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That’s Entertainment!
From Hollywood’s silver screen to satellite broadcasts from the Metropolitan Opera,
Jeremy Miles looks back at 80 years of entertainment at Christchurch’s Regent Centre

T

he first time theatre boss Eliot
Walker worked at the Regent
Centre in Christchurch he was an
11-year-old schoolboy. Twenty years later
he’s sitting in the manager’s seat. It’s an
unusual career trajectory to say the least.
Yet if it hadn’t been for the apathy of
others, it may never have happened. Eliot,
still barely into his thirties, explains how a
weekend at the theatre in 1991 led to a
chapter of happy accidents that changed
his life. “I was the only person to turn up

for their ‘Stage Lighting for Beginners’
course. They said: ‘Why not stay this
evening and see how the show goes?’ I
loved it so much that I went in the next
night too. It sort of continued from there.”
Originally built as a cinema in the
early thirties, The Regent Centre
capitalised on the recession-busting
interest in Hollywood movies. Records of
the opening ceremony on Boxing Day
1931 describe one of the architects, a Mr
Hardy, suggesting that the new facility

Originally built as a cinema in
the early 1930s, it capitalised
on the recession-busting
interest in Hollywood movies

Film historian
Gerry Hooper in
the projection room
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would change the attitude that
Christchurch was an old-fashioned town.
It would also provide quality
entertainment for the locals and bring
business into the town.
Christchurch’s new picture palace was
launched with a screening of The Taming
of the Shrew starring the golden couple of
the movie scene – Mary Pickford and
Douglas Fairbanks. But 40 years later the
magic of the silver screen was failing to
work its spell and, in 1973, the cinema
closed and re-opened as a Bingo Hall.
A decade later that too had had its day.
Christchurch Borough Council, once
again looking for a facility to boost arts
and entertainment facilities in the town,
bought the battered and careworn
building. With the help of more than 100
volunteers, the Regent was restored to its
former Art Deco glory. The Regent –
theatre, cinema and arts centre – was
formally opened by the actress Dora Bryan
on 11 June 1983. Since then the 450-seat
theatre has offered a regular programme of
professional touring drama, jazz, big band,
ballet, opera and celebrity one-nighters
alongside a diet of am-dram productions
and feature films.
dorset.greatbritishlife.co.uk
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The late
George
Melly was a
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The Regent

Extraordinarily, many of the acts –
already considered veterans when they
played the Regent back in the 1980s – still
return on a regular basis. People like
Kenny Ball, Acker Bilk, The Barron
Knights, and Gerry and the Pacemakers
remain perennial favourites. Others are
enjoying a second wind in careers, such as
Tony Christie – whose 50th anniversary
show played the Regent earlier this year.
All of which present Eliot with the
problem of keeping this regional theatre
abreast of contemporary tastes and
engaging new audiences.
Happily, four years ago, a holiday in
New York provided him with what may
well be the perfect answer. During a visit
to the city’s famed Metropolitan Opera
House he asked why there was so much
heavy-duty camera equipment trained on
dorset.greatbritishlife.co.uk

the stage and auditorium. When they told
him about high-definition satellite
broadcasts beaming live coverage of shows
to theatres and cinemas, his eyes lit up.
“I pestered them to allow us to be the
first independent theatre in the UK to
screen them.” It paid off and today the
Regent regularly shows live opera from the
Met, ballet from the Bolshoi and plays
from the National Theatre. The Met’s
production of Verdi’s Il Trovatore and the
National’s production of Chekhov’s The
Cherry Orchard have been among the top
shows beamed live into the Regent.
“It has totally changed the way that we
view what we put on,” says Eliot. “It gives
audiences the chance to see some of the
finest performers in the world, at a very
reasonable price.” Ticket prices, he says,
are crucial because, along with things like
coffee and ice cream sales, and the odd
hire fee, tickets sales are the Regent
Centre’s prime source of income. The
Regent receives no art grants and has not
had any income from the local authority
for the past three years; a factor that Eliot
believes has helped them to learn how to
survive the current economic climate.
“It’s given us a headstart. We’ve
adapted our business and are more careful
about the sort of shows we book. In the
past we would take a gamble because we
felt a particular show was something we
ought to offer, but now we have to ask if
there’s a demand for it.”
Press and publicity officer Gary
Theobald has been at the theatre since
1984. He has seen some strange goings-on
in his time. Not least the hunt for the
inevitable theatre ghost. “We’ve had
reports of an old lady in Victorian dress
being spotted sitting in the circle. I
suppose she could be associated in some
way with the building that used to stand
on this site. It was an old bookshop.” It
was also the birthplace, in 1852, of the
celebrated artist, illustrator, author and
pioneering editor, Gleeson White. Experts
on the paranormal say that a certain
amount of ‘activity’ is present in the
theatre but have so far failed to record the
actual ghost.
Gary says he’s heard doors open and
close for no reason but remains sceptical.
“We get people turning up with all kinds

of equipment, we even had a ghostbusting chihuahua!”
Leaving its possible spectral past
behind and looking to the future, changes
at the Regent during 2011 include the
introduction of all-digital cinema
equipment complete with state-of-the-art
new screen. This is particularly exciting for
local cinema historian Gerry Hooper. Now
85, he has been a follower of film at the
Christchurch venue ever since popping
into the original cinema to watch a Frank
Sinatra movie back in the ’50s.
“I really liked the place and I’ve kept
tabs on it ever since,” says Gerry as he
shows me the projection room. “I’ve seen
it go through so many changes. Going
digital is just the latest development.” He
picks up a reel of the multi-Oscar-winning
The King’s Speech, a new Regent Centre
favourite, which has been drawing in the
crowds, bringing in people who haven’t
been to the cinema in 20 years or more.
“Things never stand still. There’s always
something new happening and that’s
good,” says Gerry.

Regent Centre’s 80th Birthday
Celebration
5 September: Regent Centre 80th
Anniversary Film Quiz, 7pm
10 September: Saturday Morning Pictures –
two award-winning animated shorts: Tom and
Jerry in The Cat Concerto and One Froggy
Evening, plus the classic thriller The 39 Steps,
starts 10.30am
10 September: 80 Years of Musical Theatre –
The Regent Rep celebrate with some of the
great Broadway hits, 7.30pm
11 September: The 1933 Busby Berkeley
musical 42nd Street, 7.30pm
For a full list of events visit regentcentre.co.uk
Regent Centre, 51 High Street, Christchurch,
BH23 1AS. Parking in Wick Lane Pay and
Display behind theatre, free after 7pm
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