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ABSTRACT

A history of the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company, Edinburgh from its founding in 1965
until 2000. The thesis describes and evaluates this civic repertory theatre as a business

enterprise and public institution.

The study is structured in two parts. A two-chapter prolegomena places the company in its
historical context from the 1890s, marshalling concepts of management and organisation
for a non-profit theatre industry, including the interaction of mission, patronage, acting
ensembles, artistic directors, boards of directors, play selection procedures, theatregoers,
theatre buildings and competition. A stratification of the repertory system is discussed,
focusing on the different sensibilities of non-profit and profit-seeking companies whilst
identifying the similarity of their staffing structures and expenditure profiles in a pre-

subsidy era.

Part Two considers the progress of the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company in the light of the
organisational traditions of the repertory theatre system. After discussing the onset and
rationales for municipal and state subsidy in Scotland, a narrative account is informed by
the continuity of these experiences. Qualitative and quantitative techniques are applied to
a financial analysis of the business, its repertoire and politics. A number of influences are
explored, including the changing impact of the Scottish Arts Council and local government
on company production, a push for expansion, and the variations of company structure.
The study explains how the company was, for its first twenty years and like its
predecessors, efficiently managed. It argues that when a decline in the Royal Lyceum
Theatre Company’s fortunes occurred, this was caused not only by internal inefficiencies
but also external influences such as new obligations to the funding bodies and the
emergence of a profession of arts administration. These factors conspired to overburden

the company’s artistic mission and accomplishments.
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"ONE

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this study is to provide an account of one of the leading Scottish repertory
theatres, the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company, Edinburgh, which was founded in 1965. To
date, there has been no single full-length investigation, whereas historians or theatre
managements themselves have subjected most other large theatre companies in the British
Isles to enquiry by celebration. Whilst this company has played an important role in
Scottish theatrical life, the only significant study has been two chapters in Donald

Campbell’s A Brighter Sunshine.!

This was written by the company’s then playwright-in-
residence and published in 1983 as a salute to one hundred years’ progress of the theatre,
concentrating principally on the management of Howard and Wyndham, the actor-
managers who built the theatre and whose company ran it — first and foremost as a touring
house — until 1960. There has been no attempt to recount its history since Campbell. This
lacuna is even more striking considering that large numbers of theatregoers attend a wide
variety of classical and contemporary plays in productions which the company expects to
achieve the standards of quality that it associates with a world-class national theatre in
Scotland’s capital city. Another reason to redress the absence of later enquiry into the
Royal Lyceum emanates from its receipt of significant municipal and state subsidies, the

combination of which has usually surpassed the amounts awarded to other drama theatres

in Scotland.

There are many established ways to describe a theatre company. Some, like Campbell’s
study, are rooted in discussion of the plays and acting and others in the many strands of
backstage activity; direction, design and the intricate processes of production analysis. This
study does not lean on production re-creations to tell the history of the Royal Lyceum
Theatre Company; as such there are no evaluations of individual scripts and shows. Rather,
it is a history of one repertory theatre as a business enterprise and public institution.
However, like all methodologies in theatre studies, the company’s artistic work must be
placed centre-stage; accordingly, this study does not treat management as a subject in itself
but simply as an efficient — and, I will argue, latterly inefficient — supportive system for

making the company’s productions attractive and available to the public.

The Lyceum is the lineal descendant of non-profit repertory at the Gateway Theatre in
Edinburgh, and the profit-seeking Wilson Barrett Company that preceded it, periodically,
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at the same theatre. The Lyceum was a latecomer in the repertory movement: other
companies, founded by theatre-makers, led the way in Scotland and have been ongoing at
St Andrews since 1933, Perth since 1935, Dundee since 1939, Glasgow since 1943 and
Pitlochry from 1951. Even so, the history of this first civic repertory theatre in Scotland is,
as with the other companies, not exclusively local, nor is the system for repertory theatre
exclusively Scottish, although the non-profit variety began in Britain with the short-lived
Glasgow Repertory Theatre in 1909. A study of any orne repertory theatre is useful only as
a representation of a dynamic system of intertwined relations, for otherwise an enquiry into
the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company alone would, like some theatre histories, be a
fragmented vision. Therefore, as a representative case study, I will place the company in
the context of the theatre industry, firstly by locating its provenance within the eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century stock company system, followed by the London stage societies and
then in the practices and century-long traditions for the repertory movement nationwide.
My intention is to identify — in a prolegomena to the case study — some of the
organisational and financial rationales for a once robust system for theatre-making and
delivery, to demonstrate how the continuity of these experiences contributed to the

formulation, evolution and modification of the Edinburgh company today.

During its first twenty years, the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company, like the other repertory
theatres, played a leadership role in Scottish theatre, underpinned by an infrastructure for
public subsidy that mirrored its internal management in supporting the process of creative
theatre-making. However, in recent years the aspiration and number of the company’s
productions has markedly diminished. In contrast, the number of other presenters such as
competing touring houses, new Scottish touring companies, festivals and arts centres has
grown. The reasons for this are numerous and they include artistic and cultural changes,
and other historical, economic, political and social factors. Like other repertories, the
Royal Lyceum is now barely recognisable as its former self. Once perceived as special for
the prominence given to Scottish writers, as well as for its studio theatre programmes and a
theatre-in-education team working in schools, it was entrepreneurially successful within
and without the main building. In itself, this decline is not without precedent; audiences
have multiplied and dwindled, theatres have prospered and gone bankrupt, burnt down and
rebuilt or changed managements with astounding frequency for 400 years. However, and
this factor underpins this thesis, the repertory movement sought and acquired an
institutionalism for theatre as a civic undertaking and in this system the Royal Lyceum
Theatre Company would be a permanent organisation in which the careers of theatre artists

would prosper in a resident ensemble.
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When off-stage troubles arise, as they always have done and frequently do at the Royal
Lyceum, the customary explanation today differs from before; managements and many
critics blame the emergencies on an insufficiency of public subsidy. This is quickly
followed by media probing and a mountain of supposedly ‘independent’ management
consultancy reports and business plans. All this sours a company’s reputation with its
audiences, but at the eleventh-hour more subsidy is found, in return for management
‘economies’ and a rededication to the theatre’s artistic mission. Proverbially, ‘the dog
barks but the caravan moves on’; until the next showdown. In the event, the need for more
subsidy is scarcely contested within the theatre profession, although its disposal has been
questioned by theatre historians and cultural commentators, especially by John Pick, whose
several studies of the theatre have investigated its business dynamics, particularly from the
nineteenth century up to the first years of the Thatcher government’s ‘monetarist planning’
in 1985. Then, his The Theatre Industry: subsidy, profit and the search for new audiences,
suggested that the beneficial effects of subsidy might almost be counteracted by the high
costs of managing the grants. He demonstrated that the proportion of expenditure in the
theatre paid to the artists has declined over time, in the commercial theatre as well as in the

subsidised companies.2

The unifying principle of this study is to interrogate the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company’s
business progress, by means of Pick’s and other methodologies such as those of the United
States’ cultural economists William J. Baumol and William G. Bowen, to research what
has happened at the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company in particular and, by implication, to
other Scottish theatres in general. As a progress report to Pick’s research, I hope to
demonstrate that the repertory movement was, for its first 75 years, exempted from the
growth of disproportionately inflated bureaucracy, the paralysis did indeed occur at
Edinburgh, but not until after 1985. In that year, the company and its funding bodies
should have considered Pick’s perceptive evidence as a timely notice for the forthcoming
indignities that accompanied new accountabilities to the funding bodies and the rise of a

new profession of arts administration.

! Donald Campbell, A Brighter Sunshine: A Hundred Years of the Edinburgh Royal Lyceum Theatre,
Edinburgh, Polygon, 1983.

2 John Pick, The Theatre Industry: subsidy, profit and the search for new audiences, London, Comedia,
1985. See in particular ‘Inflated Administrative Costs’, Chapter Two, 2.1, pp.19-24.



TWO

THE POLICY AND GENESIS OF REPERTORY THEATRE

This chapter is arranged in two sections. Part one is a discussion of the founding artistic
ethos and organisational characteristics of the repertory movement. Part two is an
examination of how the repertory movement took shape between the 1890s and 1910s in_
the exploratory work of several pugnacious London stage societies. These societies were
prototypes for the return of play production in the provinces. For this study, they serve as a
fountainhead for many of the artistic traditions and business customs that characterised the

enterprising first years in the life of the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company.

The artistic policies and precedents for repertory organisation

Repertory was conceived as an artistic ideal, dedicated to the creative staging of important
plays, to art, to experiment and to the new. Some of the repertory movement’s original
purposes were literary, educational and recreational. In its serious application, repertory
denoted a new attempt to aspire to permanence and to understand the potential of social
organisation in the theatre’s relationship with its audience. At root, repertory understood
that it could be a cultural, economic and social institution, not only a theatre building.
Within the repertory model, a theatre would be a permanent resource: a theatre building
that might facilitate and cultivate a tradition, defining innovation through a stable
environment dedicated not only to high-quality productions but also to the training of new
writing, acting, directing and design talents. However, it might be other things too. Many
theatre-makers believed that the repertory model of theatre-as-institution could provide
more than the business driven world of profit-seeking, ‘commercial’ theatre. In the
‘business’ theatre, competition was often deemed ‘the mortal enemy of art’.! In contrast,
supporters of the repertory model, which was predicated on a broader social and cultural
role, looked for a way to improve creative talents in a systematic way. The new model
supposed that penetrating scripts, an accomplished acting ensemble and new ideas of

direction and scenography would excite audiences. A company of mostly resident artists,



and the staffs who supported them, would be stimulated by the sum of these parts and, in
turn, they would share their dedication and understanding with theatregoers who would be

pleased to attend every production.

However, the setting up of a repertory theatre was expensive: the word also connotes
organisational factors. Ambition, skill, talent, recruitment, planning and selling are all
inextricably entangled with, and often compromised by, various legislative and economic
exigencies; by the pressures of competition, cooperation, rivalry and marketing, by
unpredictable audience tastes and modish interests and, after 1945, other factors such as

changeable government policy and fluctuations in subsidy.

The aims of the first British repertory theatres were artistic rather than political. Artists and
producers created them organically. This points to an intriguing contrast with the
continental national theatres that were founded, usually, by central governments or
monarchies, sometimes as part of a national arts strategy. Nevertheless, and largely
because of their pursuit of private endowments and, progressively, a quest for local and
central government subsidy, many of the British theatres were to bring about a new politics
of theatre organisation. The early companies sought to justify their survival on artistic
grounds, but soon became dependent on the measurable impacts of their financial or
economic success which were, after 1945, conditioned by subsidy and then, from the

1970s, by the rise of a new profession of arts administration.

As for all theatre systems, definitions of ‘repertory’ — a word that stems from the Latin
repertorium (an inventory), via the Italian repertorio (a collection of short speeches
created by a commedia dell’arte performer)® — are often narrow or one sided. Repertory,
with its intricate and wide horizons, has often been treated as if it is composed simply of
one of its constituent parts. In defining the nature of this system and discussing the
emergence of the movement, a drama critic might have in mind the playwrights, directors,
designers and the mis-en-scéne, another the location of the company and its theatre’s
architecture, and a theatre manager might discuss the economics and business
management. Alternatively, the subjects of a board of directors and the political
organisation of the company, its audiences, marketing, publicity and advertising might be
the purview of an arts council today. Repertory is an association of all these ideas,
described by many of its champions as the ‘ideal’ of theatre-as-public-service,
transforming a theatre of commerce into a theatre of art. In it, the processes of production
would be, to theatre-makers but not necessarily to the audience, as important as a finished

production.



Repertory is, of course, all these things at once, ‘even though it means one thing to one
person, something quite different to another’.’> None of these elements alone is repertory
and, therefore, notwithstanding this study’s emphasis on the many strategic components —
some, such as artistic policy, organisation, finance and tactics in more detail than others —
it is important to perceive them as an ecosystem, not only as fragments. It is equally
important to distinguish the purpose of repertory from the companies’ functional
management because the two are not the same thing. Reading plays, balanced teamwork,
casting, conducting rehearsals, budgeting and accounting, production management, stage
management, producing, touring, education and outreach work, access, catering, spending,
selling, box-office, fundraising, corporate sponsorship, supporters’ groups, enthusing and
training staff, wage negotiations, working with boards of directors and responding to
criticism: all these are part of repertory theatre management.  Of course, repertory
organisation is also about emotions, ego, temper, resignations and sackings. From 1945,
but more especially after 1965, it was also about making grant applications, appeasing arts
councils and making friends with local authorities whilst attempting to influence their
political agendas. Therefore, only by taking al// these factors into consideration — the
strategic and functional and pragmatic circumstances of ‘producing’ — is it possible to
analyse the aspirations, achievements and failures that make up a company such as at the

Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh.

In the first British repertory theatres, a play was produced for a run of one, two or,
exceptionally, three weeks. Many of the first repertory theatres performed twice-nightly,
staging a new production each week. Such a company is essentially different to the touring
theatre system, for most repertory theatres usually had, until the 1980s, a resident company
of actors engaged for a season, often of eleven months’ duration from September each
year. From the theatregoers’ perspective, a repertory theatre implied an established
playhouse, where a spectator could go with the assurance of seeing a digest of good plays
of the past and present, well acted and adequately staged. From the viewpoint of
theatre-makers, a repertory theatre was a place where the arts of the theatre would be
practised creatively. Further, such theatre-making would be free from the ambitions of
business managers who, it was alleged by many repertorists, staged plays of whatever
artistic merit in the hope of a financial profit. Repertory theatre would be liberated from the
demands of the mass audience who supported music halls, variety, touring drama and,
increasingly, the cinema. Further, the repertory pioneers sought to create institutions where
the several contributing arts of the playwright, the actor and the designer were brought
together in a union or synthesis. In the final results, they were stamped with a style,

brilliance or quality of a director’s mind and imagination: this implied an aesthetic or



artistic policy — now dubbed a ‘house style’ — and a lasting association of creative theatre-
makers under the direction of artists and not business managers. Nevertheless, whatever
their achievements, these were bound to be determined by the synthesis of staging and
scripts with organisation and finance.* In practice, this process — that was known as the
repertory ‘ideal’ — was further characterised by youthful ambition and idealism: many of

the foundation companies were led by people in their early-twenties.

This repertory ‘ideal’ emerged in the late nineteenth-century as a professional response to
dissatisfactions with the profit-seeking theatre and, outwith London, the touring system.
Repertory in the provinces arose as an expression of distaste on the part of the public with
large numbers of forced-fed, pre-digested attractions that went on tour ‘Direct from the
West End’. Although London was the stimulant to most professional theatrical activity in
the provinces, too often its managers sent shoddy duplicate performances, with tatty
scenery and lethargic production standards. Coupled with these productions, the managers
used the provinces for ‘try-outs” that were (and often still are) promoted as being ‘Prior to
the West End’ and which were used as opportunities to observe the reaction of audiences,
and then to whip the production into shape before London. These productions could be
sub-standard and were, in effect, touring dress rehearsals, frequently having little hope of
reaching London.” Repertory was often regarded, therefore, as the creative ‘salvation’ of
the British theatre. In 1913 the critic and novelist John (Leslie) Palmer (1885-1944),

considered that:

Repertory is the only system whereby the theatre can be continuously kept in a
healthy condition of experiment, discovery and honest work. It is the only salvation
for the art of the player, for the conscience of the manager, for the encouragement of
the dramatic author.®

Even so, the cliché ‘there’s nothing new in this business’ has a ring of truth about it,
because repertory theatre had a forerunner in the ‘stock’ company system. ‘Stock’ was a
resident or permanent theatre company, from which nightly programmes were cast and
which played a supporting role when star actors were engaged. These companies were
functionally autonomous, each being a self-contained, self-sufficient, independent
producing unit, connected to their communities through continuity of personnel and artists,
but disconnected from stock companies in other cities. Most members of these companies
would sing and dance as well as act, and with some, their versatility extended to the
playing of musical instruments and scene painting. The actors were hired, not for runs of a
single play, but like repertory theatres, for the season, and often longer. They might lead,

therefore, relatively settled lives, because a season could last between three and six



months. Being local companies where actors dominated the business of the theatre, they
developed a claim on local audience loyalty and affection: they were masters of ‘audience
development’, as this quest is excruciatingly termed today. Between seasons the whole
company ‘rested’, was unemployed and unpaid or, occasionally, went on tour. The stock
companies’ created small provincial circuits, making it possible for theatre to thrive in
towns that would be unable to maintain a full-time company of their own, but which might
welcome an annual residency of actors that audiences could regard, however intangibly, as
their own ensemble or ‘brand’. Sometimes, their actors spent whole working lives in the
same region. Unlike today, many actors neither hoped to work in London nor treated the
provinces as a second-best sanctuary from London. Their managers kept an eye on
developments in the London theatres whilst being in touch with the local audience. The
stock company was an essential component of the standardised eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century theatre, in which there was also ‘stock’ scenery — generic backdrops for chamber,
hall and prison for instance, with wings to match — and more or less stock characters

performing ‘lines of business’ in drama and comedy alike.”

The independence and extensive geographical spread of the stock companies were two
organisational characteristics that might be seen to prefigure the ethos and organisation of
the repertory movement. Indeed, a leading idea of repertory is that the best theatre is not
only a perquisite of big cities and towns; a person in small centres and even villages having
an equal right to its enjoyment. Another characteristic of stock was the interaction between
the management of the theatre itself and the stock company that occupied it. The theatre’s
resident management either owned the theatre or leased it outright. In either case, it
exercised complete control of both the theatre and the company and ran the two together. If
the manager was the lessee, a fixed rent was paid to the owner for the exclusive use of the
theatre, in the manner of the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company tenancy today. Unlike the
operation of the provincial touring system, there was no question of a division either of the
box-office receipts or of the expenditure, and therefore no conflict of authority. The theatre
owner, when not the manager, leased the theatre to the stock company, generally for a
season or longer and, thereafier, did not interfere with its policy and operation, other than
to protect the building and collect the rent; at Edinburgh, for instance, the arrangement at
The Theatre Royal when built in 1769 was that of combined proprietor and lessee, with
manager David Ross raising the capital costs of the building by mortgage and then running

his theatre and his stock company as a whole.®

Later, the end of the stock system was brought about by the change from three- and four-

part programmes of mixed-bills to one play a night, the rise of the actor-managers and, in



the provinces, their national touring companies. With the development of the nationwide
touring system, the two fundamental characteristics of stock — independence and the
integration of producing with theatre management — were uprooted. Two competing and
complementary strands of business replaced them: play producing and theatre ownership-
management. Later, the survey of the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company in Chapter Six will
demonstrate that this division between producer and building has been the cause of much
trouble for modern repertory, and that a reunification of the systems is now underway
through co-productions and partnerships, even though many arts administrators deem this
reform as their new laid, creative ‘salvation’ for theatre organisation at the start of the

twenty-first century.

However, unlike many future repertory theatres, the stock companies were not concerned
with experiment, discovery or the frequent production of new plays. During the early years
of the touring system, the managers of provincial theatres continued to maintain stock
companies that performed in the intervals between the visits of the tours, and which
sometimes would continue to tour to adjacent, smaller towns while London tours were
occupying their own theatres. Public support increasingly withdrew from local stock
companies that offered decreasing variety in scenography. Also contributing to their
demise, in the auditorium, was the steady encroachment by stalls seats on pit space, the
consequent movement of the noisier pit occupants to the cheaper gallery benches and, from
the stage, the withdrawal to music halls and variety theatres of the vocal, musical, comic,
and acrobatic acts that had performed between the plays. In the new ‘divided” theatre
system, stock companies could not compete with the London touring productions, which
performed from the mid-nineteenth century in the provincial circuits of large, new theatres
that they could reach rapidly through the railway networks. These touring companies also
took advantage of the accompanying development of popular national newspapers which
reported in detail on the lives of actors and the reinforcement offered by high-circulating
theatre advertising. Further, mass-theatregoing in the big industrial cities was facilitated
by new systems of urban transport and the growth of street lighting that made it safer to go
out at night and for larger numbers of people to travel to the theatre cheaply and
conveniently. Gradually, the stock companies faded. Their demise accompanied the
theatre’s entry to the modern, industrialised world. In many aspects of their organisation
and decline, such as through changing leisure habits, they cast light on what could be the
destiny of repertory theatres at the very end of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the twenty-first century.



The sea-change from stock to touring was effected, most of all, by the actor-managers
who, in complicity with theatregoers, sponsored and encouraged the rise of the star system
with its big salaries. Most actor-managers were not, of course, obsessed with financial
returns only. Although they chose and financed their plays, most were genuinely motivated
by the art of acting and many liked to tour the provinces. The problem was that they could
be tempted to make their roles greater than the whole experience of the production and to
select plays as opportunities for their individual prominence, in preference to a play’s
dramatic merit and content. Moreover, the subject matter of their plays was compressed
and receded by the audience perception of an individual star. It followed that audience
recognition of actors-as-great-people might not transgress their appreciation of the art of
acting but the public went to the theatre in order to revere the charisma and prestige of
their idol, in preference to discussing and understanding a play. Merely advertising an
actor as a star on the posters often led audiences to accept the actor as such. Thus, with star
after star offered in top billing larger than the play title, the public might easily regard any
play as inferior that did not include a star in the production. Inside the companies, the
result was that the actor-managers, bucked up by the audience support of their publicly
exaggerated status, would sidetrack other theatre talents — playwrights as well as other
actors. In turn, however gifted these other theatre people were, they might be inclined to
feel inadequate unless they were the star. In this paternalist structure, it was not good for a
supporting actor to shine too brightly. In passing, it is notable that the main features of this
touring-star system, that is an extension of the London theatre, have continued to the
present day, despite being, from the 1920s, undermined by the cinema: where it was
possible to see galaxies of even better known stars in films that could be exhibited at a
much lower ticket price. Indeed, audience reaction in the touring houses is still often more
concerned with the presentation than with the play itself. In their preference for repertory,
many critics do exactly the same thing, although this is the reaction of the connoisseur, the

initiated and, perhaps, a root of perceptions of ‘elitism’ in the theatre.

In part, the purpose of repertory was therefore a desire to encourage audiences to respond
intellectually and emotionally to plays with a feeling for the whole production. However,
most companies have always faced considerable obstacles from the star system as well as
competition from those touring houses that promote the antithetical philosophy. There
was, frequently and understandably, mistrust and competition between repertories and
touring — between ‘originating’ theatres and ‘receiving’ theatres — sometimes polarised by
repertorists and critics as a tension between elitism and populism. One of the significant
features of the serious repertory theatres has been their response to competition: often a

passionate rejection of popular mass audience forms, the star system and ‘the market’.



They have always shown a determination to fix their own objectives, principles and
standards, in some companies to experiment deliberately with new modes of expression
and organisation whilst attempting to convert, attract or ‘develop” a ‘new’ and ‘intelligent’
audience. Even so, the public has often remained unwilling to attend plays without

foreknowledge or to watch actors unless they are celebrities.

In some respects, therefore, because of the high artistic ideals of repertory, pre-1900 stock
might not be such a substantive counterpart, except in its organisation and structure. But
alongside its creative ambitions, repertory has often been associated with derision or pity
for ‘ham’ acting by the ‘rep player’, performing domestic comedies and thrillers in a “fit-
up’ company with ‘three raps and a blackout’.” The word ‘amateur’ was often applied to
early repertory theatres, used sometimes as a derogatory term, associated wrongfully with a
lack of seriousness. Nevertheless, many amateurs were torchbearers of theatre idealism,
founding “Little Theatres’, that sometimes influenced the professional companies in their
choice of plays or functioned as training grounds for actors and other personnel. Many of
these amateur groups, or societies, used the word repertory to describe their activities,
although critics often complained that they had no right to use the title."® Because of these
associations — the professionals’ frequent disdain for volunteers and the need to distinguish
the movement from ‘stock’ — the term repertory has often been an uncomfortable

description for its promoters and critics, as the critic Frank Vernon wrote in 1924:

It is no doubt a misnomer, but some word must be used to indicate the difference
between those stock companies, which regularly produced new plays in addition to
reviving old ones, and the ordinary stock company that uses old plays only. There
was a difference, too, in the kind of play, and the word ‘repertory’ has established
itself as the name of the permanent local theatre with a permanent company reviving
good plays and producing new plays with a little more regard for their artistic values
than for their immediate drawing power.'!

Nevertheless, some distinguishing title was necessary to promote the notion of resident
artists playing in several productions for a long season rather than in a long run. Recycling
the term ‘stock’ would have been redolent of an old-fashioned, routine professionalism
with visiting stars to top the bill, although, interestingly, this has been retained in many
summer repertory theatres in the United States of America. Repertory aimed higher than
British stock, for as Vernon noted, it is commonly understood that a “genuine’ repertory
theatre is one where a certain number of plays are always ready for presentation, so that as
many as five or six may be given in the course of one week, and which is frequently

adding new plays to its repertoire.



A great advantage of rotating productions from night to night (and sometimes from
matinee to evening if the stage was large enough to accommodate multiple sets) would be
the protection given actors from the lethargy of performing the same lines repeatedly.
Thus, the practice of casting one play several times over and switching actors off from
night to night would intensify the spontaneity of performances and, further, stimulate
versatility, in contrast to the long run which was often damned as deleterious for the
development of actor training. Repertoire, which in the British system adopted the epithet
of ‘true’ repertory, would also keep new plays alive for longer periods than the straight
run, where plays were often forgotten forever against the chance of another company
reviving them in the future, hopefully ‘kindling the smoking flax of dramatic genius into a
national conflagration’.'> It is, of course, the case that opera and ballet companies had
been performing in repertoire from the eighteenth-century and many continental European
drama theatres carried this system successfully. However, in the London free market, the
stage societies were to prove that no theatre could maintain such a pattern. In 1910, the
critic, actor, dramatist and director Harley Granville Barker (1877-1946) offered a

repertory creed, based upon German theatres’ repertoire practice:

A repertory theatre is not an institution for producing plays successfully and
removing them from the bill as soon as the public manifests a wish to see them. Nor
is it a theatre for producing plays foredoomed to failure, though some do maintain
there is evidence in support of this definition. Repertory is not the production of one
play a week or fortnight or a month. It is not the putting on of the ‘new’ drama; or
the ‘uncommercial, or ‘intellectual’ or even the ‘serious’ play. Nor has it anything
particular to do with Socialism. It is not necessarily a philanthropic enterprise nor is
it the idea of the lunatic."

Strictly speaking in practice, and as suggested by his inverted exposition, the repertory
movement in Britain was incapable of precise definition. As Granville Barker noted, a
bona fide repertory theatre is one with a more or less resident company of actors and
several productions always in readiness so that a different one can be presented each night

if necessary. He went on to compare ‘true’ repertory with a library:

It is the putting of plays in a theatre as books are put in a well-stocked library. A
book must be upon the shelves that one man may take it down. Plays are hardly as
portable as that. But a theatre so organised that, having produced a play and justified
its production, it can keep the play reasonably ready for use while it is likely that five
or six hundred people at a time will want to see it, is a repertory theatre."



It might be argued that this concept of permanence, especially to the extent of repertory
having a home in its own theatre, had been attempted in London by the actress Marie
Wilton (1839-1917), who leased a worn-out playhouse north of theatre-fand in Tottenham
Court Road and, with a clear sense of its importance, renamed it the Prince of Wales
Theatre. Between 1865 and 1872, she ran a resident acting company of even talent, where
no actor was permitted star rank.’> This model was developed by Sir Henry Irving (1838-
1905), who managed to run a classical repertoire company for 25 years at the Lyceum
Theatre (after which the Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh was named). Irving was,
unlike many leaders in subsidised theatre today, a manager who regarded himself as both
an artist and business person, feeling no need to distinguish between the artistic,
commercial and social mission of his company. In his biography of Irving, the author and

theatrical manager Austin Brereton (1862-1922) submitted that:

Irving made the Lyceum Theatre a national institution, not by vote granted by Act of
Parliament, but by the consensus of opinion amongst those take most interest in our
acted drama. The Lyceum, under his management, was a national theatre.'

However, because Irving’s repertoire also included popular melodrama, it could be argued

that his theatre was also pure recreation.

Meanwhile, a veritable national theatre — the Comédie Frangaise — founded in 1680 by
royal decree — toured to London in 1879."7 Upon seeing its productions, the eminent
essayist and theatre enthusiast Matthew Arnold (1822-1888), who was concerned to
moderate the artless materialism of the industrial revolution, argued that the theatre was,
possibly, the most forcible instrument for the cultural education of the masses. He argued
that if the theatre could be reformed and organised, this would enthuse his many
mistrusting supporters to re-examine their anti-theatrical prejudice. What had been
achieved in France could be achieved in Britain, but not in the profit-seeking theatre. In
his 1891 essay comparing English with French theatre, Arnold foresaw the establishment
of an authentic National Theatre in London, but he also expected it to be part of a publicly

financed, integrated civic theatre stratagem for the whole nation:

I see the whole community turning to the theatre with eagerness, and finding the
English theatre without organisation or purpose or dignity, and no English drama at
all except a fantastical one. And then I see the French Company [The Comédie
Frangaise] showing themselves in London [af the Gaiety Theatre] — a society of
actors admirable in organisation, purpose and dignity....the performances show us
plainly not only what is gained by organising the theatre but what is meant by
organising it: simple and rational. We have a society of good actors, with a grant
from the State on condition of their giving with frequency the famous and classic



stage plays of their nation; and with it a commissioner of the State attached to the
society and taking part in council with it. But the Society is to all intents and
purposes self-governing.... The pleasure we had in the visit of the French company
is barren unless it leaves us with the impulse to mend the condition our theatre....
Forget your clap-trap, and believe the State, the nation in its collective and corporate
character, does well to concern itself about an influence so important to national life,
education and manners as the theatre.... The people will have a theatre; then make it
a good one. Let your two or three chief provincial towns institute, with municipal
subsidy and co-operation, theatres such as your institute in the metropolis. So you
will restore the English theatre. And then a modern drama of your own will also,
probably, spring up amongst you, and you will not have to come to us for pieces like
Pink Dominoes™ ... And still now that the French Company are gone, when I pass
along the Strand and come across the Gaiety Theatre, I see a fugitive vision of
delicate features under a shower of hair and a cloud of lace, and hear the voice of
Mdlle Sarah Bernhardt saying in its most caressing tones to the Londoners: ‘7he
theatre is irresistible; organize the theatre!’’

Being a public figure outwith the flawed London theatre world, Arnold’s ideas were
discussed by an expanded audience, reached by the contemporary growth of popular
journalism and reputable criticism. His final, commanding plea led to decades of debate
about theatre as a cultural institution, as well as becoming a famous, but truncated,
quotation. Plans to shake up the commercial theatre system gathered momentum from his
essay. The Paris model, particularly with its structure and state subsidy, was nowhere
entirely demonstrated in any one London theatre; even when Irving staged several plays

from the classical heritage at the Lyceum, he operated the star system and he was the star.

Critics such as Bernard Shaw (1856-1950) protested that Irving did nothing to advance
new plays because his priorities were stardom and management. Repertory was, from
Irving’s practice, not a new development in the history of the theatre but another means
whereby he might show his versatility in a number of star roles during one week. Shaw
was, perhaps, overly churlish® Trving’s company toured the provinces and abroad,
especially after his Lyceum Theatre operation went bankrupt in 1902. During these tours
he campaigned for the spirit of repertory, which he systematically argued in several
intricate speeches on the arts in general and municipal theatres in particular.?’ These
claimed that the theatre need not be part of a commercial production industry, but could be
run by artistic and social dictates, financed by local authority subsidies (as was already the
case with pleasure grounds, art galleries, libraries, museums, some provincial orchestras
and general purpose city halls) and could perform, to intelligent, cultivated theatregoers.
Most people had relatively little to say about the philosophy of theatre but Irving, like
Arnold, did. Most especially, after he was knighted in 1895, an honour he accepted on
behalf of the art of the theatre, he became the first actor to infiltrate the Establishment of

his era. He was able, through this new respectability, to argue forcefully for a revolution in



theatre, to be raised from mere entertainment because, like other cultural institutions, it had
roots in the social environment and hence could be a means of social and educational

activism.

Although there were touring repertory companies other than Irving’s precursor, these have
been described as ‘examples of what repertory nearly is and characteristically is not’ 22 A
touring repertory company, like the profit-seeking touring system, would be disconnected
from a particular community. However, it might share the characteristics of ensemble with
a resident company and therefore offer a high quality of acting. The advantages of
ensemble acting — like the hyped up ‘new ways of working” instigated in the ‘permanent
companies’ at Dundee Rep and the Northern Stage Company of Newcastle upon Tyne in
the 1990s — were a goal of most early repertory theatres and were described by the
playwright Henry Arthur Jones (1851-1929) as unquestionable, because:

By constantly playing together, actors learn to give and take, and to help each other.
Half the effect of any single performance in any play is due to the fit and nice
responses the actor gets from his brother actors. Constant association enables actors
to play up to each other. In a repertory company the actors learn each other’s play,
and it is each member’s interest to serve his fellow in certain situations, in order that
he himself may be served in other situations. And further, it is to each member’s
interest that the organisation should score as a whole. When an actor is only
occasionally engaged for the run of play he is naturally tempted to force his part into
unfair prominence, and to play for himself, seeing that unless he manages somehow
to score in this one part it may be long before he gets another engagement. It is from
these considerations that repertory companies always seem to attain a very high
level. Each individual actor gets infinitely more and better chances of showing what
he can do.?

Since Henry Arthur Jones’ statement, the debate about ensemble has ebbed and flowed
through almost a century of the repertory movement. In theory, and as discussed, the
principle holds well, and is essential when productions are performed in repertoire, so that
they can be easily revived in practice, with original casts. To give big parts to guest actors
would hinder the progress, in technique and range, of rising members of an ensemble, as
well as demoralise them and tend to cause theatregoers to rate the permanent actors less
highly than guest actors. However, these suppositions of ensemble do not always hold
good in practice and several things are likely to interfere with its easy working. It was
argued that theatregoers’ familiarity with actors could breed contempt: ensemble might just
as easily lack quality or surprise. In the London system of long runs an actor seldom
appeared as more than two characters annually, but a company member in a provincial
repertory theatre might appear in 30 to 40 roles in one season.?* In these circumstances,

even if actors were never more important than their roles, the audiences would not long
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continue to regard them as characters in a play, but would regard the actors as personalities
in a production and, as in the actor-manager system, often that same person throughout the
season. With only one, or at best two weeks’ rehearsal, there would be little time to
develop new characterisation, and the theatregoer would become disillusioned with broad-
stroke characterisations. Such over-familiarity, where the actors were ‘type-cast’,
‘behaving’ rather than ‘acting’, was an argument for actors not remaining in any a single
repertory theatre for more than a year or two. Even so, the term and purpose of repertory
arose, largely, to denote this feature of an ensemble, with actors working together for long
periods. The acting ‘company’ would be the organised public face of the theatre. 2’ Indeed,
it is notable that the word is still used today to denote ensemble or distinguish a producing

theatre, as opposed to the more widespread meaning of a formal business association.

Concepts of ensemble also comprised other elements within the company, including
democracy. Because everyone — actors, designers, stage managers, technicians, publicists,
office staff, front of house attendants and cleaners — was part of a ‘company’, it was
presumed that everyone was interested in, or even obsessed with, ‘the company’. The
dedication of every person employed had to be encouraged to extend beyond the respective
duty of each staff member, often for an entire career in one theatre. Until the onset of
preposterously numerous administrative staff in many subsidised theatres, this was a
workable aspiration providing the staff remained responsive to the theatre’s objectives and
were long-standing supporters of its familial values. Thus, even without an exclusively
resident acting company, this broader application of ensemble could permeate the rest of
the institution — including the board of volunteer directors. Frequently, however, and as
will be demonstrated, pressures from external modes of management led many theatres to
compartmentalise their hierarchies. Later, as at the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company,
Edinburgh, low wages and the ensuing gravitation of staffs to better paid jobs in the arts
funding system or other cultural industries, led to a decomposition of ensemble off stage,
with repertory seeming to be an effort-wasting theatre career for young people today. The
spirit of camaraderie deteriorated over a number of years so that by the 1980s, when the
employment of short-serving and higher paid administrators in a company such as the
Royal Lyceum Theatre outnumbered the artists and production staffs, the spirit of equal,
devoted and excited contribution became a disappearing act, with employees disinclined to

revere their leadership.

For management matters, this private face of repertory-as-ensemble amounted to a shift
from the pattern of nineteenth-century actor-manager as proprietor of a business, towards a

non-profit organisation established and governed by citizen shareholders. The stress



between the private organisational forces of the theatre and the public art of the theatre is
significant. It had, as observed, been exacerbated in the provinces by the new touring
system. However, in view of the prominence of the economic influences in all theatre, it
follows that the non-profit repertory movement, even with professional expertise and
ideological values, could never escape being commercial. It had to sell tickets. The
strength or weakness of a profit incentive does not challenge the fact that the theatre is
always commercial, because there are always costs involved in the production of a play or
the operation of a theatre. These costs must be met. The business aspects of repertory are
not accessories to the creation of theatre. The dominance of an artistic motivation in the
repertory movement does not alter this speculative and uncertain characteristic, despite the
arrival of public subsidy from 1945. It merely shifts the incidence of the financial burden
within the general influences of supply and demand. In all theatre what can be presented is
dependent on what the public is prepared to see. The new artistic aspirations of repertory
could never free the organisations from this concern: the short lifespan of many of the
early companies, and the difficulties of maintaining acting ensembles, underscores this
fact. Nor did the general attitude of the repertory pioneers imply a conviction that the
system of the profit-seeking touring theatre had to be destroyed. Yet many people in
repertory, particularly when state subsidy surged in the 1960s, regarded the profit-seeking
theatre as calculating because London producers chose plays only by criteria of whether
they thought they could make money, rather than.because they were artistic, bore some

relation to contemporary culture or, especially, because they served some reform purpose.

Although new working methods may have been different in aspiration they were, in
practice, complementary and the two systems have always worked side by side. They often
had to collaborate, as when a repertory company went on tour through the commercial
circuits or when, before it owned or leased its own theatre, it rented a touring house in its
home city on a short and insecure play-by-play or seasonal basis. There are many examples
of profit-seeking theatres and non-profit repertories working arm in arm: it has been
incumbent on most repertory theatres to extract the best from the commercial theatre, to
avoid artistic iconoclasm as much as blatant commercialism, and to strive for artistic goals
while keeping a wary eye on the box-office. It is in this interface of the two systems that
definitions of repertory always require qualification because distinctions between art and
commerce are always blurred. Thus it is that repertory theatres were destined, despite their
ambitions for permanence, to be as precarious and insecure as the preceding and

accompanying system of profit-seeking theatre.



Of course, most commercial managers cared about theatrical art, and most repertory
companies have always cared about making money, even in the 1960s when new subsidy
served a prevailing doctrine of the ‘right to fail’ in many subsidised theatres. Naturally
enough, actor-managers worried about their artistic reputations and many were positively
committed to their art.?® Nevertheless, the business aspects of the commercial and touring
system were dominated by publicity, advertising, hectic and long, possibly nine-month
itineraries of one week visits, the bolstering of the star system and, after the actor-
managers, the power of the business managers, such as Sir Oswald Stoll (1866-1942),
Richard Thornton (1839-1922) and Sir Edward Moss (1854-1937). These potentates were
focused on commercial success, which in their work militated against artistic seriousness
more had been the case with the preceding actor-managers. To these London managers,
performers may have been ‘commodities’ to be exploited for commercial ends but, in a
pre-subsidy era, their theatres reverberated with an enviable entrepreneurial vigour and
flair and they did so through the box-office, not through government grants and the grip of
arts administration. The London managers, with their stars, local theatre manager-
representatives and circuits, were intimately in touch with a wide social range of
theatregoers through the common touch of unmediated management techniques. They
proved remarkably resilient through good times and bad but, for repertory, they

represented a vigorous, businesslike system to react against.

Repertory prototypes: the stage societies

Latterly, critics and the organisers of subsidised drama have often regarded repertory
theatres as better theatres than the London ones — wherein new working methods were

possible — whereas, at first, the instigators merely regarded them as different theatres:

We admit that the stage owes much, in many ways to the actor-manager and the long
run. Both of these institutions have their merits.... What is harmful is the
commercial theatre’s present predominance over the whole field of theatrical
enterprise. In the interests both of authorship and of acting, repertory theatres ought
to co-exist with the actor-managed, long run theatres.*’
Undoubtedly, an economic motive can be assigned to the long run and touring systems,
just as the emergence of the repertory movement found credence in artistic impulse. The
critic P.P. (Percival Presland) Howe, after recapitulating a definition of repertory,

described the disjunction of the repertory system as:



The idea of a theatre which shall make itself the home of a number of plays,
providing for each the environment which shall enable it to retain its freshness and
be always at its best, as an alternative to the system of devoting itself to one play
after another and giving each the longest possible run that is consistent with popular
support — this idea has brought the two forces in the theatre to a point of cleavage
which is sharp and distinct. That is the significance of the repertory idea.?®
Howe’s well-aimed statement is still admissible but it could also summarise the policy of a
succession of significant but intermittent London repertory experiments. These were
organised by progressive managers from 1871, when John Hollingshead (1827-1904),
playwright, journalist and manager of the Gaiety Theatre, presented ‘Experimental and
Miscellaneous Morning Performances’ staged ‘to invite trials of actors, actresses, authors,
and pieces, without much regard for the old restrictive practices of management’.?” In 1881
Edward Compton (1854-1918) established the Comedy Company, specialising in
eighteenth-century plays and, in 1883, Frank Benson (1858-1939) established his first
Shakespeare company. In 1886 Ben Greet (1858-1936) ran a season of outdoor
productions and, in 1889, the actress-manager of the Novelty Theatre, Janet Achurch
(1864-1916), staged matinees of serious plays from the profits of evening performances of
long runs. More experiments followed when the manager of the Haymarket Theatre,
Herbert Beerbohm Tree (1854-1917), interspersed long runs with ‘plays that were
generally above the average playgoer’s intelligence’*® Although Tree was aware of
European national theatres, such as the Comédie-Frangaise, he shared the opinion of many
actor-managers that their performances were over-institutionalised and dull, and that,

unlike most commentators today, state subsidy was wrong for the theatre:

A manager is, alas, bound to keep one eye on his exchequer, and the exchequer
demands that a successful play runs its course. It sometimes happens that, in his
attempt to evade the quicksands of the Bankruptcy Court, the manager perishes in the
stagnant waters of commercialism. It is obvious that a manager should be freed from
these sordid considerations and I believe that in almost every country but England
the theatres are state-subventioned. It is an open question, however, in a country in
which individualism in all departments is looked upon askance — whether a national
or subsidised theatre would be for the ultimate benefit of the community. Other
couxgn'es do not tend to show that the State-subsidised theatres are in touch with the
age.

A more full-hearted experiment before 1900 was that pioneered by the Dutch manager-
critic J.T. (Jacob Thomas) Grein (1863-1935), whose Independent Theatre ran Sunday and
Monday matinees of twenty-eight productions from 1891 to 1898, presenting more foreign
plays than English: and a repertoire that included Ghosts and The Wild Duck by Henrik
Ibsen (1828-1906). In 1892 it introduced Bernard Shaw as a playwright, with the premiere

of Widower’s Houses.”* Two years later, Arms and the Man (Bernard Shaw, 1894) was



presented at the Avenue Theatre in a production financed by Annie (Elizabeth Frederika)
Horniman (1860-1937) who, as will be discussed, became a key figure in the development
of the repertory movement. These first steps in repertory confirm their assertion of the

pioneers’ independence from the constrictions of the London West End establishment.

At this time, the West End was in thrall to the import of American plays and musical
comedies more than to new British plays. This was a matter of marketing rather than
quality, for plays that had reaped box-office success in New York were attractive to
London managers. Even so, The Independent Theatre was not entirely a British product:
Grein also had detailed knowledge of similar currents in continental theatres>® From an
administrative standpoint, it was created as a joint-stock limited company with a group of
directors drawn from the society membership. They participated with shared interests even
though their background was outside the theatre, ‘preferring legal responsibility for the
funds entrusted to them to the old system of moral responsibility only, the discharge of
which left them heavily out of pocket.”®® But although the directors’ services were
‘voluntary’ to the extent they earned no fees or dividends from their shares, this company
did not, formally, adopt the legal personality already obtainable by incorporation as a non-
profit distributing organisation. Formally the Companies Act 1862 had conceived the non-
profit company apparatus, with its notion of a “disinterested’ and unremunerated board of
directors. But no stage society or repertory theatre used this altruistic structure until 1926;
the form being associated with more manifest social causes such as philanthropy for the
relief of poverty, or the advancement of self-helping education and religious organisations
in which the state had been reluctant to intervene’*  Additionally, because The
Independent Theatre continued parallel constitution as a club it was, like other stage
societies, exempt from the Lord Chamberlain’s censorship and‘ some other licensing

regulations, helping to make its choice of plays more enterprising.

Another important landmark for new ideas was the organisation of the Incorporated Stage
Society in London in 1899. The Society, which included in its membership both amateurs
and professionals, also gave performances on Sunday nights and occasional matinees and
continued into the 1930s.%° It staged Shaw’s early plays and introduced many foreign
playwrights to London, such as Gerhardt Hauptmann (1862-1946), Maxim Gorky (1868-
1936), L.N.Tolstoi (1828-1910), Georg Kaiser (1878-1945) and Frank Wedekind (1864-
1918).*” However, the most influential experiment was that of Harley Granville Barker
and John Eugene Vedrenne (1867-1930) at the intimate 614-seat Court Theatre from 1904
to 1907.*®* Then, as now, this tightly focused auditorium was the single most successful

playhouse for original drama. In three years, eleven plays by Shaw were presented, six for



the first time. Although Shaw dominated the Court seasons, the Court also introduced
plays by John Galsworthy (1867-1933) and John Masefield (1878-1967), as well as
enabling Granville Barker to stage The Voysey Inheritance (1905).* The enterprise was
repeated at the Savoy Theatre in 1908, although the results were less successful because of
the difficulties of filling its larger 1,100 seating capacity. The Court was another model for
future repertory theatres, as well as for a national theatre, for it nurtured new plays without
subjecting them to the raw criteria of market forces.” In passing, the organisational
difference between repertory and a national theatre was that whereas repertory was locally
financed but privately controlled, a national theatre would be financed by the state, though
not in Britain run directly by the government. Both were imbued with doctrines of national

significance and public service.

The stage societies were influenced by the ‘art theatres’ in continental Europe, but in
practice they could not afford to resemble their organisation, even though they aspired to
emulate their ideologies and spirit.*' Within the British context, it was the stage societies
that first employed a ‘director” to orchestrate a concept into a mosaic of all stage functions.
Directors impressed their personal interpretation on a play. These new gurus were
generally considered not to be originating artists but were nevertheless masters of
interpreting their material. They were known successively as stage managers, artist-
directors, resident producers, staff directors, directors of productions, artistic directors and
even, in the 1990s, chief executives. They became the technocracy of the repertory
movement. The stage societies brought them to power as the new managers of theatre
companies. For repertory, they were important for making the playwright more prominent
than before, although despite their importance, dramatists have — after Granville Barker,
W. B. Yeats of the Abbey Theatre, the founders of the Ulster Literary Theatre and James
Bridie (1888-1951) of the Citizens’ Theatre, Glasgow — rarely run a theatre. Indeed, Sir
Alan Ayckbourn (1939- ) of the Stephen Joseph Theatre, Scarborough (that he has led
since 1970) and John Godber (1953- ) of the Hull Truck Theatre (since 1984) are the

exceptions that prove the rule today.

The successful project of the Stage Society at the Court Theatre was followed by Charles
Frohman’s (1860-1915)* seminal seventeen-week repertory season at the 1,100-seat Duke
of York’s Theatre in 1910. Granville Barker directed many of the productions and was,
effectively, the artistic director.”® This was the first British experiment in “true’ repertory
since the era of stock: by the third week, for instance, four separate productions were given
in rotation. Unlike the Court Theatre, it made a heavy loss, perhaps because of the expense

of repertoire, compounded by the strain of technically limited backstage conditions for



quick turnarounds of settings. Moreover, theatregoers were unacquainted with the nightty,
juggling changes of repertoire and a wide-ranging — and therefore confusing — choice of
plays. The management was criticised for ‘lacking a single mind quite clearly made up as
to what public it was going to serve, and at what it was aiming’.** Doubtless, the venture
did not employ today’s scientific niche marketing techniques. Nevertheless, it did have
popular successes, including the opening production of the premiere of John Galsworthy’s
Justice — that was rescheduled throughout the season for a total of 26 performances and
quickly given subsequent productions in provincial companies — and a revival of Arthur
Wing Pinero’s Court Theatre success, Trelawney of the ‘Wells’ (1898). This was given for
all it was worth in order to recoup the losses on other productions, with 42 performances.
The season offered inspiration and caution to other repertory pioneers, highlighting, in
particular, the need for lasting subsidy with the protection and stability that might offer to
develop identity and theatregoer loyalty, something which could not be achieved in only
four months.* Furthermore, through the practice of combining the repertory ideal with the
benevolence of an astute West End commercial manager, it was also a precursor of
subsidised theatres” exploiting their most popular productions by transfer to the West End,

today.*

Being preoccupied with experiment, something generally impossible in the commercial
theatre of this time, these London stage societies, and particularly the Frohman repertoire
gambit, often produced plays that the i)ublic were not likely to want. In contrast, the

repertory ideal had, seriatim, to offer a balance of popularity and experiment.
Summary

This chapter has explained the emergence of the repertory ‘ideal’ as a desire for ensemble
acting in short runs of high quality plays, whether classical or new, to be staged by locally
owned and managed theatre institutions, thereby fuelling a renaissance of theatre-making
in the provinces. The notion of repertory was, partly, a reaction against the London West
End theatre system with its long runs and accompanying provincial touring. In its practical
application, the new system was the counterpart to provincial stock companies that had
occupied a theatre for a whole season or longer and which often scheduled their

productions in repertoire.

The first manifestation of repertory was in the London stage societies. In their
independence, transience and preference for new plays, these societies might also be seen

as the forerunners of the London ‘fringe’ and, in Scotland, club theatres such as the



Traverse and Pool theatres, Edinburgh and the Close Theatre, Glasgow. They also
influenced, but did not destroy, the commercial theatre, by offering opportunities for
theatregoers to appreciate the merits of plays through attention to detail, good casting and
teamwork, rather than through the talents of a leading performer or star who might
prejudice the playwright’s material. The societies also interested theatregoers in the other
theatre arts of costume and scenic design and, in time, provided the London and foreign
commercial theatre with new plays and playwrights. For instance, plays by Bernard Shaw,
first staged by the Incorporated Stage Society, the Court Theatre and at the Duke of York’s
Theatre, were subsequently revived throughout the English-speaking world.

For business matters, the societies represent the beginnings of subsidised theatre, with their
small endowments from patrons, such as Annie Horniman. Particularly at the Court
Theatre, the societies showed a preference for seasons of short-runs, scheduled for a fixed
term of one, two, and three or four weeks — or for ‘rehearsed readings’ in single
performances. A production was taken off at the end to be followed by another, however
successful it might have been. In this system, the societies therefore denied themselves the
possibility of a profit but they gave themselves, and their small audiences, variety in new

methods of production.

In their distinctive artistic policies, but not yet in management practices such as the
adoption of a non-profit company limited by guarantee, they offered the provinces a
repertory prototype. Indeed, many of the directors, actors and writers from these Court
Theatre and Duke of York’s repertoire seasons worked in the first provincial repertory
theatres. Many of the stage societies’ new plays were given subsequent productions in the
provinces. In the next chapter, an examination of the history of management practices in
several provincial repertory companies will offer more perspectives for the evaluation of

the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company.
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theatres staged twenty productions per season, in repertoire, prompting Granville Barker to state that they
offered, ‘in one week a greater variety of good drama than any two London theatres will give in a year’.
Grein -also modelled The Independent Theatre -on the Royal Netherlands Stage Society. The work of these
theatres, and the influence of other continental companies on the British theatre, is discussed by the Glasgow
scholar Alasdair F. Cameron, in The Reperfory Theatre Movement, 1907-1917, Ph.D thesis, Warwick,
Warwick University, 1983,

John Stokes’ case study ‘A Literary Theatre: The Lessons of The Independent Theatre’ in his Resistible
Theatres: Enterprise and-experiment in the late nineteenth-century, London, Paul Elek Books, 1972, pp. 111-
180, considers the relationship of Antoine to the foundation of The Independent Theatre, notes that an appeal
was made to novelists to write for the Society but failed and suggests that, other than Shaw and Ibsen (such
as productions of The Master Builder and The Wild Duck), it never attracted distinguished playwrights. This
leads Stokes to a detailed consideration of the theory of symbolism, whilst emphasising the concurrent
primacy of the actor-manager in the frivolity of the commercial theatre.

34 Dorothy Leighton, ‘Short Summary of the Position and Prospects of the Independent Theatre’ (1896),
quoted in N.H.G. Schoonderwoerd, J.T.Grein, Ambassador of the Theatre, 1862-1935: A Study in Anglo-
Continental Theatrical Relations, op.cit, p.111.

35 The were two kinds of non-profit company. One had a share capital and the other, which was limited by
guarantee of the members for any sum from £1, had no share capital. In Gordon Sanderson, Theatre
Ownership in Britain: A Report Prepared for the Federation of Theatre Unions, London, Federation of
Theatre Unions, 1953, the earliest registration of a non-profit theatre company limited by guarantee (without
a share capital) is that of Northampton Repertory Players Limited, registered on 30 January 1926 and which
began production in the season of 1926-1927, p.240. This is the form prevailing in repertory today. Until
1945, most other repertories listed are proprictary companies limited by shares. The hybrid form of a non-
profit company limited by shares was discontinued by The Companies Act 1980, by which time most
repertories had converted.

3 Dennis Kennedy, in an essay scrutinising assumptions about the commercial viability of the stage
societies, “The New Drama and the new audience’ in Michael R. Booth and Joel H. Kaplan (eds), The
Edwardian Theatre, Essays on performance and the stage, op.cit., pp. 130-147, notes that The Independent
Theatre Society never bad more than 175 members, the Stage Society’s maximum membership was 1,200
(Bernard Shaw described them as a congregation, not an andience) and that ‘no matter how committed and



vocal’, this ‘was not large enough to support an art theatre that was self-sustaining’. In a high-brow, low-
brow summary, he suggests that the avant-garde, art theatre’s suspicion of popular, commercial success,
combined with a defensive ‘loathing for the audience’, eventually divided twentieth-century art into two
parts. The bigger world of commercial theatre sold the tickets but received little critical attention, The
smaller part, playing to a charmed circle of ‘intellectual would-be playgoers’, received the critical and
historical applaunse. Kennedy also discusses this issue in ‘The Transformations of Granville Barker’, in Jan
McDonald and Leslie Hill, (eds.), Harley Granville Barker, An Edinburgh Retrospective 1992, Glasgow,
Theatre Studies Publications, 1992, p.25, admitting that although it is a limited view of the artist’s
relationship to theatregoers:

Wave after wave of reforming movements actively scorned or reviled their audiences or potential
audiences. Since theaire depends upon audiences, this was a curious position for theatre
practitioners to take. Indeed, a powerful notion in the twentieth-century has been that artists of high
seriousness should NOT be popular or financially successful.

The shunning of mainstream theatregoers by some of the stage societies, although an extension of the general
stress between art and the box-office, is a foretaste of the instances of overindulgent programming by some
self-absorbed artistic directors in provincial repertory theatres. This has frequently been demonstrated when
they moved from a small theatre in Liondon, which might without difficulty perform to a cultured minority of
self-recognising theatregoers, 1o a larger provincial theatre in a smaller city. Here, public interests might be
less cosmopolitan, at least in the eyes of an artistic director from London. Moreover, the general public
would normally outnumber the knowledgeable theatregoers who might never have seen a play before. Thus,
some artistic directors, after failing to select plays to suit their new audiences, became ambivalent about the
local culture, heaping abuse on the public (and the board of directors), at their peril.

3 The Incorporated Stage Society, Founded 1899, Incorporated 1904: Ten Years, 1899-1909, London, For
the Society, 1909, is a chronology of playbills for all productions in its first decade. It performed on Sunday
evenings and Monday afternoons, using professional actors from the West End theatres on their night off,
operating with an increasing cult-subscription-membership of between 500 and 1,200. Marion O’Connor, in
Claude Schumacher (ed.), Naturalism and Symbolism in European Theatre, 1850-1918, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1996, p.334, suggests that these ephemeral societies inifially made little
difference to the mainstream theatre, which exploited their theatres commercially by society performances on
dark nights during long runs. The achievement of 100 performances was an industry definition of a long run.
Her observation is similar to Allardyce Nicoll, in English Drama, 1900-1930: The Beginnings of The Modern
Period, op.cit., p.54, who argues that these early repertory companies were, for the most part, important for
what they aimed to achieve and were ‘remedial’ in that they ‘aimed principally to correct defects in the
current theatrical regime rather than to inangurate something new...and that not one of them gained any large
body of support even among the more intellectual group of playgoers’. More recent discussion of these
societies, and other contemporary London repertory experiments, appears in Dennis Kennedy, ‘The New
Drama and the new audience’, in Michael R. Booth and Joel H. Kaplan (eds.), The Edwardian Theatre,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1996, p.134, who summarises their characteristics;

they eluded the censor’s power and other licensing restrictions; they ensured a small but determined
andience at each event, already committed financially to the season; they enabled the events to be
mounted on an irregular basis; they freed themselves from audience repudiation of unconventional
plays; and they validated their own advanced status by controlling the admission of the general
public.

3% Desmond McCarthy, in The Court Theatre, 1904-1907: A Commentary and a Criticism, London,
A H.Bullen, 1907, pp.2-3, describes their aim as being truth as opposed to effect, to get the public to
appreciate a more natural style of acting, by getting away from ‘artificial and theatrical in methods and
traditions’ as a practical protest against the tyrant of the “well-made play’, to produce plays for short runs and
to foster a new school of young playwrights.

¥ 3 plays by 17 playwrights were produced, and 946 performances were given. McCarthy, The Court
Theatre, 1904-1907: A Commentary and a Criticism, op.cit, contains reprints of most programmes from
these scasons, pp. 125-169. A further measure of the scasons’ vitality is in the number and choice of
international authors, including Euripedes (7485/4-407/6 Bc), Arthur Schitzler (1862-1931), Maurice
Maeterlinck (1862-1949) and Gerhart Hauptmann (1862-1946),

40 This chapter does not offer a discrete discussion of the well-charted campaign for a British National
Theatre, which began in 1848 with the London publisher Effingham Wilson’s Proposition for a National
Theatre, Although using Shakespeare as the comerstone for artistic policy, this short manifesto includes
several aims resembling those of the repertory movement, such as reasonable ticket prices to keep it within
the reach of all, and a resident acting company. The Proposition is reproduced in Geoffrey Whitworth, The
Making of a National Theatre, London, Faber and Faber, 1948, pp. 28-29. The National Theatre was not



realised until 1963 when it opened at the Old Vic Theatre, affer incubating in a repertory theatre: the
Chichester Festival Theatre. It was the repertory movement which, latterly, paved its foundation: a National
Theatre’s classical artistic ideals and non-profit organisational characteristics were, like the various theatres
at Stratford upon Avon before the Royal Shakespeare Company’s founding in 1960, representative of the
repertory ideal. Commentators have frequently stated that these fwo national theatres have, with substantial
subsidy, been the only two companies in Britain to maintain resident companies with a true rotating repertory
schedule. In fact, the Chichester Festival Theatre (built 1962) and Pitlochry Festival Theatre (founded in
1951) have always performed in repertoire, albeit for long summer seasons, as has (from 1999) the Lakeside
Theatre, Keswick.

1A touchstone for the stage societics was the radical impulses of theatre theorists such as Adolph Appia
(1862-1928) Richard Wagner (1813-1883) and the symbolists, who proposed alternatives to the mainstream
of realism and naturalism. See, for instance, Claude Schumacher’s ‘General introduction’ to Naturalism and
Svmbolism in European Theatre, op.cit, pp. 1-9. Then, as often today, theatre in Britain was generally
isolated from these trends, such as the practical work of the composer-librettist, designer and manager
George II, Duke of Saxe-Meiningen (1826-1914) who had overthrown the star system in Germany with an
ensemble that toured Europe for fifteen years from 1874, even though they visited London in 1878.
Although the designer, director and teacher (Edward) Sir Gordon Craig (1872-1966) — who, like Granville
Barker, argued that the theatre could be respected as an absolute art and craft — was English, the British
theatre failed to recognise him and he became an essentially continental figure. Craig recommended deposing
the actor-managers in favour of a more organic concept: light and sound, colour and movement would flow
together, suggesting to the theatregoer profound and universal images. The person who would superintend
these productions would be neither an actor nor manager nor dramatist but a stage direcfor. He argued for a
new craft within the theatre and his new ideas called for new leaders. There were no ‘directors’ in
mainstream British theatre when Craig wrote The Art of the Theafre in 1905. ( , London and
Edinburgh, T.N.Foulis, 1905. This book was revised and expanded as On the Art of the Theatre, London,
William Heinemann, 1911). Actor-managers produced plays, but what passed as directing would be
unacceptable today, because provocative plays with a balance of characters rather than one dominant role for
an actor-manager would need someone to ‘shape’ the production.

2 Charles Frohman was a lIeading theatrical manager in America and, after 1897, also in London, where he
was lessee and manager of the Duke of York’s Theatre, presenting the first productions of The Admirable
Crichton (1903) and Peter Pan (1904). He was also the first to realise the possibility of an extensive
interchange of New York and London productions. See John Parker, (ed.), The Green Room Book, or Who's
Who on The Stage, London, T. Sealey Clark, 1909, p.195,

3 128 performances were given of eight productions, which included one triple bill. A summary calendar of
performances, scheduled mainly in repertoire and indicating their order of popularity (but not comparative
attendances) is given in P.P.Howe, The Repertory Theatre, op.cit, p.221.

“ P.P.Howe, The Repertory Theatre, op.cit, p.159.

4 See Dennis Kennedy, Granville Barker and The Dream of Theatre, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 1985, pp. 195-199, where “The value of repertory’, concludes that the Duke of York’s season was ‘a
working example of the freshness and value of repertory acting, even if it did not draw the necessary houses’.
P.P.Howe, The Repertory Theatre, op.cit, Appendix One, pp.207-227, describes this season in detail. Jan
McDonald, in The ‘New Drama’ 1900-1914, London, Macmillan, 1986, p.45, also emphasises the impact of
these first London repertories on the provinces, especially the Court Theatre, “as their inspiration and their
model’, not only on organisation, but as a catalyst “to create a regional school of ‘new dramatisis’.

46 The relationship of producer (Frohman) to artistic director (Granville Barker) is, in all likelihood, open to
more than one interpretation. Eric Salmon, Granville Barker, A Secret Life, London, Heinemann, 1983,
p-129 suggests, reproachfully, that Frohman was

a commercial manager who spent a whole lifetime being dazzled by the theatre’s glamour’, that ‘his
vocabulary consisted, really, of a single word, ‘star’. Though he respected the repertory idea in
theory, he did not really understand it or its aims, much less its plays: what he understood was the
glitter of big, public personalities.

No doubt, Granville Barker was the mainspring of the season, choosing the plays, planning the calendar and
selecting actors. Morcover, he bad concocted the British version of repertoire, but Salmon, in his otherwise
judicial chapter “Director of Repertory’, appears, almost at random, to resent business managers more than do
artists. In an appreciation of Frohman, written by J. M. Barrie in the foreword to Isaac F. Marcosson and
Daniel Frohman, Charles Frohman, Manager and Man, London, John Lane, 1916, the playwright, who had
helped to convince Frohman about the worth of the Duke of York’s experiment, emphasises that Frohman
kept to his financial promise of underwriting the losses, had a love of dramatic art and did not exploit it as



mere commercial enterprise, saying that ‘as a theatre manager he was as proportionately honest, able,
sensitive and idealistic as those in any other of its departments’ and that ‘he was much needed’. Friction
between business manager and artistic director is, at any rate, a theme explored in Chapter Seven of this

study.
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THREE
MANAGEMENT CHARACTERISTICS OF REPERTORY

This chapter examines the defining organisational aspects and policies of pre-1945
repertory companies. In sum, these issues are the adoption and modification of the limited
company apparatus for repertory governance and the conduct of proprietor—management
relations, the development of artistic policy, the insecurities of renting a theatre and the
benefits of theatre ownership, and the relationship of the company to its community and
home city. These aspects are discussed through the examples of six companies: Dublin’s
Abbey Theatre, the Ulster Literary Theatre, Manchester’s Gaiety Theatre, the Glasgow
Repertory Theatre, Liverpool Playhouse and Birmingham Repertory Theatre. A
stratification of the repertory movement is discussed, focusing on the differences between
these theatres — which aimed to public service — and a larger number of commercial
repertories with different sensibilities, particularly The Alexandra Theatre, Birmingham,
that were formed to replace commercial touring when cinema challenged the live theatre.
A comparison of play-choices in these non-profit and profit-seeking repertory types is
presented. This is followed by financial profiles that examine the similarity of budgets and
expenditure proportionalities in all repertory theatres in this pre-subsidy era. Each type of
repertory theatre is discussed, partly, as a reaction away from or towards the competitive
stimulus of London’s West End and commercial touring theatre while maintaining, from
1944, a national angle to artistic mission and cooperation through a management
association of non-profit repertory theatres. Direction is given to the study by seeking to
address an underlying question: “how were the artistic policies, management and financial
systems constructed in early repertory practice and how do these practices connect to the
organisation of one specific repertory theatre, the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company,
Edinburgh, today?’

Repertory begins in the provinces

The repertory ideal took hold at the Old Vic Theatre, London and, more especially for this
study, in the provinces, where the lodestar of theatre-as-public-service, including the
ambition of strengthening communities through locally written drama, was nurtured. The
years from 1904 to 1913 witnessed a rapid expansion of the movement throughout the

British Isles. Hitherto, London represented a permanent ‘brain drain’ for the provinces,



attracting potential playwrights who might otherwise have remained at home to transform a
local reputation into a national one. As the Scottish critic William Archer (1856-1924)

wrote in 1923:

Down to the beginning of the present century, I can think of only one play of the
slightest note that was not produced in London. That was Home’s The Douglas,
which, rejected by Garrick, first saw the light in Edinburgh in 1756...The glory of
The Douglas has not seriously dimmed Shakespeare’s fame; and I do not remember
any other play produced in the provinces which has left any mark in history, except
one or two which, like Robertson’s Society, were given a trial trip, a sort of dress-
rehearsal, in the country before being brought to town."

With few exceptions, therefore, it took time for the provincial theatre to acquire copies of
the latest “London hit’, and more time for local actors to rehearse and produce it. Whilst
London dominated, it was therefore always several steps ahead of the provincials, and the
system tended to reinforce a theatrical inferiority complex in theatre-makers, whose best
career opportunities were in the capital. For a playwright with serious aspirations, it was,
as Archer implied, in London that he or she would succeed or fail. As the tours moved out,

so the provincial theatrical talent moved in. London was ‘the very pulse of the machine’.?

London was also the capital of the British Empire and the English-speaking world,
exporting many productions on tour to, or by licensing facsimile productions in the United
States of Anierica, Canada, Australia, India, New Zealand and South Africa — although
rarely to continental Europe. This touring hegemony, with London at the centre of a vast
international theatre industry, might be compared with the power of globalisation today,
when duplicate productions and ‘branded’ British musicals are staged not only in New
York, Toronto, Sydney, Wellington or Johannesburg, but also in Japan and continental
Europe. Then, as now, the system retarded theatrical initiative in the British provinces.
Theatres in the provinces would not be in a position to help themselves if and when things
went wrong with the touring system; unless they established a repertory company. The
emasculating effect of this centralised system on the theatre life of the provinces became
an impetus to return, in part, to independent local production and thereby resist the power

of London.

The leaders’ backgrounds were, even so, mostly grounded in an apprenticeship in the
London theatre® Sometimes, because of individualistic talent or because they had
struggled hard to succeed in the competitive maelstrom of the capital, their London
inurement manifested itself as superiority or a condescending approach towards their new

provincial public. Even so, it is significant that most early provincial repertory theatres



were founded and operated by a single, if not singular, personality who, notwithstanding
their early experience in London as director, actor or manager, and their recognition of the

need to build creative teams, could easily be regarded as dynamic entrepreneurs.
Anticipating repertory governance today: The Abbey Theatre, Dublin

The first repertory company in the British Isles and outwith London was the Irish Literary
Theatre in Dublin, begun in 1899 by W.B. (William Butler) Yeats (1865-1939) and Lady
(Augusta Isabella) Gregory (1852-1932). The Irish Literary Theatre produced their and
other Irish poetic plays, acted by visiting English companies unti! it joined forces with a
small amateur group, the Ormond Dramatic Society, whose leaders were the brothers
Frank Fay (1870-1931) and Willie Fay (1872-1947).

The propagation of the Irish Literary Theatre, which existed for three years, was akin to the
arrival of the National Stage in Bergen, Den Nationale Scene, in 1876." The Norwegian
theatre was epiphanous for the brothers Fay, who read an account of it — Ibsen’s
Apprenticeship (William Archer, 1901) — giving them the idea that a company of Irish
actors might be able to do similar work in Dublin, motivated by anti-colonial values. Their
company was reorganised as the Irish National Theatre Society in 1902.° However,
without subsidy, the ambitions of the Dublin theatre-makers could not progress and, during
a tour to London in 1903, the company impressed the English patroness and practical
idealist, Annie Horniman.® She purchased the Mechanics® Institute in Lower Abbey Street
and the adjacent Penny Bank, subsequently re-modelling the buildings at a cost of £7,000,
re-naming it the Abbey Theatre in 1904 and granting a rent-free lease for six years.
Thereafter it progressed to being a fully professional company.” The magnitude of

Horniman’s donation was the equivalent of a £450,000 capital grant today.®

The Abbey was the first endowed theatre in any English-speaking country. However, the
company differed from later repertory theatres because of its strong political convictions
that informed and motivated the productions and organisation, giving Ireland a positive
image of itself that reflected its history and aspirations for independence. After its pre-
Horiman three years, during which time London actors had often been engaged, it became
one of only two repertory theatres consistently to achieve an ambition of independence

from London — in its play choices as well as a new policy of employing Irish actors.

Homiman’s money included an additional annual subsidy of £6,000. This was the

equivalent of £80,000 today, an enormous sum that equates to £320,000 over her four



years’ commitment to operations between 1904 and 1907. This was not awarded
unconditionally and, in any case, represented the majority of her wealth. She was
determined that the Abbey should be a literary theatre without political engagement, and
her closely worded contract with the Society attempted to confine the company to dramatic
activities, in which she had a governing interest. However, she was not a working director
of the Society. For the purposes of this study and later discussion of the Royal Lyceum
Theatre Company’s management relationships with boards of directors and funding bodies,
the rather informal lease and its application is worth considering as an early, key example
of the inherent difficulties of theatre-makers making their objectives congruent with those
of a patron. In Dublin, the playwrights and the actors were mobilised by the National
Theatre Society but the patron had the subsidy. For Horniman, the new theatre was not an

open-handed, generous gift and, for this study, her offer serves as an important document:

BOX 3.1 THE REPERTORY PATRON AS FACILITATOR:
ANNIE HORNIMAN’S TERMS AND CONDITIONS
FOR ASSISTANCE TO THE NATIONAL THEATRE SOCIETY, DUBLIN 1904

e The Company can have the building rent-free whenever they want it, for rehearsals
and performances, except when it is let. They must pay for their own electric light
and gas, as well as for the remainder of damages done during their occupation. The
building will be insured, and any additions to the lighting for special occasions or
plays must be permitted by the Insurance Company formally in writing.

e If any President, Vice-President or member of the Company wants the Hall for a
lecture, concert, or entertainment, rent must be paid to me as an ordinary person. If
a lecture be given on a dramatic or theatrical subject, and the gross receipts go to
the Irish National Theatre, the President, Vice-President, or member of the
Company can have the hall for nothing. But it must be advertised clearly as being
for the benefit of the Irish National Theatre, pecuniarily, as well as in aid of its
artistic objects.

e The price of the seats can be raised, of course, but not lowered, neither by the Irish
National Theatre, nor by anyone who will hire the Hall.

e This is to prevent cheap entertainments from being given, which would lower the
letting value of the Hall. T hope to be able to arrange to number most of the seats
and to sell the tickets beforehand, with a small fee for booking.

e ... I can only afford to make a very little theatre, and it must be quite simple. You
must S(‘10 all the rest to make a powerful and prosperous theatre, with a high artistic
ideal.




In the commercial theatre, observed previously when considering the decline of stock
companies, ownership and operation of a theatre building had become a discrete business
enterprise in itself — distinct from play producing. Most theatre producers were now
theatre-less, paying a guaranteed rent or a percentage of the receipts to the proprietor or
lessee in respect of the venue costs, such as heating, lighting, cleaning and maintaining the
premises, paying for the licence, tickets, sellers and front-of-house staff, thereby protecting
the theatre against loss. These were, in effect, one-sided arrangements, and the Homiman
agreement exemplifies this disunity between theatre owner and company, whilst
attempting, through the security of a long-term residency, to insulate it from the worst
effects of conventional landlord-tenant conditions. However, the upshot of her terms and
conditions was to give control of the new theatre to the Society whilst she became a
watchful “stakeholder’.’® She was not a member of the Abbey’s creative team or
management and, in its operations, they might treat her patronage insensitively. The lease
assumed reasonable behaviour from the Society and Homniman, but the parties, like most
theatre-makers, entrepreneurs and backers, often acted with individualism, hunch and
intuition, rather than with stolid, unsentimental reason. In order not to detract the Society
from its central mission of producing its own plays and to deter it from political meetings,
as well as possibly to recover some of her grant, Horniman retained income from some
ancillary uses of the theatre. In practice therefore, the agreement had inherent structural
weaknesses and was bound to lead to a confusing rivalry between the parties, such as with
her clause about not reducing ticket prices. Horniman never sought to influence the choice
of plays but clashes of personalities and opinions soon manifested themselves, as for
example when, eccentrically, she earmarked her operating subsidy to her special interests
and projects, such as the payment of actors’ wages, production expenses and the retention
of publication rights to the plays. This authority gave her considerable power over what
happened in the theatre, which she monitored by personally signing the cheques for day-to-
day payments, as well as being occasional wardrobe mistress. Even though Yeats often
thanked her publicly for her generosity, she harried the management constanily, often

criticising productions as, for instance, when the company was on tour in Scotland:

At Edinburgh the slovenly appearance of the performances had not improved and,
with the exception of Miss Allgood, no one took the trouble to act at all. I was
present on the Monday and Wednesday evenings, and Wednesday was, if anything,
worse than Monday. Two performances I saw in Glasgow after my painful interview
with her were as good as those earlier in the week. I have come to the conclusion
that I cannot ask the paying public to come to see performances which are liable to
become at any moment like those I saw in Edinburgh. I do not advise you.... to
think of appearing before the general public until the whole company are competent
and the management adequate...I shall not interfere with the Abbey Theatre except at



the request of the Directors in future, and I decline to have anything more to do with
the Company until they have all learned to be worthy of my troubling about them. '

There were many more contentions during the relationship. For all her contract said about
the right of management to make the theatre a prosperous one with a high artistic ideal,
Horniman had in mind, like future state and local government patronage, the right of a
backer to influence the company through her building and subsidy. In 1907 she insisted
that a knowledgeable director be engaged. As a result Ben Iden Payne (1888-1976) was
hired from England at the age of only nineteen.’* He directed only two plays but was to
have been Horniman’s emissary as a delegated authority within the Abbey and even a
member of its board of authors, as the management committee was becomingly styled.
Perhaps because of inexperience and because he was English, the Dublin directors soon
forced his resignation and a succession of Irish producers took the task. However, Payne’s
departure lost the Abbey the prospect of a further £25,000 subsidy (worth around
£1,350,000 today).

More significantly, in 1910, nine months before Horniman’s original subsidy was due to
end, she unsuccessfully demanded the dismissal of the director-playwright Lennox
Robinson (1886-1958) for his refusal to cancel a performance on the day of the funeral of
King Edward VII. This dispute was arbitrated in the Society’s favour, whereupon

Horniman’s involvement with the Abbey Theatre ceased.

The divide between The Irish National Theatre Society and its patron led it to search for a
different kind of organisation to the loosely knit, largely co-operative association of
founders, so as to reduce the number of collaborators at the apex of a workable new
hierarchy. Therefore, it reformulated the joint-stock limited company status under which it
had been registered in 1905. After getting the actors and playwrights to agree that the
theatre should be reconstituted in order to raise further working capital, Yeats registered
the Abbey under the Friendly and Industrial Societies Act, according to which no member
could hold more than 200 shares, and members had one vote for each share held. They
reduced the number of directors to three — Yeats, Lady Gregory and, for a short period
before his death, the playwright John Millington Synge (1871-1909) ~ their intention being
to exert a more efficient and total control over the policy and operations.”> They had more
votes between them than all the other shareholders and could appoint any committees
themselves. This had the effect of reducing democracy in the company even further, for

hitherto the choice of plays had been made by general vote of the company members. In



its governance, therefore, this new company bore more similarities than the previous stage
societies to the form used in non-profit repertory theatres today, although strictly speaking
by 2000, only the Perth Theatre, Derby Playhouse and the amateur People’s Theatre in
Newcastle upon Tyne continued to be registered under equivalent British legislation for
friendly, industrial and provident societies. Other non-profit theatres today, although

additionally registered as charities, use the Companies Acts alone.

Upon Homiman’s departure, which was possible because her investment was no longer
contractually tied to the Abbey, they struggled to raise replacement capital with new
shares, profits from occasional tours and income from lectures given by Yeats in London.
In this period, the Abbey was sustained by the well-supported plays of Sean O’Casey
(1880-1964). Even so, it lost £4,000*" in twelve years - equivalent to an accumulated
deficit of £87,500 today - during which time the directors anticipated replacement of her
grant with annual subsidy from the new Irish Free State. This was given in 1924, when no
producing theatre in Britain or any other English-speaking country was, yet, receiving
direct state assistance. It was the token sum of £850, equivalent to £18,500 today, and it

remained insubstantial but significantly symbolic, until a new Abbey Theatre was built in
1966."*

mr<

L The device ofthe Abbey Theatre, Queen Maeve with wolthound, by Elinor Monsell, woodcut 1904.
In use on company publicity ever since, its application symbolises how the past has been described
as acting as a fiving stakeholder for this historically conscious company.

Homiman’s beneficence points to a recurrent management aspect in later serious repertory
companies: that subsidy would be necessary for artistic freedom, ambition and continuity,
but that, in retum, there would of course be conditions attached to that subsidy. For this
study, Homiman’s patronage of the Abbey serves as an early example of the patron,
whether individual, local or state govemment, as facilitator. And, as these relationships

progressed, it also prefigures, in the Abbey management’s responses, many aspects of the



contemporary, strained dealings between the arts funding system and irrepressible theatre-

makers.

The hazards of renting a theatre: The Ulster Literary Theatre

The Abbey’s creative self-sufficiency and independence from London, in its choice of
plays, actors and directors, has continued to the present day. Another company unwedded
to London (or Dublin) for its choice of plays was the Ulster Literary Theatre, which
operated from 1902 to 1934 in Belfast, presenting 51 productions, all of which were of
Irish plays and only four of which were first presented at the Abbey Theatre.'” Its aims

were stated in its house magazine:

This Ulster has its own way of things... We have not striven to erect a barrier
between Ulster and the rest of Ireland: but we aim at building a citadel in Ulster for
Irish thought and art achievements, such as exists in Dublin. If the result is provincial
rather than national it will not be our fault, but due to local influences over which we
have no control, but which we shall not deliberately nourish and cultivate.'®
These aims accentuate the determination to develop the company independently of theatre
in the Irish Free State (after 1948 the Republic of Ireland). This company not only
addressed the language and life of the Ulster scene, but also attempted to handle some of
the themes and conflicts that have troubled the people of this Province. Although scholars
of Irish theatre and the repertory movement in general, all discuss the Abbey Theatre, they
have often ignored the probability that the Ulster Literary Theatre, in parallel with the
Abbey, did as much or more to assist original drama and to create a school of playwrights
as any company on the mainland of the British Isles."” Seasons were often given in
repertoire and the company also toured to Dublin, other centres in Ireland, I.ondon and
New York, where it generated much enthusiasm. In its choice of plays, the Ulster Literary
Theatre drew inspiration from Dublin’s Irish Literary Theatre but, whilst the Abbey was
frequently entangled with internal conflicts over artistic mission, this company challenged
the other’s authority to call itself the National Theatre. Although there were no other
jealousies, the Abbey Theatre—Ulster Literary Theatre axis might serve as a first example
of repertory’s propensity to spur artistic competition from a younger company with
alternative energies. At any rate, when visiting Dublin, it often performed at the
‘establishment” company’s theatre, not by receiving a guaranteed fee from the National

Theatre Society, but as another nationalistic theatre that rented the theatre.



In Belfast in its early years, from 1904 to 1907, it performed first at the Ulster Minor Hall
and Clarence Place Hall and it was notable among early repertory companies for surviving
the First World War. For this study, the company is also managerially significant because
it was the first repertory to move its base from a small venue to a very large theatre: the
Grand Opera House, which then had a 3,500 seating capacity, being four times the size of
the Abbey Theatre®® The ambition and high risk of performing in a big theatre were
exacerbated because, unlike the Abbey, it operated without either private patronage or
government subsidy. The Ulster Literary Theatre’s fundamental problem was that in
renting the Grand Opera House, it had no permanent theatre of its own and, occupying the
theatre between visits of touring companies, found continuity and a lack of continuous
corporate identity to be insuperable. Although performing in such a capacious theatre (that
is intimate for drama) would have been very ambitious, the company only lost money there
after a lengthy period of moderate success. Two consecutively poorly attended
productions in the 1934 season, The Schemer (Thomas Kelly, 1934) and 4 Majority of
One (William Liddell, 1934), precipitated its liquidation.

Organisation for the first English repertory: The Gaiety Theatre, Manchester

Not dissuaded by her turbulent Dublin experiences, Annie Horniman took her money, and
her knowledge, to Manchester, where she started a trial repertory with the name of
Playgoers’ Theatre Company, at the Midland Hotel Theatre in 1907. In this small 531-seat
theatre (that had once doubled as a chamber concert hall), she evaluated the opportunity for
starting the first provincial repertory theatre in England. There were already eight other
Manchester touring theatres competing with each other for business, as well as several
suburban theatres. There were competitive uncertainties of 32,000 seats being on sale
nightly in other theatres, and an enormous 50,000 if twice-nightly performances are taken
into consideration. Manchester, whose population was then 714,000, offered only a

potential audience of fourteen people for each available seat.?!

Nevertheless, the city was attractive to Horniman’s entrepreneurial instincts because of its
long record of support for the arts, especially from local government, industrial and
philanthropic sponsorship. For example, it built the first rate-supported, free public library
in 1852, to be accessible to persons of all classes, without distinction. Its Free Trade Hall
had opened in 1856 where the city’s Hallé Orchestra that grew from an exclusive society

of ‘Gentlemen’s Concerts’ had given its first subsidised concert in 1858. Like the repertory



‘ideal’, this orchestra had a policy of progressive musical education through cheap seats,
proceeding to be socially inclusive through tours to many working class suburbs and the

Lancashire towns of Bury, Bolton, Blackpool, Blackburn and Burnley.?

For Horniman,
the organisation of the Hallé might personify the resident ensemble ideal, because it
created for the first time in British history a symphony orchestra with musicians and
personnel that remained comparatively unchanged. This was unlike the London musical
system, where the capital’s orchestras in the nineteenth-century were, until the formation
of the Queen’s Hall Orchestra in 1895, mainly impromptu bands, although sharing many of
the same musicians. Had there been a ‘crossover’ audience between drama and music in
Manchester, therefore, theatregoers would easily recognise the advantage of higher quality
performances that, like the Hallé concerts, were well prepared by an ensemble being in
constant rehearsal. Further, Manchester was also attractive because it had been the only

provincial city to form a branch of J.T. Grein’s Independent Theatre Society, in 1893.%

Unlike Dublin, Horniman could now choose her collaborators. She hired a management
team, with assistance from the amateur theatre, notably the Garrick Society in Stockport,
whose secretary, Edwin T. Hays, became her manager.?* Horniman was also advised by
her producer, Ben Iden Payne, who became her first resident director and who said about

the choice of Manchester:

From the first, there was no doubt in Miss Horniman’s mind or mine that our aim
should be to build some kind of repertory company. It would be senseless to
undertake repertory in London. A London venture would compete with what
appeared to be the well-established work of Granville Barker at the Royal Court
Theatre. Miss Horniman, who spoke often of her Scottish grandfather, suggested
trying to found a Scottish national theatre. Glasgow and Edinburgh were talked of as
possible homes for our undertaking. I maintained, however, that the Scots themselves
should be the prime movers in any national venture. In view of Miss Horniman’s
Dublin experience, I argued, she should be leery of any enterprise that bore a
nationalistic tag.?’

In 1908, Horniman bought the freehold of the Comedy Theatre near to the Midland Hotel,
renaming it the Gaiety Theatre, reducing its seating capacity from 1,500 to 1,009 whilst
leaving ‘plenty of standing room’ for promenading patrons.?® Payne and Horniman’s
emphasis on locating the company outwith London, and their desire to discover new
playwrights, succeeded in stimulating a “school’ of North West dramatists, which included
local topics and characters in the work of Stanley Houghton (1881-1913) and Harold
Brighouse (1882-1958). Houghton’s Hindle Wakes (1912) and Brighouse’s Hobson'’s
Choice (1915) were the enduring successes. The plays of John Galsworthy (1867-1933)

were regularly performed.?” The reforming director of the Elizabethan Stage Society,



William Poel (1852-1934), staged Measure for Measure (William Shakespeare, 1604) in
the opening season, setting an early dedication to psychological productions of
Shakespeare on Elizabethan lines, at this time poles asunder from the illusionary
adaptations of the actor-managers visiting the city.”® A resident acting team was
maintained and thus the cohesion of managers, plays, directors and performers quickly
built the Gaiety a good reputation amongst theatregoers. Favourable reviews and word of
mouth commendations gradually widened the audience to include more than simply ‘those

intellectuals from the University, vegetarians, nature-lovers, weekend hikers in the
> 29
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Derbyshire hills and general marchers in the advanced guard of public opinion’,*” who
were said, by the critic James Agate (1877-1947), to have been dominant among the

Gaiety’s theatregoers.

Like most early repertory companies, the Gaiety was also pledged to touring. Although it
could be inferred that their country-hopping was a negation of the residing, Mancunian-
rooted character of the company, it promoted the repertory ‘ideal’ by influencing other
cities to start companies, as well as helping the Gaiety to define a sense of itself by
promoting the “Manchester School’ of playwrights to new theatregoers and, later, to other
producers.® The problem was that of establishing the machinery geared to the task, so that
tours could bring in sufficient profits to make the ventures practical, without disturbing the
schedule in Manchester. The dubiety of touring and partnerships with other theatres and
communities — that concerns many repertory companies today, as will be demonstrated in
the case study of the Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh — remains to be solved. For the
Gaiety, the experience and exchange of ideas would have been refreshing and invaluable to
actors and technicians alike: playing before all kinds of audiences in small and large towns.
For any company, its future growth is dependent on its contact with changing audiences.
New publics, unexpected reactions and the criticism and enthusiasm of unprejudiced
theatregoers, challenges the skill of actors and directors, as well as building the morale and
prestige of the company as a whole. Although it toured frequently, the Gaiety did not
develop a regular circuit like the stock companies or some subsidised companies today.
Nevertheless, their tours may be seen to have prefigured the later stimulation by the
repertory movement to bring the ‘receiving’ theatres in other towns and cities up to the

technically sophisticated level of their own new or remodelled theatres.

Touring notwithstanding, the real inheritance of the Gaiety and its ‘Lancashire Drama’ was
the large number of plays that were revived by, or whose playwrights were later premiered

in other theatres.’® At a time when new plays and ensemble acting were scarcely to be



seen in the provinces, the Gaiety decade was an extraordinary achievement, and remains so

today.*?

The effects of the First World War, together with incremental, external factors, forced
Horniman to disband repertory in 1917 — the final company performance occurred on tour
at the Grand Theatre, Blackpool — whereupon Horniman continued to run the Gaiety as a
‘lodging-house theatre’ until 1920.** She had been placed at a continuing disadvantage in
competing with the many other Manchester theatres by a condition of the theatre licence
which, unlike other theatres, forbad the sale of liquor at the Gaiety.>* Although receipts
from bars would have contributed much less to income than ticket sales, the profits would
have been high, being the only significant source of income other than her own subsidy.
Additionally, the Gaiety, like all theatres, was penalised by the introduction of
Entertainments Duty in 1916 that began as a wartime measure but continued to
disadvantage theatres until its abolition in 1957. Despite these unrelated influences and
controls, that made it increasingly hard to operate and were not in Homiman’s or her
supporters’ best interests, the Gaiety’s ten-year survival was longer than the insecure life-
cycle of most small single-proprietor businesses in Edwardian Britain, because over half of
them disappeared in less than three years énd fewer than one-in-ten persevered for a
decade. After appealing unsuccessfully to the Manchester public for an endowment of
£40,000 (£872,400 today), she sold the theatre for £52,500 (£1,145,000) and it became a
cinema.”> Horniman retired to London, and when created Companion of Honour in 1933,

she became the second of only two repertory crusaders to receive the distinction,*®

Another Gaiety legacy was the example of a fruitful partnership between its leaders, whose
harmonious working practices contributed to training a specialised repertory cadre, who
developed new systems of theatre management. They emerged from the company to apply
this knowledge in other theatres. In Dublin, Horniman had been a financier and patron, but
in Manchester she was, additionally, its ‘producer’ and spokesperson, ultimately
responsible for everything, but less active in performance control. Her artistic director and
manager supported her and she supported them. In later repertory theatres, her function
was, largely, replaced by that of a board of directors with whom the two senior
management figures interacted, with varying degrees of adjustment and success.
Nevertheless, Payne and Hays worked with Homiman in the same way, creating a
smoother collaboration than the previous clashes between Horniman and the artistic
directorate in Dublin. Even if her artistic director suppressed feelings of discord because of

his youth, Payne had few doubts about her authority:



With her unusual personality, her rather eccentric dress, and the strikingly
authoritative manner in which she spoke in public, it is not surprising that she soon
became a prominent figure in the city. This I could understand, because I was very
young for such a responsible position and had no knowledge of life beyond the
limited experiences of a touring company, I could not help resenting the way in
which she received all the credit for our artistic activities, although she had no share
whatsoever in them. That the whole enterprise would have had no existence without
her financial support seemed to me in my ignorance to be of little importance.*’

Today there are supposedly clearer separations and less resentment but Payne and other
directors who worked with Horniman were rarely embroiled in bad relationships with the
boards of their future theatres. Horniman’s second artistic director was the actor and
director Lewis Casson (1875-1969), who had been an actor with Granville Barker at the
Court Theatre and who left Manchester to join the Glasgow Repertory Theatre, briefly, as
its second artistic director. Another emerging leader was the actor Basil Dean (1888-1978)
who left in 1910 to become the first artistic director at the Liverpool Repertory Theatre.
Another Homiman associate was Alfred Wareing (1898-1942), who, after starting his
career as an advance-manager with the Shakespearean actor-manager Frank Benson, had
been production manager at the Abbey Theatre. During a tour to Glasgow, he saw the
potential for that city to start a similar theatre and he became the first artistic director of the
Glasgow Repertory Theatre. These people, together with other directors from the stage
societies, became a national repertory oligopoly, helping to establish the movement in

many more cities and towns.



Repertory-as-public-service: the Glasgow Repertory Theatre

Importantly, the structure of the Gaiety Theatre symbolized a contradiction in the
conception of early repertory: that whilst its resident acting ensemble and a number of
local playwrights might anchor a company to its home city, most leaders and actors had
come from London to create and be employed by an essentially private company. The
Gaiety owed its founding and durability primarily to an inner-directed, resolute and
wealthy owner and not to community ownership. An embedded cultural and social
empathy with Manchester might be missing. At Manchester, it might be argued that the
proprietor and her theatre professionals were only tenuously rooted in the community. In
contrast, at the Hallé Orchestra, even though the founder-conductor was Italian, the
majority of its musicians were Mancunian. Like the city’s literary and philosophical
societies, this locally organised institution helped to reinforce the culture of the city by
bringing together a network of influential industrial, professional and political leaders.
For repertory, a more democratic mode of management enriched by local business people
and artists might give it the same, tighter bond with the home city, if it substantively
participated in the development of a common set of values, including its artistic principles
and management obligations. This would prevent a company from being subject to the
interests of one person who might tire of it — often because of personal ambition and
material advancement — or suddenly change its policy or even die in harness. It might also
be supposed that the integration of a resident repertbry company with local ownership and

control might keep the interests of the wider theatregoing public to the fore.

To achieve this deeper understanding before public subsidy, a large number of local
shareholders would be required. Through the structure of the limited company, a
membership and a volunteer board of directors — representing diverse interests and taking
an active interest in its activities — the community would support the repertory ‘ideal’ and
make critical judgements via regular contact with the artists. They would become the core
of an informed audience over a long time. In this scenario, a leadership from London
would no longer necessarily determine the choice of plays but, in exchange, professional
theatre-makers and a board of directors would be loyal to each other; both sides would gain
new respectability in the community, sharing their belief in the civilising influence of good
theatre. Nevertheless, it would be wrong to suppose that this community involvement in
professional theatre management was entirely new. By no means were all touring theatres
owned and operated by the London actor-managers or the conglomerate chains of business
managers, and not all of the others were concentrated in family or private management.

During the nineteenth-century and outwith the West End, the construction and operation of



45

many touring and stock-company theatres had been financed and often led by locally
residing people from other professions. In the North West, for instance, the Macclesfield
Theatre had been built and run by textile manufacturers, physicians and brewers from
1811.%® At the Lancashire cotton town of Rochdale, another “theatre for everybody’ was
built and inspired by a joint-stock company comprising trades people such as a bookseller,
soda water manufacturer, grocer, draper, joiner, confectioner, general dealer, shoemaker,
innkeeper, plumber, mechanic and landlady. They were the owners of Rochdale Theatre
Company Limited (from 1865), and they worked to make their theatre as ‘demystified” and

socially inclusive as any government funded progeny today’.39

Notwithstanding these precedents, the next repertory theatre, in Glasgow, demonstrated
similar local initiative for five years and, albeit with a cross-section of middie-class
backers, was the next stepping-stone towards the form of non-profit theatre governance
operating today. Like Manchester, Glasgow was an appropriate location, being one of the
few British cities that could look London squarely in the face, not only vying with it as a
big city, but also offering a metropolitan outlook with strong business, industrial and

professional communities.

Glasgow Repertory Company was formed in 1909, being incorporated as the Scottish
Playgoers Limited, and promoted as ‘Glasgow’s own theatre, financed by Glasgow money,
managed by Glasgow men’ and established ‘to make Glasgow independent of London for
its Dramatic Supplies’. It was, said the programmes, ‘a Citizens’ Theatre in the fullest
sense of the term’.* A small board of seven directors comprised business persons,
journalists and academics (including the playwright Neil Munro), plus a company
secretary, the solicitor James Winning, who acted as the business manager. They
supplemented each other’s talents and were closely involved, together with other
shareholders, in the details of management, as witnessed by a voting system designed to
enable the audience to nominate favoured plays for revival ({llustration 2). Another
innovation, which surprisingly has rarely been repeated in later companies, was an
advisory committee of young people, ‘chosen as a healthy counterpoise to any tendency
there might be to let the box-office returns influence too much the selection of plays’.*' In
passing, it may be noted that the directors did not, unlike the nascent Scottish National
Orchestra and other musical ensembles, enjoy elected employee representation on the
board. Furthermore, unlike the Rochdale Theatre precedent, there were no blue-collar
workers on the board to represent potential working class audiences. As if to foreshadow
local government subsidy — councils being legally forbidden at this time from spending

money on drama — productions were conspicuously advertised as being ‘Under the



“Under the Patronage of the Right Honourable the Lord Provost, the Magistrates, and the
Council of the City of Glasgow’. But although the shareholder board members and their
youth committee may have been competent judges of a play, good, bad or indifferent, only
one of them had worked on the stage and most would have known little of the workings of
the theatre industry: the ‘grease paint, glue, canvas, and all that goes into a production” as
the Scottish theatre manager Robert Arthur (1856-1929) pointedly described it.** Instead,
Wareing was the artistic director and driving force and, unlike the genesis of the Abbey
and Gaiety companies, was confident enough to recommend that the board begin

production without a trial season.

They appealed for working capital by public subscription, an approach used by Glasgow’s
performing arts when the Scottish National Orchestra began concerts in 1893. This
method sought to sell shares for the theatre company worth £2,000 (approximately
£100,000 today), half of which would be called up, but unlike the orchestra — that had a
particularly large capital gift of £20,000 (£1,000,000) from the rich ship-owner James
Allen® — the theatre company struggled to attract any large investments or donations.
Perhaps the board were also excited by the possibility of other industrialists who might
have followed the philanthropy of Stephen Mitchell, who in 1874 had bequeathed £67,000
(£3,350,000) of his tobacco fortune for the establishment and future endowment of a public
library in Glasgow. In any case, their appeal would have been in competition with a larger,
concurrent subscription scheme to set up a guarantee fund of £140,000 (£7,150,000) to
mount the Scottish Exhibition of National History, Art and Industry in Glasgow in 1911.
After realising that the theatre company’s targeted capital would be insufficient, the board
of directors appealed for £3,000 (£150,000) in £1 shares, £2,000 being allotted to
subscription.** But when the first production opened, You Never Can Tell (Bernard Shaw,
1897), only 1,000 shares had been sold and within seven weeks the working capital was
practically spent.* Of course, the shareholders were protected from having to meet losses
beyond the amount of their stake and although they now knew for certain that there was
little hope of earning cash dividends, they managed to stage nine plays in this short season.
Indeed, ‘so undoubted had been the artistic success achieved that the enthusiastic
shareholders more than doubled their holding, and a further season of twelve weeks was

entered upon’.46

Unlike Horniman’s company in Manchester, Glasgow’s first citizens’ repertory did net
own or control a theatre, and this was, in addition to the shortage of working capital, a
significant obstacle. Instead, like the Ulster Literary Theatre, it had to deal with the touring
system from which it preferred to be distant. It hired the Royalty Theatre from Howard and



4/

Wyndham Limited, the long-term owners and lessees of a profitable chain of Scottish and
English theatres. Unlike Charles Frohman’s arrangements at the Duke of York’s repertory
season, Howard and Wyndham did not carry any overheads for the Glasgow company —
perhaps they were not as confident as Frohman or the Glasgow board of directors that a

commercial audience existed for the ‘new drama’, at least not in their 1,287-seat theatre.

Commentators state the arrangement as a weekly rental of £80, which had to be paid in
advance, with the proprietors retaining ancillary income from catering and programmes,
although the company, long-sightedly, ran an interval bookstall “where all published plays
as well a large selection of relevant works’ were on sale.*’ This weekly agreement
confirms that the company was not, formally, a lessee; renting and leasing are not
synonymous, because a lease would imply a long tenancy at the theatre, which the
company might then operate in its entirety. This delineates another limitation on them: by
guaranteeing the proprietors’ weekly rental, they took risk additional to the prevailing
touring companies’ arrangements, which performed at the Royalty Theatre (Sauchiehall

Street, b.1879, dem.1960) in between their own seasons on a box-office ‘sharing’ basis.

The rent was equivalent to a weekly £4,400 today, so the theatre could scarcely lose
money, and even if Howard and Wyndham were not rapacious landlords, the practice of
requiring a company to agree a guaranteed rent for the theatre was exceptional outwith
London. The Glasgow rent was approximately 40 per cent of the sum paid by a producing
company in London’s West End at this time.* Even so, a fixed rent is surprising, because
the likelihood of a Glasgow theatre going bankrupt in the absence of a guarantee would
have been unlikely in the prosperous sphere of theatre ownership and construction in the
1910s but, on the other side, the arrangement gave the company a degree of artistic
independence from Howard and Wyndham who, when box-office receipts were low, might
have easily abused them by terminating a sharing contract. Rent was a considerable
proportion of the company’s overall expenditure — which averaged £350 (£20,000)
annually — on top of which the theatre’s resident stage staff had to be paid, and was, for
Glasgow, additional to the similar causes of the Manchester Gaiety’s later closure.
Glasgow Repertory had to wind-up in 1914, when Howard and Wyndham refused to renew
their agreement, preferring to house middling but profitable tours during the First World

War.¥

"

The company made losses in the first four years and, after Wareing left because of ill
health in 1913 (a shortened season during which, because of accumulated but decreasing

losses, only one-act plays were staged at the Alhambra Music Hall), it made lucrative gains



during the brief artistic directorship of Lewis Casson in 1914. Even so, the cumulative

deficit at the end was 20 per cent of one year’s turnover.These are the year-end results:

BOX 3.2 GLASGOW REPERTORY THEATRE
FIVE YEAR END NET FINANCIAL RESULTS, 1910-1914

Suri”us/ Today’s Value Cumulative Cumulative Today’s

(Deficit)** Value
1909-1910 £(3,019) £(150,950) £33,019) £(150,950)
1910-1911 £(1,539) £(76,950) £(4,558) £(227,900)
1911-1912 £(322) £(16,100) £(4,880) £(244,000)
1912-1913 £(125) £(6,250) £(5,005) £(250,250)
1913-1914 £790 £39,500 £(4,215) £(210,750)

Like Manchester or indeed the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company in Edinburgh, the
company faced competition from many other theatres, although because it performed in an
existing theatre, it did not necessarily have to draw people away from other theatres or
increase the total potential theatregoing audience, which would be the case in a company
occupying a purpose-built or rehabilitated theatre. Nevertheless, there were nineteen
theatres in Glasgow, of which five were music halls, and whose nightly total capacity was
42,775, and probably 65,000 when twice-nightly music hall performances are included.
For Glasgow’s population of 776,967, this represented an audience of only twelve potential
theatregoers per seat per day. There had been a particular surge in theatre construction,
with five new theatres opening the decade preceding the formation of the Glasgow
Repertory Theatre. To an observer today, this seems an extraordinarily high level of
supply, but in terms of demand in an unsubsidised theatre market, theatregoing was,
demonstrably, a majority pastime, not then regarded as a preserve of wealthy, educated or
privileged people. There was, unlike today, no controversy of Glasgow being overbuilt
with theatres, when there is now a larger market potential of 229 people per seat, for a
lower citywide seating capacity of 13,541."" From this angle of demography and theatre-
supply, it is little wonder that Glasgow Repertory productions had to stagger under the
frighteningly rapid and laborious strain of a weekly change ofplay.

The formidable task was to attract an ‘intelligent’ but mainstream audience to support



penetrating drama in a big theatre. In its choice of plays there were clear parallels with the
Court Theatre and Manchester Gaiety programme, including nine plays by Shaw, and
several by Ibsen, Granville Barker, Brighouse, and Galsworthy.”® One third of all
productions were of new plays, a remarkable accomplishment when compared with
mainstream Scottish repertory theatres today. In its first season, it had the accolade of
presenting the first play by Anton Chekhov (1860-1904) in Britain: The Seagull. The
company aspired, ultimately, to be a national theatre like the Abbey and had, like the
Gaiety, ambitions to establish a ‘school’ of playwrights — attested by its name change to
The Scottish Repertory Theatre in 1913. However, there was, with the exception of J.M.
Barrie (1860-1937) — who had one new play staged, The Twelve Pound Look (1910) and a
revival of The Admirable Chrichton (1902) — no new wave comparable to the Irish surge in
this period. Few of the company’s Scottish plays matched the masterworks of the Court or
foreign playwrights and, despite their efforts and encouragement of other dramatists, most

new plays perished after a first production.

These first repertory theatres in Manchester and Glasgow were, as discussed, great in
vision. Though sometimes outrunning their achievements, their mission statements (Box
3.3) state the multiple reasons for their existence publicly, helping their organisers to
emphasise policy with a certain singularity or distinctiveness, which was important at this
time because their work was largely unrelated to other theatres in these cities. Neither
statement, though challenging and similar to the other, is especially explicit. For instance,
in view of the number of tours undertaken, it is notable that this prolific aspect of their
work was excluded. Nevertheless, the statements offered a sense of direction for
formulating the companies’ plans, and would have given theatregoers, critics, journalists,
artistic directors, artists and staff an understanding of the nature and structural coherence of
the company. This was especially important in Glasgow that was, unlike Manchester and
as discussed, founded on new democratic principles of local ownership with citizen
shareholders. Of course, success for any company is really dependent on the brilliance
and synergy of its playwrights, directors and actors. It can only be realised by an intricate
infusion of mission with day-to-day decisions and response to crises, for, however
carefully prepared a business plan may be, success can never be preordained. Even so,
each statement realistically reflects and confirms adherence to the repertory ‘ideal’,
without itemising the aims as an impossible dream, except that in Glasgow, which was
additionally motivated towards being a Scottish national theatre, realising ‘a purely

Scottish drama’ proved, in the main, elusive.



BOX 3.3 PERSPICUOUS MISSION STATEMENTS
FOR PROTOTYPAL REPERTORY COMPANIES

GAIETY THEATRE, MANCHESTER* | GLASGOW REPERTORY THEATRE™
(a) A repertory theatre with regular (a) To establish in Glasgow a
change of programmes, not Repertory Theatre which will
wedded to any one school of : afford playgoers and those
dramatists, but thoroughly interested in the drama an
catholic, embracing the finest opportunity of witnessing such
writing by the best authors of all plays as are rarely presented
ages, and with an especially under the Touring Company
widely open door to the present- system.
day British writers, who will not (b) To organise a Stock Company of
now need to sigh in vain for a first-class actors and actresses
hearing, provided only that they for the adequate representation
have something to say worth of such plays.
listening to, and say it in an (c¢) To conduct the business of
interesting and original manner. Theatrical Managers and play
Comedy and tragedy will both be producers in Glasgow and other
given, but in the former the places, so as to stimulate a
humour will be clean and hearty; popular interest in the more
it will not be fatuous, nor with the cultured, important and
double entrendre characteristic of permanent forms of dramatic art.
so much “comedy”. (d) To encourage the initiation and
(b) A permanent Manchester stock development of a purely Scottish
company of picked front rank drama by providing a stage and
talent. an acting company which will
(c) Efficient production. peculiarly adapted for the
(d) Popular prices. production of plays national in
character, written by Scottish
men and women of letters.
(e) To render to the drama the same
kind of service as the Scottish
Orchestra Concerts have
rendered to music.

Neither company went on to detail its aims in today’s unattractive and platitudinous
terminology of rigid ‘targets’, ‘best value’ or money-related ‘performance indicators’,
when monitoring success in the era of arts administration and companies’ accountabilities
to external stakeholders are a necessary ingredient of achieving that success. Nevertheless,
the statements enabled Horniman and the Glasgow board to declare that they pursued
communitarian and educational goals. These became increasingly critical to repertory
theatres. Since the objectives were generalised enough to accommodate a range of

contrasting purposes and oblique ends, they have often been repeated, expanded and



redefined by later companies, confirming them as admirable yardsticks by which the whole

repertory movement can be judged today.

An equivocal objective in the Manchester aims is that of “Popular prices’. At the Gaiety
these were, in 1912, 5s, 4s, 3s, 2s, 1s 6d, 1s and 6d.°® Although pricing policy is excluded
from the Glasgow mission statement, admissions at the Royalty Theatre were, in practice,
also advertised as being at “Popular prices’ — a customary Edwardian marketing soubriquet
— and in this sample year they were an identical range to those charged at the Manchester
Gaiety Theatre, with the exception of a small number of boxes on sale for 25s and 16s.%
Moreover, these prices were the same as those charged by commercial touring companies
at the large commercial theatres Manchester and Glasgow.>® This would seem surprising to
modern theatre management. Repertory theatres, which went on to use welfare arguments
about the social accessibility of theatre through pricing, invariably apply lower-price ticket
policies than do commercial theatres, in the hope of shaping a new audience for
adventurous and little-known plays. Because pricing is a vital element of marketing, it
warrants discussion on its own. An explanation may lie in setting prices to reflect the costs
of the production — without subsidy, they might have been unable to do otherwise —
although costs are often a poor guide to what theatregoers will pay. In Glasgow, the theatre
management Howard and Wyndham may have determined the Repertory Theatre’s prices
as part of its hiring contract, although because the Royalty Theatre was utilised at a fixed
rental the proprietors’ incorné was, as noted, guaranteed. This explanation would not apply
in Manchester, because the Horniman’s company controlled the theatre. Socially, of
course, the theatre as a whole did not have so many effective competitors and there was not
such a wide choice of entertainment as today. Freedom of choice was less, but the plays
and styles offered by these two companies were, as discussed, more radical, enquiring and

venturesome than most on offer in the commercial theatre.

In order to grapple with their minority interest, the companies remoulded the membership
schemes of the London stage societies’ into a theatre subscription, which was described by
P.P. Howe as:

An essential part of any vigorous experiment in repertory, providing as it does the
best of all tests of the steady existence of public demand, and of the strength of its
conviction.”

Subscription originated in German theatres, where it was known as ‘abonnement’.

Theatregoers bought a certain seat for a fixed sequence of performances. In Glasgow,

coupons in books of six tickets were designed to enable the company to drawback a



regular, committed audience by offering an innovative discounting scheme, based on the

principle of a reduction for buying a quantity, as demonstrated here:

BOX 3.4 GLASGOW REPERTORY THEATRE
LOYALTY MARKETING BY SUBSCRIPTION SELLING

For ease ofinterpretation, Cost of 6 (Casual Subscriber Subscriber %
prices have been converted plays to Full Price  Price per play  Discount per Discount
from shillings andpence as a  subscribers  per play) play

rounded decimal of £

6 Stalls Coupons £1.25 £0.25 £0.21 £0.04 16%

6 Dress Circle Coupons £1.00 £0.20 £0.17 £0.03 15%

6 Back Stalls Coupons £0.75 £0.15 £0.13 £0.02 13%

6 Family Circle Coupons £0.75 £0.15 £0.13 £0.02 13%

6 Reserved Pit Coupons £0.38 £0.08 £0.06 £0.02 25%

6 Ordinary Pit Coupons £0.25 £0.05 £0.04 £0.01 25%

6 Amphitheatre Coupons £0.25 £0.05 £0.04 £0.01 25%

6 Gallery Coupons £0.13 £0.03 £0.02 £0.01 33%

Subscription had to be an ‘open’ scheme, because play selection was not made far in
advance, at best scheduled in rapid cycles of up to fourteen productions in only three

months, as confirmed by this programme editorial:

Many requests are received at the Theatre for information as to future arrangements -
the Plays selected for production and the dates on which they will be produced. It is
not desirable however to define particulars of the programme for more than three
weeks or a month in advance. A number of new and interesting plays have been
selected provisionally for production, but the possibility of securing other attractive
work has not yet been exhausted. Indeed since the opening of the Season, several
most promising plays have been submitted, including one or two striking examples
ofwork in the modem school of playwrights.

William Archer and Harley Granville Barker’s plan for a National Theatre had assumed
that two-thirds ofall seats would be sold to subscribers.** This would enhance the stability
ofthe theatre by making it easier to plan full seasons and to maintain a constant cash flow.
In Glasgow, the scheme succeeded only partially, selling 300 subscription-series in the
company’s final season, which would guarantee an average of only 43 patrons at each
performance during a one-week run. It is intriguing to speculate what impact, if the
Glasgow scheme had ever reached Granville Barker’s sizeable target, subscription would
have had on the choice of plays. It has latterly been the case that, after two or three years,

subscribers often tire of a theatre and a challenging repertoire, making it harder to reach



new members unless popular plays are substituted for difficult new ones. In this quandary,
a theatre dedicated to new plays often finds it hard to survive without forsaking its original
purposes - and most of its original staff and theatregoers. In fact, the National Theatre of
Great Britain (from 1963) has never adopted subscription selling but, for now, the Glasgow
scheme is evidence of the first signal of an attempt to consolidate a loyal audience for
repertory by marketing. As will be shown in the case study of The Royal Lyceum Theatre
Company, subscription became a mainstay of promotion from the 1980s and this company
now has the second best-supported season-ticket scheme in British repertory today,
fluctuating between 3,000 and 4,000 annual subscribers: an achievement representing
approximately one third of attendees for each play production. Meanwhile, it may be noted
that in the commercial theatre, whose prices these early repertory companies imitated,
productions were already accessible to everybody: the difference between top and bottom
prices was twelve-fold, whereas today’s differential has reduced to approximately three-
fold because the bottom price has increased at a higher rate than the top. In comparison
with other pastimes, commercial theatre was already an affordable entertainment.®
Moreover, because the theatres drew a large part of their receipts from the cheapest seats,
in the large galleries and pit, it could be inferred that the problem of audience support for
repertory was not to do with the public’s ability to pay for it, at this time. Rather, it was
whether they were inclined to make conscious decisions to attend at all: tensions between

‘education’ and ‘access’ being nonexistent in the pre-subsidy era.
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Repertory-as-theatre proprietor: Liverpool Playhouse

The Glasgow model of a citizens’ theatre was developed in Liverpool, where theatregoers
who had seen productions at the Gaiety Theatre in Manchester formed the Liverpool
Playgoers’ Society. They invited Alfred Wareing to address a public meeting, whereupon
a guarantee fund was established to underwrite a company in the organisational style of the
Glasgow Repertory Theatre. Whether or not the supporters realised it, they possessed
extrinsic advantages for creating an audience by locating repertory in Liverpool because,
with a comparable population of 747,000, there were only 27,178 seats in its fourteen
theatres. This represented a ratio of seats to population of only 1:28, being approximately
one-half of the potential competition faced by the repertory companies in Manchester and

Glasgow.®

In 1911, Basil Dean was engaged as “controller and producer’ and a successful six-week
trial season was given at the 2,020 seat Kelly’s Theatre, making an atypical profit of £800
(£46,500).%" Investments received from a broad circle of 1,200 shareholders were left
unspent. The society was therefore confident enough to incorporate as Liverpool
Repertory Theatre Limited and then, after realising that it could not afford to build a
purpose-built home, acquired the Star Theatre. Thus, the razor-edge problems of dealing
with a theatre landlord experienced at Belfast and Glasgow might be resolved: Liverpool
. was the first repertory to own the freehold of a theatre, when this music hall was purchased
for £28,000 (£1,630,000). Even though £22,000 (£1,280,000) of this was on mortgage, it
would not have to deal with a proprietor. The company was free to redesign and modernise
the theatre as it saw fit, which cost a further £4,000 (£233,000). This was paid in shares to
the architectural practice run by Sir Charles (Herbert) Reilly (1974-1946), a prime mover
in the company who was also chairman of its board of directors and professor of
architecture at the University of Liverpool. He worked with fellow architect Stanley
Adshead, tﬁe professor of town planning at the university. Because no dividends were
expected, this was the first instance of in-kind corporate sponsorship in repertory. The
seating capacity was reduced from 2,100 to only 760. This avoided the trap of over-
housing the company, whilst limiting the potential for high income from a hit show. The
refurbishment scheme also enlarged the shallow music hall stage-depth to a more suitable
32-feet.”> However, because of delays to these alterations, the company was forced to
open the first production, The Admirable Crichton (JM. Barrie, 1902), at the Gaiety

Theatre in Manchester.



The Liverpool company announced in their programmes that ‘the immediate success of the
venture will be the individual responsibility of every member of the audience’,’® and for
the first two years the theatre was well attended for plays that, as in Manchester and
Glasgow, reflected social changes, such as Strife (John Galsworthy, 1909) and 7he Pillars

of Society (Henrik Ibsen, 1889).
Repertory and the experience of board-management relations: Liverpool Playhouse

Although ownership of a building was at this time a preferred aspiration for repertory, for
this study Liverpool is equally significant because the first full-blown example of
inveterate dissension between an honorary board of directors and an artistic director’s
authority is open to view. Of course, the twelve-member board, drawn from the city’s
professional and business worlds, represented the white-collar public but in the sense that
they might have been a microcosm of the audience, that public could exert considerable
direct influence on artistic matters. The flashpoint was often the choice of plays, especially
new or foreign drama. For instance, the nomination of ten new plays in the season of
1913-1914, out of a total of 23 productions, was an all-time high. But, experience of their
poor box-office results, always unpredictable for premieres, led progressively to more
cautious choices and in the next twenty years an average of only three new plays was
staged in each year.” Although harmony was usually achieved, Basil Dean chafed at the
board’s trespassing on territory that he considered his domain. In his autobiography, he
disinterred the problems of an entrepreneurial director who sought autonomy, reluctantly

sharing decision-making and authority with a strong-minded committee:

The saying that money is the root of all evil was reversed in our case, for it was the
lack of it which led to battles royal among the directors. Every Thursday they
assembled in the front office, fresh from dealing with their own affairs, and eager to
give the theatre the benefit of their special expertise. Attendances were regular and
enthusiastic. But conflicts of opinion soon caused schism in the board-room. On the
left were those who supported the chairman’s desire for experiment — but without
expense! To the right were those agreed to any production likely to improve the bank
balance, regardless of its effects on the theatre’s reputation. The small group who
understood my desire to steer a middle-course were the ‘crossbenchers’ of the
assembly.

At first the directors did not select the plays: they merely vetoed them. There were
often pitched battles before final decisions reached. Suggestions put forward at the
chairman’s behest were usually thought to be too advanced by the business members
of the board. Commercial plays to redress an adverse verdict at the box-office were
torn quietly apart by the University members. The astonishing amount of tension and
excitement which the meetings aroused was doubtless good for the theatre; it
certainly was for me...after a while the chairman began to control more than guide



the arguments. When results were good at the box-office he would forget the
anxieties of the previous meeting and chide me for not being more venturesome. The
trouble was that [he] was fundamentally a teacher, a professor. Artists were a breed
he did not understand, neither how they thought nor how to handle them. At the risk
of contradicting myself, I must add however that he did act as a sort of gadfly,
injecting the antidote of intelligent criticism into the complacent cup-and-saucer
atmosphere which invaded the theatre whenever business was good.*®

Unlike Horniman, who brought the Gaiety Theatre into being through private money, or
even Wareing, who by persuading the board into formal existence was effectively the
ultimate force in Glasgow, Dean had to negotiate an optimal choice of plays within board
demands that were conditioned, in addition to the box-office, by their share-donations. In
the minds of Manchester theatregoers, the Gaiety was homonymous with Horniman,
whereas Liverpool demonstrates higher pressures of public service because the theatre was,
in practice, owned and controlled by its “society’: a somewhat amorphous entity
represented by the theatregoer-donors. Over and above the responsibilities of balancing
the books through operations, they had an extra stake in the company because of
refurbishment cost over-runs and ensuing mortgage debts. With compelling financial
crises, including a deficit of £1,858 (£101,000) in 1913,% no artistic director, however
unshakably devoted to an overall policy, could have the discretion to select plays, as he or
she would probably have desired. Choices had to consider financial realities, but given
that finances were such an important part of the input that the board had to consider,
Dean’s recollection of their meetings suggests a good partnership and balanced

commitment to occasional risk by all concerned.

At Liverpool, the degree to which an artistic director was willing to choose plays by this
time-consuming consensus and rapport with a board, often negotiated through the forceful
but skilful personality of a chairman, became a feature of repertory management. Indeed,
these tensions may be rendered as the one of the distinguishing features of the struggle to
create and maintain the profession of theatre management in the repertory model: an
artistic director’s presupposition that he or she had to embody the ability to convince lay
people that only members of the theatre profession know enough about the theatre to
evaluate practitioners’ work. Moreover, right up to the recurrent skirmishes at the Royal
Lyceum Theatre Company, Edinburgh - and almost in defiance of a near-century fund of
repertory theatres’ experience — there remains the irresistible impression that, whatever the
political sensitivities and maturity of an artistic director, many boards of directors still do
not regard the management as doing a real job. For instance, at the Scottish National

Theatre Society (which was the successor company to Glasgow Repertory Theatre) that



feeling was mutual, as when Tyrone Guthrie (1900-1971), its artistic director from 1926,

recalled his board having:

a weakness [...... ] which is surely endemic in lay committees directing the policy
of enterprises in which they take a benign interest but about which they have almost
no technical knowledge — they knew, neither severally nor collectively, neither in
practice nor even in general terms, what they really did want.”

Of course, in defence of boards, the law holds them — and not the artistic director —
responsible for the theatre company even if thesr do not have detailed knowledge of the
theatre, let alone reflect in their membership the social composition of the audience. Like
Dean and Guthrie, most artistic directors have often regarded their board as a necessary
evil but, on the other side the most important aspect might be the need for the board and
management to try to provide an environment where play-choices are made with
enthusiasm rather than reluctance; decisions made for reasons other than artistic potential

are often doomed unless a director craves to inspire and guide a production from the outset.

Problems of play selection and the Liverpool board applied also to extant scripts, for
although playwrights staged in the first seasons included many of the Court Theatre’s
authors, an increasing proportion were ‘drawing-room comedies’ from the commercial
theatre. One of the few foreign plays chosen, the ambitious Hannele (Gerhart Hauptmann,
1893) — that had been one of Stanislavski’s biggest successes at the Moscow Art Theatre
and which Dean selected because of its author’s prominence as a Nobel Prize winner in
1913 — was his most expensive production and a failure at the box-office. This was
especially so on tour to Manchester, which the Liverpool company undertook without

!

guaranteed income. It lost £800 (£46,500) in two weeks.”” Dean recalled the impending

personal disaster:

I knew it was only a question of time before the axe would fall. One Thursday
afternoon after a long and solemn meeting, from which 1 was excluded, the board
gave me notice to quit at the end of the season... [The] board of directors has been
the source of [the theatre’s] strength and of its weakness... There has been too much
board-room and not enough green-room in the theatre’s record.”

His pronouncement about the Liverpool board has been reiterated by countless artistic
directors in other cities and similar situations, with or without public subsidy. At this time,
a grant from the local authority was unattainable and the company’s community stature
was, in practice, informal. This meant that the board was free from overwhelming external

constraints, even if the artistic director coped with internal interference. The shareholders



were concerned not to subscribe to writing-off accumulated losses, let alone standing the
chance of more debt being incurred in the future. In these circumstances, the directors also
forced the chairman to resign, although he remained a director until 1948. The wider
group of company shareholders played no part in his removal and naturally, unlike future
shocks at the Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh, no local authority or arts council was
there to make the chairman’s resignation a condition of financial rescue. Even so,
someone from the business world replaced university ‘representation’: Colonel Sir John J.

Shute, who chaired the company for 35 years to 1948.™

A new artistic director, the actor
and playwright Laurence Hanray (1874-1947), was elected from the 21-member company
and a plan for organisational ‘downsizing’ was proposed by the board, to include fewer
actors in fewer plays for a shorter resident season, compensated by occasional co-
productions with the Gaiety Theatre and visiting companies. As in a mirror of today’s
involuntary remedies, the board was moving towards a business bromide of compromised
repertory management. Like the economics of repertory today, the Liverpool board
realised that the marginal costs of additional home-grown productions on tour outside their
theatre by the resident company were generally more expensive than an additional
production or extra performances conducted at the theatre by a visiting company. Of
course, this was not such a soft option as today, when the arts councils have promoted the
proliferation of serious small-scale touring drama companies in preference to encouraging
the interchange and circulation of high quality repertory theatre shows. Even so, the
Liverpool employees resisted the board’s cuts and, backed by the actors’ demands, Hanray
was able to persuade them to stabilise the theatre, astonishingly by approving plans to
increase the number of productions to 31, not only tempered by the nomination of well-
known plays but also even to perform in repertoire for part of 1913. During this time, the
financial advantage of reviving popular successes brought the theatre back from the brink

of liquidation.

Upon the outbreak of the First World War, with immediate experiences in its favour, the
board, understandably, wanted to close the theatre, principally because its company
directors, acting company and staff might be enlisted. Two weeks’ notice of termination
was given to all contracts, whereupon the employees offered to take, and were given,
responsibility for running the theatre as a collective, known as the ‘Commonwealth’. This
organisational model was, of course, a time-honoured principle of theatre management,
practised as early as the 1590s by Philip Henslowe (c.1550-1616), landlord and facilitator
of the Rose Playhouse and The Admiral’s Men, London, where actors in his and other
Elizabethan theatre companies were contracted as ‘sharers’.”” It is also interesting to

venture whether its recurrence at Liverpool was impressed upon the actors by the now self-



governing practices at Britain’s oldest symphony orchestra, the Royal Liverpool
Philbarmonic that, when it was founded in 1840, was the first to invest its mainly itinerant
musicians with authority over artistic, strategic and personnel management. In any event,
the actors contracted to pay the board 25 per cent of box office receipts in respect of the
theatre’s overheads. For drama, the scheme made the company something of a maverick
organisation. Its radical attempt to democratise most aspects of artistic policy and
administration suggested that repertory might even be financially self-supporting, by
making no losses during the war.”® During this ‘Commonwealth’, in an omniscient
response to jangling press accusations of the board being ‘over-enthusiastic repertorists’,
they renamed the Repertory Theatre as the Playhouse in 1916, ‘to dispel the air of

intellectuality and gloom which it was said clung to the earlier name’.”’

This interregnum - that was coordinated by actor Madge Mclntosh (1875-1950) — often
deviated from serious drama by producing original ‘intimate revues’, devised by Ronald
Jeans (1887-1973). Exceptionally, one of these, Hullo, Repertory! satirised the company
and the entire repertory movement. An opening scene lampooned a meeting of the board of
directors, the first and probably only occasion when these proceedings have featured on
stage.”® Other send-ups included the travesty ‘Miss AB.CD.E.F. Hornblower’ of the
‘Graveity’ Theatre, Manchester and the production toured to Birkenhead, Manchester and
the capital, but was a failure at the London Coliseum. This London visit had followed a
season at the Kingsway Theatre when the press took equally avid but more complimentary
interest in the four-play repertoire.” Nevertheless, the transfers could be considered a first
example of repertory’s ongoing psychological dependence on London. At home, the board
and theatregoers would note critics’ opinions and, if favourable, they would be exploited
by a company. Any theatre that is struggling to survive would not easily ignore them, good
or bad. Even with an inquisitive and encouraging local press, favourable national
recognition has often helped to turn the tide, just as damning reviews might jeopardise an
artistic director’s employment. Indubitably, consideration of the media is an important
factor in the growth of the repertory movement. As with the theatre, London stood for
media power but it also stood for the insularity and prejudice of that power. Newspapers
had correspondents throughout the provinces and they reported on significant events, but
their despatches filtered through London and London decided what the provinces should
read. Northern England and Scotland were exceptions: the Manchester Guardian was
always a national newspaper and employed a theatre critic for the North West whose
reviews were read in a national edition. Scotland was, of course, less bonded to London
and its morning newspapers, 7he Glasgow Herald and The Scotsman, employed critics

who whose overnight reviews of repertory productions were read throughout Seetland. For



repertory companies elsewhere, London critics judged them by London ‘standards’ and
their arts editors have tended to ignore them. A repertory company would find it difficult to
invert this situation, but by touring to London, a season might decrease its members’ sense
of isolation from the excitements of the theatrical epicentre, helping management to attract
talented artists and generally exposing the company to media and peer group rating. From
then to now, few repertory companies have eschewed the London limelight on principle, a
notable exception being the post-1969 leadership of the Citizens’ Theatre, Glasgow that,
on the few occasions when their productions have transferred to or been revived in
London, the company has not actively sought and exploited the customary institutional

acknowledgement in publicity and advertising.

Meanwhile, after 1917, the ‘Commonwealth’ at Liverpool Playhouse yielded, with good
grace, to the pre-war structure of hegemonic board-domination. In the wake of the board’s
serial-appointment and sacking of eleven artistic directors in only seven years — including
Nigel Playfair (1874-1934) and, for three years, the first example of joint artistic direction
with W. Bridges Adams (1889-1965) and his wife Muriel Pratt (1891-1945), all of who
went on to run renowned companies — consonance followed with the appointment of the
Scottish actor-director William Armstrong (1883-1952). He trained at Glasgow Repertory
Theatre as an assistant stage manager and ran Liverpool from 1922 to 1940. During this
time, the board, though kept informed on all matters of policy and money, developed
greater confidence in the artistic director and in 1936, when they moved from fortnightly
runs to three-weekly repertory after clearing the mortgage on the theatre freehold, they

gave him more rather than less artistic licence.

In Armstrong’s first season, Maud Carpenter (1895-1977), who had joined the Playhouse
as assistant manager in 1910 and was a member of the ‘Commonwealth’, became general
manager. In 1945, she became the first woman to join the company’s board of directors.
This is always an uncommon promotion for any manager or artistic director; later, the
Companies Acts (as well as legislation by the Charity Commissioners) usually precluded
board membership for employees in non-profit distributing companies. Although boards
could not therefore compensate work done by members, her directorship (that was
permitted when the company was limited by shares) demonstrates early recognition of the

need for a theatre board and management to be on the same side as partners in their roles.

In 1962, when Carpenter retired after 51 years — 40 being spent as general manager — she
was, and remains today, the longest serving administrator of any single theatre company.*

In the pantheon of twentieth-céntury lady theatre managers, her work has been



overshadowed by critical attention to that of Annie Homiman and Lilian Baylis (who
managed the Old Vic Theatre, London between 1898 and 1937, and transformed it, with
the Sadler’s Wells, into a classical drama, opera and ballet theatre)/* But whereas
Homiman (who was a patron and proprietor) and Baylis (who was a lessee then manager)
may be described as entrepreneurs. Carpenter, because she was partnered with a succession
of artistic directors, may technically be described as an /ntrapreneur. She helped the spirit
of repertory to blossom as an employee, unobtrusively keeping the company
entrepreneurial through bleak times, long after it ceased to be run by the entrepreneurial
founders. Liverpool became the longest-lived repertory theatre in Britain, until its
liquidation and closure in 1998 although, for this study, the effectiveness of the
harmonious Carpenter-Armstrong partnership points to another linchpin of repertory

organisation.

3. Maud Carpenter

The Playhouse historian, Grace Wyndham Goldie, described Carpenter’s personality,

position and accomplishment in the tone ofa euphonious person specification:

A thousand miles from being temperamental, she resembles William Armstrong only
in her devotion to the theatre. In spite of, or because of, their contrasted characters
they work in the most remarkable accord. They have their own separate spheres. He
is concerned with production and generally with everything behind the scenes. She
is responsible to the magistrates for the building /as licensee] and for the conduct of
the theatre; she looks after the keeping of the theatre’s books, entertainment tax
retums, advertising, all purchases for the theatre, the contracts and salaries of the
company, the engaging and payment of staff, all booking arrangements, furnishing
redecoration and cleansing, and since in the Playhouse the bars and the right of



selling tea and coffee, chocolates, ices and so on are not sub-let as they are so often
in other theatres, she deals with the management of all these things. The routine work
keeps her occupied during the day. In the evenings she is always in the theatre to see
it opened and to see that everything is punctual and in good order... An inquisitive
finger is always exploring for dust... Standards are high; discipline is strictly
maintained.... The result is that every half penny of expenditure is carefully
watched, everything is managed with economy and the Playhouse is filled with
invaluable atmosphere. All this efficiency is the result of a combination of hard
work, shrewdness and natural ability. But there is more to it than that. They spring
from a devotion to the theatre and pride in the productions; so intense that criticism
directed against the Playhouse is felt personally and the slightest mishap is a personal
blow. Nothing is put before the interests of the theatre.®?

Significantly, Goldie implied that there was neither blurring of the definitions nor
confusion of the duties of the manager and artistic director; because Carpenter — operating
within territorial limits but sharing the motivation and enthusiasm of the board and artistic
director — always remembered that she was there to support the work of the Playhouse. She
enabled the artistic director and the creative team to entertain and communicate with the
theatregoers; as a diplomatic spokesperson, she was valorised as the ‘“Lady Mayoress of
Liverpool’.®®  Although the artistic and managerial sides of a repertory company are
inextricably complementary, the relationship was more straightforward then, unmeshed in
the paraphernalia of subsidy and arts administration. Power struggles and
misunderstandings between artistic director and manager, which have so often contributed
to making the organisation of repertory a cause of trouble at The Royal Lyceum Theatre
Company, Edinburgh and elsewhere, were unknown in Liverpool. Thus, Goldie’s
encomium might now be rendered as a courteous valediction for the demise of
collaborative repertory management, for the disappearance of her generation of theatre

managers may have a lot to do with companies’ difficulties today.



Repertory-as-purpose-built theatre: Birmingham Repertory Theatre

The joint effort of an artistic director and manager was, at first, less important for
achieving self-sufficiency at another company: Birmingham Repertory Theatre. Like the
Gaiety Theatre, this sixth repertory prototype enjoyed the prodigious private patronage of a
founder, but on this occasion the sponsor was also a theatre-maker. It was established — in
Britain’s second largest city — in the season of 1911-1912, growing out of an amateur
group, The Pilgrim Players, founded in 1907 by the playwright, director, manager and
stage designer, Barry (Vincent) Jackson (1879-1961). The Pilgrim Players were a
peripatetic Midlands ensemble, attracting a regular audience of approximately 500 for each
play. Emphasis was laid on the continuity of work, to create support for when they turned
professional. The wealthy Jackson, who was born in Birmingham where he remained a
life-long resident, financed the first purpose-built repertory theatre, which was built at a
cost of £32,000 (£1,750,000) in only four months, opening at its city-centre location on
time and on budget in 1912. It remained the company’s home until the present
Birmingham Repertory Theatre was opened in 1971. From the outset, his company could,
unlike Liverpool, stand tenaciously against the pursuit of commercial success, adhering to

artistic enquiry, as he wrote in 1924:

We English are relentless and untiring in pursuit of anything save art. Though we
have much drama in us, it certainly does not show itself in the form of vital in
interest in the theatre. The fact is that no mass of people will ever take initiative in
raising its aesthetic standard, but rather the reverse. So long as our theatres are
organised to show a handsome profit, in other words to depend upon the taste of the
masses, they will sink further and further from the ideal... Art has no possible
relation to money; the spiritual cannot be estimated by the material **
Jackson deliberately sought to bend the public will rather than to follow or be influenced
by the existing values of the community: in this respect Birmingham Repertory Theatre,
like the Abbey, differed noticeably from most repertory theatres today, which prefer, or are
persuaded by the arts councils, to involve the public through ulterior and impalpable social
policies. Even so, the company called for an intellectually curious audience and,
unavoidably perhaps, this approach led Jackson to cultivate a middle-class circle of
theatregoers that, with the exception of support emanating from marketing links to the

Workers Educational Association, came from the city’s business and professional elites.

The new theatre suited Jackson and the coterie audience because, with only 468 seats —
configured by a steep ground floor of 268 seats leading to 200 seats in one precipitous

circle, giving the impression of a single spread - it was considerably smaller than the



average holding capacity of 2,472 seats in the fourteen other Birmingham theatres/* It
was also smaller than the Liverpool Playhouse and was even smaller than the 614-seat
Court Theatre, London Unlike other Birmingham theatres, the aim was to give
theatregoers an unusually focused involvement; every seat in the house offered a clear
view of the stage, without the interruption of pillars, the distraction of side boxes or a

remote view from the galleries.

The Station Street facade of the first The stage and auditoriumfrom the circle
Birmingham Repertory Theatre

4. Thefirst Birmingham Repertory Theatre

Other innovations included a sunken orchestra pit with an apron stage in front of the
proscenium, a good foyer, cloakrooms, lounges and dressing rooms ‘fit for human
habitation’ #® At this time, there was no comparable theatre in Britain so architect S.N.
Cooke was briefed by Jackson - who had himself been articled to architects in
Birmingham after training at the Birmingham School of Art - to perfect plans by absorbing
principles of Greek theatre architecture into the new theatre via a visit to the Reinhardt-
designed theatres in Germany. Productions were to emphasise imaginative décor and
lighting designs - especially in the work ofresident designer Paul Shelving (1888-1968) -
and, therefore, audience focus was drawn towards the stage by unobtrusive brown and

cream-painted surroundings; for unlike existing theatres there were:

No red plush tip-up chairs to tire the eye, no splenetic goddesses in plaster frowning
over the stage, no gaudy gilts and golds, no urgent pleas for whisky, tobacco or soap,
shrieked from a publicity-pimpled safety curtain.*”

For today, the design of the first Birmingham Repertory Theatre is especially important,

because it demonstrates the first example of a tendency for the repertory movement, in its

pursuit of socially egalitarian policies, to reject the form of nineteenth-century gilded-



theatres as evidence of a compartmentalised social structure, each level for each class in a
multi-tiered auditorium. Latterly, the Birmingham approach, which arguably inspired
many soulless new repertory theatres in the 1960s and 1970s (including its successor), is
now often acknowledged, especially by actors and theatregoers who had a sixth-sense
about the advantages of Victorian theatres’ stage-audience proximity, as unattractive,

stodgy and mistaken.

After Birmingham, and until the construction of the Belgrade Theatre, Coventry in 1958,
there was only one more purpose-built permanent repertory theatre — the equally dull
second Oxford Playhouse (1938) — all other companies being housed in former touring
theatres or shoe-horned into converted halls.® During the theatre construction boom that
followed Coventry’s civic theatre, most repertory directors, as well as many playwrights
and critics, who usually recognised the importance of drama but gave a back seat to good
building design, forgot that there had been few more effective and efficient architectural
styles than Victorian theatres. With their aroma of glamour and comfort (at least in the
stalls and dress circle), the older theatres brought together larger numbers of people from
all social classes, in a relatively small single space that was economical to run. Repertory
artistic directors often believed that their work would be clouded over in ‘old-fashioned
theatres’. A questionable inheritance of repertory — especially in England but not so
common in Scotland — is the shape of many ailing, unlovable and inadequate repertory
theatres. Most were built on the cheap, partly as a result of 1960s urban planning and the
building trade’s preference for concrete or breeze-block. They became rapidly obsolescent
and, with their studio theatres, large new foyers, hospitality lounges, conference suites,
speciality shops and frequently unprofitable cafeterias — that were added in order to turn
the theatre into an all-day social centre — they became more expensive to operate and repair
than the Victorian theatres. With the exception of theatres-in-the-round, most of their
auditoriums are rooted in the design of the austere Birmingham Repertory Theatre.”® By
the 1990s, when the design of many new theatres — such as Keswick Lakeside Theatre
(1999) — reverted to the proscenium arch and the tiered circles of Victorian theatres, or
when such remaining theatres were seen to be preferable for drama and therefore to merit
refurbishment (as at the Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh, Perth Theatre and Glasgow
Citizens’ Theatre), repertory retraced the principles of nineteenth-century theatre
architecture. Sometimes, as at the West Yorkshire Playhouse’s second auditorium (1990)
or the Cottesloe Theatre at the National Theatre (1977), the Swan Theatre at Stratford upon
Avon (1986) and the Lawrence Batley Theatre, Huddersfield (1994) they even preferred

the eighteenth-century ‘courtyard’ form of Georgian theatres.”"



For their work on-stage, Birmingham Repertory Theatre acquired special repute,
sometimes being compared with massively subsidised theatres of continental Europe,
which had been part of its motivation. This was due in large measure to several modern-
dress Shakespeare productions, the success in London and elsewhere of plays premiered in
Birmingham — notably the opera The Immortal Hour by Rutland Boughton (1878-1960),
Abraham Lincoln by the local playwright John Drinkwater (1882-1937) and 7he Farmer'’s
Wife by Eden Phillpotts (1870-1960) — other plays mounted at its summer home at the
Malvern Festival Theatre, as well an association with Bernard Shaw. For instance, in 1923
— after staging part of the expressionist trilogy Gas by Georg Kaiser (1878-1945) ~ it
undertook the premiere of Shaw’s Back to Methuselah. This was a massive undertaking
with four complete ‘cycles’ of the five-part play, prefiguring today’s appetite for large-
scale celebratory productions that are remembered long after the event. However, the
creation of an audience to support this ambitious production was not easily tackled, as

Bache Matthews, the assistant director and theatre’s historian, recalled:

Great interest was taken in our experiment all over the country, and applications for
seats came in rapidly, many of them from places at long distances. Naturally, most
of the bookings were from Birmingham and district, but considering the unusual
interest of the play, Birmingham did not respond, as it should have done. There were
empty seats at most of the performances and for many of them the theatre was not
more than two-thirds filled. The amount of space given to advance notices in the
press was generous, and we advertised more freely than usual, so it was hardly
possible that the production would remain unknown anywhere in England.”
Birmingham’s resistance to the blockbuster Back to Methuselah — and to most
nontraditional plays —~ was made plain at the box-office, leading Jackson to declare his
intention of closing the theatre in 1924, when he threatened to move the company to
London. The Birmingham Civic Society, which had awarded Jackson its Gold Medal in
1922, responded, and with assistance from other local organisations — mainly clubs and
societies but without direct municipal assistance — inaugurated an appeal for the company
to carry on. This act of minacious brinkmanship, skilfully moderated by community
representatives, announced that the theatre would remain closed unless 4,000 people
undertook to attend each fortnight for three months, and guarantee their promise by paying
in advance for six tickets at a reduced price. Fortnightly productions equated to a capacity
of 7,000 people, indicating that the appeal was calculated on an audience capacity of 60
per cent for the theatre to break-even. Thus, thirteen years after Birmingham had begun,
the Glasgow method of subscription was adopted as a potentially redeeming marketing

feature. Although the required number was not reached — a deadline was extended to

September 1924 — the results were satisfactory enough for Jackson to re-open the theatre



after a seven-month closure; shortly afterwards he was knighted for service to the repertory

movement.

The next critical moment for the company occurred in 1935, shortly after the production of
one of their most enduring musicals: 1066 And All That (Reginald Arkell and Alfred
Reynolds, after W.C. Sellar and R.J. Yeatman, 1934). Over its first 23 years, Jackson
subsidised the theatre by approximately £100,000 (£4,072,000; or an average annual loss
of £177,000). Donations received during this time amounted to only £3,000 (£122,000).”
He transferred the theatre freehold and operation to a new non-profit company limited by
the guarantee of the members, established in the now familiar terms (Box 3.5).
Represented on the new board of directors were nominees from the corporation,
Birmingham University, the Civic Society, the Repertory Playgoers’ Society and the
Rotary Club, with Jackson appointed governing director, a position he held until his death
in 1961.>*

Now that Birmingham Repertory Theatre is the longest-lived theatre company in Britain, it
is possible to compare these aims and aspirations with revisions made by the company in
2000. Unlike those issued by the Gaiety Theatre, Manchester and Glasgow Repertory
Theatre in the 1910s, which addressed matters of ticket pricing and a desire to serve the
audience, Birmingham’s revised mission for 1935 is absorbed entirely by ambitions for the
art of the theatre. By 2000, the expanded statement — that was written to assuage the audit
requirements of an Arts Council of England programme for management reform and is
also produced within Box 3.5 — demonstrates a desire to attract “a very broad public drawn
from across the socio-economic spectrum and from widely different ethnic groups’. Thus,
Birmingham has seemingly shifted to the theatregoer focus furnished at Glasgow and
Manchester. The multiversity of the Midlands’ potential audience today is indeed different
to Jackson’s public (40 per cent of the Birmingham population now belongs to ethnic
minorities) but, even so, the ambiguous language of the remainder of the 2000 statement
suggests that the idea of ‘management by objectives’, a pervasive idea in other businesses
in the 1980s, is now an engrained feature of their administration, as it is in many repertory

theatres today.

Today, with the pressure from arts councils ‘to do it all and then do more’, the range of
fundamental goals can seem as broad as to be unconvincingly utopian. A company can no
longer flourish by the quality of stage performance alone; however all-encompassing the
content of the plays themselves might be in their on-stage debates on social issues. It is the

off-stage social processes that must now be demonstrated, along with economical



performance and supposedly blue-chip business practice. More importantly, a company
must keep a good balance between these necessities, the interests of theatregoers and the

demands ofthe arts funding bodies and government.

BOX 3.5 BIRMINGHAM REPERTORY THEATRE LIMITED
THE ADJUSTMENT OF MISSION:
FROM THE ART OF THE THEATRE TO SOCIAL POLICY

1935

For the promoting the maintenance and the
advancement of dramatic art in the City of
Birmingham and the Midlands.

For prometing or procuring the continuance
of a Repertory Theatre in the manner
similar in which the said Repertory Theatre
in the City of Birmingham has hitherto been
carried on by Sir Barry V. Jackson.

For prometing and procuring the production
of plays or operas of literary or musical
merit which cannot or in the opinion of the
Trustees would not be produced by ordinary
commercial theatre; and

For the advancement of any other forms of
art in any way allied to the dramatic art.™

2000

It is the purpose and continuing ambition
of the Birmingham Repertory Theatre to
develop, produce and present a range of
theatrical experience of the highest
possible quality and which will delight,
entertain and engage with large numbers of
people of all ages and all backgrounds
from Birmingham and the surrounding
region. This is our mission.

The work we present will sometimes be
new or otherwise unfamiliar. It may be
provocative or entertaining. But we intend
that it will never be less than engrossing.
Today’s public expects and deserves
access to theatre that both stimulates their
imaginative capacities and illuminates the
reality of their own lives and experience.

Our work on stage and our education and
community programmes already reach a
very broad public drawn from across the
socio-economic spectrum and from widely
different ethnic groups, reflecting the rich
diversity of the population which we exist
to serve. The need for social inclusivity
must continue to inform the choices we
make, not only in formal and informal
programming, but also in our
administration, marketing, public relations
and our care for our customers and
stakeholders. "

5. The insignia ofBirmingham Repertory Theatre,
designed by Paul Shelving and used by the company
until 1986.

6 The logo ofBirmingham Repertory Theatre,
adopted by the company in 1996



The incorporation of the Birmingham non-profit distributing company signposts the
integration of the organisational characteristics of the repertory prototypes discussed up to
now. In sum, these were a decentralised, resident, professional and autonomous company,
dedicated to serious drama, a majority of its actors forming a resident ensemble for an
entire season, working in a purpose-built theatre owned by the community and governed
by a volunteer board of theatrically enthusiastic directors. Henceforward, Birmingham
sought a small subsidy in an effort to keep the company free from total dependence on the
inconsistency of box-office income. The change to trust ownership implicated the local
authority, but the corporation offered no subsidy until 1949, when The Local Government
Act 1948 (Section 132) gave all councils the authority, but not the obligation, to spend up
to a rate of 6d (4%d in Scotland) on entertainment.”’ Until then, The Public Health Act of
1925 had prohibited them from presenting or even subsidising presentations of plays
although, exceptionally, a seaside resort was allowed to offer money to a repertory
company from its entertainments budget.”® However, the new non-profit status enabled
Birmingham, and other non-profit distributing repertories, to obtain remission from
Entertainments Tax on plays considered wholly or partly educational and, later, when the
concession was granted to all non-profit distributing theatres, Birmingham Repertory was
relieved entirely of the burden, saving it an annual amount of approximately £2,000
(£82,000).”° Absolution from this tax was the spur to change for many other repertory
companies limited by shares but, as might be expected, profit-seeking companies regarded

the concession as an injustice, particularly those with reputable standards of production.

Repertory-as-two management systems: The Alexandra Theatre, Birmingham

In all other respects, Birmingham Repertory now had to pay its way, but losses were
exacerbated by a new institutional stress. This was competition arising from a second
Birmingham repertory theatre. From the late 1920s, when cinema began to dominate
entertainment with the invention and rapid growth of ‘talkies’, the touring system went into
decline, and many big theatres were converted to cinemas. With the prospect of
diminished touring activity — additionally aggravated by the Depression from 1929 and, to
a degree, the growth of BBC radio drama — the neighbouring 1,550-seat Alexandra Theatre



had to hold its own against these enormous contending forces and it did so firstly, by
responding to the superior comforts of the cinema with an extensive refurbishment costing
£40,000 (£1,628,000).° Secondly, it transformed itself, for most of the year, from a

touring house into a repertory theatre.

The Alexandra Theatre first ventured the concept of repertory with the Raynor Repertory
Company from 1911, a ‘stock circuit troupe’ that performed extended seasons in
Brimingham. Experience of these residencies led, additionally, to on the spot repertory
produced by the theatre’s proprietor Leon Satberg (1875-1937). He mounted twice-nightly
weekly productions, with up to 37 plays each year and a resident company of 21 actors
from 1928.'"" Residencies reinforced continuity, for the remaining weeks in each year, at
the touring houses in Wolverhampton, Hereford, Cheltenham, Kettering and Preston. The
Alexandra company toured to these towns in repertoire — using the satellite theatres as
nurseries for the large acting company, with an ambition to make it possible to perform
every play for one week in each town, thereby easing the exertion imposed on the actors
and staff by weekly repertory at the base theatre. When the company toured, perdurable
lyric theatre companies such as D’Oyly Carte Opera, the Carl Rosa Opera, Ballet Rambert
and Sadler’s Wells Ballet occupied the Alexandra, intermittently.

Leon Salberg was succeeded by his son, Derek Salberg (1912-1997), who ran the theatre
until his retirement in 1977, and its repertory company until it closed in 1975.'2 The
Alexandra, which some critics disdainfully referred to as a “popular’ playhouse — or, in the
case of the Arts Council after 1945, more often ignored — also staged completely home-
produced pantomimes. These were often seventeen-week runs, from early December to
April. Hitherto, Christmas seasons in all non-profit repertory theatres had cold-shouldered
children’s theatre and pantomime — perhaps because the latter tended to be extravagant —

but in doing so they rejected a means to mint money and entertain family audiences.

The origin of repertory at the Alexandra was primarily a matter of survival, differing from
the missionary artistic impulse of the six companies already discussed. It was, like
Birmingham Repertory Theatre, a locally owned theatre, but where the Repertory Theatre
was now a non-profit trust company limited by guarantee, the Alexandra was a private
company limited by shares. The majority of these were owned by the Salberg family, who
were people with long-standing knowledge of the theatre with sound business acumen.'®
These distinct corporate structures — a semi-public, non-profit theatre institution and a
private, enterprising commercial popular-theatre — underline attitudinal differences

between the working practices of the two companies, especially their bearing on audiences.



Objectives of the non-profit repertory theatres were, as discussed, defined in their
constitutions, but in many other respects they resembled their commercial counterpart at
the Alexandra Theatre. In matters of governance, the non-profit ‘model’ was, effectively,
segregated from the influence of the market. At the same time, non-profit companies were
distanced from the public sector at this time, receiving no smiles of fortune from direct
state or local government assistance. As will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Five,
this intermediate and blurred status, fulgently testified in the contrast of the loss making
and the profit making results of the Birmingham repertories, set up stronger frontiers
between art and entertainment. Repertory echelons of “for-profit’ (synonymous with “pot-
boiling’ companies) and ‘not-for-profit’ (regarded by drama critics and arts council
apparatchiks as ‘quality” companies) might be said to anticipate today’s hierarchies of
those repertory theatre managements that keep audience sovereignty to the forefront and
those that — like the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company today — focus management attention
on the public sector and the polifics of subsidy. For this study, the Alexandra repertory

company therefore serves as the fountainhead of a stratification of the repertory movement.

The Alexandra was not especially concerned with new plays: its policy was, Salberg often
claimed without embarrassment, ‘three for the pot and one for prestige’. Unlike most
profit-seeking theatre today, it maintained /ower admission prices than Birmingham
Repertory Theatre, and by budgeting profits upon a smaller audience than did its former,
hosted touring companies, the Alexandra was able to compete with the cinema, as well as
the ﬁigher-priced musical and variety productions at the 3,000-seat Birmingham
Hippodrome Theatre. In one sense, the Alexandra was more an example of repertory
‘success’ than Birmingham Repertory Theatre because, when it turned to fortnightly
productions, it sold between 11,000 and 18,000 tickets for each production. The other
repertory company’s maximum capacity was 7,000 per play and, in practice sold only
4,000 tickets on average: perhaps 60,000 annually, against an astounding one year’s
repertory attendance of over 300,000 at the Alexandra. The activities of the two companies
were beyond each other’s control, but they might to be said to be in the same marketplace.
The Alexandra’s historian, M.F.K. Fraser, described its populist outlook, also noting

dissimilarity to the self-conscious elite associated with the Birmingham Repertory Theatre:

For the first time in Birmingham stage history, many of the best current and recent
plays were made available in a large, popular theatre at prices within reach of the
most slender purse. Here, the habitué could form, perhaps not a close friendship, but
certainly a nodding acquaintance, with a Drama hitherto unknown outside the more
class-conscious Number One theatres on the one side, and the tiny, self-centred
Repertory Theatre on the other.



o

The Alexandra, first of all the commercial theatres in Birmingham, now began to
make play-going not merely an intellectual and recreative pleasure, but a gay
experience, gathering everybody, on both sides of the pass-door, into one big happy
family. It gave the great mass of our citizens both the opportunity and the incentive
to become regular theatregoers, and to do so not because it was The Thing, but
because it was an enjoyable excursion into the realm of illusion.'**
Fraser’s adumbration was that the Alexandra, because it was focused on ‘head-count’,
could not afford to serve art for art’s sake alone. By describing the other theatre as “self-
centred’ — that might also be witnessed in the Repertory Theatre’s 1935 mission statements
~ he also made one of the few contemporary references to the creeping and endemic
isolation of the serious repertory theatres from the general public.'® Undeniably, scrutiny
of choices at the Alexandra reveals that the company was indisposed to select plays far
beyond the security of recent, well-heeled West End achievements. It was progressive to
the extent of keeping abreast of contemporary London theatre and its tastes: a far cry from
the Glasgow Repertory Theatre’s 1909 good intentions of being ‘independent of London
for its dramatic supplies’. Nevertheless, as demonstrated in the following table (Box 3.6)
of productions staged by these two theatres in 1937 — a year chosen at random — there are

unexpected similarities between the two Birmingham companies.

It would be an over-simplification to differentiate their play-choices by a ‘high culture —
low culture’ assessment. For instance, the inclusion, at the Alexandra, of plays by St John
Ervine (1883-1971), J. B. Priestley (1894-1984), Noé&l Coward (1899-1973), James
Bridie, Shaw and O’Casey might be considered artistically enterprising for the Repertory
Theatre, as well as for many subsidised repertory theatres today. It is noticeable that the
Alexandra chose a play by the Phillpotts. They were husband-and-wife playwrights
nurtured by Barry Jackson, whose work entered the play-lists of many commercial
repertories after Jackson had transferred the Birmingham productions to London.
Jackson’s fortuitous contributions to the Alexandra programme also included a play co-
written by the impresario Emile Littler (1903-1989), then general manager at Birmingham
Repertory Theatre. In 1937, there were only two premieres at the Alexandra but,
correspondingly, there were no more than three premieres at the other theatre. Neither
theatre made any significant breach upon the long-standing British insularity towards
international drama: one American play was produced at the Repertory and one from
France at the Alexandra. Disparity of play choice might, therefore, lay in the
preponderance of innocuous thrillers and the period phenomenon of reassuring, flimsy
‘drawing-room comedies’ — each with their succession of unspectacular but easily

designed settings — at the Alexandra, against a concentration of eighteenth-century classics



by Richard Brinsley Sheridan (1751-1816), Henry Fielding (1707-1754) and Oliver
Goldsmith (1728-1774) at the Repertory Theatre.

BOX 3.6 TWO BIRMINGHAM REPERTORY COMPANIES
SPECIMEN AND COMPARATIVE PLAY SELECTION FOR 193719

BIRMINGHAM REPERTORY THE ALEXANDRA THEATRE
THEATRE (30 productions)
(15 productions)
Spring Tide J.B.Priestley (1936) Tovarich Robert Sherwood (1935)
The School For Scandal | R.B. Sheridan (1777) Busman’s Honeymoon St. Clare Byrne from
Lése Majeste* John Beanes (1937) Dorothy Sayers (1936)
And So To Bed J.B. Fagan (1926) Cornelius . J.B. Priestley (1935)
The Anatomist James Bridie (1930) Married in Haste* George Berry (1937)
The Courageous Sex* Mary D. Sheridan (1937) | Storm in a Teacup James Bridie (1936)
Tom Thumb the Great Henry Fielding (1730) To-Night at 8.30: Nogl Coward (1935)
The Torchbearers George Kelly (1922) We Were Dancing, The
Front of House Charles Landstone Astonished Heart, Red
(1936) Peppers
Victoria, Queen and G.W. Rushtonand T.S. | The Two Mrs. Carrolls | Martin Vale (1935)
Empress* Mack (1937) Pygmalion Bernard Shaw (1914)
Judgement Day Elmer Rice (1937) Someone at the Door Dorothy and Campbell
She Stoops To Conquer | Oliver Goldsmith (1773) Christie (1935)
Widower's Houses Bernard Shaw (1392) Anthony and Anna St. John Ervine (1926)
Bees on the Boat Deck J.B. Priestley (1936) Do You Remember? John Carlton and Edith
1066 And All That Reginald Arkell and Savile (1934)
Alfred Reynolds (1935) | Little Women Marion de Forest from
Louisa M. Alcott (1919)
The Unguarded Hour Bernard Merivale (1935)
Miss Smith Henry Bernard (1936)
The Dominant Sex Michael Egan (1934)
« | Sweet Nell of Old Drury | Paul Kaster (1900)
Flat to Let Arthur Macrae (1931)
Mademoiselle Jacques Deval (1936)
The Black Eye James Bridie (1935)
Spring Tide George Billam and J.B.
Priestley (1936)
Devonshire Cream Eden and Adelaide
Phillpotts (1924)
Juno and the Paycock Sean O’Casey (1925)
Vickie and Albert* Consuelo de Reys (1937)
All-In Marriage Avrania Rouveral and
Emite Littler (1935)
Night Must Fall Emilyn Williams (1935)
Winter Sunshine G.A. Thomas (1935)
Love on the Dole Waiter Greenwood
(1935)
Mrs. Warren's Bernard Shaw (1902)
Profession
To-Night af 8.30: Noél Coward (1936)
Hands Across The Sea,
Fumed Oak, Shadow
Play
* First time on any stage Aladdin Pantomime (1937)




leading lady — who probably were sometimes miscast in Birmingham — were held in high
favour, with a few bad performances easily buried in theatregoer appreciation of a majority
of better ones in the long season. Many other weekly repertory companies offered only a
lacklustre aftertaste of the West End, but if the Alexandra company acting lacked subtlety
and imagination, the actors compensated by acquiring public affection. Derek Salberg also

recalled that the company was a testing ground for future talent:

The popular repertory actors.... were idols of the Alex public who, in those days, and
I believe equally today, demanded that their actors should also be personalities;
something which drama schools cannot teach and is perhaps not always appreciated
by producers in our methods of apprenticeship.'®

In his memoirs, Salberg quoted receipts for several productions as well as other isolated
references to profits and financial dealings. These, together with information from other
sources — such as the ‘Esher Standard Contract’ for repertory actors (that formalised an
employment distinction from touring theatre, with lower minimum wages paid in
repertory), management handbooks for large theatres, seat prices, the theatre’s audience
capacity and published rail fares — enable reconstruction of an indicative profit and loss

account for the Alexandra Theatre 1%

The following table (Box 3.7) dissects turnover by
function, synchronising categories used in pre-1945 commercial theatre with those applied
by subsidised theatre managements today. My intention is to anticipate later observations
of the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company, Edinburgh as well the dramatically altered
involutions of repertory economics today, where not only is the margin between surplus
and deficit always extremely narrow, but where less money is spent on actors and so much
more on administrators. In 1945, the Alexandra profit, before corporation tax and any
profits from touring, was likely to be in the region of £13,000 (£285,000). Customarily,
this year is acknowledged as the financial summit for the commercial repertory theatres,
despite the deprivations of the Second World War. At the Alexandra, this profit could be
realised with an average attendance of 1,007 seats sold at each performance, without any
subsidy or relief from Entertainment Tax. Apart from the high degree of self-reliance, the
account confirms the scale at which an independent weekly repertory company could

operate on the funds of a sole manager, in a big theatre.



BOX. 3.7 THE ALEXANDRA THEATRE (BHIMINGHAM) LIMITED*
RECONSTRUCTION OF ESTIMATED PROFIT AND LOSS ACCOUNT 1945

INCOME £ £ £

1,550 seats x 300 Performances (25p, 20p, 12.5p, 7.5p, Sp)
Average Price Paid 12p x 55% Average Attendance

302,250 Paid Admissions 30,690
Less: Entertainment Tax 20% 6,138
Net Repertory Box Office Receipts 24,552

Add: Ancillary Income

Net Programme Profit (Including Advertising) 2,250

Net Bars, Chocolates, Ices, Perftimes and Tea Trays 3,778

Cloakroom 550

Opera Glasses 175

Safety Curtain Advertising 250 7,003
TOTAL EARNED INCOME £31,555
LESS EXPENDITURE

PAYROLL

Artistic Wages

Resident Producer 52 weeks x £12 624

Manager 52 weeks x £12 624 1,248

Actors: (including guests/overlaps)

Leading Man 3x42 weeks x £10 1,260
Leading Lady 3x42 weeks x £10 1,260
Character Man 3x42 weeks x £8 1,008
Character Lady 3x42 weeks x £6 756
Juvenile Man 3x42 weeks x £7 882
Juvenile Lady 3x42 weeks x £5.50 693
Second Man 2x42 weeks x £5 420
Second Lady 2x42 weeks x £4.50 378
Resident Repertory Orchestra (3 violins, bass, cello, clarinet,

drums) 45 x £8 360 7,017
Stage Manager 43 weeks x £7 294
Assistant Stage Manager 42 weeks x £4 168
Student 2x42 weeks x £2.50 210
Resident SM-Carpenter 52 weeks x £7 3604
Utility Man-Electrician 42 weeks x £7 294
Utility Lady 42 weeks x £5 210
Boy 42 weeks x £3 126
Girl 42 weeks x £3 126

Scenic Designer 41 weeks x £8 328 2,120



Total Artistic Wages
General Administrative Wages

Front of House Manager 52 weeks x £8

Box Office No. 1: 52 weeks x £5

Box Office Cleik 52 weeks x £3

Box-office Assistant 45 weeks x £1.50

Cleaners 3x45 weeks x £1.50

Ushers 12 x 30 Productions x 10 Performances x 15p
Ushers' Programme Commission

Barmaids 2x30 Productions x 10 Performances x 12.5p
Night watchman 52 weeks x £3

State Employer's Insurance

Total Administrative Wages
Total Payroll
PRODUCTION EXPENDITURE

Hire-Purchase of Stage Furniture (30 Productions)
Stage Management Account (Props, Small Purchases)
Carpenters' Account (Canvas and Screws)

Designer's Account (Paint)

Extra Furniture

Curtains and Draperies, Sofa Covers

Scripts 30 x 35p per Production

Gratuities, Stage Staff

Costumes (Average of Full Play and Jewellery)
Authors' Royalties (Average 7.5%)

Total Direct Production Expenditure
THEATRE OVERHEADS

Electricity 52 weeks x £8

Rates 52 weeks x £4

FElectric Fittings 52 weeks x £2

Telephone: Trunk Calls and Telegraph 52 weeks x £8
Maintenance (Ropes, Lanterns etc.) 52 weeks x £4
Third Class Rail Fares: London Birmingham Return. 100 x
75p

Licences

Commission on Cheques, Audit and Accountancy
Cleaning Materials

Insurance 52 weeks x £2.50

Total Overheads

MARKETING

416
260
156

68
203
540
180

75
156

75

90
105
45
38
60
45

11
45
90
1,841

416
208
104
416
208

75
25
175
225
130

10,385

2,128

12,513

2,369

1,982



Printing (Double Crown [150], Box-office Cards [150],
Circulars [1,000], Throwaways [1,000] 30 x £15

Newspaper Advertising

Hand Painted Posters and Private Stations
Ticket Printing

Postage 45 weeks x S0p

Total Marketing

TOTAL EXPENDITURE
LESS INCOME

NET PROFIT

450
675
300
250
23

1,698

£18,562

£31,555

£12,993

It is especially revealing and can be compared in useful ways to subsidised repertory today,

firstly because over half of all Alexandra Theatre costs were wages, and secondly because

over half of the wages bill went on actors and musicians. The account can now be

fashioned to contrast the main centres of expenditure by proportionality, spotlighting, in

1945, this accentuation on artistic expenditure and actors’ wages in particular. The theatre

is always labour intensive, but even at the big Alexandra Theatre, the amount spent on

overheads and administration staffwas proportionately low:

BOX 3.8 THE ALEXANDRA THEATRE (BIRMINGHAM) LIMITED
ESTIMATED RATIOS OF EXPENDITURE FOR 1945

All Expenditure

1945

Marketing
9%
Overheads
11%

Production

13%

Payroll
67%

Payroll

1945

Admin

1'%

Artists
Production 56%
27%



RATIOS

Earned Income as % of Total Income 100%
Box-office Receipts as % of Total Income 78%
Ancillary Income as % of Total Income 22%
Total Payroll as % of Total Expenditure 67%
Actors and Musicians (Performers) Wages as % of Total Payroll 56%
Actors and Musicians (Performers) Wages as % of Total Expenditure 38%
Production Expenditure as % of Total Expenditure 13%
Theatre Overheads as % of Total Expenditure 11%
Marketing as % of Total Expenditure 9%
Overall ‘Artistic’ Programme as % of Total Expenditure 69%
Profit as % of Turnover 41%

The Alexandra Theatre formula proved so successful in replacing or competing with
touring companies that by 1946, when the number of licensed theatres in Britain had
declined from 600 in 1912 to 420, repertory accounted for over one half of their activity,
with 179 resident companies and 51 touring repertories, outwith London."* The majority
of these repertories were, by force of circumstance, neither theatrical pacemakers like the
stage societies, nor the non-profit companies discussed in Dublin, Belfast, Manchester,
Glasgow, Liverpool and the Birmingham Repertory Theatre. Even so, for this study it
would now be an expedient check to determine how the financial processes of the
non-profit repertories compared with the administrative efficiencies of the Alexandra

Theatre.

Management characteristics of some other repertory companies

Naturally, as in most businesses, the relative importance of different expenditures may
change over time, as the company itself develops. In theatre, although boards of directors
and managers were concerned with continuous improvement, the relative composition of
expenditures differed less markedly between a non-profit company and profit-seeking
theatres. Such factors as the number and typical nature of the plays - with their different
cast sizes and design demands - the size of a theatre, its maintenance, geographical
location, the availability of rehearsal space, production workshops and the price and
availability of materials, would of course mean that no two budgets could ever be alike.
Notwithstanding these disparate situations and artistic identities, the ‘serious’ theatres
could be epitomised by the detailed breakdown of operating costs used by Harley Granville

Barker in his revised estimates for a National Theatre, made in 1930.**" As a measure of



financial comparison, especially for the weighting given to payroll costs, Granville
Barker’s proportionalities, even conceding that the plan envisaged a twin-auditorium
complex, closely matched those ofthe Alexandra Theatre. This underlines that, before the
rise of arts administration and the whittling away of actors and ensemble in the 1980s,
experienced theatre-makers and planners always ensured that the largest share of resources

was spent on stage:

BOX 3.9 BEFORE ARTS ADMINISTRATION
A BENCHMARK FOR EVALUATING THE PROPORTIONALITY OF
EXPENDITURE IN NON-PROFIT REPERTORY THEATRES:
HARLEY GRANVILLE BARKER’S
REVISED SCHEME FOR A NATIONAL THEATRE, 1930

All Expenditure Payroll
1930 1930
Marketing
% Admin
Overheads o 15%

5%

Production

30%

Production
'Payroll 25% Artists
60%

In this instance, of course, Granville Barker’s income targets are another matter: even
though he budgeted for the National Theatre to operate without revenue subsidy - neatly
predicting an annual loss of only £57 (£2,320) - the contingency needed to cover this and
any further overrun would come from interest earned from an invested ‘Guarantee Fund’
of £150,000 (£8,727,000). This over-optimistic endowment was separate from the higher
capital costs oftheatre construction but, had the pot of gold been raised, the theatre would

have been free from the drip-feeding round of annual revenue subsidy negotiations and



external assessment. It might be argued that not too much reliance should be placed on
these figures because of their propositional nature, in which case they must be compared
with subsequent factual results in repertory. Unfortunately, I have been unable to locate
either the pre-1945 audited annual accounts or other extensive financial data for the six ‘art
theatres’ discussed. Instead, the example of an individual production account for
fortnightly repertory the Citizens’ Theatre, Glasgow in 1944 will serve to underline the
points of resemblance between Granville Barker’s estimates and my conjectures for the

profit-seeking Birmingham company.

This second Glasgow repertory company that was founded in 1943 as a non-profit
company limited by guarantee, performed trial seasons at the small Athenaeum Theatre
before moving to the Royal Princess’s Theatre in 1945, where it continues today.’” It was
the first Scottish repertory to receive state subsidy from the Council for the Encouragement
of Music and the Arts and their small guarantee against loss helped to prevent the Citizens’
from losing money, which they did on only one production in these exploratory seasons.
By selecting an audited production account from the second year, it can be supposed that
the extensive functions required in setting the competent business administration and
smooth production processes of the Citizens’ Theatre had been established with good
judgement. Production accounts for this play, 4 New Way to Pay Old Debts (Philip

Massinger, ¢.1621), may be reordered for relative scale as follows:*

BOX 3.10 THE CITIZENS’ THEATRE LIMITED
at the Athenaeum Theatre, Glasgow
ACTUAL PROFIT AND LOSS ACCOUNT
FOR THE WEEKS ENDING 4 and 11 NOVEMBER 1944
A NEW WAY TO PAY OLD DEBTS

Week One Week Two Total
INCOME £ £ £
Box Office Receipts
(Ticket Prices: 15.6d, 25.6d, 3s.6d, 4s, 5s.)
Monday - 30
Tuesday 64 43
Wednesday 68 46
Thursday 62 45
Friday 64 46
Saturday Matinee 40 28
Saturday Evening 105 105
TOTAL BOX OFFICE RECEIPTS 403 343 746
ADD Ancillary Income
Net Programme Profit 8 7
Cloakroom Charges 1 -
TOTAL ANCILLARY INCOME 9 7 16




TOTAL EARNED INCOME £412 | £350 | £762

LESS EXPENDITURE
PAYROLL
Artistic Wages
Resident Producer and Designer 35 35 70
Actors 174 176 350
Musicians: Resident Trio (Interval) 18 18 36
TOTAL ARTISTIC WAGES 227 229 456
Production Staff Wages
Stage Management/Carpenter/Electrician 31 17 48
Administrative Wages
Manager and Assistant 12 12 24
Front of House Staff and Fireman 19 19 38
TOTAL ADMINISTRATIVE WAGES 31 31 62
Total Payroll 289 277 566

PRODUCTION EXPENDITURE

Costumes, Furniture, Props 30 29

Sets and Painting 21 23

Hire of Stage Lighting - 2 2

Scripts 1 1

Total Production Expenditure 54 55 109
THEATRE OVERHEADS

Electricity 2 2

Heating 7 7

Theatre and Workshop Rent 17 17

Telephone and Office Sundries 5 4

Insurance 2 2
Maintenance/Licenses/Commissions/General 10 10

Total Overheads 43 42 85
MARKETING

Advertising 38 38

Ticket Printing and box office costs 7 7

Total Marketing 45 45 90
TOTAL DIRECT EXPENDITURE £431 £419 £850

ADD Amortisation of Expenditure prior to opening of
season (not allotted to categories in progress

statements) 23 23 46

£454 £442 £896
LESS INCOME brought down (412) (350) (762)
NET DEFICIT FOR THE PRODUCTION £(42) £(92) £(134)

(Subject to Accumulated Surplus on the season and
unconverted guarantee against loss from the Council
for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts)

DEFICIT IN TODAY’S APPROXIMATE VALUE £(925) £(2,025) £(2,950)

Once again, the figures — that appropriate the company’s fixed annual costs to the run of

the play — may be taken as indications that a fragmentary proportion of expenditure



consisted of overheads and the costs of administration staff. At the Citizens’ Theatre, the
classification of artists’ expenditure is an even higher ratio of 81 per cent of all payroll
costs. Intriguingly, the amount spent on advertising and promotion, 11 per cent, although
double the amount envisaged by in the National Theatre estimates, is not only nearer to the
costs of the Alexandra Theatre, but also consistent with the sums spent in repertory

theatres today.

BOX3.il THE CITIZENS’ THEATRE LIMITED
at the Athenaeum Theatre, Glasgow
RATIOS OF EXPENDITURE
FOR THE WEEKS ENDING 4 and 11 NOVEMBER 1944
A NEW WAY TO PAY OLD DEBTS

All Expenditure Payroll
1944 1944
Marketing
11% Admin
Overhead
10% Production
8%
Production
13%
Payroil
67%
Artists
RATIOS
Box-office Receipts as % of Total Income 98%
Ancillary Income as % of Total Income 2%
Total Payroll as % of Total Expenditure 67%
Artists and Performers Wages as % of Total Payroll 81%
Artists and Performers Wages as % of Total Expenditure 54%
Production Expenditure as % of Total Expenditure 13%
Theatre Overheads as % of Total Expenditure 10%
Marketing as % of Total Expenditure 11%
Overall ‘Artistic’ Element as % of Total Expenditure 72%

Deficit as % of Income 17%
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7. The insignia of The Citizens’ Theatre, Glasgow, 1943. The mission statement on
the reverse ofthis programme included this injunction to theatregoers:

You are not expected to be docile. Reserve for yourself the unquestionable right of
the audience to criticise, but, to paraphrase the classic expression of Euromedes,
‘If we cause you displeasure, inform US - if we give you pleasure, TELL THE
WORLD’.

For this study, it is of course unnecessary to consider separately and in organisational
detail all of the other non-profit precedents for today’s repertory theatres founded in this
pre-subsidy era. However, to affirm their magnitude, it is appropriate to note that two other
significant ‘art’ theatres were fleeting: the first Oxford Playhouse (1923-1929) under J.B.
Fagan (1873-1933) and the Festival Theatre, Cambridge (1926-1939) under Terence Gray
(1895-?). After Birmingham, Cambridge was the only repertory theatre to consistently
pursue the art of the theatre in every respect; it was also famous for using its Regency
theatre (built 1808 or 1816) as an open stage for anti-realist productions and the
experimental lighting designs of the company’s co-founder C Harold Ridge. But for this
study, Gray’s exuberant marketing techniques are the more noteworthy because they
contrast with the trivial ‘audience development’ strategies in subsidised repertory today.
Like other early companies, this theatre was imprinted with the founder’s personality but,

unlike some, it was the relaxed atmosphere that helped to make an adventurous play-list



popular with ‘town and gown’. When theatregoers entered this ‘university of dramatic
art’, they were greeted with these relaxed announcements in the foyer and in its magazine-

programmes:

* The supreme desire ofthe Management is to see you enjoying yourself.
* There are no rules and regulations in the Festival Theatre.
* You are welcome to smoke. **

Reluctance to make repertory an overly-serious pastime in a forbiddingly managed
building was also evident in their relaxed attitude to latecomers, who were admitted to a
special seating area but made to wear rubber-soled shoes provided by the front-of-house
staff, and in the informality of a spacious alfresco bar. Other innovations, adopted by later
companies with varying degrees of success, included a profitable restaurant where the food
was supposedly the best obtainable outside London and the wines better than could be

obtained anywhere else in Britain. **"

& The insignia o fthe Cambridge Festival Theatre, 1926

Only a few ofthe longer-lasting repertories were non-profit companies and, of these only
the Sheffield Repertory Company from 1923*** and the Bristol Old Vic at the Theatre
Royal from 1946*** embodied most elements of the repertory ideal. For other companies,

several local factors necessitated a commercial modification because, often, they were



located in relatively small towns that might have little manufacturing industry or be a

seaside tourist resort.'!®

These factors made many companies similar in policy to the
burgeoning profit-seeking repertories like the Alexandra Theatre: not only were they
weekly-repertories, but they maintained the backbreaking twice-nightly performance
schedule. Despite these realities, there were non-profit companies — together with affiliated
playgoers’ societies that usually preceded the professional organisation — in Plymouth
between 1915 and 1935, Alfred Wareing’s company at the Theatre Royal, Huddersfield
from 1921 to 1933,"*° Hull Repertory Theatre from 1924 to 1930, and the still-remaining

companies.

These were: Bristol Little Theatre from 1923 (subsumed by the larger, eminent Bristol Old
Vic in 1965 but disbanded in 1980 in favour of the studio theatre at the Theatre Royal),
Northampton Repertory Players at the Royal Theatre from the season of 1926-1927,"* the
Gate Theatre in Dublin from 1928,'%? Perth Theatre'** and York Citizens’ Theatre, at the
Theatre Royal, from 1935,"** Colchester Repertory Theatre from 1937,'% Windsor Theatre
Royal from 1938,'2¢ Oldham Coliseum'?” and the second Oxford Playhouse from 1938, the
Dundee Repertory Theatre from 1939'®® and — after incubating as an amateur theatre from
1933 — the professional Byre Theatre in St Andrews established in 1940.'* Significantly,
all of these companies were founded by theatre-makers. It was not until the growth of
subsidy that local government might, as in Edinburgh, establish a “civic’ repertory on its
own initiative, setting up a “controlled’ non-profit company whose directors comprised a
majority of councillors and who thereupon employed an artistic director and manager to

execute the agreed policy.
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9. The insignia of the York Citizens’ Theatre at the Theatre Royal, 19335.




En masse, these companies — with those discussed in more detail — were the prototype of
today’s repertory theatres. Logically, it was desirable for the non-profit companies to
promote their sphere of influence collectively, to develop a sense that they were part of a
‘movement’ and to exchange information en bloc. Hitherto, commercial touring managers,
provincial theatres and profit-seeking repertory companies had been infrangible members
of the Theatrical Managers’ Association, which was founded in 1894, principally to
champion industrial matters such as agreements with trade unions. Despite the strides
made by non-profit companies, the TMA persistently opposed public subsidy, because they
believed it would offer unfair competition to their profit-seeking members, as they

pronounced in their 1938 annual report:

A subsidised theatre will scarcely keep itself clear from the gears of political
machinery. Neither our conception of the theatre nor our conception of the functions
of government is conducive to 2 union of the two institutions. The theatre we lock on
as a form of entertainment, not of public nor even quasi-public concern, which must
therefore be supported by those who indulge in it and not by the taxpayers as a
whole. We are opposed to the entrance of government into the theatre, and to its
iniquitous and improper competition with private enterprise.'*”
On the other hand, the British Drama League from 1919 championed wide-ranging
encouragement for the art of the theatre for its own sake, including the cause of repertory
theatres and subsidy but more particularly amateur societies.”*! Looking ahead, to protect
their interests in relation to the TMA’s opposition, as well to compete for the first
government grants and deal with local authorities, several repertory board members,
directors and managers met at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre in 1944, to start the
Conference of Repertory Theatres. (Members restyled it ‘Council’ of Repertory Theatres in
1950).12 Scotland played an influential role, with CORT chaired, from 1949 to 1972, by
G.E. (George) Geddes (1908-1973), a Perth draper and chairman of Dundee Repertory
Theatre in the same period. His leadership of CORT affirms repertory’s public role,
demonstrating the influential and lasting contribution of publicly recognisable volunteer
board members as spokespersons, in this pre-arts administration era. Many other volunteer
members of theatre boards were elected to its executive whereas, after Geddes, it was more
often the case that paid theatre administrators presided over and controlled the affairs of
the management association, especially after CORT’s reconciliation with the TMA (now
called the Theatrical Management Association) by merging with it in 1978. During the
1990s, when theatrical management became over-complicated by the politics of subsidy

and the need for managers to constantly network amongst themselves, the communitarian

and artistic voice of repertory was so subdued by the evanescent three-year terms of office



for its governing body that, in 2000, no lay-board members (and only one artistic director)

were elected to the TMA’s administrator-dominated council of management.'*

Meanwhile, the formation of CORT unfurled a maturing repertory movement, poised to
manage expansion and the ramifications of local government and national subsidy."* It
spawned the notion of an increasingly unified, confident and institutional non-profit
repertory entity, with conferences held every four months in the home town of different
theatres. At the same time, it restricted membership to established non-profit theatres,
excluding profit-seeking companies such as the Alexandra Theatre or, occasionally,
allowed them ‘associate membership’ by unanimous vote of the entire membership.
Furthermore, membership was moderated by enrolling all newcomers as probationary, with
‘approved standards’ of production and management vetted by peer group surveillance
from the senior artistic directors and board chairs. Thus, the founding of CORT may be
rendered as further consolidation of repertory organisation into a stratified movement. To
obtain future subsidy, member theatres needed to establish that they were different from
their profit-seeking counterparts. Ironically, the broad audiences and community
involvement sought by the CORT theatres — and demanded later by the arts councils —
could take root most easily if the theatres offered play choices that resembled those of their
commercial counterparts. Even more, in appealing to theatregoer preferences, the
subsidised theatres would run the risk of jettisoning the reason for their very existence. The
new management association increasingly sought to seal off the non-profit theatres from
the ravages of the box-office: it represented an island of non-profit theatre in a commercial
sea. 50 years hence and as will be observed at the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company, this
detachment from the mainstream of today’s flabellating theatre industry would become a
contributing factor in the marooning of repertory, devitalised today by commotions within
the arts funding system as well as the upheavals and excitements of new methods for

theatre-making, management and delivery.



Summary

This chapter has discussed the genesis, broad achievements and managerial uncertainties of
the repertory movement, in its first 50 years, in order to contextualise and facilitate an

understanding of the practices of the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company, Edinburgh.

Economically, the gap between operating expenditure and earned income in the first
repertory theatres was bridged by the underwriting from private patrons, such as Annie
Horniman (Dublin and Manchester) and Barry Jackson (Birmingham) or, increasingly, by
public subscription through debentures and shareholdings (Glasgow Repertory and
Liverpool). At first, all companies utilised the joint-stock form of incorporation as a
limited company, limiting their directors’ personal liability for business outcomes.
However, it was optimistic to link this form of governance with any hope of cash profits
and hence companies’ moved towards the more communitarian structure of a non-profit
distributing company limited by guarantee that they adopted progressively from 1926 and
which is the form used today. However, all repertories operated in an economy where

working capital was in short supply.

The first instrument for continuity in the ‘citizen’ repertories was ‘voluntary’ capital
provided by an unremunerated board of influential theatre-loving directors from outwith
the theatre industry. They were often passionate for the art of the theatre, holding authority
to influence a company’s future through their approval and disapproval of play-choices. In
this pre-subsidy era, there were no councillors on theatre boards and directors could more
easily put the interests of the company before all else. Boards were a key factor in the
longer-term expansion of the repertory theatre system. They were often assisted by
auxiliary, supporting friends’ organisations and, from 1944, a management association of
non-profit repertory theatres that disconnected the non-profit repertories from commercial

theatres.

Another feature of these companies was the rise of independent-minded, imaginative,
energetic and indefatigable artistic directors, the first in Great Britain being Ben Iden
Payne (Manchester), Alfred Wareing (Glasgow) and Basil Dean (Liverpool). They were
pacemakers for a new authority within professional theatre. Much of their work had a
modern aspect: they had to share the board’s ambition for public service whilst being
unhampered by their employer’s diverse opinions about the choice of plays. In all cases,
with the exception of a small grant to the Abbey Theatre from 1924, the companies

received no government subsidy. During this period, these repertories were, perforce, also



independent of direct support from local government, even though their community
aspirations were similar to art galleries, libraries, museums and orchestras that already
received municipal assistance. Nevertheless, debates about a subsidised theatre gathered
momentum, principally through the campaign for an endowment to establish a National
Theatre in London, for which the advocacy of Harley Granville Barker included a
farsighted business plan that may serve as a blueprint for the operation of all serious
repertory theatres, then and now. The structure of these repertory theatres presupposed the
acceptance, by boards of directors, theatre-makers and their audiences, of a strong sense of
artistic purpose, which was well-marked in the comprehensible policy statements at

Manchester and Glasgow.

The examples of companies in Belfast and Glasgow demonstrated that most repertories had
to rent their theatre; it was unrealistic to expect them to purchase a building from profits
generated from the productions. However, theatre ownership was an important aspiration
because it would insulate the operations from the worst effects of inevitably unpredictable
artistic conditions and erratic financial results. Theatre ownership for a citizens’ theatre
was demonstrated by the Liverpool Repertory’s mortgage-purchase of the Star Theatre
and, later, by the construction of the first purpose-built repertory theatre, paid outright by
private patronage, in Birmingham. The buildings helped these companies to be self-reliant
through reunification of the two strands of theatre organisation: theatre control and play

production.

In this pre-subsidy era, a key to the durability of the first repertory theatres was resourceful
management. This included cooperation between artists and theatre managers,
demonstrated at Liverpool Playhouse in the marathon service of manager Maud Carpenter
and the inspired teamwork with artistic director William Armstrong. However, external
forces such as the effects of the First World War caused companies in Manchester and
Glasgow to close, and Liverpool to be managed, temporarily but with good effect, as an
artists’ co-operative. After the First World War, resident repertory companies multiplied
and began to further alter the system of production by decentralising it from London. At
first, they provided new competition to commercial managements and therefore helped to
check the monopoly of the powerful London entrepreneurs. Increasingly, repertories
contributed to the supply of innovating productions in the touring circuits. Then, with the
growth of cinema, touring declined in the 1930s. In turn, a parallel but more extensive
profit-seeking repertory stratum, beginning at the Alexandra Theatre, Birmingham,

supplanted touring, or filled programming gaps in touring theatres.



These companies began, firstly, in big industrial cities where they faced competition from
existing and more numerous touring houses. However, this diversity encouraged
differentiation in the repertory companies’ play selections and production styles,
prompting some to mirror the innovations of the London stage societies. Afterwards,
repertories were founded in smaller centres, where they might hold a near monopoly or,
occasionally as in the case of Perth Repertory Theatre, be the sole professional theatre in
their neighbourhood. Even so, unlike the stage societies discussed in Chapter Two, few
provincial companies anywhere could succeed by an esoteric policy of new drama alone;
most repertories — non-profit as well as profit-seeking — were soon guided by audience
preferences as expressed at the box-office, by the inclusion of drawing-room comedies and

thrillers from the London West End theatre.

Managing a repertory theatre required a sure administrative capability from everyone
involved, but throughout this period — in all companies and despite the labour intensity of
all theatre — expenditure proportionately favoured the costs of artists and production. In
this chapter, an attempt has been made to indicate the principal cost items and revenues
that comprised the yearly operation of the company at the Alexandra Theatre, Birmingham.
This was compared with Granville Barker’s 1930 budget for a National Theatre and the
actual accounts for a sample production at the Citizens’ Theatre, Glasgow in 1944, In each
case, the accounts determined that overheads were negligible and, crucially, that

administrative staffing was rock-bottom.

The ensuing analysis of the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company, Edinburgh is framed in
relation to the ideals, principles and structures of the progenitor repertory companies

discussed here.

! William Archer, The Old Drama and the New, op. cit., p.366. This work is, primarily, a literary review of
drama, as opposed to theatre organisation, transcribing fourteen lectures given by Archer at King’s College,
London, in 1920 and 1921. Archer argues that only an examination of the causes of the “decrepitude’ of
cighteenth— and nineteenth-century drama can offer a full understanding of the rejuvenation of drama and
theatre in the 1900s and 1910s. This leads, in his last two lectures, to a discussion of playwrights and their
work for the stage societies and the early repertory companies.

? Ibid, p.368.

3 George Rowell and Anthony Jackson, in the absorbing introduction to their synoptic The Repertory
Theatre, A History of Regional Theatre in Britain, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1984. p.3,
describe the provincial surge to repertory as, principally, a revolt ‘against the exploitation of the provincial
theatre as the market for metropolitan products’, the rebellion being the start of the “total transformation of
the provincial scene which the repertory movement was to bring about’. However, since their book was
published — which was, apart from arts funding body enquiries, the last comprehensive examination of the
whole repertory movement — the touring system has become, once more, the dominant form of theatre
delivery in the provinces.



* Here a group of dynamic individuals, dedicated actors and local citizens breathed life into an earlier
venture, also without grants from the public purse, and who were motivated by a move away from Danish
theatre towards the plays of a Norwegian drama school, such as those by Henrik Ibsen (1828-1906),
performed by native actors. In the Norwegian capital, then known as Kristiania, Tosen was artistic director of
a putative national theatre from 1857 to 1862, during which time the theatre produced thirty-one new plays.
In this city, two competing art theatres, which also rivalled the theatre in Bergen, merged and the
Nationaltheatret was established by royal decree in 1887, although it took until 1899 to complete a new
building, erected with government funds from a premiwm bond lottery. Each Norwegian national theatre, like
the Irish Literary Theatre, reflected strong nationalistic aspirations with a distinctly national repertoire. See
Peter Bilton’s introduction “Norway, 1825-1909°, in Laurence Senelick, (ed.), National Theatre in Northern
and Eastern Europe, 1746-1900, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1991, pp.125-126.

* William Archer, ‘Ibsen’s Apprenticeship’, London, The Morning Review, 1901, reprinted in The
Fortnightly Review, London, New Series, Vol. LXXV, June 1904. The article is reproduced, in full, in
Dawson Byrne, The Story of Ireland’s National Theatre: The Abbey Theatre, Dublin, Dublin, Talbot Press,
1929, New York, Haskell House, 1971, pp. 5-8.

® Her father, of Horniman’s Teas, Manchester, had considerable inherited wealth. She was interested in the
Irish dramatic movement and had acted for some time as unpaid secretary to W.B.Yeats, with who she was
probably in love. Her seminal influence upon the repertory movement is described in James W. Flannery,
Miss Annie F. Horniman and the Abbey Theafre, Dublin, Dolmen Press, 1970 and Rex Pogson, Miss
Horniman and the Gaiety Theatre, Manchester, L.ondon, Rockliff, 1952. Later biographies are notable for
their focus on Horniman’s use of magic, which she used to improve her creative and managerial powers. Her
membership of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn that she shared with Shaw, Yeats and the actress
Florence Farr is described in Mary K. Greer, Women of the Golden Dawn. Rebels and Priestesses, Rochester
(Vermont), Park Street Press, 1995.

7 There are more histories of the Abbey Theatre than of any other single repertory theatre: explained in part
by its literary and political roots and the company’s impact on the growth of non-profit theatre in The United
States of America. The latest is Robert Welch, The Abbey Theatre, 1899-1999: Form and Pressure,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1999, stockpiling a century of its artistic and financial progress.
For examples and discussion of primary sources, including the crooked path of counterevidence, see
E.H.Mikhail (ed.), The Abbey Theatre: Interviews and Recollections, Totawa, New Jersey, Barnes and Noble,
1988. This is a composite-documentary Abbey biography and a trampoline for understanding the
intermediate studies. Unlike most repertory companies in Britain today, the Abbey has always been
cognisant of its past: the spirit of its founders and their early plays act as a living trustee on its work today.

® For long-term comparisons of the purchasing power of the pound, see ‘Cost of Living and Inflation Rates’,
London, HMSO, to date, reproduced in Whittaker's Almanac 2000, London, The Stationery Office, 1999,
p-610. This includes a long-term index constructed by amalgamating the retail prices index for the years
from 1962 to date, the consumers’ expenditure deflator for the period from 1938 to 1962 and the cost of
living for the period before 1938. Equivalent sums for today, where quoted in this study in parenthesis, are
calculated from this table, but are only a guide to contextualising figures. They can only be estimates,
because of a host of interacting factors such as changing levels of taxation. Moreover, the comparisons
inevitably have a short useable life. They must be reformulated annually: it is emphasised that their
expiration year is 2000,

¥ Miss Horniman’s offer of the Abbey Theatre was sent in this letter addressed to W.B.Yeats in April 1904.
Reproduced in full in Dawson Byrne, The Story of Ireland’s National Theatre: The Abbey Theatre, Dublin,
op.cit, pp. 33-35 and in Lennox Robinson, Ireland’s Abbey Theatre 1899-1951, London, Sidgwick &
Jackson, 1951, pp. 44-45.

19 <Stakeholder’ is, of course, a late twentieth-century management word, meaning any individual or group
that has a ‘stake’ in a company’s performance. Being one of the more explicit managerial terms, I use it
preveniently, despite its modern significance.

! | etter from Annie Horniman to the Directors, quoted in Lennox Robinson, Ireland’s Abbey Theatre, A
History 1899-1951, op.cit, p.49. The organisers of the Abbey were rarely, except in times of extraordinary
crisis, in Dublin together. They often communicated by letter. This correspondence is transcribed in Anne
Saddlemyer, Theatre Business, The Correspondence of the First Abbey Theatre Directors: William Butler
Yeats, Lady Gregory and JM.Synge, Gerrards Cross, Colin Smythe, 1982. This reveals the complexities of
theatre management, as well as the intrigues of passionate, personal relationships. The many-sided letters
deal, frequently, with Miss Homiman — much of it in the strained manner of how today’s theatre leaders
speak about their transactions with arts councils and their boards of directors — revealing insight into their
awkward synergy with Horniman.



12 Sce Ben Iden Payne, 4 Life in a Wooden O, Memoirs of the Theatre, London and New Haven, Yale

University Press, 1977. Through this engagement, Payne was, indisputably, the first artistic director of a
repertory theatre outwith London but, in Britain, his achievements as one of the founding fathers of repertory
arc now largely unknown to his successors, his reputation overshadowed by that of his employer, Miss
Horniman. Born in Newcastle upon Tyne, he directed more than 200 plays for Horniman. Later he ran other
companies, such as the Little Theatre in Philadelphia, the Copley Repertory Company, the Goodman Theatre
in Chicago, the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre at Stratford upon Avon and, whilst a theatre academic in
North America, the Oregon Shakespeare Festival and the San Diego Shakespeare Festival. A theatre was
named after him at Yale University.

13 Important discussion of how state legislation had, hitherto, intervened in the business of theatre is included
in Tracey C. Davis’ essay, ‘Edwardian management and the structures of industrial capitalism’ in Michael R.
Booth and Joel H. Kaplan (eds.), The Edwardian Theatre, op.cit., where new types of commercial theatre
syndicates, established by the London impresarios, are compared with the general business climate, in which
the habit of family succession was in decline, with a move towards incorporation as limited companies.
Altheugh Davis does not refer to the constitutions -of -the carly repertory theatres, legislation via the
Companies Acts is nonetheless a significant influence on their organisation and, because of their impact on
the governance of repertory theatre today, is worth noting here.

A succession of supervision orders began in the Companies Acts of 1855-62, in response to pressures to
reconcile ownership and labour, making it easier for workers to invest in their employers’ business. More
significant for theatre companies was the Companies Act of 1907 {consolidated in 1908), which made the
distinction between a public company and a private company. A public company had to file an annual
balance sheet summarising its capital, assets and liabilities. A private company, restricted to 50 sharcholders,
was exempted from the rule to issuc a prospectus.or-file a balance sheet, needing only to-lodge a statement
with the Registrar of Companies. Two studies cover this subject in non-legal terms: H A. Shannon, ‘“The
Coming of General Limited Liability’, in EM. Carus-Wilson, (ed.), Essays in Economic History, London,
Edward -Arneld, 1954, pp. 358-379 and Bishep Carelton Hunt, The Development of the Business Corporation
in England 1800-1867, Cambridge MA, Harvard University Press, 1936. However, they do not deal with
structures available to “voluntary’, non-profit theatres that do not “distribute’ profits when they are limited by
guarantee of their members.

Commentators invariably refer to repertory theatres as public companies, doubtless because of their
-communitarian, educational and ‘public service’ objectives, as does, for instance, Robert Welch, The 4bbey
Theatre, 1899-1999, op.cit, p. 34. When it registered as a limited company (by shares) it was, technically, a
private company. However, no repertory theatres have ever been quoted on the stock exchanges and the more
common constitution for repertory theatres today is a company limited by guarantee. For formal
explanations of legislation and the theatre, in the period under discussion, see Sidney Isaacs, The Law
Relating to Theatres, Music-Halls, Cinemas and other Public Entertainments, and to the Performers therein,
including the Law of Musical and Dramatic Copyright, London, Stevens and Sons, 1927, pp. 4-21. This
includes, in its introduction, notes about incorporation as its affects theatre companies. A useful list of Acts
of Parliament, Bills, Reports and official records, primarily relating to the management of London theatres
from 1751 to 1948 is in Diana Howard, London Theatres and Music Halls 1850-1950, London, Library
Association, 1970, pp.269-270. But for comparison, see a list of parliamentary acts and selected
parliamentary bills relevant to theatre up to 1909; Tracy C. Davis, The Economics of the British Stage 1800—
1914, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2000, pp. 457-460.

14 Exceptionally, one British repertory company used a Royal Charter as its form of incorporation: The Royal
Shakespeare Theatre (1960). Even the National Theatre of Great Britain (1963) is registered under the
Companies Acts and, unlike continental European national theatres, is not a statutory body of Parliament: its
first formal name was The National Theatre Board Limited. In passing, it may be noted that it is open to non-
profit corpanies to apply for deletion of the word ‘limited’ from their title. A minority of repertories
favoured this because the word might connote a subliminal deterrent to successful fundraising from
individual donors; they wished to emphasise the ‘charitable’ and “educational’ purpose in precedence to their
theatre’s ‘business’ aspects.

15 Figure quoted in Peter Kavanagh, The Story of the Abbey Theatre, New York, Devin-Adair Company,
1950, Orono, National Poetry Foundation at the University of Maine, 1984, p.125.

16 11 order to indicate their need for this first subsidy, the Abbey directors offered to gift the theatre to the
new state, yielding direct responsibility for its management. The Dail Eirann declined this offer, whereupon
the Abbey made an application for £1,000 towards annual operations and £1,000 for repairs. The application
process is described in Robert Welch, The Abbey Theatre 1899-1999, op.cit, pp.82-83. Afterwards, the grant
of £850 was never withheld and the company preserved much independence. Contrarily, John W. O’Hagan,
in ‘An Economic Analysis of a National Theatre: The Case of the Abbey Theatre’, Journal of European
Cultural Policy, Amsterdam, Harwood Academic Publishers, Vol.3 No.1, pp.65-78, holds (p.71) that the



grant was requested specifically for educational work, to assist in the training of actors and playwrights. The
Minister of Education made the request and, if O’Hagan is correct, it would be possible to view this first
subsidy in repertory grant as exogenous to the Abbey’s main theatre productions and operations budget.

By 1998-1999, The Abbey grant from the Irish Arts Council was £2,750,000, having grown 150-fold, in real
terms, from 1922, See Irish Arts Council, Annual Report and Accounts, Dublin, Irish Arts Council, 2000,
p-8. For the purposes of this study, which concentrates on repertory theatres in the United Kingdom, the
Abbey, being a National and foreign theatre is, hereafter, of peripheral concern. However, for the moment, it
is pertinent to observe that Yeats, who became a senator in the Free State and who won the Nobel Prize for
Literature in 1923, was, from a theatre management perspective, in a desired position to secure the grant.
Moreover, the Minister for Finance, Ernest Blythe, was a helpful theatre enthusiast: it was a condition of
subsidy that the board be enlarged to include a government nominee-director and Blythe, who was their
second nominee, during which time he acted as a reluctant censor, left the government to become general
manager of the Abbey from 1935, retiring in 1972 at the age of 86. Few theatres in the British Isles have
enjoyed such continuous skin-tight links to their legislature whilst holding artistic and managerial autonomy.
The first Abbey Theatre burnt down in 1951, whereupon the company moved to the Queen’s Theatre of
1823, which had been remodelled in 1909. The Abbey moved back to the old site of Horniman’s 1904
Abbey, and it is there where the 1966-built theatre stands today. For an Abbey chronicle (and a manager’s
appraisal) up to the opening of the second Abbey Theatre, see Emest Blythe, The Abbey Theatre, Dublin,
National Theatre Society, 1964,

17 A list of these productions is given in Sam Hanna Bell, The Theatre in Ulster, London and Dublin,
Macmillan, 1972, pp.134-136. Its founders were Bulmer Hobson and David Parkhill (the playwright Lewis
Purcell) with other prominent figures such as Rutherford Mayne (1878-1967) and Gerald McNamari. Unlike
Yeats at the Abbey, or the artistic directors of most repertory theatres, there was no single dominant
personality.

% From the house magazine of the Ulster Literary Theatre, Uladh, Belfast, Ulster Literary Theatre, February
19035, quoted in Ophelia Byme, The Stage in Ulster from the Eighteenth Century: Selected from the Theatre
Archive of the Linen Hall Library, Belfast, The Linen Hall Library, 1997, p.37.

1 Although Mary Trotter, Ireland’s National Theaters: Political Performance and the Origins of the Irish
Dramatic Movement, Syracuse, Syracuse University Press, 2001 challenges the reign of the Abbey by
examination of several other Irish theatre companies up to the Easter Rising of 1916. Unlike many studies
primarily about nationalism and the plays, hers includes profusc observations of their organisation and
management.

20 A description of Ulster Literary Theatre’s seasons at the Grand Opera House, Belfast, is in Lyn Gallagher,
The Grand Opera House, Belfast, Belfast, The Blackstaff Press, 1995, pp. 39-43, and a short memoir by the
playwright and manager Joseph Tomelty, ‘The Theatre in Northern Ireland’, Drama, London, British Drama
League, New Series, Spring 1953, No. 28, pp. 15-18. This company was a prototype for professional
reperiory by the shorter-lived Belfast Repertory Theatre (founded by Richard Hayward) and for the Ulster
Group Theatre (a combination of three amateur companies which produced mainly English plays). Later, the
Lyric Theatre, Belfast (founded in 1955) may be viewed chicfly as part of the United Kingdom system, now
subsidised by the Arts Council of Northern Ireland, even thongh (unlike Scotland and Wales) this arts council
was never a satellite of the Arts Council of Great Britain.

?1 The Midiand Hotel Theatre capacity is quoted in Lionel Carson, (ed.), The Stage Guide, London, “The
Stage Offices”, 1912, p.235. Figures for the Manchester theatre capacity are totalled from the holding
capacities, quoted by zone in each of all theatres listed.

22 Michael Kennedy, The Hallé 1858-1983: A History of the Orchestra, Manchester, Manchester University
Press, 1982, p.5.

23 NH.G. Schoonderwoerd, J. . Grein, Ambassador of the Theatre, 1862-1935: A Study in Anglo-Continental
Theatrical Relations, op.cit, p. 113.

2 Edwin Hays was a commanding example of the symbiosis of amateur and professional theatre
management. The Stockport Garrick Theatre has always been amateur but has maintained associations with
professional theatre. Anna Miller, The Independent Theatre in Europe, op.cit., pp. 215-217, emphasises the
importance of this group, which was founded in 1901, as a ‘decentralised’ society with 500 members and an
audience of ‘15,000 to consider’, staging the first provincial productions of plays by Ibsen and Shaw and
being the first repertory theatre organisational model of the separation of ownership of a theatre from an in-
house production company. Later, when Stockport Garrick Limited was incorporated in 1925, it protected
the venue from the perils of trade, enabling the production activity to view its objectives as principally
artistic in order that “the utter and absolute financial failure of a play would not result in bankruptcy’. The
operations company, which leased the theatre rent-free could, according to the Garrick Magazine, 1926,



thereby concentrate on planning, especially play selection, which it did through ‘a bloody, bold and resolute
Plays Committee of no compromise’. This structure is now a familiar arrangement in repertory, for the
responsibilities of a owning and maintaining a building, as well as its commercial catering activities, call for
different attitudes to those required in producing theatre. There was also a Garrick Society in nearby
Altrincham that cooperated with professional theatre, especially dramaturgical assistance from playwrights,
This, together with debate about turning professional — including Shaw’s recommendations — is discussed in
Pamela Knox, The Flame Still Burns, the story of Altrincham Garrick Theatre, Altrincham, Altrincham
Garrick Society, 1993, pp. 6-10.

25 Ben Iden Payne, A Life in a Wooden O, op.cit, p.79.
26 1 jonel Carson, (ed.), The Stage Guide, op.cit, p. 235.

2T Horniman’s work at the Gaiety Theatre is chronicled in Rex Pogson, Miss Horniman and the Gaiety
Theatre Manchester, London, Rockcliff, 1952 and in Sheila Goodie, Annie Horniman, A Pioneer in the
Theatre, London, Methuen, 1990.

28 William Poel founded and subsidised the hon-profit, subscription Elizabethan Stage Society in London in
1895. This continued until 1905 and, in its quest for retrieving Shakespeare from the picture-frame,
spectacular realist productions of actor-managers, corresponded to the ‘New Drama’ of the stage societies in
its influence on the provincial repertory theatres. Poel’s Gaiety production attempted the recreation of an
Elizabethan stage behind, and in front of, this theatre’s proscenium arch including extension of the acting
area over the orchestra pit, an eccentric undertaking at this time. During the 1920s the London Shakespeare
League resumed the campaign for open or platform stages. However, apart from the amateur Maddermarket
Theatre, Norwich and Open Air Theatre in Regent’s Park, London, built in 1933, professional repertory
theatres did not fully implement the form, architecturally, until the construction of adaptable theatres, as at
the Octagon Theatre, Bolton, in 1968. It was to be in Canada where the Poel Iegacy eventually took root: a
neo-Elizabethan alternative to the proscenium arch was demonstrated by the director Tyrone Guthrie and
designer Tanya Moisciwitsch (1914- ) in their designs for the thrust stage and permanent settings of Stratford
Festival Theatre, Ontario, built in 1953, For an evaluation of William Poel, see Robert Speaight, William
Poel and the Elizabethan Revival, London, Heinemann and the Society for Theatre Research, 1954 and
James Woodfield, ‘Spectacle, Austerity and New Dimensions: The Staging of Shakespeare from Victorian to
Modern’, in his English Theatre in Transition 1881-1914’, London and Sydney, Croom Helm, 1984, pp. 132-
149.

2% James Agate, “The Pros and the Cons’, Essays on the Theaire, London, W. Collins, 1917, p. 66. George
Rowell, ‘1907-1918: Manchester to Birmingham’, in The Repertory Movement, op.cit., p. 36, notes that
Manchester’s newspapers were ‘receptive to the idea [of Horniman’s company] and exceptionally well
equipped to assess it’, boasting ‘a dramatic critic of standing in C.E. Montague and had recently added James
Agate and Allan Monkhouse to its staff’. Nevertheless, the Gaiety managers would doubtless have cursed
Agate’s coruscating commentaries on the Gaiety policy, including their supercilious attitude to theatregoing
in the provinces. Agate decried it for not taking seriously the question of dressing up to go to the theatre and
for ignoring the need to entertain the public.

30 See Rex Pogson, Miss Horniman and the Gaiety Theatre Manchester, op.cit, Appendix B, pp. 206-209.
Between 1909 and 1914, the company played six London seasons and toured twice to North America. They
also visited other provincial towns and cities, such as Hull, Leamington Spa, Preston, Chorley, Carlisle,
Cork, Glasgow, Limerick, Edinburgh, Barrow-in-Furness, Harrogate, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Cambridge and
Dundee. Their provincial schedule exceeded the London and foreign visits cightfold. Commentators do not
usually discuss such industrious detours, perhaps because they did not add to the Gaiety’s reputation amongst
the London critics and cognoscenti. The Gaiety tours are exceeded today — by building-based drama
companies ~ only by those of the Royal National Theatre and Royal Shakespeare Company.

3 See, for instance, George Rowell, ‘Lancashire Drama’ in The Reperfory Movement, op.cit, pp. 42-45.
However, the play lists in Pogson, op.cit, pp. 199-205 demonstrate that the Lancashire plays, which were
mostly comedies, were few in proportion to the whole programme, outnumbered by other serious playwrights
Ibsen, Rostand, Hauptmann, Galsworthy, Calderon and Euripedes.

32 Despite other repertory companies that followed the Gaiety Theatre, such as the Library Theatre, its
achievements were never outclassed in Manchester until 1968, when the 69 Theatre Company Limited (later
the Royal Exchange Theatre) was established, with the declared aim of establishing a reputation on a national
level. This company quickly reached renowned standards of performance, with the regular engagement of
actors such as Vanessa Redgrave (1937- ), Dame Wendy Hiller (1912- ) and Sir Tom Courtenay (1937- ),
from the first season. It often publicised itself as ‘“The National Theatre of the North’; many of its actors were
already stars and they returned to the company on several occasions. Often, there was no chance of a good
critical outcome: the company was often upbraided for star casting because of the artistic directors’ supposed



fixation on London. Astoundingly, none of three historical records-cum-house prospectuses, when probing
the company’s precedents, offer any mention of the Gaiety, although they revere and acknowledge the later
influence of pioneers such as the theatre-in-the-round advocate Stephen Joseph (1927-1967), and the director
and actor-teacher Michel Saint-Denis (1897-1971). See William Mather, 69 Theatre Company: A Prospectus,
Manchester, 69 Theatre Company Limited, 1968, David Fraser, The Royal Exchange Theatre Company, An
Hllustrated Record, Manchester, Royal Exchange Theatre Company, 1988 and, especially, Susan Press et.al,
The Royal Exchange Theatre Company, Words and Pictures 1976-1998, Manchester, Royal Exchange
Theatre Company Limited, 1998, pp. 38-47. This company is an example of the reverse of a permanent
acting ensemble; instead, the concept of ‘permanence’ has resided in a joint artistic directorate: Michael
Elliott (1931-1984), Casper Wrede (1929-1998), Richard Pilbrow (1933- ), Braham Murray (1943~ ) and
James Maxwell (1929-1995) were the first artistic directors, Excepting Murray, they had worked together at
the 59 Theatre Company at the Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith, making this ‘company’ the ‘longest-running
theatre group ever’. Murray continues, with others, today. They believed that it was wrong to keep their
actors tied up for long periods, because this would prevent them from taking lucrative parts in film and
television,

B A ‘lodging-house theatre’ was Horniman’s sententious description of having to give a berth to touring

companies, for she was no longer responsible for the creative birth of the productions that played at the
Gaiety. Sce Rex Pogson, Miss Horniman and the Gaiety Theatre Manchester, op.cit, p. 173. Like many later
subsidised repertory artistic directors, she saw in a theatre building a strictly business enterprise that was in
no way connected to the art of the theatre except that it provided the place in which the art could be
displayed. Often, repertory companies regard a touring theatre as managed in the same way as any other
building, with small variations due to the peculiar demands of presenting theatre. Moreover, interchange of
personnel was almost unheard of until the 1990s; though, as will be shown, the Edinburgh Civic Theatre
Trust became the first but short-lived example of an attempt to fuse these milicux into one theatre
management, when it combined management of the King’s Theatre with the Royal Lyceum Theatre from
1973 to 1976.

3* Horniman’s licence to sell alcohol ‘during permitted hours’ would have been conditioned by The Excise
Act, 1835, as an attachment to her theatre licence, granted under The Theatres Act 1848 and the Local
Government Act, 1888, She was unsuccessful because of scornful, money-conscious opposition from the
Manchester profit-seeking theatre managers, not from customary objections by neighbouring taverns. This
was especially trying because the Gaiety Theatre previously held a liquor licence when run by the United
Theatres Co. Limited. All managers had to get past several legal requirements: plans for Horniman’s Gaiety
Theatre alterations would have been authorised under the Public Health Act, 1875. At this time there were
also specific restrictions on theatres selling tobacco and confectionary, under the Shop Hours Act of 1888.
Plays had to be licensed by the Lord Chamberlain, which was often a difficulty in the case of new scripts or
extant plays with new scenes. For explanations of provincial theatre licensing in this period, which often
differed from London, see James M. Glover, (ed.), The Theatre Managers’ Handbook, London, For the
Editor, 1928, pp.73-75.

35 Remembrance of the Gaiety Theatre was a generative force in the amateur Unnamed Society, which was
founded in 1916 and continued until 1931 staging, principally, new plays, and in the establishment of the
more middle-of-the-road Manchester Repertory Theatre at the Rusholme Theatre, Manchester between 1923
and 1940. Neither company received subsidy from a wealthy patron, but at Rusholme, the balance sheet was
sustained by 450 shareholders who each agreed to indemnify the theatre against loss to the extent of £10
spread over five years, not more than £2 to be called up in any one year. For details of all Manchester
companies, theatres and archive collections, see Terry Wyke and Nigel Rudyard, Manchester Theatres,
Manchester, Bibliography of North West England, 1994,

36 The other Companion of Honour was Lilian Baylis, (1874-1937), created in 1929 in recognition of her
management of the Old Vic and Sadler’s Wells Theatre.

37 Ben Iden Payne, A Life in a Wooden O, op.cit, p.92.

3% See Philip A. Talbot, “The Macclesfield Theatre Company and Nineteenth Century Silk Manufacturers’,
Theatre Notebook, London, Society for Theatre Research, 2000, Vol. 54, No.1, pp.24-42.

3 See Tracy C. Davis, The Economics of the British Stage 18001914, op.cit, pp. 238-240. Davis’
perception is that, by contributing what must have been

a substantial part of their savings, if not all, it [also] seems highly likely that investing in this way
was a civic act designed to enrich the community per se. In this sense, it anticipates the civic
repertory theatre concept by decades, except that private investors take their own initiative to create
a professional entertainment venue rather than leaving it to the state to do so on taxation revenue.



Through her research in the share registers of Victorian theatre companies, Davis points out that other locally
organised theatres in the North West, such as those in Birkenhead and Liverpool, were owned by middle-
class professionals, suggesting that their theatres’ objectives would be mismatched to the interests of the
working-classes.

* This outline appeared on the front page of programmes, where the company was also billed as “The
Scottish Repertory Theatre’.

! Winifred FE.C. Isaac, Alfred Wareing, op.cit, p. 40.

2 Anon., The Arthurian Theatre Magazine, London, Robert Arthur Theatres, April 1911, p.4. Arthur ran a
chain of touring theatres in Scotland and England.

3 See Conrad Wilson, Playing for Scotland, The History of the Royal Scottish National Orchestra, Glasgow,
Harper Collins, 1993, p. 2.

H“ Although the company’s projections for working capital fell short of a fundamental reserve, the scale and
context of the company’s business can be contrasted with that of their Royalty Theatre landlords, Howard
and Wyndham Limited. With an approximate capital of £45,000 (£2,750,000), they were a Goliath worth
nearly thirty times the intended capitalisation of Glasgow Repertory Theatre. In 1907, Howard and
Wyndham paid a dividend to investors worth £260,000 today. I make this estimate from their entry in
‘Particulars of Capital and Dividends of Leading Joint Stock Companies Engaged in Theatrical and Kindred
Business’, John Parker, (ed.), 7he Green Room Book or Who's Who on The Stage, London, T. Sealey Clark,
1908, p.630. .

4 Despite the originative importance of Glasgow Repertory Theatre as a “citizens’ theatre’, there is no single
publication about the company, perhaps because of its short life. Several studies discuss the company, along
with the Scottish National Players and Unity Theatre, as a foreground to the greater achievements of James
Bridie’s Citizens’ Theatre, founded in 1943. Its formation, policy and programme is described within six
enquiries: its first four seasons by P.P. Howe, The Repertory Theatre, op.cit., pp. 64-69, by Anna Miller,
‘The Dramatic Awakening of Scotland and Wales’, The Independent Theatre in Europe, op.cit., pp. 311-318,
Winifred F.E.C.Isaac, Alfied Wareing, A Biography, London, Green Bank Press, 1946, pp. 34-45, by David
Hutchinson, The Modern Scottish Theatre, Glasgow, Moleindar Press, 1977, pp. 12-26, by Jan McDonald,
What is a Citizens Theatre? [Proceedings of the Royal Philosophical Society of Glasgow, New Series,
Number One], Dundee, Lochee Publications, November 1984, pp. 3-7, and again by David Hutchinson, “The
Glasgow Repertory Theatre’ in ‘1900-1950°, Bill Findlay, (ed.), A History of Scottish Theatre, Edinburgh,
Polygon, 1998, pp. 208-214,

6 b P. Howe, The Repertory Theatre, op.cit, p.67.

47 See advertisement in the Programme, The Threshold, Glasgow, The Scottish Playgoers Ltd, Royalty
Theatre, 9 March 1914, p.3.

“® Had Glasgow Repertory Theatre rented the Royalty year round, the rent would have been £4,160
(£242,028). It is interesting to compare this with London West End theatre rents at this time. The novelist and
playwright, Amold (Enoch) Bennett (1867-1931) observes the average Shaftesbury Avenue theatre to be
£10,000 (£581,800) and the Savoy Theatre in the Strand at £7,000 (£407,260), Irving paid £5,000 (£290,900)
per annum for the Lyceum Theatre. See Arnold Bennett, ‘The Crisis in the Theatre’, preface to Cupid and
Commonsense, London, New Age Press, 1909, p.8-9.

*? Commentators state that the assets of the Scottish Playgoers’ Limited were donated to The St Andrew’s
Society, which nurtured the separate Scottish National Players, founded in 1921. In view of the substantial
accumulated losses at closure, it is hard to imagine that the transfer amounted to more than remnants of sets,
costumes and office equipment. Nevertheless, the next company presented three Scottish plays staged at the
Royal Institute, Glasgow, and was in turn was re-incorporated as the Scottish National Theatre Society in
1922, This was a touring repertory company and 1,942 performances were given; 61 out of 121 productions
were of new plays, toured throughout Scotland until 1947. The full story is told by its first artistic director,
Tyrone Guthrie, et.al., in The Scottish National Theatre Venture: its Birth, History, Work and Influence 1921-
1948, Glasgow, Scottish National Players, 1953 and by Karen Anne Marshalsay, The Scottish National
Players: in the nature of an experiment 1913-1934, Ph.D thesis, Glasgow, University of Glasgow, 1991. An
attempt to replicate the example of Glasgow Repertory Theatre was made in Edinburgh when the grandly
styled Scottish National Repertory Theatre was formed in 1912 by the poet James Macgillivray and his
dramatist daughter, Ina Macgillivray, but made no headway because of the First World War.

% T this study, ‘turnover’ means sales (or sales revenue), including cash and credit sales, but does not
include the sale of fixed assets. For a non-profit repertory theatre company, the term means income from
box-office receipts, hires, fees, programmes and the net catering profits. In this study — as is also customary



in theatre accounts — subsidy income will be isolated from turnover, with which it will often be compared,
the latter being known as ‘earned income’.

31 Losses quoted in David Hutchison, The Modern Scottish Theatre, Glasgow, Molendinar Press, 1977, p.18
and also entries in “The Stage” Year Book, for instance 1914, p.133. According to J. James Hewson, ‘some
of the large shareholders pressed the company to go into liquidation’ in 1912, but ‘a meeting was held in
March, which happily resulted in the sharcholders authorising the directors to carry on’ with fewer
productions. This may have resulted in the greatly reduced loss but, more probably, the improvement was
because Wareing staged several of the plays as ‘an independent venture’, avoiding the ‘trouble to contend
with their varying opinions’. See ‘The Repertory Movement: A Review of the Past Year’, Lionel Carson,
(ed.), “The Stage” Year Book, 1914, London, Carson and Comerford, 1914, pp.40-41.

52 Statistics are calculated from individual theatres’ holding capacities, and the population quoted in Lionel
Carson, (ed.), The Stage Guide, op.cit, pp.150-151, together with Scottish Arts Council patron data reports.
By 1945, the approximate mid-point of this comparison, the ratio of theatre seats to population in Glasgow
was approximately 1:60.

>3 The play-list for 1909-1913 is reproduced in Winifred F.E.C, Isaac, Alfred Wareing, op.cit, pp. 150-152, It
excludes the final months, from January to July 1914, under the artistic direction of Lewis Casson.

>* Bdwin T. Hays, ‘“The Manchester Repertory Theatre’, in “The Stage” Year Book, 1912, London, Carson
and Comerford, 1912, p. 21,

53 P.P.Howe, The Repertory Theatre, op.cit, pp. 65-66.
56 Lionel Carson, (ed.), The Stage Guide, op.cit, p.235.

57 Programme, Cupid and Commonsense, Glasgow, The Scottish Playgoers Ltd., Royalty Theatre, Glasgow,
13 May 1912, p.1. Prices are also quoted in Winifred F.E.C. Isaac, Alfred Wareing, op.cit., p.37, who,
without comparison to Glasgow commercial theatres, describes them as “very moderate’,

38 See, for instance, programmes for the King’s Theatre and Theatre Royal, Glasgow that were, with the
Royalty Theatre, owned and managed by Howard and Wyndham Limited.

¥ pp. Howe, The Repertory Theatre, op.cit, p.68.

80 <A Word About The Future’, Programme, The Devil’s Disciple, Glasgow, The Scottish Playgoers’ Ltd,
Royalty Theatre, 16 February, 1914, p.4.

81 William Archer and Harley Granville Barker, 4 Nafional Theatre, Scheme & Estimates, op.cit., p.87 and
Appendix C, pp. 140-147, offer detailed rules and booking systems for subscription. It was never adopted at
the National Theatre, and only took hold in repertory in the 1980s, when companies such as Bristol Old Vic
engaged a United States’ specialist, Danny Newman, to implement what Archer and Barker had hitherto
recommended. See also Danny Newman, Subscribe Now! Building Arts Audiences Through Dynamic
Subscription Promotion, New York, Theatre Communications Group, 1977.

2718, Priestley, Theatre Outlook, London, Nicholson & Watson, 1947, p.84 compares the cost of a theatre
stall with a novel, a bottle of whisky and cartons of cigarettes, using the years 1910, 1925 and 1947. In 1910,
the stalls seat was twice that of a hardback novel, one and half times that of a bottle of whisky and equal to
the price of 100 cigarettes.

63 1 jonel Carson, (ed.), The Stage Guide, 1912, op.cit, pp. 219-221. As with theatres, the number of cinemas
in these three cities was correspondingly fewer on Merseyside, despite Liverpool’s matching population.
There were 22 cinemas on Merseyside, whereas Glasgow had 40 and Manchester had more than 70. At any
rate, this suggests an uncommonly attractive market advantage for the new repertory entrant.

%4 Basil Dean, Seven Ages, An Autobiography 1888-1927, London, Hutchinson, 1970, pp. 76-77. George
Rowell, The Repertory Movement, op.cit, p. 41, quotes this profit as £1,600. Grace Wyndham Goldie, The
Liverpool Repertory Theatre 1911-1934, London, Hodder & Stoughton, Liverpool, University Press, 1935,
p.39, suggests the profit was £500, but in any event, the sum was an exceptional result, especially as Kelly’s
Theatre was contracted on box-office share terms of 50-50, when the customary touring arrangements were
60-65 per cent in favour of the producing company.

63 Figures quoted in Christopher Bullock, (ed.), Liverpool Playhouse, Diamond Jubilee 1911-1971,
Liverpool, Liverpool Repertory Theatre Ltd., 1971, p.14.

% See programme facsimile for The ddmirable Crichton, reproduced in Lord Cohen of Birkenhead, Basil
Dean, Maud Carpenter, et al, Liverpool Playhouse, Golden Jubilee 1911-1961, Liverpool, Liverpool
Repertory Theatre Limited, 1961, pp. 12-13. Notes to the audience invited them ‘to address any suggestions



that they may care to make to Mr. Basil Dean at the theatre’. Another management innovation was an
attempt to reduce the number and duration of intervals, so that ‘wherever possible there will be one long
interval only, the rest of the acts divided by short panses’. Stage management placed ‘blue electric light
signals at either side of the prosceninm [to] serve as an indication to the audience of the approach of the “long
interval’, which will be of sufficient length to enable patrons to visit their friends in the foyer and other parts
of the house’.

57 Numbers counted from play lists in Grace Wyndham Goldie, The Liverpool Repertory Theatre, op.cit, pp.
226-270. Cecil Chisholm, Repertory, An Outline of the Modern Theatre Movement, London, Peter Davies,
1934, Appendix II, pp.248-249 lists their productions for 1932-1933 giving, in addition, the number of
performances of each play, confirming varying runs of three weeks (ten productions) and two weeks (seven
productions).

%8 Basil Dean, Seven Ages, An Autobiography 1888-1927, op.cit, pp. 89-90. He was only 23 when appointed
to run the theatre, writing these observations with the advantage of immense experience at the age of 82.

6 J.James Hewson, “The Liverpool Repertory Theatre’, The “Stage” Year Book, 1914, op.cit, p. 41.
70 Tyrone Guthrie, My Life in the Theatre, London, Hamish Hamilton, 1959, p.46.

™ Grace Wyndham Goldie, The Liverpool Repertory Theatre, op.cit, p. 85.

"2 Basil Dean, Seven Ages, An Autobiography 1888-1927, op.cit, p. 102.

" Lord Cohen of Birkenhead, Basil Dean, Maud Carpenter, et al, Liverpool Playhouse, Golden Jubilee,
1911-1961, op.cit, p.46.

™ The founding chairman, Charles Reilly, recalled the episode in Scaffolding in the Sky, a semi-architectural
autobiography, Liverpool, Liverpool University Press, 1938, pp.124.

> For a study of theatre management in Elizabethan repertories and the sharing system, see Bernard
Beckerman, ‘Philip Henslowe’, in Joseph W. Donohue, Jr., The Theatrical Manager in England and
America: Player of a Perilous Game, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1971, pp. 19-62.

76 The plan and early operation of the cooperative management are described in Anon., 4 History of the
Liverpool Repertory Theatre: Artistes’ and Staff’s Commonwealth, September 1914-April 1915, Liverpool,
For the Commonwealth, 1915. The arrangement ‘was that actors and staff had to subscribe £1 (£58) to a
‘Commonwealth’ fund; at the beginning of each season they rehearsed for no wages; they were promised £2
(£116) a week thereafter, instead of the previous wage of £7 (£400), but would receive amounts up to the full
wage according to the success of a whole season. To an extent, the Liverpool ‘Commonwealth’ may be seen
to anticipate the workings of contemporary theatre collectives from the 1960s, such as the proliferating
small-theatre peripatetic company membership of the Independent Theatre Council. Other resident, large
companies, with the exception of The Actors’ Company, have never attempted the principle of collective
sharing of receipts and decision-making, The Actors’ Company was a touring repertory theatre formed by Sir
Ian McKellan (1939- ) and others in 1970, organised without a board of directors but administered by an
umbrella arrangement with Cambridge Theatre Company. This company was also a challenge to the belief
that democratic processes must be discarded once the administrative problems become larger.

"7 Grace Wyndham Goldie, The Liverpool Repertory Theatre, op.cit, p.113.

i attempted without success to locate this script in the Liverpool Playhouse archives and elsewhere, for its
contents might offer more clues as to what they thought of their board of directors.

7 The small 567-seat Kingsway Theatre gave welcome to several provincial repertory companies. It was run
by the actress-manager Lena Ashwell (1872-1957), who took an avid interest in repertories, having run
companies during the First World War for British servicemen in Paris, Le Havre, Rouen and Calais,
including ensembles of Scottish actors who performed for the Scottish regiments. In addition to the
Kingsway, her work was an early example of repertory in London suburbs, where she produced seasons in
‘found spaces’ such as the local authority owned swimming baths of Deptford, Ilford, Lewisham and
Beckenham. Her ‘aim throughout [was] to create an interest in the representatives of the people in each
borough, so that the method of cooperation between the arts and the community could be arrived at’. See
Lena Ashwell, The Stage, London, Geoffrey Bles, 1929, pp.146 and 157-158. Ashwell was one of the first
repertorists to work closely with local government; although they could not give direct grants, councillors
reduced the hall rents and distributed advertising material with rate demand notices.

8 Christopher Bullock, (ed.), Liverpool Playhouse, Diamond Jubilee 1911-1971, op.cit, p.13.



81 See Richard Findlater, Lilian Baylis: The Lady of the Old Vic, London, Allen Lane, 1975 and Adrian
Frazier, Behind the Scenes: Yeats, Horniman, and the Struggle for the Abbey Theatre, Berkeley, University
of California Press, 1990.

Tracy C. Davis researches records of lady managers. Her alphabetical data base of over 300 managers before
the First World War reveals that the previous longest-serving were Sarah Baker, who owned seven theatres in
Kent and managed their stock companies between ¢.1772 and 1815; Sarah Thorne, manager or lessee of
theatres and stock companies in Margate, Worcester, Lambeth, Dover and Chatham for 29 years from 1866;
and Eliza Vestris (25 years’ at three London theatres from 1830). At Edinburgh, the longest-serving lady
owner and lessee was Harriet Siddons at The Theatre Royal between 1815 and 1831. See Tracy C. Davis,
‘Female Managers, Lessces, and Proprietors of the British Stage (to 1914)°, Nineteenth Century Theatre,
London, Royal Holloway, University of London, Vol. 28 No.2, Winter 2000, pp. 115-144.

%2 Grace Wyndham Goldie, The Liverpool Repertory Theatre, op.cit, pp. 207-208,

8 pelham McMahon and Pam Brooks, dn Actor’s Place: The Liverpool Repertory Company at Liverpool
Playhouse, 1911-1998, Liverpool, Bluecoat Press, 2000, p.29.

84 Barry Jackson, ‘Introduction’, Bache Matthews, A History of the Birmingham Repertory Theatre, London,
Chatto & Windus, 1924, pp. xiii-xv.

85 Lionel Carson, (ed.), The Stage Guide, 1912, op.cit, pp. 38-39.

% 1C. Kemp, The Birmingham Repertory Theatre: The Playhouse and the Man, Birmingham, Cornish
Brothers, 1943, p. 64.

8 Westminster Gazette, n.d., 1912, quoted in Claire Cochrane, Shakespeare and the Birmingham Repertory
Theatre 1913-1929, London, Society for Theatre Research, 1993, p.6.

% The Belgrade Theatre is a civic and repertory theatre: because repertory receives more critical attention
than touring theatres, this is often cited as the first theatre built after the Second World War. Commentators
invariably ignore the earlier Middlesbrough Little Theatre, a “purpose-built’ theatre built by an enterprising
local authority, opened in 1957, Architects and Iocal authorities took inspiration and detailed advice for the
wave of civic theatres from the theatre architect and historian Richard Leacroft. See his Civic Theatre
Design, London, Dobson, 1949.

% In this study, delineation of a ‘purpose-built’ repertory theatre presupposes that The Shakespeare
Memorial Theatre, Stratford Upon Avon, built in 1932 to replace a theatre burnt down in 1923, is a national
theatre, that the first Pitlochry Festival Theatre (1951) was a femporary “tent’ theatre, even though it lasted
until 1984 and, further, that the Open Air Theatre, Regents Park, London (1933) is excluded because it is
outdoors.

20 For summaries of most new repertory theatres to 1969, sece Frederick Bentham, New Theatres in Britain,
London, TABS and Rank Strand Electric, 1970.

1 These impressions stem from the practice and writings of Jain Mackintosh, the pre-eminent theatre design
consultant who, as co-founder and administrative director of the touring repertory Prospect Theatre
Company, visited or dealt first-hand with almost every theatre in Britain. He subsequently championed good
theatre design by informing clients and architects of what they were missing by avoiding old theatre forms.
As with theatre managers, the importance of a theatre design consultant is sometimes submerged by the
inflated identities of an artistic director and architect. From a large bibliography on theatre architecture,
repertory theatres feature prominently in Iain Mackintosh, Architecture, Actor and Audience, London,
Routledge, 1993 and Ronnie Mulryne and Margaret Shewring, (eds), Making Space for Theatre: Brifish
Architecture and Theatre since 1958, Stratford upon Avon, Mulryne and Shewring, 1995.

*2 Bache Matthews, A History of the Birmingham Repertory Theatre, op.cit, pp.108-109,
BT Kemp, The Birmingham Repertory Theatre, The Playhouse and the Man, op.cit, p. 73.

%4 Jackson remained with the company until his death in 1961, having also founded and directed the Malvern
Summer Festivals, 1929-1937. He was also director of the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre, Stratford upon
Avon from 1945 to 1948. Under his own management, he presented many Birmingham Repertory
productions in London; the story of this decade is told in G.W. Bishop, Barry Jackson and the London
Theatre, London, Arthur Barker, 1933.

%5 J.C.Trewin, The Birmingham Repertory Theatre, 1913-1963, London, Barrie and Rockcliff, 1963, p. 114.

% Birmingham Rep: Business Plan 2000-2003, Birmingham, Birmingham Repertory Theatre Limited, 2000,
p.3.



o7 Birmingham Corporation guaranteed the company against loss up to £3,000 (£54,300) in 1949-1950, and
£2,348 (£42,500) was claimed. Thereafter, the guarantee was converted to a grant of £3,000 and remained
such until 1959 when it was increased to £5,000 (£64,500). It was estimated by the British Drama League
that by 1960-1961, despite no legislative obstacles, only £27,500 was being spent nationally. This was one-
sixtieth of the total potential national 6d rate of £16,500,000. See editorial, “‘Housing Problem’ in Drama,
London, British Drama League, New Series, Autumn 1961, No. 62, p.17.

*8 The Public Health Amendment Act 1907 made it possible (by permission of the Ministry of Health) for
resorts and spas to provide certain entertainments, as in Sussex where the Worthing Repertory Company
began in the council’s pier ‘theatre’ in 1929, with the aptly-named play Within the Law (Frederick Fenn and
Arthur Wimperis, 1913). Having lost £213 (£3,750) on the first programme, council declared that it would
not stage a second season. The company resumed in 1931, independent of local government. See John
Willmer, Full Circle: The Story of Worthing’s Connaught Theatre, Worthing, Optimus Books, 1999, pp.
11-13. For synchronous discussion of the puritanical ostracism of theatre by local government and the
revolutionary powers granted by The Local Government Act 1948, see ‘The Local Authorities’, B. Ifor
Evans and Mary Glasgow, The Arts in England, 1.ondon, Falcon Press, 1949, pp. 62-72. In Scetland, local
authorities’ arts expenditure was also circumscribed by the Burgh Police (Scotland) Act 1903 (Section 44);
the 1948 legislation also repealed these strictures.

i ol Kemp, The Birmingham Repertory Theatre, The Playhouse and the Man, op.cit, p. 76.

100 See «Curtain Down For The Old Alex — Up For the New’, in Derck Salberg, My Love Affair With a
Theatre, op.cit., pp. 37-39.

101 Allardyce Nicoll, English Drama 1900-1930, The Beginnings of the Modern Period, op.it,, p. 66

maintains that the Alexandra Theatre Company ‘calls for due attention and praise’ as an example of the way
in which a touring theatre became involved with the repertory movement. Even so, it is commonplace for
critics, outwith Birmingham, to ignore its achievements. For instance, George Rowell and Anthony Jackson
in The Repertory Theatre, A History of Regional Theatre in Britain, op.cit, make no mention, The story of its
early years is told in M.F K. Fraser, Alexandra Theatre, The Story of a Popular Playhouse, Birmingham,
Cornish Brothers,.1948. The Alexandra Theatre and its repertory company remained unsubsidised, although
the corporation bought the theatre freehold in 1968.

192 Derek Salberg played a notable role in the subsidised theatre, for 21 years serving -as the first
representative from commercial theatre on the Arts Council’s drama panel, as well as being on the first
boards of the National Theatre and The Theatres Trust. In the 1960s, the Alexandra Theatre and Birmingham
Repertory Theatre were on intimate terms through Salberg’s membership of the Birmingham Repertory
Theatre board, during which time their administrator, H. Nancy Burman, was on the board of the other
theatre. They would have exchanged information within limits, but the companies were never in partnership
on joint-productions. See also Derck Salberg, My Love Affair with a Theatre, Luton, Cortney Publications,
1978.

193 Details of Directors and their sharcholdings in The Alexandra Theatre (Birmingham) Limited are given in
Gordon Sanderson, Theatre Ownership in Britain: A Report Prepared for the Federation of Theatre Unions,
London, Federation of Theatre Unions, 1953, p.195. This report estimated that a provincial theatre involved
a capital investment -of between £5,000 (£72,000) and £100,000 (£1,454,000), This could be split in several
ways, such as between a ground landlord and two or three lessees, or between a frecholder (as with the
Salbergs) and the holders of the mortgages. In the Alexandra Companies Return filed on 6 October 1949,
there was authorised capital of £50,000, of which £15,002 was issued. Derek Salberg held shares at £1,875,
S.H. Salberg and other family members £8,624, Family investments in this theatre equalled £153,000 today.
The theatre was an exempt private company, meaning that — as observed — they were excepted from filing
accounts with their annual returns, so the profit and loss account is not shewn. Revelation-of these details to
their competitors was considered detrimental, but the information would edify further research on
commercial repertory. The Salbergs also controlled, through separate companies, the 1,200-seat County
Theatre, Hereford (where the Alexandra held £14,000 and the Salbergs £2: the entire share issue) and, from
1949, the 1,131-seat Savoy Theatre, Kettering (through Clifton Cinemas (Kettering) Limited). As noted,
they were two of five theatres in which the family promoted commercial repertory, emanating from
Birmingham. Derck Salberg’s brother, Reginald Salberg (1915- ), another repertory pioneer, left the family
business to run the Salisbury Playhouse from 1955 to 1977, where (as will be discussed in Chapter Five) he
became a founding father of the new profession of arts administration.

104 MF K. Fraser, The Alexandra Theatre, op.cit, p. 47.

195 Orthodox histories of single-theatres are habitually and disconcertingly discreet about matters of
comparability. For instance, the scribacious J.C. Trewin (1908-1990), who was drama critic for The
Birmingham Post, The Observer and Punch, was one of the few national critics to champion repertory and



the provinces. However, he often confessed to being a “friend at court” of Birmingham Repertory Theatre,
and his adulatory history of the company is, surprisingly, less discriminating than the works by Matthews and
Kemp. A compensatory appraisal may be anticipated in Claire Cochrane’s update, The Birmingham
Repertory Company, 1961-1999, Birmingham, Sir Barry Jackson Trust, Forthcoming, 2002.

196 Sources: J.C. Trewin, The Birmingham Repertory Theatre, op. cit., pp. 200-201; M.FX. Fraser,
Alexandra Theatre, op.cit, p. 119; year of first production in ‘Notable Productions and Important Revivals’,
John Parker, (ed.), Who s Who in Theatre, London, Pitman, Eleventh Edition, 1952, pp. 1636-1800.

197 John Pick, in a discussion on weekly repertory at the Colchester Repertory Theatre for 1952-1953 — that

offered 43 productions in a town with no competing theatres — argues that because of eclectic choice,
audiences were likely ‘composed of different, interlocking groups rather than a complete wedge of attendees
who went every week, whatever was played’. See John Pick, The Theatre Industry, Subsidy, Profit and the
Search for New Audiences, op.cit, pp.32-33. This departs from M.F K. Fraser or Derek Salberg