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 The Leicester Palace was a music 

hall (in the United States it would be 

called a vaudeville theatre). Like most 

music halls of the time, the Leicester 

Palace offered twice-nightly variety: 

two identical shows each evening 

from Monday to Saturday, typically 

seven or eight acts in a show, and a 

complete change of programme every 

Monday. So every Sunday all the acts 

on the bill had to move on to a 

different theatre.  

 At the Leicester Palace in 1914 the 

shows started at 6.45 and 8.50. I'd just 

like to dwell on what had to happen 

between 6.45 and 8.50 each evening. 

There were seven or eight acts to be 

got through, plus a short film show on 

the bioscope. Halfway through the 

show there was an interval, in the 

interests of the bar profits. At the end 

of the show they had to get the first 

house out of the theatre and the 

second house in, in time for curtain up 

at 8.50.  

 All that in two hours and five 

minutes. So each show had to be 

timed very tightly. The stage manager 

took a dim view of it if an act went 

down well and the audience clapped 

and cheered for too long. 

 My information on salaries comes 

from a salaries book of the Leicester 

Palace. It dates from the period 1911 

to 1924 and it belongs to the British Music Hall Society. I was able to borrow it because I'd 

agreed to give a talk to their study group in February 2003. The book lists the artists who 

appeared at the Leicester Palace each week and the salaries paid to them for the week's 

work - typically 7 or 8 acts each week. 

 For this note, I've produced two lists, tables A and B. When you look at them, I'd like 

you to bear in mind that there was severe inflation during the first world war (1914–1918). 

Before the war an ordinary working man might expect to earn 30/- a week (30/- is £1.50 in 
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decimal money). During the war the value of money halved, so after the war our ordinary 

working man might hope to earn £3 a week. 

 The Leicester Palace belonged to the Stoll circuit of music halls, which made it a No. 1 

date. This means that the acts which topped the bill there were at the top of their 

profession. Some of the acts which didn't top the bill at the Leicester Palace could be 

found topping the bill at lesser theatres elsewhere. Before the first world war, the top acts 

at the Leicester Palace earned £70-£100 a week, sometimes more.  

 The lowest paid acts usually earned between £6 and £12, which doesn't sound bad 

compared with our ordinary working man's wage of 30/- a week (£1.50). However, the £6 

or £12 had to cover expenses like digs for the week, travel to the next theatre at the end of 

the week, assistants' salaries, tips to various people in the theatre, and repairs and 

replacements to costumes, props and music. By the time all those expenses had been paid, 

there might not be much left for the artist to live on. 

 After the war the lowest paid acts got double the salary (on average), so they kept up 

with inflation. As far as the top acts were concerned, some kept pace with inflation and 

some didn't. It's a very complicated picture and the best thing I can do is refer you to the 

two lists on the following pages. 

 

 

 

 

Top acts at the Leicester Palace (table A) 

 

Let's look at the top acts first. Most artists were paid a fixed salary for the week. Very 

occasionally they took a share of box office receipts, and that makes it possible to calculate 

the box office receipts for that particular week. Based on eleven weeks in the period 1914 

to 1919, they range from £400 to £900.  

 A top variety act who did not appear at the Leicester Palace was Harry Lauder. The 

reason is simple: the theatre could not afford him. From 1907 onwards Lauder spent a lot 

of time abroad, mainly in the United States and Canada. This was because he could earn 

much more overseas than he could in Britain. On his second tour of the States, in 1908, it's 

said that he was paid $5,000 a week. In those far-off days the dollar exchange rate was $5 

to the pound, and Harry Lauder's $5,000 a week was worth £1,000 – more than a week’s 

box office receipts at the Leicester Palace. 

 

 

Magicians at the Leicester Palace (table B) 

 

Turning to the list of magicians, the very lowest paid was an illusionist called Wishart 

who received £10 a week in 1915 and 1916. The highest paid magicians were David 

Devant, who received £300 in 1913, and the Great Carmo, who was paid £340 for a full 

evening show in 1923. Remember that the value of money had halved between those two 

dates. 

 The Great Carmo was at the Leicester Palace twice. At his first booking, in 1922, he 

gave a longish act, probably 50 minutes. According to the review in the local paper, he 



used "a regular zoo of wild animals". He finished with an illusion called Thrown to the 

Lions, which was his version of Lafayette’s The Lion's Bride. For that act he was paid 

£325. 

 The following year he'd turned his half-evening act into a full evening show. It was in 

the form of a revue entitled Magical Moments with elaborate scenery and a chorus of 

beautifully dressed singers and dancers. The magic included a production of an elephant, 

and he finished the show with Thrown to the Lions, as before. The salary for the full 

evening show was £340, only £15 more than he received for his half-evening show in 1922. 

I think the Leicester Palace had a bargain there. 

 There’s a story behind David Devant's salaries. The 1912 and 1913 salaries of £200 and 

£300 are nice round figures, which tells us that he was paid a fixed salary for those weeks. 

The 1914 salary of £249 isn't a round figure, which suggests that he was on shares. What 

happened was that he was initially booked at a salary of £300. By the time he got to 

Leicester in October 1914 the first world war had been going for three months. Audience 

figures had slumped and the manager at the Leicester Palace was stuck with a large salary 

bill for the week. He had to find a way round the problem if he wasn't to make a big loss 

that week.  

 There's a pencil note in the salaries book which says that a half share of takings was 

divided among the artists. Devant got £249 instead of £300. The lowest paid act on the bill, 

a singer called Bert Lytton, had been booked in at £6 but was actually paid £5. I feel sorry 

for him. Devant was earning pots of money and he could well afford to lose £51, although 

I'm sure he grumbled at the time. Bert Lytton was struggling on £6 a week and he must 

really have missed that £1. 

 One other point I'd like to make about David Devant: he wasn't as horrendously 

expensive as you might think. Most music hall artists did a ten or fifteen minute act. 

Given the constraints of twice-nightly variety, there wasn't time for them to do any longer. 

Devant had a fifty-minute act and I would guess that he took up the whole of the second 

half, with perhaps five minutes of bioscope at the end. So the management only had to 

employ four other acts to make up the first half of the show. But even with that saving it 

was an expensive week. 

 Looking at one of the less well paid magicians in the salaries book, Chris van Bern and 

Iva Voyce were at the Leicester Palace in December 1912 and January 1914 at a salary of 

£14 a week. Chris Van Bern did a comedy act and Iva Voyce was his wife, Cora, who was 

a singer.  

 Chris Van Bern had a week at the Leicester Palace in both 1915 and 1916, without Iva 

Voyce but still at a salary of £14. Up until the first world war prices stayed fairly steady, 

but during the first world war there was severe inflation. It was so bad that the value of 

money halved between the beginning of the war in 1914 and the end of the war in 1918. So 

Chris Van Bern's £14 a week was worth less and less as the war went on. 
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The dates given are the Saturdays of the 

weeks when the artists appeared at the 

Leicester Palace. 
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The dates given are the Saturdays of the 

weeks when the artists appeared at the 

Leicester Palace. 

 


