Gracepoint
(FORMER CARLTON CINEMA/BINGO HALL)
161-169 ESSEX ROAD, LONDON N1 2SN

The Former Carlton Cinema provides a major
townscape landmark in Essex Road. It is a
building that is fixed both in the affections of
Islington’s inhabitants and in the memory of
commuters and visitors.

be. Thirty-seven years of neglect gave cause
for it to fall into a state of disrepair and was
placed on the English Heritage Buildings at
Risk Register. Moreover, the significance of
the building was vulnerable as a result of the

Following the grant of temporary planning permission
and listed building consent for this iconic and community
asset, we are pleased that the first phase of renovation
and restoration of the building is now complete. It is our
pleasure to share with you the work done to date, our
plans for the future and our community engagement plan.

The historic interest of the former Carlton
Cinema is recognized for illustrating important
aspects of the nation’s social, economic and
cultural history. The cinema building type
is highly relevant to Britain’s architectural
and social heritage of the first half of the
20th century, when picture palaces were a
cornerstone of everyday life, entertainment and
social interchange. In the 1960s, cinema use
became obsolete due to changing patterns of
public entertainment and wider availability of
TV. Since then, these once ubiquitous fixtures
have started to disappear from towns and cities
and virtually intact examples are becoming
increasingly rare.
The building is a good example of cinema
architecture during the 20th Century in London,
exhibiting many of the distinctive details of the
eclectic Art Deco style. The Carlton Cinema
represents a rarity among the few remaining
testimonies of the development of cinema
buildings in Britain in the 1920s and 1930s, and
for the relatively good state of completeness of its
fabric and plan form. It was designed by a highly
regarded architect of the genre, and is of high
architectural quality throughout.
The Carlton Cinema essentially laid dormant as
a building since it closed as a bingo in 2007.
It was already mostly unused since it ceased
being a cinema in 1972. In the intervening years
it was rarely maintained or used, and certainly
not in the way original owners intended it to

changing patterns of public entertainment and
the present economic crisis that threatens
heritage sites.
Now, with some of the essential renovation
work completed (phase 1) and further plans for
reconfiguration of the building to accommodate
church and a range of uses, the Former Carlton
Cinema has the opportunity to reclaim its place
as a 21st century meeting point and public space
of Islington and London, but also to be used for
the purpose for which it was originally built.

The restoration and re-use of the Carlton Cinema
represents a substantial opportunity for the
Borough of Islington. The potential community
benefit lies primarily in being a gathering space
of unique character and special architectural
and historic significance.
The redevelopment of the site will play a key
role in underpinning the future economy of
the wider area, contributing to its prosperity
and life. It will also value the architectural
and historic assets through a positive and
imaginative response to the contexts and the
special character of the Conservation Area.
We look forward to working with the Council,
consultative bodies, interested parties, our
congregation and donors in completing the
refurbishment and restoration of this unique
asset and to open up the entire building for
worship activities and other public and
community uses.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
The Church’s constitution as a Charity means
that our core objectives are to generate
community benefit and the building will enable
us to realise our ambitions. We are committed
to building on our outreach work, becoming an
integral part of the Islington area, contributing
to its ongoing regeneration and helping to
change local lives for the better.
As a church, the charity’s commitment to the
community is not confined to a department of
the Charity, or to the activities of an ‘arm’s length
charity’. It is central to who we are and what we
do, and informs our policies and actions.
The church requires the use of the space for
certain periods during the week and special
Christian dates in the year. Outside of these
times/days, the building is and would be
available for use all week for Community,
Educational, Training and commercial activities.
We intend to use this indoor space as a genuine
community facility. We have developed and
submitted to the Council a management plan
that form the basis upon which the venue
will be operated to ensure that the building
is genuinely available at other times to all
members of the community. The Charity will
endeavour to make admission prices for local
people and organisations as affordable as
possible, to as wide a non-profit constituency
as possible.

It is however the case that priorities must be
set. The Charity has therefore prioritised the
following work:
• Developing projects with schools and
for young people
• The provision of an environment for
culture and art
• Education and skills development
The combination of the auditorium with multipurpose rooms, IT and media facilities mean
that we can offer an integrated programme of
positive activities with culture, entertainment
and art at the core.

CONSULTATION
We want to be part of the community for the
long term and are committed to being of benefit
to it. We want to have an ongoing dialogue with
local people, groups and organisations to make
this phase the start of a process that will bring
community regeneration to the area and make
it a better place to live.

We are in the process of establishing a
Community Liaison Group that will provide
a forum for local individuals and groups to
communicate with the Charity. The Community
Forum will meet regularly during each year to
deal with any problems that might be caused
by the running of the site.

We would regularly reassess our communities’
needs through consultation and dialogue,
particularly with groups such as young people
who are often excluded from consultation
exercises. We are particularly keen to undertake
meaningful consultation with young people from
the area to involve them in the programming
of activities on the site, meet their needs and
desires for activity and facility provision.

The Charity have an ‘open access’ policy and
we have set up a dedicated phone number
(020 3227 0654) and email address (rental@
gracepoint.com) (in addition to our postal
address) for local people to contact the Charity
should they experience any problems from the
operations of the building.

HISTORY OF THE CARLTON CINEMA
The Carlton Cinema was built in 1930 as a
cinema/theatre by George Coles, an Architect
celebrated for his Art Deco cinema designs.
It was built as a cine-variety theatre for
independent exhibitors C & R Theatres and
opened on 1st September 1930. The ambitious
variety element was expensive and the Carlton
was not a great success as the Carlton Cinema
was taken over by Associated British Cinemas
(ABC) from February 1935 and it was re-named
ABC in 1962.
It closed as cinema on 5th August 1972 and,
like many other cinema buildings across the
country, was converted to a bingo hall. That use
ended in 2007 and Resurrection Manifestations
purchased the building and set about
refurbishing the building for Church, community
use and private hire.

1929

C & R Theatres Ltd, owners of
the Carlton Cinema chain purchased the land
and applied for planning permission to build a
cinema. They appointed the cinema architect
George Coles to design and execute the project.
Planning permission for cinematograph, music,
dancing and stage plays granted for the site.

1st September 1930

Carlton Cinema opened with 2,266 seats.
Heralded as ‘North London’s Most Palatial
Cine-Variety Theatre’ meaning that as well
as showing films the programmes included
vaudeville acts (comedians / dancers / singers
jugglers).

1935 The ambitious Variety element was
expensive and the Carlton was not a great
success as C&R Theatres sold the Carlton to
the larger company Associated British Cinemas
(ABC). Variety acts at the Carlton Cinema were
phased out by the 1940s.

1939-45 World War II bomb

destroyed domed roof and cracked decorative
plasterwork around auditorium.

1962 Carlton Cinema renamed ABC Cinema .
5th August 1972 Closed as
a cinema – last film being ‘Mutiny on the Buses’.

1973 Reopened as a bingo hall after

being leased to Mecca Bingo –Auditorium and
other areas altered to suit bingo use and offices.

2007 Closed as a Bingo Hall and

acquired by Resurrection Manifestations.

2013 Phase 1 of refurbishment and
renovation works completed.

BEFORE

PRE-PHASE 1 WORKS
Thirty-seven years of
neglect gave cause for it to
fall into a state of disrepair
and was placed on the
English Heritage Buildings
at Risk Register.

From 1973, when it became a bingo hall (still
maintaining the main auditorium in use) the
building became increasingly vacant with large
areas used only for storage. It was already
mostly unused since it ceased being a cinema
in 1972. In the intervening years it was rarely
maintained or used, and certainly not in the way
original owners intended it to be. The Carlton
Cinema essentially laid dormant as a building
since it closed as a bingo in 2007.
Its original architectural and decorative
character had become severely eroded over the
years by the alterations undertaken by previous
owners, and also through neglect.

Principally the deterioration included
the following:
• Intrusive and incompatible partition
walls and suspended ceilings result
in the loss of highly significant
plaster work and embellishments in
the tea room at the first floor and in
the auditorium.
• The plan form of the reception area
had been modified by closing two
door openings.
• The seating had been removed from
the ground floor auditorium.
• The original stage front had
been removed.
• The two original counters removed
from the foyer.
• Alterations to the canopy.
• The entrance doors have had a
matching lobby introduced.
• The front flagpole on the original
designs is missing but the base
fixing is intact.
• The mouldings and embellishments
had been obliterated by overpainting
in powerful pink-blue-gold colours.
• Marble pilasters and panels had
been painted over.
• Floors throughout had been covered
with a dull all-over and especially
had concealed the original floor.
• The original lighting fittings
had been removed, resulting
insignificant detrimental effects,
mainly in the auditorium, in
which the lighting effects were
a fundamental architectural
enhancement.
Thus the phase 1 work involved a
considerable program of conservation work
to deal with nearly 3 decades of deferred
maintenance and the reinstatement of
the heritage values that were adversely
affected by previous alterations and usage
in order to sustain the ‘more than special
importance’ of the Grade II* listed building.

AFTER

PHASE 1 WORKS
Now, with some of the essential renovation work
completed (phase 1), the Former Carlton Cinema
has the opportunity to reclaim its place as a
21st century meeting point and public space of
Islington and London, but also to be used for the
purpose for which it was originally built.

FACILITIES AVAILABLE IN THE BUILDING FOR PUBLIC USE
The facilities available on completion
of the phase 1 works are:
• Refurbished Main Auditorium at
ground floor level, which can seat
945 persons in theatre style.
• Refurbished Tea Room at first floor
level. The maximum occupancy
without tables is 106 persons, and
laid out restaurant style it can
accommodate 64 persons.
• Other Key Space: The refurbished
building will enable a programme
of events to be developed in other
smaller spaces. These spaces
include 2 additional meeting spaces
(capacities 2 x 60).
The refurbished spaces are flexible
and suitable, providing both a large
scale conference/theatre style facility
and smaller, ‘classroom’, style spaces
to suit a range of community, private
hire and third sector organisational
needs.
The available facilities would allow
for church use and private hires of
the function room for conferencing
and cultural performances as a key
revenue driver. However, this leaves
considerable scope for discounted
use by local community groups, third
sector organisations, schools and
voluntary bodies.

THE FUTURE
The question of how to reconcile the restoration/
alteration works with the long-term future of the
building has been a complex one. The realities of
the conservation, reuse and long term future of
the Carlton Cinema have posed major challenges:
• The use: the design of the building and
existing supply of both mainstream and
independent cinemas in the surrounding
area means that the building cannot
sustain its long term future by the uses
for which it was originally built. The
development at the Carlton Cinema
site needs to complement the existing
facilities in the area rather than compete
with them.
• The scheme: the original building is by
today’s standards unsuitable in term of
services, access and plant.
• The cost: the building requires a
considerable amount of investment to
bring it back into full and suitable use.

THE PROBLEMS
• The auditorium has been temporarily
partitioned (but easily reversible) to a
reduced capacity of 940 at stalls level only.
• There are desperately low numbers
of WCs, most of which are accessed
awkwardly directly from the auditorium.
• Whilst the majority of the gallery offers
good quality sight lines (once the
auditorium is returned to its full capacity),
the rear rows are of poor quality and very
distant from stage. There is insufficient
foyer / breakout space to accommodate
the auditorium audience capacity.
• Expansion is restricted by 6 interlocking
staircases and multiple plant room spaces.
• There is no lift access, making nearly all of
the building non accessible to wheelchair
users / ambulant disabled.
• The side and rear elevations are poor
quality, with layers of accreted pipework
and plant.
• Many areas of the building require
substantial refurbishment, including a full
replacement of all the mechanical and
electrical services. The existing electrical,
mechanical, ventilation, water, gas,
security, access control, protection and
fire detection, smoke control and alarm
services are at the end of their economic
life or redundant.

THE VISION
The vision is to revitalise the building, bringing
the fuller auditorium back to use with an
increased suite of breakout, meeting and
educational support spaces.
Throughout the course of our ownership of the
building, detailed discussions and consultations
with the appropriate statutory bodies and
amenity societies have been undertaken.
Early in our ownership of the building (October
2007), a Conservation Statement was
commissioned from Heritage Architecture and
this was first completed in February 2008,
updated with Conservation Area matters in April
2008 and finalised in June 2009.
This statement has formed the basis of the
conservation strategy for the building, by
describing the evolution of the fabric and
identifying the relative significance, vulnerability
and guidelines to sustaining the significance.
The conservation-led logic set out in the
conservation statement, is as follows:
• To bring Grade II* listed Carlton Cinema
back into (appropriate) public use as
a place of worship, together with the
purpose for which it was originally built
and one which enables the conservation
and/or restoration of the most
significant aspects of the building.
• To secure public access to the building.
• To establish a long term viable use
for the building that secures its
preservation.
• To concentrate the introduction of new
construction, services, etc, in areas of
lesser significance, and to minimise
their impact.
• To meet current Building Regulations
by upgrading means of access and fire
protection.

THE BENEFITS
We have retained a team of consultants
(architects, structural engineers, planning
consultants, historic building consultants,
etc) who are collectively working to achieve
a responsive and sympathetic development
of the building, ensuring any proposal will not
adversely affect the character and setting of the
listed building and surroundings.
The aim is to create a series of spaces, of various
scales, that can be used independently or linked
together into a large scale foyer to suit a wide
spectrum of event sizes, from a small meeting
room for 10 people to full occupancy auditorium
event for an audience of 2,000 people.
Also we seek to revitalise front of house
spaces so that they are appropriate to modern
standards, provide adequate facilities to
support the auditorium and foyer spaces,
upgrade the services and fabric of the building
to reduce running costs, improve sustainability
and help ensure the future prosperity and
functioning of building and provide step free
access to all areas.

As already stated the statutory listing status
of the Carlton Cinema imposes a presumption
in favour of preservation and underlines the
importance of such sites in our national culture
and heritage. Thus the preservation of this
significant place for its own sake is a public
benefit.
• Other public benefits include:
• Creation of a community focus in
which public worship takes place and
many events which reach beyond the
worshipping congregation to society
at large are open and available, with
facilities including conference/functions;
other entertainment events; cinema;
community use.
• Retention of the Carlton Cinema as a
place of “public assembly” that will have
public access, with facility for corporate
and charitable events, conference,
graduation ceremonies etc.
• Guarantee of a continued use that
will prevent decay and eventual
abandonment; ensuring the needed
repairs and restoration to the already
damaged fabric and the required
maintenance continue for years to come.
• Key role in underpinning the future
economic vitality of the wider area;
contributing to its prosperity and life;
and contributing to the regeneration of
the Borough of Islington. The creation
of additional public benefit in fact will
increase visits to the area and will bring
additional expenditure to shops and other
local businesses.
• Provision of an attractive facility which
will have positive impact on the image of
the Borough and a place of employment.

THE KEY NEXT STEPS WILL BE:
• Conclude the brief and the budgets.
• Introduce the new proposals to local interest groups and neighbours.
• Form the full information required for the planning and listed building applications by
assembling the necessary additional consultants and site investigation information.
• Make a formal pre - planning application.
• Develop the design, particularly the alterations to the existing building and the external
design of the facades.
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