
 

What happened to the 

Redgrave Theatre 
 
 
 
 

A focus on the costs and finances  

The coming of the new Theatre 
 
1954  The freehold of Castle Theatre is bought by Farnham Repertory 

Company for £1,600, of which £800 was on mortgage. 
 
1965     Decision is taken to build a larger theatre – Castle Theatre is 

not suitable for extension.  
 
1967 Farnham Urban District Council leased Brightwell site to     

Farnham Repertory Company for nominal rent. Trustees to 
maintain interior & exterior in tenantable repair. 

 
1969     Farnham Repertory Theatre Trust [FRTT] is inaugurated to    

supervise construction and organise fundraising appeals.  
 

1974  New Theatre opens, the local population having made a         
contribution to capital equivalent to some £2,625,000 at 2009 
building costs.  

 
1979 An unexpected offer to lease the Castle Theatre site [68A Castle 

Street] for a bistro is received and a lease drawn up on the basis 
of one year rent free and then £7,000 pa. - subject to 5 yearly re-
view. By July 1996 rental charges to tenant had increased to 
£27,500. Total rent paid to Waverley Borough Council over the 
period 1996/7 to 2008/09 has been £472,980. 

 
1995 Proposed Tripartite Agreement is drafted – ―subject to obtain-

ing proper funding assurances from WBC and South East 
Arts (SEA)”.  New company is to undertake payment of listed 
debts of the old company. Under licence, the new company 
would undertake productions at Redgrave Theatre from a date in 
latter part of 1996. 

 
1996(March)  After initial decision to cut funding to all theatres in the 

South East, South East Arts continues its funding policy but re-
duced by 2%.  WBC hopes to increase its grant. Along with in-
creased grant from Surrey County Council but a reduced grant 
from Hampshire CC, total anticipated grant aid was £307,000 - a 
20% increase on the previous year but, Redgrave Theatre consid-
ered very much at the bottom of its peer group for funding. 

 
        (April) Farnham Repertory Co. is wound up 

 
(June-Aug) Castle Theatre site valued at £215,000 and bought for this 

amount by WBC in late summer 1996.  This amount, less any out-
standing FRC debts, transferred to Farnham Theatre Productions 
(FTP) along with FRC assets and staff. 

 

The Redgrave, by Dennis Chinnery 

Castle Theatre 1953 

Castle Theatre 1967 

Redgrave Theatre 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Theatre comes under new management 
 
1996 Farnham Theatre Productions Ltd. takes on management of the Redgrave Theatre under  

the   leadership of a local TV executive appointed by Waverley Borough Council and SE 
Arts. Waverley Borough Council offers initial administrative assistance from its own staff with        
appointments etc.    

 
1996/7 Consultants (The Arts Business) prepare a feasibility study to present to Waverley Borough 

Council and SE Arts. It considers: art house cinemas, touring venue or link with the Maltings   
as split site single management operation. 

 
1997    Withdrawal of SE Arts funding creates a need to find alternative sources of funding.              

Resignation of three senior Redgrave staff.  
 
1998    Whole of Waverley Borough Council‘s annual grant is spent in the first six months of the year 

to pay off creditors and finance a disastrous production of ―Bronte‖ which had been taken on 
tour to Lincoln and Birmingham but failed to cover production costs.  
 
Two requests by Waverley Borough Council to be provided with a business plan go          
unanswered.  £5,000 is contributed by Farnham Repertory Theatre Trust to honour bookings 
for a Wayne Sleep show, which immediately precedes closure.  
 
(March)  A well established local architect reports that expenditure required on external   
maintenance was in the region of £25,000. 

 
 (May) Surrender of lease to WBC with dilapidations payment of £21,125, leaving FRTT with 

approx £1,000.  None of the money transferred to Waverley Borough Council to rectify 
dilapidations has ever been spent to meet this need.  

 
1999 Liquidators report shows chattel assets of Farnham Theatre Productions (costume, stage  

props etc.) as £21,427.   
 
 

The Garden Restaurant, Redgrave Theatre 

Old signage Redgrave seating now—still  
showing the excellent sightlines 



 

 
The Redgrave stages revival of Noel Coward’s 
Cavalcade in 1981 
 
The first professional production of Noel Coward‘s 
‗Cavalcade‘ for 50 years, gave 300 amateur actors the 
chance of a walk on role.   
 
Actors including Sir John Gielgud, Lord Olivier, and   
Elaine Stritch, who had worked with Coward provided  
anecdotes to be included in the souvenir brochure.  
 
The production was nationally acclaimed and filmed       
by BBC Television. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The Redgrave features in Hansard, 1988 
 
     An exchange between Farnham‘s then MP, Virginia     
Bottomley, and the then Minister for the Arts, Mr. Rich-
ard Luce, was reported in Hansard on 7 March 1988 
underlines the success of the Redgrave at the time.  
 
Mr Luce said he had enjoyed his visit to the Redgrave 
Theatre in February that year and was very impressed 
by the way that the theatre was run. 
 
Virginia Bottomley then asked if he was aware that the 
Redgrave was the most active repertory theatre in the 
country: it had been open 359 days and given 419 per-
formances in the previous year.    
 
For the second time running it had won an award for 
new sponsors.  
 
She then asked what steps the Minister was taking to   
draw to the attention of other regional arts organisations 
the example set by the Farnham theatre, particularly in      
responding to his business incentive scheme?  
 
Replying, the Minister said ―My hon. Friend is right. The 
Redgrave theatre is a model. It raised 67 per cent of all  
its resources from the private sector, largely through the 
box office, but also through sponsorship. There is a true 
partnership there between the public and the private   
sectors.  
 
My hon. Friend is right to say that it is the most prolific in 
productivity of all the repertory theatres in Britain and   
that it has received business sponsorship incentive 
scheme awards over the last two or three years. 
 
It is a very fine model for other theatres― 

Old programmes and booklets including that for Cavalcade  

Redgrave set for Towards Zero showing stage capacity 

How successful was the Redgrave? 

A selection of past programmes 



The decline of the Redgrave 
 

A survey prepared by Positive Solutions in April 1995 stated that: 

  
 

 
What of future demand?  
      Since 1998 the ‗catchment area‘ for a Farnham based theatre has vastly 
expanded and further development is expected in Aldershot and Bordon, with 
its eco town. To thrive, Farnham needs more than just additional commercial 
high street outlets. To many outsiders Farnham is still remembered as syn-
onymous with a high quality theatre.   
 
While the Redgrave has been ‗dark‘ the town‘s economic prosperity,            
particularly its evening economy, has been severely damaged: a situation 
described recently by Michael Holden, author of the FTA Theatre Report  
and Business Study [see FTA website],  as constituting a considerable    
disservice to the Council Tax payers of Waverley and particularly to the   
residents and businesses of Farnham.   
 
He states that, had Waverley BC maintained the original public investment 
and given the community the chance to re-open the Redgrave, commercial 
development of East Street would have followed in the good development 
years 2000 – 2007 saving the Council the substantial cash contribution    
towards development of the derelict site that it now faces. 
 
A recent, independently evaluated survey of what Farnham traders and  
businesses want produced a 65% response with overwhelming support for 
both a cinema and theatre in the town.    
 
Richard Sandars and Anne Cooper, October 2009. 
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     89.9 % of respondents had attended the 
Redgrave within the last 12 months, the majority 
between 2- 4 times.  
 
47.6 % had attended less often because recent   
productions did not appeal.  
 
This is the one strong, identifiable thread running 
through individual responses – choice of production 
and the ‗turn off‘ effects of a production which did 
not appeal running for up to 4 weeks. 

    ‘It would appear from the research that a   
varied middle-brow programme appropriate 
for a variety of tastes including schools and 
families with either young or teenage              
children, and not excluding more challenging 
pieces would be well received by the cross 
section of local theatre goers, as long as the 
choice of play is appropriate to the intimate 
space, produced to a high quality and pro-
moted with imagination and vigour’ 

        The 1995 report also records that an ‗unclear policy 
and lack of focus, ….. inadequate budget, historically low 
level of subsidy, unsophisticated marketing and weak 
administration’ also contributed to the Redgrave‘s       
decline.  The rescue package of 1996 did not success-
fully address these issues and the theatre failed. 
 
The 1990‘s saw several leading regional theatres includ-
ing the Redgrave in financial difficulties - Salisbury Play-
house, Cheltenham Everyman, Exeter Northcote, the 
Harrogate Theatre, Birmingham Rep, Liverpool Play-
house and the Royal Shakespeare Company.    
 
All have survived except for the Redgrave.  Locally, the 
Theatre Royal Winchester and the Leatherhead Theatre 
have re-opened after years of closure. 

Sir Bernard Miles and Sir Michael 
Redgrave with Frank Rutter in 1970  

New vision needed - once again? 

Redgrave set for Cluedo 
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