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Campbell Street frontage
© NRE 2024

View down Campbell Street - Hedberg behind
© NRE 2024

Back of house, access from Sackville Street
© NRE 2024

Sackville Street details - northern wall of theatre
© NRE 2024

Theatre access via The Hedberg
© NRE 2024

Southern wall of theatre showing layers of 

development
© NRE 2024
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Foyer space – lower level, access to stalls
© NRE 2024

Foyer space – upper level, access to dress circle
© NRE 2024

View over theatre from gallery
© NRE 2024

View to stage from gallery
© NRE 2024

View over seating areas from stage; Royal box, 

stage right
© NRE 2024

View from stage; Royal box detail, stage left
© NRE 2024

Details – proscenium, pit; dome, chandelier
© NRE 2024

Back stage; orchestra pit from stage
© NRE 2024
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Olivier room
© NRE 2024

Olivier room – paintings and graffiti
© NRE 2024

Former green room – fireplace, openings to 

Sackville St and rear
© NRE 2024

Former openings, now below Sackville St level
© NRE 2024

Basement – internal wall including paintings
© NRE 2024

Basement –painting; stove/boiler door to rear
© NRE 2024

Basement – fireplaces and graffiti on brickwork

© NRE 2024
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Basement – fireplace; remnant wall (Campbell 

Street end)
© NRE 2024

Drawings for new front c.1856 - by William Coote 

& EB Andrews Architects
© TAHO: NS699/1/1

Campbell Street frontage, photograph c.1863
© Libraries TAHO: CB47/7/1/338

19th century wallpaper fragments - discovered 

1985
© TAHO: CB47/5/1/1

Statement of Significance: 

The Theatre Royal is of historic cultural heritage significance as an iconic building which demonstrates the growth and 

development of both the city of Hobart and theatrical entertainment in Tasmania . Commissioned by significant Tasmanians 

including Peter Degraves, it displays the founders’ confidence in the economic and cultural future of Hobart in the early days of 

the Colony. Having been in continual use since 1837, the Theatre Royal is recognised as the oldest remaining working theatre 

in Australia. It was once the social centre of Wapping, engaging people across diverse demographics with a wide range of 

entertainments and activities no longer associated with theatre spaces in Australia . The Theatre Royal is a rare example of an 

Old Colonial Georgian theatre continuing its original function and adapting to the changing expectations of theatre goers and 

operators over almost two centuries of use. In this way it has maintained its relevance to contemporary society and its 

international reputation as a high quality performance space. As a living heritage place, evidence of this evolution, adaptation 

and survival is clearly displayed throughout. The layers, textures and patterns in the masonry walls to the sides of the theatre 

provide a record of alterations, additions, and construction techniques over time. The frontage also represents externally the 

key stages of redevelopment of the theatre space, with its striking Victorian Academic Classical ground floor façade added in 

1857, and the upper level extended around 1911. The series of redevelopments have managed to retain the valued historic 

character of the theatre, while increasing capacity and improving comfort for audiences and performers alike. The aesthetic and 

theatrical appeal of the building, inside and out, is evident to locals and visitors alike. This is celebrated through photographic 

records, artistic interpretation, and also in the architecture of the adjoining Hedberg performing arts development undertaken in 

2021. The importance of the Theatre Royal encompasses the place as a whole , including the structure, streetscape 

appearance, interior features, objects, and records, as well as the people associated with the theatre and its stories. The 

building is strongly associated with a series of illustrious owners including Peter Degraves, as well as a number of high profile 

lessees, managers and performers who were central to the development of the arts in Van Diemen’s Land , and later Tasmania.

(non-statutory summary)
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The Heritage Council may enter a place in the Heritage Register if it meets one or more of the following criteria from 

the Historic Cultural Heritage Act 1995:

Why is it significant?:

a)

The Theatre Royal is of historic cultural heritage significance because of its ability to demonstrate the growth and 

development of theatrical entertainment in Tasmania from Colonial times to the present , making the place important to 

the course of Tasmania’s history. Having been commissioned by a group of businessmen significant in Tasmania’s 

history, the first theatre on the site was, amid some controversy, largely designed, built, and owned for some time by 

Peter Degraves, known primarily as founder of the Cascade Brewery. Demonstrating the confidence and cultural 

aspirations of its founders, later owners and lessees through its original design and a series of bold re-developments, 

the Theatre Royal stands as a physical representation of important stages in the history of Hobart , Tasmania, and 

Australia. The layers, textures and patterns in the masonry walls to the sides of the theatre provide a visual record of 

alterations, additions, and construction techniques over time. The frontage also represents externally the key stages 

of redevelopment of the theatre space, with its striking Victorian Academic Classical ground floor façade added in 

1857, and the upper level extended around 1911.

The place is important to the course or pattern of Tasmania’s history.

b)

The Theatre Royal is a rare example of an Old Colonial Georgian theatre continuing its original function and displaying 

evidence of a number of redevelopments, adapting to the changing expectations of theatre goers and operators over 

almost two centuries of use. It is recognised as the oldest remaining working theatre in Australia and was once the 

social centre of Wapping, engaging people across diverse demographics with a wide range of entertainments and 

activities no longer associated with theatre spaces in Australia . The current building retains a spectacular interior 

considered to be unique in Tasmania including stalls , dress circle, and gallery, predominantly from its 1911 upgrade. 

It is also recognised as an exceptional performance space often noted by visiting stars from across the world.

The place possesses uncommon or rare aspects of Tasmania’s history.

c)

There have been a series of extensions and renovations over the life of the Theatre Royal and extensive archaeological 

investigations have been carried out under the ground adjoining this early building. However, there is still potential for 

further investigations relating to the use of the site prior to the construction of the theatre, those responsible for the 

theatre’s design and construction, the original appearance, and its ongoing use as Australia’s oldest working theatre . 

The information still hidden on the site may be useful in furthering the understanding of the significant history of the 

building and the area of Wapping, going back to the earliest days of the colony. Layers of use and development are 

also evident in the fabric of the building remaining above ground and in the basement. This includes the masonry walls 

revealed to the sides of the theatre which provide a record of alterations, additions, and construction techniques over 

time, and the front façade which presents externally the key stages of redevelopment of the theatre space. The 

basement area, part of which served as the Shades bar, and spaces such as the green room used by Sir Laurence 

Olivier also include paintings and graffiti which may warrant further be research .

The place has the potential to yield information that will contribute to an understanding of Tasmania’s history.

d)

The Theatre Royal is of historic cultural heritage significance because of its ability to demonstrate the principal 

characteristics of a theatre building, including elements from many key periods in Tasmania’s history . The interior 

design dating from 1911 stands, reconstructed and restored after fire, as an exceptional example of theatre design in 

Tasmania. With design and construction credited to Peter Degraves, supported by the eminent civil engineer and 

colonial architect John Lee Archer, the original building was intended to provide for the culture of the growing colony 

and was fronted by a simple single storey neoclassical façade. The current façade dates largely from a significant 

expansion of the theatre in 1857 and comprises two distinct levels above its sandstone plinth. It is recognised as a 

fine if typical example of the Victorian Academic Classical style appropriately representing the European culture its 

sponsors wished to convey. Key features include banding of rusticated sandstone at the lower level; a decorative 

frieze and string course separating levels; double pilasters and engaged Tuscan columns dividing the façade at both 

levels; a row of squat pilasters forming part of a parapet above an upper cornice; and a portico framing the central 

arched entrance with Tuscan columns supporting its pediment . Famously recalled by Dame Sybil Thorndyke as an 

‘ideal Theatre’, the interior is of a form and scale which encourages intimacy between performers and audience. It 

retains decorative details which have also evolved over time to create an atmosphere exuding a warmth and sense of 

history which was appreciated by Sir Lawrence Olivier and continues to affect the most humble of theatre -goers. The 

place has endured the test of time, being acknowledged as Australia’s oldest working theatre and still celebrated as a 

fine venue for performing arts. It remains a major part of the state’s theatre scene and Its evolution is visible in the 

building fabric inside and out.

The place is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of place in Tasmania’s history.

e)

The Theatre Royal is of historic cultural heritage significance because of the creative design and technical detailing of 

the interior, especially the intricate fibrous plasterwork of the dome in the Louis Quatorze style. The original 

decoration of the dome dates from 1862, and was enhanced as part of the 1911 renovations, now noted as Tasmania’

s finest example of a theatre interior from the early 20th century.

The place is important in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement.
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f)

The Theatre Royal is of historic heritage significance as it has served as a place of entertainment since 1837 and with 

ongoing use continues to be of importance to the arts community as an integral part of its operations and as a centre 

of cultural life for the city of Hobart and Tasmania as a whole . The building is also a highly recognised part of Hobart’s 

built fabric and plays a vital role in the broader community’s sense of place , both as an iconic building and as a 

meeting place for a range of demographically diverse groups. The important place the Theatre Royal holds in the 

hearts and minds of Tasmanians has proven on number of occasions , most significantly after the fire in 1984 when a 

public appeal was successful in raising the funds required to ensure its future. The Friends of the Theatre Royal 

continue to support fundraising and provide tours and oral histories. Other groups which have strong associations 

include community arts and performance groups involved with the Backspace Theatre ; and current Tasmanian arts 

companies including Terrapin Puppet Theatre, The Show Company, John X Presents; and Archipelago Productions 

(headed by Marta Dusseldorp and Ben Winspear).

The place has a strong or special association with a particular community or cultural group for social or 

spiritual reasons.

g)

The Theatre Royal is of historic cultural heritage significance because of its close association with prominent owners , 

especially Peter Degraves, an illustrious and colourful figure, of importance in Tasmania’s history, mostly due to his 

founding of the Cascade Brewery. His association includes being a co-founder, designer, builder, and owner for nearly 

two decades. Colonial Engineer and architect John Lee Archer is also associated with the design and ceremonial 

laying of the foundation stone, amidst much celebration. The place also has strong associations with a series of high 

profile lessees, managers and performers who were central to the development of the arts in Van Diemen’s Land , and 

later Tasmania. Notable among these were Anne Clark, recognised as the first woman to manage a theatre in 

Australia in the 1840s; and Tasmania’s Nightingale Amy Sherwin who made her professional debut at the Theatre 

Royal in 1878.

The place has a special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in 

Tasmania’s history.

h) The place is important in exhibiting particular aesthetic characteristics.

Standing on its prominent corner site with its highly decorative Victorian Academic Classical façade , the Theatre 

Royal continues to stand as a functioning theatre and a landmark for the city of Hobart. The aesthetic and theatrical 

appeal of the building is evident to locals and visitors alike and the emotive image of the colonial theatre with its 

elaborate Victorian make-over is frequently reproduced in photographs. Possibly even more highly valued than the 

façade is the interior, largely preserved since the 1911 redevelopment, and especially its dome decorated in the Louis 

Quatorze style, which is widely appreciated as a fine example of its kind. Visitors from near and far have been quoted 

referring to the Theatre Royal’s beauty and charm. Possibly most notable was Sir Lawrence Olivier’s 1948 description 

of the building as ‘a beautiful little theatre’ which, following neglect during thirty years of war and depression, 

apparently motivated the Government to fund restoration in the 1950s. The esteem in which the history and 

appearance of the theatre is held is further demonstrated in the design of the adjoining performing arts centre. 

Completed in 2021, The Hedberg (THR#12111) provides universal access to the Theatre Royal while preserving and 

highlighting as much of the fabric of the building as possible.

Heritage approval is required for work that will result in changes to the nature or appearance

(www.heritage.tas.gov.au)

information about the level of approval required and appropriate outcomes.

Please refer to the Heritage Council's Works Guidelines 

of the fabric of a Heritage place, both internal and external.

for

Heritage Advisors are also available to answer questions and provide guidance on

enquiries@heritage.tas.gov.au or Tel 1300850332

This data sheet is intended to provide sufficient information and justification for listing the 

place on the Heritage Register. Under the legislation, only one of the criteria needs to be 

met. The data sheet is not intended to be a comprehensive inventory of the heritage 

values of the place, there may be other heritage values of interest to the Heritage Council 

not currently acknowledged.

Setting:

The Theatre Royal is located in Hobart in southern Tasmania, the state’s capital and largest city.  The site, now 

known as 29 Campbell Street, is part of an area informally named Wapping, to the south-eastern end of the 

geographic and business centre of the city.  This area, for many years known as a slum like its namesake in London, 

is now widely appreciated for its diverse mix of well-preserved historic human-scale buildings and larger modern 
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development just to the north of the Sullivans Cove waterfront.  

 

The building occupies a prominent site on the corner of Campbell and Sackville Streets, surrounded by historic, if 

eclectic, urban streetscapes.  Buildings here are predominantly from the first half of the 20th century, with notable 

exceptions being the 21st-century additions to the Royal Hobart Hospital (THR#2409) opposite and The Hedberg 

(THR#12111) adjoining to the south-east.

 

The Hedberg, developed by the University of Tasmania, the Theatre Royal Management Board (TRMB) and State 

Growth between 2019 and 2021 is co-located with the Theatre Royal to form a hub for creative industries and 

performing arts.  Property consolidation and strata subdivision have enabled the adjoining development to provide 

shared accessways as well as upgraded front of house and back of house facilities for the theatre.

 

Description:

The Theatre Royal is a purpose-built masonry theatre building originally developed in 1834.  The structure is built up to 

its boundaries and now stands two storeys high at its Campbell Street frontage.  The original early colonial Georgian 

theatre, apparently designed by Peter Degraves in association with John Lee Archer , included a smaller theatre 

volume and was fronted by a single storey neoclassical façade.  However, the building has always had a presence on 

the street and played a substantial role in its eclectic neighbourhood.

 

The current Victorian Academic Classical façade, mostly dating from 1857, comprises two distinct levels above its 

sandstone plinth.  The lower level is banded by rusticated sandstone, while the upper is of brick sheathed in stucco, 

and a decorative frieze and string course separates the two.  Double pilasters and engaged Tuscan columns divide 

and frame the façade at both levels and a row of squat pilasters form part of a parapet above an upper cornice.  A 

portico surrounds the central arched entrance and uses Tuscan columns to support its triangular pediment .  The 

name is formed in gilt lettering below the pediment.

 

The design of the interior largely dates from the 1911 redevelopment, however much of the fabric was replaced 

following fire damage in 1984.  The main areas include:

Basement – Spaces providing storage and amenities for performers, theatre staff, and technicians, as well as vacant 

space under the foyer and stalls where the Shades bar once operated;

Lower Foyer – While public access has been provided via The Hedberg entrance since 2021, the doors and 

traditional entry foyer from Campbell Street have been retained and may be utilised in the future;

Theatre space – Including seating area for 700 including stalls (325), dress circle (174), and gallery (201);

Stage (and backstage) – retaining early stone and brick walls and including a fly tower over 18m high; and

Upper foyer – expressed externally as the short upper storey added in 1911. 

 

The decorative elements of highest significance include:

Foyer – Timber and plaster mouldings and staircase, especially iron balustrading and timber handrail;

Proscenium – Modelling including stylised columns to sides, broken segmental pediment and central ‘Cupid’ figure 

playing flute over the stage, and red velvet stage curtain;

Dome – Intricate fibrous plasterwork in the Louis Quatorze style.  Original decoration dated from 1862.  Later 

additions include portraits of composers from 1911 and chandelier, possibly from 1952.

Gallery – Decorative pressed tin and painted plasterwork ceilings, especially coved sections to front.

Dress Circle – Iron columns with Composite capitals supporting decorative pressed tin and painted plasterwork 

ceilings; and

Dress Circle and Gallery fronts – Moulded plasterwork including shields (including the Tasmanian Coat of Arms) 

and musical instrument motifs with decorative painted and gilded finishes.

Stalls – Iron columns with Composite capitals supporting decorative pressed tin and painted plasterwork ceilings.

While the name has changed and there have been many alterations to the building to adapt to changing needs and 

aspirations since construction, many original elements are still in place and both the façade and boundary walls show 

layers of development which assist in understanding the complex history of the place.  The southern wall of the 

theatre has been largely preserved as part of The Hedberg development , celebrated as both an aesthetic and 

informative feature stretching over four levels of foyer spaces.

History:

The area that was to become the centre of the city of Hobart, on the western side of the Derwent estuary, is within the 

contiguous region formerly occupied by Tasmanian Aboriginal people now known as the South East nation .   These 

First Tasmanians traversed and cared for country around the estuary for thousands of years before the British 

colonisation of what was known as Van Diemen’s Land in the early years of the 19th century (Boyce 2010, p.32; 

Ryan 2012, pp.17, 39–41).

 

Early 19th century: It was 1804 when Lieutenant-Governor David Collins established the settlement of Hobart Town in 

the name of the British Empire and it was not long before the majority of the people of the South East nation had been 

driven from their country.  This initial settlement was focussed on the waterfront area between what was Hunter Island 
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and the centre of the foreshore of the bay Collins named Sullivans Cove, where the rivulet could be used as a source 

of fresh water.  The land upon which the Theatre Royal now stands was close to the centre of this early activity and by 

1820 it had been allocated to Lawrence Reed (Austral Archaeology 2005, p.3; Kostaglou 2019, vol. 1, p.13; vol. 2, 

p.90).

 

1830s - Establishment: In December 1834 part of Reed’s grant was purchased by Captain William and Grace Wilson 

(née Lord) (Conveyance 1/4249) who commenced building structures which likely included the tenement revealed 

during archaeological excavations to the corner of Sun and Sackville streets in 2018 (Kostaglou 2019, vol. 1, p.39). 

 Rental properties such as this tenement developed around the waterfront in the 1830s were not of high quality and 

would most often serve as homes for the working class and houses of ill-repute, however some more salubrious 

dwellings and business premises were also established in the area.

 

Around the same time, a group of Hobart Town’s illustrious citizens formed a committee with the aim of developing a 

purpose-built performance space for the colony.  Initially led by publican John Metzger, who had experience running a 

theatre out of his hotel, sponsors included such colourful figures as journalist and editor Robert Lathrop Murray, 

merchant and former soldier Anthony Fenn Kemp, and Peter Degraves, the miller and brewer known primarily as 

founder of the Cascade Brewery (Freeman 2021, pp.47–49).  The band of thirteen faced opposition from the church 

due to the sinful reputation of theatre in the 19th century, but community demand won out.  A company was set up 

and shares sold, raising £1500 before it was agreed to purchase a section of Captain Wilson’s land at a cost of £ 280 

for the construction of the theatre (p.48).

 

Plans were prepared and following budget issues during tendering, on June 1834 Peter Degraves and his son Henry 

were finally contracted to build a theatre intended to accommodate an audience of 600, at a cost of £2,300.  Peter 

Degraves was known as an engineer and builder and is credited as the architect of the first theatre on the site, the 

design in his name being endorsed by the respected Colonial Architect and engineer , John Lee Archer.  However, 

claims that Archer was in fact responsible and unable to take credit due to his government position appear to be well 

founded (p.49). 

 

It was amidst much ceremony, and fireworks, that Archer laid the foundation stone on 4 November 1834, and to a 

crowd of ‘at least 1000’ onlookers, spoke of hopes that the proposed theatre ‘may tend to the moral and intellectual 

improvement of society in this Colony’ (The Colonial Times 11 November 1834, p.6).  He added that he hoped the 

building, described as the ‘Theatre Royal of Van Diemen's Land’, would:

 

flourish like a palm tree by the river side; and dispersing, by the representation of those pure dramatic entertainments 

to which our native country owes its present rank among civilized nations, those intellectual enjoyments and domestic 

virtues, that raise us to the highest attainment (p.6).

 

By early 1836 all shareholders in the venture had pulled out, except Degraves, who only stopped building temporarily 

(Roe 1965, p.3), and despite the setbacks, news of the completed interior was reported in the Sydney papers in 

December of the same year.  The Sydney Gazette described a theatre to house 600 people with four private boxes; a 

tier of boxes above; a spacious pit; and a dome ‘highly ornamented with the fern tree leaf’ and edged by ‘a rich scroll 

border of crimson and gold’.  The attributes of the stage including its impressive scale––‘forty five feet wide by forty 

feet deep’, its craftsmanship––built entirely without nails, and its amenity––including 11 ‘traps’ and space for ‘a 

gasometer for lighting the house’ were also featured (13 December 1836, p.2). 

 

The building was finally completed early in 1837 and opened as the Victoria Theatre on 6 March with performances of 

Speed the Plough by Thomas Morton and W Oxberry’s The Spoiled Child (Roe, p.4).  In 1838 Degraves officially 

became the sole owner (p.6) and by February 1839 he attempted to sell the theatre.  When no buyer was found, he 

installed an actor as manager (Freeman, p.58).

 

1840s: While under the management of Anne Clarke (née Ramans) in partnership with her husband Michael, the 

Royal Victoria Theatre was used for a number of community-based functions including lectures, public meetings, 

political rallies and sporting events in the 1840s (Freeman, p.58).  It became a centre of public life for the wide 

cross-section of society that lived and gathered in the riverfront area known as Wapping .  But Anne, with her 

reputation as an actress and singer in the 1830s, went about importing established actors and entertainers from 

England and offered professional theatre training to local women.  It is claimed that Clarke was the first woman to 

manage a theatre in Australia and through these innovations she has been credited with bringing a new respectability 

to the theatre in Van Diemen’s Land (Alexander 2006, p.78).

 

This period included the first of many recorded theatre refurbishments, which included the addition of a lower tier of 

boxes in 1846 (Roe, p.6).  Later recollections of the accommodation provided by the boxes and pit were not flattering.  

In 1911 The Mercury provided a history of the theatre in anticipation of renovations, which described the facilities of 

these early days as ‘primitive’, author ‘R.J.R’ recalling that:
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The anciently-fashioned boxes were arranged around the walls at a moderate height, and the pit in the middle, rough 

hardwood planks, sans backs, serving for seating; the boxes, a trifle better, had the seats padded and covered with 

red baize, but no backs! (The Mercury 4 November 1911, p.10).

 

1850–1900: Following Degraves’ death on 31 December 1852, the property was purchased for £3,222 by F B (Frank) 

Watson and John Davies (the founder of The Mercury).  Under this ownership the theatre thrived, with some credit 

going to the management and ‘energy’ of ‘lessee’ Frank Watson (The Courier 28 October 1953, p.2) and a number of 

additions and renovations were carried out.  These included new decoration executed by S Prout Hill in 1853; major 

alterations including lower front façade; new gallery 1856; installation of gas lighting in 1857; painting of the dome in 

Louis Quatorze style in 1862; and a programme of renovations in 1882 (Roe, pp.7–9; The Hobarton Mercury 12 

August 1856, p.1).

 

Performance highlights for the theatre during the Victorian era included the professional debut of world -renowned opera 

singer Amy Sherwin.  Later known as ‘Tasmania’s Nightingale’, she starred there in Donizetti's ‘Don Pasquale’ with 

the Royal Italian Opera Company on 1 May 1878, before embarking on an international career ( The Mercury 2 May 

1878, p.3).  The ‘Nightingale’ found success across Australia, New Zealand, Europe and North America, before 

returning home to a Mayoral reception in 1887.  Sherwin lived between Tasmania and Europe and toured the world 

until 1908, including more Theatre Royal performances.  While her last years were in England, Tasmanians held her 

as their own. When her fortunes changed, Hobarts’ Lord Mayor took up a collection which paid for medical treatment 

and on her death a wreath was sent, inscribed "A tribute to the memory of a famous Tasmanian, from the Government 

of Tasmania" (Bowler 1982).

 

While this was mostly a good time for the theatre, Wapping was occupied by increasing numbers of working class 

people in poor quality housing - and others experiencing even more extreme poverty - as the area around the Hobart 

Rivulet became increasingly prone to flooding and fire.  Along with local hotels, the building, by this time known as the 

Theatre Royal, came to be relied on as a place of refuge for those displaced during these ‘all too common’ disasters 

(The Wapping History Group 1988, p.78).

 

By 1889 the property had come into the ownership of the Lewis family, who then sold to CJ (Charles) Barclay, David 

Barclay and CE (Charles) Davies for £4,000.  At this time more radical alterations were carried out, including an 

extension to the stage, with George Fagg as the architect (Roe, p.10), but it was in the 20th century that the most 

significant changes were undertaken.  

 

Early 20th century: At the turn of the century international stars began gracing the stage of the Theatre Royal . These 

included Jan Kubelik, a violinist touted as the ‘world’s greatest’ (Roe, p.16), but it was the Town Hall that hosted 

bigger names like Nellie Melba and Ignacy Jan Paderewski (p.16), most likely due to its larger capacity.  In 1911 a 

design was prepared by William Pitt of Melbourne which would entirely rebuild the interior of the theatre, essentially in 

the style that has been retained into the 21st century, but providing for an audience of 1200, including 450 seats in 

stalls; 250 in the circle; and space for 500 in an extended gallery.  Hobart based consultant R W Koch was then 

responsible for the construction (Roe, p.10; The Mercury 4 November 1911, p.10) in time for the ‘Grand reopening’ of 

the ‘Royal’ on 13 January 1912 (Roe, p.11).

 

Understandably activity in the arts, and especially the number of visiting artists, decreased with the onset of World 

War I, and following Charles Davies’ death in 1921 the theatre changed hands twice before being purchased by the 

Theatre Royal Company in 1923 (Roe, p.11).  The Great Depression and World War II followed, and it was during this 

difficult period that Noel Coward visited as part of a national speaking tour (The Mercury 10 Dec 1940, p.3). 

 Apparently Coward spoke very favourably of the theatre (Theatre Royal Hobart 2024), but by the mid-1940s three 

decades of neglect had taken their toll and supporters decided something needed to be done.  So, when a recently 

knighted Sir Lawrence Olivier performed there as part of an ‘Old Vic Company’ tour in 1948, he was enlisted by 

campaigners.  He described ‘a beautiful little theatre’ with an atmosphere built up by its 111 -year history and urged 

patrons not to let it go (Freeman 2021, p.194).  Olivier’s plea appears to have been successful in motivating the 

Government to initiate a program of restoration.  An Act of State Parliament formed the National Theatre and Fine Arts 

Society of Tasmania (NATFAS) in 1949 and subsequently NATFAS were granted £12,000 to buy the Theatre Royal 

(Roe, p.11). 

 

1950s: Despite the Government intervention and funding, and post-WWII migration this was also a time of change, by 

the early 1950s an increase in development pressure in Hobart and a shift away from live theatre (towards radio and 

film), meant the theatre was under threat again.  This time Gwen Friend and Fifi Banvard are credited with saving the 

theatre when they arrived from Sydney to take up the lease.  The pair funded improvements and provided ‘high quality 

drama and a new play every two weeks’ between June 1950 and March 1951 (Roe p.17; Theatre Royal Hobart 2024).

 

Also in 1951, in anticipation of a Command Performance before Princess Elizabeth and the Duke of Edinburgh on 29 
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March 1953, the government subsidised a major restoration to the tune of £12,500.  John R Freeman of the Melbourne 

architectural firm, Freeman Yuncken, was the lead architect.  The new seating arrangements significantly reduced 

audience capacity from the 1200 provided for in 1911, to 700 (Roe 1965, pp.3–4, 12), but would undoubtedly offer more 

comfort.  The renovation included royal boxes, however, George VI died, Elizabeth became Queen and the royal visit 

was cancelled (Roe, p.11).  But the shows went on, and international stars continued to make their way to Hobart.  

Having first performed there with her husband Lewis Casson in 1954, Dame Sybil Thorndyke later recalled her first 

impressions, concluding that it was a ‘gem of a Theatre, and an honour to Hobart and Tasmania’:

 

‘I think we both felt it was an ideal theatre––the right size––not from the financial side, alas––but splendid for 

performance by actors.  At night we were thrilled by the intimacy––the perfect acoustics and the feeling of real 

Theatre––audience and actors performing a Ritual Act together’ (Roe, p.2).  

 

1970–90: Societal changes and the collapse of the Tasman Bridge threatened the sustainability of the theatre in the 

1970s, but in 1977 a two-storey administrative wing was built to the rear, its concrete block wall fronting the Sun 

Street boundary (Kostaglou 2019, p.196).  In 1982 there was a review of theatre across the state and the Tasmanian 

Theatre Trust was formed (Real to Reel No.89 August 2020, p.4).  Under this new management a $1 million 

refurbishment was proposed to align with the 150th anniversary of the theatre.  This included restoration of the 1911 

interior and modernisation of the backstage area, but on 18 June 1984, just before this work was completed, a fire 

broke out backstage and spread to the auditorium.  There was damage to the roof structure, statues, paintings and 

furnishings from heat and flames, as well as extensive smoke and water damage.  With the cost of repairs first 

estimated to be around $1 million, the government stepped up immediately, acknowledging the theatre was ‘part of 

Tasmania’s heritage’ and that ‘it would be brought back to life’ (Sydney Morning Herald 19 June 1984, p.12).  A public 

appeal was launched and the community demonstrated their support for the landmark theatre, ensuring the funds 

required for repairs were raised (Mercury 24 September 2018).  By March 1986 the theatre was operating again. 

 

This difficult 1980s period also saw the birth of the Backspace Theatre which would provide a venue for community 

performance and events for 40 years, allowing for experimentation in both performance and technical spheres, and 

providing launch pad for many talented Tasmanian artists (Theatre Royal 2024).

 

2010s: Following years of investigations by the University of Tasmania , in 2013 a design team led by local firm Liminal 

Architecture and including Singaporean based architects WOHA and international sound specialists Arup Acoustics 

and Theatre, commenced work on an Academy of Creative Industries and Performing Arts (ACIPA) to be co-located 

with the Theatre Royal.

 

In the lead up to the development of the ACIPA a series of archaeological investigations were carried out across the 

vacant land bounded by Campbell, Collins, Sun and Sackville streets and the administrative wing to the rear of the 

theatre was removed at this time.  A ‘Statement of Archaeological Potential’ prepared in 2005 described this area as 

being of ‘low archaeological significance’ on account of previous disturbance (Austral Archaeology 2005).  The 2018 

dig examined the area to the rear of the theatre to a depth of over 2 metres, which was considered deep enough to 

reveal any structures which may have dated from 1804.  No features from this period were confirmed to have been 

found, but what appeared to be three rooms of a two-storey tenement from the 1830s were revealed, along with three 

cesspits (Kostaglou 2018, vol. 1, p.39).  Following the removal and documentation of all significant artifacts this area 

was sealed to be built over with the scene dock for the Theatre Royal and the ACIPA development on completion .

 

2020s: Between 2020 and 2021 the theatre spaces were renovated and the ACIPA, by then named The Hedberg (THR 

#12111) after the founders of the 1925 garage which occupied the property, was built up around it.  Soon after the 

official opening on 9 August 2021, the affected land titles were consolidated (CT 180508) and the Theatre Royal 

Precinct Redevelopment Act 2016 was registered.  The plans for strata subdivision were sealed in 2023 and designate 

‘Heritage Areas’ (covering the older parts of the Theatre Royal) and ‘Front of House’ areas (shared foyers, bars and 

amenities) over four levels.

 

The iconic theatre is supported by the Friends of the Theatre Royal , providing guided tours of the building and 

recording oral histories and supporting charitable programmes.  It also provides a base for Tasmanian arts and 

performance companies including Terrapin Puppet Theatre; The Show Company; John X Presents; and Archipelago 

Productions.  The latter, headed by nationally acclaimed stage and screen actress Marta Dusseldorp, brought the 

theatre back to life amid uncertainty following COVID 19 pandemic restrictions and raised the profile of the Theatre 

Royal for a broader audience across Australia. 

 

Archaeological investigations have continued to be carried out alongside ongoing basement repairs.
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Page 10 of 12Report Date: Friday, December 13, 2024  



Alexander, Alison (ed.) 2006, Companion to Tasmanian History, Centre for Tasmanian Historical Studies, University of 

Tasmania, Hobart.

 

Austral Archaeology 2005, ‘Wapping Parcel 4 Historical Archaeological Assessment 2005’ unpublished report.

 

Bowler JA  1982, Amy Sherwin: The Tasmanian Nightingale, JA Bowler, Dynnyrne, accessed 5 May 2024. 

Department of Premier and Cabinet - Amy Sherwin (dpac.tas.gov.au)

 

Boyce, James 2010, Van Diemen’s Land, Black Inc., Melbourne.

 

The Colonial Times 11 November 1834, ‘Domestic Intelligence’

 

The Courier 28 October 1953, ‘Public Amusements – Theatricals – The Manager’s Night’

 

Freeman, Peter 2021, Hobart’s Theatre Royal and The Hedberg, 200 Years of Change in Wapping, University of 

Tasmania, Hobart

 

The Hobarton Mercury 12 August 1856, Classified Advertising (Tender)

 

Kostaglou, Parry 2019, ‘Archaeological Investigation Final Report’, 2 vols.

 

Lypka, B & Goodacre, C 2020, ‘An Oral History of the Theatre Royal, Hobart, 1948–1986’, Real to Reel - Newsletter of 

Oral History Tasmania Inc., No.89 August 2020, p.4.

 

The Mercury 2 May 1878, ‘Theatre Royal – Italian Opera Company’.

 

The Mercury 4 November 1911, ‘The Theatre Royal – Remodelling of the building. Work nearing completion’.

 

The Mercury 10 Dec 1940, ‘Proceeds of Mr Noel Coward’s visit’.

 

Mercury 24 September 2018, ‘Last chance to look behind the curtain before Theatre Royal’s seven -month shut down’.

 

Roe, Michael 1965, A History of the Theatre Royal, Hobart, Law Society of Tasmania, Hobart.

 

Ryan, Lyndall 2012, Tasmanian Aborigines: A history since 1803, Allen & Unwin, Crows Nest NSW.

 

The Sydney Gazette, 13 December 1836, ‘News of the Day’.

 

Sydney Morning Herald 19 June 1984, ‘Fire not last act for treasured theatre’.

 

Tasmanian Government Gazettes

 

Theatre Royal Hobart 2024, History of the Theatre Royal, accessed 5 May 2024. 

https://www.theatreroyal.com.au/about/history

 

The Wapping History Group 1994 (1988), Down Wapping, Blubber Head Press, Sandy Bay

 

Comparative Analysis:

 

There are a number of theatres represented on the THR, however none of these date from the early colonial period.  

Examples from the Victorian and Federation eras include some classically inspired details , but bare almost no 

resemblance to the Theatre Royal either internally, or externally.              The most useful comparators include the 

following.

 

1. Princess Theatre, Brisbane Street, Launceston - THR #3887 – constructed 1911; 1940

The Princess is one of the few theatres in Tasmania from the early 20thcentury to maintain its use, however, it has a 

substantially shorter history than the Theatre Royal and has an entirely different appearance externally .  

 

Architecturally it ‘presents an amalgamation of the 20th century styles, Federation Academic Classical and Inter-War 

Art Deco’ (THR #3887 datasheet).  The 1940 facade and foyer demonstrate the Art Deco, while the auditorium is from 

the original 1911 building and ‘has retained elements of early 20th century theatre design displaying elements of 

neo-classical and art-nouveau decoration and detail, including the neo-classical inspired ceiling dome, pressed tin wall 

and ceiling detail with art nouveau motifs and proscenium arch’.  This interior, with its dome and decoration from 1911, 
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and its dress circle and stalls seating a total of 939 patrons, is the closest to the Theatre Royal in Tasmania in terms 

of scale and character.  Physical differences include the lack of a third level balcony and the style of the interior 

decoration, but it is the additional layers of history and the international reputation which may be most important in 

separating the two.  While Launceston attracted many of the same travelling acts which visited Hobart, the Princess 

was built well after the boom of the 1890s and missed much of the theatrical history that the Theatre Royal 

experienced.

 

2. Gaiety Theatre and Grand Hotel, 114-116 Main Street, Zeehan - THR #5679 – 1898

The Gaiety is another later theatre which occupies a two-storey stuccoed building.  External features include 

elaborate Dutch gables, arcades and bay windows.  Two of the arched openings were originally shop spaces, while 

another was a public bar.  The parapet balustrade and balcony were removed from the facade after World War II .  Also 

operating as a hotel, there is an accommodation wing with a hipped roof with wide eaves and exposed rafters. 

 

The Gaiety was built on a grand scale, with a stage larger than that of the Theatre Royal and a bigger seating area 

than the Town Hall in Hobart (Zeehan and Dundas Herald 1 November 1898, p.4).  Plays were put on by both local and 

travelling companies, but no major stars travelled to the west coast as access made tours uneconomical.  The theatre 

retains its original form, as well as some timber features and decorative plaster work, but by 1998 the stage area had 

been modified and much of its plaster ornamentation and timber trim had either rotted or been removed and no original 

seating remained (James & Grant 1998, p.17).  The modifications carried out do not leave the Gaiety as a theatre 

comparable to the Theatre Royal in terms of character .  In combination with the hotel use, the theatre is of 

significance because of its ‘central place in the public life of the west coast as a meeting place, entertainment centre, 

indoor sporting venue and tourist hub over more than a century’, and it is in this, that the place has most in common 

with the Theatre Royal.

 

3. Avalon Theatre and Temperance Hall (former), 52 Melville Street, Hobart - THR #11054 – 1889

Originally built as a Temperence Hall in 1889, the building was always intended as a live entertainment venue and 

went on to serve as the Bijou Theatre in the 1920s.  Known as the Avalon from 1932, the theatre was modified to 

operate as Hobart’s first “talkie’ theatre (or cinema).  The theatre use ceased in 1977 when the building was 

purchased to become an electrical store, and while the main space was retained in its 1930s form over the 30 years, 

the many alterations carried out have had a detrimental impact on its appearance as a theatre. Now used by Hillsong, 

there is little evidence of the original interior being retained.  Externally, this is a two-storey brick hall with stucco work 

mouldings to its symmetrical façade.  The building is described as Federation, but was built in 1889 and includes 

classical details to the upper level.  The roof is parapeted with a bracketed cornice and the façade is divided by 

pilasters into three bays, a triangular pediment topping the central bay.  The ground floor façade has been modified 

and has little in common with the form or design of the Theatre Royal .

 

4. Former Palais Theatre, 3388 Huon Highway, Franklin - THR #3499 – 1912

The Palais was originally operated as the Town Hall from 1912 to 1929, however the first movies were shown there in 

1912.  It operated as a cinema from 1930 to 1960 and then, while somewhat neglected, served a number of 

community based functions until 2000.  The Franklin Progress Association then assisted Council in carrying out 

restoration and renovation work before the building commenced its new life as an event venue.   The Palais is 

described as a double storey brick building with a rusticated stone base and a hipped roof, timber framed windows 

with multi-paned top sashes, a cantilevered portico over the entrance, and a stuccoed band under the eaves.  Its 

significance is noted only as relating to its ability to demonstrate the principal characteristics of a Federation Free 

Style theatre building and it is evident that the building has little in common with the Theatre Royal .

 

5. Paragon Theatre, 11 McNamara Street, Queenstown - THR # 7838 – 1932

The Paragon is not of a similar era or type to the Theatre Royal .  The facade is a relatively simple art deco design with 

a ‘stepped parapet, inset signage and strong verticality’.  The awning over the shopfront and entry door breaks down 

the scale of the facade, providing some visual interest and horizontality.  The interior has a similarly simple art deco 

character.  Serving as a theatre and cinema from 1933 to 1985, significance lies in its meaning to the Queenstown 

and west coast communities as it ‘demonstrates aspects of Inter-War society and contributes, in conjunction with its 

neighbours, to a relatively intact mid-20th-century streetscape’.  It is also significant for its ability to ‘demonstrate the 

principal characteristics of a concrete Inter-War Art Deco theatre’.

 

Comparator references:

 

Drawn from observation and THR place datasheets, including the following:

 

James, P and Grant, M 1998, ‘The Gaiety Theatre & Grand Hotel: Conservation Management Plan’, unpublished.

 

Zeehan and Dundas Herald 1 November 1898, 'Gaiety Theatre'.
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