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Conclusions 

1 The buildings adjacent to the Park and owned by the District Council represent a disappointing 
misuse of public assets: 

 The Grange – not used productively for years 
 The Priory/Council House – is this the best use of a cultural asset? 
 Nursery Site Gardener’s Cottage – derelict and allowed to deteriorate for years 

2 Friends of Priory Park 

The Friends are working with the District Council on a plan to upgrade the Park including: 

 Trees and Planting 
 Sculptures 
 Water Features 
 Play area 

Consideration might be given to making it a Registered Park. 
FoPP feel that Priory Park shouldn’t be just ‘a route to the hills’ but a destination it its own 
right.  It is a vital space for visitors and residents alike. 

3 Art Gallery 

An art gallery affiliated to the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery would represent a major 
tourist attraction for the town. It would enhance the Theatre as an important cultural 
destination in the Midlands. 

It would also be an important educational facility and affiliation might also include 
participation in the other BMAG lecture and performance activities. 

An art gallery would also attract more visitors to the town to the benefit of hotels and shops. 

4 Council Nursery Site 
Although it would be attractive to be able to include this area in any plan for Priory Park, it 
appears that the land has been granted planning permission for apartments and any 
opportunity for using this old nursery area has been lost. 
However, the gardener’s cottage and outbuildings are designated non heritage assets and 
should not be demolished. This might open up opportunities for it to be used for activities 
associated with the Park such as a base for community groups including the Friends of Priory 
Park. 

The Civic Society has applied for full English Heritage listing. 
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All comments to Roger Sutton on marketinghsm9@btinternet.com  
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Background 
The Park has been a major feature of the area since the Norman Conquest when it was laid out as 
the allotments for the Priory community; it was the kitchen garden and principal source of food 
complete with fish pond.  

Although the cultivation of the area waned after the dissolution, it was still an important feature of 
the town as the main town spring and water supply ran through it. 

When the Theatre was built in the 1880s, the area was landscaped, the stream was formalised, and 
the pond restored as a recreational feature; the Park was planted with a range of unusual and exotic 
trees and shrubs. 

Since that time, the area has been well maintained as a background to the Theatre but, lacking a 
development plan, allowed to deteriorate. 

The bandstand was moved from Victoria Park in the 1970s as a result of the efforts of the Malvern 
Civic Society. 

As will be seen from the following descriptions, the Park area already has a wide collection of 
cultural and recreational activities. 

Three significant buildings on the periphery of the Park are either not fully used or may become 
surplus to requirements; two are owned by the Malvern Hills District Council. 

The third building and its surroundings to the south of the Splash was used by the District Council 
until twenty years ago as a nursery to provide flowers for streets, roundabouts and parks. 

This Nursery Site, which has/had a number of significant buildings has been allowed to deteriorate 
and one of the buildings was recently demolished by a potential developer. Two buildings remain 
but the ownership and possible planning status remain uncertain. 

The Park itself has been well maintained over the years but it has not been possible to make any 
significant changes in line with the principles of the Victorian designers. 

This paper makes some suggestions which, we hope, will be included in the consultation exercise 
being carried out by the District Council. 

Green Flag Award 
This is the ultimate accolade for civic gardens and parks and the District Council are working towards 
achieving this. 
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Priory Culture Garden 
Malvern Theatres 
The Assembly Rooms were opened on 1st July 1885. 
The buildings were erected at a cost of £20,000, and 
comprise a splendid Hall for concerts, dramatic 
performances, meetings, etc; 80 feet long by 50 feet 
wide, having a large and a small stage, with all the 
conveniences of a modern theatre; a small hall; a 
Winter Promenade having a breadth of 20 feet, and 
providing a cheerful place of resort and exercise; 
spacious rooms utilised for the School of Art; Reading 
Room, supplied with all the principal newspapers and 
periodicals; Billiard and Smoking Rooms, pleasantly situated and suitably furnished; class-rooms, 
shops, etc.  

The Promenade commands charming views of the surrounding landscape." From 'Abel Heywood's 
Guide Book: Malvern Illustrated' (1903). 

In 1925 the Council Offices were moved from Grange Road with the purchase of The Priory; the 
purchase included most of the park and led the way to 
the development of this part of the town as the chief 
civic and recreational centre ; at the same time the 
Council was debating the purchase of the Assembly 
Rooms and Winter Gardens.  

The old 1885 building had been enlarged in 1923 by 
the addition of a Picture House. There was strong 
opposition from Malvern Link and Barnards Green, 
but the purchase went through in 1927. The Assembly 
Rooms was converted into a theatre and the old glass 
Winter Gardens replaced by a ballroom. 

‘The History of Malvern’ by Brian Smith [1964] 

With the decline of the Water Cure and the effect of the First World War, the theatre went into 
decline. In 1928, Sir Barry Jackson, founder of the Birmingham Repertory Theatre, established the 
Malvern Festival as a platform for the plays of his friend, George Bernard Shaw; the Theatre became 
popular once again and hosted many well-known actors during the 1930s. 

In 1998, the Theatre received a Lottery Grant which enabled an atrium to be built which 
incorporated a restaurant and bar area. 

Coach House Theatre 
The Victorian building was originally the stables and coach 
house for a large house, The Grange, next door. It was used as 
a store and garage by Malvern Hills District Council and, for a 
time, as a scenery store for Malvern Theatres and Malvern 
Theatre Players.  

In 2002 Malvern Theatre Players obtained planning consent to 
further develop the buildings by adding a foyer and associated 
facilities, dressing rooms, control room, new floors, and other improvements to allow use as a studio 
theatre.  

Malvern Theatres 
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The work, much of which was carried out by Malvern Theatre Players members, was completed 
in 2005 and fully opened in May 2006 with a production 
of Billy Liar.  

Bandstand 
A bandstand, dating from the early-twentieth century, is made 
of cast iron and timber construction, with a lead-covered roof 
and standing on a brick plinth. The building is octagonal in 
plan. 

The Splash Leisure Centre 
Malvern Splash Leisure Complex, which has a 25 metre Leisure 
Pool including wave machine, flume, and beach area with a fitness and health suite and Café. 

At the time of writing, the Centre is being refurbished. 

Council Nursery Site 
There is a large site owned by the District Council until 
2016 adjacent to the Splash - used for Council Nurseries 
until twenty-five years ago; more recently, the buildings 
have been used by community groups. Planning 
permission for apartments was granted in 2017; the 
developer has since gone into liquidation. 

The Grange 
Owned by the Malvern Hills District Council and on a short 
lease to small businesses. 
It has had a chequered history in recent years and the 
Council have been unable to find an appropriate use for it. 
The most obvious use would be as an annexe to the 
Theatre – as suggested in 2014; this idea was turned down 
but no alternative was implemented. 

The Council House 
A magnificent Edwardian house built for the Speer family and used by the Council since 1927 when, 
under the chairmanship of Dr Jacob, the Council purchased the building plus the Assembly Rooms, 
and the park and nursery garden. 

Although well loved by generations of Council employees, it is not well suited to being offices 
whereas it is ideal to be used as a prestigious museum and/or art gallery. 
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Friends of Priory Park 
With the recent policy decision by the District Council to make 
changes to the Park in line with its Victorian principles, a group of 
volunteers set up the Friends of Priory Park. 

Trees in Priory Park 
Many of the trees in the park were planted about 150 years ago when 
it was fashionable to plant exotic species.  

The tree collection is now maturing and is a showcase of the 
remarkable trees featured across the town. 

A number of publications are available describing the trees and guided tours are organised in the 
summer by the Malvern Civic Society and others. 

Sculptures 
A number of plaques have been sited in the Park - to Jenny Lind, 
George Bernard Shaw, and Edward Elgar. They are in poor condition 
having been weathered and/or overtaken by lichens. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Flower Planting 
There are two shrubberies at the north and south ends of the Park, but the central section has been 
grassed over to allow people to play ball games and picnic. 

Priory Park Water Features 
Originally, the Park was the kitchen garden for the 
Priory and, in addition to providing an allotment 
area for vegetables and fruit, it had a stream flowing 
off the Hill from Hay Well for washing, cooking and 
sanitary purposes.  

At the bottom of the garden was a large pond which 
provided fish and was a source of water weed – the 
only form of vitamin C in the winter months.  

The stream and pond have survived over the 
centuries and used by the townspeople; in Victorian 
times and after the 1860s when mains water was installed, the stream has become a water feature 
and the pond has become a recreational lake with and, until relatively recently, rowing boats and 
pedalos.  
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It has a children’s play area.  

Park Project Plan 

Water Features 
Hay Well Stream 
The stream flowing from the Hay Well 
along the south side of the Park is 
surrounded by shrubs and provides a 
secret path much enjoyed by children 
and adults alike; it could benefit from a 
planned bog garden and stream 
restoration. 

Swan Pool 
FoPP considers the health and safety requirements would make it untenable as a boating lake. They 
have been working with MHDC with the aim of having the lake dredged, reinstating the island that is 
disappearing into the water and repairing the leak in the top pond in order to support the wildlife in 
and around. 

They have been fortunate in securing support and advice from Slimbridge Wildlife Park and also 
have people within the committee who are able to offer their extensive knowledge and 
experience.  They are looking at placing some wicker duck nests on suitable banks and islands as well 
as various projects that will encourage wildlife in the area such as kingfisher banks.   

In these projects they would like to include input from schools and other community groups. They 
feel that, as a matter of priority, the drainage problems in the park need dealing with.   

They would also like to reinstate the pond to be spring fed.  At some point this was changed and 
needs to be looked at. 

They recently had a meeting with MHDC where a plan and timeline was discussed.  There is a report 
from Natural Networks that has some excellent recommendations  

Kitchen Pond 
It is likely that there was more than one pond – there is a soggy area near the south end of the 
Theatre which seems to be the likely site and which could be restored. 

Planting 
The current planting schedule appears to be haphazard. It would lend itself to some themed planting 
along the lines of developing a national collection of, for example, azaleas or camellias. 

In either case, existing trees and future planting should be labelled and the existing leaflet brought 
up to date. 

It might be a good idea to get some advice from Kew and/or one of the arboretums 

Sculptures 
Parks are considerably enhanced by sculptures and features such as fountains – like the Buzzards in 
Rose Bank Gardens. 

There are a number of features of the Malvern cultural scene that could be illustrated: 
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 a radar monument 
 a Shaw or Jackson statue 
 a water cure spout 

A fountain could be a major feature of the Park, but its success would depend on being maintained 
by the District Council – and their track record on Belle Vue Island is not good. 

International Links 
Malvern has a number of well-established links with foreign towns: 

 Mariánské Lázně in the Czech Republic 
 Bagnḕre de Bigorre in the French Pyrenees 
 Landrecies in Northern France 
 Malvern Worldwide – the other Malverns round the world 

It would be entirely appropriate to have some feature to celebrate our international links. 

Bandstand 
This is one of the major features of the Park and should be well maintained and dressed with 
hanging baskets in the summer to complement the regular concerts. It would benefit from some 
simple signage. 

There is scope for more open-air performances using the bandstand as the focus – along the lines of 
the Town Council’s ‘Bands in the Park’. 

Registered Park 
Priory Park ought to be listed as a registered park and garden. 
FoPP feel that Priory Park shouldn’t be just ‘a route to the hills’ but a destination in its own right.  It 
is a vital space for visitors and residents alike. 
 
Further information links 
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/what-is-designation/registered-parks-and-gardens/ 
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/what-is-designation/registered-parks-and-gardens/how-do-
parks-and-gardens-become-registered/ 
 i 
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Malvern Art Gallery 
For some time, it has been an aspiration to enhance the 
theatre complex with other cultural facilities centred 
around Priory Park. 

This would attract more visitors to the town. 

It is suggested that the first major addition to this concept 
should be an art gallery. 

In 2014, High Street Malvern carried out a feasibility study 
in conjunction with Nic Lloyd, Managing Director of 
Malvern Theatres, for setting up a satellite to the 
Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery to stage exhibitions of their collection – much of which is in 
storage. 

Visits were made to Birmingham to explore the possibilities with the Art Gallery management who 
were, in principle, interested subject to a number of conditions including security and environmental 
controls.  

 

At that time, the preferred location for the gallery was the Grange as it was surplus to requirements. 
It was not ideal to house an art gallery and the proposal was that the Theatre administrative staff 
should be moved into the Grange and the space made available in the main building used for the art 
gallery and exhibition space. 

The project failed because the District Council could not agree the project and the use of the Grange. 

There is now some interest in revisiting the project. 

There are two possible locations: 
 
 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery 

BMAG Collection - Edward Williams Leader – February Fill Dyke 
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The Council House 
This would be the first choice from the point of view of suitability and pedigree. However, it is now 
occupied by the District Council offices and is unlikely to become available in the short term. 

The Grange 
This building is owned by the District Council and is let to an 
office services company on a short lease. It is adjacent to the 
Theatre.  

It is not suitable as an art gallery and lacks visitor facilities such 
as a lift. However, it could be used as offices for Theatre staff; 
this would free up space in the main Theatre building to be used 
as an art gallery. 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery 
BMAG have indicated they are keen to discuss the possibility of a loan collection in Malvern and 
have supplied details of the rules. 

The Nursery Site 
Any suggestions for this site are dependent on establishing the ownership and planning status. In 
2016 it is thought that it was sold by the District Council to a development company – IE 
Developments of Hereford. This company went into liquidation in October 2019; IE Developments 
were also given planning permission in 2017 for a house and four apartments. 

In 2018, the land was sold to Priory Mansion Glasshouses Ltd. 

If the current owners exercise their planning permission, the future of the site is decided. 

If not, the use of this site needs to be reviewed in the light of the Green Flag Project. In view of its 
proximity to the Park, it would be preferable to use it as a Park asset rather than allow it to be used 
for private development. It is possible that some of the existing buildings could be used with minimal 
renovation. 

Meanwhile, the Civic Society has applied for listing of the gardener’s cottage. 
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A Business Plan 
Economic Development 
Any idea of this type which could involve considerable expenditure needs a robust business plan as 
justification. 

The Theatre is already a major commercial asset to the town and has been well supported by the 
District Council over many years; there is a plan to extend its facilities due to start in 2021. 

The Art Gallery will be a major attraction for the town and filling a cultural gap that has been 
identified for some time. 

It will be a major educational facility, be an opportunity to display the work of the many artists who 
have lived in the town as well as the current artists’ community. 

BMAG will be keen to include the Malvern Art Gallery in their portfolio of displays and lectures 
programme and it is likely that we would be able to take advantage of the large distribution list of 
the Friends of BMAG. 

The additional facility will attract more people to the town to the benefit of shops and hospitality. 

Start-up Costs 
The District Council own the Theatre, the Grange and the Council House which means that it might be 
possible to avoid any purchase cost. 

The community benefit from the asset would be enhanced revenues from the Theatre and Art Gallery 
and the ripple effect of more visitors on the prosperity of the town. 

The buildings would require modification to accommodate their new roles.  

As an estimate, about £500k will be required for building work. 

Sources for funding include: 
 Heritage Lottery Fund 
 Local Enterprise Partnership 
 Local charities 

Operational Considerations 
The proposals for the art gallery project raise a number of practical considerations: 

 will it be self-funding or ticket funded? 
 how many staff will be required: will they be full time or volunteer. 

Stakeholders 
In order to be able to promote the project to potential supporters, some support will be required with 
major stakeholders: 

Malvern Theatres   Nic Lloyd, Managing Director 
Malvern Hills District Council  Phil Merrick phil.merrick@wychavon.gov.uk 
Malvern Hills District Council   Simon Smith, Economic Development Manager 
Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery Toby Watley, Director of Collections 
BMAG Loans Registrar   Nuala Bradley 
     Nuala.Bradley@birminghammuseums.org.uk  
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Malvern Museum   Cora Weaver – cora.weaver@talktalk.net  
Friends of Priory Park   Di Pugh  dipugh3@icloud.com 
Malvern Civic Society   Andrew Huntley, Chairman arhuntley@outlook.com  
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