1962 : Several new theatres have
opened this year, in contrast to
the large number of theatre
closures in the past decade.
Britain’s first “theatre in the
round” has been created in Stoke
on Trent, where the “Victoria”
has been re-designed for this
purpose. The first “open stage”
theatre has been built in
Chichester. A large arts complex
at Croydon includes a theatre
named after the actress, Peggy
Ashcroft, and the Sunderland
Empire has been refurbished,
contrary to the trend which has
been closing all the large
Empires. The Chichester Festival
Theatre is directed by Laurence
Olivier who intends to link it with
the National Theatre as a source
for creating an initial repertory of
productions.

1962: Ralph Lynn has died at
the age of 80. He specialised in
“silly ass” parts and was famous
for his monocle and protruding
teeth.
In 1922 he achieved
enormous success as Aubrey in
the farce “Tons of Money” at the
Shaftesbury Theatre.
This
transferred to the Aldwych, and
for the next ten years Lynn
starred in a series of Aldwych
farces with Robertson Hare and
Tom Walls, usually written by
Ben Travers.

1962 : Charles Laughton has died of cancer at the age of 63, but will be long remembered as one
of the greatest character actors of our times. He became world famous for his films, and no
contemporary comic impersonator has a complete act without an impression of Laughton as
Quasimodo or as Captain Bligh of the “Bounty”. His “Hunchback of Notre Dame”, “The Private
Life of Henry VIII”, “Hobson’s Choice”, “If I Had a Million”, and his last film, “Advise and
Consent” have ensured him a place amongst the great film actors of the age. However, his work
on the stage was not insignificant, including
his earliest success as Hercule Poirot in
Agatha Christie’s “Alibi” and his
performances in Shakespeare and Chehov at
the Old Vic under Tyrone Guthrie from
1933 onwards. His versatility was such that
he became the first British actor to star at
the Comedie Francaise in Moliere,
immediately followed by Captain Hook at
the London Palladium. He and his wife,
Elsa Lanchester, became American citizens
in 1950. In the USA he did much to
champion the plays of Bertolt Brecht, who
has been investigated for Communist
sympathies by the American authorities. In
1959 he played his first season at Stratford
upon Avon. The opening night of his “King
Lear” was marred by muffed lines and
nervousness and received very cool critical
notices, but critics who returned later in the
season witnessed an astonishingly powerful
and memorable performance.
Charles Laughton in the 1933 film,
“The Private Life of Henry VIII”
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1962: The Welsh National
Theatre Company has been
formed in Cardiff. It is a theatre
company without a permanent
base, and intends to present
seasons at the Cardiff New, the
Swansea Grand and the
Llandudno Grand, with a smaller
company touring
University
Colleges and other Welsh
venues. The Company will be
bi-lingual, presenting plays in
both English and Welsh, and
initially will be sharing its
administration offices with the
Welsh National Opera Company
in John Street, Cardiff.

1962: A British National Theatre is
now several steps forward with the
announcement that a National Theatre
Company has been formed. Lord
Chandos has been picked by the
Government as the first Chairman, and
a separate body - the South Bank
Theatre and Opera House Building
Board - is to supervise the building
under the chairmanship of Lord
Cottesloe. The National Theatre
Company will be directed by Sir
Laurence Olivier, and will start work
immediately, leasing the Old Vic as a
temporary home until the new theatre
is built.
The Royal Shakespeare Company has
withdrawn from plans to amalgamate
with the National Company, and it is
beginning to look as if Britain will
have two “national” theatre companies
after so many years of having none at
all.
The plan is to build a National Theatre
and an Opera House on either side of
the present Royal Festival Hall. The
cost of both buildings will be met by
grants of £1 million from the
Sir Laurence Olivier as Macbeth, Stratford, 1955
Government and a further £1,300,000
from the London County Council. The
costs of running both organisations are estimated at £400,000 a year, and these will be met by a
special annual Government grant. Work on building the theatre will have priority over the opera
house, and it is hoped the theatre will be ready by the end of 1965.
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