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1431-1432 THE SHIRE HALL A play was 
performed in this building, which was 
probably in Fore Street.

1449-1453 The “Corpus Christi Pageant”, 
also called the “Shepherd's Pageant”, took 
place in the town. Among the entertainers to 
take part were a company of pipers from Ash 
Priors.

Corpus Christi Pageant

1560s Until this time, among the 
entertainers who visited were often players 
and minstrels of the Duke of Somerset and 
the Earls of Bridgwater and Bath, the 
Sovereign, The Lord Admiral, he Marquess of 
Dorset and the Lord of Worcester. A 
Christmas play was performed at the Mayor's 
House; among the other entertainments to 
come to the town were exhibitions of lions 
and bears.

1772 Some Stage Players' were recorded as 
performing at the Shire Hall

1786 A company of comedians from Bath 
hired the assize hall for several weeks.

1800 Travelling players visited the town 
during the summer assizes.

A theatre was opened behind High Street, 
near the present Town Hall. Here was 
performed “Monk” Lewis’s Castle Spectre,  in 
1798
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Playbill from the performance, 
April 20 1798

Blake Museum Collection
1813 Another theatre was established in 

Back Street (later Clare Street) by Henry Lee.

Another playbill of August 1814
Blake Museum Collection

Edmund Kean (1787-1833) , regarded in his 
time as the greatest English actor, appeared at 
the theatre in 1816. 

Kean as Sir Giles Overreach in Massinger's “A New 
Way to Pay Old Debts”

The building was eventually equipped 
with gas lighting, but the magistrates 
withdrew it's licence in 1853. It was 
demolished to make way for housing in the 
form of terrace houses and courts. The site of 
the old theatre was named THEATRE PLACE 



and this was subsequently pulled down 
c.1960.

Entrance to Theatre Place before demolition
Blake Museum collection

1825 THE TOWN HALL
The originally built in 18245 by Richard 

Carver to replace the old Assize Court that 
stood on the same site. On the first floor was 
the Council Chamber, used in 1890 as a grand 
jury room. Beneath was the Police Court, 
Corporation Offices, the Free Library and 
Public Reading Room.

1865 EXTENSION TO TOWN HALL
Officially opened with a big parade of rifle 
volunteer and Friendly Societies. 
Incorporating a large public hall, a stage and 
galleries, it became an important cultural 
centre and would be the town's main and 
most enduring theatre. It also became a 
cinema, and opened with Bridgwater's first 
sound film, “Showboat” in 1930. (see later.)

Town Hall auditorium, 1965

As a thriving centre of high-class drama, it 
was the home of the famous “Roc Players” in 
the early 1950s and saw on its stage, 
important drama personalities such as 
Kenneth Williams, James Beck and John 
Osborne.

c.1900 THE ORTON HAYES THEATRE A 
portable wooden structure on Malt Shovel 
Fields. Melodramas and musical entertain-
ments were regularly performed. Bioscope 
displays were also held.

6/10/1910  Grand opening of THE BIJOU 
THEATRE 25 St.Mary's Street. This was the 
town's first proper cinema, converted from 
the old Victoria Hall  It was to be 
reconstructed two years later, with the facade 
familiar today. 

The front of the Bijou theatre today –as Bar 27

Indeed, if you look above the entrance to 
“Bar 27” you can observe a good example of 



early 20“ century cinema. The original 
wooden cinema sign is still there, although 
the “BIJOU” lettering has been long since 
painted out. It is only recently that the last 
evidence of the Bijou Booking Office and 
balcony has been cleared away during 
alterations.

29/10/1912 THE IMPERIAL PICTURE 
PALACE opened on the corner of St. Mary's 
Street and Green Dragon Lane, 23 days after 
the Bijou. The Bijou had enjoyed much 
razzmatazz and the Mayor had come to open 
the enterprise, not so with the Imperial! The 
mayor stayed away, and the opening seems 
to have been a more downbeat affair. 
However , the opening film, about a recent 
revolution in Portugal was more interesting 
than anything the Bijou had to offer. The 
Imperial continued showing films, putting on 
plays, musicals and dancing until it's closure 
in 1930.

The Imperial Picture  Palace as a furniture store 
Blake Museum collection

This building still stands, and has been the 
home over the years of a butcher, a furniture 
dealer and more recently, a printer's business. 
Known locally as “Goggles”, continued in 
various guises until 1930, the year the talkies 
were brought to the town in the Town Hall.

The Imperial changed owners & reopened 
as THE EMPIRE PICTURE PALACE.

THE ELECTRIC THEATRE Opened at 
Oddfellow s Hall, West Quay. The 
Bridgwater Mercury proclaimed “This 
popular house is getting more successful 
every week”. They must have been very 
surprised to find that, in December 1913 the 
place closed and was never heard of again!

BIJOU Showed “Quo Vadis”in 1914. 
Arguably world's first real blockbuster.

A still  from “Quo Vadis” with Emil Jennings

First World War declared. Film industries 
in Britain & around Europe collapse, leaving 
U.S.A. Films predominant. Most films shown 
in Bridgwater were censored war newsreels; 
popular films were “The Battle of Ancre” and 
“Advance of the Tanks”. 

Latest war news was often announced 
from the stage during intervals.



Owners of The Empire Theatre apply for 
planning permission to build new cinema in 
Penel Orlieu.

This is the cinema that would become 
“THE PALACE” in later years but was 
intended as  a replacement to the Empire just 
down the road in Green Dragon Lane and at 
first was called THE NEW EMPIRE.

D.W. Griffith's “Birth of a Nation” 
released; arrived in Bridgwater in June 1918.

Original “Empire” closes, and new owner 
continues to use building for other 
entertainments such as a ballroom, later to re-
commence showing films apparently in 
breach of original agreement.

The “NEW EMPIRE” in Penel Orlieu 
opened by Alderman Wills as a theatre and 
cinema.

The first show was to be a risqué play 
entitled .“A Pair of Silk Stockings”. It was 

stressed that “the principal scene is laid in a 
young lady's bedroom at midnight ...there is a 
lot of discussion about divorce and lingerie, 
there is never any suggestion of vulgarity”

In contrast to the Old Empire, the new 
building boasted comfy, tip-up seats, tasteful 
decorations of cream, violet and gold. Light 
and airy, the sloping ground floor gave a 
much better view than was on offer at the Old 
Empire.

The balcony held 200 seats and to the rear 
of the balcony was a lounge where tea and 
buns, brought up from the cafe downstairs, 
could be consumed.

The “new” Empire acquired a new owner : 
Albany Ward. The theatre closed for 
improvements and was given a temporary 
new name - Albany Ward's Palace” to help 
sort out the confusion between the two After 
a few weeks, Mr. Ward sensibly shortened the 
name of his cinema to “The Palace”.

B.B.C. Broadcasts start in Somerset, 
increasing audience competition for theatres.

Present-day “Palace” facade puts in first 
appearance.

The Carnival procession was filmed and 
shown at both Palace and Bijou.

Palace Theatre shows “Captain Blood”, a 
(silent) swashbuckler which featured 
Bridgwater and the Battle of Sedgemoor in it's 
storyline, creating much excitement amongst 
local filmgoers.



The TOWN HALL attempted to turn itself 
into a proper, professional theatre/music hall 
with a new name “The Town Hall Theatre 
and Opera House”. Touring companies began 
to bring popular shows and plays to the 
town. The first being P.G.Woodhouse's 
“Kissing Time”

“Old” Empire at Green Dragon Lane re-
opened as a theatre putting on plays and 
variety shows, but without success . The 
Empire closed again .

The “Old” Empire opened again, showing 
a film called “Excuse Me”. Business was poor.

The Vickery Brothers, owners of theatres in 
Taunton and Weston-S-Mare, bought the old 
Empire and upgraded the premises with 
better decor and seats, and work was done on 
the balcony.

They also brought in better films too, Such 
as Cecil B.De Mille's silent epic “The Ten 
Commandments” (“complete with full 
orchestra and sound effects” )

THE PALACE responded by showing 
“”The Son of the Shiek” starring Rudolph 
Valentino and “ The Black Pirate “ with 
Douglas Fairbanks, in two-tone technicolor.

 

The Empire countered with other top films, 
the Palace started showing double features 
and started to present more British films such 
as “The Lodger”, an Alfred Hitchcock film.



The bitter rivalry between the two 
continued until the closure of the old Empire 
in 1930.

THE BRIDGWATER PAGEANT, 1927. This 
piece of street theatre was a celebration of 
local history and many of the townspeople 
took part (see the British Pathé film - available 
on YouTube).
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aF1IZ-
4ylNY

A group of performers

High Street procession

A riot scene

An original costume (see left in the first 
photograph.)

All from the Blake Museum Collection
The Pageant Committee meetings 

continued until June 1930, as the event made 
a considerable profit, and the financial gain 
was divided up and spent on town projects, 
one of which was the Blake Museum, 
founded in 1926. Percy Whitlock (1903-1946) a 
well known English composer, produced an 
Overture, and a song “Men of Bridgwater” as 
part of the programme of celebrations.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rp3Yz_O
c9rs

Vickery Brothers lost interest in 
Bridgwater, and purchased the Palace in 
Weston-s-Mare. Their “Empire” project 
slowly declined. The Empire closed as a 
Vickery cinema

The Empire re-opened with “The 
Arcadians”, an operetta; it closed in 
September, it reopened in December but only 
until 1930.

The “old” Empire in Green Dragon Lane 
closed forever.



THE TOWN HALL CINEMA opened with 
Bridgwater's first talkie, “Showboat”. 

This coincided with some major flooding 
in Somerset and Bridgwater as the Parrett 
was breached.

“Showboat” was followed by other early 
sound musicals such as “The Broadway 
Melody” 

and “The Singing Fool”. The “Town Hall 
Talkies” were highly successful.

The Palace presented it's first talkie with 
“Sunny Side Up”

Location of the Arcade Cinema Eastover
Blake Museum collection

THE ARCADE CINEMA on Eastover 
opened with the silent film “Luck of the 
Navy” . It was accompanied by a violinist and 
someone playing the “wonderphone” organ. 
The cinema was a converted dance hall and 
roller skating rink.

THE ARCADE CINEMA starts showing 
sound films, commencing with “The Lights of 
New York”



The 19th century cattle market closed, and 
building work soon commenced on the new 
“Odeon” cinema

THE ODEON was opened on 14 July 1936, 
by local dignitaries and in the presence of Mr. 
& Mrs. Oscar Deutsch. Oscar Deutsch (1893 – 
1941), was the founder of Odeon Cinemas in 
1928.

As 8 o'clock approached crowds gathered 
in Penel Orlieu, stopping the traffic. The 
Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders led a 
parade down the High Street, across the 
square and into the theatre.

Advertisement. Blake Museum collection

First performance ticket. 
Blake Museum Collection

Inside, the foyer was done out in the rich, 
brightly coloured “Egyptian” style typical of 
'30s Odeons. There was a foyer, entrance hall 
and ante-rooms all with reeded columns in 
silver leaf. The auditorium was one of the 
biggest in the South West. Concealed lights 
gently lit the place. This cinema was opened 
as The Odeon on 13th July 1936. The architect 
was T. Cecil Howitt who also designed very 
similar Odeons in Weston super Mare, Bristol 
and Clacton on Sea. It had 1,525 seats.

Howitt’s Odeons were very stylish mid- 
Art Deco buildings 

A plenum system of heating and 
ventilation brought cleaned, warmed air 
through decorated vents that also served as 
lights.



Dominating the western wall was of 
course, the giant screen and the proscenium 
for this screen was a series of curved, recessed 
bands, each individually and continuously lit. 
During the intervals, the lights in these bands 
would gradually and gracefully change 
through a seemingly endless spectrum of 
colours.

Magistrates concerned about fire safety 
standards at the Palace. It was visited by a 
sub-committee of the Justices and 
recommendations were made.

The Arcade temporarily closed.
THE ARCADE renamed “ THE REX” and 

re-opens with “Sanders of the River”

Advertisement. Blake Museum collection

Entrance, Blake Museum collection

Nothing had been done at the Palace to 
make the cinema safer. The management 
refused to undertake improvements and the 
licence was not renewed. The last film 
advertised( but not shown )was Deanna 
Durbin in “One Hundred Men and a Girl”

Some posters remained up all through the 
war.

Outbreak of W.W.2. In common with the 
rest of Britain, Bridgwater's three cinemas, 
The Rex, The Odeon and the Town Hall were 
closed, but re-opened in a week when it was 
realised that destruction from the air may 
take a little time and cinemas would become 
important for the country's morale.

The Odeon hosted the BBC Symphony 
Orchestra with Sir Adrian Boult and “ Henry 
Hall's Guest Night”



The Palace remained closed as a cinema 
but was used for some ENSA shows for 
troops stationed in the area These were for 
troops only and were not advertised.

Popular national personalities performed 
there, including major stars such as 
“cheerful” Charlie Chester.

Charlie Chester MBE 1914 – 1997) was an English 
comedian, radio and television presenter and writer

The Arts Centre opened, with very high 
quality music, drama and cinema 
presentations, including visits by Kathleen 
Ferrier, Isobel Baillie , Christopher Stone and 
others. The cinema put on mainly 'art ’ films , 
and the Co-op hosted film appreciation 
classes.

A licence was granted for the re-opening of 
the Palace., subject to important alterations, 
including provision of another entrance. In 
1949, Pollards rebuilt the Palace interior .

Censorship of film was alive and well in 
Bridgwater at this time, as elsewhere.

“The Snake Pit”, arguably a very mild 
portrayal of mental illness, was banned by 
Bridgwater Magistrates, on the grounds that 
it could cause harm to the minds of young 
people

Town Hall closes as a cinema
The Palace re-opens with “The Forsyte 

Saga (Renamed That Forsyte Woman)

The “REX” eventually ran out of customers 
and cash, and finally closed 

The RANK ORGANISATION decided to 
pull out of Bridgwater, and sell the Odeon to 
the rising CLASSIC organisation. After 
Classic's application to magistrates to turn the 
building into solely a bingo hall was rejected, 
attendances continued to decline , and the 
booking of wrestling acts, the closure of the 
stalls, the reduction of staff numbers and an 
increase in ticket prices failed to improve the 
financial situation.

The PALACE reopened the redundant cafe 
and one of the adjoining shop fronts became a 
video library.

During the late 1960’s the Odeon was sold 
to Classic Cinemas, who were later bought by 
Cannon Cinemas. Classic separated the stalls 
area for Bingo and divided the balcony into 
the two existing cinemas, making a new 
cinema entrance on the side. Classic sold the 
cinema to THE CANNON GROUP. Then the 
CANNON CINEMA closes.

Scott Cinemas acquired THE CLASSIC 
ENTERTAINMENT CENTRE proclaiming 
“Two Cinemas in One Building” and the 
reconstruction meant saying goodbye to the 
wonderful art-deco designs and interior 



architecture familiar to generations since the 
opening in 1936.

CHARLES SCOTT, owner of a small chain 
of west country cinemas, opens up the twin 
screens in the old Odeon building, bringing a 
choice of films back to the town.

Charles Scott arrived not a moment too 
soon, as the famous old Palace theatre across 
the road, was clearly struggling. A notice 
signed by the official receiver appeared on the 
Palace doors. The Palace had closed for the 
last time as a cinema.

Mecca Bingo in part of the old Odeon 
Cinema finally closed at the end of August 
2022.

Meanwhile work began in 2021 to 
redevelop the site of Bridgwater Splash on 
Northgate. It had previous been Starkey 
Knight and Ford’s Bridgwater brewery

The 40,000 square foot scheme provides a 
seven-screen cinema, eight-lane bowling alley 
and sports bar. It also features flexible space 
in four restaurant units with outdoor dining 
areas. 

Northgate Yard will have outdoor meeting 
places and landscaping, while the adjacent 
green space, Brewery Field, will be improved 
and updated to feature an outdoor children’s 
play area and parkland with a pond and 
landscaped planting.

The seven-screen cinema, operated by Scott 
Cinemas, is scheduled to open in the autumn 
of 2022. It will provide year-round 
entertainment for all ages with separate 

screens offering a luxury studio experience 
with sofa seating and reclining seats.


