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NANTYMOEL
Portables and fit-up theatres
Ebley’s Portable
Ebley’s played at Brice Town, Nantymoel in August 1895
Breamer’s Alexandra Theatre
August to October 1901

PUBLIC HALL/WORKMEN’S HALL/ BERWYN CENTRE
1901
1931
1972
1974
2012
2013

Opened
Adapted for “talkies”
Major reconstruction
Re-opened as the Berwyn Centre
Closed and threatened with demolition
Demolished

From its earliest days as a Workmen’s Hall, partly funded by
contributions from local miners, this was one of the most
iconic buildings in the Ogmore Valley, and became the
central hub of the community. Over the next century it
would provide, at various times, a theatre, library, reading
rooms, cinema, disco, café and exhibition area. In its first
five years it offered a wide range of live performances: Marie
Ramuz appeared “Who is the Woman?”; the Moody
Manners Opera Company played a highly successful season;
the Hopkins’ Brothers presented the pantomime
“Cinderella”; and the F.R. Benson Shakespeare Company
performed a series of classics in repertoire.

Fanny Moody & Charles Manners

The earliest cinema use occurred in April 1907 - an advertisement appeared seeking a pianist to accompany the
“high-class” films being presented by Stone’s Animated Pictures – and by 1910 the Hall was operating
regularly as a cine-variety. Variety artists appearing at this time included “Grieve, the ventriloquial comedian
in kilts”; the Musical Bentleys; Henri Albano,” absolutely the Greatest Concertina Act (one man) ever
produced in the History of Vaudeville Entertainment”; Sinjh and his Hindoo Temple of Mystery; and Will &
Maude Dawley with their performing cat and dog. All these turns would appear in between films with titles
like “Crime and Detection”, “Foolshead’s Christmas”, and “Labour Dispute”.
During the First
World War and the
early 1920s the newstyle “revues” took
over, and the Hall was
home
to
such
attractions as “With
Care”, a revue “with a
full cast of real
coloured and English
artists”;
Bobbie
Mason and Will
Selbini’s “Revuesical
Comedies”
“Little
Miss Who?” and
“Give ‘Em Beans”, a
company of twelve
performers, changing
shows mid-week.
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The introduction of
talking
pictures
dominated the 1930s
and the years of the
Second World War,
but the post-War
years saw the return
of live acts, including,
in
1949,
the
legendary Kardoma,
who “Fills the Stage
with Flags”
By 1972 the building
was in need of
considerable
upgrading
and
renovation. The Hall
C o m m i t t e e
undertook a major
fund-raising quest
and announced that
the Hall would
provide a permanent
base
for
the
Cambrian Theatre
Company, under its
artistic
director
Michael Forrest.
The new theatre
co mpa n y
w o uld
regularly tour to
other venues in South
Wales, and its initial
production – an
original
musical
based on the life of
the South Wales –
would
open
in
Nantymoel, undertake a month-long regional tour and then transfer to London’s Roundhouse.
Funds were forthcoming for this exciting development, and the former Miners’ Welfare Hall and Cinema was
converted into an Arts and Community Centre re-named the Berwyn Centre after a local benefactor. It had a
well-equipped stage and performance area and was suitable for a wide variety of community use.
Performers who appeared at the Centre during these years included Emile Ford, Joe “Mr Piano” Henderson,
Max Boyce, Wyn Calvin, Sian Hopkins, and regular pantomimes, often staged by the North Wales impresario
Aubrey Phillips.
In September 2012 the cabinet of Bridgend County Borough Council voted to close the Berwyn Centre and
demolish it, claiming “its extremely poor condition” made it a risk to public safety. The authority could not
afford the £2m it would cost to make it compliant with building regulations and refurbish it to make it “fit for
purpose”.
The only course of action was to knock the building down and partially fund a new building. This led to
significant local protest and legal challenges to the Council’s decision. However, the building was finally
demolished in May 2013.
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NARBERTH
Fit-up theatres
J.W. Potter’s Travelling Players
In 1825 Potter’s Company performed in Narberth. J. W. Potter was a native of Haverfordwest, where he based
his travelling company. His touring circuit included Tenby, Cardigan, Aberystwyth and Pembroke. He
certainly performed at Narberth on May 7th 1825, though it is likely that he would stayed more than one night
in the town. His 1825 tour offered melodrama and patriotic plays, and featured Master William Potter, “The
Infant Phenomenon” – this was his four year old son who sang a song entitled “Mr Peter Snout, or How to
make a Shift to Get a Shirt”.
Haggar’s Travelling Cinema
Will Haggar’s portable cinema visited Narberth in September, 1913.

VICTORIA HALL
1832 Built as a Market Hall
1880s Used as a public hall for concerts, etc.
???? Demolished and replaced with apartments
In 1832 the Baron de Rutzen built an Inn to serve the main coaching route to
the west which took travellers through Narberth. Unfortunately the inn
suffered from the many noisy market traders who sold their wares in the streets
alongside, so the Baron built a splendid Market Hall at the back of his Inn and
encouraged the traders to move under cover.
By the 1880s the Market Hall was known as the Victoria Hall and was being
advertised as “The largest hall in the County, 110ft by 45ft. Good sized stage.
Licensed for stage plays. Mr J. Roberts, Secretary”. Over the next fifty years
it was an entertainment centre for the town, offering such early attractions as
the Ben Greet Company in “Sign of the Cross” and Poole’s “Myriorama” and,
in January 1902, an early chance for Narberth to view “Animated Pictures”. A
mixture of film displays and live shows was offered until the late 1920s, by
which time Will Haggar was managing the building as a cine-variety, and thereafter it was predominantly a
cinema, and dance hall, and eventually used as a commercial bottling plant for the local brewer, James
Williams. By the end of the century it had been demolished and converted into housing.

VICTORIA CINEMA / QUEEN’S HALL
1912?
1947
1953
1958
2000?

Opened as a cine-variety
Closed and unused
Purchased for a future a community centre
Renovated and re-opened as the Queen’s Hall
Ongoing remodelling and renovation

The Victoria Cinema opened in the early days of film displays and
was used as a cine-variety – a use which continued up until 1930,
when in June that year it presented the multi-instrumentalist Tony
Ward “in a whirlwind of melodious memories from Plantation to
Jazz to Grand Opera – introducing 12 different instruments.” It
then re-modelled the stage area to accommodate sound
equipment, and under the new owners, a Mr Jones and a Mr Price,
ran as a cinema until the end of the Second World War. In 1947
the cinema closed and was left unused until 1953 when it was
purchased by a group of local people to provide the town with a
community hall and function centre.
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It reopened as the Queen’s Hall on February 1st 1958 with
a 400 seat hall and ancillary spaces, and soon established
itself as a music venue, featuring performers like Freddie
& The Dreamers, Eric Clapton and the Moody Blues, and
as a venue for local amateur companies, local
organisations, training classes, workshops and meetings.
Recent refurbishments have included the relocation of the
Bar and kitchen, upgrading of the toilets, dressing rooms
and the repainting of the foyer, balcony room and
stairways. It is a charitable trust run by volunteers
Freddie & the Dreamers

GRAND CINEMA
1920s Opened?
1944 Closed
When the Grand Cinema opened (certainly before 1924) it was the second cinema in the town. It was owned
by James Williams and run in partnership with the New Cinema in Neyland. Originally films were shown on
Thursday evenings only. In the mid 1930s the cinema was leased by Dennis Rowlands and operated three
nights a week – Thursday to Saturday. The Grand closed in 1944.

OAKWOOD THEME PARK
1987 Opened
1995 Addition of a permanent theatre space
The Oakwood Leisure Park created a Christmas-land theme presentation from the
mid 1990s onwards, and began presenting an annual pantomime in a solid-walled
marquee styled into a 350 seat auditorium.
The 1995 pantomime was “Cinderella” with Ken Goodwin, Adam Daye & Vince
Gardner, and over the succeeding years the pantomimes became regularly
associated with Adam Daye, who wrote, directed and performed most years. The
pantomimes were dropped from the programme after 2001, but the theme park
remains in full operation.
Adam Daye
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NEATH
Portable & Fit-Up Theatres
Charlesville Place Fit-Up
The earliest recorded travelling theatre in Neath pre-dates the Theatres Act by two years. In 1841 a
performance of “The Cobbler’s Hut” starring Mr Charles Sanders and Miss Maria Tyrer, principal actress from
the Theatre Royal Bath, was given at Charlesville Place, the current entrance to Neath Market. Mr Sanders
apparently doubled as the scene painter. He later settled in Neath and did a large number of paintings in the
district, chiefly armorial bearings. Some of these survive today and can be seen in Llantwit Church.

Cambrian Theatre
John Hord's Cambrian Theatre played a successful season at Neath in 1858, but when he tried to return the
following year he was refused
permission by the local magistrates,
who claimed his shows were
“pandering to the vitiated tastes of
the uneducated”. However, they
changed their minds in 1861 and
thereafter
“Johnny” Hord’s
company attracted large crowds to
his theatre in Victoria Gardens for
the next 20 years. He was a great
favourite with Neath audiences,
and, many years running, they
demanded he would repeat his
performance Mathias in “The
Bells”. Local enthusiasts claimed
his was an even better performance
than Henry Irving’s at the Lyceum
in London.
Victoria Gardens, Neath—the site of Hord’s Cambrian Theatre for many years
Star Theatre
The Jennings Brothers regularly erected their portable Star Theatre in Neath between the years 1869 and 1877.
In 1875 they staged the unusual spectacle of a female Hamlet, when the role was played by Julia Jennings. The
leading attraction of the Jennings Company was the comic and clown, John Noakes, who would later take over
the circuit when the Jennings Brothers moved out of Wales.
From 1877 the Star was under the management of John Noakes, who continued to play annual three or four
month seasons in Neath. For the Christmas 1883 season the Star was erected opposite the station, and Noakes
arranged for all the residents of the Cottage Homes, the Workhouse and the reformatory to have free admission
as a Christmas treat.
During August to October 1889 his company performed almost fifty different plays – giving an indication of
the extent of the repertoire of the time. In the late 1890s John Noakes gave up touring and settled at Llanelli,
where he built a permanent theatre, the Royalty, holding 1500 people. John Noakes died in 1910.

Castle Theatre
Between the years 1871 and 1891 William Haggar’s Castle Theatre regularly played a circuit that included
Neath, Tonypandy, Ferndale and Ebbw Vale. He then became heavily involved in early cinema and filmmaking, but his portable theatre business passed down to the next Haggar generation (William and his wife
Sarah had eight surviving children, all of whom were involved in the family business.)
Will Haggar Jr continued to bring the Castle Theatre to Neath almost up to the outbreak of the First World War,
though by 1907 his younger brother, James was in charge of the day-to-day business of the portable theatres,
whilst the other members of the family were involved in bioscope and cinema shows.
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Proposed Alexandra Theatre, Skewen
Dec 1900: Neath Rural Distrrict Council considered an application from Bert Breamer of the Alexandra
Theatre for a dramatic license for a theatre he proposed to erect at Skewen. A deputation from Skewen
attended and strongly opposed the application on “moral” grounds, and on the motion of Dr Elias, seconded ny
Mr William Howell, the application was refused by twelve votes to five.

GWYN HALL
1887 Opened
2007 Severely damaged by fire during renovation work
2012 Reopened
The Gwyn Hall was built in 1887 on land given by Howel Gwyn. It was built primarily as a concert hall, with
seating for 686 people. It had a flat floor and a raked balcony and was fitted with a proscenium stage. It had a
very mixed use, ranging from touring productions to music hall, wrestling and amateur operatic society
productions.
It was often used for
Council business until
the construction of the
Civic Centre in the
1960's. A statue of
Howel Gwyn was
unveiled outside the
Gwyn Hall, on 26th
September 1888. The
site
caused
controversy at the
time as it was thought
that it would interfere
with carriages. The
statue pointed to his
birth place opposite—
a building demolished
in the 1960's to make
way for Woolworths.
In 1967 the statue was
moved to its present
position in Victoria
Gardens, because of a
proposed
road
widening
scheme
which
never
happened.
In 1989 the Gwyn
Hall received a Grade
II Listing because of
its fine architectural
detail and in 2007 it
was undergoing a £4
million renovation to
convert it into a major
arts centre for Neath.
On October 21st 2007 fire ripped through the Gwyn Hall and devastated the entire building. Thanks to support
from a strong Supporters’ group and a continued commitment from Neath-Port Talbot County Borough
Council, the Gwyn Hall was officially reopened on March 8th 2012.
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THEATRE ROYAL/ VINT’S ELECTRIC PALACE
1903?
1905
1910c
1932
1935?

Built as the Neath Assembly Rooms
Renamed the Theatre Royal
Renamed Vint’s Palace
Damaged by fire and closed
Demolished

This was a timber-built construction situated close to Neath Railway
Station. It seems to have started life as the “Neath Assembly Rooms” but
was calling itself the “Theatre Royal, Neath” by 1905, at which time it
was advertising for staff.
The Lessee and Manager, Mr A.W. James was looking for a “PianistConductor, one with slight knowledge of painting preferred”. The fact
that a musician would also be required to turn his hand to painting
scenery indicates that this could not have been much of a venue.
However, one month later the theatre reported “great business with
Leon Vint
Wentworth Croke’s Number 1 Company “The Christian”. Generally a
“Number 1” company would only play “proper” theatres, so it is
possible that the “Theatre Royal, late Assembly Rooms” was a grander venue than we think, or Wentworth
Croke’s company was desperate to fill an empty week!
Sometime before 1910 the Theatre Royal came under the control of Leon Vint. He changed its name to the
Palace Theatre, and soon after it became known as “Vint’s Palace”. It remained in operation for the next
twenty-five years until it finally burnt down in 1935. Audiences at Vint’s Palace were generally offered a
standard variety bill with the occasional film show. Leon Vint also owned Neath’s other theatre, the
Hippodrome. He eventually became heavily involved in the cinema business, and gradually Vint’s two Neath
venues settled into the Palace for live shows and the Hippodrome for films.
The young Maudie Edwards performed at Vint’s Palace with her father and sister— Ned and his Two
Queenies. Ned and the Two Queenies would frequently give performances at eight o’clock in the morning,
timed to suit the miners coming off the night-shift, and needing some entertainment before going off to sleep
for the rest of the day. They would then return to give more performances in the evening, aimed at miners
coming off the day-shift.
This is a pattern of performances which, though perfectly logical, does not seem to have been recorded at other
theatres and music halls in the country. More information is sought on these morning shows.

Vint’s Palace (centre at far end)
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NEATH HIPPODROME
1910 Opened
1918 Destroyed by fire; site left unused
1935 Site used for the new Windsor Cinema
The Hippodrome was the second of two Neath theatres under the
management of Leon Vint towards the end of the first decade of
the 20th Century. The Hippodrome was chiefly used for touring
plays while his other theatre, the Palace, was a variety house. It
played host to a number of the smaller touring plays including
Henry Herne and Company in “Blackmail”, The Chas H. Lester’s
company in “The Frontier Queen”, and a repertory season from
Mrs Frank Bateman’s company.
Occasionally the Hippodrome would be used for special events
and one-night attractions. In 1912 the Hippodrome featured the
child star Little Ena Dayne, who was billed as “The Future Marie
Lloyd” and was undertaking a tour of one-night stands through the
country.
By 1913 it was clear that the touring plays were not attracting
sufficient business. From March to July that year the Hippodrome
played the occasional week of films, and variety shows. During
one week in May the resident manager, Mr A. Noice, reported to
Mr Vint “The Bilfords in their cycling act, supply a good turn
here; and Miss Pamela Moore’s Company, including Edward
Little Ena Dayne
Rainier, in “The Bank Robbery” are well received. Cleve and
Don, comedians and dancer, complete an attractive programme”
However, by July business had dropped and the George Bowes’ Company with “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves”
proved to be something of a disaster.
On July 24 1913 the Hippodrome closed for alterations. This was primarily to install cinema equipment.
However, when the Hippodrome reopened on October 9th, the opening attraction was a live play, “The Boy
Detective”. Thereafter the building was used almost exclusively as a cinema—with the occasional variety act
preceding the film. In 1918 the building was destroyed by fire. At this point the owners of Neath’s other cinema,
the Gnoll Hall, bought the ruined building and allowed it to remain undeveloped to reduce the competition for
cinema audiences.
In 1935, after Vint’s Palace was also destroyed by fire, the Gnoll Picture and Variety Co. Ltd was taken over by
Union Cinemas, who thus ended up owning all three entertainment sites. They chose to build a completely new,
modern cinema on the site of the old Hippodrome, and the Windsor Cinema opened in 1936. (It has now been
demolished and the site is a block of apartments.)

GNOLL HALL
1910c Opened
1936 Used as community hall
2012 Exists as a Tyre Centre
The Gnoll Hall was a very early cinevariety, showing a mixture of live acts
and film shows, and was built and
owned by the Gnoll Picture and Variety
Co. Ltd, and managed by Mr V.
Aldridge. It faced competition from
two rival businesses, both of which
were run by the impresario Leon Vint.
The Gnoll attempted to out-do the
others by engaging top-quality “turns” :
during one week of variety in May 1913
it offered The Three Merrills (“a smart
cycling act”) and Billy Curzon (the
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“confidential dame comedian”) amongst
others and billed the programme as “the
best of this week’s entertainment in Neath”.
The Gnoll continued to provide a mix of
live theatre and films until the end of the
1920s. As well as the standard touring
variety bills it would welcome visits from
the O’Mara Opera Company and regular
seasons from local amateur companies,
especially the Neath and the Cadoxton
Amateur Operatic Societies. Gradually,
with the introduction of talking pictures, the
Gnoll ceased to offer cine-variety and was
used mostly as a cinema, still welcoming
the
occasional
incoming
amateur
production.
From 1936 onwards, when the new Windsor
Cinema opened, the Gnoll gradually stopped showing films and tried to re-introduce live variety shows.
However, it was soon sold to Union Cinemas (who obtained monopoly ownership of all the Neath cinemas)
and was used during the war years as a general purpose community hall. The building still exists today (as a
Kwick-Fit Tyre Centre) and it is still possible to recognise bits of the old cine-variety and its dressing rooms in
the remaining fabric.

LITTLE THEATRE
1955 Opened
The Little Theatre had been formed in 1935,
operating from a rehearsal space in Water Street,
and staging its early productions at the Gwyn Hall.
In 1955 it acquired its own headquarters in
Westernmoor Road, and continues to flourish. The
theatre has been updated and modernised at various
times since then, thanks to very strong fund-raising
and local support.

Some cinemas in Neath

Picture Palace, (“The Cinema”?), Skewen
1911 Opened?
1942 Still open?
By the middle of 1911 the Picture Palace, Skewen was offering a mix of variety performers with films, starting
with Mme Stelfane “ the Lady conjuror and Oriental tumbling act”. In November that year a newspaper
reported the “genuine success at the Palace Skewen, with four curtains” following the performances of John
Story, with his character studies from plays and novels, and Edith Butler, the “brilliant lady flautist”.
There are frequent references throughout 1913 to various live acts at the Palace, with a notable success for
locally born Kathleen Evans, “the popular Welsh contralto, chorus and ballad vocalist”. From the start of the
Great War little more is known. As late as 1928 the “Cinema, Skewen” announces the appearance of Mlle
Azelia, “the Eastern Mystic and best of the blindfold acts” – but it is not yet known if this was the same venue.
More research is needed.
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Palace/ Welfare Hall, Seven Sisters
1914
1916
1925
1937
1974?
2001

Opened
Used as a cine-variety
Renamed the Welfare Hall
Known as the Welfare Hall Cinema
Closed and left unused
Demolished

David Evans of the Evans-Bevan coal-mining partnership funded the construction of a village hall which opened
in 1914 and was known as the Seven Sisters Palace. The building consisted of a brick built auditorium with a
rendered front and a small metal canopy over the entrance. It had a 20 feet wide proscenium and a 14 feet deep
stage, with two dressing rooms. It was used for local meetings and for travelling entertainments, and amongst the
very first performers to play alongside bioscope displays were Rufus and Eda, “the Charlie Chaplin
impersonators”. From 1916 onwards it was regularly used for film shows. In 1925 the Palace was bought by the
Seven Sisters Miners' Welfare Society and renamed the Welfare Hall. By 1937, it was known as the Welfare Hall
Cinema. After Cinemascope was fitted in the 1950’s, the screen was 28 feet wide. The Welfare Hall Cinema was
closed in the early-1970s and by 1978 it had fallen into a state of disrepair. It was demolished in 2001, and
eventually replaced with a small community hall.

Glyncorrwg Memorial Hall
1926 Opened
???? Used as a pub/function house
Glyncorrwg Workmen's Institute and Memorial
Hall was opened on May 8th 1926 and had cost
£11,000 to build. (The foundation stone was
laid the previous year by Ramsay MacDonald,
the then Labour MP for Aberavon and Britain's
first Labour Prime Minister. The Institute
contained a cinema, billiards room, library and
reading room, committee rooms, and public
hall. It is now used as a function venue called
the Glyncorrwg.

Empire Theatre/ Cinema
1926
1936
1959
1960
1974
2009
2010
2012

Opened as a cine-variety
Major refurbishment
Cinema closed
Became a Bingo Hall
Some fire damage
Closed
Attempted return to Bingo
Demolished

The Empire opened on October 19th 1926 as a cine-variety, although the stage itself was not large, with just a 25
ft wide proscenium opening. It was owned by the local
business firm Hedge & Sons, and Cecil and Ivor
Hedge (the “sons” ) were the original managers. The
Empire also had a cafe and a dance hall attached, and
five years later proudly announced the installation of a
Christie theatre organ which arose into view on a lift –
at the time the only cinema in Neath to offer such a
spectacle. The Empire closed for several months in
1936 for major refurbishment and reopened in
November with 1,300 “luxury” seats. This expensive
upgrading was prompted by the opening of a brandnew rival cinema, the Windsor.
The Empire thrived during the war years and was then
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taken over and operated by South Wales Cinemas Ltd. of Swansea (The Jackson Withers circuit). However,
cinema use ended at the end of the 1950s, and at the start of the new decade it became a bingo club. In 1974 it
suffered some damage from a fire, and the original auditorium ceiling was replaced. At that time the dance hall
on the lower floor was converted into a snooker club.
It continued to be used for bingo until September 2009 – at which time it was the only surviving cinema building
in Neath – but finally closed. An attempt was made to start a new bingo company and the Empire briefly
reopened for a period with the last session taking place on St Valentine's Day 2010. The building then remained
unused until demolition began in June 2012.

Ritz Cinema, Skewen
1930?
1961?
1969?
1991

Opened as a cinema
Became The Ritz Entertainments Club
Became a Bingo Club
Closed due to bankruptcy.
Later demolished and used as a car-park

Not a lot of information has been traced about the Ritz Cinema in Station Road. Its early days were as a cinema
and dance hall, but it went on to become the Ritz Entertainments Club, famous for booking top bands from the
early 60s onwards.
It was recognised as a premier showcase for top bands and singers of the time. Johnny Kidd and the Pirates were
booked to play there as early as August 1962, and later attractions included Screaming Lord Sutch, The Who
(1966) , The Moody Blues, The Tremeloes, The Searchers, and Long John Baldry amongst others.
Eventually it became a bingo club, and was part of the business run by Tivoli Entertainments (Mumbles) Ltd.,
using the Ritz as their registered office. The Ritz was first declared bankrupt in 1991, though the main company
limped on through various further winding-up petitions until it was finally dissolved in 1998.
Further information regarding final closure and demolition is needed.

The Who
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Windsor Cinema
1936
1977
1979
1985
1991
1992
2006
????

Opened
Cinema closed and sold to independent operator
Adapted as a night-club and smaller cinema
Cinema closed
Cinema re-opened for a short while
Cinema closed
Nightclub closed
Demolished and replaced with housing

The Windsor Cinema opened on May 25th 1936 with the Dick Powell film, “Thanks a Million”. It claimed to
be the last word in cinema luxury, even offering a restaurant with a roof garden. It had around 1,800 seats.
During its lifetime the Windsor underwent several changes of ownership: originally operated by South Wales
Cinemas Ltd, from 1937 it was leased to the Union Cinemas chain which was taken over by Associated British
Cinemas (ABC) in 1937. However, South Wales Cinemas took back the lease from 1939 and managed the
cinema until it became part of the Jackson Withers circuit. That was taken over by the Rank Organisation in
1976 who finally decided to close the Windsor in 1977. The last film to be shown was Disney’s “101
Dalmatians”.
The building was taken over by an independent operator in 1979 and the stalls area was converted into a
nightclub known as ‘Talk of the Abbey’ with a 470 seat cinema operating in the former balcony. The cinema
part of the building closed in August 1985 and remained unused for six years, but re-opened on March 15th
1991 in an attempt to
bring cinema back to the
town. However, this was
a short lived venture, and
all cinema use came to an
end in December 1992.
The nightclub finally
closed in Spring 2006
after which planning
permission was granted to
demolish the building for
a housing development.
The building was noted
for its number of
excellent stained glass
windows, and it was
agreed that these would
be saved and used in the
new development.
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NELSON
PALACE CINEMA
1913? Opened
1930s Closed?
The Palace, Nelson, was opened around 1913 and operated as a cine-variety. In 1915 it advertised “Oscarius
and Miss Mela, the Belgian Mimic in the Big Lion-Tamer comedy parody” as a major attraction between film
shows It is possible this was the same venue that was operated in 1930 by Principality Amusements Ltd. It had
480 seats and a 22ft proscenium. It was still showing live acts between films as late as 1930. Possibly it closed
in the 1930s when the same owners were operating the Cosy Cinema?

COSY CINEMA
1930s Opened?
1960s Closed and used as a nightclub
?
Demolished?
The Cosy Cinema had 620 seats and a 26 ft wide
proscenium. It is known to have been operating
as a cinema prior to 1937, but from the exterior
design of the building, it appears to have been
built much earlier.
It was operated by Principality Amusements,
Ltd., who had also owned the rival Palace
Cinema, and who ran the Palace in Abercynon.
It remained open till at least 1966, and at some
point afterwards closed and was converted into
the Queen of Hearts Nightclub, part of the Annis
Abrahams group.
It was later demolished. Further information is
needed.
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NEW TREDEGAR
Portable and fit-up theatres
Kennedy’s Bioscope
In January 1908 Kennedy’s Pictures gave a bioscope display in a portable theatre – visiting a few days at a
time to a number of towns in the region.

WORKING MEN’S HALL / EMPIRE / EMPIRE CLUB
1878
1910
1913
1914
1930s
1960s
1977
2009

Opened
Enlarged
Occasionally used as a cinema
Renamed the Empire
Major fire damage and rebuilt
Converted into a club
Cinema use ceased
Demolished
The New Tredegar
Workmen's Hall &
Institute originally opened
as a workmen's institute in
1878 at a cost of £1,500
and underwent major
reconstruction
and
enlargement in 1910.
By 1899 it was in frequent
use for visiting theatre
productions with Ben
Greet’s tour of “Sign of
the Cross” and the
London musical “The
Geisha” being presented
there before the turn of the
century. The first decade
of the 20th Century saw
such
occasional
attractions as “Hopkins’
Spectral Operatic Choir”
and the plays “The Diver’s
Luck” and “The Face at
the Window”, but from
1911 onwards the hall was
in regular use as a variety
and touring venue under
the management of Leo
King. Variety performers
at this time included Jack
Oswald, “The Miserable
comedian”, the Eight
Young Sports, the
strongwoman act of Atlas
and Vulcana, and the
illusionist Hassan.
The original building
after the fire
and the 1930s rebuild.
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In January 1914 a new manager, Charles Isaacs, took over and the hall was re-named the Empire, still used as a
variety theatre, but now regularly incorporating film shows as part of the evening’s programme – a pattern that
remained through the war years. However, in 1919 it seems the theatre ceased showing films and presented
live shows only, including repertory seasons, revues (like “Ship Ahoy” in 1920) and pantomimes – the 1924
“Dick Whittington” was an especial success. In July 1928 the Empire presented the comedy revue “Keep Your
Dole – We Want Work”. And in the following week’s “Stage” newspaper an advertisement reported “On
Saturday for the first time in seven years, the Empire New Tredegar reverted to twice-nightly to cope with the
crowds, and it holds 1600 people. Refer to Mr L. Simpson, manager.”
Following a major fire in the 1930s a purpose built Empire Workmen’s Hall was built a few years later, the
new structure dominating the hillside. In addition to the usual services and features that were common with
Workmen’s Institutes throughout the valleys there was a large hall with seating for 1,000 patrons on two levels,
stalls and balcony. The new Empire was a red brick building with the façade decorated in plaster. Attwood
Theatres Ltd remained in charge until the end of the 1940s when the cinema was taken over by a Mr F.A.
Cam, who was involved with another cinema in Tredegar and was a director of the Jackson Withers group of
cinemas.
Through much of the 60s and 70s the Empire offered a mix of bingo nights and film nights, but by 1977
audiences had fallen away and the building, much neglected, gradually fell into disrepair and was regarded as a
local eyesore. Cinema use ceased and through the next two decades the Empire struggled on as a private
members’ club. It was eventually sold in 2009 and the cinema was demolished and replaced with housing .

VICTORY CINEMA
1919 Opened as the Victory Cinema
1927 Closed due to bankruptcy
The Victory Cinema, New Tredegar opened in 1919 under the ownership of Patrick Walsh and seems to have
had a life of less than eight years. In October 1927 an advert stated “Duval, the yodelling ventriloquist” would
be appearing between films at the Victory Cinema, New Tredegar. However, by December of that year the
cinema closed, and in January 1928 Mr Walsh appeared before a bankruptcy hearing in the Merthyr Tydfil
Town Hall. More information is needed.

PALACE THEATRE
1920s Opened?
1960 Closed
This was a small cinema in Empire Road,
with a seating capacity of around 400 on
one level. Towards the end of the 1940s it
was taken over by the same Mr Cam who
ran the town’s other cinema, the Empire.
The Palace closed on the 20th February
1960.
In January 1924 the Godwin-Hallett Opera Company advertised their performances at the “Palace, New
Tredegar”. Other announcements from this time included April 1928 when “Mystic Azelia, the second-sight
star” was appearing at the Palace in between film shows, and March 1933 when “Groves & George, Piano
comedians with the Grotesque Girl” were advertised. After that there seems to be no further mention. Further
details are needed. Although the adverts specify “New” Tredegar, it is possible this building was actually the
Palace of Varieties in Tredegar itself? (See under “Tredegar” )

CHURCH HALL
In 1947 Peter Allen advertised for performers to join his professional touring repertory company. They were
needed for the short season he was currently presenting at the “Church Hall, New Tredegar.” Further
information is needed.
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NEWBRIDGE, Caerphilly
Portables and Fit-Up Theatres
White’s Portable
A portable theatre owned by Messrs White and Goree opened a winter season on November 11th 1886
Prince of Wales Theatre
In September 1894 Messrs R & S Baker erected their Prince of Wales Theatre in Newbridge for a season
running until December.

VICTORIA HALL/ CINEMA,
1887
1901
1912
1945
1970s

Opened as a public hall—the Jubilee Hall
Renamed the Victoria Hall
In use for bioscope and early cinema shows
Closed and hall unused
Demolished

Built in nearby Abercarn, this Victorian public hall was a grey-stone building, somewhat resembling a chapel.
It is possible that it was known as the Jubilee Hall when it first opened, since it coincided with Queen
Victoria’s Golden Jubilee. For its first twenty years or so it was extensively used for visiting touring plays and
entertainments, ranging from the Leahy and O’Beirne English Opera Company in July 1888 to performances in
1900 by Professor May, the mesmerist, who did “good business at the end of the week”, though at the start of
that same week the Poland Street Handbell Ringers “were badly patronised”. It appears the main hall was
located on the first floor, and the lower floor was used for other purposes.
The 1891 season opened in August with J.A. Hybert’s Company offering a different pantomime each night Babes in the Wood, Blue Beard and Cinderella – and included the touring play “Work and Wages” which
played to “crammed houses despite a rival attraction in the form of a circus visiting the town”. In 1897 the Hall
came under new management, and in February the following year the programme of Mr Tomkinson’s Royal
Gipsy Children and the Hungarian Ladies Orchestra also offered a great novelty - the American “Diograph”,
presenting “a first-class series of pictures, far excelling anything ever seen in this town before”.
The new owners were registered as the Public Hall Company, and from this point onwards the Jubilee Hall was
regularly advertised as the Public Hall. It seems the first reference to the building as the Victoria Hall comes in
1901, following the death of the Queen. The Victoria Hall continued in use for live theatre and visiting shows
for the next ten years, but by 1912 it was in regular use as a cine-variety, showing films in between variety
turns. At this time it was listed as seating 800 people.
It operated as a cinema through the 1920s and 1930s, and by the early 1940s came under the ownership of Mr
Attwood, who also owned the rival Grand Cinema. At the end of the war Mr Attwood decided to close the
Victoria Cinema and concentrate on his business at the Grand, and he allowed the venue to remain empty and
unused for the next few years. Two
years later the Victoria Cinema is listed
as having a new owner, but it does not
seem to have reopened as a cinema. It
is unlikely Mr Attwood would have
sold it to a rival cinema proprietor, and
it seems the new owner had plans to use
the site for some other purpose. The
building did contain some retail
premises at ground level so there would
have been some rental income for the
new owner. It is possible that the
austerity building controls at the end of
the war prevented any re-development.
The hall remained unused till the early
1970s when the structure was
demolished as part of a road-widening
scheme.
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PUBLIC HALL / GRAND THEATRE
& CINEMA
1890 Opened
1896 Received a licence to present
theatrical performances
1908 Exhibited first picture shows
1920s In regular use as a cine-variety
1925 Renamed Grand Theatre & Cinema
1952 Major reconstruction
1956 Closed following a major fire.
The Public Hall in Bridge Street, built around
1890, was in use for theatrical performances by
1896. A newspaper report from April of that year
stated: “This iron building was opened for
dramatic performances last week, when Miss
Maggie Morton’s Co with ‘Under the Czar’ and
‘Is Life worth Living?’ had an enthusiastic
reception.” For the next twenty years or so it
Photograph from 1900 showing the “tin tabernacle”
operated as a highly successful fit-up theatre,
later used as the Grand Theatre and Cinema
regularly attracting excellent business. In 1907
the Manager, Mr W.R. Dowden, took an advert in
“The Stage” announcing: “Public Hall – To Let for Theatrical Performances, etc. Seats about 650. Stage 38ft by
17½ft. Good dressing rooms. Dramas take well. Good companies only apply.”
Straight drama gradually gave way to a mix of variety and film shows. In 1908 Will Dean visited with his pictures
and variety show; in 1912 Zasma’s Imperial Bioscope and Variety Company played a season featuring the Royal
Hungarian Midgets and with Zasma himself performing as the “Gentleman Society Gymnast” – and the programme
included several films.
By February 1913 the Hall was leased to Messrs Davies and Patternall, and sample newspaper reviews from this
period indicate the kind of fare on offer: “The management has submitted a strong bill this week, and of the fine
pictures shown ‘The Smouldering Spark’ and ‘A Noble Falsehood’ are perhaps best. The Ara, Zebra and Vora
Troupe head the bill with an Indian acrobatic act.” (March 1913); “A first rate bill is presented here, and is drawing
good houses. A fine series of films, well shown, include ‘Wamba, Child of the Jungle’ and ‘Trapper Bill, King of
Scouts’. The variety programme presents Messrs Mount and Lovell’s Juveniles in their miniature pantomime
‘Granny Who Lives in a Shoe’ ”. (August 1913). In April 1914 Poole’s Myriorama presented filmed reports of the
Titanic catastrophe, with trick cyclists and dancers performing between the different films.
Films continued through the war years, though the Public Hall was frequently used for two or three night
presentations of straight plays, and in the first summer of the War Evan Gibbon‘s Repertory Company presented
“The Grip of Iron” and “The Maid of Cefn Ydfa” for a record-breaking fortnight. At some point around 1925 the
Hall was acquired by the Attwood Brothers who spent some money refurbishing the venue, and reopened it as the
Grand Theatre and Cinema. Faced with competition from the newly opened “Memo” cinema, the Grand frequently
offered weeks of live theatre and variety shows such as the 1927 “musical
comedy burlesque” “Right in Front”, or a week long visit from the popular
entertainer Flo Gordon, heading a variety bill. However, the advent of talking
pictures vastly increased the appeal of cinema shows, and Newbridge was soon
able to support two full-time cinemas.
By the end of the 1940s the Grand came under the ownership of Cardiff’s
Goldblatt family, whose main business was selling cars. Initial suspicions
suggested that they had bought the cinema in order to turn the site into a car
showroom, but it remained in cinema use.
In 1952 considerable renovation took place, with the façade rebuilt in brick, and
the stage area enlarged and reconfigured. However, a few years later the
building was seriously damaged following an overnight fire. In 1956 the burntout shell was bought by the Celynen Collieries Institute, operators of the
Memorial Hall cinema. This enabled the “Memo” to become the sole cinema in
the area and thus prevent any further competition. In 1963 the Grand site was
sold and re-developed as a Rediffusion workshop.
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PALACE
1912
1930s
1950s
1964

Opened
Closed and unused
Used as a garage
Destroyed by fire

The Palace was built between the canal and the River Ebbw, and incorporated two
shops and a white tiled entrance. It was known locally as the “White Palace”. It served
as a variety theatre, advertising extensively from 1912 to the middle of the Great War.
A typical bill from June 1913 offered “Lively Lil Anton (the Girl with Twinkling Feet),
the Sisters Kay (Cowboy impersonators and American Mat dancers), with The Gordons
(Greatest of the Cycling Performers).
From the 1920s onwards there appears to be no record of it showing films, and it seems
to have ceased producing live shows. It is possible that it was never used as a cinema.
Local memories recall it being used as a garage in the 1950s, with the main part of the
building boarded up. It burnt down in 1964.

EMPIRE
1912?
1925?
1954
1965
1980s
1990s

Opened as an early cine-variety
Remodelled and incorporated into new development.
Remodelled to accommodate CinemaScope
Cinema use ceased and replaced with Bingo
Closed and unoccupied.
Demolished as part of new road widening scheme.

In its earliest years as a cine-variety, it seems to have been more frequently used for live performances, and only
occasionally used for bioscope and early film shows. It is possible that it was known as the “Picturedrome” in the
years before the First World War – Daisy Caulder, “the smart comedienne” advertised her “great success” at the
Picturedrome in 1914. In the spring of 1922, this time definitely known as the “Empire”, it ran a successful
repertory season under the management of the Fred D’Albert Company, at which time it had a stage area measuring
21ft by 18ft, with two dressing rooms behind. The auditorium had a raked floor, and a small balcony.
The original Empire Cine-Variety seems to have been remodelled and incorporated into a new mid-1920s
development known as the “Empire Buildings”. This was a combination of shops either side of the cinema
entrance, with the cinema owner’s flat on the first floor and a billiard hall above that.
By the mid 1930s it was a full-time cinema, and owned by a Mr Ruddick. It was known locally as “Dick’s” – and
later, as it became more run-down, as “Dirty Dick’s”. By 1942 it was owned by Albert Whittaker and listed as a
600-seat cinema showing continuous programmes from 5.30pm onwards, Mondays to Saturdays.
In 1954 the Empire underwent some remodelling
and redecoration as part of the installation of
CinemaScope facilities – but it seems this was
done “on the cheap” and the cinema always had a
make-do and mend feel about its interior.
Bingo was introduced from 1960 onwards,
originally occupying the cinema for two nights a
week, but by 1965 film shows had been
completely replaced with bingo sessions. Bingo
ceased in the 1980s, and the cinema was left
unoccupied and gradually fell into semidereliction. At the end of the 1990s the Empire
Buildings were demolished as part of a new road
scheme.

The Empire is the building on the
right of the photograph
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WELFARE HALL & INSTITUTE / MEMORIAL HALL
1908
1924
1972
1980s
1992

Built as the Miner’s Welfare Hall
Second building added as an Art Deco Cinema
Cinema closed
Used as a drinking club
Converted from Miner’s Welfare Hall

The Miners’ Welfare Hall was built in 1908 at a cost of some £6,000, and provided the community with a
library, reading rooms, a four-table billiards room, and a variety of other committee meeting rooms and offices
for the local Mining Union officials.
In 1924 a second building opened as a memorial to the 75 Newbridge men who died in the First World War. It
was created as a magnificent 'Art Deco' cinema on the upper floor, with a sprung ballroom below, and
provided with a large stage area for live shows and concerts. The opening film in 1925 was Douglas Fairbanks
in “The Thief of Bagdad”. The interior decoration of the cinema included wall paintings of industrial scenes
depicting miners at work. It had a seating capacity of around 1,000.
Although in regular use as a cinema, the “Memo” Hall frequently served as a live theatre and music hall as
well as staging the occasional concert and amateur production. From the 1930s through to the 1950s film shows
were complemented with concerts from such performers as Anne Ziegler & Webster Booth, Owen Brannigan,
the Joe Loss Orchestra, and the elderly Mrs Clara Novello Davies, in her seventies, conducting her Welsh
Ladies Choir (she was the mother of actor-composer Ivor Novello) as well as touring productions such as
Ibsen’s “Ghosts” starring Donald Houston and directed by E. Eynon Evans.
In the early 1950s, with cinema audiences booming, the Memorial Hall was refurbished and restored,
preserving all the original architectural features, although the seating capacity was reduced to 808 in order to
comply with updated safety requirements.
However, the advent of television led to a severe
decline in cinema attendances during the sixties
and seventies, and the Memo functioned as an
occasional cinema but mostly as a bingo hall. By
1972 the hall was largely unused and was at risk
of falling into disrepair.
A new (and temporary) lease of life occurred
from the mid-1970s through the 1980s, when the
“Memo” became a successful concert venue for
rock bands and performers including Iron
Maiden, Dire Straits, The Stranglers, Shakin’
Stevens, Tom Jones, Dr Feelgood and the Tom
Robinson Band. But the closure of the local coal
pit in 1985 brought significant changes to the
community. The Hall continued for a while as a
bar and drinking club, but with no funds for
maintenance and repair, the venue was threatened
with demolition. Plans to turn the site into a car
park galvanised the community into action, and
lobbying of the Welsh Government Heritage
Department succeeded in getting a Grade II
listing for the hall in 2003.
In 2006 the Prince of Wales visited the building
and offered support for the restoration project,
which won £129,600 in Heritage Lottery Fund
cash in 2009. Work began on the first phase of a
£5.6m project to restore the hall as a community
venue. It is hoped to complete the work in time
for an official opening in 2014 to coincide with
the centenary of the start of the First World War.
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NEWCASTLE EMLYN
CAWDOR HALL / ATTIC THEATRE
1892 Opened as a Market Hall
1913 Used for films and shows
1973 The upper hall renamed the Attic Theatre
The Cawdor Hall, built in 1892 in the
town centre, was created as a market hall
for the town. It was named after, and
opened by, Lord Cawdor. The upper hall
was in use as an entertainment venue from
the earliest days, and by 1913 had been
used for concert-party shows and early
cinema displays. In 1973 the Town
Council allowed the Attic Theatre
Company, a long-established local
amateur theatre group, to rent the upper
room of the Cawdor Hall and thus provide
them with a more permanent venue. The
upper hall became known as the Theatr y
Daflod or Attic Theatre. Their first play
in their new home was “Johnny Belinda”.
Over the years many improvements were
carried out in the theatre, including “tipup” seating, and a box office and kiosk
provision, as well as improved lighting
equipment. There are no dressing room
facilities, but the Town Council permits
the hirers to use the old Council
Chamber as a dressing room during
performances.
By 2012 the building was in need of
urgent repairs and was looking sad and
neglected. Following an appeal to the
Heritage Lottery Fund the sum of £247,700 was granted “to restore this Grade II listed building, creating a
new community space and a focal point for celebrating our culture and heritage for locals and visitors alike."

CENTRAL HALL / EMLYN HALL
1916
1945?
1961
2010

Opened as a cinema and public hall
Cinema use ceased?
Renovation under new ownership
In disrepair and urgently needing attention.

Purpose built as a private theatre in 1916 by a former Ipswich engineer, Mr J.R. Parkington, the hall was
known until 1961 as the Central Hall. As well as a spacious gallery seating up to 75, the hall had a side gallery
and a “Royal box”, probably used to house a prompter when the stage was in use for live performances.
However, its main use up to the end of the war was as a cinema, at which time it was said to have 450 seats.
The electricity supply was powered by a water wheel, located in the nearby River Teifi and the associated
Parkington-designed generator also supplied power to other parts of the town. The system is still operating
today. Mr Parkington lived next door to his hall and was a keen supporter of the local amateurs, the Attic
Players, who gave their very first performance in the Central Hall in 1932, and appeared there annually for
some years to follow.
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The Parkington family sold the Hall in 1960
when it was purchased on behalf of the
town thanks to local public donations
coupled with a grant from the Ministry of
Education, and since then has belonged to
the people of Newcastle-Emlyn.
The
building was given considerable renovation
and officially reopened on September 30th
1961.
By 2010 the hall was in a very sad and
dilapidated state, and used solely by a local
dancing school. Much of the building was
out of bounds: the lower rooms which
previously housed a youth club and a
canteen, had been seriously damaged by
flooding and the upper storey and balcony
was unsafe for access.
A new committee was formed to attempt to raise the funds to save the building.

CASTLE CINEMA
1954 Opened
1967 Closed and used by a builders merchant.
2009 Empty and unused

This was a modern cinema with an attached
café. It opened on 20th March 1954 with
excellent facilities and equipment including
CinemaScope. It was owned by the cinema
enthusiast James Rees who had in earlier
years taken over the old Central Hall
cinema when J.W. Parkington had given up
showing films.
Unfortunately the
population of Newcastle Emlyn was too
small to support the venture, and it closed
in October 1967. The premises were then
used by Jewsons Builders Merchants until
2009, after which the property was empty
and unused.

Newport

22

NEWPORT
Visiting Fit-Up & Portable Companies
First Newport Theatre?
1786? Opened
?
Closed 1830s?
James Winston was an 18th century actor who published a “Theatric Tourist - 1805” giving details of the main
theatre buildings in the country at that time. No Welsh theatres were mentioned in his book, but his
unpublished notes on Welsh theatres referred to a theatre in Newport, built 1786, being “a neat small house”
with “abt.500” seats. Further research is needed. It is possible this venue was used for travelling fit-up
companies up to the 1830s, but real evidence is lacking.
In the late 1790s Henry Masterman’s company
played a month at Newport, though they regarded this town as a very poor date compared to their main circuit
of Carmarthen, Swansea, Chepstow, Crickhowell and Abergavenny. When Masterman’s company disbanded,
a breakaway group played Newport over the winter of 1802 and 1803.
Somewhere around 1830 Newport was visited by the Mildenhall company. Mildenhall was an actor who had
formerly been employed by Charles Crisp’s well established South Wales circuit, but had set up on his own.
However, this was a very short-lived venture, and was received with little support and much coolness by the
Newport audiences.

Commercial Street Fit-Up
In the early 1840s , according to the “Monmouthshire
Merlin” of 1847, the town of Newport had “generally been
visited in the dreary and pleasureless months of winter by a
theatrical company---the patronage bestowed on which,
however, has mostly been but very trifling”.
These had included performances of “The Flying
Dutchman” staged in November 1844. During November
and December 1844 two companies managed by Messrs
Angel and Artaud were performing in Cardiff and Newport
respectively. The Newport players were performing in
“Mr. Williams's large room in Commercial Street”. This
was probably a large room in a pub. Messrs Angel and
Artaud themselves were appearing with their first company
in the Cardiff season. Both seasons were ending on
December 23rd. By way of novelty it was reported:
“. . .our spirited and enterprising lessees, Messrs. Angel and Artaud, purpose acting at both theatres the
same evening; namely, at Cardiff in the first piece, at the conclusion of which they will start for Newport
and arrive there in time for the second piece and then return to Cardiff and again take part in the
performances. We have heard that heavy bets are pending on this ‘match against time’.”
(Unfortunately it is not recorded whether or not they
succeeded.)

Parrot Hotel Fit-Up
In 1847 a Mr Fenton fitted up “a kind of theatre” in
the rear of the Parrot Hotel, and later visiting
companies headed by Mr Bruton, and later still by Mr
Moreland, performed in the town, possibly also at the
Parrot Hotel, which in later years seems to have
enlarged the space to make it more suitable for
visiting shows.
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DOCK STREET THEATRE/ (First) THEATRE ROYAL
1854 Opened
1857 Declared bankrupt. Theatre demolished
James Pascal Chadwick's new theatre was built on a site in Dock Street. It
was a substantial wooden construction with a canvas roof and was said to
have built in the style of “Shakespeare’s time”. The opening performance
was on April 17th 1854 (Easter Monday) when the plays “The Hunchback”
and “The Widow’s Victim” claimed to have attracted over eleven hundred
people. The first season ran until the first week of September and proved to
be very successful, achieving much patronage from local dignitaries and the
officers of the Royal Monmouthshire Militia.
On Whit-Monday 28 May 1855, Mr Chadwick returned for a second season,
and it seems this time he advertised the venue as the “Theatre Royal”. His
leading man was Charles Calvert, announced as a “talented young
tragedian” from the Dublin Theatre, and the opening week saw Calvert
playing the leading roles in “Othello”, “The Lady of Lyons” and “The Corsican Brothers”. The leading lady
was the owner’s wife, Mrs Chadwick. (Charles Calvert would move on from South Wales to become a leading
name in Manchester theatres, and one of the most influential producers of Shakespeare in the 19th Century.)
Chadwick’s company would tour to other towns for the winter and spring seasons, but returned to Newport
every summer for the next three years. But something went wrong in the summer of 1857. The previous
winter had failed to attract audiences and everything depended on bumper sales for the Newport season which
opened at the end of April. It started well with the pantomime “The Storm King’s Dream”, and the return visit
of the popular comedian Angel initially attracted good houses, but the season ended abruptly in June when
Chadwick was declared bankrupt.
The theatre, with its properties, scenery, etc., was put up for sale, but not a single bid was received. All the lots
were withdrawn, except the gas fittings which were sold separately, and the building was pulled down.

Unknown Wooden Theatre
1858 Opened
1859 Destroyed in a storm.
Around the beginning of April 1858 a temporary wooden theatre was constructed for performances of Mr
Brown’s visiting circus. As soon as the circus ended, Mr Huntley May's travelling players from Oldham took
over for a short season, breaking off for a one week visit from the National Opera Company. Neither of these
short-lived ventures was especially profitable. Two more companies moved in for short and unsuccessful
engagements, and then in August a new company led by W. H. Walters, remained there from August to
October 1858, obtaining considerable local patronage and finally making a success of the building.
The theatre was unused for the winter months, and planned performances by the Metropolitan Opera Company
were transferred to the Town Hall when the singers complained the wooden theatre was too cold. A new
company headed by Walter Grisdall opened the 1859 season on April 11th but closed hurriedly at the
beginning of July. It seems the theatre remained unused until November 11th when it was levelled to the
ground in a heavy wind storm.

TOWN HALL
1859 Used for Metropolitan Opera Company
Used by Sam Cowell
The Metropolitan Opera Company found the wooden theatre too cold, and
moved to the Town Hall. The famous music hall performer Sam Cowell and
his party gave two nights entertainment in the Town Hall in 1859 and
attracted such a large crowd that he was re-booked to appear five months
later. He made everyone roar with laughter with his famous burlesques and
his songs “Villikins and his Dinah” and “The Ratcatcher’s Daughter”.
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Lovegrove’s Portable
1861 Season
By 1861 there was some support for erecting a permanent theatre in the town, and this was encouraged further
by the success of Mr Lovegrove’s visit. The performances of his company in their travelling portable drew
excellent audiences between April and August 1861. Because of this success, Lovegrove approached the local
magistrates for a licence to perform there for twelve months at one time. The newspapers reported that he was
granted permission, and that the new Drill Hall “erecting in Dock Street is about to be let to a theatrical
manager”. Lovegrove opened his New Theatre shortly before Christmas 1861.

NEW THEATRE, DOCK STREET
1861 Opened in a building also used as a Drill Hall
1867 Major enlargement of the Drill Hall
Mr Lovegrove opened his “permanent” theatre, the “New Theatre”, inside the Drill Hall. The season opened
during the third week of December, 1861. The report on the opening said:
“The new house is spacious and conveniently built, or what is more than we have been able to say of
any theatre hitherto erected . . . it is warm and comfortable. Considering the general depression of trade
everywhere, business has been good. In ‘The Miller and His Men’ the working boats in the first scene,
and the destruction of the mill at the end, reflect great credit on the machinist, Mr. Yarnold. The scenery
by Mr. Cassando is beautifully got up.”
Lovegrove selected “Black-Eyed
Susan” for his final performance
in May 1862, bringing his initial
six month season to a successful
close. Little is known about the
subsequent use of this venue,
though in 1865 James Pascal
Chadwick returned to Dock
Street, seven years after his
previous financial disaster. It
seems he was not much luckier
the second time around, and
Newport was generally regarded
as a “fickle town” for theatre
support.
Theatrical use appears to have
ceased after 1867 when the Drill
Hall was enlarged

ALBERT HALL / DRILL HALL
1875 Opened
2010 Demolished
This opened in Powell’s Place, Lower Dock Street in 1875, providing various lecture rooms, meeting facilities
and a large hall on the first floor with a capacity of over 1,000. It is thought to have been used for the
occasional visiting dramatic production in its early years, though the existence of the purpose built Victoria
Theatre meant that public entertainment at the Albert Hall was mainly confined to concerts and choral works.
In later years it was known as the Drill Hall - the second Drill Hall.
The building received a Grade II Listing in 1999, and is currently used as a community café and a drop-in
centre for the unemployed. It appears that the first floor and former concert area is closed off and no longer in
use.
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VICTORIA HALL / ROYAL VICTORIA / LYCEUM THEATRE
1863
1867
1873
1883
1896
1897
1930
1961

Opened as the Victoria Hall
Purpose-built stage facilities created
Major reconstruction
Renamed the Royal Victoria Theatre
Interior completely destroyed by fire
Rebuilt and opened as the Lyceum Theatre
Used as a cinema, occasional live shows
Closed & demolished

When the Victoria Hall opened in 1863 it was very much as multi-purpose building, containing the County
Court, a swimming baths and a Turkish bath, a gymnasium, reading rooms, and a large flat-floor “assembly
room” which was soon made available for theatrical performances. This room claimed to hold up to three
thousand people but early visits from Wybert Rousby’s company, and by the old tragedian Charles Dillon,
appearing for three nights as Othello, both failed to attract big audiences. It seemed that local audiences were
more interested in music hall and variety turns, and visits from Harry Clifton and The Great Vance were among
the few to prove successful. (The best box office attraction of the early days was the 1869 visit of Charles
Dickens with one of his highly popular “readings”, followed by a very successful pantomime, “Ali Baba and
the Forty Thieves”).
In 1873 Harris took over the management and made considerable changes to the building and its programme:
“In the past ten days there has been a complete metamorphosis of the building. The stage has been rebuilt and
the wings repainted. The walls and ceilings have been re-gilded and decorated. A pit, capable of holding 1,000,
has been fitted up with magnificent stalls covered with rich crimson velvet and fitted with spring seats. The
floor is covered with a rich Brussels carpet.” He also introduced afternoon promenade concerts and introduced
more variety performers into the
programme. After presenting a
highly successful pantomime, “The
House that Jack Built”, Harris left
the town .
For the next ten years the Hall was
a regular home to touring theatre
companies, and in November 1883
an advertisement proclaimed “The
above magnificent building has
been remodelled, redecorated, and
converted into one of the most
perfect theatres in the West of
England.
Manager Mr. H.T.
Brickwell. Lessees: The Victoria
Hall and Theatre Co. Ltd.” It was
also announced that venue would
be renamed the Royal Victoria
Theatre. The highlight of the
1885 programme was a visit by
the famous Lily Langtry, the
“Jersey Lily”, one time mistress of
the man who would later become
King Edward VII.
In August 1888, a further
announcement stated “Since last
season the Victoria Theatre has
been greatly improved and it now
possesses one of the finest stages
in the provinces”. At this time the
lease of the theatre had been sold
and the new manager was Mr
W.Morton of
Morton’s
Greenwich Theatre.
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An overnight fire on May 26th 1896 destroyed
everything except the outer walls, and the derelict
site was sold to Clarence Sounes for re-development.
He engaged the theatre architect W.G.R. Sprague
and eighteen months later, on October 4th 1897, a
magnificent new theatre opened with George
Edwardes’ tour of the smash-hit musical “The
Geisha”.

Sarah Bernhardt

Ivor Novello

The new theatre was named the Lyceum, and held
1,200 seated, with 300 more on the gallery benches.
A legend over the proscenium arch read “Our True
Intent is All for Your Delight”. The building’s
second thirty year period saw most of the great
names of that age perform in Newport: Henry Irving
and company in 1903, and performers as diverse as
Sarah Bernhardt, Houdini, Mrs Patrick Campbell
and Ivor Novello. The advent of talking pictures
saw a great decline in theatre attendances, and the
Lyceum, along with so many others, installed sound
equipment and became better known as a cinema,
even though it continued to stage the occasional live
show – especially at pantomime time.
Live shows disappeared completely during the war
years, but from 1947 onwards, first a pantomime, and
then touring shows gradually returned to the stage,
and performers like Emlyn Williams, Cicely
Courtneidge, Evelyn Laye and John Hanson played
the Lyceum. However, the advent of television once
again killed the box office takings, and – again like
so many others – a pattern of pop-star variety bills,
“nude” shows and eventually “continental” X-films
replaced the “family” programme.

Sir Henry Irving

Sandy Powell

Even with support from amateur companies and the annual profitable pantomime, it was clear the theatre could not
survive. The last film was shown on December 4th 1960, and then the Lyceum was able to go out with a final blaze
of glory: a two week amateur run of “Rose Marie” followed by an eight week run of the pantomime “Little Miss
Muffet” – with nearly every performance sold out. The star of the final pantomime was Sandy Powell as Sarah the
Cook. With just two days of the long run remaining, Sandy Powell suffered a serious injury to his ankle – and
played the Friday night and two final Saturday shows in a wheelchair, being pushed around by a chorus-boy! The
last performance was on Saturday February 18th 1961. The theatre was finally demolished in 1967 and the site was
used for a new ABC Cinema.

ALEXANDRA THEATRE
1865 Opened
1874? Closed?
When James Pascal Chadwick returned to Newport in 1865, no longer a bankrupt, he opened a “splendid new
building” called the Alexandra Theatre. It was possibly a portable, measuring 90 feet by 45 feet, and was said to hold
300 in the pit, 200 chairs in the stalls, and 500 in the gallery. For a short time after the opening on Whit Monday, it
was well attended; but he soon complained of “sectarian prejudice” and the opposition of religious people. Once
again, Newport had failed him . The history of this theatre in the next twelve months was reported in the local
newspaper:
“It is a singular circumstance but a very true one that the Newport Theatre has been a very unlucky one. Mr.
Chadwick built it, but owing to bad business and the wretched entrance being out of the way altogether, he
lost it. Messrs. Wyn, lessees of the Theatre Royal, Cardiff, opened it for a four months' season and lost above
£150. They then tried a second season which lasted two weeks and three days---a total failure. Mr. Harrison
has taken it for two months. We wish him better success.”
Between 1866 and 1874, the town was visited by at least thirteen dramatic companies, and very few of them were at
all successful. The theatre is not mentioned after 1874.
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EVANS CONCERT HALL OF VARIETIES
1870s Opened
1876 Burnt down & rebuilt
Evans Concert Hall of Varieties was a music hall owned and run by Edward Evans in the early 1870s. The first hall
burnt down on 11th January 1876, but was immediately rebuilt, and was open again by April 17th – just three
months later. The rebuilt hall had seating on three levels: the ground floor with chairs and tables holding
approximately 400; the first level contained balconies and promenades, designed in horse-shoe shape, and holding a
further 400; and above this, the "gods," with seating between 500 and 600. The capacity of the hall was around
1,400 persons. The total costs of the rebuild were in the region of £2,000.
The Hall was an elegant venue and the opening performance was under the control of the “Chairman”, Mr Roselle,
and introduced Will Vale (comedian), Annie Adelaide (vocaliste), Colmar & De Vere (acrobats), the Sisters
Leclere (dancers) and Thomas Hartley (Negro comedian).

PEOPLE’S CONCERT HALL
There is reference to the People’s Concert Hall operating in Newport in the mid 1870s and owned by the King
family. No further information has been traced.

THEATRE ROYAL (Second?)
1880s Open ?
1895 No longer operating?
There is more uncertainty concerning the Theatre Royal which was heavily advertised through the 1880s. At the
start of the decade and advertisement stated:
Newport Theatre Royal---To let for the Summer Season. Population, 30,000. New Docks about to start
3000 navvies to work. Rent, £6 a week. £20 deposit required. For a Tenting Season, wanted Equestrians
with their own horses. Address Mr. Henry, 74, Commercial Road, Newport, Mon.
By June 1882 the theatre was managed by Mr Eugene D’Inglo and Mr Tula, who were advertising for variety artists
in all lines (except gymnasts). The Theatre Royal was home to a series of touring shows and variety bills for the
remainder of the year, and opened 1883 with Miss Nellie Gillmore playing Polly Perkins in the pantomime
“Robinson Crusoe”
From mid 1883 there was a change of policy, and the Theatre Royal presented mainly straight plays and dramas. In
May it advertised the well-known actor Alfred E. Cross as Guy Livingstone in Joseph Eldred’s “Follies of the
Day” (the same play that had
opened the rival New Theatre
two years earlier). It also staged
some plays which originated with
Andrew Melville at his Star
Theatre in Swansea (possibly in
some kind of partnership deal.)
Over the next ten years the
theatre continued to operate
mainly with straight theatre and
was always advertised as the
Theatre Royal, Ne wp ort.
However, all advertising ceased
from the beginning of 1895.
More information is needed
regarding the exact number and
names of the theatres operating in
Newport from the 1880s
onwards. Some of the these
theatres listed separately may
have been the same building
trading under different names.
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PRINCE OF WALES / NEW THEATRE/ GAIETY / EMPIRE PALACE
1878?
1881
1884
1898
1899
1942
1957

Opened as the Prince of Wales
Rebuilt (or built?) as the New Theatre
Renamed the Gaiety Theatre?
Closed and rebuilt
Rebuilt as the Empire Palace
Badly damaged by fire and did not reopen.
Demolished

The Prince of Wales Theatre, Charles Street, was opened by Edward Evans around 1878 and was intended to
operate alongside his existing music hall, Evans’ Concert Hall of Varieties. His plan was to continue
producing variety at the music hall and to stage straight plays and operas at his new Prince of Wales Theatre.
However, Newport had rarely provided enthusiastic support for straight drama, and a run of empty houses
forced Mr Evans to introduce variety turns in both his venues. This, of course, meant he was staging shows in
opposition to himself, and within a short space of time he decided to close down and offer the Prince of Wales
Theatre for sale.
In June 1881 the new owner was David Humphreys who invested a large sum in improving and upgrading the
theatre and then ran into a licensing row with the local magistrates. The chapel authorities were opposed to
more theatres in the town, and had been delighted to see the Prince of Wales fail to get off the ground. They
now raised many objections to the transfer of the licence from Edward Evans to a new owner. Mr Humphreys
succeeded in getting a new licence, aided by his announcement that his opening attraction at the “new” Prince
of Wales would be the National Grand Opera Company giving performances of Donizetti's opera “Lucrezia
Borgia” ' and Dibdin's operetta “The Waterman”.
The New Theatre, on Charles Street and Talbot Lane, opened on 27th February 1881 with a production of the
play “Follies of the Day”, and the proud declaration that its “Stage and auditorium are lighted by electricity”.
There is some confusion here, with some sources suggesting the New Theatre was built on the site of a
previously existing theatre called the Gaiety. Other sources suggest the New Theatre was newly built and was
renamed the Gaiety in 1884. An advertisement in November 1884 states that Edward Spalding is appearing for
six nights at the Gaiety Theatre, Newport. Further research is needed.
Whether it was named the Gaiety or the New, in 1899 it was virtually demolished and replaced with the Empire
Palace, built at a cost of £20,000 as a variety theatre for Oswald Stoll and the Cardiff, Newport & Swansea
Company. It was a completely new build except it retained a small portion of the original façade. It opened on
July 3rd 1899 with a seating capacity of some 2,500 people. The proscenium opening was 29ft, with a depth of
35ft. It had a fly tower rising to 50ft.
The Newport Empire thrived until the First World War, with many of the top names from the age appearing:
Eugene Stratton, Lily Langtry, Chung Ling Soo, and George Formby (father of the more famous Lancashire
Lad!). An unknown Charles Chaplin appeared with Fred Karno’s sompany, once in 1909 and again in Karno’s
“Jimmy the Fearless”
in 1910.
Other great music hall
names appearing at the
Newport
Empire
included Gertie Gitana,
G.H. Elliott, Billy
Merson, Mona Vivian,
G.H.Chirgwin, Lupino
Lane,
Bransby
Williams, Wee Georgie
Wood, and the most
famous attraction up to
that time, George
Robey.
The War Years proved
difficult, not only
because of manpower
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shortages, but also because of restrictions and difficulties with
transport. For much of the time the variety theatres staged revues
and concert parties, requiring fewer performers and musicians. The
first decade after the war saw the return of the big names, and none
bigger than the one and only Marie Lloyd who performed at the
Newport Empire in January 1919 and again in February 1921.
By the early 1930s the Newport Empire was no longer under the
control of Oswald Stoll. He had leased it another company,
Terence Byron Ltd, who also ran the Lyceum in Crewe. For the
first time (July 1935) the Empire ran a repertory season, and in
1938 staged a pantomime – something that did not happen in the
Stoll-Moss days. “Dick Whittington” proved to be successful.
Other pantomimes included the 1940-41 “Cinderella” which starred
Hylda Baker as one of the Ugly Sisters, and after playing three
weeks in Newport moved for a further week to Merthyr Tydfil.
The Empire closed in
1942 as a result of fire
damage,
possibly
caused by an incendiary
Marie Lloyd
bomb (censorship at the
time sometimes hid the
extent of bomb damage, not wishing the enemy to know the
accuracy of their raids.) In March 1957 the following appeared in
“The Stage”:
“The Newport Empire, once a leading South Wales music
hall, damaged by enemy action and later destroyed by fire
in 1943, is to be demolished. The site, purchased by
Sydney Kay, a well known local restaurant proprietor, will
be occupied by a restaurant and shops if plans are
approved by the local authorities.”

The Empire, burning

STAR MUSIC HALL
1880 Opened
The Star Music Hall in Cross Street opened in November 1880 under the ownership of Mr Tunstall. The
manager was Arthur Leslie. Among the performers appearing in its first weeks were Will Langley, Arthur
Leslie, Algy & Mento, Ophelia Powell and Marie Tabra. Further information needed.

LITTLE THEATRE
1937 Opened
1964 Closed
1966 Demolished. Replaced on a new site
The original Little Theatre in Dock Street had a seating capacity of 440 and opened on January 11th 1937 in a
converted church. It was demolished as part of the Town Centre re-development and replaced with the Dolman
Theatre.
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DOLMAN THEATRE
1967 Opened as replacement for the Little Theatre
The theatre was purpose built for the society in 1967,
following a re-development of Newport Town Centre,
which included the demolition of the previous theatre,
known as The Newport Little Theatre, which was housed
in a converted church . With a 400 seat auditorium, 38
foot proscenium arch stage, three large rehearsal rooms,
orchestra pit, bar, box-office, cafeteria, council room,
extensive dressing-rooms, and newly furnished 60 seat
studio, the Dolman Theatre offers facilities for all
theatrical styles, and is a hub for the performing arts in
South East Wales.

RIVERFRONT THEATRE and Arts Centre
2004 Opened
The Riverfront is Newport’s principal and newest theatre
and arts centre, containing a 493-seat theatre, a 128 seat
studio theatre, dance, recording and workshop studios
together with a range of catering and community facilities.
It has been praised for its award-winning design and has
proved to be extremely popular with performers and
audiences alike since it opened on 23rd October 2004.

Some cinemas in Newport
Coliseum/ Studio 1 & 2/ Cannon
1911
1927
1941
1967
1970
1987
1997?

Opened
Became part of the Gaumont circuit
Taken over by the Rank Organisation and enlarged
Closed
Reopened and “twinned”
Closed
Demolished and replaced with housing
Built in Clarence Place, Corporation Street, the Coliseum
opened on June 22nd 1911 as part of the Biocolour
Circuit. Originally seating 814 patrons in stalls and
balcony, the seating increased to 1,200 during additional
modifications in 1941.
It closed on April 15th 1967 and remained unused until it
was taken over by the Leeds-based Star Circuit. It
reopened briefly for three months in 1970, and then
closed again for a further three months while it was
“twinned”. It reopened in March 1971 as Studio 1 and
Studio 2, with respective seating for 339 and 140 people,
and a third space in the stalls which was used for Bingo.
It was later taken over and renamed Cannon Cinemas,
and finally closed on March 19th 1987. It remained
unused and boarded up for a decade, and was finally
demolished and replaced in the late 1990s with social
housing.
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Gem Cinema
1913 Opened
1940s Closed
Opened in the Pill area in 1913, this was an early
cinema seating around 300 on one level. After the
introduction of sound in the early 1930s, “the cinema
was operated by a Mr. Gill, with Mrs. Gill the cashier
taking the money from a small window who would
then allow entry into the cinema through a curtain”.
The Gem closed shortly after the war in the 1940s,
and was later used as a car showroom. A convenience
store now occupies the site, though there is no visible
sign that the corner site was ever a cinema.

Olympia/ ABC Olympia
1913 Opened
1915 Remodelled to increase seating capacity
1964 Closed and demolished
The Olympia cinema opened in Skinner Street on 14th May 1913 as a
purpose built cinema, seating 1,000 in the stalls and balcony. From
the outset it was equipped with an organ which was used to
accompany the films. (The organ was removed when sound
equipment was installed at the end of the 1920s.) In 1915 the seating
capacity of the auditorium was increased to 1,570 following some
reconstruction and enlargement.
In July 1929 the Olympia was taken over by the ABC Circuit, who
treated it as the South Wales flagship for their organisation,
maintaining it to high standard. In 1955 CinemaScope was installed,
requiring the seating capacity to be slightly reduced – to 1,486.
The ABC Olympia closed on the 4th July 1964 and was demolished
and replaced with new Government buildings. The Government
Passport office stands on the site and the office block is named
Olympia House. A newly built replacement ABC opened in 1968.

Regal Cinema
?
Opened
1938? Closed
Built in Clarence Place,
the site was later used for
the Odeon. The photo
shows the old 'Regal'
cinema just to the left of
the Cenotaph. It was
demolished to make way
for the Odeon, which
opened in 1938, although
one wall remained and
can be seen from the void
behind the left-hand
auditorium spay wall in
the Odeon building.
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Tredegar Hall
1895
1922
1958
2001

Opened as the Tredegar Hall & Constitutional Club
Opened as a cinema
Closed and used as a ballroom
Used as a nightclub

The former public hall was converted into a cinema in October 1922, and was
taken over as part of the London & Southern Cinema Circuit in 1929. (London &
Southern was an Odeon subsidiary company). It had just over 1000 seats, with
600 in the stalls and 419 in the balcony. Just before Christmas 1945 the cinema
closed for four months in order to repair the floor, which was beginning to
subside into the foundations. After these repairs the seating capacity was reduced
to 924. In March 1958 the cinema closed and became the Majestic Ballroom. By
2001 the premises had been concerted into the Jesper Bar and Nightclub.

Capitol Cinema
1931 Opened in the converted Temperance Hall
1955 Remodelled for CinemaScope
1967 Closed
The Phillips Memorial Temperance Hall, which was built in Dock Street in 1889,
was converted for cinema use
in 1931 when the introduction
of the “talkies” created a huge
demand for film shows. It
could seat around 1000 people
spread between the stalls and
the large balcony. Originally
operated by the small circuit
Western Theatres, it was taken
over in 1939 by Gwent Cinemas Ltd. In 1955 the cinema was
remodelled for the installation of wide-screen CinemaScope. The
Capitol closed with "The Blood Suckers" on 17th May 1967 and
was demolished. A multi-storey car park was built on the site.

Odeon Cinema
1938
1981
1986
1991
1999
2004

Opened
Closed
Used as a snooker hall
Closed and later used as a nightclub.
Closed and unused, but given a heritage listing
Newport City Live Arena

The new Odeon incorporated the long and narrow site of the
old Regal Cinema, two adjacent shops and the warehouse
behind as well as taking up a vacant plot on the corner of
Clarence Place and East Usk Road. It cost £34,381 and had
a seating capacity of 1,546, opening on 12th March 1938 with
the film “Young and Innocent”. The cinema closed on May
30th 1981 and remained empty for a few years until it was used as a snooker hall around 1986. Five years later it
was converted into Capone’s American Bar Nightclub. The building was listed in 1999 but remained closed and
disused. By 2004 it was in use as the Newport City Live Arena. Unlike most Odeons and other big town and city
cinemas the Newport Odeon cinema was never twinned or tripled. It closed on the 30th May 1981 with the Walt
Disney film “The Last Flight of the Noah’s Ark”. In the following thirty years the old Odeon underwent several
changes of use, as a snooker hall, a night-club, a sports bar, a live sports event venue and a church – all of them
short-lived ventures. In 2011 the venue was awarded a £180,000 grant for repairs, acknowledging the importance of
this Grade II listed building in Newport city centre. Currently the venue remains closed, though there is some
discussion that it might become a museum of cinema and television equipment.
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Maindee Cinema / Coral Bingo Club
1939
1961
1994
1998

Opened
Closed and used as a bingo hall
Closed and unused.
Converted into a pub-restaurant

The Maindee Cinema opened in Chepstow Road in 1939 with a seating
capacity of 1,187 spread over the stalls and a balcony. Its opening film was
“If I Were a King” starring Ronald Colman. It was situated a short distance
outside of Newport town, the cinema named after the Newport suburb where it
was built. Vaguely art-deco in design, it original roof was made of tin sheeting
– a design fault which produced a lot of noise when it rained. It was always
intended to serve a local community and was unable to compete with the
bigger cinemas and their latest releases. It closed in September 1961 with the
film “Paleface” starting Bob Hope and Jane Russell. Following closure, the
cinema converted to bingo and successfully ran until 1994, mostly known as
the Coral Bingo club. It then remained empty and unused until the
Wetherspoon Chain converted it into a pub-restaurant which opened in
November 1998. It was named the Godfrey Morgan pub, after Newport’s
major benefactor.

ABC Cinema /Metro / City Cinema
1968
1980
1999
2008

Opened on the site of the previous Lyceum Theatre
Tripled
Closed and sold to independent operators.
Closed & converted into an hotel

ABC’s original Newport cinema in Skinner
Street had closed in 1964 and it took some
time to acquire a suitable site for a
replacement. The demolition of the old
Lyceum Theatre in Bridge Street provided
the ideal town-centre position, and the new
1,320-seat cinema opened in November
1968 with the Tommy Steele film, “Half a
Sixpence”. The build had cost £250,000. It
was a vast, hugely impressive and
comfortable venue but it eventually suffered
along with all other cinemas when
audiences dwindled away in the 1970s.
The ABC was tripled in December 1980,
retaining the large screen as cinema 1 with seating considerably reduced to 572. Screen 1 - Boasting the biggest
screen in Wales at that time, was an impressive 58 foot by 28 foot high curved screen, the cinema was ideal for
cinemascope films with the mammoth curved screen dwarfing the auditorium. Two further screens were built using
the rear of the original auditorium. Screen 2 seated 190 and screen 3 seated just 126. However, the opening of the
13-screen multiplex on the outskirts of the town in 1997 sounded the death-knell. The decision was made to close,
and the final ABC film was shown on 5th April 1999.
A number of independent operators leased the property, which underwent changes of name, being known as the
Metro Cinema and then as the City Cinema, but eventually it lost out to the competition. Its final showing was on 3rd
April 2008, after which the interior was gutted and redeveloped as a Travelodge Hotel while
the external façade was mostly preserved.

Virgin / UCG/ Cineworld
1997 Opened
This was a 13-screen complex built on the outskirts of the city. The multiplex has changed its name and ownership a
number of times, from Virgin to UGC and is now called Cineworld.
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OGMORE VALE
Some portable and fit-up theatres
Theatre Tynewydd
In February 1894 a Mr Miles was advertising for performers at his Portable due to open at Tynewydd in
Ogmore Vale.
Ebley’s Electric Theatre
Edward Ebley was a regular visitor to Ogmore Vale. In September 1903 he was looking for “a good singing
chambermaid, used to portable. Well up in Stock biz. Able to do turns between” at his Electric Theatre, which
suggests that even at this very early date touring bioscope shows were making their mark in the town. His
electric theatre returned several times, with a particularly long season in 1906.
Ebley’s Olympic Theatre
His visit in March of 1910 was promoted as the “Olympic Theatre”, and his adverts imply this was staging fulllength dramatic plays – there is no mention of film displays.

WORKMEN’S HALL & INSTITUTE
1911
1930s
1960s
1981

Opened and used for live theatre
Now chiefly used for films
Regularly used for Bingo
Collapsed and demolished

A local committee had opened a small
“workmen’s hall” in Commercial Street on 22nd
July 1885, and eight years later, due to increased
demand, moved into larger premises in
Tynewydd Row. Another move came on 1st
April 1905, again into larger premises, this time
occupying the former Tynewydd School. Clearly
there was a need for a purpose built venue, and
on 18th January 1911 the new Workmen’s Hall
and Institute was officially opened, built on the
original Commercial Road site.
The magnificent structure cost £9,000 to build
and contained a large public hall (capacity 1,000)
a lesser hall (capacity 200) a billiards room with
four tables, committee rooms, reading rooms and a library, and a caretaker's office. It was financed with
donations from local miners and from the Swansea Education Authority. The larger hall contained a stage with
a proscenium width of 25ft and depth of 18ft, and was equipped with two dressing rooms.
From the very beginning it was used as a theatre, and its live shows remained successful and profitable right
through to the 1930s. Early attractions included The Great Athelda, the famous Lady Strong Act – “Athelda
raises above her head from off the stage genuine
half-hundred weights with her little fingers” - as
well as “The Man and
the Fairy”, a “novel
comedy bending and operatic dancing act” and
Captain Alex Fox and his ventriloquial talking
dog.
The Workmen’s Hall frequently presented
serious drama, most notably in October 1917
when it staged Ibsen’s “Ghosts” with Eve More
as Mrs Alving, and F. Joynsen Powell as Pastor
Manders. The play had been banned by the Lord
Chamberlain and had caused a great scandal
when it was given a private performance in
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London in 1891. The Era newspaper said it was "as
foul and filthy a concoction as has ever been
allowed to disgrace the boards of our theatre....dull
and disgusting....Nastiness and malodorousness laid
on thickly as with a trowel.".
The ban had been lifted in 1915 and this was its first
production in the area.
It caused a great
controversy, with many claiming such a work
should never be staged at the Institute.
Audiences through the 1920s preferred lighter fare,
especially revues like “Hello, Paree!” starring Eddie
Morley & Les Moran, billed as “assassinators of
misery”, and shows like Doc Watson’s Minstrels,
who announced in the local paper “Please note I
carry real minstrel artists. Look out for my brass
band street parade shortly”. Other attractions of this
time included Roy Hicks, “the clever female
impersonator”, and in April 1927 a show with the
title “Welsh Rare-bit”.
Visiting theatre productions gradually faded away
from the 1930s onwards, and live shows were
generally restricted to local concerts and amateur
productions. This was the age of the “talkie”, and
for the next thirty years or so the Welfare Hall was
chiefly known as a cinema. At this time the seating
capacity was around 800. When cinema audiences
declined, the Hall was in regular use as a bingo club.
The winter months of 1981 brought serious flooding to the area, and on 11th March 1981, during an evening
bingo session, a series of cracks suddenly appeared on the interior walls. The management swiftly ended the
session and evacuated the building – a fortunate move, since, not long afterwards, the building slowly collapsed.
The remains of the building were demolished in 1983, and the site was used for a new doctor’s surgery, which
opened in 1987.

OLYMPIA CINEMA
1912 Opened
1963 Closed
The Olympia opened in the High Street in 1912, and was known locally as “The Lymp”. It had around 800 seats,
and a 25 ft wide proscenium. As well as cinema use, it staged live performances, pantomimes and other functions.
A typical bill in 1915 announced that Marquis and Truly, “the Acrobatic Droll and the Little Soubrette” , and The
Bellinis would be appearing between the film shows.
For a while, even when “talkies” were
introduced, the Olympia continued to present
variety performers between the films, and as
late as 1930 it was still offering acts like
Rossi “the super accordionist”, and Ky-Yoto,
“the clever Jap versatile novelty act”.
It was equipped with CinemaScope in the
mid-1950’s but was listed as ‘temporarily
closed’ in 1963, and never re-opened. By that
time it was owned by the Workmen’s Hall &
Institute.
The Olympia is the building
on the left of the street.
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HIPPODROME
1910? Opened
1913 Enlarged
?
Closed
There was a Hippodrome in Ogmore
Vale and another in nearby
Pontycymmer, and there is some
confusion between the two. The one in
Ogmore Vale is advertised extensively
from 1913 onwards, but is likely to
have opened earlier than that, and
appears to have been a large building.
In June 1913 it was advertising Miss
Ella’s Latest Novelty, “Besieged by
Lions” , an act “introducing full-grown
forest-bred lions in a realistic dramatic
episode. Five tons of scenery; five
characters; 30 minutes of intense
Miss Ella Falk, the Danish lady lion tamer
excitement!”. Other attractions from
the first half of the year included Dan
Gregory & Lydia, “musical acrobatic eccentrics”; Kidd Love, “the King of the Sand Mat plus his great novelty
act on the electric table)”; and Yamamoto’s First Class Variety Company.
In August 1913 the Hippodrome was advertised in the following terms:
“To Let – New Hippo, Ogmore Vale. Fully Licensed Pictures, Variety, Drama. Good position. Apply
Leach, 24, St John Street, Ogmore Vale.”
And by November the new proprietor, Ivor M. Morgan, “late of the Empire, Tonypandy” announced
“The above hall is under entirely new management and is the house that is taking the money.
Redecorated, heated and enlarged. Population 17,000 and no opposition whatsoever.”
However, Mr Morgan seems to have failed to get his new business off the ground. A few months later Edward
Ebley took over the theatre for a season of plays which would normally have been performed in his portable
building, and then in August, just as War was declared, the Hippodrome was once more advertised as available
to rent: “To Let. New Hippo. Ogmore Vale, Fully Licensed. Pictures. Variety. Drama, Good Position, Apply
L. Rattray.”
The Hippodrome continued through the war years, and by March 1919 was presenting a busy season of revues.
However, it seems to disappear from the listings around this time and may have closed. To add to the
confusion, the Pontycymmer Hippodrome was destroyed by fire at the end of 1922 and that might suggest that
the two theatres were actually the same building. To disprove this, there are several notices in the “Stage”
newspaper declaring various shows are being performed at the “Hippodrome Ogmore Vale this week; the
Hippodrome Pontycymmer next week”.
Further information is required.

EMPIRE
1922 Opened
?
Closed?
The Empire, Ogmore Vale opened on August 14th 1922 under the management of Simon Hare & Sons. They
advertised it as a “New Theatre with large seating and stage”. Early attractions included Bert Bradford,
comedian, and, in October 1922 a spectacular production of “Cinderella”, with “seven scenes, coach and
ponies, and strong specialities.”.
Once again there is some confusion with the similarly named Empire in Pontycymmer – a theatre that had been
converted from a former skating rink many years earlier. Further information is needed to sort out the ongoing
confusion.

