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Page 32

Eric Fayne continues the series concerning som: of the cinemas and thealres he knew long
EE0.

THE HOLBORN EMPIRE

The first twelve years of this century saw the great Music Hall boom, In
Victorian times, such places of entertainment werc always ccnzs'tiered to be the pastime
of the lower classes - & little naughty and a little scruffy.

Now men like Sir Oswald Stoll set about making the music halls respectable. To
Woo the middle classes, beautiful and elaborate new thealres were built; lushly seated
and carpeted, with the emphasis on entertainment rather than on the drink, the sale of
which had been the mainstay of the Victorian Halls.

Up till the outbreak of war in 1939, the three main circulls In England were the
Stoll, the Moss Empires, and the Syndicate Halls. This week | propose to look al just
one or two of the Moss Empires,

The chief of them was, of course, the London Palladium, Butl running it very
close - and, indeed, my favourite of all the music halls I ever visited - was the Holborn
Empire, Smaller than the Palladium, Holborn Empire was nevertheless on the large side,
yet always cosy and intimate. It had the real atmosphere of the old music hall at its
best, allied with Juxury and comfort. Most twice-nightly’houses offered entertainment |
lasting 1% hours at the outside. But the Holborn show never ran for less than two
hours. And there was a large resident orchestra, though the name of the band-leader,
who was In charge for many years, eludes me now.

Front stalls at the Holborn Empire were 3/-. But booked in advance they were 36,
I found that by booking I would often get a seat on Lhe side of the third or fourth row.
Yet much better seats in the 5th or 6th row, right in the centre, were vacait. Often I
vacated my bocked seat, to move Lo the centre only & row or so further back. The
secret was that, at the first performance, they only booked the front four rows of
stalls. Providing one arrived early, a much betler seat, central, was normally avall-
able without the increased cost of booking.

Early in the war, a resident revue was running at the Holborn - [ fancy it
starred Ben Lyon and Bebe Daniels, though I may be wrong in this. But one night,
during the blitz, an incendiary bomb put an end Lo the [inest music hall in Lenden.

Another splendid Moss Empire was Finsbury Park Empire. [ remember going to this
lovely house about 1930, or maybe a little earlier. 1L was the time when the talking
pictures had finished of f repericry theatres and had hit all msic halls very hard.
The touring revue | saw at Finsbury Park vias "The Reply to The Talkies." The giant
chorus of Tiller Girls sang "Here's our reply to the talkies - we're alive - we're
alivel® It was a superb production, and played to packed houses all over the country.

New Cross Empire was a pleasant enough theatre on the Moss circuit. IT was
probably brilt during the first decade of the century, though, as it was rather less v
luxurious than plenty of the Moss Halls, it may have been one of the earlier ones.

Moss, 1ike his contemporary Sir Oswald Stoll, had a strict code which had to be
observed by all shows and performers on his many stages. But it was worth it, 1L was
the seal of qualily te be booked on the Moss Empires circuit.
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