The Plaza Cinema vs The New Plaza

The Plaza Cinema was built in 1939 and is one of the few cinemas from the Art Deco period to still be standing today (Constructing Excellence, 2023). The Plaza cinema closed in 1999 after serving as a cinema, theatre, bingo hall and a venue for hosting professional Welsh wrestling (Calon Afan Community Interest Group, 2024). The £6.5 million remodel for “The New Plaza” began in 2018, by BAM Construction and GWP Architecture (Neath Port Talbot Council, 2023). The new plaza serves as a multi-use community centre located in Port Talbot within walking distance of the shopping centre, bus station and train station (The New Plaza, 2026). The plaza building was a statement of Port Talbot, so the architects wanted to retain as much of the original frontage as possible. This would also benefit how sustainable the building is, as well as limit demolition and the use of new materials. The constraints of using this vintage building were the series of surveys that had to be carried out due to the potential contaminants in the soil and possible asbestos from the large hole in the roof (Neath Port Talbot Council, 2020).  There are also logistical challenges with how the boundaries bordering onto a busy road and close to residential houses. 

The original plan and new plan are very similar near the entrance; they both have the lobby/foyer with bathrooms on each side. After the entrance, the original plan had small screens on each side. In the new plan, the entrance leads onto the reception area, cafe and the multipurpose rooms. In the new plan, you next walk through a corridor past the lift, stairs and the changing rooms. The last room in both plans is the hall/main auditorium. The only difference between the halls is that the original one is bigger. The original plans had a plant room on the first floor and storage rooms on the second floor, whereas the new plan has more amenities. On the first floor, there are meeting rooms, private offices, an open-plan office, bathrooms and the gym. The second floor has more offices and a green roof with a plant area. 









New Plans: (Neath Port Talbot Council, 2021)
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Original Plans: (Neath Port Talbot Council, 2019)
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One of the main goals for this building was to reuse as much of the original building as possible. The original existing structure was made from concrete and linked to a new steel frame after demolishing what was left of the original walls around the back (Consortium of Local Authorities in Wales, 2023). In other words, using the existing structure saves money on materials and cuts down on demolition. The materials from the demolition were crushed and used to fill in the old cinema seating pit and basement to ensure that the ground was flat and to reduce waste. This steel frame was recycled from the roof for both the structure and foundation. The original faience tiles and terrazzo floor were repaired. Other materials used were recycled wood fibres to make composite decks, stack-bonded bricks, brick slips and cladding. The aesthetic qualities of this remodelled building were based on the original Plaza Cinema. The hardwood doors were restored and new, large, curved shopfront windows were manufactured. Metal workers replicated the steel canopy and iconic orange plaza sign to evoke a sense of nostalgia for visitors who remember the original Plaza Cinema. 

As noted in the first paragraph, the Plaza was originally a cinema, then a theatre, a bingo hall, and then hosted professional Welsh wrestling before closing. From interviewing people who remember the original Plaza Cinema, they said that it was loud with not many quiet zones. Whereas the new plaza has a lot more amenities than the original layout, including private offices. When I visited the building, the atmosphere in the building was very quiet and calming throughout the whole building. I think it was like this for the reason that I went there during the day when most people were at work. The staff said that in the evenings, it's normally busier due to people using the gym and multiple classes in the dance studio.  I could imagine even in the evenings, the café and office areas would be classed as quiet zones to be used for meetings and working. The remodel offered a better use for the space available. The original plan only had 2 small screens and a main auditorium, whereas the new plan has loads more uses for the space. With a Reel Cinema being located within a five-minute drive, it made more sense for this building to be used as a community centre. 

From this task, I learnt about the original Plaza Cinema and how it made the townspeople feel. As you walk into the building, you can see old photos of the plaza and the first newspaper article about the plaza. This shows how far the building had come. If I were to do something like this again, I would visit the building multiple times at different points in the day. This means I could observe more people moving through the building and to see if it still has quieter spaces during the busiest times of the day.  After looking at all the planning for the plaza, I think it was quite interesting how they made this building as sustainable as possible while using some of the original structure. By adding a green roof and solar panels. The architects reduced demolition and material by not completely knocking the plaza down to rebuild it. Overall, I enjoyed looking into the plaza after watching it be remodelled.
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