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1957: The Campaign to abolish
Entertainments Tax has finally
succeeded, forty years after the
battle first began. The Tax was
introduced in 1916 as a First
World War Emergency Measure,
and was always deeply resented.
A deputation headed by Ellen
Terry succeeded in getting relief
on complimentary tickets in 1918,
and Lilian Baylis, in 1935,
managed to get tax-relief for
educational plays.
Complete
abolition nearly succeeded in the
late 1930s, but the Second World
War intervened. Until this year,
subsequent Chancellors have
claimed to have had more urgent
matters to attend to, but at last the
much resented tax has been
abolished.

1957 : Since 1937 Donald Wolfit
has regularly mounted a Spring
and Autumn tour of the provinces,
playing the major Shakespeares in
a nightly change of repertoire,
usually playing the lead roles
himself. In between tours he has
performed with great acclaim at
Stratford on Avon, in the West
End, and in repertory theatres up
and down the country.
He is the best known touring
manager of the times, and has
given thousands of people their
first introduction to Shakespeare.
Wolfit
is probably the last
remaining example of the long
line of great actor-managers. His
style and the nature of his
company are regarded by some as
being old-fashioned, but for many
he remains one of the very great
actors of our times. He has just
been honoured with a Knighthood
for his services to British Theatre.

1958 : Coventry’s new theatre is
called the Belgrade because the
wood for the new building was
donated by the city of Belgrade,
Yugoslavia, as a “thank you” for
British wartime support.
It claims to be the first new theatre
built since the War - though the
towns of Middlesbrough and
Hanley may contest this claim.

1958: The Lord Chamberlain’s power to ban plays has existed for the past 330 years, but
enterprising theatre companies found ways round this ban by creating “Club” Theatres. A Club
performance is a “private” one, and the Chamberlain has no control over these. The New
Watergate Theatre Club was formed last year, expressly to produce Arthur Miller’s “View from
the Bridge” - banned from British audiences because it dealt with homosexuality. The Club
enrolled 13,000 members during the five week run, and then promptly staged another banned
play, “Tea and Sympathy”. This time the membership rose to 40,000.
The New Watergate Club then hired the Comedy Theatre for a production of the much
acclaimed, Pulitzer-Prize winning play by Tennessee Williams, “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof”. To
see the play, a theatregoer must first visit the theatre and fill in a Club application form, and pay
the 5/- membership fee. 48 hours later he or she receives a membership card, and thereafter is
entitled to buy up to five tickets at ordinary theatre prices - ranging from five shillings to one
pound.
All this is necessary because “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof” refers to an (offstage) homosexual
character. This ludicrous hole-in-the-corner nonsense is making British theatre the laughing
stock of the Western World, according to some critics. However, a theatre manager in Dublin,
which is censor-free, was arrested last year for putting on “The Rose Tattoo” , and this leads
many British theatre managers to prefer putting up with the Lord Chamberlain rather than being
at the mercy of police, watch committees and any self-appointed censor who might wish to
complain.
To enable them to see “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof” , over 64,000 people have now joined the New
Watergate Club. The idea that all these people will be “corrupted” by seeing a play by one of
the world’s leading playwrights is so ludicrous, that a major Press campaign has been launched
against British censorship. After weeks of controversy, the Lord Chamberlain’s office has
announced that it will end the ban on any plays which mention, however obliquely,
homosexuality. This has been seen as a great victory by the anti—Censorship campaigners,
who are now seeking the complete abolition of the Lord Chamberlain’s powers.

1958 : London’s biggest ever
advance box office sales have been
achieved for the new Lerner and
Loewe musical, “My Fair Lady”.
It stars Rex Harrison, Julie
Andrews and Stanley Holloway,
and is running at the Theatre
Royal, Drury Lane. It opened in
May, presented by H.M. Tennent
Ltd.
“Binkie” Beaumont, the head of H.
M.Tennent,
pulled off a
spectacular double at the end of the
year with a second musical
sensation.
His second great
success is the Bernstein/Sondheim
“West Side Story” - a show as
pulsatingly modern as “My Fair
Lady” is nostalgically oldfashioned.

1958 :
London theatres are
horrified at plans to introduce “no
parking” in central London.
Yellow lines are to be painted
alongside the kerbs and daytime
parking will be prohibited. This
will mean the public cannot park
outside theatres during the day in
order to buy tickets, and will affect
matinee business since parking
will be impossible in the centre of
the city.

1958 : In spite of the new waves caused by John
Osborne’s “Look Back in Anger” and other “angry
young playwrights”, the old traditions are hanging on.
Noel Coward currently has three shows running in the
West End—and in three adjacent Shaftesbury Avenue
theatres. Noel Coward said he was hardly ever “angry”
though occasionally a little disgruntled.

