The History of Theatre…in Cambridge
A resource pack

This Theatre is a gift for you
Cambridge Arts Theatre has been at the heart of the performing arts in Cambridge since 1936.
Our founder, John Maynard Keynes, imagined a Theatre which would provide for the city and the
surrounding region the best of the five arts: drama, opera, music, ballet, and cinema. The Arts Theatre
was his gift to the people of Cambridge.
The Theatre’s archive tells the story of the history of Cambridge Arts Theatre, but also the history of
the performing arts in our region. We want to share the historic material in our archive with you.
There are natural links with the Key Stage 3 National Curriculum for English, ‘Origins of Theatre’, but
we also hope that this resource will be useful for those studying other Local Studies topics. For those
of you training the next generation of performers, we hope these stories of Theatre folk past will
inspire your future creativity.
This Theatre is a gift for you!

In 2021, we asked a group of work experience students at the Theatre, aged 14-18, to review this resource
and devise a series of activities to encourage a greater engagement with the historic archive material. You
will see these symbols throughout:
Something to
discuss

Something to do

Something to make

Cambridge Theatres
Festival Theatre (1926-1997), previously the Barnwell Theatre (1814 -1878)
Location: 38 Newmarket Road, Cambridge, CB5 8DT

THM/258/4/1 138-150

The Barnwell Theatre was opened in 1814. It was built by William Wilkins Snr, father of the William
Wilkins who designed and built Theatre Royal, Bury St Edmunds and The National Gallery in London.
The Theatre followed a quintessentially Georgian playhouse design, a horseshoe shape with three
levels of seating. It replaced a more temporary theatre structure which had operated on the other
side of the road next to the Sun Inn. It was built outside the Cambridge City boundary because of
opposition in a University City to theatres in general.

The Barnwell Theatre was supported by many of the great actors of the day, and featured
performances from many members of the Garrick Club such as James Sheridan Knowles, William
Macready, and Charles Kean. However, by July 1878 the Theatre was fairing badly and was put up for
sale. It was bought and turned into first a Mission Hall (1878-1914) and later a Boys Club before falling
into disuse.
In 1926, the Theatre was reopened under the management of Terence Gray as the Festival Theatre.
Significant changes were made to the building to allow the Theatre to host some of the most avantgarde performances of the day. Terence Gray assisted by Harold Ridge and Norman Marshall totally
removed the old proscenium arch and created a space with a revolving stage, fixed cyclorama, and
Schwabe lighting according to the ideas that had been propounded by Gordon Craig for the preceding
25 years but had not put into practice elsewhere in the UK. An Art Deco foyer was added to provide
direct access from Newmarket Road. Flora Robson, Robert Donat, and Anthony Quale performed, as
did the ballerina Ninette de Valois (Gray’s cousin), who later went on to form the Royal Ballet. In
1939, the Theatre closed. It was used briefly for the entertainment of troops during the war.
In 1946, the Theatre was bought by Cambridge Arts Theatre Trust Ltd. It was used primarily as a store
and wardrobe department for around 50 years. Some performances were staged there, the last of
which was in the 1990s during the temporary closure of Cambridge Arts Theatre for a redevelopment
project. The building is now owned by Cambridge Buddhist Centre.

New Theatre (1896 – 1956), previously Theatre Royal, Cambridge

Photos courtesy of Cambridgeshire Collection

Location: 48-50 St Andrews Street, Cambridge, CB2 3AH

The New Theatre was located on the site of St Andrew’s Hall, which had hosted performance since
the 1880s. In 1895, a local theatrical manager W. B. Redfern opened a purpose built, 1000-seater
theatre designed by the architect M. Ernest Runtz. At the time of opening, it was Cambridge’s only
dedicated theatre.

Posters from the Theatre Royal,
found in the Cambridge Arts Theatre
archive during the 2019 ‘Behind the
Scenes’ project.

In 1933, after a difficult period of declining
profits, the building was sold to Cambridge
Cinemas Ltd and reopened as Theatre
Cinema. The programme quickly expanded
to include, alongside the Cinema, shows by
local amateur theatrical producers such as
the Cambridge Amateur Operatic Society
and the Cambridge University ‘Footlights
Revue’. There was also an annual
pantomime.
In October 1940, during the Second World
War, the building was requisitioned by the War Office (it is not known specifically why). After the war
it eventually re-opened on 13th October 1947, primarily as a cinema but with a return to its original
name - New Theatre - and a reduced seating capacity of 618. Stage shows recommenced from 29th
March 1948.
The New Theatre closed on 17th March 1956.The building was used as a warehouse before being
demolished in 1961.

ADC (1855 – present)
Location: Park Street, Cambridge, Cambridgeshire, CB5 8AS

Cambridge is home to the oldest amateur-run theatre in the country. The Cambridge University
Amateur Dramatic Club (ADC) was founded in 1855 to support the creation of theatrical productions
by members of Cambridge University. The Theatre was originally a series of function rooms, first
rented and then purchased in 1882, with further improvements made in 1888. In 1933 a significant
part of the Theatre burnt down and was rebuilt in 1935. The Theatre continues to be used mostly for
student performances although small scale professional productions are occasionally programmed.
Listen to actor Griff Rhys Jones remember performing as a student at the ADC (35 mins):
https://soundcloud.com/user-790558708/oral-history-griff-rhys-jones

Cambridge Arts Theatre (1936 – present)
Location: 6 St Edward’s Passage, Cambridge, CB2 3PL

Cambridge Arts Theatre Redevelopment, 1995. Cambridge Arts Theatre Archive, THM258/9/2/3

Cambridge Arts Theatre was founded in 1936 by John Maynard Keynes, the economist and bursar of
King’s College, Cambridge and later founding member of the Arts Council England. Keynes was an arts
lover and active member of the Bloomsbury Group, a group of middle-class writers and painters
based in the Bloomsbury area of London. His wife, Lydia Lopokova was a professional ballet dancer.
Keynes wanted Cambridge to have ‘a good small theatre’ which would present the best London
productions alongside amateur theatre and bring together ‘town and gown’ to enjoy the edifying
benefits of the performing arts. Keynes envisaged a place which would present the best of the five
artforms, theatre, cinema, opera, dance and music. The logo of the Cambridge Arts Theatre, a fivesided pentagon, reflected this aim.

The Arts Theatre Auditorium in 1936, Cambridge Arts Theatre Archive
The Theatre was built on land owned by King’s College, held on a long-term lease by Keynes. The
stage was an unusual pentagon shape because of the restrictions of the surrounding buildings. In
1938 Keynes presented the Theatre in trust to the City and the University. Since the 1930s the
Theatre has helped launch the careers of theatrical luminaries such as Ian McKellen and Sam Mendes
and celebrated many significant cultural milestones, from Margot Fonteyn dancing Swan Lake to
Harold Pinter’s premiere of The Birthday Party. The last four directors of the National Theatre all
directed on our stage at the start of their careers.

Cambridge Arts Theatre Redevelopment, 1995. Cambridge Arts Theatre Archive, THM258/9/2/3

In the 1990s, the Theatre underwent significant redevelopment. The whole building was demolished
except for the Proscenium Arch, to update facilities and stage technology and to allow the stage to be
expanded. A subsequent redevelopment relocated and redeveloped the Theatre’s Box Office, moving
the main entrance to the Theatre from Peas Hill to St Edward’s Passage. Today the Arts Theatre seats
666.
Learn more about some of the key moments in Cambridge Arts Theatre’s history:
https://www.cambridgeartstheatre.com/discover-more/our-history

Cambridge Junction (1990 – present)
Location: Clifton Way, Cambridge, Cambridgeshire, CB1 7GX
Cambridge Junction is the city’s newest theatre. It
was built in 1990 on the site of former cattle market
and extended in 1998. The Junction initially
focussed on music and comedy; its programme is
aimed at young people. In 2004, two additional
performance spaces were built including Junction 2
(The Shed) which provided a dedicated space for
theatre performances. The Theatre Trust describe
this space as; “Inspired by the Georgian courtyard
theatre the auditorium has a single rake of bleacher seating, enabling a variety of theatre formats (inthe-round, end on, etc), and is surrounded on three sides by two tiers of balconies.”

Corpus Playroom (1979 - present)
Location: 10 St Edward’s Passage, Cambridge, CB2 3PJ
The Corpus Christi Playroom was established in 1979 in
some disused college rooms, by the college drama
society of Corpus Christi college, The Fletcher Players.
Run in association with Cambridge Arts Theatre from
2001 – 2010, it was radically redeveloped in 2011.
Today it seats 80, it is programmed by the ADC
theatre, the programme is mostly made up of student
fringe productions.
Cambridge Arts Theatre Archive
THM/258/7/2/3

Mumford Theatre
Location: East Road, Cambridge, CB1 1PT

The Mumford Theatre, a 270-seat theatre on Anglia Ruskin’s campus, which emphasises work created
by ARU students alongside some received theatre, music, and dance shows.
Study these images of theatre buildings, arrange them in the order in in which they
were built. What would be the benefits and challenges of performing in each space?
Discuss other theatres you have been to. The audience at the Cambridge Arts Theatre
travels to the Theatre from a 60-mile radius. How many more theatre and performance
spaces can you list in the wider region? Have you been to the theatre in London?
Do you think that arts venues in a city like Cambridge are in competition with each
other? Why? What is similar/ different about them? Do Arts venues deliberately
cultivate different audiences?
Design a week-long programme of cultural activity for a culturally curious family visiting
Cambridge arriving on a specific date. Research what is happening in each venue for the
week the family will visit.

Cambridge Arts Theatre celebrates the origins
of theatre
Cambridge Arts Theatre has a longstanding commitment to celebrating theatre history and shedding
new light on historic plays.
The Greek Play
Every three years the Cambridge University Classics department convene to produce production in
classical Greek. The Cambridge Greek Play began in 188, in 1936 it transferred to the new Arts
Theatre with a production of The Frogs by Aristophanes. The archive records a funny story about this
production. The Bishop of Lincoln, Nugent Hicks, was in Cambridge to confirm some choristers at
Kings College, he tried on one of the frog heads from the production, part of the chorus costume,
and had a hard time getting the costume off again!
The Cambridge Greek Play have a range of excellent resources:
https://www.cambridgegreekplay.com/teaching-the-play
Listen to Professor Simon Goldhill from the Faculty of Classics at the University of
Cambridge explain the unique nature of the Greek Play and its importance (39 mins):
https://soundcloud.com/user-790558708/oral-history-simon-goldhill
Listen to the memory of Zak Ghazi-Torbati who acted in the Greek Play as a student (25 mins):
https://soundcloud.com/user-790558708/oral-history-zak-ghazi-torbati

Review and production photo from The Frogs,
Cambridge Arts Theatre Archive THM/258/5/1
Programme and production photos from Electra, 2001
Cambridge Arts Theatre Archive THM/258/5/4/220

Shakespeare
Cambridge Arts Theatre has a long association with producing Shakespeare, George ‘Dadie’ Rylands
was an English fellow at Kings College Cambridge and a friend of John Maynard Keynes. He was one
of Cambridge Arts Theatre’s original trustees. He became Chairman of the Theatre after Keynes’
death, a post he retained until 1982. Rylands was a distinguished theatre director who pioneered a
method of directing Shakespeare which paid scrupulous attention to the sound and rhythm of the
original verse, whilst not forgetting the entertainment value which the plays had at the time of their
writing. In the 1939 he published a Shakespeare anthology The Ages of Man and subsequently
supervised the recording of a complete works of Shakespeare for the British Council. Ryland was
heavily involve in the University of Cambridge’s Marlowe Society. The society produced a
Shakespeare play at Cambridge Arts Theatre every year since 1936. Rylnds directed until the 1960s.
His influence on the subsequent direction of the performance of Shakespeare was far reaching
through the young actors and directors he mentored in Cambridge, such as John Giedlgud and Peter
Hall.
Listen to Dr Tim Cribb, Treasurer of The Marlowe Society explains the relationship
between the Theatre and the society (44 mins): https://soundcloud.com/user790558708/oral-history-tim-cribb

Photographs from The Marlowe Society’s
production of Julius Caesar, 1952
(Front Row L-R, Peter Orr as Brutus, Mike Hall as
Cassius, Tony White as Mark Anthony)
THM/258/5/3/153

Theatre debates and turning points
Throughout its history Cambridge Arts Theatre has been at the heart of wider discussions about the
nature of theatre and its future. Our press cuttings collection details three debates.
1939-45

A debate on ticketing

1940s

The Rise of Cinema

1960s

The Threat of Television

We welcome your feedback
High resolution scans of all the archive material found in this pack are available for teaching and other
non-commercial uses. Please note the number next to the image you wish to use and email requests
to: development@cambridgeartstheatre.com
These resources were produced with funding from the National Lottery Heritage Fund as part of a
project exploring the Theatre’s archive called ‘Behind the Scenes’. We would like to express our thanks
to our funders and to the teachers and students who piloted activities and content in this pack.
We continue to welcome further feedback from users on the email above.

