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Talents to amuse
 
 Creating the British musical

In the middle of the summer of 1929, any theatregoers who found themselves in London and who sought the diversion of something dramatic, colourful and with plenty of movement and music had a choice not only of different shows but also of different types of show. The Russian Ballet was performing at Covent Garden while Carmen (the visiting Carl Rosa Opera Company) was a few hundred metres straight down the road at the Lyceum. But perhaps a revue was more tempting. They could see C. B. Cochran’s Wake Up and Dream at the London Pavilion, with Jessie Matthews and Sonnie Hale, or the circus-themed variety extravaganza The Show’s the Thing at the Victoria Palace, with Archie Pitt and Gracie Fields. For something with a story, the musical comedy Love Lies had proved itself a success at the Gaiety Theatre – an appropriate location given its somewhat old-fashioned style and that theatre’s name in establishing the genre a few decades earlier. For a more contemporary approach, there was Mr. Cinders at the London Hippodrome, the other hit musical comedy from that spring’s openings and which was still going strong. There was still a little time in which to catch the end of the run of Romberg’s Broadway operetta The New Moon at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane.

It was just too late to catch Yvonne Printemps in the short visit of Oscar Straus and Sacha Guitry’s Mariette to His Majesty’s Theatre. What about seeing the new show about to take its place there: Bitter Sweet?1
 It was the first full-length musical written, composed and directed by Noël Coward, the witty, sophisticated, theatrical man of the moment. In the middle of a heat wave, Bitter Sweet opened at His Majesty’s on 18 July 1929. It was not what audiences had expected from Coward. The curtain rose on a contemporary Mayfair house, where young partygoers danced to a jazz band. ‘Play something romantic’, declared the singer, seeming to decry upbeat popular song even as it was vigorously presented. All was of a piece with Coward’s established urbane and sophisticated style. But after a disagreement between a young woman and her fiancé, the show changed direction to focus on an elderly lady. The substance of the drama was not the present, but the elderly lady’s past: London in 1880 for the beginnings of romance, Vienna in 1885 for tragedy and 1895 for a return to London. Each jump in time moved the story a little closer to a final scene back in 1929. The message of this ‘opérette’ (as Coward labelled it) seemed to be sentimental and romantic: follow wherever your heart leads.

The contemporary playwright was born only a few days before the previous century ended, yet he had evoked a world in story, sound, colour and movement not so much of his Edwardian youth as from decades before that – an impression rather than a memory. Lyrical waltzes and jaunty character numbers made no pretence of being in the most current 1920s dance styles. Contemporary dress in the opening and closing scenes framed the show’s imagery, but the dominant stage picture was of late Victorian fashion and of the continental characters of varying degrees of social respectability at a Viennese café. The second act did not end with a concerted choral response to tragedy, or indeed any music at all. Instead, the curtain came down to the sobbing of just one character. The unexpected focus on the past rather than the present, the innovative staging and the critical acknowledgement asserted Bitter Sweet’s distinctiveness in 1929 as a unique work of West End origin.

Three decades later, in the summer of 1960 and during another heatwave, choices of what to see in the West End were just as varied to suit all tastes and ages. West Side Story had been at what was by now called Her Majesty’s – the theatre name alters to reflect the reigning sovereign – for a year and a half, portraying the edgy street life of New York on the London stage. My Fair Lady was into its third year at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, endowing Edwardian London with a certain lyrical glamour just a stone’s throw from the real Covent Garden Market, where the fictional Henry Higgins first encounters flower girl Eliza Doolittle. Then again, at the Vaudeville theatre Julian Slade and Dorothy Reynolds’s Follow That Girl had already been taking its own whimsical tour round Victorian London for a couple of months. But what about the new show from that pop hit writer who also wrote the songs for the new stage success Fings Ain’t Wot They Used T’Be, which revelled in the seedy life of post-war London? Has he really gone back in time to a Charles Dickens novel and 1830s London? Lionel Bart’s Oliver! opened at the New Theatre on 30 June 1960.

The first-night audience took a little time to settle into the show’s movement from one music number to the next, with minimal dialogue between. Swift changes within an innovative set design evoked the many locations of the story, such as a workhouse dining hall, the thieves’ kitchen and London Bridge at night. Dickens’s original plot was reduced to a fraction of its original scale. The London skyline was an ever-present backdrop to the central revolving performance area. The portrayals of the characters contrasted vividly, and performances were praised across the board, not least the child actors as Oliver, the Artful Dodger and all the street urchins so engagingly misled into crime by a ‘pied piper’ Fagin. The music had the instant appeal that had become so characteristic of Bart: effortlessly colloquial language set to song styles from Victorian music hall to contemporary pop ballad. Unusually for the premiere of a new musical, the audience even had the possibility of entering the theatre humming two of the main melodies. Common practice now, but not then, there had been a couple of weeks of advance promotion by two star singers of what proved to be hits of the score, ‘Consider Yourself’ (Max Bygraves) and ‘As Long as He Needs Me’ (Shirley Bassey). The long audience ovation given that first night was followed by huge popular success, with the show playing at the New Theatre until 1966.

The summary offered by Stephens in Theatre World Annual declared Oliver! ‘an immediate smash hit, and a great personal triumph for Lionel Bart, who wrote book, music and lyrics’ (Stephens 1960: 39). It was also ‘a unique occasion in the history of British musicals’. Unique as a show, yes. But unique as a success? Some three decades earlier, the reviewer for Bitter Sweet in the Daily News considered – in the more restrained journalistic style of the day – that ‘Noël Coward made theatrical history at His Majesty’s last night. For the first time on the London stage one man has written the book and the music of a musical play, and has also produced it’, Coward being ‘a man who possesses such a sense of the theatre that it amounts to genius’. He concluded that the show was ‘by far the best thing that London stage has seen for many a day’ (Findon 1929b: vi). The experience for each reviewer was of something excitingly new, and in both cases the commercial and public responses to the shows agreed. Within a month of Bitter Sweet opening in London, plans were in place to open on Broadway that autumn, while the Broadway production of Oliver! opened when the London original was what proved to be halfway into a six-year run. Both Coward and Bart were considered to have made theatrical history, so what did they both get right? And what did the creators of the other successful shows in the three decades explored in the following chapters get right too? Between Bitter Sweet and Oliver! there were Me and My Girl, The Dancing Years, Bless the Bride, The Boy Friend and Expresso Bongo. Each one provides more comparisons and raises more questions for the following chapters. What informed the responses of the contemporary audiences, and how similar or different are our own to those same shows now? With collaboration at the heart of theatrical production, who and what else contributed to these successes? What wider cultural influences do the shows reveal, and how do their stories fit into the complex mosaic of musical theatre in their own times and through the decades to today? Searching for answers to these questions is what this book is about.


The British landscape


Bitter Sweet prompted the editorial in The Play Pictorial to comment on ‘the ever recurring topic of American versus English musical comedy’ before acclaiming Coward as marking a new national way for composers of popular musical theatre (Findon 1929c: i). A week or so after the show had opened, James M. Glover in The Stage considered that Coward’s operette was ‘another nail in the coffin of the American music play’ given that ‘in twelve months we have London possessed of about six musical play successes by British authors. It seems too good to be true.’2
 Thirty years later, the review headline for Oliver! in The Stage acclaimed it ‘the best British musical’.3
 In between, some sort of active comparison between ‘British’ and ‘American’ shows routinely continued in the contemporary commentaries on musical theatre works that originated in the West End. Such sustained awareness indicates at the very least a sensitive nerve, while my deliberate inclusion earlier of Broadway productions of both Bitter Sweet and Oliver! plays the game of conferring musical theatre success by a geographical hierarchy: Broadway first and foremost.4



How appropriate is a constant weighing of the scales with London on one side and New York on the other? For a few shows it may be illuminating, but for many more it isn’t. It was the failure of Oscar Hammerstein II and Jerome Kern’s Three Sisters at Drury Lane in 1934 that provided the spur to Ivor Novello’s Glamorous Night (1935), the first of a series of hit shows from Novello that ended only with his death in 1951. Novello’s shows achieved a level of success in the West End, through extensive touring and in later amateur productions nationwide, greater than any of his contemporaries. Today his widest recognition is through the Ivor Novello Awards (named in 1956 in his memory), among the highest accolades in pop music. Yet his musicals were never produced on Broadway. Conversely, in 1947 Finian’s Rainbow achieved 61 performances in the West End; on Broadway it ran for 725. The reviews of South Pacific in the West End are consistent in finding the story and script much less satisfying or convincing than they had been found on Broadway to go by the undiluted slew of rave reviews after its American premiere.5
 In travelling from London to New York, The Boy Friend was actively turned into a different audience experience, much to the distress of its writer-composer, Sandy Wilson, and to the pleasure of the Broadway audience. In 1956, an issue of the popular journal Plays and Players focussed on musicals. One article traces through the decades a popular history of ‘The Musical in America’. As author Saul Colin brings the story up to date, he asks rhetorically, ‘Who can forget Too Many Girls, Best Foot Forward, By Jupiter’ (Colin 1956). In respect of these shows and the West End repertory, the question would not be ‘Who can forget . . .?’ Rather, it would be ‘Who knows . . .?’, and it would not be rhetorical. An investigation into West End musical theatre from the 1920s to the 1960s has to account for such differences in repertory, presentation and reception. Different and complementary perspectives can acknowledge more fully the individuality of each musical in its own place and time.

Each of the successes of the West End musicals explored in this book arose from the recognition of a good idea that suited a time and a place and an audience. Whether still in the active performance repertory or faded from it, these musicals were contemporary successes. They were the product of fortunate combinations of individuals who skilfully and imaginatively followed their ideas through the production process. Importantly, the worth of these theatre creations was acknowledged by the audiences who kept them running in the West End and then on tour round the country. All these elements – idea, manner of execution and level of appreciation – carried with them layered associations of their own, with the result that each show is distinctive. These selected works open up a complex web of traditions, influences and practices which have been mixed and matched as part of the continual reshaping of musical theatre. In describing 1937, J. C. Trewin could summarize the ‘three five-star musical plays’ as ‘oddly sorted: On Your Toes, which lived on its wit; Crest of the Wave, spectacle upon spectacle; and Me and My Girl, go-as-you-pleasy, free-and-easy (or it may have been the other way round)’ (Trewin 1960: 110). There is no single model to be found for a successful musical during this period, and no single strand of development that follows neatly down the years from one show direct to the next and the next . . . These musicals may constitute milestones of a sort, but they are not to be found consecutively on any single road. The shifting values of musical theatre here are untidy. Even as some of the threads weave together there are loose ends, dead ends, frayed edges and holes in a sprawling repertory.

The identification of home-grown musical theatre success has been coloured too by a fundamental lack of interest and confidence in this repertory. Transatlantic comparisons through the period examined here have consistently reinforced an underlying tone in approach stated in Findon’s editorial response to Bitter Sweet. He praises Coward in a context that advocates musical training and support for composers of light music (Findon, 1929c: i). Three decades later, Coward could still echo Findon and with evident bitterness:


I am convinced that the slow decay of English musical comedy is largely attributable to this complete ignorance of light music. Why should an ambitious young composer spend months conceiving and evolving a full musical score when he knows at the outset that the highest praise he can hope to get for it will be the adjectives ‘Tuneful’ or ‘Pleasantly reminiscent’. In America, on the other hand, when a new musical is produced out of town for its try-out, the first question put to those who have attended the opening is invariably ‘How was the score?’ Light music is important in America, is treated with proper respect and criticised accordingly. Here it is treated with no respect and criticised, if at all, with contemptuous ignorance. (Coward 1958: xix–xx)



Vivian Ellis had anticipated Coward by a couple of years with the same points in an article called ‘Give Us a Chance’ (Ellis 1956): ‘The main differences between the American and English Musical lies in the two countries’ attitudes towards light music. In America, light music, or show music, is taken seriously. It is seriously reviewed. In England this is not the case.’ He draws distinctions in style too: American shows are ‘louder, cruder, slicker and more pretentious’ if also ‘more efficient than the British musical’, while British shows were distinguished by ‘wit, taste and charm’. He concludes by identifying the need for British musical theatre producers to love theatre more than chasing a guaranteed profit from the safe option of a tried-and-tested American show. In the same year, for the survey Theatre in Review, Sandy Wilson matched Ellis’s dissection with one of his own on similar lines titled ‘A Future for British Musicals’. He concludes with the hope of seeing not home-grown copies of Broadway shows, rather ‘a native musical flourishing on our own soil, reflecting our own ideas and singing our own melodies’ (Wilson 1956). Only a couple of years later, the shows of David Heneker and Lionel Bart were beginning to do just that.

Annuals of musical and theatre culture of the time support by their omissions that sense of neglect of home-grown musical theatre. For example, The Year’s Work in Theatre 
1948–1949
 has a chapter devoted to ‘The West End Theatre’, but it covers only non-lyric plays. Others of its short chapters have such self-explanatory titles as ‘The Old Vic’, ‘The Year in Ballet’, ‘The Festivals’ and even ‘The Music-Hall’ (Trewin 1949). Musical theatre does not figure in its coverage through individual works or as a genre. Similarly, Musical Britain focusses entirely on what would be termed then the ‘high brow’ end of the music market (Music Critic of The Times, 1951). Musical theatre in Britain is clearly something apart from arts culture. An indigenous narrative for musical theatre was being diminished even as the shows were packing them into the theatres in the West End and regionally with pre-London tryouts and post-London extensive touring. Consequently, the minimizing of these works, or absence of them, in home-grown theatrical representation sidelined them for future years too. This has not been the case with the valuing of American musicals and the construction of the ‘Broadway’ narrative.

Within a much narrower theatrical world, especially publications aimed at theatre fans, there was more substantial representation of musical theatre. This often came with its own subtext of West End inferiority. In the reviews of the year in successive annuals of Theatre World, the publication’s writer-editor Frances Stephens is constantly caught between hailing British hits while distancing them from any suggestion of a pattern of musical theatre success. For example, in the inaugural volume’s summary of the past year he writes, ‘there was, of course King’s Rhapsody, but Ivor Novello, it must be acknowledged, is a law unto himself’ (Stephens 1950: 14). The ‘of course’, ‘but’ and ‘law unto himself’ turn serial success and individuality into quirks. Later, alongside the illustrated feature on the show itself, Stephens affirms that ‘Novello has an unerring instinct for knowing what the public wants in musical entertainment. King’s Rhapsody [. . .] has been no exception, and however much the
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