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by John Wyckham.
Surely there can be no
Theatre Consultant of
experience who has not
had to face, at some
time in his or her career,
the problems posed by
the title of this piece? In
the United Kingdom
particularly, recent years
have seen a scaling
down in the theatrical
aspirations of many
local councils faced
with Irying to provide
leisure amenities for
their rate-payers
during a period of
Serious recession.
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PURFOSE built theatres and con-
cert halls are few and far balwean,
being generally too expensive for
consideration by all but the largest
district: or city, councils. 5o, there
has been an up-surge in the
“demand for multi-purpose thealres,
halls, sludios - call them what you
willl Councils facing up to the
problem of whether or not to build at
all frequenthy make their decision to
procead in the firm: belief that by
using the waord “multi-purpose” the
resultant bullding will become a
panacea for both  political and
arfistic succeass, Many are ignorant
af the complexity of modern reguia-
fiong refating to the construction
and management of places of
public entertainment. and lend 1o
refate to the halls (often 60-or more
years old) prasently existing in Their

boroughs.
Happily  Dartford Borough
Council was  quite. exceptional

when, in 1977, it voled in the most
general lerms to procesd- wilh the
building of a much needed Civic
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Hall, where none had previoushy
existed. Apart from wild guesses as
o its logical seating capacily (some
said 3000, others 300) and
pressures from some members for
a flat fioored hall with a platform at
ane end, none really knew what was
wanted. However, all were agreed
that the best way 1o proceed was fo
go and look al some other local
authonty halls and theatres, and o
tearn something of the “do’s" and
“dan'ls”, Iheir successes and
faslures, from  their opposile
numbers in other boroughs,
Mindful of possible carping crili-
cism from their eleclors, and
charges of “wasting the rale-payers
monay”, the decision was taken o
limit these proposed visits to those
buildings which could be reached
from Darford,; by coach, in a single
day. Al this juncture, their appointed
Architects, Building Design Part-
nership. under the leadership of
pariner Bill Jack, approached John
Wyckham' Associales 1o assisl in
arranging  these wisits. Thus we

became involved, and were later
commissioned o assist in writing
the Architects's Brief and 1o join the
BDFP Design Team as Dartford’s
Theatre Consuliants.

Dartford  had no theatre, no
cinema, nor-any hall inthe Borough
which could seal more than about
400, and the best of these was
privatety  owned. For  municipal
banguets, receptions and the ke
the Borough Council had frequently
to resort 1o hiring accommodation
in Gravesend, or elsewherse, The
outling Brief from the Council 1o its
Archilecis was naively simple and
straightiorward = design us a Givic
Hall of -sufkcient size to meet our
needs and capable of hosting
everything from ballet o banquets!

Then came the difficull ‘bit -
aftempting to  rationalise this
oversimplified and all embracing
Brief (o ensure that the resultant
building succeeded as a multi-
purpose one where so many olhers
had failed, The rest is history, and
tirrme alone will tell ifwe havefound a

formula for enduring success. As |
wrile The Orchard' as 1t was
renamed after the adminisirabor
was appointed (Colin Bissell take a
bow for persuading the Council to
drop ‘Civic Hall'}, has been open
some seven manths and iheword is
that, whilst itis iving uptothe hopes
and aspiralions of viflually all whio
wire behind the original decision lo
burd, it has @ exceeded  he
expecialions of many.

So! what has been the secral of
our apparent success? Have the
pitfalls of the past been avorded?
Have vast guantifies ol expensive
machineny and modern technology
baen incorporated? A qualified
"Yas" and “Mo" to the last two of
those questions: s appropriate,
although | hasten to add that, aparl
from necessary changes resulting
from a diflerent site, there are things
which we would wanl 1o change if
we were invited to.copy the building
elsewhere for another clienl.

H would be extremely {edious 10
explain’ here' the often traumatic




