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Gracie Fields,
the country’s most
popular entertainer,
serenading the
building site workers
at London’s new
Prince of Wales Theatre

1936: Neville Chamberlain,
Chancellor
of the
Exchequer, has firmly
refused to consider the
complete abolition of
Entertainment Tax. He was
replying to a question from
Alfred Denville, MP, a
theatre manager and founder
of Denville Hall.
Mr Denville claims there
are currently 23,000
unemployed performers and
stage staff, and assistance to
these people costs over one
million pounds a year.
Abolition of the tax is likely
to lead to increased
employment opportunities.
However, the Chancellor
stated that the Tax raises
nearly five million pounds a
year and the economy is not
in a position to lose this
sum.

1936:
All theatres and
cinemas closed for the
whole day to mark the
funeral of King George V,
who died on January 20th.
The new King, Edward
VIII, is not known to be a
keen theatregoer.

1937: London’s Prince of Wales Theatre, originally built in 1884, was closed on January 16th prior to
re-building. The foundation stone of the new theatre was laid on June 17th by Miss Gracie Fields, the
popular entertainer. The re-building has been accomplished in a remarkably short time, and the new
theatre - with a larger auditorium, a larger stage, a new exterior and with a 46-feet long bar containing
a dance floor - re-opened on October 27th. The whole project has taken less than nine months.
A controversial feature of the new Prince of Wales Theatre is that it is the first theatre in London to be
built without “floats”, with the designers claiming that footlights are no longer necessary with today’s
modern stage lighting.

1937: Miss A.E.F. Horniman was a
wealthy lady whose first involvement
in theatre management came when
she sponsored George Bernard
Shaw’s “Arms and the Man” in
London in 1894. She then worked as
unpaid secretary to W.B.Yeats and
was very closely involved in the
creation of the Abbey Theatre,
Dublin in 1903. At this time she
acquired the Gaiety Theatre in
Manchester and spent a great deal of
money refurbishing it and opening it
as a “repertory” theatre which
specialised in new plays by local
authors. In 1910 she withdrew from
Dublin following a management
dispute and concentrated all her
energies on Manchester. When she
sold her Gaiety Theatre in 1921 she
had staged more than two hundred
plays, half of which were new. A
lady of independent means - her
family owned the Horninman’s teaimporting business - she devoted her
life’s work to theatre. She had died
at the age of 76.

1937 : Lillian Baylis has died at the age of 63. She began
her management career assisting her aunt, Emma Cons, in
running the Victoria Theatre, Waterloo, as a temperance
music hall. In 1914 she took over the management herself
and the “Old Vic” became a home of opera and good drama
for the masses. Her financial struggles with this enterprise
were gargantuan, and after 1931, when Sadlers Wells
became the home of her opera ventures and the Old Vic was
used exclusively for drama, the financial pressures doubled.
Stories of her struggles with money are legendary including the tale of the night she knelt onstage in front of
her cast at the Old Vic and prayed “God, send me good
actors - cheap!””. However, her amazing achievement in
creating the first opera and theatre companies worthy of
consideration as “national” companies, led to her being
created a Companion of Honour in 1929.

1936 : Many theatre managers had purchased large stocks
of Coronation souvenirs, anticipating a great demand
during the Christmas period. Everyone was shocked by the
King’s sudden abdication on December 12th. He is
renouncing the throne because of his wish to marry a twicedivorced American woman. Now next year’s Coronation
will be of George VI not Edward VIII.

