
Cultural Identity in British Musical Theatre
1890-1939: The Evolution of a Nation's Artistic
Expression
British musical theatre has seen a rich history of cultural influence and
expression. From its early days in the late 19th century to the end of the interwar
period, the genre underwent significant changes, reflecting the evolving British
society and capturing the essence of its cultural identity. This article explores the
development and transformation of British musical theatre between 1890 and
1939, illustrating how it became a powerful medium for artistic expression and
reflection of the nation's history and identity.

The Birth of British Musical Theatre

In the late 19th century, music halls and variety shows dominated the
entertainment industry in Britain. However, it was the success of two pivotal
shows that paved the way for the emergence of British musical theatre as a
distinct art form. The first of these was Gilbert and Sullivan's "H.M.S. Pinafore" in
1878, renowned for its witty lyrics and satirical commentary on social classes.
This groundbreaking production laid down the foundation for the integration of
music, singing, and dialogue, setting the stage for future developments in the
genre.

Following the success of "H.M.S. Pinafore," in 1885, George Edwardes produced
"In Town," which introduced the concept of musical comedy to British audiences.
Combining witty dialogue, catchy melodies, and memorable characters, this
innovative production captured the essence of the changing British society. As a
result, it marked a turning point in British theatrical history and paved the way for
the explosion of musical theatre in the coming years.
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British Cultural Identity in Musical Theatre

During the Victorian and Edwardian eras, British musical theatre played a crucial
role in shaping and reflecting the nation's cultural identity. Productions like "The
Boy" (1917) and "The Desert Song" (1926) incorporated elements of patriotism,
reflecting the British Empire's prominence and the nation's pride in its colonial
rule.

However, it wasn't just patriotism that found its way into British musical theatre.
With the rise of jazz and American influences in the 1920s, shows like "No, No,
Nanette" (1925) and "Funny Face" (1928) introduced a new wave of energy and
liberation. These productions embraced the spirit of the Roaring Twenties while
maintaining a distinct British flair, showcasing the evolving cultural identity of the
nation.

Political and Social Commentary
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British musical theatre was not only an avenue for showcasing cultural identity
but also a platform for political and social commentary. Due to the tense political
climate during the early 20th century, shows such as "Oh, What A Lovely War!"
(1963) and "The Threepenny Opera" (1928) tackled pressing issues like war,
social inequalities, and political corruption. They provided a voice to the
marginalized and gave audiences a chance to reflect on the state of the nation.

Additionally, during the interwar period, British society went through significant
changes, with the impact of World War I and the Suffragette movement being
particularly profound. Musicals like "Bitter Sweet" (1929) and "Maid of the
Mountains" (1917) depicted the transformation of women's roles in society and
voiced their struggles and triumphs, offering a glimpse into the changing
dynamics of British society.

Influence on Popular Culture

From the 1890s to 1939, British musical theatre left an indelible mark on popular
culture both within and beyond the nation's borders. Iconic shows like "Show
Boat" (1927) and "The Phantom of the Opera" (1986) achieved global success
and became cultural phenomena. These productions not only showcased the
immense talent of British composers, writers, and performers but also drew
international attention to the British musical theatre scene, solidifying its place as
a vital medium of artistic expression.

Furthermore, British musical theatre had a lasting impact on other performing arts
disciplines, inspiring future generations of artists and fueling the development of
popular music, film, and television. Many celebrated British actors and actresses,
such as Julie Andrews and Judi Dench, started their careers in musical theatre
before transitioning into other avenues of entertainment.

The Legacy Continues



Despite the challenges faced by the entertainment industry in recent times, British
musical theatre continues to thrive. Productions like "Hamilton" (2015) and "Les
Misérables" (1980) have captivated audiences worldwide, showcasing the
enduring power and relevance of the genre.

As we look back on the cultural identity in British musical theatre between 1890
and 1939, we recognize its profound impact on the nation's artistic expression.
Whether through the portrayal of patriotism, social commentary, or the influence
on popular culture, this genre has stood the test of time, intertwining itself with the
very fabric of British society. It serves as a testimony to the evolution and
resilience of a nation's cultural identity, forever leaving a mark on the stages,
screens, and hearts of audiences around the world.
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This book examines the performance of ‘Britishness’ on the musical stage.
Covering a tumultuous period in British history, it offers a fresh look at the vitality
and centrality of the musical stage, as a global phenomenon in late-Victorian
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popular culture and beyond. Through a re-examination of over fifty archival play-
scripts, the book comprises seven interconnected stories told in two parts. Part
One focuses on domestic and personal identities of ‘Britishness’, and how implicit
anxieties and contradictions of nationhood, class and gender were staged as part
of the popular cultural condition. Broadening in scope, Part Two offers a
revisionary reading of Empire and Otherness on the musical stage, and
concludes with a consideration of the Great War and the interwar period, as
musical theatre performed a nostalgia for a particular kind of ‘Britishness’,
reflecting the anxieties of a nation in decline.
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