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RESOLVEN
VIVIAN HALL / VIVIAN THEATRE
1912
1919
1924
?

Open
Referred to as Vivian Theatre
Some redecoration and improvement
Closed?
The Vivian Hall, owned by local businessman James Jenkins, opened towards
the end of 1912 and was built next to the Vaughan Arms pub. It was equipped
with an excellent dance floor, but by 1913 was in full use as a variety theatre
presenting such acts as Lulu Veretta, “the coloured ragtime vocalist and
dancer”, Bill Brecon, “the Welsh Wag and dancing banjoist” and Gladys
Ward’s Four Little Knick Knacks.
In 1914 it sometimes advertised itself as the Vivian Electric Hall and began to
include regular film shows as part of the programme, although there was still a
strong following for live shows. A spectacular attraction of that year was the
great American Cowboy sensation “The Red Hawk Ranch”, “with all members
of the company born actors and greatly appreciated by packed houses. The
performance was followed by a fine picture, 2,000ft, entitled ‘The Still Voice’”.

In the middle of 1915 the Hall ran an extended season of repertory plays from
the H. Evan Gibbon Stock and Repertory Company, whose programme included “Home Sweet Home”, “The
Grip of Iron”, “The Stepmother”, “For Mother’s Sake” and “The Maid of Cefn Ydfa”.
However, as the War continued, the Hall concentrated more and more on film shows, and it was not until 1919
that live shows returned in any significant numbers. At this time the Hall changed its name to the Vivian
Theatre, and its presentations were chiefly variety shows, when a single week could boast an attraction such as
“Little Hackenschmidt and the Famous Mystic Saxbys heading 8 big star acts this week at the Vivian Theatre”
Following a short closure at the end of the previous year, the Vivian Theatre re-opened under new management
in January 1926. It was still operating as a variety theatre, and its opening attractions included “Len Sharp,
comedian, and Leo Francis, novel trick pianist playing in unusual positions”.

NEW THEATRE
1928 Opened
?
Closed?
In April 1928 April an advert in The Stage read: “Wanted
for the New Theatre Resolven, small revues, concert
parties and dramas for three or six nights. Apply Miller,
Proprietor.” The first few weeks included a variety show
starring May Arthur, the comedy ventriloquist, and in
1931 a filmed version of Arnold Ridley’s “The Ghost
Train”. (Could this have been referring to the first-floor
theatre in the Welfare Hall? Or was it a separate
building?)
A still from the 1931 film version of “The Ghost Train “

NEW PAVILION
1919 Opened
?
Closed?
The New Pavilion in Resolven was a 500 seat cine-variety which opened in May 1919 with the comedy revue
“Mr Wiggs of Wigan”, and a few months later ran a repertory season of plays from a stock company headed by
Dennis Leslie. Eventually the Pavilion was taken over by the Resolven Picture Palace Company, and operated
as a full-time cinema. By 1949 it had been taken over by the Miners’ Welfare Committee, and was managed
alongside the Welfare Hall Cinema.
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WELFARE HALL
1923
1925
1948
1987

Opened
Formally leased to the Welfare Association
Refurbishment of the stage areas & cinema equipment
Significant refurbishment

Funded by weekly contributions from local miners, the Welfare Hall opened in 1923 and in 1925 was formally
leased for 99 years to the Resolven District Miners’ Welfare Association. The ground floor contained a library,
reading room, and games room; the first floor contained a multi-purpose hall, providing an assembly room, a
dance-floor, and a small stage with very limited backstage facilities. When used for concerts or theatre
presentations it could seat around 750.
Through the 1930s it frequently served as a concert venue and a variety house: in April 1936 the Hall
presented “Walker & Bracegirdle in vocal gems and absurdities”, and in October 1940 an advert stated:
“Variety acts required for start of a South Wales Tour, commencing at the Welfare Hall, Resolven”.
There are references to the Welfare Hall Theatre/Cinema “opening” in the late 1940s – which suggests that it
did not start cinema presentations until this date. It seems to have been used chiefly for film shows – with the
occasional amateur dramatic season – through the Fifties and Sixties, and was equipped for CinemaScope
presentations.
However,
one reference states the
seating capacity at this
time had been reduced to
340 .
Cinema use ceased in the
1970s, and the hall was
unused for lengthy periods.
Attempts were made to
bring it back into regular
use
following
a
refurbishment in 1987, and
permission was given for a
group of local enthusiasts
to re-open it as a cinema.
The hall had huge
windows on either side of
the auditorium and the
existing loose curtains
provided inadequate
blackout conditions, so the
windows were boarded up
(without permission!)
The re-opened cinema was
a short-lived venture, and
soon afterwards the entire
hall was closed an
“mothballed. In early2014, there is a campaign
to get the Welfare Hall
Cinema re-opened, though
present-day
safety
requirements will make
this a very expensive
undertaking.
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RISCA
Portable and Fit-up Theatres
Crosskeys Theatre
In November 1882 Alfred Hillier advertised in The Stage: “For winter season, Theatre Cross Keys near Risca,
commencing November 11th – an entire Dramatic company, also pianist. Comfortable shop, open all year
round. Stars and Concert Hall talent for December.” This was possibly a “fit-up” inside an existing building,
or it might have been a portable. Further information is needed.

Theatre Royal, Risca
This was a rather grand and imposing name for what was a wooden building, and, judging by the number of
different companies that performed there, it seems to have been used as a fit-up for several touring
productions. In December 1882 a Mr F. Kirk Reeves advertised for “Ladies and gents to complete company.
Wooden building. Terms shares, house checked . Theatre Royal, Risca.” And in the following month, Edward
Evans, “proprietor”, was staging plays at the “New” Theatre Royal, Risca. It is not clear whether he was the
proprietor of the venue itself, or of a touring company performing inside the Theatre Royal.
At the end of 1883 a Mr H. Lloyd was advertising for “a useful Lady and Gentleman” to play the winter
season, and in the summer of 1884 a Mr C. Henley was seeking “summer season people”. After this date there
seems to be no further reference to a Theatre Royal in Risca.

PUBLIC HALL
1884 Opened
?
?
The Public Hall opened in the autumn of
1884 and included the main hall itself,
which was 68 ft by 48 ft and could seat 800
people, together with adjacent offices for
local and school boards, and a suite of
Masonic rooms. It advertised that it “Has
suitable stage for dramatic entertainments,
panoramas, concerts, lectures, etc. Licensed
for dramatic performances. Population of
neighbourhood 7,000.
D.W. James,
Secretary, Risca Public Hall Company.” By
1890 it was in regular use for visiting
shows including “Poole’s Myriorama with
superb pictures
and a clever variety
company”. In September 1908 it broke all
previous attendance records with a visiting
production of “Uncle Tom’s Cabin”.

CENTRAL CINEMA
1913 Open
1918 Closed
The Central Cinema was already open by February 1913, when the performers included Kidd & Cole
“featuring their great Hurricane Dance”, The Mervyns, and the “Welsh comedian” Bill Brecon whose acts were
interspersed with film shows. When Little Iona, “the Baby ball puncher” appeared in July 1917 she gave her
address as the “Central Cinema Hotel – one minute from Risca Station” .
In May 1918 an advert announced that “Mr D. Richards is closing the theatre during the war and selling the
contents by public auction: Unreserved sale of the whole of the plush tip-up chairs, seating, scenery, sheets,
electrical installation, heating radiators and apparatus, Westinghouse dyname, and a new national gas engine. “
It seems the cinema never reopened.
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GLOBE / EMPIRE? / HIPPODROME?
1914 onwards
In August 1914 King Leo “the original one-figure ventriloquist is appearing this week at the Globe Cinema,
Risca”, whilst another ventriloquist, Tom Sherbourne, advertised his booking in October 1915 at the Empire,
Risca. The pantomime “Cinderella” was produced in January the following year at the Hippodrome, Risca.
So far it has not been possible to trace any further references to these venues, and it is possible that they could
be different names for the same building.
Further information is needed.

PALACE
1912
1965
1986
2011

Opened
Cinema closed and used as a bingo hall
Closed and left unused
Reopened as a library and community hall

Originally opened around 1912, the Risca Palace was one of
the first purpose-built cinemas in the valleys. Its seating
capacity was given as 1,000, meaning the patrons must have
been squeezed onto long benches to achieve this capacity.
Its rather ornamental façade was not matched by a somewhat
plain interior, which contained a 30 feet wide proscenium
and a 10 feet deep stage. As was usual at the time, it was a
cine-variety, featuring live performers in between the film
shows – a practice that continued in Risca right through to the
end of the 1920s. In March 1915 amongst the variety turns
was “Sterling & Silver in their screamingly funny patter act
‘The Hebrew and the Dude’”.
When standard tip-up cinema seating was installed in the
early 1930s, the seating had been reduced to 800. It continued
to show films into the 1960s, becoming a bingo hall in 1965
and finally closing in the mid-1980s. The building was left
unused and gradually fell into a state of near dereliction.
Concerned local activists managed to have the Palace
designated a Grade II Listed building, but in January 2006 a
planning application was forwarded to the Ancient
Monuments Society which proposed demolition of the
building, retaining just the facade. A local campaign,
involving petitions, a protest march and pressure on the local
authorities eventually led to Welsh Government funding, and
the complete restoration of the building.
It reopened in 2011 following a £2.5 million redevelopment
and restoration programme, serving as a library and
community space with a space suitable for stage events and
film nights.

RISCA LEISURE CENTRE
1978 Opened
The Leisure Centre, with a swimming pool, sports hall and gymnasium opened on November 19th 1978, having
cost £500, 000. Within the complex was an ultra-modern theatre with seating between 200 and 330, depending
on the flexible layout of the performing space.
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ST DONAT’S
Arts Centre
1970s Initial conversion
1977 Further development
1995 Significant enlargement
St Donat’s Arts Centre was developed in the early 1970s as a department of the UWC Atlantic College, housed
in the medieval Tythe Barn in the grounds of St Donat’s Castle. In 1976 the Arts Centre was established as an
independent organisation to serve the wider community and the venue was upgraded into a professionally
equipped performance and exhibition space.
In 1995, following a £1.2 million grant, the Arts Centre underwent a three year redevelopment, resulting in a
modern, multi-functional arts centre with its architectural integrity completely preserved. In 2012, UWC
Atlantic College and St Donats Arts Centre formed Atlantic College Enterprises, set up to provide the existing
arts programme and
enhancing the potential of
the Arts Centre’s facilities
and whole campus for
commercial use, including
Weddings, Conferences
and location filming for
Television and Films; as
well providing an outdoor
activity centre for
residential courses and
developing the existing
programme of the arts
centre.
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SENGHENYDD
Portable and fit-up theatres
Ebley’s Olympic Theatre
Ebley’s Olympic Theatre was a regular feature in Senghenydd, playing annual seasons for most years from the
start of the 20th Century. One of the longest seasons was from September 1905 through to the following
February, and, again for an extended summer season in 1907.

PALACE? / PARK HALL CINEMA
1912 Opened
1970 Closed due to bankruptcy
The Park Hall cinema opened in 1912 under its proprietor and manager, Sidney Harper. It originally
functioned as a cine-variety seating around 500, and, for one week in January 1913 it presented variety turns
from Norah Doon and Paston Davies. They were advertised as appearing at the “Park Hall”, but, in their own
“thank you” advert in The Stage, they declared they had been excellently received at the Palace Cinema in
Senghenydd.
There are references to the Palace, (sometimes the Royal Palace), and the Park Hall Cinema at this time, and
Sidney Harper is referred to as the manager for both these venues. It is possible, therefore, that these two
names refer to the same premises. Further information is needed.
Amongst the performers appearing in the first two years were Mme Courtney’s Kids, “who sing pretty songs
and give exhibitions of smart dancing; Mora & Lola, “excellent musical eccentrics”; and Dancit, “with her
clog dancing”.
It seems there were no variety performances between November 1913
and the following March, and when film shows resumed at the end of
November, they were generally of a serious and religious nature,
including “The Sign of the Cross” and “Quo Vadis”. This was because
of the Senghenydd Mine Disaster on October 14th, when 439 men and
boys were killed (the worst disaster in British mining history.)
In January 1914 the Park Hall cinema was taken over by the
Principality Picture Palaces Company, but Sidney Harper, as principal
shareholder, remained as the resident manager. His chief film operator
was Idris Evans. Variety shows resumed in the Spring of 1914 and
were a feature of the programme through to the days of the talking
pictures.
By the 1930s the manager was Harry S. Bowen, and improvements in
the seating layout meant the building, now used almost exclusively as a
cinema (with just an occasional live show), and had a seating capacity
of 475.
It seems the cinema closed at the end of the 1960s, and in October 1970
the owners, Principality Amusements Ltd, went into liquidation.
Further information is needed.
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SWANSEA
Portable and fit-up Theatres
The Prince of Wales Theatre, Morriston
By 1885 John Johnston’s portable theatre business was based in Morriston, though he often played short
seasons at nearby towns and was a regular feature of the annual Great Fair at Neath. The Prince of Wales,
Morriston was a more or less permanent building and was also used as a store for a “portable” which could
occasionally be transported and assembled at other venues. From the weekly adverts in The Stage it is clear that
the Prince of Wales was a more or less permanent theatre, playing throughout the year. It always advertised
itself as the Prince of Wales, Morriston, thus implying it was a “proper” theatre and not a portable. However, in
1891 it played a series of shows at the Neath Great Fair, including a highly successful production of “The
Bleeding Nun”.

The Royal Pavilion, Swansea
Joseph Tayleure and his partner Mr Hutchinson were equestrians and circus proprietors, who ran “The Great
American Circus” from 1868 onwards. On November 6th 1868 they received a licence from the Swansea
magistrates permitting them to stage a winter season of circus and equestrian displays. The circus opened three
days later in a large specially erected building. The main entrance was situated in Wind Street, with entrance to
the Gallery and other areas in York Street. The performances started at 7.30pm. The admission price was two
shillings for a chair in the boxes, one shilling in the pit or to promenade the comfortable and commodious
lounge. Children were admitted at half price. The performers were reported to be unequalled in the provinces,
whilst “the well known reputation of the proprietors is a sufficient guarantee that the whole arrangement will be
constructed with the greatest order and decorum”
Along with the great equestrian troupe of male and female artistes that included champion riders, vaulters,
acrobats and marvellous gymnasts attached to the establishment, visiting performers included Henry Brown,
the clown and jester, Little Bob and Ned Hall, the renowned funny black-face acts from Burtons Christy
Minstrels, Signor Parzini, on the flying rope, who at the reported age of 64 was said to be still as nimble as a
squirrel, Funny Bob Anderson and the final appearance of the daring Niblo prior to his departure for America.
After a successful season, Hutchinson and Tayleure closed their season in March 1869 and went on tour
throughout South Wales and some of the principal cities and towns of the United Kingdom. In May 1871
Hutchinson and Tayleure’s Circus, now amalgamated with Howe and Cushing’s American Circus, returned to
Swansea performing in a tent on Walters Road. The following year, on 12 August 1872, they were back at the
Amphitheatre in Wind Street. Their 1873 visit seems to have been performed in a portable theatre in Walters
Road, and the 1874 site was advertised as “The Great American Circus” at Mumbles Road.
In December 1881 there is a review in “The Stage” for the Royal Pavilion, Swansea. It says “Messrs
Tayleure’s Company have fairly established themselves in the favour of Swansea circus-goers by their firstclass performance last week. This week an entire change of programme proves no less interesting. Tonight,
Friday, a special performance will
be given in aid of the
hospital.” (The same article refers
to the Theatre Royal being closed
and the “New Theatre” playing
“Ruy Blas”.)
Because the Swansea Pavilion
(later the Palace Theatre) was not
built until 1888, it is likely the
Royal Pavilion was some kind of
portable theatre erected for the
Winter Season. However, two years
later, in November 1883 “The
Stage” reported:
“Tayleure’s
Circus took up its quarters in
Swansea last week, and will remain
for the season. The proprietor, Mr
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Joseph Tayleure, has rendered the interior of the building both attractive
and comfortable, and his catering for the public amusement has been
rewarded by liberal patronage.
He intends making still further
improvements shortly.
The chief attraction of the 1883 season was Dr Carl, “The Demon
Marksman”, and Poole’s Diorama, “The World” was highly popular for
the Christmas week. The season lasted until Easter. Their final season
seems to have been in 1888.
(Information supplied by Roy Kneath)

Open air performances
Mumbles Pier was used for open-air entertainments in the Edwardian era.
During the summer months a temporary “pavilion” would be erected,
providing cover for the performers, whilst the public would hire deckchairs or stand around watching. A collection would then be made
amongst the crowd. By the summer of 1908 a “new pavilion” was
erected, and this was arranged in a way that required the public to pay in
advance for admission, and prevent too many people from watching a free show.
In 1906 and 1907 the Pierrot shows were presented by the Merry Madcaps. In 1908, under the new
arrangements, Fred Buckley & Madge Maynard were the guest performers with Tom Owen’s Pierrots.
Difficulties during the war years seemed to put an end to the very long summer seasons at the Mumbles
Pavilion, and visiting Pierrot companies played shorter engagements , sometimes just one week at a time, as did
The Musical Maples, “ A Mirthquake of Melody and Song” for one week in September 1915.

OLD TOWN HALL
The earliest recorded performances in Swansea took place in the old Town Hall during the Michaelmas Fair in
1617. Between 1617 and 1633 there are several entries in the Town’s accounts books , but unfortunately they
only give details of the hire charges made to travelling companies – they do not detail any names or plays.
Between 1633 and 1669 there are no performances – the Puritans banned all stage shows – but once Charles II
was restored to the throne Swansea once more became part of a thriving circuit for visiting players and
entertainers.
Entries in the account books over the next century show frequent visits from showmen with bears, puppets and
dancing dogs, and by the 1760s and 1770s, when the cost of hiring the Town Hall had risen to forty-five
shillings, the magistrates were giving permission for a much better class of touring players to perform in the
town. This better class would most likely have included Mr Kemble’s Company of Comedians with the young
John Philip Kemble and his sister, the future Mrs Sarah Siddons, but sadly the records are not forthcoming.

Sarah Siddons
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SWANSEA THEATRE
1780 Opened
1806 Closed
The first purpose built theatre opened in
premises at Anchor Court, Wind Street in 1780
thanks to the efforts of prominent local
worthies, Lady Mackworth and Dr Charles
Collins. Initially it was open for short seasons
from visiting companies including the Bath
Company of Players and their leading actor,
Rupert Calvert, but it was constantly under
attack from anti-theatre officials, notably
Gabriel Powell, Steward to the Duke of
Beaufort and Recorder to Swansea Corporation.
The death of Gabriel Powell and the passing of
new legislation gave much more freedom to the
theatre, and the theatre became a regular base
for Rupert Calvert for a few years, and then to
Henry Masterman and his company. The
Masterman Company would play Neath in May
and June, Swansea in July and August (to coincide with the growing tourist season) and then
shorter seasons at a number of nearby towns.
In 1803 Henry Masterman suddenly died. His
successor, a Mr Edwin, did not get off to a good
start. Shortly after he took over management,
the local newspaper reported a dramatic quarrel
Gabriel Powell outside the Swansea Theatre
between the visiting company, Bath
Comedians, and the new manager of the
Swansea Theatre. The leading actor accused the Mr Edwin of cheating him out of money due from his
“benefit” night. Mr Edwin threatened to “kick him round Swansea into the sea” and attacked him with a
cudgel. As a result, the acting company cancelled the remaining shows and left the town.
Mr Edwin did not last long, and the surviving members of Masterman’s old company decided to re-form and
with Masterman’s young son—also called Henry—as their “star” attraction, they returned to the old circuit, and
played the old Swansea Theatre for the summer seasons in 1805 and 1806. These were very successful
seasons, launched on a wave of patriotic fervour following Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar, and it was decided the
time had come to close the old theatre, and build a brand-new purpose-built impressive playhouse, worthy of
Swansea’s growing status.
The final season in the Swansea Theatre came to an end in October 1806 with a performance of “The Wheel of
Fortune”. The company moved to its winter quarters in the West Country and confidently looked to a bright
new future—returning the following year to occupy a much enlarged, elegant and brand new theatre

THEATRE ROYAL
1807
1834
1867
1884
1898

Opened
Modernised with new gas lighting
Major renovation
Serious fire damage
Closed and demolished

The new theatre, in Goat Street, was financed by local noblemen and gentlemen, who formed a “tontine” as a
means of funding the new building. (A “tontine” is a fund where a number of people buy shares and receive
the appropriate proportion of the annual profits. This annual income increases as each shareholder dies, until
finally the last surviving investor inherits the entire property.)
It was financed from 500 shares at £10 each , though at least half the shares were bought by just five investors,
including the Duke of Beaufort, Thomas Mansel Talbot and Lord Dumfries The remaining shares were held by
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42 smaller individual investors.
There was considerable surprise (and some bitterness) when the
new owners decided not to appoint the Masterman Company to
run the new theatre. Instead they appointed Andrew Cherry, a star
of the London theatre, famous for his Shylock. For his 1809
season Andrew Cherry employed an unknown actor called
Edmund Kean. He paid him 25 shillings a week and some extra
money on those occasions when Mrs Kean appeared as well.
On June 21st 1809 Kean made his Swansea debut as Hamlet. He
was a great success. Among the besotted audience was the “blacksheep” member of the famous Kemble family – Sarah Siddons’
sister, Ann. Ann was seriously lame, and therefore unable to take
a full part in her theatrical family’s activities. Instead she devoted
her time to writing plays. Immediately she started to write a play
especially for this blazing new talent, Edmund Kean. She wrote
under the name “Ann of Swansea”
Kean played two seasons at Swansea and then left to better
himself, becoming a legendary star in England and America, and
acknowledged as one of the greatest actors of all time.
Andrew Cherry died in 1812 and the theatre’s fortunes dipped. For several years the theatre was only used on
rare occasions, until in July 1820 William M’Cready took up residence as manager, linking the theatre with his
existing company at the Theatre Royal, Bristol. He introduced regular “fashionable” nights for the gentry,
pantomimes like “Cinderella” and “Whittington and his Cat”, and even non-theatrical attractions like a
Diorama and a “Grand Chinese Air Balloon” floating inside the theatre.
However, William M’Cready’s best attraction was his own son, William Charles Macready – a Drury Lane star
and famous actor in his own right. Macready Junior was happy to make the occasional visit to his father’s
theatre to help boost the business, and Swansea audiences were always happy to receive a star name in their
town. M’Cready even managed to persuade Edmund Kean – now a very famous name in the theatre world – to
return to Swansea. Kean returned in 1823 as a guest artist. He opened with “Othello”. He was paid £136 for
eight performances. Just twelve years earlier his wages had been just £1.5s per week!
In April 1829 M’Cready died and once again the theatre went through difficult times, until James Woulds –
“Jemmy Woulds” - began his ten years’ management at Swansea on July 4th 1831 with a production of
Sheridan’s “The Rivals”. The opening season ran until October and was the start of a highly successful decade
– except for a brief hiatus early in 1833 when Swansea suffered from “an awful visitation to the town” - a
severe outbreak of cholera, which caused a delay in the start of the season
In August 1833 W.C. Macready returned for a four night
engagement. On Monday 26th August he played Iago “to a
very loud and bold Othello”. His diary records the audience
as “small and indifferent!”. On Tuesday he “acted
particularly well” the role of William Tell. On Wednesday
he appeared as Hamlet. His diary records: “Acted Hamlet
very unsatisfactorily. Having rehearsed it very well I
anticipated a good performance, but I did not begin well,
and Horatio quite threw me off my balance”. On Thursday
Macready appeared for the first time in his career in the role
of King Lear. This was later to become one of his most
acclaimed roles, and he was the most praised Lear of his
era. Of his first ever attempt he recorded: “Acted Lear.
How? I scarcely know. Certainly not well—not so well as I
rehearsed it; crude, fictitious voice, no point; in short, a
failure! To succeed in it I must strain every nerve of
thought, or triumph is hopeless. Woulds called and paid
me; not a very profitable engagement, but I am seldom
discontented”.
Encouraged by the increased business the owners decided to
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modernise the lighting system inside the theatre. The theatre was partly lit by a primitive system of gaslights
supplemented by candle-light. Early in 1834 the theatre was equipped with new gas fittings, “executed by Mr
Evans of Castle-street, which will produce a more brilliant light than formerly, and the offensive escape of Gas
be entirely prevented.”
The 1834 season was especially successful, with a memorable return visit from Charles Kean, son of the
famous Edmund. W.C. Macready returned in August 1836 for four nights, playing Othello, Hamlet and
Virginius. He was now the most popular tragedian in British Theatre and his name on the playbills could
guarantee good business. However, by 1840, even a star name was not enough fill the provincial theatres.
Jemmy Woulds was declared bankrupt and once again the Swansea Theatre was in financial difficulty.
Successive managers struggled, but a series of eight different managers in just seven years failed to make a
success of the place. From 1855 John Chute, formerly of the Bristol Theatre, managed partially to reverse the
downward trend. He staged large spectacular productions based on contemporary events (like the Great Indian
Mutiny) and he encouraged star names from London to make guest appearances at Swansea.
One of the
“biggest” names he attracted was the “smallest” - General Tom Thumb - billed as the “smallest man in the
world”.
The next manager, Wybert Reeve, faced serious competition from the Swansea Music Hall which opened in
Cradock Street. It was a splendid and elegant new building and served to emphasise that the 57 year old
Theatre Royal was now old-fashioned: the stage equipment was seriously out of date, and everything
backstage was crumbling and neglected. In 1867 the theatre was closed for renovation. The floor of the stage
and the pit were lowered by five feet and taken under the boxes. The proscenium was moved back six feet,
thus increasing the seating capacity of the pit by 200. Separate entrances were created for the pit, the gallery
and the more expensive boxes. The boxes received a splendid new entrance in front of the building, the gallery
door was moved to the side of the building in Goat Street. A new stage and grooves was erected, so that the
height of the scenery was increased to 17 feet instead of the former 13 feet. The interior was completely and
lavishly redecorated.
The new manager, Mrs Pitt, proudly reopened her splendidly renovated theatre in June 1867 with Dion
Boucicault’s hit play “The Streets of London” – suitably adapted into “The Streets of Swansea”. This was a
good start to a successful few months, culminating in a sell-out pantomime. But things fell away in the New
Year. Mrs Pitt left to manage the Surrey Theatre in London, and a series of temporary managers struggled to
keep the theatre open.
In 1869 the Theatre Royal had a new tenant, George Melville, a 55 year old actor who had already established
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himself as a theatre manager in Cardiff and was planning to branch out into the world of music hall and variety.
Within a few years George had also taken over the old Amphitheatre in Wind Street and rebuilt it as a music
hall and variety house. The day-to-day running of the new Star Amphitheatre was in the hands of George’s
young son, Andrew.
The theatre scene in Swansea was now in the hands of one family – the Melvilles. However, on January 28th
1884 the Theatre Royal suffered considerable damage from a fire, and remained unused for many months due
to a dispute with the insurance company. The Swansea authorities were very concerned about the lack of fire
exits at the Theatre Royal, and insisted on a large number of safety measures and some rebuilding. George
Melville was not prepared to invest in the building whilst it was still legally owned by the remainder of the
original Tontine, and the theatre remained empty and unused for five years until a compromise was achieved,
and a special effort was made to get the theatre back into full-time operation.
However, the old theatre was no longer attractive to touring companies. It gradually ceased to stage any
theatrical productions and was used rarely, and then only for choral evenings and the occasional religious
meeting. The Theatre Royal was slowly fading away, partly a deliberate move on Melville’s part, and partly
due to the opening of rival theatres. By the early 1890s the Theatre Royal had effectively ceased to be used as
a theatre. It stood, almost derelict, for the next few years until the opening of the Grand and the New Empire
made it clear the town had no further need for its Theatre Royal. As the new century opened, the old theatre
was demolished.

BUSTIN’S CONCERT ROOMS
1850c Mentioned. No further details
Further information is needed.

MUSIC HALL / ALBERT HALL
1864
1881
1910
1922
1929
1935
1977
1978
2007

Opened as the Music Hall
Renamed the Albert Hall
Showed its first films
Some remodelling for permanent use as a cinema
Equipped with sound
Renovation, building additions, and re-styling
Closed
Re-opened as a Bingo Hall
Closed and left unused

The Music Hall, which opened in Cradock Street in 1864, aimed at being a particularly high-class example of
the rapidly developing music-hall scene of the time. It featured a large variety of attractions aimed at the
“ordinary” but respectable
working classes. In the
early 1870s the Swansea
Music Hall, still a new
building, saw its business
collapse. It was forced to
close through lack of
support and re-launched
itself as a more serious
musical venue, staging
classical concerts, choral
events, religious meetings
and musical evenings
In 1874 the Music Hall
was host to the Fisk
Jubilee Singers. This was
a gro u p o f bla ck
Americans raising money

Swansea

13

for the Fisk University, Nashville, Tennessee. The
Fisk University was established after the American
Civil War to provide University education for freed
black slaves. Over 1500 people attended the
Swansea concert, making it one of the most
successful of the UK tour.
In 1881 it underwent some refurbishment and reopened with a new name: the Albert Hall. It was
intended that this new name – echoing the name of
the 11 year old national concert hall built in
Kensington as a memorial to the Queen’s consort –
would emphasise the respectability of the premises
and dissociate it from its earlier few years.
Many famous names appeared at the Albert Hall
over the years: in the 1880s the legendary diva,
Adelina Patti, gave three fund-raising concerts for
local charities; on March 29th 1884 Oscar Wilde
gave a lecture entitled “How to arrange your
household furniture”; and in 1901 the Albert Hall
was chosen for Swansea’s official memorial concert
to celebrate the life of the late Queen Victoria.
In September 1907 the Albert Hall staged one of the
most bizarre and hugely popular events ever known
in Swansea. William Coutts (manager of the Star
Theatre) hired the Albert Hall for one week to
present the “miraculous” Dr Walford Bodie. Bodie
was paid the staggering sum of £200 for the week—
said to be the biggest salary ever paid to any artist—and certainly proved to be a major attraction. Hundreds of
people were turned away each night, and William Coutts re-booked the Albert Hall four weeks later for a
repeat performance—this time paying Bodie £250 for the week.
The Cambrian Daily Leader reported on the show:
“Never before has anything of the kind been witnessed here. The whole performance is truly marvellous
and thousands will be attracted to the hall during the week. . . At the first house on Monday Dr Bodie
operated on a young man named Brinley Griffiths, twenty-two years of age, who has suffered from
paralysis of the left leg, it was stated, since he was a year and four months old. . . His withered and
lifeless leg was exposed to the audience. . . He could only get along with the aid of leg irons. Ten
minutes after his arrival on the platform Griffiths was enabled, after undergoing Dr Bodie’s magnetic
treatment, to leave the stage unaided. .. The audience cheered and applauded in the wildest manner. . “
A memorial concert was held
at the Albert Hall following
the sinking of the Titanic in
1912, and shortly afterwards
the Hall began showing early
films.
It was in regular
cinema use by 1922, and in
1929 the Hall was equipped
with sound equipment and a
projection box hung under the
front of the circle so that it
could have a straight throw to
the screen situated at the front
of the stage.
In 1935 the Albert Hall was
further altered when the foyer
was redesigned in Art Deco
style, a new canopy was fitted
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around the front of the building and the original exterior arches were removed. It was then firmly established as
Swansea's leading cinema, with a seating capacity of 2,200.
Between 1955 and 1976 the building was owned by the Jackson Withers Circuit who allowed it to fall into
some disrepair: several parts of the auditorium were closed off due to falling brick work and much of the
seating had become unusable. In 1977 it was bought by the Rank Organisation and reopened in March 1978 as
a Bingo Hall, having been refurbished and redecorated, albeit in somewhat gaudy bingo colours. During this
refurbishment the stage had been removed, and the former foyer spaces turned into offices. Despite the loss of
the stage, it would still host the occasional visiting variety name, performing between bingo games – and these
names included Three Degrees, Faith Brown, Frankie Vaughan, Little And Large, Tammy Jones, and Windsor
Davies.
Bingo continued until March 31st 2007, under Rank and then later, Mecca, and then the Hall was closed and
boarded up. The building still exists – happily with a Preservation Order – as one of the hidden gems of
Swansea’s historical past. However, its future use is now uncertain.

STAR THEATRE / NEW THEATRE /THEATRE ROYAL / RIALTO
1860
1870
1875
1902
1912
1915
1922
1931
1960s
1968

Built as the Prince of Wales Amphitheatre
Rebuilt as the Swansea Circus and music hall
Reconstructed as the Star Theatre
“Entirely reconstructed”
Re-named the Theatre Royal
Became a full-time cinema, the Royal Theatre
Reverted to live shows and variety
Mostly dismantled and replaced with the Rialto cinema
Closed and unused
Demolished

At the end of the 1850s Henry Clare built a wooden amphitheatre in Wind Street on the site of what had
formerly been the Star Inn, and promoted it as the Prince of Wales Amphitheatre, and sometimes as the
Swansea Circus. It seems to have been a bit of a ramshackle place, and in October 1869 the local magistrates
refused to give it a licence on safety grounds.
It was replaced with a more permanent building, presumably around 1870, and then, two years later, was
involved in a scandal when the local press, the “Cambrian”,
started a campaign calling for its closure. The paper called on
local magistrates to ban Ernest Boulton, a female impersonator,
from appearing at the Swansea Circus in Wind Street. The
prospect of a man dressed in women’s clothing was deeply
offensive and should not be permitted in a respectable town like
Swansea, they said.
On July 24th 1874 the “Cambrian” carried an advert announcing
that the lease of the Circus, Wind Street, was offered for sale.
The lease was taken over by the Melville family, and after
considerable re-building, a Theatre License for the
Amphitheatre was granted to Andrew Melville on 12th
November 1875. The Theatre was renamed the Star.
Andrew was the elder son of George Melville Robbins, who had
taken over Swansea’ Theatre Royal five years earlier. Initially
the Melvilles planned to run the Theatre Royal as a house of
drama and the Star Amphitheatre as a house of variety. Within
the first two years the Melvilles were successful enough to
concentrate their efforts on the Star and allow the Theatre Royal
to serve as an “overflow” theatre, and a venue available for
outsiders to rent for all manner of purposes.
The father and son team now began a 25 year period of running
Swansea’s most successful theatre. Their mix of musical acts,
comedies, tragedies and their hallmark thrilling melodramas –
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many of them written by
their own
family
members – were to make
the Star a well supported
and money-making
venture.
In the mid-1880s they
carr i ed ou t m ajor
improvements to the Star
and renamed it the New
Theatre, but, as so often
happens, Swansea people
did not take to the new
name – and it was still
popularly referred to as
the “Star”. In July 1885
the theatre was regularly
advertised as the “New
Theatre and Star Opera
House, Swansea” perhaps adding the word “opera” in an attempt to enhance the respectable image of the theatre.
By early 1891 the Melville Family was no longer in control of the old Theatre Royal. It appears George Melville
had originally taken a 21 year lease on the Royal, and either he decided not to renew it, or the landowners decided to
offer it to a rival company.
The new management at the Theatre Royal was headed by a Mr Alex Stacey, who immediately set himself up in
opposition to the Star, and over the next few years there was serious rivalry between Swansea’s three principal
theatres; the Theatre Royal (run by Alex Stacey), the Swansea Pavilion (shortly to become Oswald Stoll’s Empire
Theatre) and the New Theatre and Star Opera House (run by the Melvilles.) And to spice things up, occasionally the
Albert Hall would stage a major attraction in competition with them.
In December 1895 Andrew Melville suddenly collapsed whilst rehearsing the pantomime “Forty Thieves” at the
Grand Birmingham. His son, Walter, aged 20, took over that show. His other son, Frederick, aged 18, took over
producing Andrew’s pantomime at the Star, Swansea. It was a great shock when Andrew died a few weeks later,
aged just 43. The shock of losing his first-born son had a profound effect on George Melville - he never recovered
from the event – and he, too died, within two years. He was aged 74.
In March 1897 the Star was offered for sale by private treaty, but it seems that no sale took place, and the theatre
closed and remained mostly empty and unused for the next three years. By the spring of 1902 the Star was under the
management of William (“Billy”) Coutts from the Lyceum Birmingham, and in October he announced: “The
entirely reconstructed New Star Theatre opens on October 27th with “The Belle of Cairo” starring Miss Ada
Blanch”.
At this time the New Star had a proscenium opening of 25ft, six dressing
rooms, and claimed it could hold 2,000 people. The theatre carried on
with a mix of variety, melodrama, touring shows and pantomime and by
the end of 1905 Billy Coutts had made enough profit to increase his
business interest by buying the lease on the Palace Theatre in the High
Street.
Billy Coutts now owned two of the town’s principal theatres and was
beginning to dabble in the new phenomenon of “moving pictures”. His
first big theatrical success was to bring to Swansea the famous “Buffalo
Bill” - William F. Cody - in a Wild West Show. (In the event, it turned
out that this “Buffalo Bill” was a fraud, though this was not discovered
until a long time afterwards. A Samuel Cowdery, buffalo hunter, wildwest showman and aviation pioneer had changed his surname to “Cody”
and was happy to be taken for the original “Buffalo Bill” throughout a
long touring career in Great Britain.)
Samuel F. Cowdery—the “fake” Buffalo Bill

Billy Coutts brought classical ballet and even the Castellano Opera
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Company to the Star, but the
times were changing. Theatres
everywhere were closing and
being converted into cinemas.
He converted the Palace
Theatre into the “Popular
Picture Hall” and gradually
began to accumulate other
cinemas in the area. By May
1912 the Coutts Organisation
was described as the largest
entertainment enterprise in
South Wales, claiming 200
employees on the permanent
staff. Worked once-nightly, his
ten cinemas could take £250 a
night and accommodate 11,500
people.
However, the Star remained a
live theatre throughout, and,
rather curiously he made a
sudden decision to change the
name of the Star Theatre. The
The Star in the course of demolition. (It is just possible to see the words
attraction during the week
st
“All
the World’s a Stage” above the proscenium arch. These words were also
commencing December 31
above the Morriston Opera House—but in Welsh!
1912 was “A Girl without
Conscience”. Towards the end
of that week an advert for the following show appeared inviting “all playgoers in Swansea and District to attend
the opening of the Theatre Royal, Swansea on Monday evening next, January 6th, 1913 at 7.30 when Hall Caine’s
successful play “The Christian” will be presented by Marcus Draper and Co.”
The outbreak of the Great War placed all manner of restrictions on theatres: no alcohol could be sold after 9pm, the
sale of sweets and chocolates was banned after 8pm, an Amusements Tax was introduced, forcing a significant
ticket price increase, shows were urged to save electricity by reducing their running times, all display lighting was
banned, and power supplies to tramways and electric railways were rationed. It was becoming harder and harder
to make a profit out of running a theatre.
On Boxing Day 1915 the Star/ Theatre Royal re-opened as a “high-class picture house”, now called the Royal
Theatre. It seems that the Coutts Circuit was now almost exclusively a cinema business, with hardly any live
theatre activity in any of his premises. In 1920 the Theatre Royal briefly returned to live theatre with a season
from the H. Evans Gibbon Repertory Company, but just as quickly seems to have gone back to being a cinema.
And then in August 1922 the whole of the Coutts organization seems to have suffered a major crisis. His cinemas
closed.
The Theatre Royal was taken over by new management and within a short while the theatre was once more being
used for live shows. In 1924 it offered attractions varying from Chester and Lee’s Marionettes to full-scale variety
bills, and in September of that year was advertising for “dramas, revues and star combinations”, with respondents
asked to apply to “the manager” – his name was not given.
The following year the Theatre Royal continued to offer touring plays and variety shows, this time advertising the
manager’s name as Marcus Solomon. However, in the Trade Directories from 1925 onwards, the Theatre Royal is
no longer listed as a touring theatre and appears under the classification “picture house”. In 1931 The Star/Theatre
Royal/Royal Theatre along with other theatres in the town, succumbed to the “talkies” craze. It was rebuilt and
adapted for sound, and reopened as the Rialto Cinema. By the early 1960s it had become something of a fleapit.
It was finally demolished in 1968. It didn’t quite make its centenary.
The site was eventually redeveloped and it became an integral part of Swansea’s nightlife, surrounded by bars,
restaurants and frequented by the more affluent of revellers. By 2010 the site was a restaurant and bar called “La
Tasca”
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FOXHOLE MUSIC HALL
1869 Open before now?
In the early 1870s George Melville took over the dilapidated wooden circus in Wind Street and rebuilt it as the
Star Theatre. The Melville Family papers contain an old photograph of this site and written on the back of this
photo are the words “site formerly called the Foxhole Music Hall”. This might be considered evidence enough,
but the writing is much more recent and seems to have been written (in ballpoint!) perhaps in the 1960s.
In October 1892 the local industrialist Grenfell Company went into voluntary liquidation and amongst the
listing of their vast property holdings in Swansea, is the Foxhole Music Hall. However, at this time there
seems to be no record of such a building anywhere in Swansea. Possibly the 1892 Grenfell legal papers are
using the original name – and the property referred to had subsequently been leased to the Melvilles and given
a new name. Or, possibly the Foxhole Music Hall was a completely different building. More research is
needed.

GLOSTER MUSIC HALL
1880 Open before now
The Gloster Music Hall (Proprietor Mr R. Russell) is listed in an 1880 Directory of Swansea businesses. An
advert in The Stage in August 1884 is seeking actors and actresses for a season at the Theatre Royal,
Barnstaple. Applicants are asked to write to a Mr C. Haynes at the Glos’ter Music Hall, Swansea, so it would
appear by 1884 Mr Haynes was responsible for running both venues. Further information is needed.

CORPORATION MUSIC HALL
1880 Open by now
This is listed in The Stage in December 1880, where ownership is credited to Mr W. Jenkins. Further
information is needed.

DRILL HALL / PRINCE OF WALES HALL
1882 Open for theatre use by now
1883 Remodelled as the Prince of Wales Hall
1896 Demolished .
The Drill Hall occupied the site in Singleton Street which
eventually became the Grand Theatre. By the spring of 1883, its
military days over, the Drill Hall was being used for entertainment
purposes and for fit-up productions. In April 1883 it staged the
premiere of a “new and original agricultural comic opera” called
“The Rustic” composed by W.F. Hulley, who had already
established himself as an opera composer with “The Coastguard” .
(This latter work would be chosen as the opera to open Adelina
Patti’s Craig-y-Nos Theatre seven years later.)
In November 1883 the old Drill Hall underwent major renovation
and reconstruction and was renamed the Prince of Wales Hall. An
advertisement stated: “This new Hall is situate in the centre of the
town and is especially adapted for evening entertainments, with
ante-rooms and other necessary offices. Licensed for Dramatic
Performance. The principal floor is 68 ft by 62 ft, stage 45 ft by
19 ft, balcony extra. Will seat 300 persons, Minor hall 20 by 28,
quite separate approach. For terms apply to the Secretary,
Singleton Street, Swansea.”

Charles Dickens, Jnr.

In January 1887, the Drill Hall presented the touring production of “Hazel Kirk” performed by Miss Kate
Berresford and her Capital Company. It is known that Charles Dickens, Junior, the son of the great writer,
performed at the Prince of Wales Hall in 1888 and 1889—giving dramatic readings from his father’s works. It
was also a popular venue for local amateur companies. The Proprietor and Manager was Mr W. Pike. In the
mid 1890s he sold the site to Frederick Mouillot to enable the Grand Theatre to be built.
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FLETCHER’S MUSIC HALL
1884 Opened?
In January 1885 a newspaper review mentions that Fletcher’s Music Hall in Swansea has recently been doing such
good business that the management have announced their intention to enlarge the premises. In April that year it
was reported “Fletcher’s Music Hall (Manager Mr Arthur Dashwood) is a place of amusement in Swansea which
has recently been doing good business. It wishes to announce “a gigantic programme for Eastertide”.
Further information is needed.

PAVILION / EMPIRE PALACE / PALACE
1888
1892
1895
1900
1912
1923
1953
1961
1967
1971

Opened as the Pavilion Music Hall & Theatre of Varieties
Renamed the Empire Palace
Regularly referred to as the Swansea Empire
Renamed the Palace when the New Empire opened
Renamed the Popular Picture House and used as a cinema
Reverted to name Palace Theatre of Varieties & used as cine-variety
Damaged by fire and restored as the Palace Theatre
Closed and left unused.
Reopened as a bingo hall
Used as a nightclub – stage and auditorium still intact
Later used as a temporary warehouse, then a gay club
1992 Finally closed and gradually becoming derelict
The Swansea Pavilion opened on Christmas Eve, 1888. It was a purpose-built music hall/variety theatre, created
as a joint venture between a tramway company and a local businessman, Mr Almond. Originally it had a capacity
of 900 with excellent sightlines because of the new cantilever-beam building style. It was created on a small
triangular site at a cost £10,000. Backstage were six dressing rooms on three floors. At the corner of each
dressing room on the upper two floors was a triangular trap door under which a ladder went down to the next
dressing room. This was the fire-escape for the artists. The most unusual features of the new theatre were the
balcony fronts. Instead of being the more common balustrades with plaster mouldings, they were open-fronted
and made from decorative iron. The Pavilion was just four years old when it was taken over by a mother and son
who were already running a music hall in Cardiff, Adelaide and Oswald Stoll
In April 1892 the trade press reported:
“Great improvements have been made in the Empire, Swansea which was reopened on Easter Monday
under the management of Mr Oswald Stoll, whose successful music-hall catering in Cardiff and Newport
(Mon.) promises to be repeated in Swansea. The greater portion of the pit, from the orchestra to the
pillars beneath the balcony, has been transformed into luxurious stalls seated in crimson plush. Large
gilded mirrors are ranged entirely around the walls. The floor has been covered with noiseless cork
carpeting. The lighting has been rearranged and improved and the whole house has been repainted and
redecorated. The old boxes have been removed from the balcony which has been furnished with long,
semi-circular cushioned loungers also in crimson plush. Massive mirrors adorn the balcony walls.
New scenery has been painted.”
The Stolls’ New Empire opened on Easter Monday with a twice-nightly programme at 7pm and 9pm. Top of the
bill for the opening was Leoni Clark “with his troupe of trained cats, rats, mice, canaries, rabbits and cockatoos,

Dan Leno, George Robey, Little Tich and Marie Lloyd
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from the Canterbury and Paragon,
London”.
Also appearing were
George Robey, “Character
Comedian”;
Hassan. “the great
American acrobat”;
May Clark,
“ballad vocaliste”; Tracey and Lyons,
“patterers, singers and dancers”;
Florence Smithers, Owen Dacroy and
Company in a sketch “Hard Lines”,
and Bonnie Kate Harvey, “The Queen
of Serio-Comedy”.
The Stolls ran the theatre for eight
years. During these years the New
Empire was the premiere variety
house in Swansea. Many famous
performers of the age appeared at the
Pavilion – Marie Lloyd, Dan Leno,
The Palace, renamed the People’s Bioscope in 1912
Vesta Victoria, George Robey, and
Little Tich. In 1896 the New Empire
hosted Swansea’s first ever cinema show. During the Stolls’ final six months at the New Empire they delighted
Swansea audiences with stars like Harry Champion (“Boiled Beef and Carrots”), George Lashwood (“In the TwiTwi-Twilight”) and Hetty King (“All the Nice Girls Love a Sailor”).
In 1900 Oswald Stoll built his new Swansea Empire in Oxford Street, and put the old one up for sale. Since he
insisted on his monopoly of the name “Empire”, the new owners were obliged to find another name for the
Pavilion/New Empire. The new name was the Palace Theatre of Varieties.
These were very difficult years for the new owners of the Palace. All the big-name variety performers were under
contract to Stoll at his Empire, and the newly built theatre in Oxford Street was the last word in elegance, making
the Palace in comparison seem a bit shabby, even though it had undergone some re-decoration in 1901. All the
popular melodramas and smaller London tours were the province of the Melvilles at the Star. All the bigger and
more prestigious London tours were being engaged by the newly opened Swansea Grand Theatre.
The Palace was struggling – and it was only twelve years old. In 1905 things changed. William Coutts, the popular
manager who had taken over running the Star in Wind Street, now raised the funds to take over at the Palace as
well. Under joint management, the Star and Palace were no longer competitors, they were partners. Billy Coutts
could carefully book his attractions so that there were no clashes, and he could arrange the programme to give
audiences the widest possible choice.
In the August 2nd edition of The Stage 1906 he placed an advert for the Palace Theatre, Swansea saying:
“Wanted: First Class Dramatic Companies for September 3rd onwards. Will Managers please note that this
beautiful theatre will be opened as a Drama House on September 3rd and being situated in the vicinity nearest the
great tin and copper works should prove a veritable goldmine appealing as it will to an industrial population of
100,00. The Palace Theatre has cost upwards of £20,000 and is replete with every modern appliance and
convenience. It holds about 1,000 persons and is, perhaps, the most charming Bijou Playhouse in the Provinces.
Manager: Samuel Powell”
The 1906 autumn season of dramas offered Dora Dench and full company in “The Rich and Poor of London” and
“A Rogue’s Daughter” with Madge Devereaux—but the business was not good and the Palace quickly returned to
Variety.
However, given a choice, much of the Palace’s audience showed a strong preference for the new-fangled cinema.
For a while the Palace was renamed the Palace Bioscope, and by 1912, the Palace was called the Popular Picture
Hall and ceased to stage live shows.
For another ten years or so the Palace operated as a cinema, but by 1923 Swansea was home to several purposebuilt cinemas. The Palace had not been designed for cinema shows and the newer premises offered a better view of
the screen and greater comfort. So the Palace returned to live entertainment, and returned to its former name, the
Palace Theatre of Varieties. In 1924 a revival of “Casey’s Court” played to full houses and was followed by a
series of popular touring revues. By 1928 the management of the Palace changed hands. The lessees were now
Reeve and Russell Ltd under the General Management of J. Rowland Sales and with Will Scotton as the resident
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manager. It was proudly announced that “This theatre is being
repainted throughout and decorated and brought up to date and run
on first class lines under the personal management of Reeve &
Russell Ltd.”
Later that year the Palace was host to the famous Dr Walford
Bodie, who by now had extended his repertoire in an act in which
he would cure the lame and the sick with his bloodless surgery
using hypnotism and electricity through the use of what he titled
Electric Linament, Bodie's Health Spa and Electric Life Pills. This
act drew huge crowds to the Palace. (Twenty-one years earlier he
had achieved the same kind of success at Swansea’s Albert Hall.)
In 1932, the Palace was wired for cinema sound, and was renamed
the New Palace Cinema. The next sixteen years saw the theatre
used chiefly as a cinema though there was the occasional amateur
hiring or one night concert to keep alive the old traditions.
In
March 1949, in the middle of a film show, the Palace suffered some
serious fire damage. Most of the damage was confined to the
backstage area – and part of the roof above the stage fell in. Some
remedial work was carried out to make the building water-tight and
safe, but it then remained unused.
In 1953 the Palace re-opened as a theatre with the Maudie Edwards Repertory Company. This came about as a
result of a major quarrel at the Swansea Grand Theatre. Maudie Edwards had played three successful repertory
seasons at the Grand but during her third season a dispute arose over money. Her contract was not renewed.
Instead, a contract was offered to her assistant, the actor Terence Dudley. He would form a new company under his
own name and take over from Maudie Edwards .
She was furious, and she immediately sued the Grand Theatre’s proprietors for breach of contract. She lost the
case. Since Hell hath no fury like an actress scorned, she came up with a brilliant revenge scheme. She raised
enough money to renovate and re-open the Palace Theatre, and decided to stage her own repertory season in
opposition to the Grand. Swansea, struggling to support just one repertory company, now had two. Neither, of
course, could succeed. However, Maudie Edwards survived at the Palace long enough to see the Terence Dudley
Company go under, and long enough to consider she had got her own back on the Grand Theatre.
By mid-1955 the Palace was again facing closure. This time the saviours were a group of long-established amateur
actors known as the Swansea Little Theatre. Originally based in Southend, Mumbles, they had frequently hired
both the Empire and the Grand for their productions. Now they took the opportunity to secure their own theatre.
They paid an annual rent for the Palace and were responsible for its upkeep. They used it as a regular base for their
own productions, they hired it out to other amateur companies, and they brought in occasional professional
companies.
In 1960 the Swansea Little Theatre hosted a professional production of “Have a Cigarette” – the play in which
Antony Hopkins (later Sir Anthony Hopkins) made his professional debut. However, by 1961, the owners of the
Palace decided to demolish the theatre and develop the site with office premises. The Little Theatre was obliged to
move out and the Palace ceased to be used as a theatre. Fortunately the redevelopment did not take place. In the 50
or so years since then it has been dark as a theatre – save for the very rare special staged event, including a
fascinating production of Stephen Sondheim’s
musical “Follies” in 2002. It was used as a
furniture warehouse and showroom, served as a
Bingo Hall for a long time, and then became a
gay disco called “Jingles”.
It has fallen into a scandalous state of disrepair
and is currently almost derelict. Now it is now
subject to an attempt to save the building and reopen it as a live entertainment venue, though this
is looking extremely unlikely despite the fact it is
one of the very last remaining Victorian music
halls in Britain. In 2014 an emergency £75,000
has been offered by Swansea Corporation to
enable the owners, a property development
company, to make the building water-tight and
reduce any further decay.
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OPERA HOUSE / PICTUREDROME / REGAL Morriston
1897
1901
1903
1910
1930s
1962
1965

Opened
Major improvements to the building
Contents sold, and theatre closed.
Reopened as the Picturedrome & Bioscope Hall
Renamed the Regal
Closed
Demolished

The New Opera House, Morriston opened in the third week of August 1897.
Located in Woodfield Street, the centre of the town, its stage dimensions
were 50ft by 25ft, and the theatre had overhead lighting and footlights, a
fly-tower for drop scenery, and a seating capacity of 1100. Written above the
proscenium arch were the words
Chwaraefwrdd Yw'r Byd

Alfred Denville

(which translates as “All the world’s a stage”) . It is not known if it was
built on the same site as the former Prince of Wales Theatre – a “portable” –
but it seems that the earlier theatre disappeared from the records shortly
before the opening of the Opera House. The publicity for the opening
emphasises the word “New” – it is the “New” Opera House, which suggests
the management were at pains to point out it was a completely new building.

The opening performance was “Ingomar”, featuring William Calvert and
Clara Cowper in the leading roles. Towards the end of 1899 the owners employed a very young man to serve
as their manager, the 23 year old actor Alfred Denville. Alfred Denville created a “stock” company – a very
early form of repertory – and began producing shows of his own as well as renting the theatre to touring
productions
A year later, in November 1900, it was announced that Alfred Denville in his own right had taken a long lease
on the Morriston Opera House, and his new management would commence its reign on December 22nd. The
plays would be presented in “repertory”, with the same actors appearing successive weeks in different
attractions. Initially this new and unusual kind of “stock” or “repertory” company met with great success.
Audiences flocked to the theatre and soon developed a series of favourites amongst the players.
That first season ended in June 1901 with a production of “The Avenging Hand”, and the Opera House then
closed for two months for extensive alterations and renovation of the stage and auditorium. It reopened on
August Bank Holiday, claiming to be the best equipped theatre in South Wales.
The second season ran from August 1901 to February 1902 and included such attractions as “The Reign of
Terror” and “Rip van Winkle”. In November Denville staged “The Death of General Gordon or the Fall of
Khartoum”, the biggest success so far witnessed at the Opera House. “George Burt played Gordon and Mr
Wal J. Edwards played
Mahmoud.
Denville
himself played the role
of Terry O’Halloram.
A notable feature was
the attendance of the 1st
Glamorgan Voluntary
Artillery and the fine
band of the regiment
which assisted in the
entry of Lord Kitchener
(Mr Tom Wilson) into
Khartoum.
This
spectacle was hugely
admired and a cause of
much
patriotic
cheering.”
One

of

Denville’s
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Christmas attractions was a Welsh
pantomime entitled “Llewellyn E’en
Llyw Olaf”.
He was tapping a
completely new audience since none of
the other theatres in the area had staged
an all Welsh language production in
living memory. He was much praised for
his energetic and pioneering approach to
theatre management, for his personal
abilities as an actor, and for his
commitment to local (Welsh) culture.
And yet something went wrong. The
season ended abruptly on February 8th
1902. Several of the actors and actresses
in his stock company took adverts in the
“Stage” and the “Era” thanking him
most sincerely for their six month engagement at the Opera House Morriston and at the same time advertising
their own immediate availability. Mr and Mrs Denville (she was known professionally as Miss Kate Saville)
themselves placed advertisements stating they were “disengaged” and were available for any suitable
employment.
It is not known what caused the abrupt departure of the Denvilles. Had they run of out money? Was the
competition from the Swansea theatres proving too great? Whatever the reasons, the Morriston Opera House
immediately began a new season under the management of Mrs Edwin Clarke (lessee) and Edwin Clarke,
General Manager.
The Clarkes’ season included productions of “Rollicking Robinson Crusoe” and the premiere of a new play
called “Sins in the City”, but within six months they were advertising for staff familiar with the operation of the
new cinema-type equipment. This suggests that the regular production of plays and musicals was now
interspersed with some film and bioscope shows. Suddenly, the Opera House was up for sale. On March 19th
1903 the following appeared in the press:
“Notice to Theatre Proprietors, Managers etc. To be sold, Cheap, Scenery consisting of cloths, sky
borders, wings, flats, etc. also rollers, stage screws, check boxes and other accessories. Must be sold by
25th inst. Full particulars may be obtained of or inspection made by appointment with the Secretary,
D.J.Thomas, New Opera House, Morriston”
And that, it seems, was the end of live theatre in Morriston for some time. Little is known about the use of the
building for the next seven years but in 1910 William Coutts, the Swansea theatre and cinema impresario,
announced the opening of his “Bioscope Hall” in Morriston. This was advertised as a cine-variety hall seating
over 1000 people. It is likely that the Bioscope Hall was a new name and a conversion of the old Opera House.
In later years the Bioscope Hall was renamed the Picturedrome and used exclusively as a cinema. Later still it
changed its name to the Regal Cinema. The last film was shown on 4th August 1962 and the building was
demolished in 1965. It was a famous landmark in Morriston due to the figure of Mercury on the top of the dome.

GRAND THEATRE
1897
1934
1949
1968
1972c
1982

Opened
Closed and used exclusively as a cinema
Returned to theatre use with occasional film seasons
Auditorium and foyers renovated
Bought by Swansea City Council
Major rebuilding and magnificent restoration

The Grand Theatre was officially opened on Monday 26th July 1897 by the
famous opera star, Madame Adelina Patti. Built on the site of the former
Drill Hall, it was a magnificent Renaissance style theatre, decorated with the
charming excess of late Victoriana, estimated to have cost £20,000, and said
to hold some 2,500 people.
The opening production was “The Geisha”, the “Japanese” musical hit from
Daly’s Theatre in London, and the following weeks included tours from
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several London theatres and visits from
the D’Oyly Carte and the Arthur
Rousbey Opera Companies. The season
ended with the spectacular pantomime
“Robinson Crusoe”, created “in-house”
by the theatre’s owners.

Henry Irving

For its first three decades the Grand
operated as a number one touring venue
and attracted all the leading performers
and top attractions of the age: artists
such as Herbert Beerbohm Tree, Frank
Curzon, Ben Greet and Robert
Courtneidge appeared in the early
years, and shortly after the accession of
King Edward VII, in February 1903 the
legendary Sir Henry Irving made his
first visit to Swansea. It was a brief,
three-day visit, during which he
appeared in his much acclaimed role
as Mathias in “The Bells” and as
Shylock and Napoleon. He returned in
October 1904 as part of his farewell
tour.

Another big event was the appearance
on Saturday 17th June 1905 of the
legendary Sarah Bernhardt.
She
appeared as part of a six week season
of historical costume dramas, and her
one-night only performance was her
legendary portrayal of “La Dame aux
Camelias”.
This was, of course,
performed in French and was packed
to the rafters. She was cheered on her
first entrance and given many
resounding curtain-calls at the end.
Ivor Novello
However, the following week she was
not so popular when the local press
reported she had described Swansea as a “dirty town”.

Sarah Bernhardt

Mrs Patrick Campbell

For the general public the most significant event of 1914 was a second visit from Sarah Bernhardt. This was,
again, just for one night—Friday July 10th 1914—and the play was “Nana”, another of Bernhardt’s celebrated
roles. However, that was soon eclipsed by the outbreak of war.
Wartime regulations created lots of problems for theatres: restrictions on the sale of alcohol and confectionery,
no use of electricity or gas in theatres between 10.30pm and 1pm the following day except for “necessary
cleaning, watching or rehearsal”, and, worst of all, the punitive Entertainments Tax, which added considerably
to the cost of each ticket.
As a result, the Swansea Grand was struggling. The last quarter of 1918 was marked with a disastrous outbreak
of Spanish ’flu. Business dropped disastrously. Things improved slightly during the first half of the Twenties,
with visits from famous names like Forbes Robertson, Bransby Williams, Matheson Lang, Jack Buchanan, and
the legendary Mrs Pat Campbell. However for most local playgoers of that time the most memorable visit
came in the week of February 18th 1924 when Ivor Novello appeared in the touring production of “The Rat”.
The General Strike and the long lasting strikes in the mining valleys had a direct effect on attendances. Despite
attractions like the Drury Lane production of “Rose Marie”, Jack Buchanan in “Sunny”, and plays like
“Dracula” and the thriller “Alibi” by the new young writer, Agatha Christie, business was disastrous, and not
helped by the fact that 1927 was the wettest and coldest summer for 48 years.
With no foreseeable improvement in theatre attendances, the Grand finally closed as a live theatre on January
13th 1934, and was leased to Captain Billy Willis (who would later turn his lease into an outright purchase in
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1947). The building reopened as the New Grand Cinema
on March 26th 1934. Although it was now a full-time
cinema, the stage and its equipment were kept in working
order, and once every Spring the curtain would go up on a
week of live performances - the Welsh Drama Week.
However, even this one flickering brave attempt at live
theatre came to an end after the 1940 Welsh Drama Week,
when the demands of the Second World War made it
impossible for the company to continue.
At the end of 1947 the Willis Family decided to re-open
the Grand as a live theatre for the pantomime season.
“Babes In The Wood” did excellent business, running for
eleven weeks, and this persuaded Mr Willis to negotiate a
39 week repertory season with the Harry Hansen Court
Players.
The following year he leased the theatre to a rep company
sponsored by the newly created Arts Council, which had
ear-marked Swansea as an area likely to benefit from
investment in theatre arts. Among the performers were
Beatrix Lehman and Wilfred Brambell. The highlight of
the season was a production of “King Lear”, staged as part
of the new Swansea Festival of Music and the Arts. Hugh
Griffith played Lear with Wilfrid Brambell as the Fool, and it is still spoken of as one of the greatest ever
interpretations of this play.
The Arts Council’s second season included newcomers Kenneth Williams and Rachel Roberts, and a
production of Chekhov’s “The Seagull” with the cast including Wilfrid Brambell, Clifford Evans and a young
and almost unknown, Richard Burton. However, although audiences flocked to Swansea’s pantomimes,
attendances at the repertory plays were very poor. The Arts Council withdrew and the director, Clifford Evans,
made a public announcement. “The people of Swansea”, he said, “are not interested in theatre, only in choral
singing”.
Captain Willis negotiated repertory seasons for the next two years with the actress Maudie Edwards, but
decided not to renew her contract for the 1953 season. In her place he invited Terence Dudley to form a
company and take over at the theatre. Terence Dudley had been the assistant producer in Maudie’s team and
she was convinced he had done a secret deal with the Willises to accept a lower percentage. She took legal
action against them both—suing Captain Willis for breach of contract, and Terence Dudley for improper
business practice. She lost both cases.
In a classic and very theatrical piece of revenge, Maudie Edwards opened a rival repertory company at
Swansea’s “other” theatre, and even managed to open on January 26th—one clear week before the Grand’s
own rep season opened with “Charley’s Aunt”.
The rival companies battled it out for the next two
years, but both of them finally gave up in 1955.
Over the course of the next year no fewer than three
repertory companies tried to make a go of it at the
Grand. All failed. Then it became clear that advance
sales for the 1956-57 pantomime were not good. A
decision was made to restrict the run to just five
weeks, and then give serious consideration to the
future of the theatre.
On February 4th 1957 a six week fill-in repertory
season was planned, and expected to be a prelude to
closing the theatre and reverting to cinema use. The
young director of this season was an actor called
John Chilvers. His choice of plays led to a better
attendance than the more recent attempts at rep, and
John Chilvers
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when the season ended on March 16th Mr Willis
suggested that John might like to stay on as
temporary manager for the next ten weeks and
resume a rep season on May 27th.
Thus began 25 years of ups and down during which
the reputation of the Grand gradually increased in
status and became established as an artistic
undertaking of major importance to Wales. By the
end of 1959 John Chilvers had been appointed
manager of the Grand in succession to Mr E. T.
Evers, and now held the rather imposing title of
Manager and Artistic Director. A pattern emerged
where the theatre was used for films for a month or
so, followed by an eight month repertory season and
a three month pantomime season. As the years
went by, the films were replaced with touring
shows, and the pantomimes became “in-house”
shows directed by John Chilvers himself.

1970s interior, with bench seating in the gods

The ever-growing profits from these pantomimes
subsidised any losses on the rep seasons, and the
next five years were very successful. Between 1962
and 1967 John Chilvers directed 169 different plays
including 14 world premieres. He had created an
extremely fine repertory company and was earning
admiration and respect from the profession. The
Grand was now the only producing theatre in the
whole of Wales.

1968 started well enough: visiting ballet, the Diana Dors Show, the Swansea Amateurs with “Oklahoma”, and
a brilliant Welsh National Opera season. The operas included a stunning “Carmen” with Joyce Blackham and
David Hughes, Pauline Tinsley at the peak of her career in “Nabucco”, and Delme Bryn Jones as “Rigoletto”.
All seemed fair sailing for the opening of the 32 week rep season, but a blazingly hot summer and serious
inflation saw the theatre make a loss of £5,000 on the year. The following pantomime made a profit of just
£3,000. The Willis family announced the theatre would close on March 30th 1969 and would be converted into
a bingo hall.
In February 1969 the
Council turned down
an application for
planning permission
for change of use from
theatre to bingo. The
Council made tentative
enquiries about buying
the theatre, but the
Willis Family stated
they
were
not
interested in selling the
building.
They
intended to demolish
the theatre and then
sell the site for rede ve lop m e n t — t h us
earning far more
money than retaining
the building itself.
For the next two
months things were on
a knife-edge. It really
Interior after major renovation
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did look as if the theatre
would be demolished,
and would go the same
way as the Swansea
Empire. On May 19th
the Council was able to
announce a deal:
Swansea Corporation had
taken out a ten-year lease
on the Grand.
The
Council would pay a rent
of £5,000 a year for the
first seven years, and then
£6,000 for the remaining
three years. The Council
would also bear the cost
of renovating and
upgrading the building.
Following a £35,000
facelift, and a further
£5,000 on updated
Ronnie Williams and Ryan Davies—”Ryan & Ronnie”
technical equipment,
Swansea’s “Civic”
theatre reopened on 22nd September 1969. That first season established a pattern which was to mark the
remainder of the John Chilvers era. The year would consist of a spring season of touring shows and star names,
followed by a summer repertory season. The late autumn would see another series of visiting shows and would
then culminate in a pantomime.
Over the years the touring shows and star names would include Shirley Anne Field, Valentine Dyall, Ian
McKellen, Sir Bernard Miles, Alexandra Bastedo, David Jason, Davy Jones (of “The Monkees”), Pat Phoenix,
Nicky Henson, Hwyel Bennett, Michael Denison and Dulcie Gray. The successive rep seasons included such
performers as Gilly Adams, Gareth Armstrong, Eleanor Thomas, Islwyn Morris, Myfanwy Talog, Stephen
Mallatratt, Jean Fergusson, Freddie Lees and guest appearances from the celebrated actress, Freda Jackson and
future impresario Bill Kenwright. From the mid 1970s onwards the Grand would include a short summer
season of variety shows, and amongst the stars appearing were Dickie Henderson, Elsie and Doris Waters,
Sandy Powell, Cavan O’Connor and Russ Conway.
The pantomimes of these years became bigger and bigger successes. The 1972-73 pantomime, “Cinderella”,
started a legendary five-year run of Christmas successes which are still remembered today as the Golden Age
of Swansea pantos. During these five years the Swansea pantomimes, starring Ryan Davies, became the
longest running in the country and a not-to-missed part of the annual life of the Swansea community. (“Babes
in the Wood” turned out to be the longest running panto in the history of the Grand—a record that still holds—
and it also turned out to be the last for Ryan. Shortly after the run ended, and whilst on holiday in America,
Ryan died of a sudden heart attack. Most of Wales was in mourning for the man who had become the bestloved Clown Prince of the Nation.)
This mix of touring productions, star-name variety weeks, home-produced repertory plays and highly popular
pantomimes meant that Swansea Grand was now appealing to its widest ever range of audience. Business was
booming. The pattern continued for the rest of the 1970s. The touring productions included performers like
Edward Fox, Robert Stephens, David Jason, Kate O’Mara, Eunice Gayson, Henry McGee, and Sian Hopkins.
The variety shows offered top-name artists like David Nixon, Freddie and the Dreamers, Max Boyce, Charlie
Drake, Cilla Black, Harry Worth, Jimmy Tarbuck, Frankie Vaughan, Frankie Howerd, Leslie Crowther, Arthur
Askey, and Faith Brown.
Throughout the 1970s the Grand received annual visits from various ballet companies and, generally, a spring
and autumn visit from the Welsh National Opera. The opera weeks were guaranteed to sell out in Swansea. If,
in many ways, the 1970s was a golden age for rep, variety and panto at the Grand, then the 1970s was also a
brilliantly exciting decade for Welsh National Opera. Swansea opera-lovers were treated to performances from
singers who would later become great names in international circles - Josephine Barstow, Geraint Evans,
Thomas Allen, Margaret Price, Rita Hunter, and an unforgettable Falstaff from Tito Gobbi.
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As the end of the 70s approached, and the end of Swansea City’s ten-year lease on the building, it was clear that the
Grand Theatre was a jewel in Swansea’s crown. Thanks to the efforts of John Chilvers in its struggling days, and
his energy, talents and enthusiasm in its first civic decade, it was unthinkable that the lease would not be renewed.
Swansea Corporation did more than just renew the lease. They decided the time had come to buy the Grand from the
Willis family, and to enlarge and re-develop it into one of the more important theatres in the country.
In 1976 the Council took the final step and bought the Grand Theatre. It cost £100,000 of which the Welsh Arts
Council gave a special grant of £40,000. Immediately designers and planners started looking at long-term plans for
enlargement and redevelopment of the theatre. In the short term further re-decoration was carried out in 1978 at a
cost of £20,000.
John Chilvers suddenly retired in 1981, following a health scare. He had been in charge of the Grand for twentyfive years. In 1983 work began on various phases which would completely transform the theatre and assure its
future. For most of the three years of this redevelopment the Grand managed to remain open. By the time of the
official completion in 17th December the auditorium had been completely renovated, the original ceiling and
proscenium arch raised, and the benches in the “gods” replaced with tip-up upholstered seating. Backstage the
theatre had acquired a new and much enlarged stage, fly tower, and an enlarged, hydraulic orchestra pit. The overall
cost (with the money provided from various sources—local, national and European) had risen to £6.5 million.
Throughout the years of rebuilding visiting variety stars had included Max Boyce, Ruth Madoc, Val Doonican, Des
O’Connor, Julian Clary, Guy Mitchell, Freddie Starr, Shani Wallis, Gene Pitney, Harry Secombe, Jack Jones, David
Essex, Tammy Wynette, Adam Faith, Elkie Brooks, and Danny la Rue. The pantomime casts had included Paul
Henry, John Inman Roy Barraclough, Bernie Clifton, Freddie Lees and local favourite, Ria Jones. The “straight
theatre” productions had included: Susannah York, Alan Dobie, Richard Todd , Peggy Mount and Glyn Houston.
The world of Swansea Theatre had seen nothing like this since the good old days of the Empire.
There were a few teething and financial problems within the administration of the newly enlarged Grand Theatre,
but eventually things settled down and in 1989 a new manager was appointed. He was Gary Iles, and was to remain
at the helm for the next 22 years.
1997 saw the theatre’s first ever Royal visit—when Princess Margaret came to celebrate the Centenary of Swansea
Grand Theatre. On July 26th 1897 the great opera singer Dame Adelina Patti had attended the Grand for its official
opening. Exactly a century later the great opera singer Dame Gwyneth Jones did exactly the same—this time to
mark the centenary. The Grand Centenary Concert included the opera tenor Dennis O’Neill and Ria Jones, Glyn
Houston, Menna Trussler, Ruth Madoc and Jason Howard.
In the summer of 1999, a new Arts Wing was created over what had been the adjacent bus garage. This provided the
Grand with a studio theatre seating up to 179 people and a state of the art box office. The Arts Wing also contains
exhibition areas, meeting and rehearsal rooms plus a spectacular rooftop Café Bar and roof terrace, and the whole
extension was fully integrated with the main theatre, providing increased access and a lift to all floors.
As the Grand entered its second
century it seemed like the great
days were back again. All the big
names of British Theatre came to
Swansea’s theatre:
light
entertainment names like Shane
Ritchie, Ken Dodd, Tommy
Steele, and Jason Donovon;
touring productions
with
performers like Stephanie
Beacham, Wendy Craig, Prunella
Scales, Trevor Bannister, Letitia
Dean, and Carmen Silvera; major
Ballet and Opera companies; onenight variety shows and concerts;
educational events, children’s
shows and a great deal of
community and local amateur
involvement.
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EMPIRE
1900 Opened as the New Empire
1957 Closed and demolished
Adelaide and Oswald Stoll opened their Swansea Empire in Oxford Street in 1900. It was a replacement for
their smaller New Empire Theatre and was a part of the growing Moss Empire circuit which would become the
major theatre chain in the first half of the 20th Century. The opening night of Swansea Empire proudly boasted
a star attraction, Ida Rene. the famous songstress - though her fame has completely faded in the intervening
century. More enduring names from the Empire’s early years include Harry Tate, George Robey, Fred
Harcourt the Magician, Eugene Stratton and Ventriloquist Fred Russell with Coster Joe his puppet.
Frequently the Empire offered some peculiar oddities. In 1905 Swansea audiences were offered instruction in
“how to cake-walk”. The famous Negro Cakewalkers, Charles E Johnson and Dora Dean, “A Merry Pair who
make things Hustle”, featured in a show called “’Cause I’se in Society Now”.
On 10 July 1910 two future screen legends, Stanley Jefferson (Stan Laurel) and Charlie Chaplin appeared at the
Empire in the same show. Charlie Chaplin played the title role of “Jimmy The Fearless” and Stan Laurel was
further down the cast in a touring Fred Karno comedy. Shortly afterwards the tour went to America where they
both became legends of the silver screen. (Just three years earlier Charlie’s brother, Syd Chaplin, had also
played the Empire in Fred Karno’s “London Suburbia”.)
Stars at the Empire in 1913 included Gertie Gitana (“There’s an Old Mill by the Stream, Nellie Dean”), and
Will Hay (The schoolmaster) . One of the more bizarre attractions at the Empire was in 1914 when Fred Dyer,
the Welsh baritone-boxer sang a selection of songs both popular, operatic and religious and then proceeded to
fight exhibition bouts with volunteers from the audience.
The early War Years saw theatres, music halls and cinemas doing their best ever business. Music Hall stars
like Whit Cunliffe (“She Sells Sea-Shells by the Sea Shore”), George Lashwood (“In the Twi Twi Twi-light”)
and Billy Merson (“The Spaniard who Blighted My Life”) were great attractions in Swansea , and one much
talked-of week saw the Empire packed for the play “The Frenchwoman” starring the famous Lily Langtry,
well known as the former mistress of the late King Edward.
Marie Lloyd, whose previous local appearances had been at the “old Empire” (The Palace in High Street)
returned to Swansea in December 1916, again in February 1920 and for the last time on 11 February 1922. In
October that year she died three days after collapsing onstage at the Edmonton Empire. A special tribute was
paid to her in October 1933 when her sisters, Alice, Rosie, June and Daisy Wood along with her daughter
Marie Lloyd Junior performed together at the Swansea Empire.
The 1920’s brought many great variety artists including Harry Champion, Max Miller, Max Wall, and Nellie

Swansea

29

Wallace. In 1924 Gracie Fields was a great success in Swansea when she came with her first husband,
Archie Pitt, in the hit West End Show “The Tower Of London” .
The 1930’s was the era of the Big Bands, and the Empire presented almost all of them during this decade, Roy
Fox, Henry Hall – who famously recorded “Teddy Bears’ Picnic” in 1932, which subsequently sold a million
copies—and Harry Roy and Band all attracted packed houses. In 1937 Dorothy Squires made her Swansea
Empire debut with the Billy Reid Orchestra.
During the 1930s Swansea audiences were entertained by double-acts like of Flanagan & Allen, Jewel &
Warris, and Elsie & Doris Waters as well as jazz legends Louis Armstrong and Larry Adler, comedians like
Ted Ray, Tommy Handley and Tommy Trinder.
Early in 1940 the entertainer Brian Michie was presenting his “Youth Takes a Bow” talent show at the Swansea
Empire. Two young lads, Eric and Ernie, were invited to appear with their separate acts. They met for the first
time at the Monday band call. That meeting would eventually lead to the formation of Britain’s best-loved
double-act – Morecambe and Wise.
At the end of August 1940 Ivor Novello returned to Swansea in the play “I Lived With You”. Although the
Empire circuit would occasionally present a straight play or a full-length musical, it was chiefly supported for
its variety performers, and wartime acts at the Swansea Empire included Issy Bonn, “Hutch”, Two-Ton Tessie
O’Shea, Billy Cotton, Sandy Powell, Sid Field, the sand-dancing Wilson, Keppel and Betty, and the amazing
acrobatic elegance of the Dresden Clock as performed by the Ganjou Brothers and Juantita.
The post-War years were the swansong for the old variety theatres. Despite the household, “star” names,
business was gradually declining, and would eventually be killed off by television. Great names of these years
included Old Mother Riley, George Formby, the young Vera Lynn, and, perhaps the biggest names of that time,
Laurel and Hardy.
The week commencing September 22nd 1952 saw the biggest queues in the Empire’s history. Laurel and Hardy
were sharing the bill with the Sisters Lorraine, The Aerial Kenways, Archie Elray and Co, The Great
Cingalee, Jimmie Elliot, and Mackenzie Reid & Dorothy. Stan and Ollie were last on the bill, performing a 20
minute slapstick routine assisted by Leslie Spurling and Kenneth Henry. (Their second, and final, British tour
in 1954 was due to end at Swansea Empire, but was cancelled at the last minute when Oliver Hardy was taken
ill the previous week at Plymouth. As a last minute replacement Gladys Morgan and her company stepped in to
fill the week.
Pantomimes were not regular features at Moss Empire theatres until after the death of Oswald Stoll, and the
end of the war. Thereafter the Swansea Empire pantomime was a successful annual event. Pantomime
performers included the unknown Morecambe and Wise in 1948 and again in 1954, and the young Harry
Secombe in 1952.
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The pantomimes were still packing them in, but attendances during the rest of the year were declining. Television
had taken over as the nation’s favourite source of entertainment. Cinemas were doing badly, in spite of fighting
back with “Cinemascope”, 3D films and great epic films. Theatres had nothing to fall back on. Some of them
tried “adult” shows, with “nudes”.
Swansea Empire even offered the strip-tease artiste, Phyllis Dixey (Britain’s answer to Gypsy Rose Lee). Such an
act in a Stoll-Moss Empire would have been unthinkable in the days when Oswald Stoll was alive. But shows like
this, and controversial “adult only” plays like “No Trees in the Street” did not appeal to Swansea audiences.
Business was very poor and finally it was announced that the Empire would close in February 1957 after the last
night of the “Jack and the Beanstalk” pantomime. It was the first major closure in the Moss Empire circuit. A
joke going around variety artists at the time was: “Moss are closing the Swansea Empire – and if it’s a success
they’ll shut all the others as well.”
The star of the last panto was the much loved Welsh comedian, Ossie Morris. (His catchphrase was “Hush! I must
‘ave ‘ush”, preceded by an ear-piercing whistle.) The cast also included Wyn Calvin (as second comic), Devine
and King, Gulliver’s Seven Giants and the Sherman Fisher Young Ladies. The final curtain came down on
Saturday February 20th 1957. Fifty-six years and two months after it first opened, the doors closed on a significant
piece of Swansea’s theatrical past.
The old building remained for a few more years, but by the first week of February, 1961 the site of the old Empire
was a gaping hole in Swansea’s fast-changing Oxford Street. On February 1st the demolition contractors formally
handed over the site to the building contractors. A new building housing a supermarket was created on the site, a
very unattractive building, currently home to a 99p shop. The Empire is now just a fading memory.

LLEWELYN HALL
1913 Opened
1930s Cinema equipment installed
2010 Major renovation
This is a flat-floor auditorium with a balcony and proscenium arch inside the YMCA building in Kingsway,
Swansea. The hall was always intended for theatrical use, but almost as soon as it was ready it was requisitioned
for use as a Red Cross hospital in the First World War, and it was not until 1920 that it came into regular
entertainment use.
In the 1930s a projection box was constructed at the rear of the balcony with a consequent reduction in seating
capacity. During the three-night Blitz on Swansea in the Second World War, a number of incendiary bombs fell
on the flat roof of the YMCA, but luckily these were extinguished and the building survived. It has a Grade II
Listing.
The seating capacity is 150 loose seats on the floor area, and 96 fixed seats in the balcony. The stage itself is
small –21ft wide by 15ft 6in deep, with hardly any wing space and no flying. The stage is also unusually high off
the auditorium floor.
It was
used regularly by the Uplands
Arts Group, the Abbey Players
and the Swansea Youth Theatre
for many years. It even housed
the occasional touring
professional show—once—
notably—Emlyn Williams
performing his one-man Dylan
Thomas show. However, the
lack of disabled access has
meant that in recent years its
use has been much reduced,
though current improvements
and the installation of a lift
should change this position in
the near future.
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PATTI PAVILION
1891 Originally built as a summer house in Craig-y-Nos Castle, Abercrave
1920 Bequeathed to Swansea Council and moved to site in Victoria Park
1994 Renovated as part of a TV “Challenge” programme
At Adelina Patti’s Craig-y-Nos
Castle, the Winter Pavilion, built
in 1891, was stocked with palm
trees and exotic plants and was
yet another addition to her lavish
castle. Before her death the opera
diva decided to donate this
Winter Pavilion to the people of
Swansea to be used “for their
leisure and pleasure”.
Unfortunately the shortage of
manpower in the last year of the
Great War meant it was not
possible to carry out the removal
immediately. Adelina Patti died
in September 1919, and the
Pavilion was eventually moved to
Victoria Park, Swansea, in 1920.
Known as the Patti Pavilion ever since, it has been used for all manner of “leisure and pleasure” - from dog shows
to beer festivals, from dancing school shows to pantomimes, from flower shows to rock concerts. Because of its
extended community use over the past ninety years, thousands of Swansea people have attended an event there
and it has become one of Swansea’s best loved landmarks.
Over the years the building was allowed to fall into a state of disrepair, and a TV “make-over” programme with
Anneka Rice in 1994 did little except scratch the surface. In 2006 it suffered further damage in an arson attack.
In 2007 with a series of grants, the building was leased to a property developer on condition that it was
significantly re-developed. A £3 million project has created a new glass-covered wing housing a large restaurant
and café bar, and has made significant improvements to the original pavilion itself. However, apart from a small
Minstrels’ Balcony, this is a flat floor auditorium with no permanent stage, and a lack of dressing rooms and no
flying or hanging facilities. It will hold just under 500 people in theatre style seating, and around 900 standing.
Although much in demand for social activities, weddings and similar events, it has not yet returned to any
significant entertainment uses, and is unlikely to do so until the lack of certain facilities is addressed.

LITTLE THEATRE, Mumbles
1929 Opened
In 1929 a small hall in Southend, Mumbles became the home of the Swansea Stage Society. This was a group of
professional and business people together with young people from schools and colleges, formed to present
classical plays which the local commercial
theatre (the Grand, the Empire and the
Palace) could not afford to present. The
building was very cramped, the stage was
more a platform at the end of the room
with no wing space, and there was hardly
any stage lighting. The Society presented
plays by Shakespeare, Shaw and others,
and ran a series of lectures, drama
workshops and writing competitions. In
1933 the Society changed its name to the
Swansea Little Theatre Players.
The
venue is chiefly remembered because
Dylan Thomas himself appeared in several
shows here as an amateur actor.
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BRANGWYN HALL
1934 Opened
2014 Major restoration
Primarily a concert hall built in 1934 inside the new
Swansea Civic Centre. It seats over 1,000 and the
walls are lined with the magnificent Empire Panels.
These were originally created by the artist Sir Frank
Brangwyn for the refurbished Houses of Parliament,
but were considered unsuitable for Westminster and
ended up in Swansea. The hall can be used for a
multitude of purposes and is frequently used for
radio and television broadcasts and for symphony
concerts. It has been used for semi-staged opera and
choral performances and is regarded as having the
most excellent acoustics for recording purposes. The hall has a Grade I Listing. It is currently undergoing a major
restoration programme.

PENYRHEOL THEATRE
1982 Opened as part of a leisure centre
Built in 1982 and attached to the Penyrheol
Community Leisure Centre (1979), this is a 600 seat
flat-floor auditorium used for a mix of amateur and
professional shows. The Leisure Complex was
created as an annexe to the adjacent Penyrheol
Comprehensive School. In addition to its main
theatre space, the venue also includes a dance and
drama studio. The theatre suffered some damage
when the adjacent school caught fire in March
2006. The damage to the school itself was
extensive but the adjoining Leisure Complex
suffered chiefly from smoke and water damage.
The community rallied round—even staging a large
fund-raising show at the Brangwyn Hall, and the
Leisure Complex and the theatre were soon back in
use. There is no orchestra pit and no flying facilities, but there are two large dressing rooms at the rear of the stage,
and a large Dance/Drama studio with a seating capacity of 140. The auditorium is used daily for school assemblies
and other school events, and only passes to theatre users after 3.30pm each day. It is chiefly used for local amateur
productions.

TALIESIN THEATRE
1984 Opened on the University Campus
This is a purpose built arts centre opened in March
1984 on the University College campus. (Taliesin is
the name of a 6th Century Celtic bard!) The main
theatre has 330 seats with an adaptable end stage.
Originally intended mainly for University use with
the occasional outside hiring, it is now very much a
venue available for hire and is used extensively by a
wide range of outside bodies. It has a large stage
area and the backstage areas have been very well
designed, making the venue a flexible and adaptable
performance area, with overall stage dimensions
being 65ft (including wings) by 30ft and a
proscenium height of 20ft. It has a removable orchestra pit capable of holding 15 players.
In 1998 the building was extended with the addition of a purpose-built museum wing called the Egypt Centre, and
containing the largest collection of Egyptian antiquities in Wales.

Swansea

33

DYLAN THOMAS THEATRE
1983
1986
2007
2008
2009

Opened in converted warehouse
Damaged by fire and repaired
Major redevelopment
Work halted by flooding
Officially reopened

This was converted from an existing 1900s building fallen into semidereliction since being vacated by its last users, a garage and car
showroom. It was offered as a permanent home to the Swansea Little
Theatre whose members and volunteers carried out the conversion
work, creating an intimate theatre with an open stage and raked
seating for 156 people. The seats were acquired from the closure of
the Carlton Cinema. The building, in the Maritime Quarter, also
contains a smaller 100-seat studio named the Ruby Graham Room.
Ruby Graham, a former president of the Little Theatre, was a
prominent amateur actress in Swansea during the 1930s—1970s.
During the renovation of the Grand Theatre several Grand Theatre
repertory productions were staged at the Dylan Thomas Theatre.
In 1986 a fire caused much damage and, once more, the amateurs
carried out a major renovation and repairs to the interior. From 2007
onwards the building began a major redevelopment programme,
funded by the Welsh Arts Council, and aimed at creating disabled
access and improvements to the foyers. In the middle of these works the building was flooded due to the rising
water table in the Docks area, and more work needed to be carried out. The theatre was finally reopened in July
2009 by the actor Matthew Rhys, Dylan Thomas’s grandson.

TOWNHILL THEATRE
1997 Opened in the former College of Education
In 1997 the Townhill Theatre was created inside the former gymnasium and assembly hall of the Teachers’
Training College. A raised stage with a proscenium was constructed, and removable seating allowed up to 200
capacity on the flat floor auditorium. There are no dressing rooms, but an adjacent rehearsal studio is used when
necessary. It was used by a resident group, the Volcano Theatre Company from 1997 to 2011, but since then is
primarily used by students on the Performing Arts and Technical Theatre courses of what has now become the
Swansea Metropolitan University. In 2009 the proscenium and the raised stage area were closed off, since it was
felt the greater staging flexibility was advantageous.

Some Cinemas in Swansea and District
Tivoli, Cwmbwrla
1910 Opened as the Tivoli Hall
1913 Began regularly showing films
1960s Demolished
The Tivoli Cwmbwrla opened on 28th February
1910 with the films “A Modern Riding School” and
“A Life in Paris”. However, these early shows were
novelties and a small part of the everyday use of the
premises, which were intended for use as a welfare
and local community hall. In 1912 the hall had
become part of William Coutt’s organisation and
thereafter was in regular use as a cinema. It seems
that all cinema use had ceased by the 1960s and the
building was eventually demolished.
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Tivoli, Gowerton
1911 Opened
1941 Destroyed by fire
1950s Rebuilt and reopened
The Tivoli Hall operated as a cine-variety from 1911, and was built at the top of the hill alongside the LMS
railway line. In its first few years it featured acts such as The Gay Brunettes, the Two Batts, and Alma Lorene,
“the original Yorkshire Girl in her comedy act”. In 1913 the manager/proprietor was a Mr F.H. Nevill, but the
following year the ownership was transferred to Frank H.M. Thomas, who was obliged to re-apply for the
Hall’s music licence. From the First World War onwards the Tivoli was used almost exclusively for film
shows. During the first years of the Second War the manager was Harry Thomas – known as “Harry the Tiv” and known for his generosity each Christmas when he would put on a free show for the village children, and
give each one of them a packet of sweets, and an apple or an orange. This caused some squabbling amongst
the children in the first Christmases of the war: sweets were rationed and fruit in short supply, and the meagre
supplies had to be shared amongst the village children plus a large number of evacuees who had been billeted
in the area. The cinema was destroyed by fire in 1941 and remained a burnt-out shell until the early 1950s
when it was rebuilt and managed by D. Lyn Thomas, Harry’s son.
Further information is needed.

Tivoli, Mumbles
1911 Opened as the Kursaal
1912 In regular cinema use
1930s Demolished and replaced with a new building
Renamed the Tivoli
1959? Closed and became a penny arcade
It is said that the original Kursaal in Mumbles Road Oystermouth, a single storey building with a tin roof, had
originally been built and sited in Ilfracombe and was transferred piecemeal to its Mumbles site around 1911.
The Kursaal had a series of wooden benches at the front and a few rows of well-worn tip-up seats at the rear.
The tin roof had a disadvantage in that, during a heavy downpour of rain or hailstones, all sound from the
screen was drowned. It was a popular local cinema but was clearly in need of major renovation. In the mid
1930s, after its final film, Warner Oland as the great Chinese detective, Charlie Chan, the old Kursaal closed,
was demolished and very quickly replaced with the new Tivoli.
It was a small but elegant two-storey venue with a handsome entrance foyer and sweeping staircases each side
to the upstairs circle. It remained in cinema use up to the early 1960s, after which it closed and was converted
into its current use as an Amusement Arcade. The facade is all that remains of the original cinema, though the
structure is kept in good condition.
(Information supplied by R.H. Scott-Spencer
Vivyan Ellacott recalls going to see
the premiere of “Rock Around the
Clock” at the Tivoli in the mid 1950s.
He and his sister had heard about the
goings-on elsewhere in the country,
and had deliberately chosen aisle seats
in the crowded cinema so they could
jump up and dance their (carefully
pre-rehearsed) jiving display when the
“big” number came up. As soon as
they did so, the head usherette flashed
her torch on them and shouted loudly
“Vivyan, if you don’t sit down at
once, I’ll tell your Mother”.
Humiliated they sat down again and
that was the end of the rock’n’roll
rave-up as far as Mumbles was
concerned.
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Gem, Morriston
1911 Opened
1950s Closed
The Gem opened in 1911 but was soon recognised as
inferior to its rival cinema, Morriston’s
Picturedrome, and would only get the attractions
after they had played elsewhere in the town. It was
continually struggling and eventually closed in the
1950s.

Olympic
1912 Opened
The Olympic opened in Lower Oxford Street in
1912. No further details at present.

Picture House
1912 Opened (or 1915?)
The Picture House opened in the High Street in 1912
(or 1915?) and was promoted as Billy Coutt’s
flagship cinema, with seating for 950 people. It also
contained Swansea’s most luxurious restaurant as an
added attraction. Billy Coutts had intended this
restaurant to be a “hall of mirrors” and he ordered a
special mirror—the largest single sheet of mirror
ever manufactured—to occupy one wall of the
restaurant. The mirror duly arrived, having survived
its transportation to Swansea, but unfortunately
cracked into two pieces when it was being fixed to
the wall. The Picture House was converted for
sound in the early 1930s and survived until February
1941 when it suffered a direct hit in the great three-night Swansea Blitz. At the time of its destruction it had been
showing a film called “Behind the Door”. The bombed-out shell was eventually demolished.

Electric Cinema
1913 Opened
The Electric Cinema opened at No 13 Union Street in 1913. Its closure date is unknown and further information is
needed. The building is currently used as a Gregg’s sandwich shop.

Landore Cinema
1913 Opened
1940? Closed
2012 Used as a retail outlet.
The Landore Cinema opened at the end of November
1913, with John Lawson in a film entitled
"Humanity". It was built for the Merthyr Co. Ltd. and
had a seating capacity of 600. By 1930 it was
operated by the Landore Cinema Co. and by 1937 it
had been taken over by Swansea Cinemas Ltd. who
also ran the Regal Cinema, Morriston. In 1944 it is
listed as “Closed for the duration” (of the war), and
seems never to have re-opened. The building is still
in existence and has a Grade II listing. It is currently
used as Casey’s car-parts retail centre.
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Castle Cinema
1913
1967
1983
1991
1992
2012

Opened
Major renovation and remodelling
Renamed Film Centre
Closed as a cinema
Reopened as a Lazer Zone
Under threat of demolition

This was Swansea first purpose-built cinema, and opened on 14th
December 1913. It was designed by the architectural firm of
Thomas, Meager & Jones of London, and the exterior façade
sculpture was carried out by George Houton of Worcester. It had a
very deep auditorium and a shallow circle, holding around five or
six rows of seats. Its overall seating capacity was 1,135.
In 1967 the interior was renovated and modernized. The walls of
the auditorium were draped in a pleated fibre-glass curtain material
and two hundred seats were removed from the back of the stalls to
create a foyer, meaning the small circle had no overhang. What
now became the back two rows of the stall were fitted out with
double-seats – promoted as “love-seats”. The overall seating
capacity was now reduced to 800. Gradually the Castle Cinema
became something of a flea-pit showing soft-core porn films. It closed suddenly at the end of 1982 and was
taken over by Circle Cinemas. On January 16th 1983 it reopened as the Swansea Film Centre equipped with a
new Silver Screen and upgraded technical equipment . It finally closed as a cinema on 31st October 1991. The
interior was gutted and the building quickly re-opened as a Lazer Zone – War Game Centre. It is currently
threatened with demolition.

Globe Theatre/ The Cinema, Clydach
1913
1921
1922
1986
2002
2004

Opened
Burnt down
Rebuilt
Closed and left unused
Fire damage to the semi-derelict building.
Further fire damage and finally demolished.

The Globe Theatre opened in 1912 and was located in the town centre of Clydach-on-Tawe, Swansea. Although
the frontage was a good example of Art Modern style, the hall itself was basically an asbestos lined warehouse.
It was referred to by locals as the "Shack" or the "Shed". It functioned as a cine-variety, and equipped with a
27ft proscenium and a small stage. It had 900 seats, and appears to have had a dance hall and a 12 table snooker
hall attached. In the years prior to the First World War the “turns” in between the films included Ascot &
Derby, “record breaking jugglers”; Willie Long, “the Hebrew comedian”; and Con & Harry Sherry, “boy
entertainers at the piano and dancing wonders”. Occasionally the Globe would be used exclusively for live
shows – in October 1914 the full-length attraction was “The Last Cab Home”, “the greatest comedy knockabout
scream in vaudeville, with full sized mechanical horse and cab, special scenery and electrical effects”.
The Globe flourished through the war years and then in 1921 suffered a disastrous fire. In September of the
following year the press announced: “The Globe at Clydach South Wales has been re-erected by its proprietor
Mr J. Hopkins, following the disastrous fire last year, and on Saturday the new building was formally opened by
County Councillor Richard Thomas JP. The rebuilding has cost £10,000.”
Live shows continued through the 1920s, but from the age of the “talkies” onwards the Globe was chiefly used
as a cinema. Being close to the Mond Nickel works gave the cinema many problems. Dust constantly got into
the cinema and the seats required much daily cleaning. It was said if you saw a person, late on a Saturday night,
with red marks on his clothes, then you could be sure he had been to the Globe Cinema”
In the 1950s it was running films and some variety style entertainments. It closed in the late-1980s. After it
closed, it remained unused for over 18 years, and the semi-derelict building was damaged by a fire in March
2002, and was gutted by another fire in May 2004. It was demolished in November 2004, with a proposal to
build housing on the site.
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Pictorium / Scala, St. Thomas
1913
1930s
1934
1940s
1950
1978

Opened as the Pictorium
Known as the Scala
Closed
Used as a community restaurant
Used as a tyre warehouse
Demolished

The Pictorium was built in 1913 at the junction of Pentreguinea
Road and Morris Lane in the St. Thomas district of Swansea. It
was a 450-seat cinema with a 22ft wide proscenium, located
across the road from the Old Ship Inn. It was a rather strange
shape for a cinema, and gives the appearance of an early
example of a Bioscope Hall. By the 1930s it was operated by
Walter Hyman from his head office at the Regal Cinema, Morriston and had been renamed the Scala Cinema.. It
closed as a cinema in 1934 and during the Second World War it was used as a British Restaurant for community
feeding. In 1950 the leasehold was assigned to the Dunlop Rubber Co., which for twenty years used it as a tyre
warehouse. In 1970 the City Council acquired the lease and it was demolished in 1978 in connection with a road
improvement scheme.

Grove Picture House / Uplands Cinema
1914 Opened as the Grove Picture House
1939 Closed
Located in the Uplands area of Swansea, the Grove Picture
house opened on 11th April 1914 with 500 seats. It was the
nearest local cinema for the young Dylan Thomas and in his
writings he refers to "Hissing and Booing away his pocket
money" at Saturday matinees in this hall. In the essay “Return
Journey” he writes: "here was once the flea-pit picture house
where he whooped for the scalping Indians and banged for the
rustlers’ guns". The old "flea-pit" closed with the outbreak of
the Second World War and was later demolished to make way
for a branch of Lloyds Bank.

Elysium Theatre
1914
1960
1994
1998

Opened
Cinema closed and used for bingo
Cinema finally closed, part of the building remained in use.
Closed, boarded up and left unused.

This was an impressive high-fronted building at the top end of Swansea High Street, very near the Railway
Station. It opened on 11th April 1914 in a building which was partly used as the Swansea Dock Workers Hall and
a Workingmen’s Club. The building contained a 900- seat cinema spread over two floors, and a small stage for
variety/music hall use. By the mid-1950s the cinema part of
the building had gained a very seedy reputation, “showing
films of a dubious nature and attended—especially in the
afternoons—by gentlemen of dubious character who seemed to
be continually changing their seats” (according to one of the
rep actors at the Grand during those years who wishes to
remain anonymous!)
It closed as a cinema in 1960 and was used as a bingo hall until
1994. For the next few years the remaining parts of the
building were still in use by the Labour party, but the building
finally closed in 1994 and was boarded up. In February 2009,
the pavement canopy bearing the name “Elysium” partly
collapsed onto the pavement and caused some injury to a
passerby. Within hours the whole canopy was removed and
the entire pavement area of the building blocked off to
pedestrians. The future of this building is in doubt.
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Carlton Cinema
1914 Opened
1977 Closed
?
Converted into a Waterstone’s Book Shop
The Carlton Cinema de Luxe was designed by Charles Tamlin
Ruthven and opened on 31st January 1914 in Oxford Street,
next door to the flourishing Empire Theatre. It had 971 seats
and an especially beautiful façade with a dominant bay
window. A very elaborate staircase led up to the first-floor café
which, during the First World War and the early 1920s, became
a fashionable meeting place.
From the early 1960s onwards, the cinema was accessed by a
narrow corridor with a small box office at the street entrance
then a kiosk halfway down. The original grand entrance had
been sub-let as a shop, and the circle area was closed off and
unused. Eventually it was bought by the Rank Organisation and
closed when Rank’s brand new Odeon opened in the nearby
Kingsway.
The Carlton closed on 29th October, 1977, and remained unused for some time, though fortunately it obtained a
Grade II Listing on its exterior. It was taken over for conversion into a Waterstone’s Book Shop. The exterior
was renovated and the staircase preserved, but everything behind the stairway was demolished. The bookshop
conversion opened up access to the upper floor, the first time this area had been seen since the end of the
1950s.

Tivoli, Pontardulais
1920
1968
1970
1983

Opened in the former Welfare Hall.
Closed and left unused
Reopened as a “hobby” by a private individual
Finally closed

In 1920 the Tivoli Cinema, Carmarthen Road, Pontardulais, opened inside the former Memorial and Welfare
Hall. It had 820 seats and was used for first-run films and live performances in the 1920s, then later for secondrun films, live performances and bingo. In the post-War years the building was run by Harry Thomas – who
had a “chain” of Tivolis through South Wales. By the late 1960s the Welfare Hall Committee decided to close
down and abandon the building, and terminate their lease with Harry Thomas. After standing empty for a
while, it was taken over by a Mr R. H. Scott-Spencer, who re-opened it, running it as a hobby on business lines
in his retirement. He kept it running on a combination of second run films, live performances, bingo and
lettings of the rehearsal rooms. The Tivoli was subject to a three way cross bar on first run films, between
Swansea, Llanelli and Carmarthen. The cinema closed in 1983 when a brand new 500 seat theatre opened just
two miles away.
(Information supplied by R.H. Scott-Spencer)

Manor, Manselton
1920s
1940s
1947
1967?
1990s

Opened
Closed during the war years
Reopened
Closed and used as a bingo hall
Demolished .

Located in Bohun Street, Manselton, the Manor
Cinema was notable for its elaborately styled Art
Deco façade, typical of the late 1920s. Bohun Street
was a sloping road and cinema had been ingeniously
designed to accommodate its location. It was an 874
seat cinema in operation through the 1930s, with a
period of closure during the Second World War. It seems to have re-opened in 1947 and to have continued in
operation to the late 1960s after which it was used for bingo. Around 1997 it finally closed and was
demolished, and was replaced with housing.
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Dolphin Cinema/ Dolphin Theatre, Clydach
1924 Open by now
There are several references to the Dolphin Cinema and Dolphin Theatre in the early 1920s. In November
1924 Flo & Mack “the new style comedy act” advertise their booking at the Dolphin Cinema, and a month later
the play “Corn in Egypt” is advertised at the Dolphin Theatre, Clydach. In March 1925 the revue “Let’s Have
One” is playing at the Dolphin Cinema, the same week as a rival show at the Globe, and the end of that year, in
November, the Dolphin is presenting a revue called “Snatches of 1925”.
Further information is needed.

New Cinema / Regent Mumbles / Casino
1926
1937?
1940
1955
1970s

Opened as the New Cinema
Closed
Used as Home Guard Training Centre
Converted into the Casino Ballroom
Converted into a shopping arcade

The New Cinema opened in Newton Road, Mumbles in
1926 and changed its name a few years later to the
Regent. However, the people of Mumbles always
referred to it as the “New” (and to the other – the
Kursaal - as the “Old”). When the rival Tivoli opened
in the mid-1930s the Regent found it hard to compete.
It closed and was used as a warehouse for local
businessman (and later Mayor) Harry Libby. In May
1940 the hall was requisitioned by the War Office to
become the training headquarters for the Mumbles
Home Guard and continued in this use until the unit
was stood down in 1944.
Thereafter the former Regent Cinema had many differing uses: the Casino Ballroom in the 1950s then a night
club/restaurant, bingo hall, night club/disco, etc. Eventually in the early 1970s it was converted into an arcade
of shops.

Welfare Hall & Institute / Welfare Cinema, Fforestfach
1928
1940s
1954
1957
1976
2012

Opened as the Welfare Hall & Institute
Regularly used as a cinema
Listed as the Welfare Cinema
Some remodelling to accommodate CinemaScope
Closed as a cinema, used as a bingo hall
Used as a snooker and social club

The very basic two level community hall in Ravenhill, Fforestfach opened on 28 March 1928 with assistance
from the Miners' Welfare Fund. It was regularly used for dances and public concerts and then, from 1939
onwards, a cinema operated in the public hall. It had a
workable stage area with a 28ft wide proscenium and
would frequently stage plays and musicals by local
amateur societies, including the Fforestfach Amateur
Dramatic, and the Gilbert & Sullivan Societies. For
many years it would stage a January pantomime
performed by the Gendros Operatic Society.
The cinema finally closed on April 10th 1976 with a
double bill of ‘White Line Fever’ and ‘The Night
Caller’, being one of the very last Swansea suburb
cinemas to close. Initially the Welfare re-opened like
so many cinemas of the time as a bingo hall, before
finally being taken over by firstly Mackworth’s and
later Riley’s as a snooker hall, which it remains to the
present day.
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Plaza Cinema
1931
1953
1965
1967

Opened
Equipped with CinemaScope
Closed and demolished
Site used for a new Odeon Cinema

The Plaza Cinema was a grand, imposing building in St Helen’s
Road (when Swansea’s centre was regenerated after the
destruction of the Second World War, this part of St Helen’s
Road became the Kingsway.) When it opened on Valentine’s
Day 1931
it was the
largest cinema in Wales. It had 3020 seats and a massive 48ft
wide proscenium. The opening film was Paul Whiteman’s
“King of Jazz” preceded by a recital on the Plaza’s magnificent
Christie 3-Manual organ.
Behind the imposing first floor façade was a magnificent café
and restaurant. Right up to the Sixties this restaurant was filled
with palm trees, a lunchtime and evening pianist, and a whole
team of quietly moving uniformed waiters and waitresses.
In the 1940's the BBC used the Plaza to broadcast big band
music to the forces abroad. In 1953 the Plaza became the UK’s
first independent cinema to be equipped with the new
Cinemascope and Stereophonic sound. It closed in April 1965,
was demolished and replaced with a new Odeon.

Tower Cinema, Townhill
1938
1963
1986
1992
1994

Opened
Closed- used for bingo and a dance hall.
Building closed and left unused.
Seriously damaged in an arson attack.
Demolished.

This was a 1200 seat single-screen independent cinema
which opened in 1938. It boasted a free car park holding
over 500 cars. In 1963 it was sold and its new owners
converted it into a bingo hall and a dance club which
operated until late 1986. The building was then boarded up
and remained unused for the next six years. It was seriously
damaged in an arson attack in 1992 and was finally
demolished in mid 1994.

Maxime / Odeon, Sketty
1938
1947
1962
1995
2000

Opened as the Maxime Cinema
Renamed the Odeon
Closed as a cinema and used for bingo
Closed
Demolished and replaced with flats

Built and operated by the Cornell Cinemas Ltd, the Maxime
opened in Gower Road, Sketty on 3rd December 1938. It had
a typical 1930s cinema frontage with shops incorporated on
either side. It was equipped with a two -manual Lafleur organ
and had seating for 1600.
It was taken over by the Odeon Theatre group in December
1943, and was renamed the Odeon from July 1947. The
cinema closed in February 1962 and immediately reopened as a Top Rank Bingo Club, and later became a Mecca
Bingo venue until it finally closed in October 1995. It was demolished in 2000 and replaced with a block flats called
Maxime Court.
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Odeon, Kingsway
1967 Opened
1982 Tripled
1997 Closed
The Odeon was a new, modern cinema built on the
site of the old Plaza Cinema. It opened on 17th
May 1967 with the Julie Andrews film “The
Sound of Music”. It had a seating capacity of
1,378 and featured the newly invented “floating”
cinema screen.
It was designed by the
architectural firm of Cassidy, Farrington &
Dennys, and occupied the first floor above a new
supermarket and other retail shops. It was
designed in a particularly brutal Sixties style,
considered “clean and modern” at the time, but in
later years looking more and more like some kind
of Stalinist prison.
In May 1982 it was “tripled”, creating three auditoria with 708, 242 and 172 seats respectively. It was refurbished
in 1995 but finally closed on 14th December 1997. The building is currently used as bars and a nightclub, known
as Jumpin’ Jacks, Time and Envy. It is scheduled for demolition in the near future, and is to be replaced with
apartment housing.

Studio Cinema 1,2,3
1977 Opened
1989 Closed
1990s Converted into a restaurant
The Studio Cinemas in St Helen’s Road were
created inside what had originally been St. Paul's
Church. After de-consecration the building was
bought by Harry and Lyn Thomas and converted
into the Studio Cinema. The Studio opened in
1977, initially with two screens, one in the main
body of the church, and the other underneath in
the former crypt. A third screen was later added
in the altar area of the former church, bringing the
total seating capacity to 484. It was very much a
“hand-to-mouth” set up. The seats had come
from former Swansea cinemas. It closed in 1989
and by 1994 the building was derelict. By the end of the 90s it had been bought and turned into an Indian
restaurant.

Vue Cinema
2006 Opened
The 12-screen Vue opened on 29th September
2006. The cinema can seat up to 1,762 people
over the 12 screens.
Much of the information on Swansea’s cinemas
has been supplied by Ian Howells and Ken Roe.

