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INTRODUCTION

T

he Villa Marina and Gaiety Theatre are some of the island’s most
iconic heritage assets. These venues provide opportunities to
participate in and attend arts, cultural and live events.
Whilst we look into the future, it’s also important to remember the history
which both these venues hold, and what an important part they have
played and continue to play in our lives.
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I hope you enjoy reading about the Villa Marina and Gaiety Theatre and
being part of their continued history. I look forward to seeing the ongoing
success of these venues so that we can continue to provide the Isle of Man
with a truly world class programme and customer experience.
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HISTORY

THE GAIETY THEATRE

T

he Gaiety Theatre was built in 1899 to the designs of architect Frank Matcham as an opera house and
theatre. Along with neighbouring venue the Villa Marina, the Gaiety Theatre stands on land which
was once part of a grand Regency estate with a mansion house designed by Robert Steuart, son of the
architect who had designed the Castle Mona for the Duke of Atholl.
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A theatre was originally built in 1893 at the height of the Island’s tourism boom to the design of John Rennison
(architect of the Sefton Hotel in Douglas) and commissioned by Thomas Lightfoot (who was the originator of the
Douglas Horse tramway) and C.F. Maley who owned the plot. It was then known as The Marina. Six months after
opening, the aforementioned consortium was declared bankrupt and it was bought out of auction and renamed
The Pavilion.
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The Pavilion was owed by Richard Maltby Broadbent, who was the entrepreneur of Groudle Glen, the Groudle
Glen Railway and later the Douglas Head Incline Railway. The idea was that The Pavilion would match the theatres
and dance halls at other popular tourist resorts such as Blackpool and attract a similar level of tourists. However,
the venture was not a success, and The Pavilion closed after just six seasons following which Broadbent sold the
land to the Palace and Derby Castle Company Ltd.

The Pavilion Theatre, Douglas Est.1895
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O

n the 9th December 1899 a notice in the ERA Newspaper announced the
construction of the newly named Gaiety Theatre by the Palace and Derby
Castle Company Ltd. They commissioned renowned Theatre architect Frank
Matcham to convert the narrow shell of The Pavilion into an Opera House and
Theatre.

The theatre opened on Monday 16th July 1900 with a West End production of “The
Telephone Girl” Starring Ada Blanche. At the opening of the theatre the house was
filled with nearly 2,000 enthusiastic audience
members, including the Mayor Mr Alderman
Gaiety Theatre Ironwork & Belfast Roof 1899
Webb, Deemster Kneen and Mrs and Miss
Kneen and the directors of the Palace and
Derby Castle Company. Eight members of the Douglas Choral Union appeared in front of the
curtain and sang the British National Anthem (God Save the Queen).
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Gaiety Theatre and street scene on
Harris Promenade, Douglas, 1930.

Interestingly the Manx National Anthem (O Land
of our Birth) was not written and composed
Gaiety Theatre Auditorium, early 20th Centuary
until 1907, it was first performed at the Manx
Music Festival on 21 March 1907. The anthem was given official status by Tynwald,
on 22 January 2003, with God Save the Queen being designated as the Royal Anthem.
The theatre enjoyed considerable success in the Edwardian era until the outbreak of the
First World War in 1914, but then much harder times set in after the war and the theatre
fell into decline along with the Island’s tourist industry. Various attempts were made to
regain its former commercial success, including the installation of cinema equipment
in the 1930s and experiments like the 1938 ice show, which involved considerable
alterations to the stage. Subsequently the theatre became less and less commercial and
the owners less inclined to spend the large sums necessary to maintain the fabric of the
building.
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T

he Second World War period and aftermath saw further deterioration of the building,
which was now outside the means of the owners to repair. By 1970, time appeared to
be running out as the theatre came just one signature away from being demolished…

In 1971 the Isle of Man Government acquired the dilapidated building from the Palace and
Derby Castle Company for the sum of £41,000. In 1976 restoration began under the direction
of architect Victor Glasstone who was in charge of the first phase of the project. With very
limited resources he recommended that everything possible should be done to put the
Gaiety Theatre back as near as possible to its original scheme of decoration.
The task to restore the theatre to its former glory was taken on with gusto by Mervin
Stokes, MBE. The theatre underwent further restoration, from the 1990s to replicate
Gaiety Theatre, Douglas, June 1978
its 1900 opening condition in time for the centenary celebration in 2000. As part of the
centenary celebrations “The Telephone Girl” which opened the Gaiety in 1900 was performed once weekly during the Gaiety
Theatre’s 2000 summer season.
Major projects of the restoration include the Helmsley Act Drop, which
is one of only 4 original act drops still intact. The Sun Burner was
restored to its original appearance, not forgetting the final installation
and commissioning of all stage traps, including the Corsican Trap which
remains the only known existing Corsican Trap or Ghost Glide in the
British Isles, possibly the world.

Gaiety Theatre inside, 2013

The theatre has been very fortunate to be so well supported by the Isle
of Man Government, Friends of the Gaiety, local community, hirers and
businesses alike. Today the Gaiety Theatre, now part of the VillaGaiety
complex and operated by the Department of Education, Sport and Culture
continues to have a varied entertainment programme which includes
performances by local companies and touring productions of musicals,
drama, dance, opera and comedy.
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The Gaiety Theatre enjoyed considerable success in the Edwardian era
until the outbreak of the First World War
Gaiety goes on to National Grid
Various attempts were made to regain its former commercial success,
including the installation of cinema equipment
Stage extended for Ice Show Season
The Second World War period saw the theatre start to fall into disrepair
Theatre at worst state of dereliction in its history
Deterioration of the building was now outside the means of the owners
to repair and the theatre came just one signature away from being
demolished
The Isle of Man Government acquired the theatre from the Palace and
Derby Castle Company
Restoration of the Theatre started by Victor Glasstone
The Friends of the Gaiety was formed

Stage Lighting goes from manual to computer for first time
The theatre underwent further restoration, under the direction of Mervin
Stokes, MBE
On the 16th July, a ten year restoration project was launched by the
Friends of the Gaiety. Throughout this period the theatre closed its doors
every January and February allowing extensive and historical restoration
projects to proceed
Centenary celebrated on the 16th July with a performance of “The
Telephone Girl” which opened the Gaiety in 1900

1900
1914
1929
1930
1938
1939
1944
1968
1970

1971
1976
1979

1985
1990
1990

2000

Gaiety Theatre celebrates 120 years of keeping the island entertained

The Gaiety Theatre which could accommodate nearly 2,000 people at the
time opens with a West End production of “The Telephone Girl” featuring
Ada Blanche

1900

2020

On the 9th December, theatre architect Frank Matcham is brought in to
carry out an extensive renovation of the venue

1899

Used as the set for Hollywood movie Me and Orson Welles, the theatre
replicates the Mercury Theatre in New York in 1937

The Pavilion Closes and the land is sold to the Palace and Derby Castle
Company Ltd.

1899

2008

The Marina theatre opens, after just six months it closes and is bought
then renamed The Pavilion

1893

A TIMELINE

THE GAIETY THEATRE
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HISTORY

THE VILLA MARINA

T

he Villa Marina estate and surrounding grounds were originally owned by George Steuart, who acquired
the land in 1806. After his death the estate passed to his son, Colonel Robert Steuart, Receiver General
of the Isle of Man and Customs Collector for the Port of Douglas
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The Villa Marina estate included about 7 acres and consisted of the Mansion House (called Marina Lodge) and
offices, walled gardens, lawns, plantations and a flower garden. Additionally there was a conservatory and
hothouse which contained tropical plants. The Mansion House had a drawing room, dining room, two libraries,
a large hall and fifteen bedrooms and a verandah. There were servant halls, pantries, two cellars, a washhouse
and a brewhouse. Outside there was a four-stall stable, a coach house with accommodation for three carriages, a
harness room, a granary, a farm stable and piggery.
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After the death of Colonel Steuart in November 1832 The Villa Marina estate, Marina Lodge and surrounds were
bought by Joseph Dunn. Along with his two nieces, Frances and Eliza Dutton, they converted Marina Lodge into
a boarding school. Joseph Dunn died in 1845, after which some of the land on the west of the estate was sold to
John Crellin, resulting in the development of the residential area of Derby Square and Crellin’s Hill.
Work in copyright (1958) photographer unknown

The Villa Marina, Douglas 1958
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n 1854 the Villa Marina estate was placed on the market, with the school to vacate
on the agreement of sale. However, interest was non-existent until December 1860
when it was confirmed that the property was to be the home of the Lieutenant
Governor of the Isle of Man, Francis Pigott Stainsby Conant. Governor Piggot moving
to Douglas was quite a historic moment for the Isle of Man, previous Governors had
lived in Castletown where the House of Keys was. This move would, in part, eventually
lead to the decision to move Tynwald to Douglas and hence changed the fortune of
both towns significantly. After some slight alterations to the premises, the Governor
took up residence in May 1861, the tenancy of Governor Pigott was short: he died on
21 January 1863.

I

n Noble’s will the entire site was left to the Henry Bloom Noble Trust. The trust donated the entire estate to Douglas Corporation in
1910, a condition of ownership was that the land should be used for public recreation. Douglas Corporation chose to redevelope
the site into an entertainment venue, the architect was Alban Jones whose design was chosen in an open competition judged by
Professor Adshead of Liverpool University.
Upon completion the venue was opened by the Lieutenant Governor, Lord
Raglan, on 19th July 1913. In his opening speech the island’s Lieutenant
Governor, Lord Raglan said the building would “provide for a better class of
holiday maker”. The facility was to cater for the Isle of Man’s booming tourist
industry, which during 1913, attracted more than 500,000 visitors.

Villa Marina Estate 1908
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On 4 May 1863 Henry Bloom Noble and John Firth purchased the estate and offered
it for tenancy. In October 1864, the tenancy was taken by William Johnson, a local publican, who turned the residence into a hotel.
William Johnson relinquished his lease on the Villa Marina estate at the beginning of May 1868, when he retired from the business.
After unsuccessfully advertising the lease for continued use as a hotel,
Henry Noble purchased the estate outright from John Firth and set about
turning the Villa Marina estate into his personal residence. Although there
was a degree of consensus at the time that the estate should have been
bought and turned into a pleasure ground.
Following Noble’s death in 1903, the Villa Marina estate was once again used
as a home for the island’s Lieutenant Governor, Lord Raglan. There was a
degree of uncertainty as to what would become of the estate, with a fear
that it could be sold to property developers. The site was used as the venue
for several summer garden fetes and parties and provided a particularly
good vantage point for the running of the Gordon Bennett Trials (TT), first
held on the Isle of Man in 1904.

Villa Marina near completion 1913

The descriptions applied
to the interior as well where there was to be found a large concert hall, octagonal
in shape and 100 feet in diameter with a total height of 6 feet to the ceiling of its
lantern. This is surrounded on all sides by a raised promenade corridor, 300 feet
long. A similar promenade extends all round at the gallery level, with openings on
to a series of open-air roof gardens and two summer pavilions.

Villa Marina main hall before roofing 1912
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The glowing descriptions of the new entertainment complex must have
made everyone want to pay a visit. It was claimed that ‘viewed from the
grounds, the building is reminiscent of an old Italian Palace, which, with
their wide overhanging roofs and deep cool shadows form such reposeful
features amidst the luxurious gardens of the Continent’. Quite something
for Douglas!

Opening of the Villa Marina 1913
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O

D

n three sides of the Concert Hall were placed a fine series of rooms including
Foyers two of which have marble mosaic floors in green and white, Lounge
Rooms for refreshments, reading, writing, conversation etc. Writing material
and other conveniences were available for the use of visitors. The refreshment rooms
were panelled in Austrian Oak, eight feet high with furniture in cane.

After the World War II the Villa Marina signed the renowned Joe Loss Orchestra for
the 1947 season. The Joe Loss Orchestra was one of the most successful acts of
the big band era in the 1940s, over the next decade his BBC broadcasts from the
Villa Marina made Douglas/ the Isle of Man familiar to millions of British listeners.
From 1947 to 1949 the number of summer visitors averaged 613,000, a figure
which compared favorably with the most hectic years of the Edwardian heyday.
Other stars performing at that time included Ivy Benson and various international
cabaret artistes. During the summer months the Villa Gardens would play host to
numerous beauty pageants.

There was also a series of open-air promenades and roof gardens and two summer
house pavilions in which refreshments could be served. When built, the roof of the
main hall was the largest of its kind in the British Isles, and the site had its own power
house (no public supply was available at the time).
Villa Marina Gardens 1930

The initial entertainment line-up included some of the biggest stars of the day
including Australian singer Dame Nellie Melba and English music hall comedian George Robey. Both stars performed a season at the
Villa Marina when they were at the height of their fame.

ancing in the Villa Marina Royal Hall became a popular pastime for many.
With the outbreak World War II the building became a popular venue for
fundraising events aimed at helping Manx soldiers and their families.

The original name of the venue was the Villa Marina Kursaal. In part, this name was
seen as an attempt by Douglas Corporation to address the town’s perceived lack of
sophistication and to raise the town’s profile to visitors. In 1914 after the declaration of
war against Germany and her Allies (World War I), the Kursaal part of the Villa Marina’s
name (which means health spa in German) was dropped after being deemed unpatriotic.

Tourism although still popular
slowly started to decline
between 1950 – 1970, by the
1980s the advent of cheap package holidays to sunny European destinations
meant a general decline in visitors and the Villa Marina had to reinvent itself to
serve the local population.

After World War I the building was used to welcome home the island’s war heroes and
in 1919 a reception was held for 100 officers and men from the island who had been
decorated for their bravery. The venues main hall was christened the Royal Hall following
the visit of King George V and Queen Mary in 1923.

By the year 2000 the Villa Marina was in need of considerable renovation. The large
financial commitment needed to restore the venue to an acceptable standard
was seen as unaffordable, so ownership of the Villa Marina was transferred from
Douglas Borough Council to the Isle of Man Government in March 2000.
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Villa Marina 1940

During the years between the wars the island regained its status as a popular tourist destination. Extensions and improvements were
made to following areas in 1931; Villa Marina Gardens, Colonnade, Veranda, Public Conveniences and Arcade.
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Villa Marina from Douglas Prom

Horse Tram passing Villa Marina 1959
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n 2001 work on the Villa Marina started. The entrance was moved
to face the gardens, and the Colonnade walkways and fountains
were restored. The interior was rearranged with multi-purpose
use in mind to encourage conferencing, social/ community events
as well as a varied programme of entertainment. As part of the
refurbishment a cinema and children’s play area were installed. The
building was splendidly restored and technically upgraded to the
designs of Manx architect Ian Brown of Ellis Brown Architects.
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On Sunday 4th April 2004 the venue reopened with a Gala concert,
headlined by Elkie Brooks and Tom O’Connor. Nods to the venues
fascinating history still live on throughout the building with the main
auditorium being called the ‘Royal Hall’ and adjacent bars being
named after Joe Loss, Ivy Benson and Florrie Ford, dedicated to the
stars who spent many seasons performing in the venue and on the
island. A large steel profile of Henry Bloom Noble also sits above the
Villa Marina & Gardens 2016
entrance to the Villa Marina designed by Manxman Bryan Kneale.
One of the adjoining bars to the Royal Hall which is often use to entertain VIPs and dignitaries was named the Noble Suite, in tribute
and memory of the benefactor.

Villa Marina Entrance 2018
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One of the main focal points within the Villa Marina Foyer is the bronze statue that sits at the top of main staircase, the statue was a
collaboration between Ian Brown and David Swinton. Marina is the feminine form of the Latin word marinus meaning ‘Of the Sea’, as
the Villa Marina sits within Douglas Bay looking out towards the Irish Sea and with the link between the builds name Ian and David
sought to create a statue depicting a goddess rising out of the sea.
The Villa Marina has been very fortunate to be so well supported by the Isle of Man Government, local community, hirers and
businesses alike. Today the prestigious venue, now part of the VillaGaiety complex and operated by the Department of Education,
Sport and Culture continues play host to some of the biggest names in comedy and music, with a diverse array of live shows running
throughout the year.
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Royal Hall 2018

Marina Statue, 2018
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Joseph Dunn died, some of the land on the west of the estate was sold to
John Crellin, resulting in the development of the residential area of Derby
Square and Crellin’s Hill
Interest in the Villa Marina Estate was non-existent until December when it
was confirmed that Marina Lodge would become the home of Lieutenant
Governor of the Isle of Man, Francis Pigott Stainsby Conant
Lieutenant Governor takes up residence
Lieutenant Governor of the Isle of Man, Francis Pigott Stainsby Conant dies
on the 21st January
Henry Bloom Noble and John Firth purchased the Villa Marina Estate and
leased out Marina Lodge on the 4th May
The lease of Marina Lodge was taken by William Johnson, a local publican
converted the building into a hotel
William Johnson relinquished his lease and Henry Bloom Noble purchases
the estate outright from John Firth
Henry Bloom Noble dies, the Villa Marina Estate was once again used as a
home for the island’s Lieutenant Governor Lord Raglan
The Henry Bloom Noble trust donated the entire estate to Douglas
Corporation who set about redeveloped the site into an entertainment
venue
The Villa Marina Kursaal is opened by Lieutenant Governor, Lord Raglan
on the 19th July

After the declaration of war against Germany and her Allies
(World War I) the Kursaal part of the Villa Marina’s name was dropped after
being deemed unpatriotic
The building was used to welcome home the island’s World War I heroes
Renamed Villa Marina Royal Hall following the visit of King George V and
Queen Mary
The gardens, Colonnade, Veranda, Public Conveniences and Arcade
completed
The outbreak World War II the building became a popular venue for fund
raising events aimed at helping Manx soldiers and their families
Signed Joe Loss and his orchestra for the season. Over the next decade
his BBC broadcasts from the Villa Marina made Douglas/ the Isle of Man
familiar to millions of British listeners

1845

1860

1861
1863
1863
1864
1868
1903
1910

1913

1914

1919
1923
1931
1939
1944
1947

The advent of cheap package holidays to sunny European destinations
meant a general decline in visitors and the Villa Marina had to reinvent
itself to serve the local population
Ownership of the Villa Marina was transferred to Isle of Man Government
as the venue was in need of considerable renovation which Douglas
Borough Council saw as unaffordable
Villa Marina officially reopened with a gala concert on the 4th April
Centenary celebrated

1980

2000

2004
2013

Tourism on the Island slowly started to decline

After the death of Colonel Steuart the estate is bought by Joseph Dunn
who converts the Marina Lodge into a boarding school along with his two
nieces

1832

1950
1970

George Steuart acquires the Villa Marina estate which included about 7
acres and consisted of the Mansion House (called Marina Lodge)

1806

A TIMELINE

THE VILLA MARINA

18

VILLAGAIETY.COM
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villagaiety

@villagaiety

villagaiety

VISIT US ONLINE OR CALL 01624 600555
With special thanks to:
Charles Guard MBE
Friends of the Gaiety
Ellis Brown Architects
The Thought Store
The CopyShop
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