Time Travel Tuesday: The Show Must Go On
Tuesday 9 June 2020
Welcome to Time Travel Tuesday: The Show Must Go On – sharing our
heritage from Bruce Castle Museum & Archive.
With theatres being closed from late March, like us you’ll be missing watching
live performances – in person – rather than streamed, so today we are going to
get all theatrical!
Last month, on May 17th, saw the 100th anniversary of the death of one of the
UK’s most important figures in theatre and music hall design, the architect Frank
Matcham (1854-1920). Not only is Matcham known for building some exceptional
theatres throughout the UK, he also has three significant connections with
Haringey, having lived in Crouch End and building two theatres here - the Wood
Green Empire and the Queen’s Opera House (one of its three names!) in Crouch
End. Unfortunately, neither theatres exist today, with only some parts of the
façades surviving, so we will have a look at what those theatres looked like and
what great names performed there.

Cheapside and Wood Green High Road, with the Empire in the background, c.1910
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First, let’s have a look at the man himself. Francis (Frank) Matcham (1854-1920),
originally from Devon, moved to London in the 1870s and began working for
Jethro Robinson’s architectural practice, who was the consulting theatre
architect to the Lord Chamberlain. Soon after marrying Hannah, the boss’
daughter, and Robinson’s sudden death, he was made the head of the practice –
quite something for a man in his mid-20s who had never qualified as an architect!
Over the next 30 years Matcham became the most sought-after and prolific
architect of theatres and music halls in the UK. He is known to have fully
designed at least 80 theatres, and worked on the refurbishment and refitting of as
many again.

Frank Matcham in Vanity Fair, 5 July 1911, Vanity Fair Prints Co.

Matcham lived at 10 Haselmere Road, Crouch End between 1895 and 1904. As
this extract from the 1901 Census shows, he was living in his house, Fernleigh,
with his wife Hannah and daughter Constance and their two domestic servants
Eleanor and Lily.

In November 2007, actors Timothy West and Prunella Scales unveiled an English
Heritage Blue Plaque on the house to commemorate Matcham’s time there.

This image and article by Janet Owen of the Hornsey Historical Society, gives a
bit more information about his time in Hornsey.
Matcham’s humble background (his father was a brewery clerk) and lack of
qualifications meant he was snubbed by fellow architects. In spite of this, his
attention to detail (each of his theatres were unique) and his ability to build on
difficult sites with speed and to budget, meant that theatre owners quickly turned
to him for their builds or refurbishment. Theatre and music hall goers flocked to
his theatres, as he designed them with the audience in mind, paying attention to
their comfort, the building’s acoustics and of course their visual splendour. A visit
to one of Matcham’s theatres was to be enjoyed on many levels. All of these
aspects meant that the owners could book the top performers of the day –
something else which brought the audiences in and made the owners very
happy. He also designed pubs, cinemas, hotels, ballrooms and shopping arcades
– including the stunning County Arcade in Leeds.
The height of his work was during the period were he partnered with Moss
Empires from 1892-1911. During this period some of his most noted theatres in
London were built including the Hippodrome (1900), Hackney
Empire (1901), Coliseum (1903), Palladium (1910) and Victoria Palace (1911). In
total, Matcham was responsible for designing 21 theatres for Moss Empires over
a 20-year period which ended with our very own Wood Green Empire, in 1912.
Sadly, now only around 25 of his theatres still run as theatres in the UK, some
others exist as bingo halls, churches and other spaces.
Have a look at the Frank Matcham Society’s website for more about the man and
his amazing buildings he designed.
So let’s now take a look at the Wood Green Empire. The theatre opened on the
High Road, Wood Green on the 9 September 1912. The exterior of the building
was included in a parade of shops named Cheapside and the entrance to the
theatre had a tiled mansard roof with an open dome on top. The auditorium ran

parallel to the High Road, behind the Cheapside shops. The theatre had a
capacity of almost 3,000 (including standing) over three levels - Stalls, Dress and
Upper Circle. The stage was 37 feet deep and there were eight dressing rooms.
As it was a purpose-built variety theatre, it was equipped with a cutting-edge
Bioscope (early movie projector) from its opening, and films were a part of the
variety programme.

The theatre in the 1940s
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The back of the Empire, c.1910
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Inside the auditorium the decoration was typical of an Edwardian variety theatre,
with finely detailed plaster decorations. There was a large dome in the ceiling,
which contained a sliding roof, to allow for ventilation.

Detail from a Programme from 1915 showing the elaborate interior of the auditorium.
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Famous acts to perform at the Empire included Marie Lloyd, Norman Wisdom,
Shirley Bassey and Max Miller. Below is just a small selection of programmes
from the Empire that we hold in the Archive.

Wood Green Empire programme from 29 September 1915
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Wood Green Empire programme for a pantomime performance of Aladdin, from December 1923
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Wood Green Empire programme from 1954 advertising Max Miller the following week, with supporting
acts including Mike & Bernie Winters, who grew up in Tottenham (see the Tottenham Summerhill Road
website).
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In January 1955 the theatre closed and was restructured for television use by the
new television company ATV, which was owned by the theatre’s owners Stoll
Moss. The Morecambe and Wise Show, was first broadcast live from the Wood
Green Empire in the early 1960s, and a host of others shows were filmed there
including Val Parnell's Saturday Spectacular, The Sid James Show, The Strange
World of Gurney Slade, and many children's TV productions.
Does anyone remember the hospital/medical drama TV series Emergency Ward
10? It was filmed in the theatre by ATV from 1957-1967. The series starred Jill
Browne, Charles 'Bud' Tingwell, Desmond Carrington and Ray Barrett, with many
other actors starting off their careers in the show including Albert Finney, Joanna
Lumley, Edward Woodward and Ian Hendry. Emergency Ward 10 also showed
the first interracial kiss on British television in 1964. Here is an interview with Ray
Barrett one of the stars of the show.
ATV moved out of the Empire and the theatre’s interior was demolished in
December 1970 as well as the turret and cupola. When the building was being
demolished c.1973, Bob Eden risked life and limb climbing the outside of the
building to collect a very special piece of the theatre’s history – two original
grotesque head decorations, similar in style to a 'Green Man'. Bob very kindly

donated the two sculptures for the collections at Bruce Castle, to keep as part of
Haringey’s theatrical history.

Sculptures from the Wood Green Empire c.1912, made of painted plaster & hessian scrim (H70 x W75 x
D15 cm), presented by Mr and Mrs Eden, c.1973
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The building still showing some of the original signage in the 1970s.
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The Empire in 2019, with extensive changes in the lower and middle sections, and the removal of the
turret and cupola of the original building.

One of Matcham’s earlier theatres was the Queen’s Opera House (later called the
Hippodrome) in Tottenham Lane, Crouch End. The theatre opened on 27 July
1897 with a production of 'The Geisha'. It was a refurbishment of a previous
theatre on the site called the Athenaeum and was built for the owners and
managers H. H. Morell and Frederick Mouillot, who at the time owned another 17
theatres between them. Tom Woolnough was the architect and Frank Matcham
was, for this build, the consulting architect. Like the Empire, it was built as part of
a block of shops - known as Topsfield Parade. The entrance was under an
elaborate iron and glass veranda.

The Queens Opera House at its opening in 1897
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With the railways coming to the area in the 1880s, the theatre was thought not
only to be for locals, but for those living in the outer London suburbs who could
attend the theatre and make their way home in good time by rail.

Topsfield Parade, Crouch End c1900 with the Queen’s Opera House showing its distinct sun window
above the entrance and the veranda set into the footpath.

It was a relatively small theatre, with a seating capacity of 1,200, but it still hosted
some big names in its early years including Ellen Terry and Lillie Langtry. In 1907
the theatre was renamed the Crouch End Hippodrome hosting variety performers
and some plays and in 1913 it was refurbished again to become a full time
cinema.
The building suffered serious bomb-damage during the Second World War and
the theatre eventually closed. By the 1950s it had been used as storage facilities
and the building was finally demolished, apart from the facade.

The building today is no longer a theatre and it has no original interior features
remaining, but the original façade on the top floors and its distinct sun window
are still evident.
Do you or a member of your family remember going to the Empire in Wood
Green? Or going back in time even further, memories of the Queen’s Opera
House/ Hippodrome in Crouch End? If so we’d love to hear about who you saw
and when that was. Do you have programmes or tickets – a lot of people keep
them for years! – we’d love to see that too!
Finally, if theatre and music hall is your thing then do have a look at British Music
Hall Society’s website which is full of tales of the great performers. Sadly, their
President Rod Hudd OBE died recently, so they have a tribute to him on their
site. And this website dedicated to the singer Arthur Lloyd has a wonderful
collection of information, images about theatres and music hall.
And for those of you missing your theatre fix, don’t forget there are some
amazing plays and performances being streamed through national and
independent theatres’ websites now. One advantage being that we can watch
things from all over the world, and old performances you wished you’d seen, but
couldn’t get tickets to. So have a look what’s out there, and sit back in the
comfort of your own home and enjoy.
Take care, keep well
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