1991: Dame Peggy Ashcroft was once described by J.
B.Priestley as “the best all round actress on the English
stage”. She began her career with the Birmingham
Rep in 1926 and by 1929 was hailed in London for her
performance in “Jew Suss”. The following year she
played Desdemona to Paul Robeson’s “Othello”and in
1935 played Juliet to John Gielgud’s Romeo. By now
she was established as one of the leading actresses of
the age.
Just before the outbreak of the Second World War she
appeared with the famous German actor, Werner
Krauss in Hauptmann’s “Before Sunset”. Political
feeling was so inflamed that as soon as he appeared
onstage the audience burst out into jeers, catcalls and
boos, and the curtain was lowered. Peggy Ashcroft
immediately went in front of the curtain and addressed
the audience. She told them that all the British actors in
the cast were honoured to work with such a great
foreign artist, that the art of theatre knew no national
boundaries, and that simple rules of courtesy towards a
visitor were important. She said “I appeal to you to
give him and us a fair chance”. A stunned audience sat
in silence as the curtain rose again and the play
continued. It ended with a great ovation.
Through the 40s and 50s she continued to gather accolades and honours for her performances in
classic plays, especially as Hedda Gabler, and for contemporary works. including “The Chalk
Garden”. In 1961 she became a founder member of the Royal Shakespeare Company, achieving
great success as Queen Margaret in “The War of the Roses”. She was created a DBE and had a 700
seat theatre named after her in her home town of Croydon.
She enthusiastically supported much of the new writing that marked modern theatre, and had great
success in Samuel Beckett’s “Happy Days” in 1974. That she was still one of the country’s leading
Shakespearean actresses was confirmed when she performed in “All’s Well that Ends Well” at the
Barbican in 1982. Only rarely did she venture into the world of cinema, yet she received an Oscar
for her performance in “A Passage to India” in 1984.
Her death at the age of 83 marks the loss of yet another of the great names who have dominated
Theatre in this century.

1991: 1991 saw the BiCentenary of the death of
Mozart - and the whole
Western world seemed to be
indulging in “Mozart Mania”.
Opera audiences are now
growing faster than any other
branch of theatrical
performance.

1991: Almost 100 years old,
the Keith Prowse Ticket
Agency has gone into
liquidation with debts of over
£22 million. No one seemed
to know whether theatres
would honour the agency
sales and absorb the losses,
but after a short period of
agonising, Wembley Plc
stepped in rescue the firm,
merging their ticketing
interests with First Call to
form the Ticketing Group.

1991: West End advance
box office sales during the
first two weeks of January
dropped by 50% as a result
of the Gulf War and the
collapse of American tourism.

1991: Lord Miles, who as
plain Bernard Miles, created
the Mermaid Theatre in the
City of London has died at
the age of 83.
Dame Margot Fonteyn, the
famous ballerina and partner
of Rudolf Nureyev, has died
in Panama, aged 71. She was
the most highly acclaimed
dancer of recent times, and
regarded as the natural
successor to Anna Pavlova.

Royal Shakespeare Theatre

1991: The Government
announced a special grant of
£1.5 million to save the
Welsh National Opera from
immediate closure. The WNO
began as an amateur company
in 1946 and has grown to
wo r l d - s t a t u s w i t h i t s
ambitious productions
involving the cream of British
and European talent.

1991: Ian McKellen made his debut at the Belgrade, Coventry in 1961, and his London debut at the
Duke of York’s in “A Scent of Flowers” in 1964. The following year he joined the National
Theatre, and then in 1968 and 1969 toured with the Prospect Theatre Company as Shakespeare’s
Richard II and Marlowe’s Edward II.
These
performances brought him much acclaim.
Ian McKellan as Leontes, 1973
His work for the RSC included Dr Faustus (1974),
Romeo (1976) and a superlative Macbeth to Judi
Dench’s Lady Macbeth in 1976. He was generally
felt to be the natural successor to Olivier. In 1979 he
played a homosexual prisoner in Martin Sherman’s
“Bent”, and then captured New York with his
performance as Salieri in “Amadeus”. He returned to
the National Theatre as Associate Director,
performing notably in “Coriolanus”, Chekhov’s
“Wild Honey”, Iago in “Othello”, and a hugely
successful modern-dress “Richard III”.
In the late 1980s he emerged as a campaigning
spokesman for gay rights, attacking the authorities on
issues such as the age of consent and the restrictions
on homosexual education contained in the notorious
Clause 28. His acceptance of a Knighthood has been
attacked by some of the gay community as a betrayal
of principles -accepting an honour from a
Government still opposed to equal rights for
homosexuals. However, much of the theatre world
sees this as an overdue honour for an outstanding
actor who is carrying on the traditions of the very best
of British theatre.
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