1995: George Abbot wrote his
first play in 1912, and made
his acting debut on Broadway
in 1913. He never stopped
working. 82 years later he
was still on Broadway,
working on a revival of
“Damn Yankees”. He had just
had his 107th birthday.
His unbelievable career saw
him write or co-write more
than fifty plays and musicals
including “On Your Toes”,
“The Boys from Syracuse”,
and “The Pajama Game” . He
directed over 100 Broadway
productions, including “Pal
Joey” and “Call Me Madam”.
He won six Tony Awards. He
won the Pulitzer Prize for his
“Fiorello” in 1959.
To celebrate his 80th birthday,
New York’s Adelphi Theatre
was re-named the George
Abbot Theatre.
In 1985. when he was 98 years
old, he came to London to
help out with problems on “On
Your Toes” at the Palace
Theatre.
Throughout his
career, whenever a show was
in trouble, the call would go
out, “Send for Mr Abbott”.
He celebrated his 100th
birthday by being the sole
director of a show called
“Broadway”. No one, but no
one in theatre history has, or
ever will, match this incredible
man.

1995: Andrew Lloyd Webber’s
New York production of
“Sunset Boulevard” has won 7
Tonys, including Best Musical,
and an award for Glenn Close
as Best Actress in a Musical.

1995: Veteran pop star and film
and stage actor, Cliff Richard
has been awarded a Knighthood
in the New Year’s Honours for
his work for charity. He has
announced his intention to tour
in the role of Heathcliff in a
new musical version of
“Wuthering Heights”.

1996: The re-created Globe Theatre on the
South Bank, close to the site of
Shakespeare’s original, will stage a few trial
performances this summer. This could lead
to possible confusion with the Globe on
Shaftesbury Avenue, so a much welcomed
decision has been taken to rename the
Shaftesbury Avenue theatre in honour of Sir
John Gielgud,
“Globes” have had quite a theatrical history.
The first, of course, opened in 1599 and was
rebuilt after a fire in 1613. The Puritans
closed it in 1642 and it was demolished two
years later. The second Globe opened in the
Aldwych in 1868, next door to the Opera
Comique. These were the “rickety twins” of
the Victorian era. This Globe finally closed
in 1902 and was demolished for a road
improvement scheme in the Strand.
The Hicks Theatre opened in Shaftesbury
Avenue in 1906, built by actor Seymour
Hicks. In 1909 it was renamed the Globe. It
is this theatre which will from now on be
known as The Gielgud Theatre. A Globe will
return permanently to the South Bank next
year when the “dream” of the late American
actor Sam Wanamaker will be realised.

1995: The Royal Opera House, Covent Garden is to receive a National Lottery grant of £55
million, and Sadlers Wells Theatre a grant of £30 million towards the costs of rebuilding their
respective venues. Lottery grants are conditional upon matching funding being found. There has
been criticism both at the size of the grants and at the difficulty all fund-raisers will experience in
trying to raise similar amounts. A great deal of criticism has centred around the provision of such
large sums for “elitist” arts. The money for both theatres comes with strings attached - both opera
houses must provide more seats at cheaper prices to enable the ordinary public to attend.

Are musicals taking over the West End? Many critics and theatregoers are complaining that
“serious” theatre is disappearing, and is being replaced with long-running, light entertainment
musicals. Over a thirty year period the number of musicals running in London has doubled.
Because musicals have become so expensive to produce, the successful ones have to run for years
before their original investment is recovered. This means that the choice of shows available to the
average theatregoer is considerably reduced.
In December, 1965 there were 47 different attractions on offer in London’s West End: 34 plays, 8
musicals and 5 variety or revue shows. The 34 plays comprised eighteen straight plays, including
three by Shakespeare, and productions of Brecht, Chekhov, Arthur Miller, Harold Pinter and
Tennessee Williams. There were fifteen comedies, including Congreve, Noel Coward and Oscar
Wilde. There was one thriller - “The Mousetrap”. The eight musicals were Charlie Girl, Hello
Dolly, Maggie May, Oliver, Passion Flower Hotel, Robert and Elizabeth, The Sound of Music and
Twang.
Thirty years on, in December, 1995 there are 41 different attractions on offer in the “main” West
End. But how things have changed! The list comprises 22 plays, 19 musicals and 1 variety show.
The 22 plays consist of nine straight plays, including one each from Shakespeare, Brecht, John
Webster and Tennessee Williams. There are ten comedies, including Congreve, Ben Jonson, and
Oscar Wilde. There are three thrillers, still including the perenniel “ Mousetrap”. The nineteen
musicals are : Blood Brothers, Buddy, Cats, Company, Crazy for You, Fame, The Fields of
Ambrosia, Grease, Jolson, A Little Night Music, Mack and Mabel, Les Miserables, Miss Saigon,
Oliver, Only the Lonely, Phantom of the Opera, Prisoner of Cell Block H, Starlight Express, and
Sunset Boulevard.
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