
 
BEHIND THE SCENES AT THE REGENT CENTRE, CHRISTCHURCH  
 
19 members visited the Regent Centre, Christchurch for a Behind-the-Scenes tour, organised 
by Diane Kay. Our first priority was to look at the plaques on the 2 seats sponsored by BEWI.  
 
Gary, the Chairman told us that the Regent Centre was now celebrating its 90th year, having 
opened on Boxing Day 1931. Having cost a modest £25,000, it was a bit shabby.  Between 
1936/8 it changed hands and became part of Portsmouth Town Cinemas (Christchurch being 
part of Hampshire at that time). It was stripped out and modernised, later becoming part of 
the Shipman and King Circuit, which itself was taken into the ABC (Associated British Cinemas) 
circuit.  
1974 was one of the worst years for cinema attendance and it was bought by the Mecca Bingo 
Chain. In 1984 Mecca left and it was bought by Christchurch Town Council for use again as a 
cinema and for live entertainment. A trust was formed. Now there are 12 members of paid 
staff and 103 volunteers.  
The venue has become very successful and 2019 became its best year, helped by launching 
the Downton Abbey film at the same time as commercial cinemas. Turnover was £1.55M. 
With an average capacity audience of 65% it was the most successful independent cinema in 
the UK. 70% of their showings are film, 30% theatrical.  
Most complaints were about seat comfort. In 2020 the pandemic closure enabled them to 
get on with a planned £400,000 refurbishment, with new seats and a décor scheme 
reminiscent of 1936/8. The next plan is for better disability access, costing £150,000. 
Thankfully a grant from the BFI (British Film Institute) covered Covid losses.  
 
The tour involved a lot of steps, including going outside in the drizzle and up a metal staircase 
to reach the projection box. This has to be separate from the auditorium as film was highly 
flammable. There were 2 machines so one reel could start as the first finished. In 1982 they 
updated their projector with one from a South Wales cinema, but 12 years ago they went 
digital. Originally this was on cassette, but now films are downloaded via the internet. They 
have reinstalled a 35mm projector to show old films. 
 
Going through the auditorium, we heard that in 2010 there was a fire of rubbish which had 
been dumped outside. If the Fire Brigade hadn’t happened to be in Saxon Square at the time 
the place would have burned down. We went downstairs under the stage, to what was 
originally the bar (now a shiny version upstairs). A late 1990’s extension houses a studio 
(which can be hired), which doubles a quick-change dressing room for shows like the 
pantomime. It currently houses a grand piano stored on its side and costing therefore £200 
to retune every time it is used.  
 
Then we were up on the stage, opening tabs (not curtains!) at the press of a button.  
Previously the screen had to be cleaned every 2 weeks due to nicotine stains. And we learned 
never to whistle on a stage – it might be a signal for letting go a rope to drop in scenery! 
 
At the end of the tour we were treated to some black and white Movietone newsreels, some 
adverts including a hilarious cartoon for Shippams paste with fish and chickens singing jingles 
about sardine paste to the tune of opera arias, and a Ministry of Information wartime film 



telling us not to put bones in the dustbin as they can be made into bonemeal for crops, plus 
glue and explosives. Chillingly also a Mayor’s appeal for the children of Hungary: ‘1000s died 
in the struggle against Russian tanks. Those who escaped across the border include children, 
who know nothing of politics. There was also a trailer for The Fall of the House of Usher: ‘the 
epitome of shocking entertainment’.  
 

 



 

 
 



 
 



 
 



 



 


