
camp started issuing day
admission tickets to daytrippers, which included access
to the cinema. This caused a
considerable uproar from the
Barry Town cinema
proprietors. Later the cinema
was converted to a coffee bar
and amusement arcade. The
camp was closed in 1996 and demolished in 2005

SOME CINEMAS IN BARRY
Court Cinema/ Plaza/ Regal Cinema
1891 Built as a Market Hall
1895 Used for theatre shows
1905c Opened as the Court Cinema
1920s Renamed the Plaza
1950s Renovated and renamed the Regal Cinema
1970s Closed and became a “cash and carry” warehouse
Demolished and replaced with a medical centre.
The Regal Cinema in Court Road was built in March 1891 as a Market Hall. Shortly after opening the
following advert appeared in The Stage:
“Wanted for Market Hall, Cadoxton - Variety Combination Shows with good printing. Always do well.
Caterer will share and work up business. – Artists wire or write to H.W.Pyne, Cadoxton Hotel.
In 1895 competition from the Theatre Royal and other venues in the town forced Mr Pyne to make some
changes. He abandoned the idea of a market and public entertainment hall, and converted the building to be
partly used as a stables and partly for theatre performances. He handed over the management of the
entertainment side to Mr Orton, who ran the American Theatre in Thompson Street.
In the early 1900s the hall was sold and converted into the Court Cinema, capable of holding over 1000 people.
The cinema's advertising slogan was "The Cinema of Big Events, Showing Pleasing Pictures - Perfectly
Presented." A number of years later the cinema was sold to Mr & Mrs Selwyn Leek, who refurbished it,
installed a sloping floor and luxury seating, and renamed it "The Plaza". Mrs Leek became a well-known
figure, greeting customers in the foyer and always accompanied by her small dog.
When the Leeks decided to retire, they sold the Plaza to Raymond Stross, who already owned the Tivoli
Cinema in the town. After renovation and modernisation the cinema was renamed "The Regal" and run in
partnership with the Tivoli. In the 1970s the Regal closed and the premises used as a cash-and-carry
warehouse. Much later it was demolished, and the site used to build a new medical centre.
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King’s Hall/ Savoy/ Electric Theatre Deluxe
1910 Opened
?
Closed
This was built on the site of the first Theatre Royal
and was run by the Arthur Carlton Circuit who also
owned the second Theatre Royal across the road. It
was promoted as a house for “films and bijou
vaudeville”. The major films were show at the
Royal, so originally the emphasis at the King’s
Hall was on music hall and variety acts with short
films shown in between. Arthur Carlton gave up
his lease in 1915, and the new manager, a Mr
Maddox, dropped the vaudeville element and ran
the venue exclusively as a cinema.
The Palace Cinema
1914 Opened as a cine-variety.
1929 Converted to show “talkies”
1958 Converted as a Bingo Hall
Later demolished and a block of flats built on the site.
In 1914 the Palace Cinema was built on the junction of Vere Street and Harvey Street, on the site of what had
formerly been the Cadoxton Post Office. Its first manager, Tom Branson, and he enthusiastically promoted
variety acts in between the films. A typical evening in 1915 was reviewed as: “Fasola’s clever tricks and
illusions prove quite mystifying; Milo performs feats of strength; Jack Harrison is an acceptable comedian
and Beck sings pleasingly. The films are appreciated.”
Through the war years he managed to keep the balance of variety and films (something other venues found
difficult because of manpower shortages) with films like “Blue Flame”, “Slippery Jack”, and “Three Little
Orphans” interspersed with clever troupes of equilibristes, local singers, comedians and jugglers. In the early
1920s there was a period when the Palace was used extensively for live shows, with films playing a very small
part in the programme. However, this changed with the advent of talking pictures. In 1929 the Palace became
only the second cinema to show "Talkies" in Wales.
“The main enjoyment of going to the Saturday film shows at the Palace was not seeing the film
but outwitting the staff. Bryn-y-Don Truant Schoolboys were let in free as a concession by the
management, and they wore a distinctive uniform consisting of grey shirts, grey jumper, grey
trousers and a striped tie. Deals were struck between them and the local youngsters to borrow
a jumper off one and a tie off another, so you got in free. Once in, it was down to the toilet, open
the window and let all your mates in. You had to be careful to come out of the toilet one at a
time, or when someone else went in, or you would be asked to show your ticket stub, and as you
didn't have one it meant a swift clip around the ear and out through the door.”
(Memories of Barry: Tom Clemmett)
Like so many others, it closed as a cinema in 1958 and become a Bingo Hall run by Barry Town AFC
Supporters Club. The building was demolished and flats built on site.
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The Tivoli Cinema
1939 Opened
1950s Renovated
1973 Closed as a cinema and used for bingo
1980s Closed and left derelict
1994 Demolished
Built in Holton Road in 1939, this was a very popular cinema, which partly filled the gap left after Vint's
Cinema in Thompson Street was destroyed by fire. The Tivoli was a narrow and tall concrete building on the
main shopping street of Barry. The opening film on Christmas Eve 1939 was Charles Laughton in “Jamaica
Inn”. In the 1950's it was taken over by the Raymond Stross Theatre Group and renovated. It later suffered the
fate of hundreds of cinemas all over the country by being turned into a bingo hall. When the popularity of
bingo declined the building was closed and the site sold for redevelopment. However it stood derelict for
several years and was finally demolished in 1994. A Job Centre is built on site.

Romilly Hall Kinematograph Theatre
1889 Opened for performances in an existing
Market and Public Hall
1930s Some remodelling for cinema use
1960s Became a bingo hall
1980s Used as a club room (possibly for snooker?)
2009 Converted as a bar
This opened as a market and public hall in Broad Street,
and used occasionally for visiting theatrical companies. It
was equipped with a large stage, with a proscenium width
of 37ft. In 1889 it advertised a Myriograph which was the
first Cinematograph, a fore-runner of the cinemas we
know today. In 1909 it was showing Sidney Bacon’s
Animated Pictures. By the turn of the century it was in
regular use for early cinema shows, and in 1910 it applied
to Barry Urban District Council (along with Vint’s
Palace) for permission to show films on Sundays.
The two cinemas presented a petition containing 1,765
persons in favour of the permission. A separate petition of
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27 signatures against the opening was signed by various Churches. The Council decided not to allow Sunday
performances, but allowed both halls to show films on Good Friday. (Later the same meeting also banned
football and athletic training on the public grounds on Sundays. Mr F. Gowler, one of the petitioners, remarked
“I think we had better go to bed on Saturday night and get up Monday morning”)
In the 1930s it underwent some remodeliing for cinema use and sound installation, and at that time had 1,200
seats. In the late 1960s the cinema finally closed and became a bingo club, and some twenty years later closed,
and was used as a private club, possibly for snooker. The building still exists today as a bar in the J.D.
Wetherspoon chain of pubs which opened on 13th March 2009. It is now known as The Sir Samuel Rommily.

Roxy Cinema
The Roxy Cinema was located on Barry Island, as part of Triassic Towers, an indoor complex which has seen
many uses over the years: it has been used for tea dances; before the Second World War as John’s Café,
catering for large parties, during the war as accommodation for troops stationed on Barry Island, as the Barry
Island Rollerdrome Skating Rink, and as an adventure playground for children. The Roxy Cinema occupied a
small part of this area.
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BEDWAS
Caerphilly

Johnson’s Electric Theatre
Performances were given in 1914 in the Electric Theatre in Bedwas. This was a portable run by the Johnson
family. It had played the area earlier, but seems to have disappeared with the outbreak of the war.

WORKMEN’S HALL
1923 Opened
1980 Taken over by local Council – major renovation
Bedwas Workmen’s Hall opened in 1923 in Newport Road. It was
funded by a penny a week from the miners plus a grant from the
owner of the local colliery, Sir Samuel Instone. It housed a public
hall, library, cinema, dance hall and billiards hall. Its first years
were a very popular combination of live performances and films.
In 1924 the secretary, Rossiter Riseley, was advertising for a
first-class trio (piano, violin, cello) to play from 6pm to 10pm
nightly, stating that the applicants must be well up in both Pictures
and Variety.
Gradually the amount of live entertainment dwindled and cinema
became the dominant source of entertainment, though there was a
revival in the 1960s when club acts became highly popular. In the
1980s the local Council bought the building, and it underwent
extensive repairs and renovation. It was announced that the
building would henceforth be known as the Bedwas Community
Theatre – though, for local people, it always remained the
Workmen’s Hall.
90 years later it continues serve the local community offering a
venue for a number of local initiatives ranging from a youth club
to drama and dance productions, and has been especially strong in
amateur dramatic productions.

SOME CINEMAS IN BEDWAS

Rialto Picture Palace
This was used in the 1920s as a cine-variety.
Pavilion Cinema
In 1929 this cine-variety was offering films with attractions like Duval, the Yodelling
Ventriloquist performing between reels. It also seems occasionally to have devoted the whole evening to a
touring revue like “The Caprice Follies” without any film showing. Adverts for product for the Pavilion,
Bedwas were placed in the name of Mr Riseley. Since he was also in charge of bookings for the Workmen’s
Hall, it is possible this was run in conjunction with the Hall.
(Further information is needed on cinemas in Bedwas)
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BLACKWOOD, Caerphilly
Early Portables & Fit-Ups
Ebley’s Theatre
The Ebley family toured their portable theatre round South Wales from the 1880s to several years after the First
World War. Their last advertised season in Blackwood was in 1905 though they remained active well into the
days of cinema, principally based in Cwmafan.
Alexander Theatre
With a winter-home base in Bargoed, the portable Alexander Theatre (often advertised as the Alexandra
Theatre) played regular seasons in Blackwood, with performances recorded every year from 1907 to 1911. In
1908 the proprietor, Mrs Breamer, gave a benefit performance for the Blackwood Help in Need Fund and the
organisers of the fund took a newspoaper advert thanking her for her generosity.
Empire Theatre
An advert in The Stage in July 1911 announces Freddy Baker, the Happy Comedian, and the Royal Comedy
Players are performing at the Empire Theatre, Blackwood, Mon. No further details of this venue are known,
and it is possible the Empire was a temporary name for one of the existing venues on the town.

PAVILION THEATRE
From1913 onwards the Pavilion Theatre was regularly staging variety bills. In May of that year three
successive weeks offered “the famous” Walter H. Gatty; Elton the Legmaniac with his unique concoction of
comedy and novelty dancing; and “Two Little Peter Pans, 2 Miniature marvels, 3½ft and 3½ stone”. The
Pavilion and the Palace Theatre were both in operation at the start of the First World War, and were competing
against each other for audiences. Mr Barnett Lando, the Pavilion’s manager, would proudly offer shows like “
The Atlas Troupe of Society Athletes, featuring Vulcana , the strongest lady living”, or “Mafeon Williams,
the Welsh Nightingale, with the Warrens offering Singing, Dancing, Posturing, Tumbling, Clever tricks, etc.”
The Pavilion was still advertising in 1929, when the inevitable Dr Walford Bodie was offering his touring
show.

PALACE THEATRE/ PLAYHOUSE
In 1914 a venue advertised as the “New Palace Theatre” opened for business, and was clearly a rival for the
music hall and variety audience served by the Pavilion. An early attraction at the Palace was “The Two
Daniels – Blackface comedians and all round dancers”.
Both the Palace and the Pavilion remained in business right
up to the end of the 1920s, though it is possible that Palace
changed its name to the Playhouse for a short time around
1924-5.

VULCANA
Vulcana started life as Miriam Kate Williams, the daughter
of a preacher. At the age of 15 she met a body builder
called William Roberts, whose stage name was Mr Atlas.
Despite already being married, William took a shine to
young Kate and they ran off together. Billed as brother and
sister, although they were living as man and wife, they
performed feats of strength and agility. One of Vulcana’s
tricks was to lift a grown man from the ground with the
strength of one arm. They continued to perform until the
1930s despite Vulcana being injured in a terrible accident
in 1921. They were performing at the Garrick Theatre in
Edinburgh when a fire broke out and Vulcana saved trained
horses belonging to another act, losing all her hair in the
process. In 1939, Vulcana survived a major car crash,
recovering and living until 1946.
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MINERS’ INSTITUTE
1925
1935
1980s
1992

Opened as Miners’ Welfare Hall.
Two floors added & theatre facilities incorporated
Closed and purchased by local council
Reopened for community use

Known locally as “The ‘Stute” , it
began in 1925 as a snooker hall
run by the Coal Industry and the
Social Welfare Organisation, and
funded by the miners of Oakdale
Colliery at the rate of 3d a week.
The building was initially singlestory but by 1936 another two
floors had been added and by then
the building had an auditorium,
dance floor, reading room, library,
ladies room and rehearsal rooms
for local societies.
It rapidly became the social and
entertainment centre of the
community. Projection facilities
were installed during the 1936
modification and occasional films
were shown, mostly socialist
propaganda related to the Labour support and interest in Socialism and communism that was becoming
popular in Eastern Europe. Most of the Miners Institutes throughout the valleys screened similar material for
members.
Pit closures and the decline in mining from the 1970s onwards saw the building fall into disrepair, and
ownership was assumed by Islwyn Borough Council. The venue closed in 1989 and, following a major
renovation programme, formally re-opened in February 1992.
It has had extensive use since then, attracting “big-name” shows and even small-scale tours by Welsh National
Opera. The auditorium offers seating on a flat floor with some rows further back that are stadium style. A full
projection and screen facility is available but rarely used it would seem.

LITTLE THEATRE
1929 Amateur company
founded
1956 Disused chapel converted
to theatre use.
The amateur theatre company was
founded in 1929, but it wasn't until after
World War Two that it made its
permanent home in a disused chapel in
the town.
Years on, after lottery funding and
sheer hard work from some of its
lifelong members, the building has been
transformed. (Opened 1956?)
the
Blackwood Little Theatre has an
enviable reputation in South Wales for
the quality of its work and the
enthusiasm of its supporters.
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SOME CINEMAS IN BLACKWOOD
Picture Palace / People’s Bioscope
1910 Opened
1938 Closed when the Maxime opened
1950s Used as a furniture store
1990s Bought by J.D. Wetherspoons
1999 Opened as the Sirhowy,
a Wetherspoons pub.
The Palace was the first purpose built cinema in
Blackwood, a small independent cinema that
opened in 1910, eventually equipped with a 25 ft
screen and a seating capacity of 550. It is
possible that in its very early years it was known
as The People’s Bioscope. Like so many of the
cinemas in the region it became part of the
Jackson Withers Circuit, and closed in 1938 when the company opened their new flagship Maxime in the town.
At some point in the mid 1950s the unused premises were taken over by local firm Babers’ Furniture, and for
the next forty years the building became the town’s high-class furniture shop. Babers’ sold out to J.D.
Wetherspoons in the mid 1990s, and the venue was remodelled as a pub on three levels.
The Wetherspoons’ Sirhowy opened in November 1999, and although the pub makes no reference to its earlier
life, a look around the building indicates that at some time it would have been a cinema or theatre.

Capitol, Blackwood
1939 Converted into a cinema
1969 Cinema closed and used as a bingo hall.
1970 Closed and unused
1990s Demolished
Originally this was a live theatre in Hall Street, and equipped with a large proscenium stage and fly-tower. The
stalls were raked, and there was a large overhanging balcony. Whether in its theatre days was the Pavilion or
the Palace isn’t clear. It seems that theatre use ended somewhere around the early 1930s, and for a few years
the premises were used as an indoor market.
It was converted into a cinema in 1939, becoming the second cinema in the town, but always had the look of a
conversion, since the very wide proscenium arch had been masked with side curtains to mask the dimensions of
the smaller cinema screen.
As part of the conversion the projection room was located three floors up with access via an external staircase.
The Capitol closed as a cinema in the summer of 1969 and was used for bingo. However, this didn’t catch on,
and the venue closed complete in
July 1970. The unused building was
taken over by the Rank organisation
in 1977 when they acquired all the
Jackson-Withers circuit cinemas, but
Rank made no attempt to re-open it.
Over the years the unused building
was rumoured to be re-developed for
various uses, including ten-pin
bowling, or even as a skating rink,
but these suggestions did not
materialise.
The almost derelict
building was demolished in the late
1990s. A new law court was built on
the site.
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Maxime Cinema
1938 Opened
1976 Bought by the Rank Organisation
1976 Stalls used for bingo
1977 Balcony reopened as twin cinemas
1988 Cinemas closed. Bingo remained downstairs.
Purpose built as a cinema, the Maxime opened in 1938 with 1,400
seats. It had a 30 feet wide proscenium, later widened to 45 feet for
Cinemascope, when the seating capacity was reduced to 1,280. It was
purchased by the Jackson Withers Circuit after the war, and became a
flagship venue for that organisation, serving as a first-run cinema in the valleys.
The Maxime was acquired by the Rank Organisation in 1976 as part of the Jackson Withers estate that Rank bought
for its bingo interests. Rank was not really interested in operating cinemas in the valleys, but under pressure from
the local authority agreed to confine bingo to the stalls area and to convert the balcony into twin cinemas, seating
194 and 170 respectively. The building
underwent some re-construction to provide
separate entrances and facilities for the
various parts of the building. The two studio
cinemas opened in 1977 with the James Bond
film “The Spy Who Loved Me” in one screen
and the X rated “Confessions Of A Pop
Performer” in the other.
The cinemas were closed in October 1988,
and the former balcony area was converted
back to use part of the Top Rank bingo club,
this was later renamed Mecca Bingo and then
Top Ten bingo. The Maxime continues to
operate as a bingo hall today.

Oakdale Picture House & Workmen’s Hall
1917 Opened as the Workmen’s Hall and Institute
1927 The “new hall” and Picture House added to the building
1960s Cinema use ended.
1980s Institute closed and re-created in St Fagan’s Museum.
Oakdale, a village community on the outskirts of Blackwood, built its own Workmen’s Hall and Institute, paid for
with weekly contributions from local miners. The hall opened in 1917, and a few years later a new extension was
build alongside and this “new hall” was converted into a cinema in 1927. The cinema had 533 seats and a 30ft
proscenium screen . The opening film (a
silent movie) was called “April Showers” and
was accompanied by a small resident
orchestra. This proved to be too much of a
luxury, and was quickly replaced with
Madame Templeman at the piano.
The Picture House remained in use till the
1960’s, and is fondly remembered for its
Saturday morning film shows for local
children. The Institute itself closed in the late
1980s. It was demolished and rebuilt brick
by brick at the St Fagans Museum in Cardiff.
The Picture House was also demolished but
was far too big for the museum..
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BLAENAVON
Early Portables & Fit-Ups
Empire Theatre
In 1887 a Mr Garrett was advertising for an orchestra leader at the Empire Theatre, Blaenavon. The salary was
low “but sure”. In April 1910 Mr Hyam Long placed a large advert in The Stage warning the profession about
a “Cardiff gentlemen” using the name “Hiam Lang”, and pointing out that this imposter has no connection at
all with the current programme at the Empire, Blaenavon. It is not known whether this “Empire” was a
permanent building, or a portable. There seems to be no further mention of an “Empire” in Blaenavon until
January 1913, when Tom Gregory, “character comedian, acrobatic dancer and quick-change artist” advertises
that he will be appearing next week at the Empire Blaenavon.
Royal Auction Pavilion (Portable)
In 1902 Llewellyn Williams was advertising : “Wanted immediately a first class comedian and Planksman, also
a good pianist” for the Royal Auction Pavilion currently in Blaenavon.
Phoenix Theatre
Harry Cowell’s Phoenix Theatre played the 1908 summer season in Blaenavon. He was advertising for various
performers to take part in what appears to have been a series of stock plays.
Town Hall
The Town Hall provided performance facilities to visiting and touring companies from 1883 up to 1900, but
ceased to be used once the purpose-built new Theatre Royal opened. In 1883 there was a six week stock season
managed by a Mr Lee Brunt. Pantomimes were a regular feature at the Town Hall, with both a Cinderella and
Aladdin being performed in 1886: Charles Phelps played an Ugly Sister, and Mr Vernon Pascoe as the Grand
Vizier in “Aladdin” and, according to the Central Glamorgan Gazette, he “was exceedingly good , and his
rendering of the song “Money” was loudly applauded”.
Opera was also a regular feature, with both the June Leahy and O’Beirne Opera Company and the Stewart
Braide Opera Co playing the Town Hall in the late 1880s. Among the last shows to appear prior to the opening
of the Royal, were the famous Ben Greet Company production of “Sign of the Cross”, and an end of the
century pantomime on Boxing Day, 1899, with Fred Grahame as Widow Twankey.

NEW THEATRE ROYAL
1899 Opened
The opening advertisement in The Stage announced that The
New Theatre Royal
“will be opened on Easter Monday April 3rd. The only
Theatre in the town which has a very large
population. Iron works, steels works and collieries in
full swing. Big Business certain. Excellent stage,
opening 24 feet, width 40 feet, depth 15 feet, height 21
feet. Dressing rooms. In fact, every accommodation.
Stage fully fixed with scenery. Wings 16 feet. Good
seating throughout. Holds about £30. Manager: Mr
Leamar.”
The New Theatre Royal was managed in association with the
Theatre Royal Cadoxton, Barry. In its first year it received
some of the largest of the touring shows, including the latest
London musical success, “The Geisha”. It is possible this
theatre changed hands in the early 1900s and was renamed
Pitt’s Palace? No reference under the name “Theatre Royal”
has yet been found once it moves into the 20th Century.
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PITT’S PALACE THEATRE
?
Opened – possibly 1899 as the New Theatre Royal?
1912c Closed and later demolished
The first reference under this name seems to be in June 1910, when Mr Leslie Beaufort, manager of Pitt’s
Picture Palaces, is advertising for variety artists to perform between films at Blaenavon. The advert indicates
that the Head Office for Pitt’s Picture Palaces is at the Empire, Abersychan, and the other premises in the chain
include Picture Palaces at Pontypool, Blaina and Caerphilly.
Over the next two years a number of performers are engaged including: Will Saunders “funny comedian”; Lily
Gaston “male impersonator, terrific dancer”; Sabino “the merry musical monarch” and Grieve “the versatile
ventriloquist in kilts, with his novelty show”.
In February 1911 a row broke out between Leslie Beaufort at the Palace, and John Davies at the Workmen’s
Institute. Clearly the rival managers were competing with each other to book the best attractions. Leslie
Beaufort took a series of adverts announcing that “any turns booked at Blaenavon otherwise than at the Palace,
will be barred from the whole of Pitt’s circuit (included Abersychan, Blaina, Caerphilly and Pontypool)”.
In June 1912 Mr Beaufort announced the Blaenavon Picture Palace was to close for extensive structural
alterations. And shortly afterwards announced that instead of repairs to the old building:
“The Empire Vaudeville Theatre Blaenavon - An entirely new building to be erected shortly at a cost
of over £10,000. Seating capacity 2,000. A magnificent stone and brick building in a thickly populated
district, which is about to experience a boom unprecedented in the annals of South Wales and
Monmouthshire/ Sole proprietor Mr George H. Pitt (proprietor of nine other similar establishments in
S. Wales and Monmouthshire. Architects Messrs Pitton & Wilton; Builder Mr William Branch. . . “
However, it appears this new theatre never got beyond the planning stage.

WORKMEN’S HALL
1895 Opened
1910 Refitted and given a proscenium stage.
Partly re-named the Picturedrome & Varieties
1913 Further renovation and installation of tip-up seats
1930 Conversion to accommodate “talking” pictures.
1980s Premises closed on grounds of structural safety
1995 Re-opened after major restoration

The
Blaenavon
Workmen’s Hall
was
of fic iall y
opened January 7th
1895 and was one
of the finest of its
type in South
Wales.
It
contained a library,
reading
room,
billiards
room,
refreshments,
committee rooms
and
a
fine
auditorium. There
was a platform
stage measuring
56ft by 20ft, and a
seating capacity of
1400. An advert at
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the time announced it had four dressing rooms and was heated
throughout with hot water apparatus. Bookings could be made
through the secretary, Thomas Ahearn.
Early stage attractions
included Tomkinson’s Royal Gipsy Children and Ladies Orchestra,
and the ubiquitous Pooles’ Myriorama. In 1910 the hall was redecorated and re-constructed with a proscenium arch. The seating
capacity was consequently reduced to 1200 and, strangely, the
number of dressing rooms was now advertised as just two. The play
chosen to re-open the Hall was “When Knights Were Bold”,
performed by the J. Bannister Howard Company.
At this time the Hall could be hired for 2 guineas a night, or six nights
for £8.7s - exclusive of gas “which will be charged for at 4s 7d per
1000ft.” The Secretary was now John Davies. The re-opened and
much improved Hall was now a considerable threat to the rival Pitt’s
Palace, especially since both venues were showing films mixed with
variety (although the Workmen’s Hall had a wider range of
programme with frequent touring plays and even opera companies.)
From this time onwards the Hall was advertising itself as the
Picturedrome & Varieties (inside the Workmen’s Hall.)
In 1913 the auditorium inside the hall was closed for one week for
re-seating with plush and leather tip-up seats throughout, and at the
very beginning of the 1930s further alterations were made to install sound equipment necessary for talking
pictures.
The post Second World War era brought major changes to the area. The Workmen’s Hall Committee was
unable to find the large sums needed for upkeep,
and gradually the library was taken over by the
Council and moved to new premises; cinema
audiences declined to the point of unprofitability;
and serious structural problems threatened the
future of the building itself. Fortunately the
building was sold to Torfaen Borough Council,
who closed the hall for several years while
extensive maintenance took place.
The renovated Workmen’s Hall reopened on
January 7th 1995, exactly a hundred years after the
original opening. In its new form it has become
one of the major cultural and arts venues in the
Gwent Valleys. It has excellent meetings and
conference facilities, including a 400 seat
auditorium with a balcony area and full stage, and
a separate 80 seat cinema.

CINEMAS IN BLAENAVON
Coliseum
1910 Regular cinema use in an existing public hall
?
Closed and demolished.
This was built in Lion Street, possibly as early as the 1870s, and was the earliest public hall in the town. Its
construction had been funded by the philanthropic local businessman John Griffith Williams. By 1910 it was
in regular use for early cinema shows. It does not appear to have included live acts in between the films, but it
was possibly used in the 19th Century for visiting fit-up theatre companies. In 1915 it announced it had
recently been enlarged, re-decorated and re-seated throughout with tip-up chairs, and was now “one of the most
up to date in the district”. It was still in use in the 1950s, when its seating capacity was given as 450.

Blaengarw

46

BLAENGARW, Bridgend
WORKMEN’S HALL
1894 Opened
1970s Closed and left unused
1992 Re-opened after major renovation
Built by subscription of 2p per week from their wages, and finally costing £3,400, the Hall was officially
opened on March 5th 1894. It provided the community with a performing space, a library and a reading room,
and later cinema facilities were incorporated into the hall. It immediately became and remained for the next
seventy years the main focus for entertainment, sporting events, public meetings and social events in the area.
An advertisement from this time says the hall has “a seating capacity of 1,000 and is available to let for
Theatrical, variety and Dioramic Companies. Good dressing rooms; footlights; prosperous district; good
times”
In 1913. following a highly popular showing at the Hall, local man Mr Ingram placed an advert in “The Stage”:
“Wanted to sell: Performing Irish Terrier Dog, 12 months old. Somersault act, 8 tricks. Free worker. £5. A
bargain. No approval.” . At the end of the First World War Fred Tucker operated his variety agency from an
office inside the Workmen’s Hall, and organised a series of shows which would open in Blaengarw and then
tour throughout the South Wales area. In March 1920 he organised a talent show based at the hall, with a top
prize of £7.10s and a guaranteed week’s booking. However, five months later a very stern statement appeared
from Thomas Thomas, the Secretary: “Notice: The Workmen’s Hall Blarngarw is no longer used for
vaudeville purposes”. The following week a number of artists advertised their sudden availability, being
“vacant through Blaengarw closing Variety”.
This decision to ban variety shows, possibly due to religious pressure, seems to have been carried with a very
small majority of votes. Six months later, following a season of “serious” plays and a disastrous drop in
income, this policy was reversed. By December the Hall was once more offering attractions like Maisie Coyne
“the character comedienne”, Incognah, “the wonderful masked soprano” and a show called “Life – the super
vaudeville concert party”.
The 1920s were hard going. The committee frequently sought outside promoters who might take a lease on the
Hall, but none were forthcoming. Audiences for variety shows were declining as money became tighter;
further attempts at repertory did not do much better; and in 1927 Edward Dunstan and his Shakespearean
Company of 22 players did extremely poor business. The Committee started advertising again, seeking
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someone to take over the premises, claiming there was no opposition in the town “except pictures”.
Through the 1930s the Hall struggled, with the stage area mostly used for pictures. These were hard times
throughout the valleys, and, with the outbreak of the Second World War, nearly all live entertainment in
Blaengarw came to an end.
A near disaster in the mid 1970s led to the closing of the hall. A heating pipe had ruptured, and spread
poisonous carbon monoxide fumes throughout the cinema space. Fortunately there were no fatalities, but the
building was closed, and for the next decade or so was left unused and gradually fell into dereliction.
Following a campaign at the start of the 1990s the Valley and Vale Community Arts and the local community
worked to restore and reopen the building, and it was officially reopened in 1992 following major renovation
and restoration. In 2000 a Development Trust was formed to take over the management of the building,
keeping its facilities at the heart of its local community.

Cinema
By 1914 various performers are announcing their forthcoming engagements at the Cinema, Blaengarw. It is
not known if this was for a separate building, or if these shows were taking place inside the Workmen’s Hall.
In 1927 the Workmen’s Hall itself advertised “no opposition in the town except pictures”, so it is possible
there was a separate building showing films.
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BLAINA
Portable and Fit-Up Theatres

Cambrian Theatre
1882 – 1885
This portable theatre is not to be confused with John
Hord’s portable of the same name.
“Hord’s
Cambrian” played the South Wales circuit from the
1850s to the mid- 1870s. Sam Noakes’ Cambrian
first appeared around 1881 at Pentre, and announced
it would be based in Blaina and available all the year
round. This suggests he would use Blaina as storage
headquarters as well as playing occasional seasons in
the town. His first known season in Blaina was in
1881, and over the next few years he played seasons
in Pontypridd, Rhymney and Blaina. After his 1885
season at Blaina, which opened with the play
“Diavolette”, he seems to have moved out of the area
or gone out of business.

Ebley’s Theatre
1905 season.
Ebley’s portable theatre was a regular feature of the
South Wales circuit, and had played Blaina a number
of times in earlier years. However, Mr Ebley hit a
problem in September 1905 when the Blaina Urban District Council refused to grant him a licence to erect his
theatre and perform in the town. The Council claimed the construction was a “theatre building” and, as such,
failed to meet building regulations and bye-law requirements. Mr Ebley claimed that, as a wooden structure
covered with canvas, it was deemed under the law to be a “booth” and a “temporary” construction, and therefore
not subject to standard building requirements. The Council refused to agree, and the matter was taken to the High
Court.
The Court of Appeal agreed with Mr Ebley, and instructed the Council to withdraw its objection. The season
went ahead, and a delighted Mr Ebley publicly thanked fellow portable managers Mr W. Haggar jun and Mr Bert
Breamer for their substantial support, and criticised other portable managers who “withheld their aid in a matter
which closely affected their interests and threatened them with extinction.”

Pavilion Theatre
1907 season
Just two years later the Council tried again to ban portables in the town. In December 1907 the local magistrates
granted Mrs Newell a 3 months renewal of her licence to perform in Blaina with her portable Pavilion Theatre.
The permission was granted in spite of an objection from the Workmen’s Hall and Institute. The Institute’s
committee claimed that during the previous 3 month period the Institute’s billiard room had been almost deserted
every night. And since the billiard room was the chief source of profit the Institute was in danger of financial
collapse. But, at the same time the police produced evidence that there had been a decrease of 37 per cent in
convicted drunkenness during the period the licence had been in operation. The licence was renewed.
Once again the Council then stepped in, and decided that the Pavilion, as it did not comply with the building byelaws as to foundations, brick walls, etc. must be pulled down within seven days. This time they felt their legal
advice had found the perfect loophole. Mrs Newell then appealed, and a restraining order was issued against the
Council pending further legal consideration, since she was in dispute with another Council on exactly the same
subject. Blaina Urban District Council was required to delay any action until judgement had been issued from the
Chancery Court in Liverpool.
Ultimately it was ruled that a portable theatre is clearly a “temporary” building and not subject to building byelaws. It was subject to safety laws, but no objection had been raised under this heading. Judgement was given in
favour of Mrs Newell, with the Council required to pay the costs. Mrs Newell played a further three months in
Blaina. It does seem, though, that after this experience, she gave Blaina a miss in future years.
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NEW THEATRE /THEATRE ROYAL
1884 Opened
In 1884 a Mr Leslie was advertising for a leading man, a low comedian and “useful people” to open at once in
the “New Theatre - stone building - in Blaina”. Shortly afterwards R.E. Inman’s touring company played a
week at the new “Theatre Royal” in Blaina. Mr Inman played the leading roles of Hamlet, Richard III, Don
Cesar, and Benedick Plumper.

NEW EMPIRE/ PITT’S PICTURE PALACE
1908 Opened as the New Empire
1911 Name changed to Pitt’s Picture Palace
1990c Demolished
An advert in July 1908 announced that the New Empire
Theatre, Blaina would be opening in September next.
Further details said: “Situated in the centre of the town on
main road. Population within radius of three miles over
25,000. Lighted by gas. Proscenium opening 20ft by
20ft high; depth of stage 21ft. Holding capacity 1,100.
Manager W.E. Luke.” The following month a Mr Lee
was advertising for second-hand scenery and secondhand tip-up seats ( must be in good condition) for the
same theatre. This suggests it was a refurbishment rather
than a complete new build, so it is probable that the
“new” Empire opened in the building previously known
as the New Theatre/Theatre Royal.
For the next three years a series of touring shows played
the Empire, with the occasional Bioscope show.
Sometimes it was used for a complete variety show, and
sometimes for a mix of variety and films. Artists
appearing during these years included Will & Madge
“the Bohemian instrumentalists and comedians”, and
“Wheatley, the marvellous-voiced ventriloquist, a
ventriloquist who does not move his mouth or throat.”
In 1911 it was leased as part of the Pitt’s Picture Palace
chain of cine-varieties, and over the next years
interspersed the films with acts including Ned Edwards,
Hetty Courtney’s Kidlets, The Eight Welsh Miners, The
Forsyths, Fred Hanna in his dancing and vaudeville act,
and, memorably in May 1914, Abomah “the giantess
ragtime singer, being 8ft 2ins high.”
Just prior to the outbreak of war the Palace proudly
presented the film version of “Les Miserables”, and later that year presented Kelly and the Baboon - “the
baboon with the human brain, together with Star, the highly trained dancing horse, and Guy Fawkes, the up-todate barrel jumper and somersault thrower”. It was clearly advertised that these were two distinct acts - both
English turns, not German.”

PUBLIC HALL
1882
1884
1893
1897
1909
1970s

Opened as a public hall
Began staging theatrical entertainments
Premises enlarged
Major renovation
Available as a fit-up theatre venue
Taken over by local council & used as community centre.

Blaina Institute was founded in 1884 and the building nunderwent major enlargement in 1893 at a cost of
£1,988. Providing a library and reading room, billiards hall, public hall, ladies room, committee rooms, and
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games rooms, the Institute remained
in use for its original purpose until the
1970s. Today it is used as a public
library, community centre and local
history museum.
From 1884 onwards theatrical
entertainments were presented in the
Public Hall. In 1885 there was a
successful five month stock season
under the management of Arthur
Hastings which also “offered a Lady
or Gentleman novice experience and
practical tuition in lieu of salary, good
parts to as competent person.” On
the same year the pantomimes “Little
Jack Horner” and “The Forty
Thieves” did excellent business.
The Hall offered such attractions as Poole’s Diorama, and visits from Florence River’s Opera Company, Dr
Joseph Parry’s Welsh National Opera Co in “Arianwen”, and a week’s visit from Mr Rossini’s “Pepper’s Ghost
and Royal Spectral Opera Co”, featuring “The Christmas Carol”, “East Lynne” and other plays. In 1894 the
Hall was under a new manager, Mr Fred Bainton, but this venture did not last long, and in 1897 the building
closed for renovation and took out an advert stating: “Opens Dec 1st 1897 after renovation. New manager E.
Nuth. Seating capacity 1,500. Stage 19ft with top and footlights. Two dressing rooms. Private entrance.”
By 1909, when Pitt’s Palace was in operation, the Public Hall ceased producing its own programme and
became available as a fit-up venue for touring shows.

Cinemas in Blaina
Gaiety Cinema
1914 Opened?
1956 Company declared bankrupt
The Gaiety Cinema was owned by the Blaina Cinematograph Company (Manager Mr Jack Davies) and seems
to have opened around the summer of 1914. In October of that year it announced that it would regularly present
variety turns in between the film shows. It became one of the very first cinemas in South Wales to show the
film “The Tramp”, which created the famous Charlie Chaplin persona. In 1956 the Company went into
liquidation.
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BRECON, Powys
Early Fit-Up Companies and Portables
The Bell Inn
The Bell Inn offered ideal facilities for a travelling fit-up theatre. Its “Great Room” was “a spacious large
room . . . fitted up with proper scenery, a stage, and every decoration necessary to form a complete theatre”. It
was regularly used by travelling players from the 1750s to the 1780s, at which time a purpose-built theatre was
established.
Among the travelling companies known to have played the town were:
The Ward and Kemble Company
In May and June 1755 the Ward and Kemble Company played an eight
week season in Brecon, and it seems they had appeared in the town on
earlier occasions. Their company was of high standard and obtained
fashionable support from the gentry of Brecon, with a programme that
included Shakespeare’s “Henry VIII”, “Romeo & Juliet” and “Othello”,
and Rowe’s “Tamerlane” and Foote’s “The Englishman at Paris”. The
season finished on July 2nd, but Roger Kemble and his wife Sarah stayed
behind at the Shoulder of Mutton Inn for the birth of their daughter, Sarah,
on July 5th, 1755. (Sarah Kemble would later become Sarah Siddons, and
one the most famous actresses of the age.). The company was back again
in 1758.
Sarah Siddons

The Roger Kemble Company
The Ward and Kemble Company split up in the 1760s, and on their future
visits it was advertised as Kemble’s own company. His last visit seems to
have been in 1775 – when another child (his eleventh), this time a boy, was
also born in Brecon. Roger Kemble (1721-1802) would later be acclaimed
for his Falstaff at the Haymarket Theatre in London, but the real fame
would be for his children, especially Sarah and John Philip Kemble, who
became manager of the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden.
Roger Kemble

John Boles Watson’s Company
In the winter of 1783 John Boles Watson’s
Company played a highly successful season, and it was clear that Brecon’s
position as an important, growing town with a cultured gentry, was in a position
to sustain its own proper purpose-built theatre building. Just one year before this
visit John Boles Watson (1748 - 1813) had built the first permanent theatre in
Cheltenham. He would later build the Theatre Royal in Gloucester, and be
associated with a permanent theatre in Cirencester. He was one of the first of
the travelling players to seek permanent roots in the larger towns.
John Boles Watson

Wadbrook’s Electrograph/ Wadbrook’s Palace
This was a portable attraction, often used at fairgrounds, famous in the last decades of the 19th Century for its
“ghost illusions”. At the turn of the century Mr Wadbrook developed his “electrograph”, showing “living
pictures”, touring a bioscope and eventually showing early films. He would work alongside other showground
families for the major fairs, but he would also work as an individual attraction at smaller towns. He made
frequent tour of South Wales, and is known to have played Brecon in 1903, 1905, and in 1911 when he offered
“Malo & Coombs performing their Regatta Day sketch in-between the films”. Wadbrook’s Electrograph
returned again in 1913 when the additional attraction was Madame Hettie Courtney’s Kidlets in a sketch called
“The Girlies and the Real Live Golliwog”. According to the Brecon Press, this was “the finest exhibition of the
terpsichorean art ever presented to a Brecon audience”.
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ROYAL THEATRE
1784
1824
1840
1864
1875

Opened
Some renovation and installation of gas lighting
Long periods of irregular use
Redecorated
Closed & later demolished

There is some confusion over the opening date of the Royal Theatre. Some sources have it in use from 1784,
but John Boles Watson made great play in his advertising that his company would be opening a completely
new theatre in February 1787, and his opening season would run until April. He proudly acknowledged the
new theatre had been “fitted up and decorated by Mr Abbott”. His opening programme included such plays as
“Alexander the Great”, “The School for Scandal” and “The Marriage of Figaro” by Beaumarchais – just three
years after it had been premiered in Paris.
Other significant Watson seasons at the Royal Theatre included December 1789 to April 1790, which included
and extremely spectacular production of “Don Juan”, incorporating a ballet to music by Gluck; and his eight
week season in 1793, which introduced Goethe’s “The Sorrows of Young Werther” to the area. Mr Watson
would continue to play regular seasons in Brecon, sharing the venue in regular touring round with some other
major travelling companies.
In the earliest years of the 19th Century regular seasons were undertaken by the R. Phillips Company. Mr
Phillips was the manager of the Swansea Theatre and after the Swansea season would regularly transfer his
company to Brecon, usually from February to May. Around this time the “Cambrian” became the first weekly
newspaper in Wales. It reviewed one performance by the Phillips Company with a criticism of the leading
lady, Miss Morse:
We must remind Miss Morse that when she is advertised for a part, the audience expects her to perform
it; at present she and the prompter play it between them. Decency of appearance is also looked for by a
genteel audience and when she dances again, we would advise her to show regard for the one and
respect for the other by lengthening her petticoats!.
It seems the Phillips Company was not of the highest standard, and it was no surprise that he was not reappointed when the new Swansea theatre opened. That job went to the Drury Lane actor Andrew Cherry. In
1807 Andrew Cherry took over the established practise and
brought his Swansea company to Brecon from November to
February.
By 1813, with the pressures of the French Wars, the nature of
society in Brecon was changing. John Boles Watson had
died and his son returned to Brecon, but this time not with
Goethe, Beaumarchais or ballet music by Gluck. This time
the attraction was the tightrope walker, Richer. However, Mr
Watson Junior publicly thanked the “magistrates and ladies
and gentlemen of the neighbourhood for the liberal
encouragement conferred upon his father for the last thirty
years.”
1822 saw the first of eight successive seasons by Charles
Crisp, usually a four month season each year. During these
seasons he was regularly acclaimed for his signature roles,
Richard III and William Tell. In 1824 he announced the
theatre was lit by gas and had undergone some renovation.
For his 1829 season he proudly announced the famous Tree
Sisters as his star performers. He died in 1832, and a series
of different travelling groups replaced him. The theatre was
slowly seeing the last of its glory days.
In March 1839 the Maddox Company finished a disastrous
season, and it was noted that the building itself was in need of
much repair.
Patronage and sponsorship via bespoke
performances was gradually drying up: in 1846 Mr Fenton’s
company lost a great deal of money, and so did James
Morgan who opened there in April 1847, only to close
hurriedly after a few nights.

Andrew Cherry
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The next decade saw patchy theatre use, with much
shorter seasons, though towards the end of the
1850s things began to pick up, and by 1858, when
a Mr Simpson was appointed manager, he
described the theatre as “essentially fashionable,
with high prices” to confirm its exclusivity.
However, the fashionable audience stayed away,
and no players visited Brecon for the next five
years.
Things were looking up again when Walter Carle
“cleaned, aired and whitewashed” the old theatre
before re-opening on 3 May 1864. “The long
complaint of coldness in the theatre, arising from
broken windows, doors etc., has been remedied.”
Travelling companies began to return to Brecon, but
only for very short seasons, sometimes just a night or two.

The site of the original Royal Theatre

The Brecon Royal Theatre is a good example of what happened when the old strolling circuits of theatres were
broken. In the past, a company could have performed at Brecon in the months around Christmas and then found
und patronage at resorts and other county towns during the remainder of the year. Now there were resident
companies in the larger towns, and portable theatres visited the smaller industrial centres. The strolling
company had had its day. It had been driven out of the large theatres by the stock companies, and now both
were to be driven out of business by the large touring companies mostly based in London. The visit of
Manley's opera company to Brecon is typical of the new development. It stayed a short time; did not exhaust its
repertoire; pleased crowded houses; and went on its way well rewarded.
(Much information from Cecil price: The English Theatre in Wales”)

GUILDHALL THEATRE/TOWNHALL THEATRE
1888 Theatre space created
1983 Major renovation
The Brecon Guildhall had occupied the same site since 1623,
with replacements and reconstructions in 1770 and 1888.
After the Theatre Royal fell into disrepair and disuse,
performances were given inside the smaller Guildhall,
presumably as a fit-up venue. Successful visits were recorded
from the Frank Hill comedy-drama company in 1881 and
other visitors from this time included Tannaker’s Real
Japanese Troupe, as well as local concerts from the Brecon
Philharmonic Society, The Zealandia Colonial Concert
Company on tour from New Zealand , and The Osborne
Handbell Ringers and Vocal Concert Company.
In the 1888 renovation the Council Chamber was designed to
occupy the ground floor, and a “proper” theatre was created
on the first floor. However, given a much better and purposebuilt space in which to perform, the number of performances
showed a sharp decline.
Performances were given spasmodically over the next ten
years. Business seemed to improve from 1900 onwards, when
tours of big productions like “Florodora” once more were
performed in Brecon, and, being a garrison town, business
held steady through the First World War. By the 1920s most
of the variety entertainment was provided in the town’s cine-variety houses, and the Town Hall theatre tried
repertory seasons, festivals and concerts, but rival businesses in the town gradually took over.
The hall remained in occasional use and the 1983 renovation carried out at a cost of £65,000 installed raised
seating in the Assembly Room and created a seating capacity of 240. The hall was also redecorated and
refurbished with new stage drapes, lighting and a first class sound system.
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New Theatre
1913 Mentioned
Between March and June 1913 there are three references in “The Stage”, where various performers are
announcing their current engagements. In February the Lavarra Sisters (“Dutch comediennes in their smart
Dancing act”) report they will be appearing next week at the New Theatre, Brecon; in March Ray & Irvin (“in
their clever comedy concoction” and in June , Jack Clare (“the chocolate coloured coon”) and Mabel Comely
(“eccentric comedienne”) also announce their appearances at the New Theatre, Brecon. It is not yet known
which venue this might be. Possibly the Town Hall Theatre had undergone some renovation in 1913—
sufficient to justify calling it a “new” theatre?

THEATR BRYCHEINIOG
1997 Opened
This opened as a successor to the Guildhall
Theatre, providing multi-purpose spaces for use by
professional touring companies and local
community groups. It is one of the venues for the
very successful Brecon Jazz Festival. The stage
dimensions are: 14.5m wide, 12.3m deep (with
the orchestra pit covered, the depth is 15.3m) and
11.1m high. The main auditorium has a seating
capacity of up to 477 with 4 dressing rooms. It
also has a rehearsal studio/conference room
holding up to 150 people.

Some Cinemas in Brecon
Coliseum Cinema
1925 Opened as a cine-variety
1927 The New Coliseum
1955c Some alterations to accommodate Cinemascope
1980 Tripled, and name changed to Coliseum Film Centre
1986 Twinned and name reverted back to Coliseum Cinema.
The Coliseum, Wheat Street, opened in 1925 with a capacity of 650. . It was equipped with three dressing
rooms and a stage proscenium that was 29 ft wide and 25 ft deep and operated as a cine-variety, presenting live
acts between the films. Occasionally the whole evening would be given over to live entertainment, as in
February 1926 when the revue “Touch and Go” was staged and for a short while that same year it presented a
repertory season of plays. In 1927 it became part of a circuit
of cinemas owned by A.W. Murray whose head office was
the Empire, Mountain Ash. The circuit also included the
Town Hall, Brynmawr. At this time it was advertised as
“The New Coliseum”, although only the management was
“new”. Mr Murray did not have much luck, and the cinema
changed hands again, with the Brecon Entertainments Co.
Ltd obtaining a mortgage on the property in May 1929 and
upgrading it ready for talking pictures.
By 1951, seating capacity had been reduced to 565.
CinemaScope was installed in the mid-1950’s and the
proscenium was widened to 32 feet to accommodate the
wider screen. The Coliseum Cinema was converted into a
triple-screen cinema, which re-opened on 25th May 1980.
Seating was now provided for 164, 80 and 51, and it was renamed Coliseum Film Centre. In 1986, it was converted into
a twin-screen with 164 seats in each screen and it reverted
back to the name Coliseum Cinema. In 2009, the seating
capacities are 120 and 188 and it continues as a first run
cinema.
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The Electric Theatre
1919 Opened
1925 Closed
The Electric Theatre opened in 1919 with 400
seats, possibly near the junction of Wheat Street
and St Michael Street. (The photograph shows
the present junction).
It screened films in-between variety acts. By
1924 it was owned by R.W. Phillips & Son and
seems to have dropped the live variety in favour
of an all-film performance, showing one show
per night with two changes of programme per
week at prices of 5d to 1/6d. It was closed
possibly by 1925, when the nearby Coliseum
Cinema on Wheat Street opened.
In 2009, the building is in use as St. Michael’s
Church Hall.

Bridgend

56

BRIDGEND
Early Fit-Up Companies and Portables
First Town Hall
The first Town Hall in Bridgend was a room on the
first floor over an open market area. It continued in
use until a magnificent new Town Hall and Police
Station was built in 1845. There are some references
to touring players visiting Bridgend very early in the
19th Century, and in the 1820s performances
(including a juggler) were given “at the Town Hall”.
It is possible, however, that “at” the Town Hall
actually meant in the open-air “outside” the Town
Hall.
Pavilion
In 1873 there is a reference to performances in the Pavilion in Bridgend. No further details are known, but it is
likely to be a visit from a portable company. It has no connection with the Pavilion Cinema which opened in
the 1920s.
Ebley’s Theatre/Olympic Theatre
This is likely to have been a regular visitor to Bridgend from the 1880s onwards, and is known to have staged a
repertory season of stock plays in September 1884. Ebley’s Theatre was sometimes known as the Olympic
Theatre.
Star Theatre – John Noakes
Another regular visitor from the 1890s onwards was John Noakes and his Star Theatre. There seems to have
been a problem in April 1897, when The Stage newspaper reported:
“Extraordinary allegations were made in connection with an application of Mr J. E. Noakes to
the Bridgend Urban District Coumncil on March 30 for a licence for the Star (portable),
Bridgend. The granting of the licence was opposed by the Revs. G. James and W. Johns, Baptist
Ministers, who successfully induced the council not to grant the licence. The unsupported
flagrant allegations of these objectors would appear to afford grounds for legal action, and we
trust Mr Noakes may be able to raise the whole question by a suit for libel, such evidence as was
given not being privileged.”
It had not yet been possible to trace any further repercussions, but it does seem as if the Star Theatre did not
play any future seasons in Bridgend.

Britannia Theatre – Mr J. Allen
In November 1897 Mr J. Allen’s Britannia Theatre played a short season
which included the military drama “Dr Jim”, with the Sisters Scarthorne
“giving a clever vocal and dancing turn” before the main attraction..
Castle Theatre - W. Haggar Jun
Regular seasons were played by W. Haggar jun.’s Castle Theatre. His
1898 season opened in April with a play called “The Iron Chain”
Danter’s Coliseum
The Danter family have a long history in funfair provision. This very
early portable concentrated on live entertainment with a few fairground
attractions on the side. In December 1910 the company was presenting
“turns” including Coombe & Webb, comedians and star banjoists, with
Billy Fauder, the funny Dame comedian. Their season included “The
Prima Donna and the Tramp”, an act performed by Williams & Hayes.
“The funny Dame Comedian”
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TOWN HALL
1845 Opened as Town Hall
1913 Major renovation.
1971 Closed and demolished
Bridgend Town Hall was built in 1845 at a
cost of £1,450, and for a time also served as
the Town’s Police Station. From the 1860s
onwards it was rented out for public
entertainment, originally as a fit-up theatre
hired by travelling players. By the 1880s it
had been equipped with permanent theatre
facilities and as a result saw a wide range of
visiting attractions including Marie Dale’s
Burlesque Company, The Provincial Comedy Company and a much acclaimed “Cinderella” in February 1887
when Douglas Munro played the Ugly Sister Clawrinda. Pantomime was always popular at the Town Hall, and
Kennedy Allen’s Widow Twankey in 1894 was such a success that extra performances had to be staged to cope
with the demand.
The early 1900s saw several visits from the popular Inez Howard and her Company, and major touring
productions like J. Bannister Howard’s “When Knights Were Bold”. In 1913 the theatre part of the premises
was leased to George H. Pitt, the proprietor of a chain of Pitt’s Palaces through the valleys. He closed the
theatre for the summer in order to carry out some renovation, and then advertised an autumn reopening with the
“Hall thoroughly re-seated and re-decorated. Right company is sure of excellent business”. At this point the
Pitt organisation also had a controlling interest in two cine-varieties in the town, and generally the Town Hall
was home to Pitt’s own stock repertory company, thus avoiding clashes with the variety and film shows at their
other venues.
Gradually, with the onset of War, followed by the economic depression of the 1920s and 30s, live shows gave
way to cinema, and the Town Hall was used mostly for social functions and events. It was after the Second
World War that the Town Hall became something of a white elephant. Lack of use caused it to fall into
disrepair and it was claimed that the structure was becoming a danger to passers-by. Proposals to demolish it
led to a ‘Save the Town Hall Campaign’ by conservationists who eventually lost their battle in 1971 when the
building was demolished.

Drill Hall/ Electric Picture Palace/ Pitt’s Palace/ Palace Cinema
?
1910
1914
1936
1938
1956
1960
1975
?

Opened as Drill Hall
Used for fit-up theatre and as a skating rink.
Re-opened as the Electric Picture Palace
Renamed the Palace Cinema
Renovation and re-seating
Major remodelling and enlargement
Cinemascope installed
Cinema use ended, and used for bingo
Closed and left unused
Demolished. New church built on the site.

By the 1890s the Drill Hall was a regular venue for fit-up travelling theatre companies and was able to provide
good enough facilities to accommodate some standard touring shows. Ebley’s portable, Inez Howard’s
Company in “Tommy Atkins” and the Ben Greet Company in “Two Little Vagabonds” played there in 1897,
and for a while the premises offered skating rink facilities. In November 1910 it re-opened as the Electric
Picture Palace with 800 seats and worked as a cine-variety, offering such attractions as The Vanderbilts “the
American Swell & Belle”, and the Five Sisters Volka in between such films as “Quo Vadis”.
By 1914 it was re-named Palace Cinema and under the management of Pitt’s Palaces. The Palace was enlarged
around 1936 and the seating capacity increased to 850. In 1938 it underwent major remodelling, with the
seating capacity enlarged. Cinemascope was fitted in 1956, but the owners, Bridgend Cinemas Ltd, decided to
close in 1960, and convert the premises for use as a bingo club. By 1975, the bingo club had moved to newly
built premises and the former Palace Cinema was shuttered. It was later demolished and the Tabernacle Church
was built on the site.
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New Electric Cinema/ The Cinema/ County Cinema
1912
1922
1933
1956
1965
1980

Opened as the New Electric Cinema
Re-named The Cinema
Modernised and refurbished
Cinemascope installed
Remodelled and named the County Cinema
Closed & later demolished

The New Electric Cinema in Cross Street opened in May 1912
with a film called “The Power of Love”. It was designed by local
architects Cook & Edwards, and the elaborate plasterwork was by
DeJong & Co, London. Seating was provided in stalls, dress circle
and gallery levels. There was a 25 feet wide proscenium and a
stage 40 feet wide and 20 feet deep.
It was an immediate success with the townsfolk, with the
Glamorgan Gazette reporting: “. . .
a capital evening’s
entertainment is provided at the Bridgend Cinema this week. There
are three turns of high merit, viz. Amor and Roma, harmony
singers; Neuman and Royle in a novel ventriloquist act; and
Reginald Garland, a character actor-vocalist whose impersonations
are exceedingly good.” In August 1915 the cinema was leased to
Biocolor Picture Theatres Ltd. 5, Great Newport Street, London,
and an advert announced “All contracts made with late
management are hereby cancelled.”

Eva May Wong and her plate-spinning act

By 1922 it had been re-named Cinema. In 1933, the facade was modernised and the interior re-furbished. For a
few years after the War the Cinema was frequently used for live shows: in 1948 it ran a repertory season with
the Phillip Barrett Repertory Company, and staged speciality acts like Eva May Wong and the Lucerne Skaters.
However, by the mid 1950s it reverted to cinema only use when Cinemascope was introduced and the
proscenium re-constructed to contain a new 32 feet wide screen.
The Cinema was remodelled again, both externally and internally in 1965 and was re-named County Cinema.
The seating capacity had been reduced to 582. The County Cinema was closed by Bridgend Cinemas Ltd. on
6th September 1980 with “Can’t Stop the Music” starring Village People. It was later demolished.
(There is some confusion between the Electric Picture Palace (1910) and the New Electric Cinema (1912) and
further information is sought.)
Embassy Cinema/ Ritz
1939 Opened
1980 Used for a mix of cinema and bingo
1980s Renamed the Ritz
1987 Refurbished and named the Ritz Bingo Club
1999 Closed and used for storage
2011 Demolished
It opened as the Embassy Cinema on 30th
October 1939, claiming it was ‘South Wales’s
Newest Super Cinema’. It was built in artdeco style, with stalls and circle, and a 33ft
wide proscenium, and was operated by
George Isaacs as an independent cinema. It
had a seating capacity of 1,324. By 1980 it
had been sold to Wyndham Lewis, on the
proviso that cinema use continued. Pop shows
began to be staged as well as normal film
performances. Bingo was also introduced 3
nights a week.
It was later sold to Nudge Leisure Ltd. and renamed Ritz Cinema. The Ritz was short lived
and it closed as a cinema on 9th May 1987
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and was refurbished to re-open as the Ritz Bingo Club. Bingo continued until closing in 1999 when a new
purpose built bingo hall opened in the town. The building had remained unaltered, apart from the installation of
a false ceiling in the foyer and remained a fine example of the work of noted architect David Evelyn Nye. By
the summer of 2001 it was being used for storage by a builders’ merchants and later that year an application
was made to convert the building into a bar, but the local council had earmarked the site for car parking. The
Embassy Cinema was demolished in June 2011.
Pavilion
1928 Opened
1940 Closed
In July 1928 an advert appeared in The Stage stating the “New Hall (The Pavilion) is available to rent for
theatrical companies or revues. Seating capacity 1,000. Open for any dates or engagements. Apply L.
Stockton, the Pavilion.” And during its first six months offered artists like Phil & Lily Benson “the musical
speciality”, and Zada “the incomparable second-sight star” along with a series of films. In December Mr
Stockton was advertising again: “Wanted: Good drawing attractions, electricity throughout Terms 60%. Mr
Stockton. Also booking Blaengarw.” But it seems he was not having much success. Just three months later
further adverts declare that all previous booking correspondence in the name of Mr Stockton is cancelled, and
the new manager is Mr Davies; and by July 1929 the Pavilion has closed, and will be re-opening on August 5th
under the management of the Lewis organisation based at Star Chambers, Port Talbot. When the Embassy
“super cinema” opened in 1940 it seems the Pavilion, and the other cinemas in Bridgend were all operated by
George Isaacs and his Bridgend Cinemas Ltd Company. Rather than go into competition with himself, it seems
he decided to close the Pavilion.

Sony Theatre
2011 Opened in Bridgend College
Bridgend College’s new Sony Theatre contains a full
stage and 312-tiered and retractable seats on the ground
floor with a further 104 tiered seats on the first floor. It
also contains a 4X screen and sound system, installed by
nearby manufacturing giant Sony, which can be adapted
to 3D. Part-funded by the Welsh Government, it has cost
£3m to build. Although primarily for College use, there
are plans to open the theatre up to community groups
during weekends and holiday periods.

Odeon Cinema
1998 Opened
This nine-screen multiplex opened on November 10th
1998. The seating capacities of the different screens
ranges from 433 to 112.

Bridgend Recreation Centre
?
Opened
Although primarily a sports centre, there are excellent
facilities for conferences, exhibitions, meetings and
performances in a multi-functional large area which
has a capacity of up to 1,200 people. It is in frequent
use for pop concerts and theatre performances from
companies Clwyd Theatr Cymru.
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BRYNAMMAN, Carmarthenshire
Early Fit-Up Companies and Portables
Alexandra Theatre
Bert Breamer’s portable Alexandra Theatre played a short winter season in Brynamman from
November 1900
Wadbrook’s Electrograph
This visited the town in 1905
Castle Theatre
Will Haggar Jun.’s Castle Theatre played a successful season from July to November 1908, and for
some time the Haggars used Brynamman as their winbter base.

PUBLIC HALL / PUBLIC HALL PALACE
1898 Opened
1914 Change of management and “Palace” added to the name
1926 New Cinema created
In 1898 Evan W. Evans, Secretary of the New Public Hall in Brynamman, proudly advertised it as: “The
popular hall of the district. Excellent seating for 900. Licensed for stage plays. Conveniently situated in the
centre of populous district. Fitted with large permanent stage and retiring rooms. Suitable for variety
entertainments, myrioramas, dioramas, exhibitions, concerts, etc. Acetylene gas. Terms moderate.”
The Hall’s early years offered attractions including The Prussian Choir; Bostock & Wombwell’s Biograph and
Variety Company, showing film of boxing matches; Little Cliff providing songs and dances; and Dai Davies,
the Welsh Whistler. In the first decade of the new century the light-hearted entertainment was mixed with
more serious performance: J Bannister Howard’s touring play “The Silver King” and, in March 1910, the
memorable week’s visit from the Frank Benson Shakespeare Company, offering a different Shakespeare play
each night.
Just before the outbreak of War, there was a change of policy at the Public Hall. The management was leased to
Mr Rowland Williams, who also ran the Palace, Pontardawe. He intended to run the two venues in partnership,
and added the name “Palace” to the Brynamman Hall. His management got off to an unlucky start. Very
shortly after he took over a newspaper story reported:
Mr Rowland Williams, proprietor of the Palace Pontardawe and the Palace Brynamman, who
was for many years at the Savoy with D’Oyly Carte opera, was in a motor smash at Newnhamon-Severn last Sunday, when a motor cycle ran straight into the car in which he was travelling to
Gloucester. Mr Williams and his friends escaped unhurt but the cyclist was badly hurt; also the
lady he carried, she having a broken leg.
The years of the First World War
continued the wide range of live shows on
offer, and in 1915 a competitor arrived in
the shape of the new Alpha cinema, which
offered live acts between the films. One
curiosity arose on Saturday 6th November
1915.
Little Hackenschmidt and
Company played the week at the Public
Hall. They were billed as “the greatest
record-breaking act of modern times” and
their programme included the sketch
“Sports on a Battle Cruiser”, billed as “20
minutes of yells, screams and roars of
laughter.” The show was a complete sell-
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out for every single performance, with people
turned away nightly. So, on the Saturday night,
to meet the demand, as soon as they finished their
show at the Public Hall, they rushed the scenery
and company over to the Alpha Cinema, and
performed it all over again. To have played both
halls in Brynamman, on the same night, and to
packed houses, was something no other act had
ever done.
The re-construction and re-modelling of the old
Public Hall to create a new cinema began in the
mid 1920s. The cinema was planned to hold
around 1100 people and was furnished throughout
with tip-up seats upholstered in old gold
corduroy. The stage was built 20ft by 60 ft and had 4 dressing rooms below. The complex would also contain a
library, reading room and a billiard room in the style of the Working Men’s Institutes that were a popular
feature in the South Wales valleys. The opening ceremony was held on 15th May 1926, featuring silent films
until the 1930's, when the "talkies" came along.
Shortly after its re-opening the new hall was sub-let to a Mr Dennis, locally nicknamed “Dennis the Jew”, who
also rented the Waun Hall. He showed films at both venues and used a boy on a bike to run the films between
the two - because of their flammable nature it was illegal to carry film stock on public transport. The Public
Hall Cinema has continued to grow and keep up with all the developments in the film industry and is open
today run by a committee of volunteers. (Information by Stephen James)

New Theatre
1927 Opened
Throughout 1927 a series of adverts promoted performances at the New Theatre, Brynamman. The first of
these adverts for the week commencing January 10th announced that Douglas Ascot’s great revue “The
Whirlwind” had been specially engaged at enormous salary to open the New Theatre Brynamman. “The show
this week packed to the doors Monday and already booked out Friday and Saturday. Seating Capacity 1300.”
The following week’s show at the New Theatre was Dessie Desmond’s Oddments Revue. Later in the year the
New Theatre advertised for a piano-conductor for the “New Hall”, Brynamman. Since there seems to be no
further references to a New Theatre, it is most likely these performances took place inside the newly revamped
Public Hall Cinema.
Alpha Cinema
1915 Opened
1928 Closed
In March 1915 a new cinema opened in Station Road.. The Manager was Evan W. Evans, the same Mr Evans
who had been the original Secretary of the Public Hall when it opened sixteen years earlier. Mr Evans had
recently lost his job when the Hall had changed management. He advertised : “Wanted: Variety artists in all
lines, specialities, musical dancing,
sensational and spectacular acts, troupes.
Good doubles and anything with strong
magnetic drawing powers. Apply Evan W
Evans, Manager, The Amman Alpha Cinema
Ltd.” He offered a selection of variety turns
in between film shows, including “The
original Boy Scouts – the stars that always
shine!” in a September performance that year.
The photograph shows the old cinema with
its zinc-sheet cladding. The building stood in
front of the old Public Hall, and is currently
the site of public conveniences. (The photo
was provided by David Smith, whose
grandmother played the piano
accompaniment to the silent films in the
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BRYNMAWR, Blaenau Gwent
Some early portables, fit-ups & other entertainments
During the 1880s Brynmawr was a regular part of various portable theatre circuits.
Noakes Cambrian Theatre
This played the 1885 season at Brynmawr, and emphasised the fact that the Cambrian was fitted with a wooden
roof.
Ebley’s Olympic Theatre
The Olympic Theatre was run by Edward Ebley’s two sons, Ted and William, whilst Old Man Ebley continued to
run his own Theatre of Varieties at other towns. But it seems that both parents were present during the 1887 season,
because a newspaper obituary recorded the death of Sophia Ebley, wife of Edward Ebley Snr, who died at
Brynmawr on March 23rd. Her remains were to be conveyed to Halstead Essex for interment.
Garett’s Theatre
In October and November 1888 William Henry Garrett ran a series of adverts in “The Stage” for actors and
actresses to join his company for an imminent season in Brynmawr. But an announcement in the same newspaper
two weeks later reported “On Friday Nov 30th 1888 William Henry Garrett, actor and manager, age 49, died at
Brynmawr. Deeply regretted.”) It is not known if this season had already opened, and no further details have yet
been traced.
Slater’s Portable
Advertisements exist for Slater’s Portable, giving details of a season of plays at Brynmawr, opening in June 1889.
Haggar’s Theatre Royal
William Haggar played a six month season, most of it in Brynmawr, starting in April 1891. He advertised his
Theatre Royal as the “best portable travelling”. From 1900 onwards he would travel with his “Castle Theatre”, and
that, too, made occasional visits to Brynmawr at the turn of the century.
John Johnson’s Prince of Wales Theatre/ Victoria Theatre
Johnson’s touring “Prince of Wales” theatre performed a three month season in Brynmawr from September 1908,
and returned in June 1911 with a season that was more slanted towards variety shows. Both these performances
were given in his “Prince of Wales Theatre”. However, between these dates, in April 1910, he gave a season of
plays in Brynmawr in his “Victoria Theatre”. It is not known whether he had two separate portable buildings on the
road, or whether he changed the names periodically. In his 1910 season he had to close his theatre on May 20th, the
day of the funeral of King Edward VII. Although not contractually obliged, he did pay a full week’s wage to all 16
of his company. They placed a notice in “The Stage” thanking him for his generosity.
Fairgrounds/ Circuses/ Skating Rink
In May 1891 Wadbrook’s Ghost Illusion was the great attraction of the visiting fairground.
In June 1899 Lord George Sanger’s Circus visited the town.
In January 1911Mr G.D.
Harris applied for a music
licence for the Brynmawr
Roller Skating Rink. The
application was opposed on
behalf of the Local Free
Church Council, although the
local police raised no
objection. It seems the
Skating Rink was already in
successful operation, and this
was an attempt to make it
more pleasant to use.
However, the application was
refused. A few months later
the premises were sold to the
E. Dooner Picture Palace
Chain.
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FIRST TOWN HALL/MARKET HALL
1844 Opened
1882 Alterations create a theatre space inside the hall.
1894 Replaced with a new building elsewhere
The first Market Hall in Brynmawr co-incided with the passing of the Theatres Act 1843, making it possible for
portable and fit-up “temporary” theatres to perform plays in the town. There seems to be some scanty records
of early visits, however these must have been well supported since it was decided to create a theatre space
inside the hall during major renovations in 1882. In August of that year a Mr Pritchard placed a notice in “The
Stage” to advise would-be employers that currently he is “not at liberty” since he is playing a season at the New
Theatre Royal, Brynmawr. In the same edition of the paper his name is included along with Gilbert
Featherstone, Maurico and Ray Trafford as appearing in a show to open the New Town Hall Theatre,
Brynmawr. Perhaps there had been some confusion over the name, or perhaps Mr Pritchard deliberately called
it a “Theatre Royal” since it sounded more impressive.
Over the next twelve years the Town Hall theatre was in regular use for fit-up and regular touring companies.
In October 1885 Arthur Hastings ran a lengthy stock season in the town, proudly announcing some
performances featuring guest-artists from London - Fred Steggles and Ethel Rosslyn, “a specialist in boys,
juveniles and burlesques”. Neither Fred nor Ethel could really come under the heading of West End stars, but
Arthur Hastings was a bit of a showman.
The Town Hall Theatre always did good business with pantomime, but one week in January 1887 did
sensational business with a show called “The Jones and Wood Ghost Show”.
The Market Hall was replaced in 1894 with a bigger and better construction.

SECOND MARKET HALL/ MARKET HALL CINEMA
1894
1912
1913
1915
1930s

Opened as a Market Hall
Converted for use as a cine-variety
For a short time known as Dooner’s Electric Picture Palace
Reverted to name Market Hall Cinema
Renamed the Town Hall Cinema

The Market Hall was built in 1894, at a cost of £1,500 on a piece of land donated by the Duke of Beaufort. It
was intended for a weekly market and to be the centre-piece of the new Market Square. It was also intended to
continue providing facilities for visiting fit-up theatre productions, having a stage “104 ft by 56ft. Fitted with
gallery, large platforms, ante-rooms and 500 chairs and other suitable seats. Close to station. Caretaker: Mr
John Davies”
In its first decade it was very successful, with regular sold-out performances which included Maurice E.
Bandmann’s Company in “The Manxman”; “The Sorrows of Satan” with Cecil Elgar as Prince Lucio Rimanez
and the Ben Greet Company in “The Sign of the Cross”.
A typical week towards the
end of the century offered:
Monday & Tuesday - a
variety programme with
Percy
Honri
the
concertinist, and Stevens
and Stevens in “Polly &
the Page”, Will Moynes,
negro impersonator and
Professor J.H.Woods,
ventriloquist; Wednesday
& Thursday: Hardie and
Von Leer’s Company in
“Two Little Vagabonds”;
and Friday & Saturday Louis Calvert & Company
in “Proof.
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From March to September 1898 the miners of South
Wales were on strike, and naturally the theatre
business collapsed. In June, despite poor sales,
Joseph Poole’s Myriorama donated the Friday night
takings “for those who are unemployed in
consequence of the strike” and was publicly
thanked by James Bloor, JP, Chairman of the Relief
Committee.
Following this, it was not until
February of the following year that the town
welcomed the return of professional theatre, Miss
Inez Howard’s Company in “When London Sleeps”
being “the first visit to the town of a professional
company since the unfortunate coal strike.”
The first decade of the 20th Century saw such
attractions as Beresford Whitcomb as Napoleon and
Cicely Hamilton as Josephine in “A Royal
Divorce”; the musical play “A Message from Mars” and the Moody-Manners Opera Company.
In July 1911 the management of the hall was purchased by R.Dooner, who already has a lease on the Brynmawr
Skating Rink and was building up a chain of Picture Palaces, and in 1913 the Hall was converted into a cinevariety with a stage area 30ft deep and 35ft wide, three dressing rooms and a seating capacity of 1400. Films, with
variety acts interspersed, were a regular feature of the programme, but it remained in frequent use for full-length
live shows. It remained part of the Dooner Organisation until the 1920s, when it was taken over by Mr A.W.
Murray, who also ran the Empire
Mountain Ash, and the Coliseum in Brecon.
During the 1920s a new stone facade was created, and the cinema underwent some remodelling to accommodate
the arrival of sound. In the 1930s the venue was known as the Town Hall Cinema, by which time it was run by
R.W. Phillips and Sons (who also owned the town’s other cinema, the Cosy Cinema), and had reduced the seating
to 800. It was renamed the Market Hall Cinema during the 1950s.
Over the years several alterations took place: externally a “modern” metal cladding was applied to the façade, and
internally added comfort and other changes saw the seating capacity considerably reduced to around 350 patrons.
In 2007 the local authority with help from a Welsh Assembly grant undertook a significant renovation of the Hall,
now considered to be the oldest, continuously running cinema in South Wales, and serving a large area, including
Abertillery, Ebbw Vale, Tredegar, Blaenavon and Rhymney, all towns that once had several cinemas but now have
none. The external renovation returned the building to its original splendour and significantly enhanced the town
centre.
However, in 2013 the Market Hall Cinema is under threat due to local authority funding cuts and the opening of
multiplex cinemas some distance away. A strong vocal group is campaigning to save the Market Hall Cinema for
community use.

Some cinemas in Brynmawr
Litho Cinema,
In September 1914 there is an advertisement for the Litho Cinema in King St. Brynmawr – but no further details
have been found.
Gem Theatre,
In August 1919 the E.C. Howitt & G.H. Bolam Company advertises performances of “The Custody of the Child”
and “Her Kingdom of Love - a Soldier’s Rosary” at the Gem Theatre, Brynmawr. No further details have been
found.
Cosy Cinema
1924 Opened
1958 Closed
In the 1940s this was owned by R. W. Phillips and Sons, who also ran the Town Hall Cinema. It had 500 seats and
a proscenium width of 25ft. It closed around 1958 and was later demolished to make way for flats and a shop.

