1953

1953 : Crippled with Parkinson's;
Disease, a survivor of three
disastrous marriages and the
suicide of his eldest son, Eugene
O’Neill, the tortured and brilliant
American playwright, has died at
the age of 65. His plays have led
him to be praised as the greatest
living American playwright.

1953 : John Gielgud has been
knighted in the Coronation
Honours for his services to the
Theatre.
He is universally
acclaimed as the best Hamlet of
this generation, and is widely felt
to be an equal to Laurence Olivier
for the title of the greatest actor of
our times.

1953 : Ever since “Oklahoma” in
1947, London has fallen in love
with the works of Rodgers and
Hammerstein. “Carousel” (1950),
and “South Pacific” (1951) were
great hits. Their latest show is “The
King and I” at Drury Lane, with
Herbert Lom as the King of Siam
and Valerie Hobson as Anna.
Another “Broadway” musical
playin g to packed Lond on
audiences is Frank Loesser’s “Guys
and Dolls” at the Coliseum. Many
theatre people claim the current
American dominance of British
musical theatre is an unhealthy sign
for the future of home-grown
product.

1953 : The recently reopened Old Vic has
announced plans to
repeat the achievement
of the early part of the
century, and, over the
next few years, to stage
every single play by
Shakespeare.
The
ambitious programme
has begun with a
“Hamlet”
starring
Richard Burton and
Claire Bloom.
Richard Burton, a 28
year old coal miner’s son
from South Wales,
earned much praise four
years ago when he
appeared in Christopher
Fry’s “The Lady’s Not
For Burning”.
The
production transferred to
Broadway, and led to a
Hollywood film contract
for Burton. He played
the 1951 Stratford on
Avon Shakespeare
season as Prince Hal in
“Henry IV” then spent
the early part of this year
in Hollywood, filming
“My Cousin Rachel”,
and “The Robe”. He has
returned to London to inaugurate the Old Vic’s Shakespeare season with a performance
described by one critic as the “first ever rugger playing Hamlet”. Richard Burton is being
tipped as the “next Laurence Olivier”

1953 : Vivien Leigh, felt by many to be the most beautiful and talented performer of our times,
has been taken ill during a 72 hour flight from Ceylon to Hollywood, and forced to withdraw
from her latest film, “The Elephant Walk”. Since her amazing overnight success in “The Mask
of Virtue” 18 years ago she has become the most famous actress in the world, chiefly as a
result of her Oscar-winning performance as Scarlett O’Hara in the film “Gone with the Wind” .
Her stage work has earned her legions of admirers, captivated by her feat of alternating the two
Cleopatras in the Shaw/Shakespeare double at the Festival of Britain, and her unforgettable
performance as Blanche DuBois in Tennessee Williams’ “A Streetcar Named Desire”. She
earned a second Oscar for re-creating this role in the film version. Her husband, Sir Laurence
Olivier, has flown to Hollywood to be with her, and hopes she will recover in time for their
joint appearance in a new Terence Rattigan play, “The Sleeping Prince” which is due to open
in three months as part of the London Coronation Celebrations.
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1953: 280 people were drowned
when floods up to 8 feet deep
inundated much of the East Coast,
causing around £40 million worth
of damage. Many theatres have
been seriously flooded, with
theatres at Clacton and
Mablethorpe particularly affected.
A national appeal has been set up
to help the thousands of homeless
on the East Coast and in Holland
where more than 1000 have died.
Most of the North Sea dykes
collapsed under the weight of
water.

1953: The Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II has seen a nationwide celebration on a scale
previously unknown to most people. The ceremony was televised, thus enabling millions of
people throughout the country to see it. Theatres up and down the country have arranged a
whole series of special events to commemorate the occasion. Covent Garden Opera House is
staging a new opera by Benjamin Britten - “Gloriana” - about the life and times of the first
Queen Elizabeth. Other London events have ranged from a new “royal” play; by Terence
Rattigan to a Crazy Gang Show. Provincial repertory, touring and variety theatres have all
played their part and it seems as if the theatre industry, along with the whole nation, has gone
Coronation Mad!

