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Dickens’s Belfast 
Reading Venues

SIZE A1 - 594X841MM

Dickens performed at two of the city’s finest 
palaces of entertainment: the Victoria Hall in 
1858, and the Ulster Hall in 1867 and 1869.

The Victoria Music Hall, at the corner of May Street and Arthur Street, 
was designed by the architect Thomas Jackson (1807-90), who was 
also responsible for Old Museum in College Square North, and 
St. Malachy’s Church in Alfred Street. 

The Hall was built for a musical society called the Anacreontic, and 
was opened in March 1840. The main concert room (where Dickens 
read) was relatively small: 21 metres long, 10 metres wide, and 9 
metres high, with a capacity of 550. It was Belfast’s main concert 
venue.

The Ulster Hall, on Bedford Street, was more than twice the size of 
the Victoria Hall. It was conceived in 1860, after a competition won 
by architect William Joseph Barre (1830-67), who later built the Albert 
Clock and Bryson House. It was planned on the grand scale, at a cost 
of over £10,000 (a huge sum), with accommodation for 2,000 seated 
guests, and with a grand organ. When it opened in 1862 it was one 
of the best and most impressive halls in the United Kingdom.

Dickens’s Belfast readings were judged a resounding success, but 
there were some hiccups. At the Victoria Hall, for example, a piece of 
plaster fell from the ceiling, and nearly hit a woman who (because of
the pressure of numbers) had been seated on stage. On the same 
night the lights went out in the middle of the reading, when someone 
stepped on the gas pipe; this was a unique event in the history of 
Dickens’s reading tours. 

Victoria Music Hall, photographed by A.R. Hogg (1870-1939).

The Victoria Music Hall was erected by public subscription, and 
opened in 1840. It was fronted with Grecian columns, owing to the 
city’s determination to adopt a classical aspect, which resulted in it 
receiving the nickname 'The Athens of the North' in some 
contemporary journals. The building was demolished in 1983.

Ulster Hall exterior (1865), photographed by Robert French (1841-1917). 

The Ulster Hall was erected by the shareholders of the Ulster Hall Company, 
with some assistance from public subscriptions. Its distinctiveness can be 
appreciated from its façade, which featured a portico through which 
carriages could pass. It was set back from the street, and was the only 
building then in Bedford Street not to be devoted to industry or commerce.

Ulster Hall interior (1865), photographed by Robert French (1841-1917). 

The interior of the Ulster Hall is vast, airy, and dignified. The balcony 
provided additional accommodation upstairs, and the interior was brightly 
painted. Prominent at the far end is the organ, built by the famous firm of 
William Hill & Son, and donated by Andrew Mulholland (1792-1866), a former 
Lord Mayor of Belfast and shareholder in the Ulster Hall Company. The 
building was far superior to the Victoria Hall as a reading venue for Dickens. 

The architect of the Ulster Hall, WJ Barre, conceived of a grander design for 
the building than the one which was actually executed. In this imagined 
interior the organ is far more ornamented than the one actually installed, 
and the decoration throughout is more lavish.

Architect's conception of the interior of the Ulster Hall, W. J. Barre (1830-1867).
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