Grand Theatre, Blackpool
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T'he battle for its survival was one of the earliest of a series of events
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which eventually turned the tide of post-War destruction of theatres

Introduction

Almost everyone in Blackpool knows the Grand Theatre. Its
domed and canopied exterior occupies a prominent site right
in the centre of the main shopping area. The bars and caté are
open all day, and at the beginning of each season Blackpool’s
small army of landladies and taxi drivers are invited to preview
the summer show, which will run until the illuminations are
turned off. For the rest of the vear, the local residents are
presented with a rich programme of drama, music (popular
and classical), comedy, dance, opera, musicals, children’s pro-
ductions, studio productions and workshops and the occasional
show on 1ce.

The theatre 15 also known because it has one of the most
energetic and well-established group of ‘Friends’ in the country.
Just over twenty-five years ago they campaigned, raised funds
and held midnight concerts to get the theatre reopened and
then, paintbrushes in hand, set about renovating the building.
The Grand Theatre belongs to them, in every sense of the word.

It opened in 1894, designed by Frank Matcham, the most
prolific and respected theatre architect of the period, who was
responsible for five theatres in Blackpool alone. The Grand is
considered to be one of his finest buildings. In the centenary
appeal brochure, Samuel Lee, chairman of the Blackpool Grand
Theatre Trust Ltd, wrote, “We appeal to you to help us save and
protect Lancashire’s liveliest and loveliest public building for our
own time and for the theatregoers of the future. This splendid
building 1s an extraordinary example of outstanding architecrural
design provided for ordinary people. It is a source of pride for
the people of Lancashire and it is our duty to cherish it for
those who will follow us.’
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The threat to survival

By the nme the theatre reached 1ts rst centenary, there were
good reasons for celebration but some earlier birthdays were far
less happy occasions. The 1960s saw the growth of the ‘package
deal” holiday, and with it the decline of the scaside visit and

the audience for Britain’s resort theatres. The Blackpool Grand
appeared to be nearing the end of its life. In the summer of 1972,
a notice was fixed to the theatre’s door stating that permission

to demolish the theatre was being sought by the owners (then
the Blackpool Tower Company with 1ts parent company EMI)
together with Littlewoods Stores Ltd and the Blackpool
Corporation. A joint application was made to clear the space

for ‘improvements’ to regenerate the area — the run-down theatre
would be replaced by a smart new Littlewoods’ department store.
It is ironic that twenty-five years on, the theatre is thriving

while the store which was to replace it is closing its outlets
throughout the country.

The ‘rescue’ bid

The application for demolition served to ignite support for the
theatre. Retired banker, Burt Briggs, launched the rescue bid
from the steps of the Grand holding up a protest petition signed
by 10,000 people. The local press and media backed the cam-
paign and over 300 people attended the public meeting when the
case for the preservation of the theatre was formally presented.
As a result of all this activity, the application was called in by the
Department of the Environment and a planning inquiry held.
By then the Friends had secured the theatre its grade I1* listing.
The planning inquiry dismissed the application and the
immediate threat to the building was averted (August 1973).
The Blackpool Grand Theatre Trust Ltd was formed, with Burt




Briggs in the chair, and a professionally managed campaign and
appeal was launched to raise the purchase price for the theatre.
The asking price was £ 350,000.

Bingo!

While the demolition had been stopped, the theatre was far
from being ‘saved’. The position was ininally one of deadlock,
with the owners stuck with a run-down and loss-making old
theatre and the trust faced with the problem of not only getting
sufficient money to buy the building but of being able to afford
to renovate the interior and run the whole operation.

Continuing discussions led to a solution of sorts. The trust
agreed to give public support to EMI’s application for a bingo
licence and in return won the company’s agreement to:

® restore the Grand Theatre under the guidance of a theatre
consultant (John Wyckham, the Friends choice, was
appointed):

® the right of the trust to present, for the first two wecks
after the restoration was completed and before the bingo
operation began, live theatre (at a rent of £ 1000 per week):

® the right to present on ten occasions each year (except two
months in the summer) shows at times to be chosen by the
Friends of the theatre at times of days which did not conflict
with bingo and on a twelve-feet depth of stage (all that would
be available once the bingo apparatus was installed) at a cost
rent (then £ 100 per show);

® the option to buy the theatre — excluding the shops — for a
price of £350,000 or market value at the time of the option
if higher, at any time within the twenty years commencing
1 October 1978 (when the bingo lease expired) — although
giving EMI sufficient time to relocate their bingo club.

This must have been a hard decision to make at the time but
demonstrated a realism of approach which was to prove crucial
to the longer-term success of the project. The bingo interlude
served to strengthen the trust’s position by ‘buying time” and,
eventually, by securing for them a building which had already
been substantially refurbished.

Protecting the theatre use

Although bingo has been the saviour of many Victorian
and Edwardian theatres (by keeping the buildings open and
maintained), the demands of commercial bingo on the scale
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required for Blackpool Grand were not readily compatible with
the needs of a live performance venue. The bingo operation
required ‘unit seating’ (tables and banquettes) in the stalls all ac
right angles to the stage and on the stage itself; indicator boards
at a position which limited the stage depth; equipment filling
much of the wing space; and a fully carpeted stage housing a
‘blower’” mechanism. Correspondence on The Theatres Trust’s
files reveals that protracted discussions were held with EMI
to try to lessen the impact of their operation on the interior
of the building,.

In addition to these physical constraints, the ‘Bingo Boys’
(as they were referred to by Friends) were adamant that for them
to not open for bingo even for one day, would play havoc with
their operation and they would lose their customers to a rival
hall. The Friends had secured an agreement allowing them to
mount ten shows a year but its terms meant that these shows
had to be held either very early in the morning or after bingo
closed at 10.30 p.m. While such a requirement would pur off
many a would-be impresario, the Friends proceeded to promote
a series of midnight events. By keeping a live performance
presence going in such difficult conditions, they were able
to demonstrate the strength of local support for a theatre use.

Equally importantly, EMI honoured its agreement to
redecorate the theatre (and by so doing strengthened the case for
its retention). A letter from the Friends to The Theatres Trust in
1977 describes the theatre as having recently been ‘completely
redecorated, restoring it to its previous brilliance’. The Friends
were also allowed to open an appeal office within the building.
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Reversal of fortunes

By the middle of 1979, while the Friends were well on their way
to raising their interim target of /100,000, the bingo operation
was rumoured to be heading into trouble — attendance levels
were so low that the income no longer covered the running
costs. Blackpool Corporation had by then been won over to

the Friends’ cause and was actively supporting their bid to secure
the Grand for live performance.

At-a reception attended by Norman St. John Stevas (then
Minister for Arts) in October 1979, EMI and the Friends issued
a joint statement — the asking price for the theatre had been
reduced to £ 250,000 and Blackpool Corporation, anxious to
see the theatre open for the next summer season, had agreed to
contribute £ 50,000 from its local lottery fund and make a loan
of'a further £ 50,000 repayable over the following three years.

‘We’re back!!’

Fundraising continued while smudies were carried out to establish
what work had to be done before the theatre could once again
become operational on a regular basis. The trust found that it
needed to refurbish the stage, backstage and gallery; to reinstall
lighting and sound systems; and to provide for extra box-oftice
facilities. It was optimistic about reaching the new target figure
— ‘money 1s rolling in now’. Exactly one year after the joint
announcement, a celebration party was held to mark the formal
acquisition of the Grand Theatre by the trust.

Advertisements were placed in the press announcing that
‘Britain’s Finest Theatre is available for First Class Shows from
Spring 1981°. Companies interested in easter and summer season,
pantomime and touring productions were invited to apply. The
Grand Theatre reopened in March 1981 with a performance of
The Merchant of Venice (starring Timothy West and Prunella
Scales) and held a royal gala performance in May of that vear
in the presence of the Prince of Wales.

Live theatre was back at the Grand after an interim of
nearly ten years and the trust had started out on the long and
continuing task of ensuring that it stayed that way.

Running the theatre

The trust set out to build on the support generated during its
long campaign and provide live entertainment for a wide range
of people. During the first few years of its operation it succeeded
in putting the Grand back on the map for first-class touring

products of all kinds. It was supported in this by the Arts Coun-
cil’s touring department which encouraged both the Old Vic and
English Natonal Opera North to visit in its opening year. Press
coverage at the time expresses both surprise and satisfaction that
Shakespeare and opera could attract almost capacity audiences in
Blackpool. The trust saw it as justifying its claim that there had
long been an unsatisfied need for good quality live theatre to be
available for the area.

The trust also set out to restore the role of the Grand
as a key provider of live entertainment for Blackpool's holiday-
makers, putting on a spring festival and a season of summer
shows.

As a community theatre, it saw one of its roles as that of
mtroducing children to live performance both through work
with schools and special children’s shows. A “Young Friends of
the Grand Society” was created to encourage younger audiences.
The Grand also became a ‘home’ for mim}-' of the thriving
amateur companies already established in the area and for the
Fylde Arts Association, providing a meeting place for people
of all ages with an interest in the arts.

Establishing viability

Prior to 1981 most of the trust’s energies and all of its money
had gone into the purchase of the theatre and the renewal of the
equipment needed to operate it. It had also been faced with the
difficult task of appointing staff, getting a full programme off
the ground at very short notice, attracting audiences back to

the venue and raising sufficient income to cover its costs. Hardly
surprisingly, it failed to meet its targets during the first year of its
operation (incurring losses of £127,000). During the second
year it was able to realise a small profit but by the third year the
Grand was again in deficit.

By the end of 1984, the trust was forced to recognise that,
even with careful management and good audiences, the theatre
could not, at that time, be run on a self-financing basis. It needed
an immediate injection of /100,000 to avoid possible receiver-
ship and regular subsidy to maintain its operation. Its researches
identified that only six out of the 115 regional theatres operating
at that time were self-sufficient and that many were receiving
subsidies far in excess of the amount needed by the Grand.

Market analyses demonstrated that audiences were drawn
from the surrounding areas as follows:

40 per cent Blackpool Borough Council area
30 per cent Wyre Borough Council area
30 per cent Fylde Borough Council area.
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The trust put together a case for financial support based on the
achievements of the previous three years and approached these
Councils (and the County authority) for support, hoping that
each would contribute an amount proportional to 1ts residents’
attendances. The result was that Blackpool Corporation agreed
to provide /100,000 for the year 1985/86; Lancashire County
Council gave £ 10,000, while Wyre and Fylde Councils declined
to make any contribution. Mast importantly, Blackpool
Corporation agreed to underwrite future deficits.

A report entitled “Trading History” which the trust
produced in 1985, explains the problems it had encountered.

The difficulty of obtaining a trading profit in an obviously
successful theatre is a difficult concept for the public ta
grasp. They have seen packed houses during the summer
and at various times during the year. They do net appreciate
the extremely high cost of staging a professional product in
a theatre, e.g. for the Les Dawsan Show, despite extremely
hard bargaining, the Grand Theatre had to accept a share

of only 27.5 per cent of the net box-oftice receipts, i.e. the
receipts after the deduction of 15 per cent VAT, the balance
going to the producing company.’

Once revenue support had been secured, the Grand Theatre
began to establish itself as a viable operation. Since 1985, it
has continued to aim at self-sufficiency and has achieved this
objective more often than not.

By the tenth anniversary, in 19971, the Grand had achieved
three consecutive years of record ticket sales. During the previous
year, 280,000 tickets were sold and the turnover had reached
£z million. Its success continued to surprise some commen-
tators. Stephen Pile, writing in The Daily Télegraph (9 June 1993).
describes the achievements of the theatre under the heading “Kiss
me quick, the opera’s on’ and begins the article ‘Nao, don’t laugh,
the Grand Theatre in Blackpoaol is packing them in with Handel,
Shakespeare and lesbian drama ... furthermore, the Grand has
become the centre for the very latest modern dance’. He goes
on to explain ‘a unique set of conditions” which makes the
programming mix possible. ‘First, when all other theatres go
quiet during the summer, the Grand sets up a money-making
show for holidaymakers that helps fund the rest of the pro-
gramme. The policy of the Grand is that everything counts
as culmre.”

The Grand had established that the summer show held the
key to its financial viability and soon boasted the longest summer
season in the country — twenty weeks at one point. Burt as the
only major touring theatre between Manchester and Glasgow,
Blackpool Grand was also able to draw audiences throughout the
rest of the year from Cumbria, Lancashire and even West York-
shire to support its drama, dance and opera programme. It was
helped by the continuing support of its Friends. By 1ts tenth
anniversary it had established a worldwide support group
totalling 2500 people. Twao hundred of these were prepared to
work on a voluntary basis to a rota system providing ushers and
front-of-house services, saving the theatre an estimated £ 35,000
a year in salaries. [The Grand now claims a Friends organisation
of over _}OOD_}

At the end of 1993 the management board was divided
into two, with an Arts and Entertainment Board looking after
the programme and activities, and a Grand Theatre Trust Board
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