1959: Friday August 21st will
long be remembered as a Day of
Disaster for many theatres in the
West End. There was a freak
rainstorm in the afternoon and
early evening, and three-quarters
of an inch of rain fell in just one
hour. Drains overflowed, streets
and houses were flooded, traffic
seized up, the Underground
system came to a complete halt
because of flooding, and much of
central London - including many
theatres, was under several inches
of water.
It was estimated that some twenty
theatres or cinemas abandoned
their evening performances, and
those that managed to stay open
failed to attract more than a
handful of people.

1959 : Alec Guinness, who was
born in 1914, made his debut at
the age of twenty, and first made a
name for himself in the Old Vic
season of 1936/7 with an
outstanding Sir Andrew
Aguecheek. In 1938 he played the
title role in a controversial modern
dress “Hamlet” and, after War
service, rejoined the Old Vic to
play the Fool in “King Lear”. His
other famous roles have included
Hlestakov in “The Government
Inspector”, Richard III, and the
leading role in T.S.Eliot’s “The
Cocktail Party”. He has also had
a highly successful film career
including “Oliver Twist”, “The
Lavender Hill Mob” and his
recent world-wide success in
“The Bridge on the River Kwai”.
He has just been knighted for his
services to theatre.
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1959 : A new theatre has been
designed by Elidir Davies at
Puddle Dock, a blitzed and
disused wharf near Blackfriars
Station in the City of London.
The theatre is called the Mermaid
and seats 498. It has come into
being through the enthusiasm of
actor Bernard Miles and his wife.

1959: Stratford upon Avon enjoyed its
first Shakespeare Festival 190 years
ago, when David Garrick’s
Shakespeare Jubilee was staged in the
town. 95 years ago the town hosted an
eleven -day Shakespeare Tercentenary
Festival at which Charles Dickens
declared he had “never enjoyed
himself more”. It was not until 1879
that the town acquired its first
permanent theatre, when Barry
Sullivan and Helen Faucit played
“Much Ado About Nothing” to
inaugurate the new Shakespeare
Memorial Theatre.
The “Stratford Season” was originally
a two week festival each year, and
from 1910 extended to two seasons
each year. In 1926 the theatre burnt
down, forcing the Festival to move
into a local cinema for the next eight
years. From 1932, in a controversial
new building, the annual Festivals
have attracted the cream of actors,
d i r e ct o r s an d d e s i gn e r s, a n d
“Stratford” is now synonymous with
the very best of British Theatre.
The current season is the hundredth to
take place in Stratford upon Avon. It
is one that will live on theatre legend.
Paul Robeson as Othello and San Wanamaker as Iago
The season consists of:
Othello with Paul Robeson as Othello
and Sam Wanamaker as Iago; All’s Well That Ends Well with Dame Edith Evans and Cyril
Luckham ; A Midsummer Night’s Dream, with Charles Laughton as Bottom; Coriolanus with
Laurence Olivier , Harry Andrews and Dame Edith Evans; and King Lear, with Charles
Laughton.
The supporting cast of players includes Angela Baddeley, Michael Blakemore, Zoe Caldwell,
Roy Dotrice, Donald Eccles, Albert Finney, Paul Hardwick, Robert Hardy, Ian Holm, Vanessa
Redgrave, Diana Rigg and Peter Woodthorpe. The directors are Glen Byam Shaw, Tyrone
Guthrie, Peter Hall, and Tony Richardson , and the designers are Boris Aronson, Tanya
Moiseiwitsch, Motley, Lila de Nobili and
Charles Laughton as Bottom
Loudon Sainthill.
Paul Robeson is appearing in England for
the first time in 23 years, following travel
restrictions imposed on him by the
American Government. Dame Edith
Evans is appearing in her first ever
Stratford season (though she played two
performances as Cressida at the Memorial
Theatre as a girl).
Charles Laughton is also appearing in his
first Stratford season, following his
towering success in films. Sir Laurence
Olivier’s powers were recently described
by Kenneth Tynan as “. . .Between good
and great acting is fixed an inexorable
gulf. . . Laurence Olivier pole-vaults over,
hair-raisingly, in a single animal leap”.
It is being claimed that never before in the
history of British Theatre has such a
season of superlative actors and directors
been assembled . The Festival is a fitting
farewell to the Shakespeare Memorial
Theatre’s Director, Glen Byam Shaw,
who is retiring this year and handing over
control to Peter Hall.
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