1980-81

1981 : The decade of the 1970s
has seen a remarkable change in
the fortunes of British Theatre.
London has gained eight new
performing venues and lost three.
The Greenwood Theatre opened in
1975 and closed four years later.
Both the Mermaid and the Lyric,
Hammersmith were closed and
relocated in new buildings.
The New London Theatre opened
in Drury Lane. It is built on the
site of the old Winter Garden
Theatre, which itself replaced the
Old Mo Music Hall, thus restoring
to the site an entertainment
connection going back to 1828.
Other new
London venues
include the Shaw Theatre, Euston
Road, the Donmar Warehouse,
and, of course, the three auditoria
which make up the National
Theatre.
The “Provinces” have ceased to
exist! All theatres outside London
are now described as “Regional”
theatres.
In the regions there has been a
great surge in theatre building. 77
new venues have opened and 25
have closed—a net gain of 52
performing spaces throughout the
country.
The new theatres include the
Crucible, Sheffield; the
Wythenshawe Forum; the Kenneth
More, Ilford; the Gordon Craig
Theatre, Stevenage; the new
Queen’s, Hornchurch; the Eden
Court, Inverness; the Stephen
Joseph Theatre, Scarborough; the
Wolsey, Ipswich; and the
spectacular “space-age” theatre
built inside the Royal Exchange,
Manchester.
The 1980s has been the busiest
period for new theatre building
since before the First World War.
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1981 : The Arts Council has
withdrawn its funding from the
Prospect Theatre Company which
operates from the Old Vic, and
from repertory companies at the
Lyceum, Crewe, and the Marlowe,
Canterbury. All three companies
have announced that they will
cease trading.

1980 : The National Theatre’s production of Howard Brenton’s “The Romans in Britain” has
caused a huge fuss. Politically, it drew a parallel between the Roman conquest of Britain and
the current stationing of British forces in Northern Ireland. But that was nothing compared to
the furore over a scene in which naked actors depict Roman soldiers sodomising native
Druids. The newspapers had a field day. There were demands that the National Theatre
should lose its public subsidy; the Greater London Council threatened to reduce its grant;
Scotland Yard was called in to investigate whether a crime had been committed by the public
performance of this play.
In a highly entertaining display of public outrage versus
professional advocacy, ticket sales for “Romans in Britain” which had been somewhat poor,
suddenly became the hottest ticket in town. It seemed that the storm would blow over when
the Director of Public Prosecutions decided not to take proceedings against the NT. However,
at this point, Mrs Mary Whitehouse entered the fray. Mrs Whitehouse, the anti-pornographer
who is to our times what Mrs Ormiston Chant was to the late Victorians, has taken out a
private prosecution against Michael Bogdanov, the director of the play. She intends to
prosecute him individually for “procuring an act of gross indecency”.

1980 : It is now even harder for young
actors to join Equity. Theatres have
agreed to automatic membership for
graduates from approved drama schools,
but cannot agree on what to do about
would-be actors from non-approved
drama schools,
Universities and the
amateur movement. For a trial period,
each theatre will restrict itself to just one
non drama school graduate per year, with
an overall limit of just 250 new Equity
members in any year. There has been
very strong criticism of these new
restrictions both inside the profession and
in the Press.

1980: An actor has just become President
of the United States of America. Ronald
Reagan, a former film star, was sworn in
as the new President - surely the highest
office ever achieved by a member of the
acting profession, once considered
“rogues and vagabonds”?

1980 : One of the most unusual West End
shows for many years is called “Cats”. It is a
ballet-musical by Andrew Lloyd Webber based
on T.S.Eliot’s “Old Possum” poems. Its
success is a triumph for one of this country’s
youngest impresarios, Cameron Mackintosh,
who at the age of 33 has already produced over
one hundred productions on tour and in the
West End. He has already enjoyed a two year
London run with “Side by Side by Sondheim”,
and has just announced an unique collaboration
between the Arts Council and a commercial
management, with joint presentations of
“Oklahoma” and “My Fair Lady”.
Cameron Mackintosh believes that the great
musicals should be treated the same way as the
National Theatre treats the great classics - not
simply reviving them in copies of their original
productions, but taking a fresh look at them.
“Cats” - with music by Andrew Lloyd
Webber - is however, a revolutionary approach
to a new form of musical, and it seems to
indicate that Cameron Mackintosh will be a
great innovator as well as a great impresario in
years to come.

