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







