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To David and Josh, who, in the spirit of Lilian Baylis, work on behalf of the vulnerable in society.
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Preface and Acknowledgements





The uniqueness of Sadler’s Wells/ENO lies in its collective memory and sense of mission, as defined by its joint founder Lilian Baylis in the late-Victorian era. For over a hundred years the dual aims of the company have been to extend the appreciation of opera to the fullest possible extent and to make the drama equal partner with the music. Both of these objectives were built on the foundation stone of singing in the language of the audience. More than a hundred years after Baylis set out on the task of creating a permanent opera company, her beliefs are no less relevant.


Based on Baylis’s foundations, the company remained into the late twentieth century an ensemble of individuals who had consistently worked together – back and front of stage – each generation handing the torch on to the next. The company has inhabited many homes and worked in many locations. It began life in the cramped conditions of the Old Vic before moving on to the intimate though acoustically unforgiving pre-war Sadler’s Wells theatre; it played in village halls and regional cinemas during the Second World War, toured and travelled from Bournemouth to Kiev after it, and in 1968 relocated to the generous and infinitely more demanding expanses of the Coliseum. In 2008 it returned for a short season to its birthplace in Southwark. The scope of its work has grown with its locations and ambitions, but the presentation of opera in English as a means of communicating to the audience remains at the core of its mission.


ENO’s biography illuminates the story of the development of British cultural life during the last hundred and twenty years. Its output has both reflected and responded to the political and social attitudes of the day. Emerging during the era of the great Christian philanthropists and social workers of the late nineteenth century, the company began to flourish with the growth of a middle class able to enjoy the possibilities of longer periods of leisure. It managed to survive two world wars with great fortitude and creativity and played its part in the post-war development of the welfare state and state-funded arts. The company waxed strong in the period of expansion of universities and cultural life in the 1960s and 1970s. Then, in the Thatcher years, it fought for its place with a doggedness and anger worthy of the time. In the free-market ideology of the new millennium it had to fight for its survival, and today the remnant of the ensemble, bloodied but unbowed, remains constant in its commitment to the collective memory of the company.


ENO has a long and proud history, and its story reveals the continued determination of those involved not to abandon one of the country’s unique cultural institutions.
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1869–1912: Beginnings at the Old Vic





The story of the Sadler’s Wells and English National Opera companies began with an enterprise intended to make life better for the poor and destitute of Victorian London. The founding mothers were two extraordinary and indomitable women. Their every waking moment was spent in working towards a better future for the people they saw as their family, friends and community – the working class of Lambeth and the artists and volunteers who were to provide them with entertainment and art. Together they planted the seeds of a great drama and lyric theatre project, and created an audience at a time when there was no audience for such fare and few prospects of there ever being one.


Amongst the impoverished and grim tenements of 1880s south London, Emma Cons and her niece Lilian Baylis were inspired to create and develop an artistic endeavour that was to grow far beyond their imaginings and objectives. From the temperance coffee houses and her new model music hall, Cons laid the groundwork for artistic creativity which, with the spiritual inspiration of Baylis, developed over time into firmly rooted and enduring national theatre, ballet and opera companies.


Emma Cons was born on 4 March 1837. She was an extraordinary woman at a time of remarkable women, who found themselves fighting not only for their own equality but also for the rights and conditions of the poor and destitute. Cons was small and gentle yet fearless, utterly lacking in pomposity or self-importance, who devoted herself to social reform in many different spheres. Her interests and involvements had a range that included housing, campaigning for urban parks and open spaces, setting up crèches and clinics for working-class women, providing cheap food, extending evening-school education and working for women’s suffrage and the right of women to serve in local government. She also wished to see public entertainment staged in less bawdy settings than the pubs and music halls in which it was then almost exclusively found.*


There were three powerful strands running through the backgrounds of Cons and Baylis: religion, music and social reform. Music came from the Cons family, who were of German origin and had been music-cabinet-and piano-makers. Lilian Baylis’s mother Liebe Cons, Emma’s younger sister, was a professional singer.


Emma Cons became involved in social reform as a consequence of her family circumstances, having been forced to make her own way in the world after the death of her father in 1851. Her redoubtable personality and resourcefulness equipped her well for the challenges she encountered. At the time it was hard for women to find independent work, but Emma joined the Ladies’ Co-operative Guild, which provided employment for ‘ladies with artistic ability’. It was one of twelve self-governing co-operatives promoted in London by Christian Socialists, and the only female one. The co-operatives were based on mild socialism, on the concept ‘that the principle of co-operation was “stronger and truer” than the principle of competition’. The principle of co-operation was an essential ingredient in the Cons/Baylis enterprise.†


The Ladies’ Co-operative Guild was managed by Caroline Hill, whose daughter Octavia became a close friend of Emma. The young women were Christian Socialists, influenced by the writings of Thomas Hughes, Charles Kingsley and above all John Ruskin. Their faith drove them to engage with the social ills resulting from the untrammelled development of industrial manufacturing capital. Equally influential on their lives was the great Victorian journalist Henry Mayhew, whose writings about the wretched conditions in which the poor lived in London encouraged Cons to work with local ‘ragged children’.


London of the 1860s was a place ripe for evangelical missionaries driven by the imperatives of conscience to tackle the terrible social problems of an industrialising society. Overcrowding and pollution led to disease, pauperism, misery and crime. There was no effective public health service, and local government boards attempted in a piecemeal way to deal with the problems of sanitation and ensure the supply of uncontaminated water. There were frequent outbreaks of cholera and typhus, and instances of starvation. Road improvements from 1850, driving through such slums as St Giles/New Oxford Street, had exacerbated the shortage of accommodation, creating yet more overcrowding and insanitary conditions – twelve to a room was common. By 1889 irregular and seasonal work left 100,000 people in penury.


Charity and moral amelioration, not state intervention, were middle-class responses to the social evils. Activists inspired by Ruskin, William Morris and others took on the role of missionaries in their efforts to tackle the chronic poverty, alcoholism and prostitution. There was a prevailing belief amongst Christian Socialists and philanthropists that ‘rational recreation’ would provide an effective counterweight to the attractions of drink and gambling, forge more effective behavioural constraints and help build a community of common sentiment and interest between the classes. This was expressed in the form of ‘respectable’ working men’s clubs, which started in the 1860s with temperance and education at their centre, but later also came to embrace activities that could compete with the gin palaces and beer houses of London.


Activists saw housing reform as linked to cultural amelioration, and both as central in the battle against poverty. In the slum tenements conditions were appalling. Octavia Hill described the ‘dens of darkness: narrow, filthy, dark places, winding stairs, where light never comes, three, four or five children and their parents living, of course, in one room only: oh but such rooms!’1 In these overcrowded conditions alcoholism, violence – especially against women – rape and incest were prevalent, with destitute mothers and neglected children seeking escape in drink. There were many abandoned starving children.


In order to buy and clean up slum houses Cons, like Hill, enlisted the help of rich friends and benefactors. Turning her attention to the Lambeth area, she bought a manor house with gardens and set up the South London Dwellings Company to provide ‘model dwellings for working folk’.2 She herself lived in the cottages with friends and helpers, remaining there for thirty years until her death.


Cons, who had originally intended to be an artist rather than a social worker and who had attended the women-only School of Ornamental Art for Females in Gower Street, believed that the concept of ‘rational recreation’ embraced an aesthetic as well as an educational ideal. Intellectual and artistic pursuits as well as ‘beauty and harmony’ were essential to maintain the physical improvements of the ‘mass of the people’ and their surroundings. Cons battled staunchly to win the confidence of her tenants, maintain the improvements against vandals and collect the rent. She did not give up planting trees even when the saplings were destroyed, and never lent money or gave charity. She opened a women’s club and a children’s playground, working with builders and plumbers, policemen, lawyers, bankers and accountants. Within four years her tenement was transformed.


In 1870 Octavia Hill put the Central London Dwellings Improvement Company, which owned slums in the Drury Lane and Clare Market area, under the management of Cons. This was a dangerous neighbourhood of overcrowded tenements inhabited by market porters, criminals, prostitutes and costermongers who sold their wares from barrows in the streets. Cons fearlessly collected the rent and talked to the women and men about drunkenness. It was from here that she launched her coffee-tavern movement by setting up the Shelton Street tavern.


Cons, who campaigned for women’s suffrage and in 1889 became the first woman alderman on the London County Council, was not merely a middle-class philanthropic missionary. She was implacable on the question of temperance as a result of her experience in the tenements, believing that the cycle of poverty and violence, especially against women, was fuelled by alcohol. In her Shelton Street tavern, working men could get cheap refreshments, but drinking and gambling were strictly prohibited. At the tavern, coffee cost 1d, tea and cocoa ½d and a hot beef drink 6d. Businessmen soon saw profits in catering for the working classes, and chains of cheap eating places opened up across London.


The concept of ‘rational recreation’ as an aesthetic as well as educational ideal soon inspired Cons to bring her other passion into her work. Deeply committed to the notion that art and music should be available to the poor, she soon determined to bring music into the lives of her tenants. In 1870 she took over Barrett’s Court, a terrible slum off Wigmore Street, which she also transformed, even at the cost of evicting the most disruptive families. There, she started to provide entertainment, with a brass band giving concerts on Saturday nights. In 1874 – the year of Lilian Baylis’s birth – a concert was given at Barrett’s Court by Liebe Cons.


In the latter part of the nineteenth century there was, amongst Christian Socialist reformers, a growing belief in the power of entertainment to relieve poverty and encourage ‘moral amelioration’. They hoped to counteract the growing attraction of the music halls, where alcohol was an intrinsic part of the entertainment and where many of the acts were considered by them to be lewd and profane.


The lack of respectable entertainment had been exposed in 1861 by Henry Mayhew, the journalist, who had argued in London Labour and the London Poor that if costermongers were to be lifted out of ‘the moral mire in which they are wallowing, the first step must be to provide them with wholesome amusement’. He was particularly horrified by the popular ‘penny gaff’ entertainment of the costermongers, which he described as a ‘platform to teach moral debauchery’, where girls as young as nine ‘have learnt to understand the filthiest sayings and laugh at them as loudly as the grown up lads’ around them. The singing and dancing, and lusty audience participation – especially in the ‘filthy words’ that ended the stanzas – had a powerful place in the lives of the costermongers at a time when poverty meant there was no time for childhood and no opportunity for education. The drunkenness and violence that accompanied the ‘gaffs’, and the resulting terrible abuse of women as well as the perceived need for respectability, gave ample incentive to Cons and others to seek to provide alternative entertainment. One costermonger had told Mayhew: ‘Give ’em better singing and better dancing and they’d go, if the price was as cheap as this.’3


Cons was determined to provide ‘purified entertainment which shall amuse without degrading’ at venues where there would be no alcohol. In February 1880 she decided – with the support of her wealthy friends and patrons – to form the Coffee Music Halls Company and open new model music halls. It was a radical move. The Church still often regarded the theatre as sinfully profane and a place of corruption and vice. Only a handful of Christian Socialists, especially the Reverend Stewart Headlam, curate of St John’s Drury Lane, believed in the power and beauty of the theatre. In a lecture in October 1877 he encouraged young people to go to the theatre and music halls. For his pains he was denounced and his licence removed, after which he founded the Church and Stage Guild in 1879 to try and educate the Church out of its anti-theatre prejudices. The guild stressed that Christ was present in culture, not least in the theatre, and that the stage was ‘a place of education, providing art for the people’.4


As theatre made its tentative steps into popular culture, so too did classical music. The philanthropic Samuel Barnett and his wife Henrietta, who devoted their lives in the 1880s to creating cultural institutions, including the Whitechapel Library and Art Gallery in the East End, founded Toynbee Hall, a mission in Stepney. There they lived and worked, leading the way for the development of other such ‘settlements’ – as they were called. The Barnetts had a more religious mission than that of Emma Cons when they started working men’s concerts and church oratorios. ‘The religion of amusement has been lost sight of,’ Barnett wrote; ‘by music one may be helped to find God.’


The Victoria Theatre in Waterloo Road – known since 1833 as the ‘Old Vic’ – was to be the site for Cons’ experiment. At the time it was a house of melodrama and alcohol set in the midst of the Lambeth slums, where Cons saw new black eyes on the women when she collected the rents on Monday mornings after their menfolk had come back drunk from the Vic on Saturday night.5 Looking back fourteen years later, those involved in the Victoria Hall project recalled how they had come to realise that ‘the prevailing relation between recreation and strong drink was causing untold evils, particularly amongst working people, who (from the cramped and crowded conditions of their homes) were more dependent than people of leisure on public recreation’. The provision of such recreation, they believed, could not be left ‘to commercial speculators’. They also hoped to bridge the ‘chasm’ between the classes, as the old feudal order gave way to something new.6







*





The Victoria Theatre had undergone many incarnations since its foundation in 1816 as the new Royal Coburg Theatre, in the then sparsely populated Surrey marshes. It had been built with the prospect of attracting audiences both from across the Thames, with the imminent construction of the Waterloo Bridge, and from the expected development of elegant suburbs to the south of it.


It was an intimate theatre built on the horseshoe model, described by Henry Crabb Robinson, a contemporary diarist, as ‘a pretty suburban playhouse, not so large but a fit match for the Paris suburban theatres’.7 As a minor theatre, however, it was barred by the Licensing Act of 1737 from performing Shakespeare or the other classics, which were the prerogative of the two large patent theatres in town: Drury Lane and Covent Garden. The Act required the Lord Chamberlain’s approval for any play to be performed. This prevented the theatre becoming a forum for political debate and satire. Soon after the theatre was built the Haymarket, which specialised in Italian opera, had also received a patent.


Although the concept of the original owners had been a theatre set in an area of grand mansions and pleasure gardens, the development of New Cut, linking Waterloo Road and Blackfriars Road, was in fact designated as third-class housing in the builder’s lease. The reputation of the theatre fell as the condition of the surrounding area became increasingly run down, with a population dominated by costermongers.


Repeated attempts to give the theatre a fresh start had ended in bankruptcy, including one in 1833, when new management gave the theatre a new name, the Royal Victoria, in the hope of royal patronage. The task of managing the Victoria successfully in both artistic and financial terms proved Herculean and successive managements failed to raise the standard of performance or repertoire. The audience, although enthusiastic and comradely, were impoverished, illiterate and undiscriminating. Despite a change in the Licensing Act of 1843, which finally abolished the privileges of the patent theatres and transferred the minor theatres to the jurisdiction of the Lord Chamberlain, the Victoria continued to struggle to bring in an audience for the classics.


The opening of Waterloo station in 1848 brought a change in population, but the New Cut remained a locality with high levels of poverty and social problems. It was known for its crime and for the gin palaces, drunkenness and prostitution that were dominant features of its street life. According to George Augustus Sala, a leading journalist, it reeked of ‘the vilest tobacco, of stale corduroy suits, of oilskin caps, mildewed umbrellas, of decaying vegetables, of escaping gas, of deceased cats, of ancient fish, of dubious mutton pies and of unwashed, sodden, unkempt, reckless humanity’.8


A renovation in September 1871 attempted to reincarnate the Victoria as a music hall. But increasing competition from new music halls, touring companies, local theatres and ‘penny gaffs’ meant that its fortunes continued to decline under successive managements.


Thus it was that the theatre was sublet to the Coffee Music Halls Company at a rent of £950 a year, for a maximum term of seventeen years. Redecorated with the help of Emma Cons’ supporters, the theatre reopened on Boxing Day 1880 as the Royal Victoria Coffee and Music Hall, with the intention of providing a full-time music hall with a resident company. There was a programme of ‘comic songs, clog-dancing, hornpipes, acrobatic performers, nigger minstrels, performing animals and comic ballets … cleansed from objectionable matter’.9 To such fare was later added temperance meetings. The difference between the Victoria and other music halls was that there were no prostitutes parading and, above all, no alcoholic beverages. Refreshments were available but anyone caught with alcohol was unceremoniously thrown out by stewards dressed in long red overalls.


The problems of running such a theatre fast became apparent. Cons and her inexperienced helpers were endeavouring to succeed where professional managers had failed over the years, and without even the benefit of bar receipts. The theatrical profession watched the management’s discomfiture with scorn: ‘Coffee and singing don’t seem to work well together,’ wrote The Age, a theatrical periodical. ‘Whether it is the fault of the singing (which is none of the best) or the coffee (which is worse) I can’t pretend to say, at any rate I hear the establishment is soon to close down.’10


A deficit of £2,800 meant that within eight months the hall was once again faced with closure. Emma Cons did not give up, however, claiming that the local churches and police had already noticed its beneficial effect. She formed a new committee of social reformers and philanthropists and musicians, including the composer Arthur Sullivan, the German impresario Carl Rosa and the composer-conductor Julius Benedict.‡ Cons was also helped from this time by the deeply religious Lady Frederick Cavendish, wife of the Chief Secretary of Ireland, who was assassinated in Phoenix Park in Dublin in 1882. ‘Lady Fred’ – second daughter of George William Lyttelton, 4th Baron Lyttelton – was related or connected to many important people, and was willing to bring them into the orbit of the Vic. She remained a friend and supporter of Cons’ work at the Hall until her death in 1925.


The theatre reopened in October 1881 under the management of William Poel. The twenty-nine-year-old Poel, who started the Elizabethan Theatre movement in 1894, was interested in the authentic staging of Shakespeare on an open stage with minimal scenery, in reaction to Henry Irving’s extravagant productions at the Lyceum. Poel improved the offerings of the theatre and reduced expenses.


It was at this time that Cons introduced classical opera sung in English. That month the Royal Academy of Music sang a concert performance of the first act of Così fan tutte, in English and in costume. Handel’s Messiah was also received in an attentive, enthusiastic and orderly fashion. There were tableaux vivants, pantomimes, musical entertainments and ballad concerts. On 5 June 1882 the programme offered ‘scenes from the Italian opera, sung in English under the direction of Signor Garcia’, and in June 1883 selections in costume from Fidelio. Poel also introduced Shakespeare nights, with scenes from Macbeth and Othello. The writer and novelist Hugh Walpole remembered ‘Shakespeare read by ladies and gentlemen dressed in rather mediocre costumes … the chilly half empty hall, and the desperate attempts of the readers or the actors whichever they were, to get some liveliness into the proceedings’.11


There were other activities. Cons introduced scientific lectures on Tuesdays. Also on Tuesdays Lilian Baylis, with the help of volunteers, collected children from the tenements where she lived with Emma Cons to teach them games and songs. Friday nights became temperance nights. There were so many non-theatrical offerings by December 1883 that Poel left after only two years, saying that the Vic was ‘aiming too high, was too didactic and was not listening to what the audience wanted’.12


By 1884, with the theatre again on the verge of bankruptcy, Cons appealed once more to her wealthy associates. The millionaire textile manufacturer Samuel Morley, though a nonconformist with a puritanical suspicion of entertainment, was impressed by the theatre’s impact on local behaviour and joined Cons’ committee. He soon discovered that he actually enjoyed the shows and offered £1,000 towards acquiring the lease, in return for Cons agreeing to appoint a committee to run the Vic along his lines, which would involve more temperance meetings and lectures.


The lecture series grew in popularity, attracting good attendances and a wide variety of speakers, and eventually developed into the Morley Memorial College for Working Men and Women after the patron’s death in 1886. The college, which opened on 29 September 1889, was separate from the music hall, though based at the same location. It admitted women on equal terms, even on the board, and the students could go to the entertainments. In 1889 the theatre became known as the Royal Victoria Hall, with a new board.


That year Cons was serving on six London County Council committees and eleven subcommittees concerned with working-class housing, asylums, industrial and reformatory schools and theatres. Despite these demands, she also took on the management of the theatre, with Frederick Phillips as her assistant. The theatre’s music-hall licence still prohibited the full performance of plays, in which Cons had a limited interest in any case, but in 1884 a chorus was brought from the choir of the Church of the Sacred Heart in Camberwell for the premiere of Robert Macaire, a melodrama of fifty years earlier. The show proved so popular that she decided to go on using the choir.


In January 1886, however, a pantomime that broke the terms of the licence incurred the wrath of neighbouring theatre managements, who brought a successful prosecution against Cons. She was fined a nominal half a crown by the magistrate and had to take the show off. As a result of the case, Cons never again attempted to stage a complete play, concentrating on music-hall variety and concert performances of opera. The People’s Entertainment shows on Mondays and Saturdays continued to include the music-hall acts, as well as a military band. Cons kept a careful eye on the variety shows to be sure they did not ‘fall into vulgarity’.




 *





It was not long before the musical evenings turned into something with more potential. From 1889 Emma Cons began to provide regular fortnightly presentations of opera, sung in English. Since the music-hall licence ruled out a complete performance – Cons explained to her audience that if they took out a dramatic licence they would have to stop smoking in the auditorium, and that she hoped the licensing laws would be changed so they would be ‘less hampered by vexatious restrictions’ – the operas were reduced to about twenty musical excerpts and the same number of tableaux.13


Guest artists stood in front of the curtain to sing the most celebrated songs from popular operas. At the climaxes the curtain rose to reveal a tableau of people semi-costumed – but fully clothed – silently holding poses. Some of the guest singers, however, were well known, including the baritone Charles Santley, for whom Gounod composed the aria ‘Even Bravest Hearts’ in Faust.


In the 1891/2 season Cons offered selections from nine operas for fifteen performances including Verdi’s Il trovatore, Gounod’s Faust and Bellini’s La sonnambula, as well as native favourites The Bohemian Girl, William Wallace’s Maritana and Benedict’s The Lily of Killarney. The Bohemian Girl had been written by Michael William Balfe in 1841. It was his greatest success and the most popular English opera of its time, its tunes whistled in the streets after its first performance. It remained a mainstay for the Old Vic for many years. The English romantic operas of the mid-nineteenth century involved spoken dialogue, airs, duets, ensembles and dances, and included simple and sentimental ballads that were intended to be bought as sheet music and played on barrel organs.


Not only did this tableau style of performance avoid further conflict with the local theatre managers, it also proved to be popular with audiences, appealing more directly to people than did drama. A letter of 28 April 1892 to the Chairman of the Trustees enclosed bills recording healthy audiences for both the ballad concerts and the Saturday-night varieties.


These were the early days of opera for the people. The programme notes for Il trovatore apologised for the delays between tableaux when the ‘artistes’ had to change their costumes. The performers were mostly amateur but included some professionals who gave their services free. Amongst them was Antoinette Sterling, an American Quaker. Sterling was, in the words of Edward J. Dent, the Cambridge musicologist, the classic example of the ‘“cavernous contralto” … obsessed by the conviction that her incomparable voice had been bestowed upon her by God as an instrument for the conversion of sinners’. She insisted that her audience abstain from smoking while she sang.14 Alfred Dove, who later became principal conductor at the London Coliseum, was the main conductor.


Until this time, Italian opera in the original language had been very much the preserve of the rich in London, in contrast to Europe, where from the late eighteenth century it had been customary to translate operas into the vernacular, and where translation meant a gradual popularisation. In nineteenth-century French-and German-speaking countries, opera in the vernacular was the norm, with composers often involved with the process of translation, including musical modification if it was thought necessary. In England, from the eighteenth century, opera had been a commercial venture, consisting of a regular season in December and January, usually at the Haymarket Theatre. Private patrons, including King George I, were responsible for Handel’s great series of operas from 1720 to 1728. The importation and popularity of Italian castratos in the 1700s added to the development of operatic performance in a language not understood by the audience, although bilingual word-books were always available. In the early and mid-nineteenth century, Italian opera seasons took place at Her Majesty’s and at Covent Garden, presenting mainly operas in Italian by contemporary Italian composers. Even non-Italian works such as Berlioz’s Benvenuto Cellini and Balfe’s Bohemian Girl were translated into Italian in 1853 and 1858 for performance on the London stage.


At the other end of the social scale was Emma Cons’ venture. In March 1888, with the help of an appeal presided over by the Duke of Westminster, the Trustees bought the freehold of the Vic for £16,000. The terms of the order of the new Trust were to define, and later confine, the work of the Vic and Sadler’s Wells for many years. The theatre was to provide ‘public lectures and other entertainments and exhibitions suitable for the education and instruction of the poorer classes. Admission shall not be gratuitous, but it will be at such prices as will make them available to artisans.’ The licence still strictly precluded alcohol, while alternative refreshments were to be provided, with tea and coffee at a penny. Thus began the tradition that was to inspire the work of the Baylis theatre and opera companies for nearly a century.


*


It was the arrival of Lilian Baylis as manager of the Royal Victoria in 1898 that began the steady transformation of the theatre into a venue for serious drama and opera. She had fallen seriously ill in South Africa, where her family were living, and her exhausted ‘Aunt Emmie’ decided to bring her back to London to help her.


Independence and a deep love of music ran through Baylis’s life and character as strongly as they did through her aunt’s. Her mother, Liebe Cons, was a devout Christian as well as a professional musician. Like her sister Emma, Liebe was an independent-minded woman who had managed to maintain her teaching career after her marriage, despite ten pregnancies in fifteen years. Lilian’s father, Newton Baylis, was a baritone who sang in church choirs, particularly All Saints, Margaret Street, just off Oxford Street – the centre of the Oxford movement working for the Catholic revival in the Church of England. Together, Liebe and Lilian had started a small vocal, instrumental and operetta group which performed in lunatic asylums (public and private) and at the Vic after temperance demonstrations.


Lilian Baylis had nine brothers and sisters, five of whom survived infancy. She attended a convent school, but only every second week, alternating learning with household chores and compromising her education as a result. Her musical training, however, while incomplete, was rigorous from a young age. She studied the violin at the Royal Academy of Music, where she was taught by John Tiplady Carrodus, who led the Covent Garden orchestra for twenty-five years and imbued her with a lasting love of opera.


Baylis appeared with the family troupe at operatic costume recitals and provided free concerts for the people and Penny Popular Concerts on piers and in town halls, workhouses, mission halls and prisons. She grew up accustomed to performing under the most demanding and rigorous of circumstances. In 1889 the Baylises formed the Gypsy Revellers concert troupe, which performed Gypsy music at society engagements. Lilian played the fiddle. The Revellers and the concert parties provided Baylis with both performing experience and an extensive repertoire of excerpts from light opera and Gilbert and Sullivan. In 1891 the family troupe was taken by a manager to South Africa, where they travelled and performed, finally settling there.


Baylis inherited both the religious and musical sides of her unusual family in equally strong measure. Her biographer, Elizabeth Schafer, describes the deep spirituality and ecstatic experience that lay behind her mission. She had a belief in miraculous intervention, writing of several religious visions she had experienced at times of great stress. Regular prayer and meditation and periods of retreat helped her survive the turmoil and stresses of theatre management. Baylis’s religious conviction and faith imbued her with extraordinary mental strength and determination, without which it is doubtful whether the Vic-Wells project would have survived.


When Baylis was brought back from South Africa in 1897 by Emma Cons she was a plain, stocky, bespectacled young woman who had decided not to take up any of the offers of marriage she encountered there. After the outbreak of the Boer War in December 1899, there was to be no return to South Africa, despite Baylis’s intention to rejoin her family. Instead, the Royal Victoria Hall became her whole life as she organised ballad concerts, opera recitals, temperance meetings, scientific lectures and variety bills. Baylis dealt with everything from the theatre’s board to negotiations with the police and publicans, as well as cleaning and keeping order. Two years after her return, her name first appeared in the programme as acting manager. She received affection and encouragement from her remarkable aunt, whose own interests and involvements were so varied that Baylis quickly became an indispensable part of the theatre enterprise.


As Baylis took over the management of the Victoria, thirty-nine-year-old Charles Corri became the Vic’s first music director, a position he was to hold for thirty years. Descended from an Italian family of dancers, composers and instrumentalists, Corri was himself a cellist who had played with the Carl Rosa company. He was a true professional and skilled at rescoring operas for the eighteen-player orchestra. The soprano Joan Cross later described Corri as an unlikely character, shabby and usually smoking an ‘unwholesome pipe’, who enjoyed a beer with his cronies after rehearsals. This, she noted, no doubt contributed to his stormy relationship with Baylis.15 Nonetheless, he and Baylis shared a belief in their crusade to popularise opera in London.


Although the Vic’s opera performances continued to be staged as recitals, they were garnering an increasingly loyal public. At this time opera was gaining popularity, both through the countrywide tours of the Carl Rosa Opera Company, formed in 1869, and the Moody-Manners company, formed in 1897 with the aim of producing grand opera in English. From the mid-1870s the operettas of Gilbert and Sullivan were presented by Richard D’Oyly Carte with such success that he was able to build the Savoy Theatre in 1881 and devote it to their work. Attempts to start a national opera company, the Royal English Opera House, by D’Oyly Carte in 1891 were, however, abortive, and ‘real’ Italian opera continued to be performed only at Covent Garden for short seasons of eight to ten weeks a year, with visiting foreign virtuosi. It was an integral part of the London social season but remained both very grand and very expensive.§


The 1890s was an auspicious decade for a venture such as Baylis’s. The gradual improvement of public-welfare services and sanitation combined with increased charitable intervention meant that Londoners were experiencing unprecedented social integration. Above all there was more regular employment and more money to be spent. The last two decades of the nineteenth century saw real wages increase by one third – a development that for the first time enabled all but the very poorest in society to engage in leisure pursuits. The 1890s saw the introduction of the eight-hour day and the birth of the concept of working people as citizens rather than solely providers of labour. Playing and watching sport – especially football – bank holidays, museums, libraries, seaside holidays, cycling, reading circles and dramatic societies all testified to the growth of leisure and the enjoyments of relaxation.


The churches linked up with successful businessmen and public-spirited landowners to provide civic and cultural projects. The Christian authorities’ vision of a need to combat ignorance and ‘barbarism’ expanded to include a more optimistic concept of a society reintegrated through a shared cultural heritage. Canon Samuel Barnett, the settlement leader, had pointed the way to a society in which ‘simpler living and higher thinking would bring rich and poor nearer together’. There would be a shared pride in libraries, art galleries and good music. It was also a golden age for amateur music-making: sheet music and pianos had a vast and growing market.16 The rapidly expanding public transport system, suburban railways and the London Underground enabled audiences to reach the amenities from far and wide.


In October 1894 the Morley College magazine proudly described the social changes in the locality around the Vic. Fourteen years earlier, when the hall had opened on a temperance basis, its audience had ‘sunk into all that is disorderly’. Since then the same audience had furnished only one case of Saturday-night violence for the police courts to deal with. It was, the magazine argued, ‘a striking instance of what may be done by breaking the connection between drink and amusement’.17




*





Despite the enormous financial and social challenges she faced, Baylis slowly and painfully managed to increase her audience attendance and to develop her beloved opera programme. She had one advantage over the professional opera companies: since most of her performers were unpaid amateurs she was able to keep ticket prices down.¶ Standards nonetheless suffered from the lack of resources. Problems were many: the amateur chorus, who had full-time jobs, could not rehearse in the day; there was not enough cash to pay fees for the orchestra at night; and singers wore their own costumes, learnt parts on their own and, with virtually no rehearsal time, stood and sang as best they could. Technical and production standards were primitive.


Although there were warm family feelings between Cons and Baylis, there were growing ideological tensions to cope with at the Vic. Baylis was keen to widen the provision of music and opera, but Cons insisted on maintaining the educational and temperance work at a time when competition in the entertainment world was increasing. Music halls were gaining respectability in the West End, where Oswald Stoll and Edward Moss developed acts suitable for family audiences in their great new variety palaces with their proscenium arches and fixed seating. The Coliseum, which opened in 1904, was the most extravagant and spectacular of these. New purpose-built theatres were safer and were developing a respectable image and clientele. By the early 1900s about 45,000 people a night were crowding into the thirty-five largest London halls, all of which were paying higher fees to their artists than the Victoria Hall could afford. With its continuing moral censorship and low pay the Vic was unable to attract first-class music-hall acts. Instead, Baylis decided to develop her operatic recitals, which were becoming more popular. In 1904 she introduced Wagner to the Vic with extracts from Tannhäuser and, in 1906, Lohengrin.


The task was extremely daunting. Not only was Baylis introducing new music, she also had to make a profit, or at the very least not lose too much money. While insisting on maintaining her educational programmes, Cons sought to encourage Baylis in her endeavours. On 4 February 1904 she wrote to say she did not see why Baylis was so ‘down’ about the balance sheet, as she had taken £1,804 at the doors, which more than covered the artists’ fees of £1,756. ‘Never say die,’ she urged, and added, ‘If we do not make money by our work, we do make dear kind friends, who stick to us through every turn of the tide.’18


The concerts had a mixed programme. The programme for 22 October 1906 included the overture to The Mastersingers, Mendelssohn’s Italian Symphony and the overture to Gounod’s Mireille. Attendances were slowly increasing, however, and, although the concerts remained financially unsuccessful, it was decided to continue the experiment until the end of the 1906 season. When in March 1907 Baylis urged the Executive Committee to discontinue the concerts as they were losing too much money, Cons refused, arguing that they received their modest grant from the City Parochial Fathers in order to ‘give good music to the people and raise their tastes for the same’.19 These ambitious projects were partially subsidised by showing films on Monday nights. All the programmes contained a note from Lilian Baylis: ‘All possible care is taken to attract and amuse by genuine talent and humour alone. The managers will however be greatly obliged to members of the audience who will report to them anything in the slightest degree objectionable.’


There were also gradual improvements to conditions and salaries. On 13 September 1906 Baylis offered Mr Rawson 7s 6d if he would come to an extra rehearsal of Lohengrin, although for other Saturday rehearsals she could only offer 5s. In 1907 the programme for Martha listed Fred Hudson, a bass baritone who sang many roles with the company, as the stage manager.


Audiences continued to grow, both for the opera and the ‘animated pictures’, which brought in a profit of £242 in 1908.20 On 29 January 1908 Cons wrote with a great hurrah to Baylis after she produced an excellent balance sheet for these two ventures, encouraging her and telling her that it was the reward for her efforts to keep down expenses. The Thursday programme for April–May 1910 comprised a costume recital of Auber’s Fra Diavolo, a ballad concert, Carmen, Il trovatore, another ballad concert and Faust.


In March 1910 Baylis organised an evening at the Vic for the Prince and Princess of Wales, which filled the streets with crowds of onlookers and the theatre with nobility. The event cost £5 to stage and made £40. On the whole, however, keeping the books balanced was nearly impossible. Only the films and operas were proving successful – the ballad and symphony concerts, military bands and variety were all losing money. Even the films were losing out to the new cinemas that were springing up all over south London. The stress proved too much for Baylis, who was so overstrained that she suffered a breakdown in 1910. She was granted a long summer holiday and a voyage abroad.


Baylis returned invigorated to find the operas doing so well that hundreds of people were being turned away each evening. A Tannhäuser recital was a big hit in November 1910. Overall takings, however, continued to decline, not helped in 1911 by bills of £5,000 for redecoration and £10,000 for alterations that had been ordered by the London County Council. By March of that year the bank balance was so low that Baylis had to borrow £200 from one of the governors in order to meet the expenses. It was decided to launch an appeal.


The Lord Chamberlain again insisted on imposing difficult conditions for a new licence that would permit smoking. These included a stipulation that each performance should contain fewer than six distinct numbers and that the act drop be lowered between each item. The governors decided not to take up the new licence, since it would be more likely to harm than help the opera work. Instead, it was agreed to put on some Shakespeare in costume without scenery and call them recitals. It was felt to be a worthwhile experiment, even if the recitals made a loss.21




*





On 24 July 1912 Emma Cons died. She was seventy-four. Not only did she leave Baylis in charge of the Vic, she also left her the bulk of the money that she had acquired but not spent during her working life – £4,233 before death duties. This meant that Baylis would be free to devote herself to the Vic without worrying about her income.


Beatrice Webb described Cons as ‘one of the most saintly as well as one of the most far-sighted of Victorian philanthropists’. She was also courageous in the face of all obstacles, even violence.22 Furthermore, she had, according to one biographer, nothing of the ‘condescending kindliness of the old-style Lady Bountiful or the piety of the more ardent church workers’. She was ‘a great do-gooder who rejected the seigneurial condescension and sanctimonious severity that made philanthropy seem a dirty word to a later generation; one of the splendid sisterhood of secular nuns who helped to nurse the consciences of the rich and the cancers of the poor’.23


By the time Baylis took full control of the Vic, opera audiences regularly reached 2,000 for each performance and the future pattern of its work and the nature of its ideal and purpose was established. The endeavour that had sprung from the Christian Socialist belief in ‘rational recreation’, the offering of opportunities for a richer and fuller life to all members of society and alcohol-free entertainment, was slowly being transformed, not least by its audience’s enthusiasm, into Baylis’s beloved ‘people’s opera house’.
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1912–1931: ‘The People’s Opera House’





In the decade following her aunt’s death, Lilian Baylis transformed the Vic into a serious drama and opera house with a growing and loyal audience. She continued to base her work on the community with whom she worked and to whom she was devoted. Although she was devastated by her aunt’s death, she found solace in her faith and in the crowds of stage staff, students, friends and locals who followed the horse-drawn hearse down The Cut past the Vic. Many of them attended the cremation at Golders Green.


It was at this time that Father Andrew, a young Anglo-Catholic monk, became an important part of Baylis’s life. Father Andrew (born Henry Ernest Hardy, 1869–1946) had founded a neo-monastic group, the Society of the Divine Compassion, in 1894. In the tradition of High Church Anglican socialism, he combined his religious vocation with work in the East End. He was a source of endless encouragement for Baylis, offering her prayer, comfort and calming advice, as well as providing opportunities for her to attend his retreats. Amongst his projects was a home for lepers in East Hanningfield in Essex, where Baylis would often entertain the residents. Father Andrew was also an artist and playwright. As a ritualist, he believed in the use of theatrical techniques in the service of God and was a strong supporter of religious drama. In 1919 the Vic produced his first play, a nativity titled The Hope of the World. It was shown on the three following Christmases, after which the directors objected that it was not dramatic enough.


A typical letter from Father Andrew records the warmth of his support. ‘Keep a good heart and go on with your fight,’ he wrote. ‘I think really you are doing one of the finest things I know. Your provision of good fare & your brave assertion that theatre is a noble art brings a clear stream of noble suggestion into London where it is most needed.’1 In 1918, after Father Andrew praised her Old Vic work from the pulpit, Baylis wrote to Ivy Smithson: ‘I love Father Andrew with all my heart & he is so strong, bursting with life & the joy of living, yet he is so loving and tender and beautiful.’2 The combination of Baylis’s prayers, meditation and visits to retreats, together with the support of Father Andrew, helped her fulfil what was an extraordinarily rigorous and stressful mission.




*





At last in 1912 a new Act was passed by Parliament that allowed theatre licences to be granted to music halls. In September 1912 the governors agreed to apply for a theatre licence, which would permit the presentation of certain selections from plays and operas, with occasional full performances. In November it was granted. The loss-making ballad and symphony concerts were soon dropped, to be replaced by opera recitals, and full operas on Thursdays and, later, Saturdays. These rapidly gained in popularity. ‘On the first Saturday night of the opera,’ wrote Baylis in 1936, ‘we were crowded out, and this has been the rule ever since.’ Alterations to the building, however, were putting a heavy burden on the finances.3 With only £800 raised by August 1912, the governors feared they would have to close the hall. Appeals for funds were a constant feature of life at the Vic.


Despite the financial pressures, Baylis’s nurturing instincts succeeded in fostering an indispensable and dedicated family spirit amongst her audience and company. The 1911/12 annual report quoted a description in Musical Opinion of the throngs of people in the theatre. It described a ‘thoroughly happy’ and absorbed local audience made up largely of small shopkeepers who were not well off, and ‘superior working class’. Some veterans who had moved away from the neighbourhood continued to attend regularly, even when this meant walking long distances. The article described a woman with small children, seated on the stairway, with no hope of a seat, ‘reconciled to hearing only’. Such people were seeking refuge from their own streets and houses. Up in the balcony were the regulars, including one who ‘knew “Maritana” and “Rigoletto” by heart’ and whistled ‘the song of the Toreador at work’. He tramped in from Haggerston; ‘his boots are not sound but he is “orf to the opera”. He’s only got 3d in his pocket. You can’t mend boots for that, but after deducting 1d for a “screw of baccy” you have enough left to carry you to the Vine-yards of Castille.’ Of course, there followed an appeal for funds, as ‘tuppence a head will not pay for Grand Opera’.


At the end of the 1913 season Rosina Filippi, a retired actress who hoped to create a ‘people’s theatre’, was brought in by Baylis and the governors.* It was hoped to build up an audience as large as the opera had achieved. From April 1914 Filippi started, on a shoestring, to present two Shakespeare plays a week. Her season was, however, short-lived and ill-attended, and the two powerful women soon parted ways. According to Russell Thorndike, Baylis insisted on putting a slip in the drama programmes advising patrons not to spend their money on the Shakespeare if that meant they could not afford the opera. She was heard to say, ‘Shakespeare may be all right in his way, but Opera is right in every way for the success of the Vic.’4


The 1913/14 annual report outlined the progress made by the Vic since 1886. Already by the end of January 1914 two performances of the same opera were given to crowded and enthusiastic audiences and the experiment was continued with great success. While interest in the cinema and variety had decreased owing to competition from halls providing alcohol, interest in opera had grown considerably. An article in November 1913 noted: ‘In every direction there is a longing to rise out of all that is low and sordid and ugly. Who can tell what it may foreshadow in the future to put the best form of entertainment within reach of those who are already seeking higher things?’5 The weary, cockney, New Cut folk were attending the Vic, happy and eager, ‘listening with rapt attention to Verdi or Bizet or perhaps Wagner, for pennies are saved for many weeks for the inevitable Wagner night and though prices vary from 2d to 1s that is no mean sum to our audiences. It had been achieved by the living loving power of human life, and a knot of faithful friends and workers sharing a common courage and common faith.’


To maintain the momentum, more money was needed. In 1914 there was a major appeal for funds, supported by such luminaries as Thomas Beecham, Henry Wood and Dame Nellie Melba. Melba sent a large cheque for what was becoming known colloquially as the People’s Opera House, and the event was followed by a supportive article in the Daily Telegraph.




*





Although Baylis’s first love and area of greatest experience was opera, she soon decided to run the Shakespeare plays herself, helped by husband-and-wife team Matheson Lang and Hutin Britton. On 9 September 1914, five weeks after the outbreak of war, an advertisement appeared in the Era trade paper appealing for experienced Shakespearean actors.


The problems were overwhelming. The only publicity was the green-sheet programmes that were distributed by hand. There was sawdust on the floor, rats abounded, and none of the dressing rooms had running water. The wardrobe consisted of borrowed or hired costumes and props. The gas lighting sometimes needed reigniting in the middle of a show, but its dim inadequacy at least helped to hide the tatty scenery, which consisted of stage backcloths that served as the cottage, the palace or the wood. New scenery was painted by apprentices or amateurs. There were no rehearsal rooms and no time for rehearsals; singers and actors competed for every inch of space. The audience sat on wooden benches and the gallery seats were bare boards with no backs. Morley College was still housed in the Old Vic and there were students milling around and completely taking over two evenings a week. With no public subsidy and no civic aid the conditions presented a daunting challenge.


Baylis, however, cultivated and maintained the warmth between audience and stage, and created a community atmosphere which distinguished the Vic from its competitors. She made frequent speeches from the stage, organised family get-togethers and parties, and made a rousing oration at the end of each season.


The first combined Shakespeare/opera season took place from October 1914 to April 1915. Sixteen operas and sixteen plays – thirteen by Shakespeare – were staged in under thirty weeks. The operas were Carmen, Donizetti’s The Daughter of the Regiment and Lucia di Lammermoor, Lohengrin, Faust, La traviata, Il trovatore, Rigoletto, Cavalleria rusticana and Pagliacci, Flotow’s Martha, Fra Diavolo, The Lily of Killarney, Maritana, The Bohemian Girl and Don Giovanni, which was new to the Vic. Charles Manners of the Moody-Manners company provided Baylis with scores and parts.


Findlater quotes an unnamed critic in 1914:




The scenery is crude, the dresses are garish, the limelight is will o’ the wisp, the orchestra has insufficient bass; but the singing is in tune, the dancing fresh and graceful, the chorus hearty, the audience too intent on the play to eat chocolate; for the applause all of them are in the firing line and there are no reserves; and the prices rise from two pence. Here are the essentials of opera at any rate. It is possible that English Opera might be born south of the Thames, not far from the scene of Shakespeare’s activities.6





The opera audience was growing while the drama struggled. Nevertheless, Baylis wrote in the Shakespeare League journal after the first season, ‘we rejoice more over the presence of one rough lad who has never heard Shakespeare, than over the attendance of half a dozen Shakespeare students’. She was, she wrote, ‘trying to bring Shakespeare home to the less educated classes’. It was a huge struggle, involving many sacrifices. When the actress Beatrice Wilson went to work for Baylis, she was told that her salary would be £2 a week: ‘Can’t pay my leading ladies any more. Business isn’t good for Shakespeare, not like my opera. Her face glowed: “You must hear my opera …”’7


In June 1915, as the fighting on the Western Front and at Gallipoli intensified, Baylis sent out an appeal in the name of the ‘Royal Victoria Hall, “Old Vic”, The People’s Opera, Play and Lecture House’. The title, she wrote, appeared Utopian at a time when thoughts were with ‘our dear ones on the battle-field’. Nonetheless, it was of the utmost importance to ‘enable the people to enjoy the higher pleasures of life’. The Old Vic was a ‘perfect oasis and mind-resting place to many sorely tried people’ and a joy to thousands of young people and their teachers.


The opera indeed helped to pay for Shakespeare, but the whole enterprise might well have foundered had not Baylis’s prayers been answered, as she put it, by the arrival of the director Ben Greet. Greet, like Father Andrew a High Anglican, offered his services to her gratis in 1915. His thirty years’ experience in the theatre gave him a distinct advantage in casting, and his Shakespeare work with the Woodland Players, who had provided ‘instant’ travelling Shakespeare, had made him flexible, unflappable and good at improvising within modest means. The Vic posed a manageable challenge for Greet, who followed Edward Gordon Craig’s theories of production and design, not least because he had no money.† Beyond his ideals and attitude towards production, Greet accepted that the theatre had a social function. A programme note written by him in 1917 described the Old Vic as a ‘Family Theatre’. It was, he elaborated, ‘jolly for the audience to get to know each other’.8


In October 1914 the thirty-two-year-old Sybil Thorndike, who became a lifelong friend of Baylis, joined the Vic on Greet’s suggestion. She played many roles in her first season, including Lady Macbeth, while full of anxiety for her husband Lewis and her brother Russell, who were serving in the army. Thorndike recalled Baylis’s rough, warm, cockney voice and found her enduringly ‘kind and sharp – humorous and scolding – infinitely friendly’. She was also the most original person Thorndike had ever met.9


During the second season the critics began to come and a new audience began to filter in for the Shakespeare, as the West End was only providing light wartime fare. Children were coming to matinees organised by the Reverend Stewart Headlam. During one week 4,000 schoolchildren saw As You Like It.‡ In 1916 the temperance Friday nights gave way to Shakespeare, and lectures were reduced so that the opera could rehearse. That year Baylis started staging Mendelssohn’s Elijah in operatic form on Sundays.


Many actors were called up; many did not return. Greet was forced to cast women in male roles. In 1916 the government imposed an entertainment tax, from which Baylis tried and failed to gain exemption. ‘Members of the audience have written to say they are practically saved from insanity by the healing power of our plays,’ she argued.10 Audiences nevertheless declined as the war took its toll. Air raids from late 1916 to 1918, carried out by the formidable German Gotha bombers, frequently left the auditorium empty, causing heavy financial losses. Through it all, the loyalty of the company kept it going, with Greet’s devotion to the cause proving equal to that of Baylis. The Vic usually played right through the bombing.


The financial crises in the war were resolved by grants from the London Parochial Charities, including one of £500 at the end of the 1917/18 season.11 In 1918 the Carnegie Trust – which had been set up in 1913 by Andrew Carnegie, a philanthropic Scotsman who had made his fortune in the Pittsburgh steelworks – gave £1,000 over two years towards increases in salaries and setting up a wardrobe. But with a repertoire of more than thirty plays and twenty operas, the cost of the wardrobe was estimated at £5,000. It was also necessary to make some changes to the scenery and sets, to replace the ‘grimy’ and dangerous front curtain and slightly increase the salaries of the leading players. Reserved seats went up to 4s 3d, but the gallery remained 3d.


The Vic’s reputation had grown considerably during the war. Queen Mary attended a gala matinee to celebrate the theatre’s centenary in October 1918. Princess Marie Louise attended a matinee of Macbeth and was asked to become a member of the council, despite Baylis’s determination that she was not going to let the Old Vic become ‘fashionable’. In this she was successful and the Vic remained true to its egalitarian ideals. Edward J. Dent observed: ‘Nobody appeared in evening dress, and, as the difference in price between the stalls and the gallery was very little, the difference in comfort still less, the whole house seemed to acquire a unity of character that was to be observed in the Old Vic and nowhere else.’12
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In the aftermath of war, the Vic became a hub of activity. Its reputation and community work made it a vibrant cultural centre. From the end of 1919 the Vic published a magazine, started by Elisabeth Corathiel, who was hired in 1915 as a press agent. The Old Vic Magazine became an educational tool, including articles about the work being done by directors, writers and performers. It also became a vehicle for the development of Baylis’s growing image as theatre manager, and a way of maintaining close links with the audience. It was, the magazine stated, ‘some tangible expression of the interest and affection felt by those before the curtain for those behind and vice versa’.13


A recurrent theme in the articles the magazine published, as articulated in April 1920, was that the company was ‘a great family with a collective soul’. The two strands of the Vic’s ideal were formulated at this time. It was ‘democratic’, and at the same time its watchword was ‘art for art’s sake’. A Christmas greeting to the magazine in December 1919, from a ‘mere man in the stalls’, thanked the Vic and its artists for providing a spirit of true fellowship, a ‘“home from home” for old and young men and women, where a man can bring his family without hesitation or fear’. The ‘People’s Theatre and Opera House’ was accessible even to the poorest.


Above all, Baylis wrote in the magazine in May 1921, it was the teamwork and growing ensemble at the Vic in which she delighted. Edward J. Dent wrote of ‘an extraordinary sense of what one can only call family affection and family pride’ within the theatre.14 Another theme of the magazine was the competition with the West End theatres, who stole the Vic’s stars and paid them higher salaries but who did not have the distinct personality of the Vic. In April 1920 the magazine urged regular punters to book their seats early before outsiders rolled up and ousted the Vic’s own folk. The competition was intended to reinforce the Vic’s distinct identity.


Adding to the costs of wartime inflation was the growing professionalism of the company. Producers had begun to ask for three-year contracts and annual salaries of £500. Although the contracts could be argued against as representing too great a commitment, there was no alternative but to agree to higher salaries if the company were to improve standards. In July 1920 it was decided that the increase in production costs necessitated a rise in seat prices, with stalls going up to 3s and the balcony to 1s 6d.


That year Robert Atkins, who had worked for Baylis as an actor and assistant director, was demobbed and came back to work at the Vic. From 1920 to 1923 Atkins was in charge of the Old Vic’s performance of the complete First Folio, comprising thirty-six plays. He was extremely flexible and aware of the company’s needs, mainly relying on imaginatively lit curtains and a selective use of painted scenery, with a platform extending from the proscenium.


The theatre was beginning at last to gain a following equal to, if not exceeding, that of the opera, and the Old Vic style was becoming recognised. In 1920 a Daily Telegraph critic wrote that the Old Vic was doing ‘great work and work for which future generations of playgoers will owe them more thanks than they are likely to repay’. It was, he wrote, creating a ‘real taste for the comprehension of good drama … very few of the best plays ever do soar above the heads of the simple-minded people’.15


Baylis never let the drama supporters forget that it was the opera company that enabled the theatre to survive. She wrote in 1921: ‘There’s nothing like music for the illiterate. It awakes their souls and when they are awake, there is something for the high thoughts and language of Shakespeare to appeal to.’16 The first performances of Tristan and Isolde, adapted by Corri for the Vic’s small orchestra at the end of 1920, met with a rapturous response from the audience despite the lack of rehearsal and Corri’s own admission of imperfection of execution.17 ‘The gallery and pit were audibly at sea at the beginning,’ wrote The Times critic, but as the opera progressed, the audience’s interest rose to a level equal to their loyalty and ‘the great adventure was justified’.18


By September 1921 the Daily Telegraph was writing that ‘to form part of an Old Vic audience is a real tonic. The people really love the theatre for itself: they love the plays, the acting, the players.’ The audience made its own stars. One of the opera company’s stalwart artists was Sam Harrison, who sold gramophone records in the day and whose short stature, thick northern accent and socialist outlook made him an ‘incredibly funny’ and distinctive Masetto for Dent. Dent also appreciated his Speaker in the Magic Flute and Germont in La traviata.19


It was a formula that applied equally to the opera and the drama. Joan Cross later recalled that the audience responded with understanding, devotion and loyalty. ‘They partook in the real sense of the word,’ she wrote, and ‘although not averse to offering criticism, they felt part and parcel of the institution; it was their theatre as well as Miss Baylis’s’.20 Geoffrey Whitworth wrote in John O’London’s Weekly in February 1922 that the Old Vic audience really ‘assists as the French say’. Together, audience and performers become a single group and group consciousness ‘is one of the most important factors in dramatic representation’. The backbone of the Vic’s audience remained the people of the surrounding district, but it had begun to reach out to the suburbs of Hampstead and Hammersmith, and even the ‘farthest wilds of Golders Green’. Yet within the theatre the atmosphere remained ‘parochial, even domestic’. The tragedy, the commentators said, was that it was unique both in policy and clientele.21 The close relationship and loyalty between audience and artists was a vital ingredient of Baylis’s legacy and never failed so long as it was adhered to.
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Although the opera had helped to create the audience for Shakespeare, the Shakespeare productions began to make strides artistically, while the opera only slowly began to adopt new production values. Those participating were mostly still amateur. Harcourt Williams, producer at the Old Vic from 1929 to 1933, described the stage crew as consisting of the ‘more pertinacious students from the Royal College and Academy who wanted to learn about opera and could not find anywhere else to do it in London; quiet young men who could speak authoritatively of Dresden and Salzburg; there were milkmen and miners who sang with lovely liquid vowels and lapsed cheerfully into the vernacular when they spoke’.22 The amateur chorus was still singing for love, lemonade and biscuits, while students acted as telephonists and assisted in other administrative roles.


Baylis found the old conventions of opera – solo singers down at the footlights and the chorus standing still in rows – convenient, for they allowed her to present opera with the minimum of rehearsal. The only way she could pay her performers so little was by demanding as little as possible from them and compromising on artistic standards. Professional operatic direction was in its infancy and even in the 1930s the role of the director was seldom singled out for comment by the critics. The work of Sidney Russell, who was responsible for preparing at least twenty-one operas for the Old Vic, was more akin to that of a stage manager. Soon after the war, however, the company became more ambitious in its endeavours, as Baylis started employing more professional singers, including the light soprano Muriel Gough, who had sung before the war with the Moody-Manners company and at the Weimar Court Opera. With her vocal and personal charm and vivacious acting, Gough soon became a popular favourite with the Vic audiences in such roles as Susanna, the Queen of Night and Zerlina. With her knowledge, personal integrity and experience she also became a trusted adviser to Baylis.23


It was through Gough that the baritone and director Clive Carey and his mentor Edward J. Dent came into Baylis’s life. In January 1920 Gough recommended that Carey direct and sing in a new Figaro, which Dent would translate. Dent was a fellow of King’s College Cambridge and, from 1926, Professor of Music at the university. He was a scholar of eighteenth-century Italian opera and a pioneer in preparing singable translations in understandable contemporary English which were not stilted and fitted the music. As well as having a wry sense of humour, Dent had a keen feeling for the needs of the theatre and the voice. He was the teacher and patron of a generation of musicians at Cambridge, in both performance and scholarship. One of those was Carey, who had been a chorister at King’s and an organ scholar at Clare College.


In 1911 Dent and Carey, determined to return to the text and eliminate accumulated traditions of performance, had put on a groundbreaking production of The Magic Flute in Cambridge, which Dent translated and in which Carey sang Papageno. This production and Dent’s translation marked the beginning of the two men’s crusade to put intelligible, dramatic productions before the public, thus widening both the appeal and the understanding of the works. Dent’s aim was to use words that enabled the singers to pronounce them as naturally as actors could and were simple enough to be intelligible when sung. The words should make the story clear, fit the music and allow audiences to become familiar with the text as well as the music – not always the case with previous translations, many of which were contrived and full of awkward inversions.§


The joint mission of the two men was, and remained, as Carey put it in 1943, ‘to make audiences want to hear the words’.24 This focus on the text meant that the performances would need more rehearsal. In the Old Vic Magazine in October 1921, Dent appealed for the opera to be given as much care in production as the plays were. ‘Would you pitchfork a man on to the stage without rehearsal to play Hamlet?’ he asked.


Carey agreed to direct Figaro on condition that Dent’s new translation was used. At first Baylis refused, fearing that it would be too much work for the cast to learn new words and too expensive to copy them into the old books.25 In the end, however, she employed a new cast and Carey agreed to cut the opera to three hours, which involved losing the Act III sextet. Dent himself ended up copying the parts for the chorus in ‘that horrid room’, while the chorus rehearsed Lohengrin.26


The singers, most of whom were new to their roles, agreed that Carey could take far longer than usual over the rehearsals. Carey and Dent, inspired by Mahler’s Vienna production, were determined to avoid the Dresden-china prettiness of the German court theatres, and succeeded in conveying something of the ‘squalor’ of Figaro’s bedroom.27 The production was a critical and popular success, with Dent’s translation clearly audible and the laughs erupting mid-ensemble.


Baylis, quick to recognise Carey’s skill, asked him to stage The Magic Flute in December 1920, again in Dent’s translation. Carey used the costumes of his legendary 1911 Cambridge production, and Steuart Wilson repeated his Tamino while Winifred Kennard sang Pamina. According to Dent, she looked nice, was a good musician, and although she had a wobble, it was always ‘exactly on the note’.28 Despite Baylis’s earlier suggestion that Wilson sing for no fee and with no rehearsal, the reformers were successful and both of Carey’s productions remained a feature of every season up to the outbreak of war in 1939.


The arrival of Dent and Carey brought a European, academic dimension to the Vic. Both men had travelled extensively, Dent having attended opera performances and pursued his research on eighteenth-century Italian opera in Trieste, Florence, Rome and Genoa, as well as in Dresden, Munich and Berlin.


The baritone and director Sumner Austin also joined the company during the 1919/20 season, after his wartime spell in Ruhleben prisoner-of-war camp near Berlin and subsequent touring with the Carl Rosa company. Findlater described him as a ‘gentle intelligent artist’ with a university background. Between them, Carey, Austin and Dent improved the standard of production and changed the habits of the audience, especially discouraging applause after every number.


Also in the 1919/20 season the thirty-two-year-old conductor Lawrance Collingwood joined the music staff, playing the piano for rehearsals, his salary paid by the Carnegie Trust for the first year. He had trained at the St Petersburg conservatory, and after the war conducted at the Mariinsky theatre. Collingwood, a sensitive, reticent man, at first hated the work, which consisted of ‘labouring on an ancient piano through crude versions of standard works with a motley chorus of amateurs who never got enough rehearsals’. He was, however, so infected by Baylis’s enthusiasm and so interested in the whole establishment that he stayed on despite the difficulties, accepting a drop in his salary and an increase in his workload.29


In November 1921 Carey directed Dent’s translation of Don Giovanni. Dent and Carey were determined to present the work as a comic opera, not as a romantic tragedy, and reinstated the usually omitted finale of Act II. Robert Atkins, the Vic’s theatre director, advised on the set and lighting, suggesting clever arrangements for the curtains and bits of scenery. J. B. Trend, who was working on Spanish music and was later the first Professor of Spanish at Cambridge, gave lessons in how to wear combs and mantillas, and provided Spanish postcards of Goya prints from which period costumes were designed.


Rehearsal time was still severely limited since the orchestral runthrough had to be squeezed into one day; the gallant cast, director and even Dent himself were treated to baked potatoes from New Cut for lunch. Furthermore, the absence of trapdoors meant Giovanni had to be escorted off to hell by sinister black figures, ‘vaguely suggesting the Inquisition’. The production was nonetheless a further advance. The pace insisted upon by Dent and Carey, which precluded applause between scenes, was approved of by Atkins. Dent proudly recollected that German critics would admit to him that the freshness of the Vic’s Mozart productions and the absence of traditional stage business made them see the works anew.30


By 1921 the critics were beginning to see the Old Vic as the most important theatre for drama in London. That year the company received an official invitation to perform in Brussels. The improvements were also helping the box office. Between May 1921 and May 1922 the credit balance increased by £2,800. In June 1922 the governors suggested that an endowment fund be set up to improve the salaries of the company and staff.31 They voted Atkins an additional £200 per annum in recognition of his work. Baylis agreed that with the improved financial situation she would continue to arrange more rehearsal time for the opera. The governors also agreed that an opera producer should be employed especially to help train the younger members of the company.32


In order to try to create the endowment fund and meet the growing financial demands, the Vic Association was formed in 1923 with an annual subscription of £10. Blocks of seats would be reserved for members, who would also have a private room set aside for them. That year the annual costume ball was inaugurated.


Atkins and Baylis endured a stormy relationship. He detested the atmosphere of good works, the dowdiness and stinginess; he resented her ‘meddling in his productions, when she knew next to nothing about Shakespeare’. He was also ‘heavy-drinking, hard-swearing and womanising’.33 Yet the partnership somehow managed to survive five years, despite a serious car accident in October 1923 which left Baylis in need of rest and convalescence and did nothing to ease the tensions.


The reputation of Baylis and her theatre was becoming national as well as local. She started to broadcast on the BBC, and continued to use her end-of-season speeches as a means both of fundraising and of maintaining the family spirit of her audience. Her reputation as ‘The Manager’ was built up in the Vic magazine as well as in national publications. Her biographer Elizabeth Schafer shows how Baylis developed what might today be described as something of a personality cult, with her carefully presented image as a woman who was determined, religious, obstinate, humorous, parsimonious, outspoken and eccentric. Stories of her activities at the Vic – from her beloved and omnipresent pet dogs, to her cooking on her gas ring by the stage to feed her hungry artists, to her stage interventions – abounded. Above all, the Vic magazine celebrated her role as a woman in a man’s world. She was a plain woman who wore thick glasses and simple clothes that did nothing to disguise her dumpy figure. She was also painfully conscious of the slight paralysis in the corner of her mouth. Her appearance was described as a cross between schoolmarm and charwoman. Her face became increasingly well known, especially from postcards of her sitting at her desk, ‘pen poised and at the ready, looking kindly but efficient’.34


On 6 May 1924 Baylis received an honorary Master of Arts from Oxford University. It was the first such honour for the stage, and only one woman, Queen Mary, had ever been similarly favoured. In 1929 Baylis was made a Companion of Honour, a particularly high award for civic achievement. As distinctions were showered upon her, she began to appear in full regalia in photographs and postcards. She also supported the publication of books about the Vic, to which appeals for funds were unashamedly attached.


Those funds were always desperately needed. Even the fabric of the theatre demanded constant attention. In March 1921 the London County Council had insisted that the Vic must undergo substantial reconstruction for reasons of health and convenience, at a cost of about £30,000. As this sum was impossible to raise, the Vic was on the verge of closure until the theatrical manager George Dance donated the whole amount. A month later it was decided to ask Morley College to leave, in order to make more room to expand the work and rehearsal space of the company, especially for the opera. Rehousing the college would cost another £20,000, which consumed much of Dance’s donation.


After further public appeals for funds the building works were begun and the college’s eviction was completed for the 1924/5 season. There were now purpose-built dressing rooms with running water, a safety curtain, wardrobe, workrooms and offices. A rehearsal room and a proper stage door were also added. The theatre could at last have its own wardrobe rather than paying rent. Mrs Newman, the wardrobe mistress, whom Joan Cross later described as ‘taciturn and indifferent’, continued to provide well-worn costumes of generic invention: gypsy skirts for Carmen and Il trova tore, ‘vaguely medieval’ for Lohengrin and Tannhäuser. For many years the cast continued to provide their own accessories, including fans and jewellery that were ‘all strictly vintage Woolworth’.35 The public areas and auditorium were unchanged, with the familiar non-alcoholic refreshments still provided.


With Morley College’s departure there were new Orders in Council for the two separate organisations. But the main objective of the Royal Victoria Hall was still ‘to provide high-class drama, especially the plays of Shakespeare, and high-class opera or lectures, musical and other entertainments and exhibitions suited for the recreation and instruction of the poorer classes of the former County of London’.36
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Despite the Carey/Dent breakthroughs, and unlike the drama, the general standards of the opera improved rather slowly. From 1923, ‘production’ in the programmes was credited to Frederick Hudson, whom Joan Cross later described as a highly nervous and insecure man, a pessimist who, in his shiny black shoes, looked as if he would have been more at home as a bank manager in a small county town.37 Hudson was in fact a stage manager, who had at his disposal only a tiny budget for costumes, props and scenery. He managed to get the shows on with only a part-time assistant, a stage carpenter, an electrician and nine hours’ rehearsal. Sumner Austin recalled: ‘You were told to come on here and go off there. The rest you filled in for yourself. There was no production whatsoever.’38


Although production standards were developing only sporadically, the singers were learning their trade and the company was beginning to develop its own ‘stars’. The soprano Joan Cross, who had studied at the Trinity College of Music, joined the Vic in 1923. She rapidly became a hit with both audience and critics. Dent recalled the affection of the audience for the most popular singers, especially for Muriel Gough and Winifred Kennard. Fans would wait with flowers even in pouring rain for their favourites to emerge from the stage door. One young woman insisted on knitting a pair of green slippers for Carey, who had appeared as a barefoot Tamino.39 Gough was loved, Dent wrote, for ‘her charm of both voice and personality and her vivacious acting’.40 Edith Coates, who had also studied at Trinity and with Carey, joined the company in the early 1920s.


Cross had been reluctant to join the Vic, having been put off opera by the productions she had seen there. ‘I had seen opera’, she wrote, ‘and rejected it, considering it unbelievably stupid.’ She continued: ‘There was Faust, its demon figures strutting about in bright scarlet observed by a chorus of totally uninterested ladies and gentlemen – not only uninterested but uninvolved.’ Cross nonetheless went to audition. She vividly remembered the conditions of the theatre: ‘Here I was on a filthy stage piled high with broken flats and dirty rostra. A miserable light barely illuminating the surroundings.’ Because of her complete lack of stage experience and Baylis’s thriftiness, Cross was offered an unpaid job in the chorus.


Artistic development was severely limited by the company’s meagre resources. Cross later described the performances as ‘dreadful’. Scenery, props and costumes, she wrote, were ‘shabby and used for each opera, and there were not enough wigs to go around (probably a blessing). Rehearsals were minimal – a single orchestral rehearsal on Tuesday mornings and a full stage rehearsal for chorus and principals with no orchestra on Tuesday night. Thursday was the first night and the first time that the full cast and orchestra met on stage!’41 Dent wrote that the costumes were always ‘eighteenth century “square cut”, with wigs that never fitted’. The furniture in particular filled him with horror, as ‘every scene seemed to take place in a kitchen’. He recalled the production of La traviata as the worst dressed and mounted that he had ever seen in his life.42


The repertoire grew only slowly. In 1920 the Old Vic Magazine explained that the Vic could not afford the royalties of Puccini. Consequently there was no Puccini till 1926, when Madam Butterfly was produced, followed by La bohème in 1928 and Tosca in 1929. Baylis remained faithful to English composers: her friend and colleague Ethel Smyth’s The Boatswain’s Mate and Fête Galante, together with Nicholas Gatty’s less popular Prince Fenelon and The Tempest, remained close to the hearts of the Vic audience in their ‘child-like directness’.¶ They did not, however, transfer to the company’s new home, Sadler’s Wells, in 1931.43


Charles Corri remained the conductor in charge of music. Cross recalled how ‘the survivors of the ageing chorus continued to turn up ten times a month, rewarded by cake and lemonade’. His orchestra continued to be an ad hoc group, which he assembled week by week, when he lured them to come south of the river from other jobs. Corri was inflexible as an accompanist. ‘He hated singers who paused or held a top note,’ Cross wrote, and if they did, he proceeded without them to ‘the general confusion of all concerned’. There was no coach and no music staff, and Cross taught herself by reading through scores at the piano.


Cross’s first major role, as Cherubino in 1924, was a near disaster, her fragile confidence having been shattered by her costume – a much worn and stretched pair of breeches that looked like bloomers, and an ill-fitting velvet jacket, a ‘bedraggled neck ruff and a cotton wool wig’. When she came off stage after the first act Baylis snatched off the ruff and said to her, ‘You look hideous!’ At the end she said, ‘You sing nicely dear – pity about the acting.’44 It took Cross time to establish a relationship with Baylis, and her acting skills developed slowly during the decade as she watched more accomplished actors rehearsing. By 1928 The Times had nothing but praise for her Cherubino: ‘she combines the masculine and feminine traits of that ingenuous young man, looked the part and sang beautifully’.45


On 5 February 1925 Baylis offered Cross the role of Elisabeth in Tannhäuser, with a few hours of Collingwood’s coaching and Hudson to take her ‘through the stage business’. When she appeared on 26 February she was, she wrote, ‘desperately illequipped’ and in a state of rising panic. She had, however, the luxury of a partially new costume and the feeling that Baylis wanted her to do well. She was also praised by The Times critic, who wrote that the Vic had gained another most valuable recruit from the chorus. She was an assured actress and the purity of her voice remained unimpaired in the big ensembles. That same year she sang Aida, and a year later she was finally put on the payroll.


At a time of creation, when there was a sense of building something for the future, the hardship and sacrifices were manageable. The audience also made it worthwhile, as Joan Cross recalled:




They came regularly, paying their modest charge for their seats, admired, applauded, criticised, taking a deep personal interest in members of the company. With what was to become something of a tradition at the Vic and Sadler’s Wells, little presents, letters and flowers were regularly handed in at the stage door. The last night of each season was an especially lively occasion. The presents assumed larger dimensions; baskets of fruit, boxes of chocolate, flowers … all subscribed for by the regulars in the audience.





Cross persevered. ‘What is certain,’ she later wrote, ‘is that I was among a small pack pursuing a too often nearly lost quarry – “permanent” performances of opera in English.’46
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The Shakespeare productions went on developing under Andrew Leigh, who took over from Atkins in 1925. Although there were still plenty of empty seats for both, Shakespeare took over from opera at the box office in mid-decade. Edith Evans was the first West End star to join the company, in the 1925/6 season, which broke box-office records with a profit of £4,500.


By 1926 it was clear to Baylis that her opera company, which was beginning to lose artistic ground to the drama, needed more space to develop. Baylis’s choice for the new venue was Sadler’s Wells theatre, a virtually derelict eighteenth-century theatre that had been converted into a cinema in 1896 but had not been used since 1916, set in the working-class neighbourhood of Finsbury. The expanding London Underground network was making it more accessible to audiences from further afield.


Reginald Rowe, an energetic, formidably able and philanthropically minded barrister who was already an Old Vic governor, became the honorary treasurer for the enterprise. In March 1925 the Duke of Devonshire, a keen patron of the arts, launched an appeal to purchase Sadler’s Wells, reconstruct the interior and save both it and its historic traditions for the nation. Sadler’s Wells was to be established as a foundation, not working for profit, under the Charity Commissioners, whose aim was to give an Old Vic to north London.|| The Sadler’s Wells Committee decided that the constitution of the new theatre would enable opera to be run on a much larger scale than at the Old Vic. The local council gave financial backing, public subscriptions poured in and plays and concerts were given to raise funds. Nellie Melba gave her farewell concert for the appeal in 1926, raising £300.


In July 1925 a gift of £14,000 from the Carnegie Trust enabled the committee to purchase the freehold of Sadler’s Wells. The theatre was in a terrible condition, with £40,000 needed to repair it. Two external walls required complete replacement. The neighbouring residential buildings made expansion impossible and the renovation took five fraught years to complete. The long-suffering builder, F. G. Minter, frequently had to wait many months for payment. There was no hope of opening in 1926, as Baylis had intended, and work had to continue in the cramped Vic, which was also in need of substantial renovation.


Much to Baylis’s consternation, the audience at the Vic was changing. From 1921 the stabilisation of the post-war British economy had benefited the middle classes, with schoolteachers in particular making clear gains in their earnings. For the working classes there were other attractions, especially the cinemas and cafes that were springing up throughout the city. At the Vic, as its reputation grew, the deserving and preferably local poor were being replaced by teachers, students and enthusiasts drawn from all over London and linked by the spirit of community and family feeling in the house in the 1920s. The audience demographic broadened further during yet more building work, again ordered by the LCC, in the 1927/8 season, when Baylis found a home for Shakespeare in Hammersmith and the opera did a tour of London music halls.** Twice nightly the opera company played abbreviated versions of Faust, Il trovatore, La traviata and Daughter of the Regiment at music halls in other areas, including Stoke Newington, Ilford and Kilburn.


When audiences returned to the Vic for the 1928/9 season, it was often to ‘house full’ signs outside the door. Corri gained seven string players for his orchestra, which still numbered only thirty-six when augmented for Lohengrin. In the February 1928 Old Vic Magazine he commented on how the Vic in particular, and British music in general, was supported by ‘the workers’, and on the devotion of the packed Saturday-night audiences. The critics, however, were beginning to take the Vic more seriously and to demand higher standards. The Times criticised Tosca severely: ‘Mr Corri must do something drastic if it is to be worth while for an enterprising company of singers to undertake new productions … the score was shaken so as to be constantly on the verge of trembling to pieces altogether.’ In the 1929/30 season Verdi’s The Force of Destiny was heard in London for the first time since 1867. It was a great hit. The faithful filled the house, making it, according to Cross, ‘tantalisingly difficult for the snob element from across the river who suddenly found an urge to see the piece’.47


Cross’s work was constantly singled out for praise. Her sincerity and intelligence in the role of Elsa in Lohengrin in February 1928 and her Pamina of ‘mellifluousness and charm, intelligent perception’ were especially noted.48 In April 1929 she sang and acted Desdemona in the Vic’s first Otello, with beauty and a ‘tender trusting bewilderment’. Hudson’s control of the crowds on stage was erratic and Corri’s conducting inflexible. Even so, the Daily Telegraph saw standards improving enough to make it possible to take a serious critical interest.49 The paper also praised Aida, Tannhäuser and Figaro.


The mounting costs of the opera resulted in deficits and in 1930 the orchestra was cut for certain performances, although it was already well below strength for most of the repertoire. To enable Corri slowly to retire, Collingwood took control of three operas in the first half of the season. The governors’ minutes noted: ‘It was agreed that Mr Corri’s age and failing grip brought the question of a pension fund to the fore.’


While the opera struggled, the drama flourished. From 1929 the Old Vic’s new producer, Harcourt (Billie) Williams, was producing fewer Shakespeare performances, which were much better rehearsed. The productions were more subtle, with changes to the style of verse speaking and acting. Williams also brought in Martita Hunt and the twenty-five-year-old John Gielgud, already a star, although he had to be paid £20 a week.50


By the end of the season the box office was booming, with productions of Romeo and Juliet, The Merchant of Venice, Richard II, Macbeth and, finally, Hamlet, which became a wild hit and made Gielgud a matinee idol. ‘Nothing justifies a producer’s effort so much’, Baylis wrote in the 1930 annual report, ‘as a steady increase in the size of the audience … the Old Vic is pre-eminently the place for artistic experiment, even if some eggshells of prejudice have to be broken in the process.’ Many were turned away for Hamlet, and Gielgud stayed for more successes in the 1930/1 season, with Ralph Richardson joining the company.


Not content with theatre and opera, Baylis created her trinity in 1926 when Ninette de Valois, who had experience with the Diaghilev ballet, opened her ballet school in South Kensington with the aim of training a company. She wanted to use the Old Vic as her base. The two women hit it off so well that Baylis agreed that de Valois should teach her drama students how to move, as well as to arrange dances for the drama productions and later the operas. From this initial arrangement the two women determined to create a full-time ballet company when Sadler’s Wells reopened. Baylis ‘recognised in Ninette de Valois a kindred spirit, both practical and visionary, a single-minded fighter with an indomitable will’.51 In 1928 de Valois staged her first ballet, Les Petits Riens, as a curtain-raiser for the Christmas performance of Hansel and Gretel.


In December 1929 the governors decided to set up a special subcommittee to consider and advise on the operatic side of Sadler’s Wells, which was to be on a much larger scale than at the Vic. It was agreed that the Vic could not bear any loss incurred by Sadler’s Wells, and that the two foundations should be distinct entities in order to appeal to local patriotism. Their co-operation would be assured by a majority of governors being appointed by the Old Vic governors. There would be opera every night in one of the two theatres.52


On 21 October 1930 the governors decided that they would not allow the opening of Sadler’s Wells unless the working capital could be brought up to £10,000. Captain Rowe succeeded in securing an advance of £3,000 without interest or security from the Duke of Devonshire. A further £2,500 from Harold Lloyd made the governors relent. A Finance Subcommittee was to take over from the hitherto informal meetings between Baylis and Rowe, and was to meet frequently.53


On 24 September 1930 Rowe wrote to George Bernard Shaw concerning the status of the two houses. Were Baylis, ‘heaven forbid’, to come to an untimely end, he wrote, their future would be legally assured by their status as charitable foundations. Even more important, Rowe believed that the Old Vic was now capable of an existence independent of Baylis; ‘I have’, he wrote, ‘strong evidence that Miss Baylis has created not a Frankenstein monster but something that has come spiritually alive and will stay alive.’ He would like to bet with Shaw, or ‘some heavenly or post life bookie, that a hundred years hence the Old Vic and Sadler’s Wells are carrying on strongly or more strongly than at present’. Behind the Old Vic, he explained, ‘stand and work a body of enthusiasts who mean business’.54
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* Unlike other liberal advocates of a National Theatre at the time, Filippi found her model not in Germany but in Italy. The Times on 23 October 1913 reported her saying that Milan’s Società Umanitaria had converted a hall into a 2,300-seat theatre, and produced a programme that helped ‘to reduce crime … and to serve as a bridge between primary education and the responsible duties of the voter’. Filippi announced she was pursuing the same objectives by producing ‘only the best plays by the greatest authors, living and dead, and charging only fourpence for every seat in the house’ (Richard Findlater, Lilian Baylis, the Lady of the Old Vic, London: Allen Lane, 1975, p. 104).







† Craig, who was born in 1862, has been described by Peter Brook as the crucial influence on modern theatre. He ‘aspired to a fusion of poetry, performer, music, light, colour and movement’, using space and light as elements of the design and abolishing lighting battens and footlights, which just illuminated the actors’ faces. Instead, he used techniques such as concealed lighting bars and colour changes and double gauzes, which were to become, in Richard Eyre’s words, the ‘syntax’ of modern lighting designers. Above all he sought to maximise the power of the text through the actor and to exploit the ‘theatre-ness of theatre’ (Richard Eyre, Changing Stages, London: Bloomsbury, 2001, p. 33).


‡ There were performances in other parts of London, including the then mainly Jewish district of Bethnal Green. ‘I do like to see the Jews coming,’ said Baylis to Thorndike, ‘don’t you dear? Even though they aren’t Christians, it must do them good, but I wish we didn’t have to give them The Merchant of Venice, the Christians all behave so badly’ (Sybil and Russell Thorndike, Lilian Baylis, London: Chapman & Hall, 1938, p. 73).







§ In his book Going to the Opera (Puffin, 1955), Lionel Salter gave some striking examples of horribly stilted translation. One was from the standard Tosca translation, not by Dent, when Angelotti runs into the church:




‘Ah I have baulked them!


Dread imagination makes me quake


With uncalled for perturbation.’










¶ Smyth was a composer and suffragette. She composed the suffragette anthem ‘March of the Women’, which she included in The Boatswain’s Mate, an opera based symphonically on English folk songs and which, according to The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, ‘forged a link between Romantic music drama and the realism of Peter Grimes’. Her other operas included The Wreckers (1906) and Entente Cordiale (1925).







|| The glittering Appeal Committee included four future and former prime ministers – Winston Churchill, Stanley Baldwin, Arthur Balfour and Herbert Asquith – as well as Thomas Beecham, George Moore, G. K. Chesterton and John Galsworthy







** Owing to serious structural defects uncovered during the work, the final cost of the Vic’s renovation was far greater than had been envisaged: £29,309 as opposed to the estimate of £16,000. The City Parochial Foundation gave £1,000, the Carnegie Trust £10,000. With savings and donations there was £10,384 outstanding by 1927/8. Harold Lloyd, the film actor, paid off the remainder of the Morley College rehousing, and a loan of £7,000 was made by the City Parochials to pay off the bank debt in 1928 (Old Vic annual report, 1927/8).
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1931–1937: ‘A World of Awe and Wonder’ – Lilian Baylis at Sadler’s Wells





The new Sadler’s Wells theatre opened on the foggy and frosty night of 6 January 1931. There was a packed house, with hundreds unable to gain admission. Edward J. Dent wrote in the renamed The Old Vic and Sadler’s Wells Magazine that the opening of Sadler’s Wells signified the ‘establishment of a permanent English Opera House’. The singers would be able to spend more time with the company and so develop an even stronger esprit de corps. The tunes of Madam Butterfly and Pagliacci, he declared, would be hummed from Islington to Streatham Hill, and whistled by every errand boy from Peckham to Camden Town. It was always the popular audience that was the bedrock of a music-loving race.1 ‘We have a national opera,’ wrote the music and drama critic Stephen Williams in the Evening Standard.2


Dent and Williams were overlooking the fact that Sadler’s Wells actually opened with Shakespeare – Twelfth Night with John Gielgud and Ralph Richardson – and with speeches from the great and the good of the Vic and Finsbury. Baylis provoked much merriment when she dropped a basket of fruit that she had been given. The opera’s sole contribution was the National Anthem, with Joan Cross singing the first verse and Constance Willis the second. According to Cross, the members of the opera company were duly offended that they had not been given a bigger role.3


In his memoirs Gielgud recollected how he and most of the musicians and actors hated the austerity of the 1,650-seat theatre and its unsympathetic acoustics. The theatre’s architect, F. G. Chancellor, had been much influenced by cinema architecture. The result was an inelegant interior, and the small proscenium opening recessed from the pit exaggerated the sense of distance between stage and audience. Sumner Austin said there were only two good points on stage from which to sing, and much competition to get them. The backstage facilities were inadequate, and there were no boxes. Nonetheless, the extra space meant that the chorus could rehearse with the orchestra, and that opera could be staged for eight months of the year, and nearly every night of the week, in either the Vic or Sadler’s Wells. The new British ballet company could also spread its wings.


It was not the last time that the company’s move from one home to another would wreak havoc with the housekeeping. Sadler’s Wells theatre opened at the height of a recession, £20,000 in debt, and turned out to be far more expensive to run than Baylis had anticipated. More singers, musicians, conductors and theatre staff were needed to cope with the increased workload. The repertoire had not been expanded to fill two theatres and the tired stagings of the Vic looked shabby and out of place in Sadler’s Wells, just as those of Sadler’s Wells would when the company eventually moved to the Coliseum in 1968.


The recession seriously affected the takings at the box offices, while the split programme between the two houses proved costly both in transport and in the enormous wear and tear on costumes and scenery as they were moved back and forth. The mixed programmes at both houses, Cross later wrote, proved a disastrous arrangement that staggered on for nearly four years. Frederick Hudson resigned shortly after the move. Then, after a splendid opening week, the box office began to suffer. On 14 January Rowe told the Executive Committee that although the drama company would pay its way with only moderately good attendances, opera would need much fuller houses to cover its £200-a-week expenses.


The audiences, however, did not materialise. The Shakespeare audience that had been cultivated over many years at the Vic did not transfer to Islington, and Sadler’s Wells was rarely given a first night of its own and was unable therefore to benefit from the subsequent reviews and publicity. Sadler’s Wells usually had the last drama week of a four-week run, which played to largely empty houses.4 The opera audience that had filled the Old Vic two nights a week looked, in Cross’s words, ‘sadly meagre spread over five nights and a matinee’. The new theatre lacked the intimacy that Baylis had so ably developed at the Vic. It was, Cross wrote, a ‘grim, cold, depressing struggle’ for the opera company, who greatly missed the adulation of the crowded nights at the Old Vic.5


In May 1931, four months after the opening, it was agreed by the governors that Sadler’s Wells would get some first nights in order to build up its audience for the drama. At the same time, however, it was learnt that an appeal to the Pilgrim Trust – a charity founded in 1930 by the American philanthropist Edward Stephen Harkness to support heritage and social welfare projects – had been unsuccessful. Consequently, the next Sadler’s Wells season would open with a working balance of £4,000 and debts of £17,000 to the contractors and £3,000 to the architects. A campaign for funds was hastily launched, and in September it was agreed that Sadler’s Wells should apply for a liquor licence.


Business at the beginning of the new season was ‘deplorably unprofitable’, largely because a production of King John was a box-office failure.6 During her speech after the opening Baylis sought to maintain what Harcourt Williams described as the ‘genuine optimism that flames like a torch behind her customary façade of financial ruin’.7 In November 1931 she was concerned about the effect of the combination of the financial depression and the fact that London audiences could now choose from among an unprecedented number of operatic productions. Sadler’s Wells and the Old Vic, together with Covent Garden’s festival seasons, provided the equivalent of six performances a week. Although tickets at Sadler’s Wells still cost only 5d to 5s, and Baylis cocked a little snook at Covent Garden’s diamond tiaras, it was much harder to evoke local enthusiasm in Islington than it had been at the Vic in earlier days.8


The strain on both companies continued to be overwhelming. On 9 March 1932, when invited to a meeting of the Sadler’s Wells Executive Committee to explain the catering system, Baylis sent one of the trustees, Miss Rowe, a note to say that ‘the summoning of officials … to explain details of the working system involved an unreasonable strain on servants already overworked’.9


In April, in an effort to fill the stalls, Lady Hambledon, assisted by Lady Ottoline and Philip Morrell, formed the Sadler’s Wells Society to encourage wealthy people to purchase books of admission vouchers. The society pledged to pay for the costumes and scenery for one play, one opera and one ballet each season. The first meeting raised £700 and the society made a £610 grant in its first season.10 Despite these efforts, it looked as though the theatre would have to close, until in April 1932, at the eleventh hour, the Carnegie Trust agreed to cover the £8,200 debt for the equipment and running costs of the theatre during the previous and current seasons.


At the start of the 1931/2 season Reginald Rowe wrote a memorandum to the governors in which he said that it would be madness to continue with the split system. Baylis, however, still refused to concentrate drama at the Old Vic and opera and ballet at Sadler’s Wells, insisting instead on different combinations of planning. On 13 November it was agreed that there should be two weeks of opera at Sadler’s Wells and one of drama. The Vic would take over production costs in return for Sadler’s Wells handing over all box-office receipts in excess of what was needed to keep the theatre open.11




*





As well as the financial stresses, there was a vacuum on the production side. Edward J. Dent, Professor of Music at Cambridge, had failed to get his friend Clive Carey appointed as Intendant or general director, since Baylis insisted that no one should be equal in power to herself and the governors would not oppose her wishes.12 The lack of expertise sometimes caused a descent into farce: Cross recalled a Marx Brothers-style mishap in 1931 when, shortly after Hudson’s retirement, the new stage manager hired an assistant who simply pressed the button on the tab nearest to hand, so that curtains went up and down with irrelevant abandon.13


The novelist and writer Hugh Walpole recalled a cold wintry evening when he went alone to a very poor performance of Il trovatore. The 6s stalls were empty, although the gallery was packed. Walpole wrote: ‘I heard that husky cockney voice in my ear, “’Tisn’t very good, dear, is it?” “No,” I said, “it isn’t.” “If they had only filled the six-shilling seats it would be better.” “If the performance were better they would fill the six-shilling seats.” “Yes, it’s a nasty roundabout, dear,” she answered.’14


In February 1932 the Birmingham Post pointed out that the Sadler’s Wells opera did not reach the standards of the Shakespeare performances, and would not do so until the singers knew their parts, the tenor could be persuaded not to walk off the stage in the middle of a song, and the singers’ rendering of the ‘agony of death no longer gave the impression of acute nervousness’.


Despite the financial difficulties, the 1931/2 season saw ten new productions, five of which were prepared by Sidney Russell without great distinction but which nonetheless provided a modest measure of innovation and success. Samson and Delilah received ‘a double portion of first night enthusiasm’, despite the low stock of Saint-Saëns at the time. According to The Times, Enid Cruickshank was an ‘excessively luscious contralto’ and de Valois provided an ingenious dance in the temple of Dagon. Even so, Percy Pitt was an inflexible conductor and not all the singers knew their parts.15 The audiences were still ‘lamentably small’, according to EK’s Weekly in November.


The main reason for the move to Sadler’s Wells had been to enable the opera and the ballet to develop, and Baylis was determined that standards would improve. Henry Robinson, who had been a chorister with Carl Rosa and knew the repertoire inside out, took over as stage manager. He was efficient and devoted and, under his watchful eye, standards gradually began to improve, even, much to Cross’s delight, the synchronisation between the last chord and the curtain. Lawrance Collingwood took charge of the orchestra in 1931, although Corri did not formally retire until 1935, when he received the first pension in the theatre’s history.16 Between them, Collingwood and Baylis set about forming a permanent opera company, enlarging the chorus and orchestra and providing regular rehearsals and coaching.


Joan Cross was herself a growing attraction at Vic-Wells. On 6 November 1931 she sang Dido in the first performance of Dido and Aeneas at Sadler’s Wells, conducted by Constant Lambert. In March 1932 Sadler’s Wells presented its first Masked Ball, with Cross as Amelia, in old bits of costume again. ‘Figaro’ [A. P. Hatton] in Musical Opinion now wrote of the ‘sustained steadiness and quality’ of her voice, while Tudor Davies sang with feeling and Edith Coates was a sturdy Ulrica. Masked Ball, and Tannhäuser later in the season, were packed out. In October 1932 Cross sang Butterfly for the first time in what was to become one of her signature roles.17 As well as the quality of her voice and acting, her diction was always excellent.


On 29 April 1932 the Radio Times commented on the increasingly knowledgeable Sadler’s Wells audience, scores under their arms, waving their coffee cups and arguing about the performance. Nearly everybody seemed to know everybody else.
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In mid-1932 Thomas Beecham attempted to launch a National Opera Scheme, with the resources of Sadler’s Wells included in the project. After many attempts since 1910 to found a permanent opera company as well as opera seasons, based on private subscriptions, Beecham had returned to Covent Garden as artistic director. The company he had founded in 1922, the Beecham Opera Company, had been taken over and absorbed by Covent Garden as the British National Opera Company and was to form the basis of the new seasons.


The conductor Geoffrey Toye, who had been a governor of Sadler’s Wells since 1925, became co-director of the Wells for the 1932/3 season. Toye was also involved with Beecham in his endeavour to create a new syndicate with Lady Cunard to put on seasonal programmes at Covent Garden. American-born heiress Maud (Emerald) Cunard, Beecham’s close friend, was a society hostess who held a salon of musicians, artists and writers. As a lover of grand opera, and a director of the Royal Opera House Company, she helped Beecham raise subscriptions from her wealthy friends for his Covent Garden venture. She herself took the ‘Omnibus’ box, entertaining guests to dinner before the performance. Emerald Cunard represented the social exclusivity that Baylis and Dent were determined to keep well away from Sadler’s Wells.


When Beecham suggested greater co-operation between Covent Garden, the Carl Rosa and Sadler’s Wells, the chairman of the governors, Reginald Rowe, was opposed and persuaded the governing body not to take a decision.18 Baylis, on the other hand, pressured both by the financial difficulties and by calls in the press to unite all the operatic forces, was reported as telling the Manchester Guardian that she would like to see such a union with Sadler’s Wells at the centre, under Beecham.19


The Times was adamant that amalgamation would make Sadler’s Wells the poor relation of the ‘grand season’ and would be disastrous. What was needed was a cosmopolitan company giving masterpieces sung by the world’s greatest singers, and at the same time a permanent establishment singing in English, developing home-grown talent.20 It was an obvious, simple and sensible system but it only evolved after many vicissitudes and crises.


Dent was also determined that Beecham should not take over Sadler’s Wells. He wished he could devote his life to Sadler’s Wells, but he could not afford to give up his Cambridge professorship.21 On 7 October 1932 he reported that during a visit to Sadler’s Wells with a party of friends, Lady Cunard had upset Baylis ‘dreadfully’ by saying that the orchestra was shocking. Dent had consoled Baylis, determined not to have her confidence shaken. ‘Cunard and Beecham would not have put their noses in the Vic ten years ago,’ he wrote, and ‘Beecham thinks of the company as a toy and must not be allowed to destroy it.’22 Confidence was boosted in October 1932, when Rowe was able to report an encouraging increase in the takings of both theatres, despite a disastrous Cymbeline.23


Beecham continued his efforts to unite operatic forces. In November a 250-member National Opera Council was set up to promote agreement between Covent Garden, Sadler’s Wells, Beecham’s new syndicate the Imperial League and the BBC, with £25,000 from the BBC and £20,000 from Beecham himself. In December Toye became the managing director of the Imperial League, which enjoyed the patronage of some of England’s wealthiest men. It sought to modernise Covent Garden and present opera seasons both of Beecham and his London Philharmonic and of visiting companies. In December Beecham was described as ‘artistic adviser’ to Sadler’s Wells in The Times.


The Times continued to urge Vic-Wells to shun any association with Covent Garden, which was, it wrote, a ‘dead weight in the neck of any progressive operatic movement in England’. It pointed out that of the two, Vic-Wells was the going concern and hampered only by lack of funds. The Illustrated London News also stressed that Vic-Wells were the only theatres in London with a ‘consistent policy and artistic ambitions’.24


During the second Sadler’s Wells season there was a definite improvement in the operatic fare, as Baylis came to accept the need for new producers who would help the singers to relinquish their cliché-ridden traditional poses. Carey believed that Sadler’s Wells artists, who, like some of their German contemporaries, were now part of a permanent company and knew each other well, could bring a new and revitalised approach to their work.25 Dent was the inspiration behind the Vic-Wells vision of creating a distinct entity for each opera produced, introducing several of his protégés to Baylis, including the thirty-four-year-old director John Barritt (Jack) Gordon, who was responsible for freshening up the productions at Sadler’s Wells. Gordon, who was concerned with the detail of production and enabling performers to act, was a self-effacing man, given the unofficial title in the Vic-Wells Magazine ‘The Producer Who Never Raised His Voice’. As well as supervising many revivals, he directed seventeen new productions between 1931 and 1942, starting with La traviata in October 1931. Dent, who saw it in February 1933, thought it ‘altogether the most poetical’ he had ever seen, and that Cross’s Violetta was ‘marvellously good’. He later said that Gordon’s La traviata was the first time that it had been seen as a ‘serious and beautiful work and deeply moving play and not just a Melba night out and a hopelessly vulgar and ridiculous opera’.* It was a shame, he thought, that there was no time to ‘hammer it in’ before it had to give way to drama, and the situation showed how essential it was for the drama and opera to be separated.26 In November 1932 Gordon directed The Devil Take Her by Arthur Benjamin, and in February 1933 he directed The Force of Destiny.


In the Vic-Wells Magazine, Carey had warned the audience not to be horrified if Mephistopheles no longer wore scarlet tights or Micaëla ‘a blue frock and high heels’, but he need not have feared.27 Baylis’s concern that the new productions would lose loyalists proved unfounded. She admitted in the 1932/3 annual report that ‘it now appears that the one thing they had been hankering after for years was just this new viewpoint’. She also recognised the need to expand the repertoire and get rid of some old favourites.


The improved standards, however, were proving too expensive to pay for themselves. Even though opera takings were up by 15 per cent, the Shakespeare had been disappointing.28 In April 1933 Reginald Rowe insisted that there could not be another season without some form of endowment, as a result of which the BBC granted £6,000 for a season in return for broadcasting rights. Additionally, the Duke of Devonshire paid £6,000 towards the building debt of £20,000. In 1934, after much effort, Vic-Wells was relieved of its annual payment of at least £3,400 in entertainment tax. Baylis claimed that she had told the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Neville Chamberlain, that she would have to close both theatres if he did not remove the tax and that she would then lecture in the States saying what a philistine he was.


The battle for independence from the Beecham incursion continued. Beecham’s suggestion that Vic-Wells should stage Salome and Siegfried was, Dent thought, ‘absurd’, in terms of both the audiences and the resources available. He was supporting Baylis, who had ‘naturally kicked violently’, but considered that it was ‘tiresome having these things foisted on us just when we are beginning to build up our own style’.29 He was not, however, entirely confident of being able to maintain the direction in which Vic-Wells was going. He felt that he lacked influence with the board, which viewed him as a visionary with no head for the practical economic difficulties. Nor was he certain of Baylis’s loyalty if it came to choosing between him and Beecham. She had, he told Carey, a genuine personal affection for him but no ability to estimate his, Gordon’s and Carey’s ‘corporate value as a group of friends with the same ideals helping each other’. He feared that she might at any moment sacrifice their artistic ideals ‘at the altar of Tommy’. By August, however, he reported that Baylis was getting suspicious of both Beecham and Toye, and was looking for someone strong on opera for the board.30


The company was definitely benefiting from Dent’s vision and Collingwood’s guidance, and was travelling in the right direction. From 1931 to 1937 Sadler’s Wells staged fifty operas, compared with thirty at the Vic in the previous thirty years. Così fan tutte was produced in 1933 with Austin, Arnold Matters, Cross and Winnifred Kennard, and with Warwick Braithwaite conducting. In January 1933 The Times reported on the improvement of the company. Steadily, the more adventurous choice of repertoire and the slightly higher standard of production began to attract a new audience. That same month ‘Figaro’ in Musical Opinion wrote of the new Otello: ‘At the Wells … they worship the job, which means they subordinate themselves to the composer.’ The chorus ‘struck the true dramatic note at the outset without hesitation and sustained it to the end’.31 In September Gordon’s La bohème, with Joan Cross as Mimì, showed the company’s ensemble to good effect. It was sold out and the audience was delighted by it. The Yorkshire Post commented on the renewed affection in the audience’s relationship with the company, just two years after the opening of Sadler’s Wells.32


A landmark production was Carey’s The Snow Maiden, premiered on 12 April 1933. Collingwood, who loved the Russian repertoire, had been pressing to introduce Rimsky-Korsakov’s opera to Sadler’s Wells. Carey brought in the Russian designer Elizabeth Polunin, who provided ‘a riot of colour mostly with painted hessian’. The company were able to fill all the roles except the title role, with Edith Coates scoring a marked success as Lehl, and with de Valois’ ballet also involved. The production was recognised as setting a new standard, and the box office responded. Such was the success of The Snow Maiden that Baylis insisted that Rimsky-Korsakov’s Tsar Saltan be put on while Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard was playing at the Old Vic in October. Tsar Saltan was well received by the press, with the scenery much commented on, but the audience was not so keen.33 In November Carey directed Gluck’s Orpheus and Eurydice, translated by Dent, who was determined to press for English to be used in the first Sadler’s Wells production of the opera.


The following year Collingwood introduced Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin to Sadler’s Wells on 12 December, with Cross as Tatiana, Coates as Olga, Henry Wendon as Lensky and Sumner Austin, who was too old, miscast as Onegin. Carey directed. Cross wrote of her wry affection for the Dent translation, giving as an example Gremin’s immortal words: ‘I should not be human/ if I did not adore that woman.’ Ernest Newman in the Sunday Times called Onegin ‘a gallant effort’, despite being highly critical of Tchaikovsky’s stagecraft and musical range, as well as of the orchestra and the singers for their age and their generalised, inappropriate operatic style. Only Cross and Henry Wendon received a modicum of praise. Nonetheless, Eugene Onegin, like The Snow Maiden, was a brave repertory departure, and began a tradition of Sadler’s Wells introducing work that was virtually unknown to the British operagoing public.


Another noble and long-lasting, if less consistently positive, tradition also began at this time, with brave attempts to encourage new English compositions. In October of the 1934/5 season Charles Villiers Stanford’s The Travelling Companion was given. It was kept in the repertoire for three seasons. On 17 October Collingwood’s own opera, Macbeth, received its premiere.




*





When in 1933 Hitler came to power in Germany, the Sadler’s Wells mission of developing an English opera tradition was set in sharper relief and faced a new rivalry with the arrival of refugees from Nazi Germany. In 1934 John Christie invited Fritz Busch from Dresden and Carl Ebert from the Städtische Oper Berlin to direct his new summer opera festival at Glyndebourne. Vienna-born Rudolf Bing, who in 1933 was assistant to the Intendant of the Charlottenburg Opera, Berlin, became the manager of the company. Glyndebourne was the antithesis of everything Sadler’s Wells stood for, both in its social exclusivity and in its adherence to original-language performance. Nonetheless, even if the majority of the audience could not understand the text, the work of Ebert and Busch was an inspiring demonstration of the kind of rigorous collaboration between music and text that Sadler’s Wells aspired to but rarely achieved.


From 1934 Sadler’s Wells decided to continue on its own path, acutely aware of the potential effect of both the Glyndebourne and the Covent Garden powers on its future development. There was a growing rift between the parties, not least over conflicting social ambitions and the desire for status. Dent believed that Beecham wanted to make Vic-Wells the ‘nursery garden’ for the seasons at Covent Garden, which he hoped to run on a grand scale.


Collingwood seemed to Dent to be the most effective barrier to Beecham’s ambitions; Baylis trusted him and he was ‘an honest man and good musician, who knew more about opera than anyone else at Vic-Wells’. Dent urged Carey to assemble an informal committee with Gordon, Austin and Collingwood and Muriel Gough, who had retired from singing in 1931 and become a governor. They should meet regularly and press for their opera policy.34 This advice was heeded; from October 1934 Collingwood, Sumner Austin and Gordon combined to support Baylis in the planning and casting of the repertoire. Sumner Austin together with Clive Carey and Gordon were in charge of production. They were known at Sadler’s Wells as ‘The Soviet’.


On 17 November 1934 Carey produced the company’s first Die Fledermaus. The production had a classic mid-1930s Vic-Wells cast of Joan Cross as Rosalinda, Ruth Naylor as Adele, Arthur Cox as Alfred and Tudor Davies as von Eisenstein. Warwick Braithwaite conducted. Dent could not bear the ‘dreadful Viennese vulgar music’ and hoped that Carey would dissuade Baylis from doing any more operettas, which he thought were ‘undignified for our theatre’. However, he enjoyed and admired Carey’s ‘marvellously clever production’, saying that ‘we laughed like children at the comic business’.35 Die Fledermaus soon became a staunch favourite with critics and audiences alike, starting a long-term tradition of operetta at Sadler’s Wells.


In September John Barbirolli had conducted Gordon’s production of The Barber of Seville in Dent’s ‘astonishingly alive’ new translation. It was, according to the Saturday Review, worth going a long way to see and hear the show, as had been Barbirolli’s conducting of Joan Cross in Madam Butterfly earlier in the month.36


The ballet under Ninette de Valois, with Constant Lambert as music director, was growing fast into a fine and respected company. From 1932/3 the company performed two evenings a week plus weekend matinees. The choreographer Frederick Ashton, together with Anton Dolin and Alicia Markova, who were already established stars, made guest appearances. New talents rapidly emerged, including Robert Helpmann and Margot Fonteyn. Artists and designers involved included Rex Whistler, Cecil Beaton, Duncan Grant and Sophie Fedorovitch. By 1937 the company numbered twenty women and ten men, with two resident choreographers, a resident conductor and forty students in the school. As the decade proceeded, the ballet was helping to pay for the opera.


There were also revolutionary developments in the drama department. Tyrone Guthrie had taken over from Harcourt Williams for the 1933/4 season. Guthrie, an Ulster Scot, was an imposingly tall thirty-three-year-old director who had been educated at public school and Oxford. His gentle voice, strong personality and sense of humour gave him great command and rapport with performers. His resolution, vision and integrity were also qualities that were of great value in the development of Vic-Wells. His background, however, was in experimental work with the Oxford Playhouse under J. B. Fagan and the Cambridge festival theatre, and he had had little experience of Shakespeare, with just one production, Love’s Labour’s Lost, under his belt.


In the 1933/4 season there were three months of drama at the Vic and one at the Wells. Baylis was hesitant to employ Guthrie, thinking him ‘too West-Endy’, and was fearful that he would exploit the Vic. She realised, however, that he had the energy she now lacked to direct drama at Vic-Wells. His enthusiasm, commitment, sense of humour and clear, vibrant commands soon galvanised the company, as did the clarity of his vision and his imagination. Before long, Baylis was telling Sybil Thorndike that Guthrie was ‘one of the elect’, that he and his wife Judy were ‘beautiful people who make beauty wherever they go’.37


The time was ripe for change. Shortly after his departure, Harcourt Williams urged Baylis to change the split system and suggested that Vic-Wells needed to lose its parochial flavour. The audience, he wrote, had changed after ‘fifty years of solid industry fired by the evangelical enthusiasm of those fine Victorian women’. Baylis no longer needed to speak just to the gallery, for in the body of the theatre there now sat ‘middle class school teachers, the intellectual new poor, the typist clerks of both sexes, young women who work all day in the city, students of every kind’. These people wanted intelligent, well-thought-out performances.38


At the time of his arrival at the Vic-Wells Guthrie was reacting against naturalism and full sets. He described these as elaborate and careful pieces of antiquarian reconstruction that hovered ‘uneasily between the realistic and the portable, alternating between the “front scenes” played against curtains, or pseudo-realistically painted drop scenes as in Vaudeville’.39


Having persuaded the Pilgrim Trust to give £1,750, Guthrie created a semi-permanent stage set which would offer the facilities supposed to have been available in the Elizabethan theatres. This consisted of stairs leading to a balcony, and underneath them a cubby-hole for intimate scenes and in which to hide props. The money saved would go into costumes, and although Baylis thought that having no scenery would be ‘rather dreary’ she approved of the economy and welcomed the new wardrobe stock. Guthrie recalled that she calculated with lightning speed that she could rig out the opera choristers for Rigoletto in the dresses that the Pilgrim Trust would provide for Measure for Measure. The permanent structure, however, was too obtrusive and clumsy to work as intended; neither Guthrie nor the architect had had enough experience. He was disappointed with his own Tempest.40


Much to Baylis’s initial chagrin, Guthrie also brought stars with him, including Flora Robson and Charles Laughton, who was a tremendous success at the box office, although he was shocked to be asked to do more fundraising even though his performances in The Tempest were sold out. Guthrie’s Cherry Orchard was also so successful that they had to extend its run. The writer Alan Pryce-Jones noted how the inhabitants of the Cromwell Road were being ‘impelled into their peaceful Daimlers, driving into the dangerous purlieus south of the river’.41 There was an immediate improvement in the box-office drama receipts to £6,083, while the opera was making a loss of £1,281 and the ballet a loss of £1,291. This improvement, however, did nothing to assuage Baylis’s dislike of star actors or the resulting visits south of the river by ‘West End’ audiences.42


Baylis supported Guthrie against the governors, but her own relationship with him was volatile, and when she passed on attacking letters from some shocked members of the audience he was hurt and felt undermined that she should regard him as an untrustworthy ‘irresponsible iconoclast’. ‘What I think she did not realise,’ he later wrote, ‘was how much I admired her achievement.’43 Furthermore, despite Guthrie’s strongly argued plea to discontinue drama at Sadler’s Wells, the governors refused in January 1934, arguing that it would ‘break faith’ with those who had worked to open the Wells.


Guthrie left after one season, the annual report commenting on his ‘bringing into the theatre a great many of the younger generation’. Baylis was determined to wrest back control. Henry Cass, who was less controversial and equally young but less talented, took over. The paying customers, however, did not respond to him as they had to Guthrie.
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During the mid-1930s Sadler’s Wells began to be packed for the new opera productions, which gave the house an exciting atmosphere. One of the new offerings of the 1935/6 season was another important Collingwood contribution: the first performance outside Russia of the original version of Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov, produced by Carey in September. The vigour and fullness of tone of the chorus was commented on, as was Carey’s creation of a ‘stage illusion of much poetic aptness’.44 Another innovation was Verdi’s Falstaff, which was rarely performed at the time. It opened on 11 March 1936. With its delicate, quicksilver ‘point-making’ and changes of mood, it was recognised as an ambitious undertaking for an English company. The orchestra and some of the principals were nonetheless praised, especially the Australian baritone Arnold Matters for his good articulation and ‘admirable timing’.45 It was the only ‘lesser-known’ opera to draw large houses, as a consequence of which it was decided to add only Wagner’s The Master singers and Verdi’s Aida before Christmas.46


Too often there were half-empty houses for the regular repertoire, except for such favourites as Faust, Lohengrin and Carmen, although the temperament of the company proved to be almost insurmountable in Carmen. Baylis was constantly worried. Joan Cross later recalled overhearing her mutterings about how to pay the week’s salaries.47 The 1935/6 annual report noted the enlargement of the orchestra to forty-eight, which was twice the size of Corri’s original group, the expense of which was frightening to Baylis. She missed her old favourites, such as Michael Balfe’s Bohemian Girl and Julius Benedict’s Lily of Killarney.


With great reluctance, Baylis was finally forced to recognise that opera was more popular at Sadler’s Wells and drama more popular at the Vic. From the 1935/6 season, the charity commissioners changed the terms of the trusts, making it possible to present opera and ballet exclusively at Sadler’s Wells and drama at the Vic. Prices still had to be kept low under the terms of the Sadler’s Wells Foundation; artisans and labourers should still be provided with ‘recreation and instruction’.


Chastened and exhausted, Baylis welcomed Guthrie back for the 1936/7 season after the governors agreed to his condition of runs of not less than three and no more than six weeks. She decided he should be appointed director of drama in November 1936. Although Guthrie was taking a considerable drop in salary, he was pleased by her offer and after his return was staunchly supported by Baylis. Each had learnt to appreciate the other during the intervening season. Guthrie later wrote: ‘The interim had taught me the difference between a theatrical institution with a policy and the haphazard conditions of the commercial theatre, where no manager, not even Beaumont [the West End impresario], seemed to have much more of a plan than to produce “a success”.’48


When Baylis was honoured at a Foyles literary lunch on 26 April 1936, Guthrie described her as a human dynamo and explained how the lively atmosphere of the theatre resulted from the low prices that encouraged a young audience. Baylis, by then very famous but ill and tired, began to see Guthrie as a potential successor in charge of the whole operation. His gradual taking over of the mantle marked a change in the role of Vic-Wells, despite the terms of the trust agreement. For Guthrie, Shakespeare was not there to be a moral, social or political platform, or ‘educative’ in the sense that Emma Cons would have understood it. The audience at the Old Vic had long since ceased to consist of ‘the good poor waiting humbly for evangelical peers to lift them out of the gutter’. Guthrie was determined that the last vestiges of the Old Vic’s great tradition of social service should give way to a highly professional outfit. He brought with him George Chamberlain as stage manager and insisted that the two theatres should have separate staff and finances, so that the drama no longer subsidised the more expensive opera.49


During the 1936/7 season Guthrie clearly stamped his authority on the drama company, which included Alec Guinness and Laurence Olivier – at twenty-nine already a romantic film lead – whom Guthrie persuaded to do a Freudian Hamlet. Also appearing were Michael Redgrave and Edith Evans in As You Like It. Twelfth Night included Olivier’s Sir Toby and Guinness’s Sir Andrew. There were, however, empty seats even for Olivier’s Hamlet, and some of the old guard resented the importation of a film star. Guthrie successfully took the Vic’s Hamlet to Elsinore in 1937 as part of the King of Denmark’s silver-jubilee celebrations. He also took Ibsen’s Ghosts and Measure for Measure to the Buxton summer festival.
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The opera progressed in the autumn of 1936 with Falstaff, Gordon’s new Carmen, Madam Butterfly and The Mastersingers, and Carey’s Aida. In the cast of La bohème in September were Cross and a new tenor, D. Morgan Jones. The new Aida opened a month later, directed by Carey and designed by Powell Lloyd, Edith Coates’s husband, after research in the British Museum. Together they contrived to create a feeling of spaciousness in the physically restricted conditions of Sadler’s Wells. The Times thought it an exhilarating evening despite a lack of both pomp and magnificent singing, with Molly de Gunst a young and fresh-voiced Aida.


Carey produced Dent’s new version of Figaro in January 1937 with Arnold Matters. He also directed The Magic Flute in March and Hugh the Drover, a Ralph Vaughan Williams ballad opera, in April. Sumner Austin’s Rigoletto had benefited not just from the Pilgrim Trust costumes but also from Dent’s new translation, which he had prepared in 1936. He had continued to press for every word of the text to be clear and meaningful and had written to Carey while he was translating to say that he hoped he would not mind the ‘deliberate brutality’ of Sparafucile’s and Maddalena’s language, and the places where the audience might laugh. He had seen enough Shakespeare not to be afraid of laughs in tragedy.50


In November Gordon directed Fidelio. Carey thought that the intimacy of the theatre and Gordon’s direction were both excellent, and the dialogue carefully spoken, but that Braithwaite did not get the singers or players to reach the ‘deep intimate soul of it’. It nonetheless had good houses.51 The lesser-known works were, however, still viewed with suspicion, although this was not true of the theatre and ballet, where modern work was more popular. The year’s loss of £7,590 was made up by anonymous donations and gifts.


Baylis has been accused of demanding too much from her singers and musicians for the paltry salaries she continued to pay. Opera, however, was clearly never going to pay for itself in the way the theatre was beginning to. In July 1937, in offering Cross her contract for the next season, Baylis reluctantly but firmly rejected her request for a higher fee. ‘I am really honest when I say I would like to give you more money and would do so gladly if there were any,’ she wrote. Cross was, she confided, paid more than anyone else in the company per performance and, although she valued her work tremendously, she felt that if there were any money to spare, then ‘some of the poorer paid artists should get a little more, so that they could afford lessons, and give up the endless outside work which wearies them, and spoils their voices’. Management had tried to improve salaries for the new season, but only on a very small scale. ‘My dear,’ she concluded to Cross, ‘I do hate not agreeing to any suggestion of yours. I know you are so truly one of us, willing to help in all our work whether you are in the cast or no … but if those who work for us thought first of money, our work would not be alive.’ The season had at last seen the debt of the theatres wiped out, but this, she explained, was because of the plays and ‘Olivier losing many thousands by helping us’. The financial sacrifice would continue until there was a ‘really good subsidy given for opera’. She added: ‘God bless you and continue to help us.’52†




*





In the autumn of 1937 Baylis, then sixty-three, told Father Andrew: ‘I know if I go on as I am going my work will kill me, but I don’t see why it should be otherwise.’53 As her health declined, she was looking for someone to take over the opera company. She asked Carey in 1937, but he declined, feeling that he lacked the ruthlessness required to run such an organisation.54 At that time Vaughan Williams suggested to Baylis that Dent himself should be the new director of the company, but Dent felt that he was too old, not good at business and could not afford to lose his Cambridge pension.55 The problem remained unresolved.


For the new drama season, Guthrie brought Michel St-Denis to direct Shakespeare’s Macbeth, which was due to open on 23 November. Just before its planned opening Guthrie decided that it was not ready and postponed it. This was a great shock to Baylis, as was the death of one of her beloved dogs, run over by a car. She had a heart attack on 23 November, although she recovered sufficiently to express her wish that Macbeth should open as planned and that performances of Tabarro and Gianni Schicchi should not be cancelled before sending reassuring messages to her staff. The recovery was brief, however, and she died after a second heart attack at her home in Stockwell on 25 November 1937.




*





Sybil Thorndike described Baylis as the ‘most courageous woman that was ever associated with the theatre’. Even during the war Thorndike never saw her ‘give in to tiredness or discouragement.’56 With her faith and singleness of purpose she not only focused her energy but also, in the words of Reginald Rowe, succeeded in firing up others with ‘her white-hot zeal’ to devote themselves wholeheartedly to her cause. Combining ruthless frugal determination with generosity and kindness, she commanded dedication and service without which the three companies would not have existed. The year before her death W. H. Auden had written that the two theatres of Sadler’s Wells and the Old Vic were amongst ‘the best and strongest civilising influences to be found in London’. It was, he said, ‘a tribute to Miss Baylis that this steady and immense progress has taken place’.57


Dent was ambivalent about the loss of Baylis, as he felt that she had in some ways hindered the great project and that much energy had been expended in convincing her to do things that ultimately proved immensely successful. He and Carey were endeavouring to educate audiences, critics and casts to the subtleties and humour of works, even those as well known as Don Giovanni and Figaro. Dent felt that the younger generation, including Guthrie, understood this ideal better than did the older, more experienced types at Covent Garden, the British National Opera Company and Carl Rosa.58 He was not entirely fair, as Baylis had in fact been open to new ideas and especially to new talent. In March 1938, six months after her death, the governors allowed Guthrie to do Hamlet in modern dress despite their own misgivings, acknowledging that Baylis ‘had always been prepared to support her producer even against personal inclination when she felt that his point was a matter of conviction and sincere thought’.


Baylis had provided her own obituary in a speech on the radio in which she articulated her belief about the theatre:




The theatre isn’t an excuse for wonderful evening gowns and jewels,’ she said. ‘It isn’t a fad of people with long hair and sandals, or a perquisite of varsity men and women; good drama isn’t only for the students of training colleges and boys and girls swotting for the Oxford and Cambridge Locals. It is a crying need of working men and women who need to see beyond the four walls of their offices, workshops and homes into a world of awe and wonder. Furthermore all art is a bond between rich and poor; it allows of no class distinctions … the theatre is perhaps the most easily understood branch of art for the man and woman in the street.59





Baylis had built up and educated her audience, and she had also created the basis for an infrastructure in which talent could grow. Cross recognised Baylis’s support, friendship and faith in her over the years: ‘She put up with what she considered my dreadful acting, all the time trying to create the circumstances in which I could improve. And what she did for me she did for countless others … I grew to love her dearly, while my respect for her increased with the years that I worked for her.’60


Above all, as The Times recognised in December 1936 in its review of Gordon’s new Mastersingers – with Arnold Matters as Sachs – it was the ensemble Baylis had created that allowed for such progress. ‘Ambition has not vaulted too high,’ it said, and the production ‘proved the value of a permanent company in a permanent theatre, for without these conditions such excellent results could hardly have been achieved. For the merit of the performance lay not in any outstanding individual performers but in the high standard of the ensemble, the careful study of minor parts, and in the unusual vitality of the whole action.’
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1937–1945: A Heroic Struggle – Joan Cross and the War





The spirit of Lilian Baylis lived on long after her death and remained a constant and lasting inspiration for the company she created. Hugh Walpole described a long queue outside Sadler’s Wells for a revival of The Mastersingers on 5 January 1938. Inside there was ‘so much enjoyment radiating from the stage out to the audience and back from the audience to the stage again’. Baylis had made it ‘very easy and simple for an onlooker to feel he is sharing in a creative art’.1 On 18 March it was reported that the Lilian Baylis Memorial Fund had raised £15,261. One elderly woman from the Old Kent Road, who had been a galleryite for seventeen years, had sent £3 she had saved up. The work continued to develop, with the company performing its first Valkyrie on 8 December.


It took some time for the companies to find their new leadership. Meanwhile, Sir Reginald Rowe became temporary head of Vic-Wells, with Clive Carey, Sumner Austin and Jack B. Gordon remaining in charge of the opera company. Professor Edward J. Dent continued to exert influence in the background, in the hope that the governors would remain satisfied with the ‘Soviet’.2 In March 1938 he was keen to maintain the work of the last twenty years, which had built up a real tradition of opera in English – singing, acting, ensemble and production. The companies should plan ahead, lead opinion and send out tours. Even though he was not much in favour of Wagner, he recognised that Sadler’s Wells was still the only place in the world where people could see The Mastersingers or The Valkyrie for 6d. Dent advised a repertory based on British opera: one new work a year in addition to the ‘classics’ such as Mozart, Gluck and Beethoven, the ‘indispensables’ such as Faust and Carmen, and ‘prestige operas’ such as either Oberon or something modern such as Jenůfa. The company should stay at Sadler’s Wells for five or ten years, but if it moved to a central theatre – for example, Covent Garden or Her Majesty’s, Haymarket – it would have to reconsider its policy. The ideal would be a pair of houses, large and small ‘as in Munich or Stuttgart of old’.3


Not all Dent’s advice was heeded. When Carey planned Der Rosenkavalier, Dent warned him against the tendency towards ‘heavyweight opera’, for which he feared the scenery would be a great difficulty. He urged Carey to consider Janáček’s Jenůfa, which he had seen in Prague in 1935 at the German Opera.4 Dent was determined to maintain the principles of Sadler’s Wells. When fellow governor Muriel Gough reported to the board on 18 March that Busch and Ebert wanted to do an opera at Sadler’s Wells, the board minutes recorded that ‘it was felt that the employment of foreigners would require careful consideration’.


Dent’s new translation of Don Giovanni was heard on 9 February 1938. His intention was to convey the impression that ‘rape and murder, adultery and especially sacrilege’ were ‘great fun’. Cross not only sang Donna Anna with ‘coloratura and dramatic force’, as he told Carey, but also looked slim in her new costume, proving his concern about her weight to be unfounded.5 He found Charles Reading’s tinted serge curtains and pale buff masonry dingy and boring; without traps through which to drag Giovanni to hell, he thought the devils unconvincing. Nonetheless, it had been a sellout, with the theatre so crowded as to be uncomfortable. On 22 February Fidelio proved popular with the gallery, though less so with the stalls.6
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The crisis in Europe was intensifying. It was from the Berlin Kroll Opera House – now serving as the political assembly following the burning of the Reichstag – on 20 February that Hitler not only warned of the imminent Nazi takeover of Austria but also threatened the rights of the 10 million Germans living outside the Reich. On the night of 11 March Hitler’s troops crossed into Austria. In the weeks that followed, all those who had opposed the Anschluss were systematically arrested and sent to concentration camps. Anti-Jewish laws were introduced and brutally enforced. The stream of refugees from eastern Europe grew as Hitler built up pressure on Czechoslovakia.


The MP and writer A. P. Herbert made an appeal on behalf of Sadler’s Wells in the Sunday Pictorial on 20 March. In it he linked the perilous international situation to the insecure financial state of Sadler’s Wells. By the time his appeal was printed, he wrote with irony, another small country might have ‘surrendered joyfully to a benevolent dictator’. Supporting Sadler’s Wells was an ‘assertion of sanity at a crazy time’. Salzburg, famed as a free centre of international art, would become a closed preserve of Aryan music and Nazi thought. ‘Let us be grateful’, he wrote, ‘that at Sadler’s Wells the tenors and ballerinas are not judged by their political thoughts.’


The threat of war loomed throughout the summer of 1938. In late September Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain delayed war by sacrificing Czechoslovakia, but not before trenches were dug in London parks and gas masks fitted throughout Britain. It was not long before the international crisis began to take its toll on the Vic-Wells companies. Underground stations were closed and the governors reported that takings were well down in October. Even the modern-dress Hamlet with Alec Guinness was losing money, despite its beauty. The continuing international crisis, combined with losses of £2,500 in the previous season, put the two theatres into a difficult situation. In November a shocked Rowe reported that ‘the opera company was far from paying for itself’, even with the BBC subsidy: the total receipts for the opera the previous year had been £25,000, while the expense of salaries alone had been £32,000 – figures that Dent thought ‘fantastic’.7


It was decided that Lord Lytton would canvas the government for a grant for both companies. On 10 February 1939 the governors decided to institute savings of £800 by cutting down the orchestra and by not paying a proposed £100 salary increase to producers and conductors. There would be no more than three new productions in the 1939/40 season, with the cost of each not exceeding £600.8


The lack of leadership within the opera company was also causing difficulties. Carey was so unhappy that he was considering leaving. He told Dent on 5 November that his new production of Tannhäuser had ‘really crashed’ as a result of the extremely reduced rehearsal time: Sadler’s Wells, he wrote, could not be run by committee. Although he had the right sort of artistic vision for an Intendant, Carey did not think that he had enough business sense or hardness. While he had gained confidence with age, he felt he had ‘lost the drive’.9


Meanwhile, Dent was concerned that on the board only Muriel Gough and Dent himself were standing up for the opera. Rowe, having taken the place of Baylis, knew a great deal about legal matters and business but was more interested in the drama and ballet. Dent was also worried about the lack of direction in the opera company: stagnation was caused by the producers trying not to hurt each other’s feelings, and Collingwood, who was a good musician and knowledgeable, lacked leadership quality.10 After Dent saw Tannhäuser, however, he informed Carey that the only thing wrong with it had been the puritanical Venusberg. He suggested to Carey that he tell Ninette to follow Baylis’s example and to ‘pray before she goes to bed that God will send her lustful thoughts’.11


A Vic-Wells Mediterranean tour in December 1938 had been arranged by the British Council, despite threats of anti-fascist agitation if Italy were included. The governors, refusing ‘to be drawn into politics’, had agreed to the tour. The modern-dress Hamlet was so popular in Milan that Guthrie received an invitation to direct Caesar and Cleopatra at the Manzoni theatre in Milan the following year, which he hoped to be able to accept.12




*





The third new production of the 1938/9 season was the new Jack Gordon/Powell Lloyd Il trovatore, which opened on 25 January 1939. Dent had translated it with great difficulty, laying on the melodrama as ‘hot and strong’ as he could. During his work he had urged the directors to try to make it clear that there was a civil war going on, with Manrico on the rebel side and Luna on the royalist’s.13


On 24 February Guthrie became the director of the Old Vic and Sadler’s Wells in charge of general policy for both theatres. The governors believed that he had the right ‘qualities of leadership and a whole-hearted interest in the aims of the two theatres’. He would receive an annual salary of £1,000 and a car allowance. After his appointment, Guthrie moved the offices to Sadler’s Wells. Although Dent stressed the need for an opera Intendant, the governors decided that ‘part time’ directors were more valuable.14


Guthrie’s ambition was for the Old Vic to become the basis for the country’s National Theatre. On 10 March he sought and received assurance from the governors that they supported his vision for the future. He believed that the players of the Old Vic would become the National Theatre Company, and when the Vic itself was demolished, whatever building replaced it would be called the National Theatre. The Vic would provide ‘trained personnel, tradition and good will’. Under this arrangement, Sadler’s Wells would be divorced from the Vic altogether.15 That same day agreement was reached with the Shakespeare Memorial National Theatre Committee that the Old Vic company would be the planners and its theatre the building for the future endowed National Theatre. At that time the £75,000 site for the National Theatre was in Kensington, but it was agreed that the site might be sold and two theatres built on the river instead. There would be an appeal to raise £100,000.







OEBPS/9780571268658_cover_epub.jpg
" OPERA for
[EVERYBODY
Ti‘ss;"i %

National Oper
lb

&B

SUSIE GILBERT





OEBPS/faber.jpg
fi

faber and faber





