1975-76
1976 : On October 26th the Queen officially opened Britain’s
National Theatre. This was a mere 120 years or so since
Effingham Wilson first formed a committee to press the
Government to build such a theatre, and a mere 53 years after a
site was purchased on the corner of Gower and Keppel Streets in
Bloomsbury for a national theatre. The Gower Street foundation
stone was laid in 1913, but a change of plans led to a second stone
being laid in South Kensington in 1938. A third site was chosen
on the South Bank in 1951, and this third foundation stone was
moved to two other sites before finally coming to rest at the end of
Waterloo Bridge.
Construction began in 1969 and the theatre was expected to be
finished by 1973. However, the building work took much longer,
and the theatre is still incomplete - the “Cottesloe Theatre” will be
added later - with only two of its three auditoria finished. The total
cost of the building is £16 million. The “National” consists of
three separate theatres: the Olivier is a thrust-stage with a fan-shaped auditorium holding 1160; the Lyttleton is a conventional
proscenium theatre holding 890; and the yet to be completed Cottesloe will be a flexible studio space with seats for up to 400 people.
The complex, with terraces overlooking the Thames, is startlingly modern in design, with a great deal of bare concrete on display.
Initial reaction to the building itself has ranged from great praise for its modernity and use of space to a suggestion that it is a secret
nuclear power station. The Director of the National Theatre is Peter Hall, who has taken over from Lord Olivier. It is felt that Lord
Olivier has now built up a first class company and repertoire ready to move into the new venue, and that Peter Hall is the man to
develop its future. “Hamlet” was chosen for the first performance by the National Theatre Company at the Old Vic in 1963, and
“Hamlet” has again been chosen to inaugurate the Company at its new building. The title role is played by Albert Finney.

1976 : A new era is born as the National Theatre opens, and an old era
comes to an end with the deaths of four great Dames who shaped the
history of 20th Century.
Dame Sybil Thorndike died at the age of 93. Her parts ranged from St
Joan to the Fool in “Lear”, and she was acknowledged as the greatest tragic
actress of her day. Her passion for Greek Theatre meant her performances
as Hecuba and Medea have never been surpassed. In 1963 she appeared in
“Uncle Vanya”, the first production of the National Theatre Company, and
gave her last performance in 1966 in “Arsenic and Old Lace”.
Dame Maggie Teyte was a Wolverhampton born opera singer who went
on to captivate audiences all over the world, and was a particular favourite
at Covent Garden and the Metropolitan Opera House, New York between
1910 and 1937. From 1919 onwards she began a second career in musical
comedy, and as a straight actress from the 1930s onwards, being one of the
very few artists to be equally at home on the opera and the dramatic stages.
She has died at the age of 88.
Dame Edith Evans will forever be associated with the role of Lady
Bracknell in “The Importance of Being Earnest” in spite of her outstanding
work in Shakespeare, Restoration comedy, Shaw, and even in films, for
which she received an Oscar
nomination. She has died at
the age of 88.

Dame Edith Evans in one of her last film roles,
“The Slipper and the Rose”

The last of the Great Dames is
Agatha Christie who has
died at the age of 86. She was
the most successful crime
novelist of all times, with a
unique place in theatre
history. She is the author of
“The Mousetrap” which is
now in its 24th consecutive
year in the West End, and the
longest running play in the
world.

1975 : Alan Ayckbourn, a Scarborough based theatre
director and playwright had a great success in the West
End in 1967 with his play “Relatively Speaking”. Since
then he has established himself as a master of farce,
with his plays constructed
with great technical
ingenuity and shrewd observation of English class
structure. This year he has created an astonishing

record for a playwright: he has five professional
productions being performed simultaneously in
the West End - Absurd Person Singular, Absent
Friends, and his “Norman Conquest” trilogy,
which consists of three plays which take place at
the same time in a different part of the setting.
“Table Manners” is set in the dining room,
“Living Together” in the living room, and “Round
and Round the Garden” in the garden. Each play
is self-contained, and they may be watched in any
order.

1975 : Sir Peter Daubeny has died, aged 54. He
specialised in bringing foreign theatre companies to
Britain including the Berliner Ensemble (1956) and
companies from Formosa, Salzburg and the Moscow
Arts Theatre.
In 1964 he began an annual World Theatre Festival at
the Aldwych Theatre, which for eleven years educated,
inspired and fascinated audiences and performers alike.
He was knighted in 1973 for his unique role as the
Marco Polo of British Theatre.

1976 : Sid James, of “Carry On” film fame, died after
collapsing onstage at the Sunderland Empire.

