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According to sociologist David Hesmondhalgh, 'theatre ... has only 
recently begun to take on what might be called industrial forms of 
production and reproduction'. While previously 'well protected from 
commercial imperatives', the 1980s saw theatre develop into a 
'multimillion dollar industry' dominated by 'transnational cultural- 
industry corporations'.1 This claim partly relies on the research of Jonathan 
Burston, who has coined the term 'megamusical' for shows like Les 
Miserables, The Phantom of the Opera and Cats, which he sees as 
characterized by rapidly expanding global markets standing under the 
control of a group of highly capitalised transnational players, as well as by 
the 'cultivation of specific commercial, technical, and aesthetic models of 
production'.1 2 Theatre critic and historian Michael Billington, finally, also 
sees the musical as a distinctive product of the eighties or, as he writes, 
'Thatcherism in action' -  turning out huge profits and at the same time 
London 'into the western world's leading song-and-dance factory'.3

No doubt, a show like The Phantom of the Opera in a league of its own: it 
is the longest-running musical of all time with performances in 149 cities 
worldwide, an audience of over 100 million and a box office result of more 
than $5 billion -  almost twice as much as the highest-grossing film in 
history, Avatar).4 But from a historical point of view the megamusical looks 
rather like the logical next step in a development that began almost exactly 
hundred years before the decade Hesmondhalgh, Burston and Billington 
focus on. To understand the transformation taking place in the theatre in 
the 1980s, it is necessary to look back to the decades around 1900 -  a 
period marking the beginning of modem leisure patterns as well as of 
cultural industries. As Hugh Cunningham has written, 'there is nothing in

1 David Hesmondhalgh, The Cultural Industries (London: Sage, 2002), 13, 161, for the 
concept see also Christiane Eisenberg (ed.), Cultural Industries: The British Experience in 
International Perspective (Berlin: Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, 2006).

2 Jonathan Burston, "Theatre Space as Virtual Place: Audio Technology, the Reconfigured 
Singing Body, and the Megamusical," Popular Music 17 (1998), 205-218, 206; idem, 
"Spectacle, Synergy and Megamusicals: the Global-Industrialisation of the Live- 
Entertainment Economy," in: James Curran (ed.), Media Organisations in Society (London: 
Arnold, 2000), 69-83.

3 Michael Billington, State of the Nation: British Theatre since 1945 (London: Faber and Faber, 
2009), 284-285.

4 Alistair Smith, "Dates and cast confirmed for Love Never Dies, Phantom of the Opera 
sequel," The Stage, 8 October 2009, http://www.thestage.co.uk/news/newsstory.php/ 
25817/dates-and-cast-confirmed-for-love-never-dies, [12 July 2010].

http://www.thestage.co.uk/news/newsstory.php/
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the leisure of today which was not visible in 1880'.5 Similarly, Bernd 
Weisbrod argues that the decades around 1900 mark a historical 'water­
shed in the development of mass media'.6 Studies concerned with these 
topics have largely focused on new emerging media and forms of 
entertainment like film. Theatre, however, far from withering away under 
the onslaught of new media, adapted creatively to the new social and 
economic climate, thus pre-empting many developments apparent in the 
cultural industries today. To prove this point, this article will look at four 
of the most important transformations occurring in theatre around 1900: 
(1) the liberalisation of licensing laws and (2) the subsequent comer- 
cialisation of the theatre, which were followed by the latter's (3) in­
dustrialisation and (4) internationalisation. It draws on the example of 
London and Berlin in general and on both the Gaiety Theatre and the 
Metropol-Theater, two of the most popular theatres at the time, in 
particular.

Liberalisation
In London theatre has been conducted as a private commercial enterprise 
since the time of Shakespeare. Whenever Queen Elizabeth I (1533-1603) 
wanted to be entertained she would command a group of actors to 
perform for her at court. This practice became the 'royal command 
performance' still in existence today.7 Likewise the two theatre licences 
granted by Charles II (1661-1700) after his restoration to the throne only 
entailed the permission to stage theatrical entertainments and to open a 
theatre in London; they did not entail funding from the court. The Royal 
Theatre Drury Lane, the Royal Theatre Covent Garden and the Royal 
Theatre Hay market therefore were royal in name only -  'royal' in relation 
to the royal patent but not implying a closer connection with the court.8

The theatres built on the continent around the same time were almost 
exclusively court theatres and as such funded and controlled by the 
respective king or territorial ruler and primarily catering to a court society.

5 Hugh Cunningham, Leisure in the Industrial Revolution, 1780-1880 (London: Croom Helm, 
1980), 13-14.

6 Bernd Weisbrod, "Medien als symbolische Form der Massengesellschaft: Die medialen 
Bedingungen von Öffentlichkeit im 20. Jahrhundert," Historische Anthropologie 9 (2001), 
270-283, 271.

7 Cf. Erika Fischer-Lichte, History of European Drama and Theatre, translated by Jo Riley 
(London: Routledge, 2002), 50.

8 Joseph Donohue, "Introduction. The theatre from 1660 to 1800," in: idem (ed.), The 
Cambridge History of British Theatre, voi 2: 1660-1895 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), 3-52, 4-14; George Rowell, The Victorian Theatre 1792-1914. A Survey 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 12-13; Michael R. Booth, Theatre in the 
Victorian Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 6; Tracy C. Davis, The 
Economics of the British Stage, 1800-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 
17-20.
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Both the Royal Court Opera (Königliche Hofoper) and the Royal National 
Theatre (Königliches Nationaltheater) in Berlin, founded in 1741 and 1787 
respectively, are examples for continental court theatres.9 In many ways 
the differences existing between the British and the German theatre down 
to the present day were established in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. The tradition of the court theatre explains why continental 
societies were much more inclined to introduce subsidies for theatres, 
while Britain adhered to the idea of a purely commercial theatre up to the 
second half of the twentieth century.

Although the patent theatres were not subsidised, they nevertheless 
profited from the royal patents. As the monarch did not grant new patents 
beyond the three existing ones, the patent theatres were protected from 
competition. Other managers wanting to open a theatre in London could 
do so only outside the confines of the city limits. In consequence a number 
of so called 'minor theatres' were built during the eighteenth century in 
what were then the suburbs of London. The patent theatres ware also 
privileged in that they held a monopoly on 'aristocratic' genres like 
tragedy, opera and ballet, which the minor theatres were not allowed to 
perform. Although the minors proved very imaginative in finding ways to 
bypass laws and regulations, they were less and less willing to accept the 
monopoly of the patents. In their fight for free trade in the theatre they 
were joined by liberal politicians and journalists. Their campaign 
succeeded in 1843, when the Theatre Regulation Act finally abolished the 
monopoly of the patent theatres and liberalised licensing laws.10

A similar development took place in almost all European states, 
including Prussia. In Berlin as in London a theatre manager had to obtain 
a royal patent to open a new theatre in the centre of the city and, as in 
London, such a patent was almost impossible to get. To satisfy the 
increasing demand for theatrical entertainment, some 'summer theatres', 
resembling more a modem day beer garden with a stage than a 
conventional theatre, were opened outside the city limits. Similarly to 
London these theatres were only allowed to stage short plays, burlesque 
and farcical entertainments, not the classical genres. In Berlin the 
campaign for theatrical free trade took much longer to succeed. Only in 
1869 -  26 years after the passing of the Theatre Regulation Act -  did the 
Prussian authorities abolish the monopoly of the court theatres. In the 
course of the passage of a new industrial code (Gewerbeordnung) theatre

9 For a history of the court theatre, consult Ute Daniel, Hoftheater: Zur Geschichte des Theaters 
und der Höfe im 18. und 19. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart: Klett Cotta, 1995).

10 Jane Moody, "The theatrical revolution, 1776-1843," in: Donohue (ed.), The Cambridge 
History of British Theatre, voi. 2, 199-215; idem, Illegitimate Theatre in London, 1770-1840 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Katherine Newey, "Reform on the 
London Stage," in: Arthur Bums (ed.), Rethinking the Age of Reform: Britain 1780-1850 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 238-253.



52 Tobias Becker

was classified as a business like any other.11 Under the new law anyone 
wishing to open a theatre could obtain a licence from his local police 
station, while a London theatre manager had to apply at the office of the 
Lord Chamberlain of the Crown well into the twentieth century. In 
contrast to London, however, where all theatres were treated equally, the 
theatres royal in Berlin continued to thrive on subsidies, a fact often 
decried as a competitive advantage by the now emerging commercial 
theatres. And in smaller cities, where only a few theatres existed, the court 
or municipal theatre, subsidised by the public purse, indeed prevailed. 
Berlin was the only city in Germany with a large commercial theatre 
landscape. Of 65 commercial theatres existing in Germany in 1928-29, 30 
were located in Berlin (more than in the six next-biggest cities -  Munich, 
Hamburg, Dresden, Leipzig, Frankfurt and Breslau -  together).11 12 Only a 
metropolis like London or Berlin provided the demand for theatrical 
entertainment necessary to sustain more than a small number of 
commercial theatres. Finally, it should not be forgotten that liberalisation 
only meant the removal of market restrictions, whereas the government 
continued to exercise control in other areas, as in the censorship of plays, 
which continued until 1918 in Germany and 1968 in Great Britain.13

Commercialisation
The liberalisation of theatre law in Berlin had an instant effect. 70 new 
theatre licences were granted in the first year after its passing, not all of 
which resulted in the building of a new theatre, of course. A number of 
them were obtained by publicans planning to stage small entertainments 
on their premises, comparable to the early music hall entertainments in 
London. Nevertheless, the number of theatres in Berlin rose steadily from 
1869 on.14 The Theatre Regulation Act, however, had had no similar effect 
in London. Indeed, between 1840 and 1860 only a handful of new theatres 
were erected. This proves that the liberalisation of theatre law was a 
necessary prerequisite but did not in itself boost the growth of theatrical 
entertainment. To a greater degree the quantity of theatres was linked to 
overall economic development. The 1843 law did not instigate the same 
boom as the 1869 law because it coincided with an economic slump. In this

11 "Gewerbeordnung für den Norddeutschen Bund vom 21. Juni 1869," in: Bundesgesetzblatt 
des Norddeutschen Bundes 1869, No. 26, 245-282; Soichiro Itoda, Berlin and Tokyo. Theater 
und Hauptstadt (München: iudicium, 2008), 51-55.

12 Neuer Theater-Almanach: theatergeschichtliches Jahr- und Adressenbuch (Berlin: Günther, 
1930).

13 Cf. Dominic Shellard and Steve Nicholson, The Lord Chamberlain Regrets: a History of 
British Theatre Censorship. (London: The British Library, 2004); Robert J. Goldstein (ed.), 
The Frightful Stage: Political Censorship of the Theater in Nineteenth-Century Europe (New 
York: Berghahn Books, 2009); Gary D. Stark, Banned in Berlin: Literary Censorship in 
Imperial Germany 1871-1918 (New York: Berghahn, 2009).
Cf. Itoda, Berlin and Tokyo, 56-57.14
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economic climate no manager was willing to take on the enormous risk 
always connected with the opening of a new theatre. When the economy 
peaked in the 1860s, a score of new theatres were built in London. Between 
1880 and 1900 thirty new theatres opened their doors to the public, most of 
them located in Shaftesbury Avenue, on Leicester Square and the Strand. It 
was then that the West End emerged as London's central theatre and 
entertainment district. In consequence theatre began to develop into a 
modem entertainment industry in both London and Berlin at the same 
time.15

Two of the most popular -  and indeed most commercial -  theatres at 
the time were the Gaiety Theatre in London, managed by George 
Edwardes (1855-1915), and the Metropol-Theater in Berlin, managed by 
Richard Schultz (1863-1928). Both theatres were organised as joint stock 
companies paying annual dividends of up to 20% in the decade before the 
First World War.16 Their success was in some part due to the same factors. 
Edwardes and Schultz experimented with various genres until they had 
hit on the winning formula, namely musical comedy, the predecessor of 
today's musicals, in the case of the Gaiety Theatre and revue, imported 
from Paris but adapted to suit the Berlin audience, in the case of the 
Metropol-Theater. Both managers fashioned their theatres as modem 
places of entertainment with every conceivable amenity, from electric 
lighting to bars and restaurants. What Erika Rappaport and Len Platt have 
shown for the Gaiety Theatre is equally true for the Metropol-Theater: 
both theatres breathed the upbeat atmosphere of complacency and 
consumerism of the turn of the century as, for example, in musical 
comedies like Our Miss Gibbs, whose story took place in the fictional 
department store 'Garrods', or revues like The Devil Laughs (Der Teufel lacht 
dazu), which included a scene at the 'Bazar de Nouveautés'.17 
Advertisements for department stores, hats or shoes were not only to be 
found in the programmes and the commercial curtain but were also 
included in the performance itself. Theatres reproduced 'consumerism in a 
theatrical extravaganza that transformed the Edwardian stage into a 
fantastic celebration of fashion, shopping and general excess'.18

15 Cf. Walter Besant, "Theatres and Music-Halls," idem (ed.), London in the Nineteenth 
Century (London: A. and C. Black 1909), 186-191; Booth, Theatre in the Victorian Age, 7; 
Davis, Economics of the British Stage, 17-20.

16 For the Gaiety Theatre see John Hollingshead, Gaiety Chronicles (Westminster: A. Constable 
and Co., 1898), 27-28; idem, My Lifetime (London: Sampson, Low, Marston, 1895), voi. 2, 
215.

17 Our Miss Gibbs. A Musical Play in Two Acts by "Cryptos," constructed by James T. Tanner, 
lyrics by Adrian Ross and Percy Greenbank, music by Lionel Monckton, textbook: British 
Library, LCP 1909/3, opened at the Gaiety Theatre in London on 23 January 1909 and ran 
for 636 performances; The Devil Laughs (Der Teufel lacht dazu), text by Julius Freund, music 
by Victor Hollaender, opened on 23 September 1906, textbook: Landesarchiv Berlin A Pr. 
Br. Rep. 30-05-02 Nr. 3620.

18 Len Platt, Musical Comedy on the West End Stage, 1890-1939 (Basingstoke: Paigrave
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Department stores on the other hand sold theatre tickets, decorated their 
shop windows like stages and sometimes bought stocks in theatre 
companies. Theatres and department stores also shared the same urban 
space. The West End was not only London's entertainment district, it was 
also its shopping quarter. As Erika Rappaport has argued, a day out in the 
West End included shopping as well as visiting a show at a theatre, which 
in itself became something like a commodity. The same is true for Berlin's 
Friedrichstraße, near to which the Metropoltheater was to be found.19

All these examples show that, far from being well protected from 
commercial imperatives, as David Hesmondhalgh argues, the new theatres 
in the West End and on Friedrichstraße, Berlin's theatre district, were 
driven by the pursuit of profit in the face of increasing competition. The 
production costs of their spectacular und luxurious shows were so high 
that failure could bring a theatre to the brink of bankruptcy. Richard 
Schultz spent the fantastic sum of 200,000 RM on the mise-en-scène of a 
new revue, while the Royal Opera House had to make do with 30,000 RM 
for a revival of Aida in the same year.20 Both the Gaiety Theatre and the 
Metropol-Theater were part of larger companies. George Edwardes for 
example managed also Daly's Theatre and the Adelphi Theatre as well as 
the Empire music hall on Leicester Square, while Richard Schultz for some 
time owned the Walhalla Theater. These theatres not only sold 
entertainment to an increasing and increasingly affluent urban audience, 
they also hosted balls and boxing matches and organized theatrical tours 
of other cities and countries, in addition to marketing their shows to 
theatres globally and controlling royalties.

The commercialisation of theatre was much commented on around 
1900, especially in Germany, where middle-class intellectuals perceived 
theatre and business as irreconcilable opposites. In their eyes the 
commercialism of the new theatre industry ruined its artistic quality. 
Julius Bab (1880-1955), one of the best-known critics and theatre historians, 
saw the commercial character of the theatre as a 'catastrophe' that 
'threatened the very life of the theatre'.21 His colleague Ludwig Seelig

Macmillan, 2004), 4.
19 Cf. Peter Bailey, "Musical comedy and the rhetoric of the girl, 1892-1914," in: idem, 

Popular Culture and Performance in the Victorian City (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998), 175-193; Erika D. Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure: Women in the Making of 
London's West End (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 178-212; Platt, Musical 
Comedy, 4, 14, 46, 94; Peter Jelavich, Berlin Cabaret (Cambridge/London: Harvard 
University Press, 1993), 104-117; Tobias Becker, "Feste des Konsums? Unterhaltungs­
theater und Warenhäuser in Berlin und London um 1900," in: Erika Fischer-Lichte, 
Matthias Warstat (ed.), Staging Festivity: Theater und Fest in Europa (Tübingen/Basel: 
Francke Verlag, 2009), 216-237.

20 Franz Born, Berliner Luft. Eine Weltstadt und ihr Komponist (Berlin: Apollo-Verlag, 1966), 
135.

21 Julius Bab, Das Theater im Lichte der Soziologie (Leipzig: Hirschfeld, 1931), 161, 156-162 
(transi. T.B.).
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argued, that the new theatre had corrupted the taste of the audience and 
reduced the actors to mere tools of the greed of the managers. The only 
way to save the theatre was to nationalise it, a view Seelig shared with 
most German intellectuals.22 While in Britain no one called for the 
nationalisation of theatre, at least some intellectuals, like William Poel 
(1852-1934), thought that there was something 'wrong with the stage'. 
'English Theatre has moved steadily downward/ Poel argued, echoing his 
German colleagues, because it was seen as an 'industry, instead of as an 
art'.23

Industrialisation
According to Hesmondhalgh it is possible only since the last two or three 
decades to observe 'industrial forms of production and reproduction' in 
the theatre. Likewise Michael Billington speaks of the 1980s as a period 
when the transformation of the West End into a 'song and dance factory' 
took place.24 But such comparisons are not new. In the eyes of Huntly 
Carter (d. 1942), for example, the 'conventional theatre is like a modem 
factory in which everyone has his special job.'25 For Brander Matthews, 
however, this development dated back to the times of French dramatists 
like Alexandre Dumas, fils (1824-1895) and his 'play factory'.26 Likewise it 
was common to speak about an 'Austrian operetta factory', as were 
discussions about the 'the division of labour' or the 'mechanization of the 
theatre'.27

Though perhaps exaggerated, these comments expressed a real shift in 
the way theatre was produced from the 1860s on. The introduction first of 
gaslight and then of electricity revolutionized the aesthetics as well as the 
operations of the theatre in a way that can hardly be overestimated. 
Traditional theatrical devices like trapdoors, wind-, thunder- and rain- 
machines were now operated with electricity, and new technical inven­
tions like the fireproof curtain, the revolving stage or film projectors were 
introduced. In consequence the number of operatives and stage hands 
grew rapidly, doubling each decade between 1881 and 1911. While even 
newly built theatres like the Metropol-Theater or the Gaieiy Theatre were

22 Ludwig Seelig, Geschäftstheater oder Kultur theater? (Berlin: o.J. [ca. 1911]), 6, 27.
23 William Poel, What is Wrong with the Stage: some notes on the English Theatre from the earliest 

times to the present day (London: 1920), 9.
24 Hesmondhalgh, The Cultural Industries, 13; Billington, State of the Nation, 285.
25 Huntly Carter, The New Theatre and Cinema of Soviet Russia: being an analysis and synthesis of 

the unified theatre produced in Russia by the 1917 revolution, and an account of its growth and 
development from 1917 to the present day (London: Chapman and Dodd, 1924), 89.

26 Brander Matthews, French Dramatists of the 19th century (New York: C. Scribner's sons, 
1924), 86.

27 C. Hooper Trask, "The Berlin stage," Stage Year Book (1928), 149-160,152; S. R. Littlewood, 
"The Dramatic Synthesis," Fortnightly Review 100 (1916), 295-307, 306; Ivor Brown, 
"Journalism and Literature," Fortnightly Review 137 (1932), 70-81, 80.
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architecturally influenced by the eighteenth century, their neo-baroque 
husks were filled with new technology, thus giving theatre, indeed, an 
industrial aspect.28 At the same time theatres began to outsource the 
production of costumes, wigs and all the other props. Instead of producing 
them themselves, they began to buy them from a new industry of large- 
scale theatrical suppliers like the firm of Hugo Baruch & Co. in Berlin.29

The quotations above, however, alluded less to the technical than to the 
artistic side of the theatre, and it was here that the introduction of modem 
production methods was first observed by contemporaries. Especially in 
Germany, theatre was traditionally thought of as a Gesamtkunstwerk bom 
out of the imagination of one genius, and this idea was still very much 
prevalent as far as the high-brow art theatre was concerned. In the popular 
commercial theatres like the Gaiety Theatre or the Metropol-Theater, 
however, teamwork was the word of the day, as, for example, in the case 
of Our Miss Gibbs, a typical musical comedy, which premiered at the 
Gaiety Theatre in 1909 and ran for 636 performances. At least seven 
professionals were involved in its production. The script was co-written by 
an anonymous author, figuring under the name 'Cryptos', and James T. 
Tanner (1858-1915), who contributed the scripts to a score of other 
successful musical comedies. But they only wrote the story and the 
dialogue; the lyrics for the songs were written by Adrian Ross (1859-1933) 
and Percy Greenbank (1878-1968). The music was composed partly by 
Ivan Caryll (1861-1821) and partly by Lionel Monckton (1861-1924), one of 
the most popular and successful composers of his day.30 All the artists 
involved were specialists in their fields, whether it was plot, lyrics, score 
or songs. Furthermore, many songs or scenes would be changed during 
the staging of a musical comedy and new ones added during its run. 
While theatre had always been an inherently collective art form, the 
degree to which musical comedy was shaped by the collaboration of many 
different artists was new, as one historian explains:

In the old days one man wrote the entire libretto and another man composed the music. This 
simplified matters. Nowadays, a play is brought to a manager, who says he does not like this, 
and would rather cut out that. The production is discussed from all aspects for months, and 
then, after the ground has been cleared, so to speak, the author sits down to write it. Even after 
that it is re-arranged and re-modelled till the original is hardly recognisable.31

28 Cf. Booth, Theatre in the Victorian Age, 67-95; Davis, Economics of the British Stage, 94-97, 
310-333.

29 Cf. Heike Stange, "Berliner Ausstattungsfirmen: Eine selbstständige Branche für die 
Theater," in: Ruth Freydank (ed.), Theater als Geschäft: Berlin und seine Privattheater um die 
Jahrhundertwende (Berlin: Ed. Hentrich, 1995), 65-77.

30 For biographical information on these writers and composers as well as on the 
productions mentioned in this paper consult Alan Hyman, Sullivan and his Satellites 
(London: Chappell, 1978); Kurt Gänzl, The British Musical Theatre (2 vols., Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 1986); idem, The Encyclopedia of the Musical Theatre (2 vols., Oxford: Blackwell, 
1994); Richard Traubner, Operetta: a theatrical history (New York: Routledge, 2003).
D. Forbes-Winslow, Daly's. The Biography of a Theatre (London: W.H. Allen, 1944), 46-47.31
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The continental operettas, on the other hand, although in many ways akin 
to musical comedy, were in most cases written by only one composer and 
dramatist. But even here the degree of collaboration increased. One of the 
most popular plays of Weimar Germany was White Horse Inn (Im Weißen 
Rossi), a lavish revue operetta. It was based on one of the biggest hits of 
Imperial Germany, a comedy of the same name written by Oscar 
Blumenthal (1852-1917) and Gustav Kadelburg (1851-1925) in 1896. When 
Erik Charell (1894-1974), formerly of the Reinhardt company, revived the 
play in 1930, he wrote a new libretto together with Hans Müller-Einigen 
(1882-1950) and Ralph Benatzky (1884-1957), who also wrote the score, 
while the lyrics were written by Robert Gilbert (1899-1978) -  a degree of 
division of labour matching the one employed in the writing of Our Miss 
Gibbs. Hermann Haller (1871-1943), one of Erik CharelTs biggest 
competitors when it came to the staging of spectacular revue-operettas, 
said after the Second World War:

At this time the operetta was completely industrialised You commissioned it like a custom-
made suit. You told the librettist for which comedian you needed a role and you would get a 
textbook fitting like a glove. The composers reached for their drawers and pulled out some hit 
songs they always had in store and then they composed the rest of the music in the same 
rhythm.32

Interestingly, William Somerset Maugham (1874-1965), who turned out 
five plays in 1912 alone, used the same metaphor: 'A play is very like a suit 
of clothes. The tailor must make it fit or the client will not wear i t .. Z33 But 
while Maugham wanted his responsibility as a producer of theatrical 
goods towards his consumers, Haller used it to illustrate the industrial 
character of the theatre. His metaphor, however, was revealing, as a 
custom-made suit is precisely not industrially produced but rather hand­
made in a traditional kind of way. Theodor Adorno expressed the same 
thought when he wrote 'the production of popular music can be called 
'industrial' only in its promotion and distribution, whereas the act of 
producing a song hit still remains in a handicraft stage'.34 This holds true 
for the theatre up to the present day. To some degree the collaborative 
efforts of Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice are even less industrial than 
productions like Our Miss Gibbs and White Horse Inn.

32 Paul Eduard Markus, Und der Himmel hängt voll Geigen. Glanz und Zauber der Operette 
(Berlin: Blanvalet, 1955), 125 (transi. T.B.). On Das Weiße Rossi see Ulrich Tadday (ed.), Im 
weißen Rossi: zwischen Kunst und Kommerz (München: Edition Text + Kritik, 2006).

33 William Somerset Maugham cited in Selina Hastings, The Secret Lives of Somerset Maugham 
(London: John Murray, 2009), 266.

34 Theodor W. Adorno, "On Popular Music" (1941), in: idem, Essays on Music, selected, with 
introduction, commentary and notes by Richard D. Leppert (Berkeley/Los Angeles: Uni­
versity of California Press, 2002), 437-469, 443.
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Internationalisation
Another aspect in which, according to Jonathan Burston, the megamusicals 
of today differ from the purely 'big musicals' of the past is the scope of 
their markets: 'megamusicals are big global business'.35 Indeed, the degree 
to which musicals are shipped all over the globe in neat, easy to reproduce 
formats is staggering and on first sight seems to be without historical 
precedent. But on closer consideration this too seems doubtful, as the 
heyday of musical comedy and Berlin operetta coincided with the 'first age 
of globalization'.36 Although this phrase has been coined largely in view of 
the growing integration of national economies into a world economy, 
culture -  and theatre especially -  followed the trade.

Again Our Miss Gibbs serves as an example. Although a failure with the 
audiences of other countries -  a disappointing two-month run on 
Broadway proving, in the words of Richard Traubner, that it was 'too 
British to travel' -  it became a big success throughout the Empire, precisely 
because it was so British.37 Immediately after its run in the West End had 
ended, touring companies -  some of them conducted directly by the Gaiety 
Theatre and George Edwardes -  brought the play not only to more than 150 
cities across the British Isles, from Bomemouth to Glasgow and from 
Llandudno to Scarborough, but also to British colonies in Africa, Asia, 
Australia, India and New Zealand. In 1910 Our Miss Gibbs was performed 
in Johannesburg, Bulawayo, Kimberly, Cape Town, Pretoria, Bloem­
fontein, Lucknow and Allahabad; in 1911 in Calcutta, Rangoon, Cairo, 
Alexandria, Singapore, Hong Kong, Sydney, Shanghai, Yokohama and 
Tientsin; in 1912 in Melbourne, Brisbane, Toowoomba and all over New 
Zealand as well as in Manila, Rangoon and Bombay; 1913 again saw a tour 
of the play all over Australia and New Zealand and so on with decreasing 
frequency till the 1920s.38 While research on theatre and empire has largely 
concentrated on how other cultures were depicted on the stage, the export 
of musical comedies to the colonies has been overlooked so far, although 
the scope of this export seems to have had staggering proportions.39 
Receiving royalties from places like Buia ways, Murtoa and Taumarunui is 
something even today's producers of 'megamusicals' can only dream of.

35 Cf. Burston, "Theatre Space as Virtual Place," 205.
36 Cf. Kevin H. O'Rourke, Jeffrey G. Williamson, Globalization and history: the evolution of a 

nineteenth-century Atlantic economy (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2000); idem, G. Jeffrey, 
"When did globalisation begin?," European Review of Economic History 6 (2002), 23-50; 
Martin Geyer, Johannes Paulmann, "Introduction: The Mechanics of Internationalism," 
in: idem (eds.), The Mechanics of Internationalism. Culture, Society and Politics from the 1840s 
to the First World War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 1-25.

37 Traubner, Operetta, 209.
38 Cf. Gaiety Royalties Book in the theatre collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum.
39 See Platt, Musical Comedy, 59-82; Jacqueline S. Bratton (ed.), Acts of Supremacy: The British 

Empire and the Stage, 1790-1930 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991); J. Ellen 
Gainor (ed.), Imperialism and Theatre: Essays on World Theatre, Drama and Performance 
(London: Routledge, 1995).
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The almost global distribution of theatrical entertainment by touring 
companies was a British peculiarity. But almost all big cities participated 
in the exchange of successful productions, as, for example, in the case of 
The White Horse Inn. After it had played to packed houses for five months 
at the Großes Schauspielhaus in Berlin, the music hall impresario Oswald 
Stoll bought it for the Coliseum Theatre in London, where it opened in 
1932. After several months of twice-daily shows at the Coliseum, Stoll sent 
a smaller production on tour to Birmingham, Manchester and many other 
cities. The White Horse Inn was bought and sold as a package complete with 
book, music, stage design, Tyrolese singers and dancers, Bavarian zither 
players and its own Jazz band, The White Horse Syncopators. Only the cast 
had to be changed, as German and Austrian actors were unable to perform 
in English and German accents were not acceptable to British audiences, 
even in the context of a play set in the Alps near Salzburg. After its success 
in London The White Horse Inn moved on to Paris, Vienna, New York and 
many other cities.40

The White Horse Inn was not the only production transferred as a 
complete package. It was more common, however, for a theatre manager 
to buy the rights to a play and then to commission an author to translate it, 
thereby adapting the play to the different cultural setting. In the course of 
the nineteenth century the number of plays imported and exported 
increased, while the time between the first performance of the original and 
the premiere of the adaptation decreased. Operas like the Magic Flute, 
Fidelio and The Flying Dutchman had taken twenty years and more to arrive 
on the London stage, whereas adaptations of successful musical comedies 
and operettas sometimes took less than one year. Only five months 
elapsed between the Berlin premiere of Im Weißen Rößl and the London 
premiere of The White Horse Inn. Before the First World War at least twelve 
West End musical comedies were adapted in Berlin, while nineteen Berlin 
operettas were staged by West End theatres. Taking into account that 
musical comedy and operetta were only a segment of the theatrical 
production and that London and Berlin were only two cities in a much 
wider metropolitan network, the scale of the international exchange of 
plays was considerable.

In The Good Companions, a novel about a music hall company, 
playwright J. B. Priestley (1894-1984) took a satirical look at the practice of 
adaptation and the international traffic of plays:

He had in hand, it seemed, a splendid new musical comedy, that bore the provisional title The 
Mascot Girl. It had begun as a French farce, but had been taken to Vienna, where it was 
transformed into an operetta, which was entirely rewritten in New York as a song-and-dance

40 Cf. Richard Norton, "'So this is Broadway'. Die abenteuerliche Reise des Rossi durch die 
englischsprachige Welt," in: Tadday (ed.), Im weißen Rossi, 151-169.
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show; and now, the last vestiges of the original plot having been removed, new words and
music were being introduced so that it could blossom out again as an English comedy.41

What is meant as parody by Priestly is actually not much of an 
exaggeration. G. B. Shaw's (1856-1950) comedy Arms and the Man, for 
example, underwent a transformation very similar to that of the fictitious 
Mascot Girl. It was translated into German as Helden and premiered simul­
taneously in Vienna and Berlin in 1904. In 1908 Berlin theatre director and 
playwright Rudolf Bemauer (1880-1953) lifted the plot of Shaw's play for 
his operetta Der tapfere Soldat. Shaw objected to this unauthorized 
adaptation of his work but agreed not to sue for plagiarism if no names or 
dialogue from Arms and the Man were used, thus enabling Bemauer to 
stage the operetta in 1908. Next it was bought by a manager from New 
York, who had it translated into English. The Chocolate Soldier, as the 
musical comedy was now called, was first performed on Broadway in 
1909, where it became one of the biggest hits of the year. Unsurprisingly it 
was picked up by a West End theatre, where The Chocolate Soldier was 
equally successful, running for 500 performances.42

The internationalisation of theatre around 1900 was a direct conse­
quence of its commercialisation. Due to the growing competition between 
a constantly increasing number of theatres, every theatre manager was on 
the lookout for new plays. As theatre rents and production costs were high 
and had to be paid whether a play was successful or not, no theatre could 
afford a failure. Promoting newcomers was therefore a risky business only 
a few managers had the courage to take on. Most managers set their hopes 
on plays that had already been successful somewhere else. George 
Edwardes, manager of the Gaiety Theatre and Daly's Theatre, travelled to 
Paris, Vienna and Berlin so frequently that he held a season ticket for the 
ferry between Folkestone and Boulogne.43 Although musical comedy was 
perceived as distinctly British, some of the biggest hits of Edwardes's 
management were actually adaptations of operettas from Vienna and 
Berlin.

But the managers were not the only people connected with the theatre 
business to travel widely. To transcend the national borders was easiest in 
the case of those knowledgeable in the international languages of music 
and dance. Victor Hollaender, for example, had worked in Hamburg, 
Budapest, Marienbad, Milwaukee, Chicago and London before he became 
the in-house composer and conductor at the Metropol-Theater, while the 
conductor of the Gaiety orchestra, Wilhelm Meyer Lutz (1828-1903), had

41 J. B. Priestley, The Good Companions (New York: Harper, 1929), 591.
42 Rudolf Bemauer, Das Theater meines Lebens (Berlin: Blanvalet, 1955), 296-297; Bernard 

Shaw, Advice to a Young Critic, and Other Letters, notes and introduction by E. J. West (New 
York: E. J. West, 1955), 204-205.
Cf. James Jupp, The Gaiety Stage Door: Thirty Years' of Reminiscences of the Theatre (London: 
J. Cape, 1923), 84.
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been bom and educated in Germany.44 Choreographer, dancer and actor 
Will Bishop travelled in the opposite direction. After performing and 
working at different music halls and theatres in London, he joined the staff 
of the Metropol-Theater in Berlin for some time.45 Except for stars like 
Sarah Bernhardt (1844-1923) or Eleonora Duse (1858-1924), who enjoyed 
unprecedented international careers, language often constituted more of a 
barrier than a bridge for actors and actresses. But even among less well- 
known members of the profession there were exceptions, as the Play 
Pictorial noted about German actress Emmy Wehlen:

It is seldom that the German accent is wholly acceptable on the English-speaking stage. Miss 
Emmy Wehlen, however, is a pleasing exception to the general rule . . . her personality is so 
delightful, she has such a piquant method of acting, and she sings so charmingly, that she has 
already established herself in the good opinion of English playgoers.46

A British counterpart to Emmy Wehlen was the actress Madge Lessing, 
who had begun her career at the Gaiety Theatre before going on to perform 
at the Metropol-Theater.47 As these few examples show, it was common for 
many lesser actors and actresses to perform in other countries even before 
the First World War. Like the stars, they too contributed to the 
internationalisation of theatre, taking with them in their baggage new 
plays, new parts, new methods of acting and performing.

Not everyone was pleased with the increasing international outlook of 
the theatre, though. German critics constantly complained about the 
endless stream of adaptations of French comedies and farces or what they 
called the 'peaceful French invasion of the realm of art'.48 Likewise, their 
British colleagues perceived the increasing number of Viennese and Berlin 
operettas performed on the West End stage, in particular The White Horse 
Inn, as an 'Austro-German invasion'.49 But the fear of foreign cultural 
influence was -  in both nations -  strongest towards another nation: the 
United States of America. This fear became even more pronounced after 
the First World War. In the eyes of the actor George Graves the threat of 
America was much greater than that of Germany, because 'the Continental 
plays, both 'straight' and musical, were adapted and anglicized before

44 Cf. Friedrich Hollaender, Von Kopf bis Fuß (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1967), 7-9, 30-31, 43-44; 
Volker Kühn, "Victor Hollaender," in: Ludwig Finscher (ed.), Die Musik in Geschichte und 
Gegenwart, Personenteil (2nd rev. edn, Kassel: Bärenreiter/Metzler, 2003), vol. 9, col. 210- 
212.

45 Cf. Ivor Forbes Guest, Ballet in Leicester Square: the Alhambra and the Empire, 1860-1915 
(London: Dance Books, 1992), 118; Neuer Theater-Almanach (Berlin: Günther, 1910), 296.

46 The Play Pictorial 15 (1909), No. 88 (=The Dollar Princess), 16.
47 "The Drama in Berlin," The Era, 10.4.1909, 21.
48 "Von den Berliner Theatern 1899/1900," Bühne und Welt 2, 1 (1899/1900), 12 (transi. T.B.); 

for a similar British critique see Henry Blau, Some Notes on the Stage, and its Influence on the 
Education of the Masses, Players, and Playgoers (London: Society of Science Letters and Art 
of London, 1884), 2-3.

49 Leslie Rees, Hold fast to dreams: fifty years in theater, radio, television, and books (Sydney: 
APCOL, 1982), 86.
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presentation. But the American invasion really threatened for a time to 
eclipse our language and social standards.'50 In a similar vein, Australian- 
born actor-manager Oscar Asche condemned 'the influx of American 
'perdoocers".51 That managers and actors were a driving force of 
internationalisation did not prevent them from viewing it as a threat when 
it happened to generate new competitors. As recent scholarship has 
shown, instances of successful cultural exchange often did not lead to a 
better mutual understanding, rather they often resulted in alienation.52

Conclusion
As these examples show, theatre was, in the decades around 1900, far from 
well protected from commercial imperatives. Already it had started to take 
on what Hesmondhalgh calls industrial forms of production and 
reproduction. Rather than catching up with the film industry in the 1980s, 
as Hesmondhalgh implies, theatre had developed into a cultural industry 
as early as the 1900s. Indeed, the early film industry copied many aspects 
of the theatre industry not only on the level of its aesthetics, but also on the 
level of production, promotion and distribution, utilizing international 
networks first developed to transfer plays and operettas. Clearly theatre 
was, if not a million-dollar industry, at least a big, globally operating 
business. The misunderstanding, however, is understandable, as theatre 
was to change profoundly after the First and especially after the Second 
World War. This is most obvious in the case of Berlin, whose commercial 
theatre scene proved to be short-lived. The 1920s and 1930s saw the 
development of big theatre trusts (three companies, in the end, owned 
almost all of the theatres in Berlin), followed by their near-destruction in 
the world economic crisis. The final blow came when the National Socialist 
regime banned Jewish actors and managers from the profession and 
nationalised almost all theatres in Germany, a process already underway 
from 1918 on, when the new Social Democratic government decided to 
take over the former court theatres.53

The London stage underwent the economic crisis, which hit Britain less 
severely than Germany, almost unscathed. After some theatres had been 
converted into cinemas before and after the First World War, the 1930s 
saw another spate of theatre-building in London. Despite the destruction

50 George Graves, Gaieties and Gravities. The Autobiography of a Comedian, Foreword by 
Charles B. Cochran (London: Hutchinson, 1931), 203.

51 Oscar Asche, His Life by Himself (London: Hurst and Blackett, 1929), 231.
52 See Christiane Eisenberg, 'English sports' und deutsche Bürger: eine Gesellschaftsgeschichte 

1800-1939 (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1999) and the contributions in Dominik Geppert, 
Robert Gerwarth (ed.), Wilhelmine Germany and Edwardian Britain. Essays on Cultural 
Affinity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).

53 Cf. Hartmut Berghoff, Peter Alter (eds.), Pionier und Nachzügler? Vergleichende Studien zur 
Geschichte Großbritanniens und Deutschlands im Zeitalter der Industrialisierung, Festschrift 
für Sidney Pollard zum 70. Geburtstag (Bochum: Brockmeyer, 1995).
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of several theatres by German air raids, the West End survived the war 
years by and large unchanged as a place where commercial theatre 
continued to thrive. At the same time, however, the British government 
began to change its policy towards the arts with the establishment of the 
Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA) in 1940. 
What began as a war effort finally led to the establishment of two publicly 
funded theatre companies: the Royal Shakespeare Company in 1961 and 
the Royal National Theatre in 1963. Their presence markedly changed the 
London theatre scene, which nevertheless retained its commercial 
character. Far from being free from all commercial considerations, the RSC 
and the National Theatre have supplied the West End with some of its 
biggest hits, in particular the megamusical Les Misérables.

This shows that the model of pioneer and latecomer which historians 
have employed to explain the comparative economic development of 
Britain and Germany in the nineteenth century -  especially regarding the 
industrialisation of both countries -  does not apply to the theatre. Starting 
from vastly different levels and legal foundations the theatre of London 
and Berlin started to emerge almost simultaneously as cultural industries 
in the 1880s, and they underwent nearly identical transformations in the 
following decades. Only from the 1920s on did they again develop in 
different directions. During the intervening period, barring the four years 
of the First World War, London and Berlin managers, actors and critics 
stood in close contact with one another and with the theatre scenes in 
other major cities. To view theatre as a cultural industry is one way of 
reconstructing this network. While some German theatre historians still 
see art and industry as mutually exclusive, the 'cultural industry' concept 
can help understand and analyse the economic dimension of culture in 
general and of theatre in particular.54 On the other hand, it can be used to 
draw the attention of economists to the often rather neglected field of 
entertainment, especially with regard to the theatre. Historians, finally, can 
profit as well as contribute by putting the concept into a broader historical 
perspective.

54 While Tracy C. Davis has reconstructed the Economics of the British Stage, a German 
history of what Erika Fischer-Lichte characteristically calls "shallow, commercial, 
entertainment", does not exist, Fischer-Lichte, History of European drama and theatre, 245.
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