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0. Summary
This Conservation Management Plan was commissioned by the
Belgrade Theatre in the summer of 2005 and has been prepared by
Short and Associates. It follows the methodology outlined by
James Semple Kerr and endorsed by English Heritage and the
Heritage Lottery Fund.
0.1 The Belgrade Theatre: vision
Opened in March 1958, the Belgrade Theatre was the first all-new
professional theatre to be built in Britain since the Second World
War and the country’s first purpose-built civic theatre. The City
Council intended the theatre to form a focus for a community
which had suffered greatly in wartime and which had been
augmented by substantial post-war immigration from other parts of
Britain. The theatre was thus intended to create a sense of
community spirit and to be a generator of civic pride. In its
architecture it reflected these dual aims: the design was altered to
present a more imposing public face, with a full-height glazed,
Festival Hall-esque façade fronting onto a new civic square, for
example. In addition, the foyers were open all day and thus acted
as a social centre for the wider community. It is perhaps
inevitable that the artistic vision was secondary to these concerns:
though there has been a long tradition of innovatory work at the
Belgrade, the Council were during the design stages reluctant to
decide on an artistic policy for the theatre. With no input from
theatre people, or any idea of the theatre’s eventual needs, the
result was a somewhat conservative, traditional auditorium, and
rather inadequate backstage facilities.
The theatre’s history is dealt with in section 2 of this plan.
0.2 Context and purpose of the Plan
The Conservation Management Plan was commissioned by the
Belgrade Theatre Trust to assist with their long-term planning and
management of the building. Currently works are ongoing to
provide a second auditorium and additional foyer spaces, but these
works are limited in the extent to which they affect the existing
building (in that they consist of minor interventions to resolve
access issues but are otherwise purely cosmetic). However, the
theatre intends to carry out a subsequent programme of work in
order to conserve and restore (where appropriate to current and
future functional needs) the original 1958 building and to develop
an exhibition and workshop programme focussing on the history of
the theatre and the performing arts in Coventry. The sections of
this document which focus on the history, design and development
of the building, and the issues and opportunities that it currently
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presents, will therefore aid the Trust and their architects as they go
about this work.
In addition, the Plan is intended to inform the day-to-day
management of the building in order that its heritage aspects are
not compromised. The maintenance plan and the sections
focussing on issues and vulnerabilities highlight areas which need
immediate, mid-term and long-term attention, and options for their
resolution.
Those promoting alterations or other works within the 1958
building should ensure that their proposals are consistent with the
policies set out in this plan. When planning works that affect areas
of significance, a statement should be prepared detailing the
justification for the works, the significance of the elements
affected, and outlining how the proposals are consistent with the
policies of this Plan and are justifiable in conservation terms.
The Plan has been submitted for formal adoption by the
Belgrade Theatre Trust. It may be supplemented in consultation
with professional advisors and others as required, for example at
the time of the recommended quinquennial inspection of the fabric.
0.3 Structure of the plan and overview of findings
An initial introduction describes the building and outlines the
methodology used and the consultations carried out. Section 2 then
details the history of the building: the emergence of public subsidy
for the arts in the late 1940s, the situation in Coventry, and the
local authority’s vision. The evolving design of the building and
its original appearance are considered in some detail, and the effect
of the Belgrade on subsequent theatres is explored in order to
locate the design in the wider context. Various sequences of plans
illustrate alterations to the internal spaces and the changing patterns
of circulation within the building. This section also details the
artistic vision, and the theatre’s management structure.
Section 3 assesses the significance of the Belgrade, as a
whole, and in terms of the significance of specific elements. It is
noted that the theatre’s external appearance and auditorium have
changed little and are thus significant as good surviving examples
of 1950s design. The foyers are significant for embodying the idea
of the ‘democratic’ theatre for the whole community: their
appearance has been compromised by unsympathetic redecoration
but many key elements remain, including the mosaic murals and
light fittings – elements which were integral in the original scheme.
Section 4 addresses issues, opportunities and
vulnerabilities, noting factors which impact on operation and
development, and suggesting the need for an integrated approach to
the management of the building that recognises the significant
areas in an appropriate fashion. The policies which relate to these

issues and opportunities are then detailed in Sections 5 (policies)
and 6 (the maintenance plan).
A series of appendices provides further information which
may inform approaches to the building (a condition survey). In
addition, material which may be of use in the development of the
heritage gallery is provided here: maps of the site since 1610, and
biographies of key figures.
0.4 Summary of the policies
The broad principles underlying the policies are as follows:
- to seek to retain original fabric, fittings and décor where
appropriate
- to carry out alterations that are reversible where possible
- to document change, visually and by placing any removed
items in an appropriate archive or gallery
- to adopt design solutions that do not compromise the visual
appearance or integrity of significant areas
- to respect the original design intent and architectural idiom
in planning interventions, signage or other change
- to balance the needs of the auditorium as a working theatre
space with its status as a significant and reasonably intact
piece of 1950s interior design
- to respect the status of the external facades as intact pieces
of 1950s design
- to work with the developers of Belgrade Plaza and the city
to ensure that the 1950s/civic feel of the area (e.g. the
fountain in the square) is not unnecessarily compromised
- to undertake maintenance in a systematic and integrated
fashion.
- to illustrate the history of the building and performing arts
in Coventry more generally, both within the new gallery
space and by introducing interpretative signage of elements
of significance, such as the foyer mosaic.
Related to and affected by these policies will be the following:
- access; health and safety upgrades
- enhanced environmental performance
The Belgrade is a popular building and an example of post-war
design that remains reasonably intact. As this period of building
becomes increasingly ‘historic’, exciting issues will arise relating
to its conservation: the opportunities detailed here offer the chance
for the Belgrade to be at the forefront of the debate.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Description of the building
The Belgrade Theatre is located in central Coventry, its northern
façade dominating a small square at the junction of Corporation
Street and Upper Well (formerly Fretton) Street. To Corporation
Street the theatre gives little indication of its presence: the
elevation consists of a three-storey flat-roofed block of eight bays
raised on pilotis above an arcade of shops. Finished in red-brown
brick and edged with Portland stone, it is entirely regular in its
fenestration, with the exception of the three northernmost bays on
the first floor where a projecting section and bas-relief of the city
of Belgrade denote the theatre’s restaurant. The elevation to the
square is more imposing: the four-storey Portland stone-faced end
of the Corporation Street block is connected by a wider section to a
seven-bay stone-faced unit, the middle five bays of which are
largely glazed, revealing the theatre’s foyers. Above rises the
rendered end of the auditorium, dominated by a large civic crest.
The monumentality of this elevation and the materials used both
contrast somewhat with the more muted Corporation Street façade.
Meanwhile, the south and west elevations, largely hidden from
public view and now being reconstructed as part of the capital
development project, were essentially utilitarian in design.
Internally the public spaces are concentrated on the ground
and first floor at the north end of the foyer, connecting what was
the theatre’s main entrance onto Corporation Street with the former
secondary car park entrance to the west. Foyers on both levels,
with views through the glass elevation to Belgrade Square, give
access to the auditorium and restaurant as well as functioning as
meeting/gathering spaces in their own right. Though the main
entrance has been altered, with a new café replacing the former box
office and cloakroom during the mid-1980s, and decorative
changes have obscured the original light and airy feel of the foyers,
these areas are in fact remarkably intact.
The auditorium itself is a simple straight-rake design, with
stalls, circle and four (originally six) boxes at each side facing a
conventional proscenium-arch stage. It is accessed at ground and
second-floor levels, the lobbies to the circle being the only public
spaces on the second floor, which is otherwise taken up with office
and ancillary accommodation. Further offices are found on the
first, second and third floor levels of the Corporation Street block,
occupying rooms originally intended to be self-contained flats and
thus accessed from external balconies.
The backstage accommodation is concentrated to the south
and west of the auditorium: notably, there is no stage right.
Current works involve the substantial remodelling of these areas,
which had in any case been subject to various previous alterations.
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(above): Plans of the theatre in 1958

1.2 Methodology and consultations
The Conservation Management Plan was commissioned in August
2005 in conjunction with the theatre’s Capital Development
Project. These works initially involve the construction of an
extension to the theatre building, providing a second auditorium
and rehearsal room as well as new front-of-house spaces. It is
subsequently intended to refurbish the existing building and to
develop exhibition spaces focussing on the history of the theatre
and the performing arts in Coventry; the Conservation
Management Plan will help shape the creation of policies relating
to these aims.
The Plan was prepared between August and October 2005
by Short and Associates. We have followed the guidelines set out
in the Heritage Lottery Fund’s Conservation management plans
checklists, also taking account of the extra requirements of the
client detailed in their brief. In addition, we have consulted James
Semple Kerr’s Conservation plans for places of European
Significance.
The sections on the theatre’s history were written by
Alistair Fair. Documents consulted include both relevant
secondary sources (detailed in the bibliography and footnotes), as
well as archive matter in Coventry Archives, the Theatres Trust
(London), and at the theatre itself. Hamish Glen, the theatre’s
Artistic Director, Alan Stanton, architect of the current
development scheme, and Martin Froy, creator of the original foyer
mosaics, were also interviewed in conjunction with this work.
A wide range of interested and affected parties were
consulted during the preparation of the plan. We discussed the
current uses of the building with David Beidas and Paul Duncombe
at the theatre, its history with English Heritage amd Martin Froy
(creator of the foyer mosaic), and the ongoing Capital
Development scheme with Rawdon Pettitt at Stanton Williams.
We also sought opinions from Coventry City Council, the Theatres
Trust and Professor Andrew Saint (an expert in twentieth-century
architecture at the University of Cambridge).
A working draft was presented to the Theatre Board in
November 2005 for comment and the final draft was completed in
December 2005.
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2. History and context1
2.1 Summary
The architecture of the Belgrade Theatre is inextricably linked with
the circumstances of its conception and its status as a civic theatre,
supported financially by the local authority. Externally, the
facades and the theatre square make an important and integral
physical contribution to the rebuilt post-war city centre. Similarly,
the building reflects the local authority’s vision of the role that the
theatre was intended to play in the creation of an informed and
engaged community. It is in this close relationship between the
theatre and its wider context (both physical and conceptual) that
the building’s real significance as a piece of architecture lies. The
Belgrade was the first professional theatre to be built in Britain
since the 1930s and was the country’s first all-new civic theatre,
realised in the context of the emerging welfare state. It pioneered
the idea of the theatre building as an all-day social space; in this
and other respects it informed the design of subsequent theatres.

(above): Model of the proposed theatre and square, c. 1956
2.2 Public subsidy for the arts
When it opened in March 1958, the Belgrade Theatre was widely
regarded as the herald of a new age. The building itself was
singled out for praise. Writing in The Observer, theatre critic
Kenneth Tynan commented that
“enter most theatres and you enter the gilded, cupidacious
past. Enter this one and you are surrounded by the future.”2

December 2005

But it was not just the theatre’s architecture that attracted attention.
Tynan continued by describing what he called a “trancied moment”
in which the city council had decided to build “a bauble as
superfluous as a civic playhouse,” and others similarly noted that
the Belgrade’s status as the first all-new theatre to be built and
supported by a local authority in Britain, predicting (rightly, as it
turned out) that a theatre building boom was beginning.3
The idea of public subsidy for the arts was in 1958
relatively new. Prior to 1939, theatre in Britain had been an almost
exclusively commercial concern. Sustained state support for
artistic productions and, in the case of the theatre, repertory
companies, first occurred during the Second World War with the
creation of the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the
Arts (CEMA). After the war, CEMA’s work was continued by the
Arts Council of Great Britain, founded in 1946 in the belief that a
civilised state should nurture the arts through patronage.4 Theatre
companies could also receive subsidy from local authorities: the
Local Government Act of 1948 developed the idea of the state as a
patron of culture by giving local authorities discretionary powers to
levy a rate of up to sixpence in the pound in support of the arts.5 In
Coventry, the Midland Theatre Company, a group of touring actors
based at the Technical College, thus received support from both the
Arts Council and the City Council.6
In 1952 the Arts Council suggested that the local authority
increase its financial support for the Midland Theatre Company
and that it might consider providing them with new
accommodation.7 As it happened, the provision of a new theatre
had been on the city council’s agenda for some time: councillors
consulted local groups and the Arts Council on the matter in 1949
and 1950 before financial shortages led to the abandonment of the
project in favour of more pressing issues.8 And some ten years
previously, the earliest plans for the rebuilding of the city after the
bombing raids of November 1940 had envisaged the creation of an
“entertainment zone” on Corporation Street, with three linked
theatres and cinemas.9 Corporation Street, already home to the
(now-closed) Opera House and Coventry (Hippodrome) Theatre,
appears to have remained the preferred location for the new theatre.
One press report of January 1953, for example, echoed the
council’s Development Plan in referring to it as Coventry’s future
“theatreland”.10 By this date, it has thus been definitively fixedupon as the location of the new theatre. Although a site in
Warwick Row was considered in 1951 and 1952, it had been
abandoned by early 1953 and when the Arts Council’s suggestion
of further support for the Midland Theatre Company prompted the
corporation to again consider the issue of a new theatre, the chosen
site was in Corporation Street.

(above): Drawing of 1940 showing proposed theatres and cinemas
2.3 The site11
Archaeological investigation confirms that the Belgrade site is, in
common with much of Coventry, mostly of keuper marl. There are
also patches of alluvium and sand/gravel pockets related to the
former course of the Radford Brook which now runs in a culvert
across its south-west part. Medieval town defences cross the site to
the north-west, passing almost certainly under Bond Street and
commemorated in the name of the Town Wall tavern.
The Belgrade site lies just inside the medieval town wall, at
the former junction of properties which stretched back from Hill
Street to Upper Well Street, both of which were in existence in the
late thirteenth century. The predominant industry in the area by the
eighteenth century was tanning, supplied by water from various
sources including the Radford Brook and the town ditch. Having
been (according to Speed’s map) undeveloped in 1610, the site of
the future theatre was developed after 1750, and by 1851 large
developments had created a frontage to Bond Street. During the
nineteenth century, the area was a patchwork of small-scale
industry (with substantial tanning and related works on several
sites) and housing, broken up by gardens and orchards.
Corporation Street was created in 1931;12 by this date there were
substantial industrial interests in the locality, including textiles at
Leigh Mills, a confectionary works, and, adjacent to the Belgrade
site, engineering at the Albion Mills. Housing was principally of
the back-to-back type, with courts fronting onto Bond Street.
During the 1930s and 1940s, the future Belgrade Square was
occupied by Fretton House, a new development contemporaneous
with the construction of Corporation Street.
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The site (excluding Fretton House, which survived into the
1950s) was levelled in 1948 following substantial bomb damage,
and, immediately prior to work beginning on the theatre, was
occupied by allotment gardens and a car park. In the late 1950s
much redevelopment took place nearby, mostly along Corporation
Street which has since remained substantially unaltered, as has the
area between the theatre and the ring road, principally occupied by
car parks. Belgrade Square was completed in 1960; in the same
year, the adjacent “Lunn Poly” building (originally a garage) was
constructed.
For a sequence of maps showing the history of the site, see the
Appendices.
2.4 The local authority’s vision
At its opening on March 27, 1958, the Lord Mayor of
Coventry, Alderman Pearl Hyde, stressed how the theatre was
intended to be a symbolic heart for the city.13 Artistic Director
Bryan Bailey used similar terms when he told local Rotarians that
it would “enrich the whole life of Coventry”.14 And Bailey’s
successor, Anthony Richardson, wrote in 1963 that the Belgrade
had been conceived and operated as a “people’s theatre”.15 It was
intended to be somewhere that would generate civic pride and
community spirit: an integral part of the new Coventry.
The issue of community was of great concern locally.
Whilst the 1940 bombings had initially led to a heightened sense of
civic consciousness, this was called into question in the immediate
post-war period by immigration to Coventry from the wider
Midlands region and there were concerns that those moving to the
city felt little allegiance to it.16 Deliberate attempts were thus made
by the council to cultivate a continued sense of local pride and
community, including “Know your City” bus tours during the
summer of 1948 and the publication of a free newspaper entitled
Civic affairs (which had a circulation of 20,000 by 1952).17
Important, too, was the role that the theatre could play in
addressing perceptions of Coventry as what the Mayor called “a
burial place of culture”, which she hoped the opening of the theatre
would lay to rest in providing entertainment of a more suitable
form.18 Social and cultural aims were thus combined in the
conception of the theatre.
That this theatre should be provided by the local authority
was by no means a matter of consensus, and securing funding was
not easy, especially at a time when replacing bomb-damaged and
slum housing was a greater priority. But the provision of a new
theatre was an important issue for the Labour group on the council,
known nationally for its staunchly interventionist left-wing views.19
However, while the Conservative councillors were not opposed to
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the idea of a new theatre, they believed that to provide one at
ratepayers’ expense would be a waste of money. The debate was
played out in the local press, with the Coventry Standard opposing
the project and the Evening Telegraph being broadly in favour.20
Similar political debates surrounded the creation of civic theatres in
other towns, notably Nottingham, where changes in the
composition of the council each year led to protracted disputes.21
A further question that was raised in Coventry was the extent to
which amateur companies would have access to the theatre. Such
groups feared that they would not be able to afford to hire the
theatre (indeed, the city’s Drama Festival was held there only
once).22 Ultimately, however, the Labour group’s vision of a
subsidised professional theatre prevailed; their role in the theatre’s
genesis was made clear for posterity by the large civic coat of arms
on the Belgrade Square elevation and by the inclusion of
councillors’ names on the plaque unveiled at the opening
ceremony.

(above): Plaque unveiled at the opening ceremony, March 1958
2.5 The theatre’s name
That the theatre was built in the first place reflects the city
council’s belief that the arts had a significant role to play locally in
the rebuilt Coventry. The theatre’s name – the Belgrade – is also
indicative of the council’s beliefs: in this case, its global outlook.
The bombing of Coventry in 1940 raised the city to international
prominence. Frequently considered in terms of “martyrdom”, it
attracted much support from other communities that had suffered
during the war, with many in Europe seeing the reconstruction of
the city and its modern architecture as symbolic of the victory over
Nazism.23 In the postwar years, the council sought to maintain

these global contacts. Communities with which links were made
included St Etienne, Sarajevo, St Petersburg, Volgograd and Lidice
(the latter commemorated in the name of Lidice Place, just along
Corporation Street from the theatre).24
The Yugoslavian ambassador visited Coventry in 1951 and
made an offer of Serbian timber to be used in the city’s
reconstruction effort.25 Possible uses considered by the council for
this donation included rebuilding the roof of St Mary’s Hall, or in
the Civic Theatre, then in the early stages of planning. The
Yugoslavs were especially keen on the idea of using the timber in
the theatre, with the Mayor of Belgrade stating that cultural ties
“are some of the strongest bulwarks in the building of
friendships.”26 It was further suggested that the theatre be named
after the Yugoslavian capital, in order to commemorate the
common struggle by the people of Coventry and Belgrade for
freedom and peace.27 An offer of further timber was made in April
1952 in order to create a lounge within the theatre; it was proposed
that this room contain photographs of Churchill and Tito, to
represent the friendship between Coventry and Belgrade.28
A delegation from Coventry visited Belgrade in June 1952
and showed drawings of the proposed theatre, then to be located in
Warwick Row, to the Mayor of Belgrade.29 However, these
drawings were apparently felt lacking: the Standard reported that
there was a sense that the required spirit had not quite been
captured. New designs for the Corporation Street site were soon
prepared, and it was hoped that Tito might lay the foundation stone
in March 1953.30 In the event, however, it was not until May 1955
that a delegation from Yugoslavia unveiled a plaque on the site.31
In the interim, Coventry councillors had visited Belgrade and
presented the Mayor with a locally-made car.
Although it was confirmed in January 1957 that the theatre
would indeed be named after the Yugoslavian capital, much of the
timber that was donated actually proved to be unsuitable for use in
the building.32 Most of the lengths of timber were too short for use
in the theatre and so were deployed in other council buildings
around the city.33 Nonetheless, some was used in the ceilings of
the auditorium and in the first-floor restaurant.

(left):
First-floor restaurant with
Yugoslavian beech ceiling,
1958
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2.6 The artistic vision
Although the theatre was conceived as a home for the
Midland Theatre Company, a more concrete version of the
theatre’s artistic policy was not formulated until the appointment of
the first Artistic Director, Bryan Bailey, in 1957 – some two years
after construction had begun. Indeed, it seems the matter of an
artistic policy was not especially high on the city council’s agenda
during the period in which the theatre was designed and built, with
decisions repeatedly deferred.34 A press report of May 1956, for
example, suggested that the Midland Theatre Company’s
occupancy of the building was still not guaranteed and that a new,
Arts Council-funded group might play there.35 It is perhaps not
surprising that artistic decisions were postponed, given that the
council’s vision was phrased not in artistic terms but what the
theatre might add to the civic and community life of Coventry. In
the event, although members of the MTC did join the Belgrade, the
former body was wound up in the summer of 1957 and the
Belgrade Company was in effect, therefore, a new group.36
Bryan Bailey was an energetic director with great drive and
vision. A graduate of Oxford and RADA, he then spent four years
successfully running the Guildford Repertory Company.37 Upon
his appointment to Coventry, he proposed what was described in
almost Stalinist terms as a “Three Year Plan”, aiming to make the
Belgrade, “the home of unusual events and happenings” with “a
bold and progressive choice of plays”.38 A small resident
company, augmented by visiting actors, was to present new work
and plays with topical and controversial themes in the hope that a
“Midland school of writers” would eventually emerge. One writer
whose work was thus presented at the theatre in its early years was
Arnold Wesker: his Chicken soup with barley was premiered in
1958 and attracted much interest from audiences before
successfully transferring to the Royal Court in London.39 In
addition, there was to be a strong international focus in the
theatre’s output, reflecting the global outlook of the local authority
and the theatre’s name: it was intended that there would be visits
by groups and personnel from abroad as well as exhibitions on
world theatre in the theatre’s foyers. A further aim was to appeal
to young people, who were offered concessions as members of the
theatre club and who, it is reported, found the modern nature of the
building exciting and attractive.40
Though the Three Year Plan was never fully realised (not
least because of Bailey’s early death in a motorway accident), its
ambitious nature set the tone for the theatre’s operation in
subsequent years. A dynamic programme was maintained,
attracting actors and directors who went onto greater fame,
including Richard Briers and Trevor Nunn. As an addition to the
main auditorium, a studio theatre for the presentation of new and
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innovative work was inaugurated in an adjacent building in the
mid-1960s. This space was the Belgrade’s response to the
emerging vogue for experimental theatre, and inspired the creation
of similar studios in other civic theatres.41 It was seen as a
temporary measure; a foundation stone for a more permanent
auditorium was in fact laid by Laurence Olivier, but financial
pressures meant that it was another forty years before the project
could progress any further.42 The Belgrade also pioneered the
concept of Theatre in Education in 1965, the success of which
again led rapidly to its emulation elsewhere.43
2.7 The architects
The Belgrade Theatre was designed by the staff of the City
Architect’s Department. This department was created in 1938 by
the newly-elected Labour council as a way to resolve some of the
planning problems that had arisen as a result of Coventry’s rapid
growth during the interwar years and which had left the city’s
medieval infrastructure struggling to cope.44 Under the direction of
Donald Gibson, City Architect between 1938 and 1954, members
of the department proposed the view (inspired by authors such as
Lewis Mumford) that architecture could act the instigator of social
reform, an opinion which proved highly influential in certain key
quarters of the city council.45 There was a strong feeling that only
comprehensive redevelopment of the city (as opposed to a more
piecemeal approach) could have the desired effect.46 Such views
on the social potential of architecture and town planning were not
uncommon at the time, and remained important after the
replacement of Gibson by Arthur Ling in 1955.47 In the specific
case of the Belgrade Theatre, Le Corbusier seems to have been a
key design influence: the Corporation Street block is clearly
Corbusian in inspiration, though the use of brick and the stone
window surrounds also suggests Scandinavian influence, perhaps
that of Erik Gunnar Asplund. In addition, the fan-shape of the
auditorium also echoes
that found in various of
Le Corbusier’s
projects. Such
influences are not
surprising: Le
Corbusier and
Scandinavia were both
key influences on postwar British architects.48
(left): Le Corbusier
Paris, Pavillon Suisse
1930-1931

(above): Corporation Street elevation, 2005
2.8 Development of the external design
In March 1953 it was reported to the City Council by its
Policy Advisory subcommittee that Gibson had put together an
outline scheme for a 996-seat theatre (slightly larger than that built)
that also included six shops on Corporation Street and twenty-four
maisonettes above, the total cost of which was projected to be
£180,050 and which was approved in principle.49 It is unclear
exactly when these drawings were made as they do not appear to
have survived. It is possible that Gibson only began work after
plans for the conversion of an existing building in Warwick Row
were finally abandoned in January 1953,50 though, in view of the
fact that sites were considered in Corporation Street before that
date, it is likely that he had already given the design of the theatre
some thought. Design work continued throughout the summer, and
by November 1953 Gibson was able to present detailed plans to the
council.51
Work continued on the design of the theatre for some time
after this date, however. Martin Froy, creator of the foyer mosaics,
was formally commissioned to work with the architects in early
1954, and recalls that, in the course of that year, the size of the
theatre was reduced and its layout altered to achieve a more
efficient and economic use of the site.52 That the design was not
yet finalized perhaps explains why no architects’ drawings made
before the summer of 1954 survive.
It is clear from these early drawings that the theatre was
designed as part of the wider reconstruction of the city centre.
They show the theatre essentially as built, though with one or two
notable differences.53 Consider, for example, the earliest drawings
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of the Corporation Street elevation.54 In these original drawings,
the edges of the façade are faced with Westmorland slate, rather
than the Portland stone that was eventually used, and the columns
that form the pavement arcade were to be square rather than round,
faced with slate and edged with travertine rather than the mosaic
ultimately adopted. The materials originally proposed accord with
those used on many other buildings in the city centre. Both the
older Evening Telegraph offices on Corporation Street and the later
AEU building (south of the Belgrade) make extensive use of
Westmorland slate and travertine and have square-columned
arcades, for example. Gibson explicitly aimed at the creation of
some degree of architectural uniformity across the rebuilt city
centre, using a limited architectural vocabulary and range of
materials to ensure that the city presented a homogenous
appearance in which individual buildings added up to a coherent
whole, and the initial Belgrade designs reflect this concern.55
Though the executed building differed slightly from these
early plans in terms of the materials used, it was still conceived as
part of the overall reconstruction effort. Indeed, its embodiment of
the city’s post-war ambitions is crucial in understanding the
development of the design. The earliest drawings of summer 1954
show a northern elevation of mainly solid panels, with only a few
windows and a different arrangement of the secondary staircase at
the western end of the foyer.56 Other drawings and written
documents confirm that the theatre was originally planned without
the square to its north, where instead another building was to
continue the line of the Corporation Street facade.57

In March 1956, however, the Policy Advisory Committee
reported to the council that the northern elevation was being
redesigned,58 and a letter from the City Architect to the Engineer
and Surveyor in June of that year referred to “all the revisions
consequent on the introduction of the new square at the corner of
Corporation Street and Fretton Street”.59 The introduction of this
square fundamentally changed the scheme: the elevation facing the
square was thus redesigned with large windows, a porte-cochère
was introduced at the main entrance, the secondary stair was
redesigned, and various changes were made to the disposition of
toilets and offices at second floor level.60 Some of the ideas that
feature in the executed scheme, such as the large areas of glazing,
seem to have been worked out in an interesting alternative proposal
of April 1955, which turned the auditorium through ninety degrees
and featured a square facing Corporation Street between two
parallel wings of shops and accommodation.61

(above): Belgrade Square in the early 1980s

(above): Drawing from c. 1954, prior to the introduction of the
square
(below left): Section through the theatre as originally proposed,
with solid foyer wall and no space at second floor level
(left): First-floor
plan, 1954, prior
to the
introduction of
the square and
with a different
arrangement of
the secondary
staircase.
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(below right): Malmo
Stadsteater (1944)

(above): Alternative proposal of April 1955 with the auditorium
and foyers turned through ninety degrees and two projecting wings
at right angles to the street enclosing a theatre square
The introduction of the theatre square and glazed northern
elevation was the most significant development in the evolution of
the design and can be linked with Arthur Ling’s succession of
Donald Gibson as City Architect in early 1955.62 Ling had worked
on the design of the Royal Festival Hall during his time at the LCC
and it is entirely logical to suppose that he brought his experience
of that iconic building – the only major performing arts building
then completed in post-war Britain – with him to Coventry.
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Contemporaries certainly saw similarities in the two buildings,
such as the way in which the solid shape of the auditorium was
visible through the transparent glass façade (the idea of the ‘egg in
a box’).63 In addition, the Festival Hall had been widelypublicised, and the positive reaction it had received presumably
also informed his addition of the glass façade and square to the
Belgrade. The alteration of the design in this way should also be
considered in the context of European civic theatres of the period:
the Malmö Stadsteater (1944), for example, was widely known as
one of the models for the Festival Hall, and, like the Belgrade,
features a large glass elevation facing a public space.64
The idea of the theatre square is likely to have especially
appealed to Ling, who had been schooled in the modern BeauxArts tradition at Liverpool and was as a result strongly interested in
city planning.65 The modified design meant that the theatre made a
more imposing contribution to the urban landscape than would
have been the case had its primary entrance been in the middle of a
longer row of shops on Corporation Street: it now had an
impressive façade and, with the completion of the square and
installation of the fountain (which survives) in 1960, formed part of
a larger public scheme. Such an outcome fully accorded with the
local authority’s wish that the theatre occupy a prominent role
within the physical fabric of the rebuilt city and the lives of its
residents: as the Policy Advisory Committee reported, the revised
proposal was intended “to make a better contribution to civic
design”.66
2.9 Impact of the external design
Prior to the construction of the Belgrade, commercial
pressures meant that most British theatres presented only a single
façade to the street and were situated primarily behind other
property, in contrast to the detached, monumental theatres typically
found in continental Europe.67 As a result, the introduction of the
square distinguished the Belgrade and set the tone for subsequent
civic (and other) theatres elsewhere to be similarly conceived as
integral elements of the urban environment. The Nottingham
Playhouse was likewise built on one side of a new urban square,
and a similar arrangement is found elsewhere: the Sheffield
Crucible, for example. The idea of the theatre as a venue at least
partly hidden by other buildings (and thus, perhaps, questionable in
its cultural and moral value) was replaced by a new celebration of
the role that the theatre could play in the community and the urban
landscape, a crucial outcome at a time when live drama was
perceived as being threatened by film and television.
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2.10 The foyers: design, mosaic and light fittings
Many contemporary commentators singled out the
Belgrade’s ground and first-floor foyers for special attention.
Tynan, for example, emphasised their contemporary appearance by
likening them to “airport lobbies”,68 while The Times noted their
unprecedented spaciousness.69 The size of the foyers contrasted
greatly with the cramped public spaces found in many older
theatres, a contrast which was no doubt intended to contribute to
the sense of civic pride that the council hoped the building would
engender. Their modern design and furnishings distinguished the
Belgrade as a new type of theatre with a forward-looking agenda.
In addition, the expansive windows (permitted by the creation of
the square) can be thought-of as opening-up and demystifying the
building, inviting patrons to enter, especially at night when the
interior was brightly illuminated.70

(above): The theatre at night, 1958
(below): The first-floor foyer, 1958

Photographs reveal that the foyers originally had a
contemporary and airy feel. Architecturally, this sense of light
simplicity was created by the glazed wall to the square, by
permitting views between the two levels, and by the original
decorative scheme. Key elements included the use of pale colours,
unadorned columns (save for a brass kick-plate at their base),
lighting units flush with the ceiling and mirrors at strategic points.
Stained wood panelling highlighted key areas, such as the firstfloor bar, and the effect was completed with furnishings that
complemented the light feel of the decorative scheme. Much of the
foyer appears to have been carpeted, but the section between the
entrance and the main staircase was floored with square white and
grey tiles, some of which can still be seen outside the north-east
corner of the theatre (on Corporation Street) and under the main
staircase in what is now the ice cream stall. Other areas, such as
the secondary stair by the car park entrance, were floored with cork
tiles, while the first-floor bar featured a section of hardwood
flooring.
The original entrance on Corporation Street has been muchaltered but can be visualised from photographs and plans. Until the
mid-1980s, the theatre occupied only the first two ground-floor
bays of the Corporation Street block. Double doors of toughened
plate glass in the bay closest to the square led into a small lobby
with a guichet-style box office on the left. Further doors led to
what was in effect a second lobby with, to the left, the cloakroom,
and, to the right, the entrance from the porte-cochere (which
survives as the theatre’s current main entrance). The original
ceiling in these lobby areas – translucent plastic panels with
lighting behind, arranged in the same bonded fashion as the roachbed Portland stone panels outside – attracted particular attention
from the architectural press and must have been especially
impressive.71 As patrons then entered the main ground-floor foyer,
they passed the original coffee bar on the left (now the box office).
(left):
The main
entrance from
the foyer,
1958. The
cloakroom
was on the
right, and the
box office
beyond. This
is now the
Cornerhaus
café.
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The foyers on both levels functioned as a space for works
of art. Most important in their presence and contribution to the
overall effect are the mosaic murals that originally occupied the
entire length of the inner foyer wall on both levels.72 They were
created by Martin Froy, a graduate of the Slade School, London,
who then taught at the University of Leeds before taking up a post
at Bath Academy. Froy was invited to work closely with the
architects by the Arts Council, with the intention that the
decoration of the building would thus evolve with the design and
would be an integral part of the building, rather than being applied
as an afterthought. Initially Froy suggested that the foyers be plain,
and that the most lavish part of the theatre be the auditorium. As
the design of the theatre evolved and the functional requirements of
the auditorium crystallized, however, it was decided to confine
decoration to the foyers, and Froy produced a scheme for the
decoration of what were then to be windowless spaces. Ling’s
introduction of the theatre square and glazed elevation (changes
made with no reference to Froy, despite the close collaboration
envisaged by the Arts Council) made this scheme redundant, and
meant that the only spaces available for decoration were the outer
walls of the auditorium: a large “canvas” that could only be viewed
as a whole from outside the theatre.
It is perhaps easiest to quote from Froy’s report on the
mural:
“The final setting […] laid emphasis on the planes along
the exterior of the auditorium shell where this feature
penetrates the airy and brilliantly-lit foyer spaces. It was
decided to embellish these surfaces, and to draw attention
in this way to the mass of the auditorium, the sumptuous
wood-lined interior of which gave rise to the idea that it
was like a valuable and possibly magic box, the outside of
which was richly decorated. To this end the colour in the
remaining foyer spaces was made neutral except where it
was decided that a richer colour would enhance the thrust
of the auditorium…”.73
The mural takes as its inspiration the four seasons. It was intended
to form a shimmering, glowing background to the gathering
audience, in contrast with the pale tones used elsewhere. Froy
stated that “it became important that the colour should be as rich in
its association with visual experience as possible, rather than
decorative in an obvious sense, and that the constantly shifting
forms should provide an indeterminate but evocative background
to the people assembled in front of it.” The effect must have been
especially striking when viewed from outside the theatre at night.
The murals were made in mosaic so as to be more durable.
Working spontaneously from paintings, Froy and his assistants
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arranged the mosaic tiles in a warehouse in Surrey, gluing the tiles
to one-foot squares of brown paper which were then numbered and
transported to Coventry, ready to be pasted to the walls. In total,
some 300,000 Swedish, Italian and Eritrean tesserae were used.
Froy was especially pleased with the effect in the doubleheight area opposite the main staircase (a space which has now
been lost, having been divided horizontally by an inserted floor).
Here the ground-floor mural was connected to that on the first floor
by a section (now boarded over) at right angles that ran the full
height of the foyer spaces. At right angles to this part of the mural
was a large mirror, creating reflections of patrons as they reached
the top of the stair, and thus adding to the theatricality of the
occasion and creating an illusion of depth and space.

practice at many other theatres, virtually all the audience moved
out into the foyers during the interval, no doubt encouraged by the
unprecedented amount of space available.75 Pre- and post-theatre
dining opportunities in the restaurant offered other opportunities
for patrons to be part of the theatre community and ensured that
performances were embedded within a wider social event. More
significant, however, is the way that the foyers reached out beyond
those attending performances, thus realising the city council’s
intention that the theatre be located at the heart of the community.
Bryan Bailey’s stated aim that the Belgrade was to be “more than a
playhouse” was achieved by providing a bar, coffee bar and
restaurant and, in an innovative move that countered the prevailing
idea that theatres were only to be used at performance times,
opening the foyers during the day so that they functioned as a
social centre for the city.76 The idea was successful; the foyers
proved to be popular daytime meeting places and, like those of the
Royal Festival Hall, hosted a number of events and exhibitions in
their own right.77 As a result, subsequent theatres in other towns
(such as Nottingham, Leatherhead and Sheffield) copied the
Belgrade formula, aiming likewise to be places that attracted
people all day long with generously-proportioned, impressive
foyers containing art displays, cafes and restaurants, and these
spaces became seen as a key element of theatre design, necessary
to attract people to the buildings.78 In terms of its provision of
foyer spaces, then, the Belgrade has to be seen as a pioneering
piece of theatre architecture.

(above): The foot of the main staircase in 1958, showing the lower
part of the double-height section of mural, and the adjacent mirror.
Photograph courtesy of Martin Froy
Another piece of art with a more symbolic function was
found in the stairwell light fittings, a contemporary reinterpretation
of the traditional theatre chandelier. These were designed by the
well-known sculptor and industrial designer Bernard Schottlander
as part of the local authority’s policy of commissioning works of
art from German artists, and thus functioned as symbols of postwar reconciliation and internationalism.74
Most importantly, bearing in mind the civic tone of the city
council’s vision for the theatre, the foyers were carefully calculated
to aid in the formation of “community”, both through their design
and function. They were popular at performance times: the
theatre’s Annual Report for 1958 noted that, in contrast to the

(left): the
double-height
section of the
mural. The
space has now
been divided
horizontally,
and the mural
boarded over.
Photograph
courtesy of
Martin Froy
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2.11 The flats
An important and innovatory element of the Belgrade
scheme was the provision of flats in the Corporation Street block,
some of which were occupied until 2002. This block functions as
an acoustic buffer, isolating the theatre auditorium from the noise
of Corporation Street, an important thoroughfare prior to the
construction of the Inner Ring Road in the 1960s. Financially, too,
the presence of both flats and shops offset some of the running
costs of the theatre and prevent it being too much of a drain on the
ratepayers. More significantly, however, a number of the flats
were reserved for members of the theatre company, especially
visiting actors. This policy was adopted in order to promote a
sense of community and make the theatre a more attractive
proposition for visiting actors at a time when more and more actors
wished to be based in London, close to opportunities for television
work.79 In particular, The Stage noted that black actors, often
discriminated against by private landlords, would particularly
welcome the provision of accommodation.80 The initial success of
the scheme was such that the number of flats under the control of
the theatre was rapidly increased.81

(above): The balcony access to the flats in 1958
2.12 The auditorium
The auditorium is the heart of any theatre. In such an
important space, then, it is not surprising that the concern that the
Belgrade be a “people’s theatre” can be said to have affected the
design. By the middle of the twentieth century the prevailing
arrangement of seating in older theatres – namely multiple tiers
each having their own public spaces accessed via separate
entrances – was seen as anachronistic and redolent of a past social
order. One writer noted that this configuration would not be
problematic
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“were it accepted that those who pay lower prices should be
content with a less-perfect view. However, this attitude has
come to be identified with the class barriers of the
imperialist past, and it is often said that modern theatres,
people’s theatres, should have perfect sightlines for all.”82
Theatres such as the Mermaid in London (opened in 1959) were
therefore praised for their “democratic” arrangements, with the
audience sharing a single space and entering by the same
entrance.83 However, sometimes a balcony was necessary to reach
a profitable capacity without creating an over-large auditorium.
American designer Jo Mielziner suggested that a single gallery was
acceptable, but to have any more tiers obliterated any feeling of
equality.84 Two issues can thus be discerned: a symbolic one (the
social meaning implied in multiple tiers), and a practical one,
namely that many older theatres had seats from which the view and
acoustics were compromised.
To a council keen to promote equality and community, such
concerns must have been paramount, and thus arguably influenced
the design of the Belgrade auditorium. With a straight-rake
configuration, all the seats in the stalls and the gallery face
forward, thus ensuring that all members of the audience apart from
those in the boxes have an uninterrupted front-on view of the stage.
Originally there were six boxes at each side, connecting the gallery
and stage. Their presence may seem surprising: surely boxes (and
a royal box, at that) could be linked with exactly the issues of
social prejudice that were so widely criticised? Contemporaries do
not seem to have viewed them thus, however, instead drawing
parallels with the similar boxes in the Royal Festival Hall,85 which
was widely seen as a “democratic” building.86 Indeed, reviews for
the auditorium were on the whole positive; Tynan suggested that it
treated audiences “like first-class citizens”.87 Particular praise was
meted out on the acoustics and sightlines. Modernist architects
stressed the importance of a rational approach to design, with
technology appropriately and efficiently deployed to create
buildings which worked for their users from a functional point of
view.88 The design of the Belgrade auditorium (like that of the
Festival Hall) was thus shaped by technical advice from the
Building Research Station. Memorably, the acoustics
demonstrated to the public at a preview performance when Arthur
Ling fired a pistol on stage.89 As the Daily Mail reported, there
was “no more straining at the ears to catch the dialogue from the
back of the circle, no more craning of the neck to see the stage.”90
Here, then, was what might be thought-of as a “democratic”
theatre, one which really “worked”, at least from the audience’s
point of view.

(above): The auditorium in 1958
In terms of its visual appearance, the auditorium (which has
survived reasonably intact) was very much of its time. Martin
Froy’s original proposal for its decoration (a somewhat fantastic
scheme with painted decoration, rich in theatrical association)
proved impossible to reconcile with the functional needs of the
space. Nonetheless, a concern to create a warm, intimate and
contemporary space informed the furnishings and decoration,
which included red velvet seating, Festival Hall-inspired ceiling
reflectors made of Yugoslavian beech (donated by the people of
Belgrade), and African dark hardwood. Following the example of
the Festival Hall, functional elements were exploited for their
inherent formal and textural qualities. The richness of the space
was noted: the Stratford Herald called it “modern and warmly
friendly”, for example.91 The choice of materials and finishes was
not simply a matter of fashion, however, but in its simplicity
reflected a contemporary concern that the use of what were
sometimes thought-of as over-imposing architectural and
decorative features within theatre auditoria distracted audiences
from the action on stage, a concern which led in some cases
(especially during the 1960s and 1970s) to the flexible ‘black box’
theatre being considered the ideal.
Nonetheless, the extent to which the layout of the Belgrade
auditorium can be considered innovatory is more limited. With its
forward-facing straight-rake seating and proscenium-arch stage it is
in fact actually rather like many theatres and cinemas of the 1930s.
Indeed, the basic fan shape of the Belgrade auditorium first
appeared in the earliest plans for the rebuilding of the city
published in 1940. The form can be traced back via the nearby
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(above): Royal Festival Hall, section

(above): Belgrade Theatre, section. Note the similarity of the
acoustic ceiling panels with those in the Festival Hall – no doubt
the result of the BRS’ involvement in the design.
Shakespeare Memorial Theatre at Stratford (1932) and various
buildings by Le Corbusier (such as the Centrosoyus in Moscow of
1927-1928) to Wagner’s Bayreuth Festspielhaus of 1876. A
similar auditorium layout is also found in the Festival Hall. The
conventionality of the space certainly attracted comment. Stephen
Joseph, for example, complained that, in spite of the generous
foyers, the acting area was rather old-fashioned.92 As a proponent
of open staging, his criticism is not surprising, but a similar idea
was expressed by architectural critic J.M. Richards, who noted that
the Belgrade was “basically a Victorian or Edwardian theatre, and
[it] is in the best traditions of these ancestors”.93
The conventionality of the Belgrade auditorium is perhaps
slightly surprising given that the 1950s saw an explosion of
literature proposing the advantages of other type of stage – a debate
that most obviously bore physical fruit in Britain with the opening
of the thrust-stage Chichester Festival Theatre in 1963.94 But it
must be remembered that the Belgrade was designed in the early
part of the decade, and while challenges to the proscenium stage
had existed for many years, it was only in the later 1950s that
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sufficient clamour developed to inform theatre design more
generally. That the Belgrade was designed by the City Architect is
important in this respect, too. In the late nineteenth century,
theatre architects frequently specialised in the type: one thinks of
Frank Matcham, W.G.R. Sprague, and others. The decline in new
theatre-building during the twentieth century meant an end to such
specialised architectural offices, and theatres were subsequently
designed by architects whose interest and expertise covered a wide
range of buildings. The advent of a new wave of theatre building
and the proliferation of often-conflicting ideas relating to the type
meant that it became increasingly common from the mid-1960s
onwards to employ specialist consultants as an aid to architects
otherwise unfamiliar with the nuances of theatre design.95
However, in the case of the Belgrade, the only consultants
employed were the Building Research Station, engaged only to
assist with the specific practicalities of sightlines and acoustics
rather than any more complex issues relating to the conception or
planning of the theatre. Although it is not unreasonable to assume
that members of the Midland Theatre Company may have had
some input into the design, there is no evidence of this, and Bryan
Bailey (whose ideas might also be expected to have shaped the
design) was not appointed as Artistic Director until construction
was well underway.
Thus it might be supposed that there was less awareness
among members of the Architect’s Department of the emerging
debates in theatre design – and, given the importance attached by
the local authority to the theatre’s intended role as a generator of
civic and community pride, less interest in such “artistic” matters
and their potential impact on the auditorium and stage. With no
specialist advice, and no immediate British precedents with which
to work, it can be speculated that the architects simply turned to a
form of auditorium that had been proven in the pre-war years, and
which was not dissimilar from the type of venue that the Midland
Company were used to performing in. Of course, it is true that this
type of auditorium was not entirely rejected in subsequent years:
the Nottingham Playhouse (1963) and the Lyttelton auditorium in
the National Theatre (1976), for example, are very similar.
Nonetheless, the design of the Belgrade auditorium represents a
cross-roads in theatre architecture, conceived at a time when the
question of what constituted a performance space was a simpler
one than it became in subsequent years and could thus still be
largely answered in the terms of the 1930s and before.
2.13 The backstage areas
A focus on non-artistic matters may also partly explain why the
backstage areas have often been considered cramped and
inadequate.96 Though infinitely superior to what the Arts Council

called the “slums” found in many theatres,97 at the Belgrade
economies were nonetheless made when it came to backstage
planning, perhaps because of the lack of any real artistic policy
during the design stage and with the primary focus of the theatre
being civic display. The poor planning of the backstage areas
caused some concern: the foundation of the Association of British
Theatre Technicians and a series of articles on theatre planning in
the Architects’ Journal by Roderick Ham were two responses to
the Belgrade, intended to ensure that subsequent theatres made
better provision here.98 It is no surprise that subsequent works to
the theatre have focussed on reconfiguring the backstage areas.
2.14 Initial management structure: development of the Trust
The Belgrade Theatre was initially managed by a Trust which
comprised representatives of the city, the theatre and the
educational sector, among others.99 This model was adopted as it
supposedly provided the local authority with input into the
theatre’s operation without comprising its artistic freedom.100 In
practice, however, the Trust functioned as a city committee: until
the mid-1990s, all members were nominated by the Council (in
1993 the system was changed, with five out of fifteen trustees
being external appointments; from 1996 the Council has had two
nominees on a board of between eleven and fifteen members)
The Trust was initially charged a rent of £16,000 p.a., with
the city council providing an annual grant of £5000 p.a. as a
guarantee against losses. The Arts Council contributed a further
£6000 p.a. This level of subsidy was unprecedented and was the
highest of all the provincial repertory theatres.101 Nonetheless, the
theatre still needed to operate at least at 56% capacity in order to
break even, and it was some years before this was the case.102
The current management structure is illustrated in the
Appendices and is discussed elsewhere in the Conservation Plan.
It places overall responsibility in the Board of Directors, with
Hamish Glen fulfilling the roles of Chief Executive and Artistic
Director. His deputy, as Executive Director, is Joanna Reid, with
various levels of senior and middle management controlling
different strands of the theatre’s operation. Special Projects and
Capital Projects are the responsibility of freelance directors.
2.15 The opening and reception of the theatre
The theatre was opened by the Duchess of Kent on 27 March 1958;
the inaugural performance was the world premiere of Vivian Ellis’
Half in Earnest, a musical comedy based on Oscar Wilde’s The
importance of being Earnest. Martin Froy remembers the evening
well: embarrassed by his brown shoes, he forgot to put his pipe out
before replacing it in his pocket, only to realise as he prepared to
greet the Duchess that his pocket was beginning to smoulder.
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The architectural press greeted the opening of theatre with
enthusiasm. J.M. Richards, for example, writing in the Architects’
Journal, was critical of some elements (such as the proportions of
the foyers, the economies made in backstage planning, the murals,
and some details such as the projecting bay window on the
Corporation Street front), but was nonetheless largely positive
about the design.103
The response of the national and local press was similar.
Although some called the Belgrade “cold” and “untheatrical”, most
regarded its conception and design as a bold challenge to the idea
that theatre was dead and one which was a positive statement of
confidence in the future of live performance.104 The contemporary
feel of the theatre’s architecture (most apparent in the glazed
façade and spacious foyers) suggested to many that the Belgrade
would be a place of innovation – which indeed it was, both as a
community venue and in terms of its programming. There was
much praise for the city council for being the first to build a new
civic theatre, many reports of the enthusiasm of local people
(especially the young) for the theatre, and predictions that more
would follow in other town and cities. As the theatre’s own annual
report put it, “the tributes paid to Coventry as the first city to build
a Civic theatre…at a time when many theatres are facing
difficulties and are closing have undoubtedly given the citizens…a
rightful sense of pride.”105
2.16 Subsequent development of the building
Ongoing financial pressures have meant that the Belgrade Theatre
remained, until the commencement in 2003 of the Capital
Development project, comparatively little-altered. In particular, a
major scheme proposed in 1983-1984 for the comprehensive
refurbishment and extension of the building was never fully
realised and, as a result, the public facades and most of the frontof-house spaces within the building have been subject to only
cosmetic changes. The alterations can be summarised as follows:
• minor remodelling of the original box office (destroyed in
1984 to make way for what is now the Cornerhaus cafe)
and provision of new dressing rooms at first-floor level in
the mid-1960s.
• Insertion of three new offices at second-floor level, adjacent
to the former boardroom, to replace offices lost during the
substantial extension of the first-floor restaurant in 1969.
• The theatre’s colonisation of the artistes’ flats, which, from
the 1970s onwards have been gradually taken over to
provide extra office space. The last tenants left in 2002.
• The auditorium was altered (anecdotal evidence suggests
that this was probably some time prior to 1984) with the
removal of the front boxes on each side. At the same time,
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•

•

•

•

•

the proscenium arch was disguised and the front acoustic
reflector blacked-out, blurring the distinction between stage
and auditorium in the interests of creating a one-room
relationship with no apparent division between actors and
audience. In addition, the forestage was remodelled with
the loss of some seating at the front of the stalls (subsequent
remodelling took place in the 1990s).
The remodelling in c.1984 of the theatre’s main entrance to
provide a new ground-floor cafe and new box office,
involving the closure of the original entrance onto
Corporation Street, expansion into the adjacent shop unit
and refurbishment of the porch following the removal of the
porte-cochere. Also at this time, extra toilet facilities were
created adjacent to the Bond Street entrance at ground and
first-floor levels, a service lift was constructed behind the
box office and restaurant, a ramp was inserted into the
ground-floor foyer, and a disabled toilet was provided.
Various works were undertaken backstage, including the
provision of a new dock entrance. In addition, the foyers
were substantially redecorated, with new plaster mouldings
and cornices being added to the columns and ceilings.
The square was repaved in 1986 following closure of the
access road and removal of the porte-cochere. The fountain
was refurbished by Rawstore Associates at this time with
the addition of the sixties-style free-form fountains.
Further backstage works were carried out in the mid-1990s,
with the provision of a bridge at first-floor level connecting
the theatre’s offices and green room to the rear of the stage.
In addition, the coffee shop and foyers were redecorated.
The coffee shop was again redecorated in 2002, and the
first-floor restaurant has also been recently redecorated,
with many of the “pub” features added in the 1990s being
removed in favour of a scheme more sympathetic with the
theatre’s origins in the 1950s.
The first phase of the Capital Development scheme in
2003-2004 resulted in the demolition and extension of part
of the backstage area, with a new dock being created. In
addition, various urgent health and safety issues were
resolved, with, for example, the provision of safe access
ways to the auditorium roof void.

•

Expanded provision of refreshment opportunities front-ofhouse.
As mentioned, there have been many aborted schemes to extend
the theatre, including various proposals to build a second
performance space on the adjacent car park. Another sketch
scheme proposed the extension of the restaurant into Belgrade
Square at first-floor level. Financial constraints prevented the
realisation of all these schemes, and it is only now that the theatre
is finally building its long-desired second auditorium. The scheme
being executed is more ambitious than those previously proposed
in the extent to which it affects the backstage areas and front-ofhouse spaces, though in the latter area the works are essentially
cosmetic, with only minor interventions to resolve some access
issues and connect the existing foyers to the new building.
Executed changes are illustrated in the following plans. Plans
showing patterns of circulation in 1958 and 2001 are also provided.

The alterations thus fall into three main groups:
• Changes to accommodate expanded theatre administration.
• Alterations to accommodate new backstage requirements
(including Health and Safety) – many of which have since
been destroyed as part of the current redevelopment works.
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