
The Picture House 

(This short article was created for the BS35 Magazine using research notes relating to 
the website www.thornburyroots.co.uk.  See website for more information) 

The Gazette of 22nd May 1920 reported on a big 

event in Thornbury – the opening of the Picture 

House in the High Street (next door to the present 

Knot of Rope).  As the article made clear, this was 

due to the enterprise of Edmund Cullimore, the 

owner and builder (amongst other things) of the 

sawmills in 1888, the brick and tile works in 1901 

and now the Picture House in 1920. The first two 

he explained were to provide work and 

employment and the last to provide enjoyment, 

amusement and instruction.  Not a person given to 

undue modesty, Mr Cullimore pointed out that the 

premises included a first class tea rooms and that no expense had been spared on this 
project. 

The idea originated with Mr Cullimore’s son in law Francis Grace whose wife Helen also 

took an active role in the enterprise, producing pantomimes there and sometimes playing 
a  piano accompaniment to the films. 

The Grace family often seemed to feel that a little culture should be added to the mix of 

popular films.  In May 1928 for example it was reported that "In addition to high quality 

pictures, a musical programme was given.  Mrs Grace and the Misses Sally and Elizabeth 
Grace opened with a trio, violin, cello and piano."  

John Pridham a former resident of Thornbury described an evening at The Picture House.  

In these early days there were usually two showings of the main film (often called the “A” 

film), and a shorter “B” film and a newsreel.  Many people came in at the start of the “A 

film” in the first house, and then saw the “B film” and the News in the second house and 

would see the “A” film again if they liked it!  He also mentioned that the audience were 
sprayed by an usher with a sickly antiseptic during the interval.   

John recalled one night in the 1940s when the regular projectionist was taken ill and his 

father, Bert Pridham took over with the help of Francis Grace himself.  The resultant 

evening seems to have been somewhat chaotic and even a little dangerous.  Apparently 

the first sign of a problem was that the film stopped, which it often did. There was the 

usual moan from the audience and then something different occurred – an orange blob 

appeared in one corner of the screen.  It grew larger until most of the screen was orange.  

The film itself was on fire!  There was a short interlude accompanied by intense activity in 

the projection room.  The programme was resumed only to be followed by two more 

stoppages.  The audience became restless and vocal.  However just as they were switching 

to riot mode, Mr Grace appeared to quell the ‘mob’.  He said that inexperienced people 

were running the show that night because of staff illness and that the temporary 

incumbents were doing their best.  This was apparently accepted without further complaint 

or demands for refunds. 

For more than 30 years The Picture House continued operating as a cinema and acted as a 

hall for pantomimes and other special shows.  It even provided accommodation for other 

social events including wedding receptions.  It finally closed in 1959 unable to compete 
with the alternative attractions such as television. 
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