1963

1963 : Max Miller will be
remembered as one of the
greatest comedians of our times.
He started as a half-crown a
week circus boy, and ended as a
legendary “great” of music hall.
Notorious for his onstage floral
silky plus-fours, his “white
book” and his “blue book” of
jokes (the white book was full of
clean jokes and the blue one full
of risque jokes), he was
frequently in trouble with his
employers and was notably
banned by the BBC for a while
because his jokes displeased the
authorities. His stage persona
was a flashy, “cheeky chappie”
forever chasing after women,
and much was made of his
penny-pinching and meanness.
In real-life, despite a glassroofed Rolls Royce and a sixberth cabin cruiser, his marriage
endured 43 years, and his acts of
kindness and generosity were
legion. He was a prominent
fund-raiser and supporter of the
St Dunstans charity for the blind,
and for very many years sent
money every week to his own
list of pensioners - old troupers
who were hard up, ordinary
people he heard about, and the
blind. He was 68 years old.

1963 , 30 March: It was one of the
saddest nights in the history of
Variety and Music Hall. The latest
victim of changing times is the
Glasgow Empire, the magnificent
building designed by Frank Matcham
for Edward Moss. It opened in 1897
on the corner of Sauchiehall Street
and West Nile Street with a
programme including Vesta Tilley
and Scotland’s own Marie Loftus.
Glasgow Empire was Scotland’s
premier Variety House, and artists
like Sir Harry Lauder and Will Fyffe
(“I Belong to Glasgow”) achieved
legendary status through their
performances there. So successful
was the Empire that it was enlarged
in 1931 so that its frontage extended
to the corner of Renfield Street.
From then on, the Empire was host to
every major star in the world of
Variety.
The Empire was felt by many to be
the “National Theatre” of Scotland,
and it earned the nickname “The
graveyard of English comics”. Max
Miller was once asked if he had
played the Glasgow Empire and he
replied “You can’t be serious. I’m a
comedian not a missionary!”.
The final performance, presented by
the Federation of Theatre Unions,
ended with the company and
audience joining in the chorus of
“Auld Lang Syne”.
The theatre is to be demolished.

1963 : The National Theatre Company gave its first
performance on October 22nd at the Old Vic. The first
production was a “Hamlet”, directed by Sir Laurence
Olivier and starring Peter O’Toole. Others in the
Company included Michael Redgrave (Claudius),
Rosemary Harris (Ophelia), Diana Wynyard
(Gertrude), Max Adrian (Polonius), and Robert
Stephens, Derek Jacobi, Harry Lomax, John Stride,
Colin Blakely and Frank Finlay in minor roles.
The scenery was designed by Sean Kenny, the
costumes by Desmond Heeley, and the lighting by
Richard Pilbrow.
The Company will play at the Old Vic until its new
building on the South Bank is completed. At present
the new building has not been designed though the site
has been chosen.

1963 : Newly opened theatres this year include the
Nottingham Playhouse, the Edinburgh Traverse and the
Mayfair in London, while the Phoenix Theatre
Company has been formed in Leicester.
The old Theatre Royal and Opera House in St Helens is
undergoing a major renovation and is planned to open
next year.
This building is being completely
reconstructed with only the stage remaining of Frank
Matcham’s original building. The auditorium, front of
house and the facade have been re-designed.
In Richmond, Yorkshire, the Georgian Theatre which
opened in 1788, but has been closed and used as a
warehouse for the past 115 years, has now been
restored and reopened.

1963 : New rates of pay for actors have been agreed.
For Tours and Seasons the minimum Equity wage has
been raised to £12 a week for principal artists and
£9.10s for chorus. An innovation is the introduction of
rehearsal pay, which will be £7 a week (but there will
continue to be no rehearsal pay for any artist earning
more than £20 per performing week.)

