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LEICESTER SQUARE THEATRE
1930
1933
1940
1941
1968
1988
1991

Opened
Used exclusively as a cinema
Damaged by bombs
Partially reopened
Major internal re-design
Renamed Odeon West End
“Twinned”
The Leicester Square
Theatre was unlucky
from the start. It was
originally to be called the
Jack Buchanan Theatre—
and to be a joint venture
between Buchanan, the
entertainer, and Walter
Gibbons, the impresario. The building incorporated a top-floor
flat in which Buchanan lived until it was bombed.
However, Gibbons ran out of money just as the building was
completed, so he leased it to Warner Brothers, who opened it as
a cine-variety on 19th December 1930, with the film,
“Viennese Nights”, and a live dance production.
Within a few months the building was closed and re-structured
by new owners, RKO. They installed a revolving stage,
completely re-designed the interior and opened in June 1931. It
soon starred Gracie Fields in a variety show as a “plug” for the
next attraction—her talking picture “Sally in our Alley”. It then
started a whole series of “50/50s” - fifty percent of the evening
would be live entertainers, and fifty percent would be film.
In March 1932 it changed its name to the Olympic, but then in
July it closed. After yet another change of management it
reopened on 8 August 1932 with “Non Stop Revels”. But within
the year the revels had ended and the building was back on the
market. This time it was bought by United Artists and reopened
in September 1933 - exclusively as a cinema— and once more
named the Leicester Square Theatre.
In October 1940 it was damaged by bombs—and Jack Buchanan
was forced out of his top-floor flat, an apartment he had
managed to keep hold of throughout all the changes of
ownership. After repairs, the building was partially re-opened
in July 1941.

John D. Sharp—CTA Archive

It was taken over by the Odeon Cinema group in 1946, but
retained its Leicester Square Theatre name. The interior of the
cinema was completely re-designed in 1968. In 1988 its name
was changed, and hereafter it was called the Odeon West End.
In July 1991 the premises closed for further re-building, and it
re-opened as a twin: the upstairs cinema seating 503 and the
downstairs seating 848. However, the stage and the fly-tower
remain on site.
Prior to the
internal modernisation of 1968
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LEWISHAM HIPPODROME
1911
1927
1930
1931
1933
1940
1952
1959
1960

Opened
Closed and used as a cinema
Renovated as a live theatre
Rebuilt as a cine-variety
Returned to exclusive theatre use
Closed due to bomb damage
Reopened as the Eros Cinema
Closed
Demolished

This Frank Matcham theatre lasted just fifty years.
It was not really in Lewisham, but in Rushey Green,
Catford. When it opened on 13th February, 1911 it had a seating capacity of 3,222.
After sixteen years as a music hall it came under control of Sidney Bernstein, and by
September 1927 it was in use as a cinema. From then onwards it swung like a
pendulum from cinema to live theatre and back again. The cinema closed for a short
while in the summer of 1930 and then re-opened in October for live shows.
On 28th March 1931 the building closed for major alterations, including interior
design by Theodore Komisarjevsky, and reopened on 4th April as a cinema.
However, once again cinema did not prove to be as popular as was hoped, and by early
1933 it was once more being used for live theatre, with film shows on Sundays. By
June of that year it was closed and Sidney Bernstein put it up for sale. The new
owners opened it once more as a Variety Theatre (from 16th October 1933) and so it
remained—though its seating capacity was now given as 2,492.
In 1940 it was bombed and remained damaged and empty for twelve years. It
reopened as the Eros Cinema in May 1952 and finally closed in November 1959. It
was demolished in July 1960 and replaced with an office block called Eros House.

LEWISHAM THEATRE (Broadway Theatre)
1932
1970c
1984
2000

Opened as the Catford Public Hall
Name changed to Lewisham Concert Hall
Name changed to Lewisham Theatre
Name changed to Broadway Theatre

Built in 1932 as an extension to the Catford Town Hall, this was a
series of multi-purpose rooms used for concerts and public events.
Theatrical events were catered for at the nearby Hippodrome (q.v).
After the Hippodrome was bombed (and ultimately re-opened as a
cinema) the Public Hall became the only venue for live shows.
Gradually it grew in importance, and introduced a programme of top
variety shows and a highly successful pantomime. At this point the venue changed its name to Lewisham Concert
Hall, in keeping with its style of presentation.
The 1970s saw the newly named Concert Hall firmly established as a major venue for south east London, playing
host to the household names of the time. Morecambe and Wise appeared in 1977, when they were at the absolute
height of their fame. In the 1980s the Concert Hall became a focal point of the newly established Lewisham Jazz
Festival and the basement of the theatre was converted into a Studio Theatre with seats for 100, to complement the
main auditorium where a raised seating platform brought its capacity to 850. To reflect the 'theatrical' atmosphere
created, the name was changed in 1984 to Lewisham Theatre.
At the turn of the century the Theatre underwent major refurbishment, concentrating on public areas and repairs to
the building's structure. The foyers were completely restored in original art deco 1930s' style.
For years, there has been confusion about the Lewisham name as the Theatre is, in fact, in Catford. Accordingly it
was again renamed and is now the Broadway Theatre and Studio.
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1656
1661
1671
1672-4
1695
1705
1714
1744
1848

Built as Lisle’s Tennis Court
Converted as a proscenium arch theatre – the first.
Closed
Re-opened as a temporary venue
Re-fitted as a theatre
Closed
Re-opened as a theatre
Closed . Used as barracks, auction room and warehouse
Demolished

Lisle’s Tennis Courts in Lisle Street (later Portugal Street)
Lincoln’s Inn Fields opened in 1656. Five years later the premises
were converted into a theatre, following the repeal of the Puritan
laws banning all performances. As a result, London suddenly had
Lincoln’s Inn Fields Theatre, pictured c. 1792
three theatre spaces: the old Phoenix in Drury Lane, this
conversion of Lisle’s Tennis Courts (under the management of
William Davenant), and the similar conversion of Gibbon’s Tennis Courts (under the management of Thomas
Killigrew).
None of these venues was ideal, and all three were seen as temporary venues pending the construction of a new theatre
in Bridges Street (later Drury Lane) for the Thomas Killigrew company, and another new theatre in Dorset Gardens for
the Sir William Davenant Company. Killigrew’s Bridges Street theatre opened within the year. Davenant’s venue,
with grandiose plans and an enormous budget, was still a few years away.
Accordingly, Davenant spent considerable money turning the Lisle’s Tennis Court into a “proper” theatre, even though
it was a “stop-gap” until the money was raised for Dorset Gardens. When this “stop-gap” conversion was ready, he
named it The Lincoln’s Inn Fields Theatre. It had taken eighteen months to complete, since all construction work was
scheduled so that performances continued throughout the building period. The new Lincoln’s Inn Fields Theatre had
the first proscenium arch to be seen in London. It also had movable scenery and rapidly became a great success, with
the young Thomas Betterton proving to be a star attraction.
After ten years performing in a temporary conversion, the Dorset Gardens Theatre was finally complete, and the
company moved to its new venue in 1671. Lincoln’s Inn Fields Theatre closed and its future was uncertain, but Fate
rapidly took a hand. It was left empty for just a few months and suddenly Thomas Killigrew urgently needed it. His
Theatre Royal in Bridges Street/Drury Lane had burnt down, so he moved into Lincoln’s Inn Fields as a temporary
home . In 1674 the rebuilt Drury Lane Theatre was ready. Lincoln’s Inn Fields was empty once more. This time it
was converted back to Tennis Courts and so it remained for the next twenty years.
In 1695 there was a major dispute at Drury Lane between the actors and the manager, Christopher Rich. The actors, led
by Thomas Betterton, staged a “walk out” and gained permission to re-open Lincoln’s Inn Fields and run their own
company in opposition to Drury Lane. Betterton re-opened Lincoln’s Inn Fields with “Love for Love”, a new play by
the young writer, Congreve. It was an enormous success and began a period of great rivalry between the two theatres.

In 1705 Betterton moved to the newly
constructed Queen’s Theatre in the Haymarket,
yet again leaving Lincoln’s Inn Fields empty.
This time it took nine years to find a
replacement tenant, and he was the unsavoury
Christopher Rich. Rich had finally been evicted
from Drury Lane, accused of fraud and mismanagement. He spent several years claiming
compensation and finally was able to get back in
the business of theatre management in 1714.
Just as the renovation of Lincoln’s Inn Fields
was nearing completion, Christopher Rich
suddenly died. He was around 60 years old.
His son, John Rich, took over and the venue
reopened on 18th December 1714 with “The
Lincoln’s Inn Fields Theatre, pictured c. 1811

The Neville M. Bligh Collection

LINCOLN’S INN FIELDS THEATRE
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Recruiting Officer.” In 1716 John Rich, under the stage
name, Lun, introduced a new form of entertainment
playing the role of Harlequin in a “pantomime”. This was
a huge success.
In 1721 it was still the tradition for the wealthy and the
noble to treat the backstage area as if it was part of their
own estate, and to wander in and out as if they owned the
place. A peer of the realm, slightly the worse for drink,
was standing in the wings conversing with one of the lady
performers, paying no attention to John Rich nor James
Quin who were onstage playing in the pantomime.

John Rich as Harlequin with his “slapstick”

The nobleman spotted friends in the opposite wing, and
promptly lurched across the stage, in full view of the
audience, and right in front of Harlequin in the middle of
an intricate acrobatic exercise. John Rich tongue-lashed
the nobleman. The nobleman struck the actor. Quin
attempted to pull the nobleman away. The nobleman
struck James Quin. And then - all Hell broke loose.

Other noblemen in the audience leapt onstage with their swords drawn. Ordinary members of the audience
leapt onstage to defend the actors. Audience members started fighting amongst themselves. One man was
pushed - or fell - out of one of the boxes. Stagehands came rushing forward and joined in the fray. James Quin
rushed outside and found a constable and some watchmen. By now a full-scale riot was underway, and the
performance was abandoned as bloodied and injured actors, noblemen and audience were arrested or taken
outside for treatment. Rowdy crowds in the streets afterwards were taunting rival groups and inviting them to
join in “a bit of a pantomime”.
In 1728 John Rich staged “The Beggar’s Opera” by John Gay. If the pantomimes had made money, they were
as nothing to the success of this work. It was said it “made Gay rich and Rich gay”. By 1732 Rich had made
enough money to build a new theatre in Bow Street, Covent Garden. He moved his company out of Lincoln’s
Inn Fields. The venue struggled for a few years staging musical entertainments and the occasional play, but
in 1744 it closed. It was used as a barracks, an auction room and a china warehouse before finally being
demolished in 1848.

LITTLE THEATRE, John Adam Street
1910
1912
1917
1920
1941
1949

Opened
Balcony added
Closed, following damage by First World War air-raid.
Rebuilt and re-opened
Closed following destruction by Second World War air-raid.
Demolished

Converted from part of a bank by the actress Gertrude Kingston, the 250
seat Little Theatre opened in 1910. The following year Noel Coward
made his stage debut there in “The Goldfish”. Shortly after it saw
premieres of Shaw’s “Fanny’s First Play” and Chesterton’s “Magic”.
In 1917 it closed after suffering bomb damage, and did not reopen until
1920. For a while it was associated with intimate revues featuring artists
like Cicely Courtneidge and Jack Hulbert, but it did stage plays,
including “Whiteoaks” by Mazo de la Roche (1936). It was bombed
again in 1941 and demolished in 1949.
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LONDON PALLADIUM,
Argyll Street
1868 Opened as the Corinthian Bazaar
1871 Building converted into Hengler’s Grand Cirque.
1895 Converted into an ice-rink, the National Skating
Palace
1910 New theatre built on the site, called the Palladium
1934 Renamed the London Palladium
1998 Major renovations and refurbishments

When the Duke of Argyll sold his London house in 1860,
it was demolished to make way for the premises of a wine
merchant. Large wine cellars were created and by 1870 the Corinthian Bazaar was opened—a kind of supermarket for
wine that incorporated facilities for food and entertainment. It became immediately clear that the entertainment market
was more profitable than the wine business, and almost immediately the building was reconstructed as Hengler’s Grand
Circus.
In 1883 the Metropolitan Board of Works condemned the building on safety grounds. It was constructed entirely of
wood. The following year the building was completely rebuilt to the designs of C.J.Phipps, whose brief was to create a
venue that could cash in on the current ice-skating craze, but could also be adapted for circus type entertainments, and in
1884 the “National Skating Palace” opened.
By 1902 the skating craze was over. Circuses, too, had lost much of
their appeal. The National Skating Palace was in trouble. By 1909 even the London Hippodrome had converted from a
circus to a theatre, and the Palace and the Coliseum were doing great business as music halls. The venue was taken
over by Walter Gibbons’ music hall syndicate and demolished and rebuilt.
The Palladium, designed by Frank Matcham, opened in 1910 with a luxurious palm court at the back of the stalls and
the largest seating capacity (2306) of any London Theatre. (Subsequent re-seating over the years means it has now lost
that claim to the London Coliseum). It incorporated some features of the old circus, but the auditorium has just two
cantilevered balconies of enormous proportions. One much talked of novelty of the new building was that the boxes
were equipped with telephones , enabling the occupants of one box - recognising friends in a another box - to enter
into conversations with them. It functioned as a Music Hall until 1921 after which spectacular revues were staged
throughout the ‘20s. “Peter Pan” was staged every Christmas from 1930 to 1938. In 1930 the Royal Command Variety
Performance was staged at the Palladium, and thereafter the Palladium has become the most frequently used theatre for
this event.
In 1934 the theatre was renamed the London Palladium, and shortly began a four year association with the Crazy Gang
shows. In the post-War years the London Palladium became known as the Greatest Variety Theatre in the world and a
season at the Palladium was the ultimate achievement of every major variety star. Artists like Danny Kaye, Judy
Garland, Bob Hope, Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra and Marlene Dietrich played legendary engagements. From the mid1950s it was used every Sunday night for a live television show. “Sunday Night at The London Palladium”. This
became a national institution, watched by millions of viewers.
Accordingly the London Palladium became the
best known theatre in the world.
The
Palladium’s annual pantomimes were a major
part of London’s Christmas seasons. Gradually
variety gave way to musical productions, and
long-running shows like “The King and I” with
Yul Brynner (1979), “Barnum” (1981) .
“Oliver” (1994) and “Chitty-Chitty Bang
Bang” (2002) meant the pantomime tradition
came to an end.
The Palladium’s famous revolving stage was
installed in the 1930s and used as the finale for
every “Sunday Night at the London
Palladium”. The revolve was removed in 2002
to allow the machinery required for “Chitty” to
be installed.
The London Palladium, in all its glory
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LONDON PAVILION

1886
1918
1934
1986

Used as Exhibition and concert room, later the Salle Robin
Became a music saloon attached to a tavern
Opened as the London Pavilion, a “music hall de luxe”
Demolished as part of Piccadilly redevelopment
New building on a nearby site opened as the London
Pavilion – a music hall
Reconstructed as a “seated” variety theatre
Reconstructed as a “proper” theatre
Closed and converted into a cinema
Interior gutted for shops. Façade only retained.

By 1784 a hall had been built on the site of the stable yard of the Black
Horse Inn in Tichborne Street. Over the next seventy years this hall
underwent a number of name changes and uses. It had been called
Thomas Weeks’ Exhibition and Concert Room. Later it was the Salle
Robin. It was used as a waxworks exhibition and later as a skating
rink.
In 1859 it was taken over by new owners. Messrs Loibl and
Sonhammer. and they re-opened the Hall as a “sing-song Saloon”. So
popular was this new venture that they rapidly decided on a major
enlargement and reconstruction. On 23rd February 1861, after a very
London Pavilion, 1870
short closure, the hall reopened as the London Pavilion, a “music hall
de luxe” The conversion and rebuilding had cost a staggering £12,000, but the new premises accommodated
2,000, and there was a lot of money to be made
.
For sixteen years the Pavilion flourished, but in 1878 the Metropolitan Board of Works wanted to demolish the
building for street improvements. They bought the site for £109,347 (a huge profit for Loibl - Mr Sonhammer
had died). Mr Loibl then made even more money by selling the remaining lease to Robert Villiers who was
able to get a further seven years’ use out of the old Pavilion before it was finally demolished.

Historical Publications Ltd

Mr Villiers was able to negotiate a new site for a replacement building - this was nearby at numbers 3-5
Piccadilly. The New London Pavilion opened on 30th November 1885. It was a most elegant music hall. The
ground floor was laid out like a Continental cafe, filled with marble-topped tables. The Chairman sat at the
head of the tables and introduced the artists. Just one year later, the London Pavilion was taken over by the
Syndicated Halls Company. They abolished the role of the Music Hall Chairman, did away with the tables,
and introduced tip-up seats which could be reserved in advance. The backs of each seat were equipped with a
built-in ledge for holding drinks. Both the seating and advance booking arrangements were innovations. The
Chairman was abolished because the new management thought his role too old-fashioned and linked with the
old “rougher” music hall tradition. At the same time London Pavilion Ltd took a 70 year lease on the Pavilion,
with capital of £180,000 in £5 shares. This started a rush of taking over music halls as capital investments.

London Pavilion, 1885

It played Music Hall bills and variety
programmes until the end of the First
World War, after which C.B.
Cochran reconstructed it for
theatrical productions. His great
successes included “On With the
Dance” (1925), “Blackbirds” (1926)
and “One Damn Thing After
Another” (1927).
It reverted to
variety after 1931, but by 1934 it had
succumbed to the relentless advance
of the talkies, and it was converted
into a cinema. The cinema closed in
1981, and the interior was remodelled as a shopping centre. The
exterior of the building was
renovated and remains.

GLC Photograph Library

1784
1859
1861
1885
1886
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LYCEUM THEATRE, Wellington Street
1772
1794
1799
1802
1809
1815
1816
1830
1834
1902
1904
1904
1907
1939
1945
1985
1996

Opened as exhibition rooms and a concert hall
Converted into the Lyceum Theatre, sometimes called Handy’s Circus
Reverted to name Lyceum Theatre
Used for Madame Tussaud’s first London waxwork show.
Licensed due to Drury Lane Fire. Renamed the Theatre Royal, Lyceum
Renamed the Theatre Royal, English Opera
Major rebuilding. Known both as Theatre Royal and Opera House
Burnt down
Reopened as Royal Lyceum & Opera House. Entrance in Wellington Street
Closed .
Demolished, except for the Portico and rear walls.
New building opened as a music hall.
Returned to theatre use.
Closed, pending demolition for road-widening – postponed because of War.
Re-opened as a Dance Hall.
Closed and unused for many years while future of the site was disputed.
Major renovation, and reopened as a theatre.

Historical Publications Ltd

In 1765 the original Lyceum was built in the grounds of Exeter House as an art
gallery. In 1771 it was rebuilt and enlarged by James Paine for the Incorporated
Society of Artists and served as a room for public concerts and art exhibitions. It
was converted to a theatre by Dr Samuel Arnold in 1794, but being unable to get it
licensed as a playhouse, he rented it out to Handy’s Circus. Over the next fifteen
years it had a chequered career. It was used as a chapel, a concert room, briefly
(and illegally) as a theatre, then as an exhibition space for the first English display
of Madame Tussaud’s waxworks.
The “old” Lyceum prior to 1816

In 1809 Samuel Beazley, finally believing he would never obtain a play licence,
decided to remodel the building as an opera house in opposition to Covent Garden.
No sooner had he achieved this, than the Theatre
Royal, Drury Lane burnt down. He permitted that
company to move to the Lyceum, bringing their
Royal Patent (permission to perform plays) with
them. At last—though now designed for opera—
the Lyceum was used for plays.

The new building was lavish, with a special
feature of a Saloon which was variously decorated
as a Winter Garden, an Italian terrace or a Chinese
Pavilion depending on the season.
The ticket
prices ranged from one shilling to five shillings,
and the house, at full capacity, could take £350.
The Lyceum reopened on 15 June 1816 with two
plays, thus challenging the Patent Theatres
monopoly, but interpolated many musical items so
that it could argue it remained inside the licensing
laws. The opening address was given by Fanny
Kelly, who was the star of the house, and a popular
attraction with London audiences.
The next fifteen years were mixed. The elder
Charles Matthews had some success, Planché’s
Lyceum Theatre, c. 1834

National Trust - John

When Drury Lane re-opened in 1812, the Lyceum
lost its right to stage plays, and to use the term
“Theatre Royal”. Samuel Arnold, who had just
retired from the management of Drury Lane, now
took a 90 years’ lease on the Lyceum and bought
extra land surrounding the premises. At a total
cost of £80,000 he completely rebuilt the Lyceum,
giving it an entrance from the Strand.
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“The Vampyre” (1820) and T.P. Cooke as the
Monster in “Frankenstein” (1823) were very
popular.
Mrs Glover gave a breeches
performance as Hamlet in 1821, and the great
Edmund Kean played there in 1828. In 1830 the
house burned down.
Rebuilt further to the west - so that what had
been part of the building is currently Wellington
Street itself - and much enlarged, the new theatre
opened as the New Theatre Royal Lyceum and
Opera House in 1834. When the building was
finished it was discovered that Beazley, the
architect, had forgotten to supply any stairs to the
gallery and a temporary wooden staircase was
hastily installed.
English opera was, however, not a success,
despite the best efforts of Balfe, the composer.
From 1847 to 1855 it was managed by Madame
Vestris and her husband Charles Matthews. They achieved numerous successes, but her extravagances and his lack of
business acumen finally bankrupted them. In 1856 the Lyceum once more came to the rescue: this time for the
Covent Garden opera company whose theatre had burnt down. The opera company stayed only a short while,
preferring to move as soon as it was ready to Her Majesty’s in the Haymarket. Then Charles Dillon took over the
Lyceum, followed by a series of managers, none of whom gained much success.
In 1871 Henry Irving made his debut at the Lyceum. As Mathias in “The Bells” and as Hamlet he was staggeringly
successful. By 1878 he had taken over management and engaged Ellen Terry as his leading lady. Together they
became the most famous theatre partnership in the world. His Shakespearean productions became legendary. When
he staged “Faust” (1885) thousands of theatregoers came specially from Germany. The number of applications for
first-night tickets would have filled the Lyceum twelve times over. When Irving was on tour in America many
notable players performed at the Lyceum: Forbes Robertson, Sarah Bernhardt, Eleanora Duse, Coquelin amongst
others. Irving’s eventual knighthood (1895) was the first ever given an actor and marked the acceptance of actors as
artists (no longer “rogues and vagabonds”) Sir Henry Irving’s last appearance at the Lyceum was in 1902, after
which the Lyceum was closed because it failed to meet the required safety standards.
In 1903 it was demolished, except for the walls and the portico, and in 1904 was rebuilt as a music hall. However, it
was totally eclipsed by the new Coliseum, and after just six months, it was forced to close and remain mostly empty
for several years. In 1909 it was acquired by the Melville Brothers who for almost thirty years had regular and steady
success with a series of melodramas and an annul pantomime. By 1938 both brothers had died and the theatre faced
an uncertain future. Then the London County Council purchased it for a road widening scheme. In 1939 John
Gielgud’s Hamlet was the last play to be performed before
the Lyceum closed.

Kirsty McLaren

However, demolition did not take place because of the
Second World War. In 1945 the building reopened as a
dance hall. In the 1980s there were plans to demolish the
building, and this immediately led to a long campaign to
save the Lyceum. The National Theatre gave several
“platform” performances of “The Mysteries” inside the
building, playing in what had originally been the stalls, but
there were no performances on the famous stage until 57
years had elapsed.
The Lyceum was magnificently restored and reopened with
“Jesus Christ Superstar” in 1996. Disney’s “The Lion
King” followed and saw in the millennium and the new
century. The freehold of the building is now owned by the
Theatre Trust.
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LYRIC THEATRE, Hammersmith
1888
1890
1895
1972
1979
2009

Opened as the Lyric Hall
Reconstructed as the Lyric Opera House
Completely rebuilt
Closed and carefully demolished
Recreated inside a modern office building
Plans announced for a £15 million extension

The original Lyric Hall opened in Bradmore Grove,
Hammersmith in November 1888 with a French marionette
show. Two years later it was reconstructed as the Lyric
Opera House. In 1895 Frank Matcham was commissioned
to redesign the building. The new manager, John M. East,
spent just under ten years creating a very successful theatre,
with a profitable annual pantomime and the ability to attract
star names like George Arliss and Lily Langtry.
When John East left in 1904 the Lyric went downhill very quickly. This was partly due to the rival attraction of
the newly opened King’s Theatre, Hammersmith (q.v) and partly due to mis-management. The Lyric Opera
House became a centre of melodrama and was known locally as the “Blood and Flea Pit”. Its days of
prosperity returned with Sir Nigel Playfair who took it over in 1918 and renamed it the Lyric Theatre. Two of
his biggest successes were John Drinkwater’s “Abraham Lincoln” (1919) and “The Beggar’s Opera” (1920).
This ran for 1,463 performances and became the most popular show in London, bringing many theatregoers out
to the suburb of Hammersmith.
After Playfair left in 1932 the theatre was mostly unused, and remained so throughout the Second World War.
In 1945 Hugh (“Binkie”) Beaumont’s Company of Four assumed control. This was a legal tax avoidance
arrangement whereby H.M.Tennent—the largest of the commercial managements– could stage “educational”,
non-profit making productions.
Many of these would later be transferred to the West End in the ordinary
commercial way. Alec Guinness in “The Brothers Karamazov” (1946) Richard
Burton in “The Boy with The Cart” (1950), Paul Scofield as “Richard II”, the
John Gielgud season with Pamela Brown and Margaret Rutherford - these
were all fruits of this incredible time. The successes continued with Donald
Wolfit’s “Master of Santiago” (1957), Pinter’s “The Birthday Party” (1958)
and Sandy Wilson’s “Valmouth” (1959).
In 1972 the theatre was sold to property developers and permission was given
for the building to be demolished. There was a great public outcry. The
Greater London Council came up with a compromise. The original plasterwork
was to be carefully removed and stored and plans were made to re-create the
theatre inside the redeveloped King Street commercial complex.

On 18th October 1979 the Queen officially
opened the resurrected Lyric— a
reconstruction of Matcham’s 1895 original
(with just a few alterations) using the
original plasterwork and situated inside a
commonplace modern commercial
building.

Lyric Opera House, 1895 and (above) the 1979 rebuilt Theatre

In 2009 the Lyric was awarded a £3
million grant from the Department of
Children, Schools and Families towards a
£15 million transformation. Its aim is to
become a “teaching theatre”, with new
facilities to include extra rehearsal and
dance studios, a recording studio, a cinema
and an IT suite. The scheme is due to be
completed by 2011.
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LYRIC THEATRE, Shaftesbury Avenue
1888
1904
1932
1997

Opened
Frontage altered
Renovated and partially reconstructed
Major refurbishment

The Lyric is the oldest of the six surviving theatres in
Shaftesbury Avenue. It opened in 1888 with the comic
opera “Dorothy” starring Marie Tempest. This was a
transfer from the Prince of Wales and had already run for
816 nights before moving to the new theatre For some
years the theatre specialised in comic operas, while
Eleonora Duse made her London debut there in 1892 in a season including “La Dame aux Camelias”, “Fedora”
and “A Doll’s House”.
In 1896 Wilson Barrett’s religious play “The Sign of the Cross” had enormous success and did much to add to
the growing respectability of legitimate theatre. Sir Johnston Forbes-Robertson became manager in 1902 and
appeared alongside his wife Gertrude Elliott. In 1906 Lewis Waller took over and staged successful revivals as
well as the musical “The Chocolate Soldier”.
During the 1920s and 30s Leslie Howard, Tallulah Bankhead, Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne attracted large
audiences. The Lunts returned during the Second World War in a series of Rattigan plays. Post-war shows
included “The Winslow Boy” (1946), the musical “Grab me a Gondola” (1956), and Alan Bennett’s “Habeas
Corpus” with Alec Guinness (1973).
In 1984 Leonard Rossiter, playing a leading role, suffered a heart attack and died in his dressing room during a
performance of Joe Orton’s “Loot”. The show was held up for 10 minutes before the understudy took over.
The Lyric followed the tragic “Loot” with the musical “Gigi” (1985), then Ayckbourn’s “Chorus of
Disapproval” (transferred from the National Theatre in 1986.) The first half of the 1990s saw a five year run of
“Five Guys Named Moe”.
In 2002 David Warner made a long-awaited return to the stage in “The Feast of Snails” and in 2006 Sheila
Hancock and James Dreyfuss appeared in a much praised revival of the Kander & Ebb musical “Cabaret”. The
freehold of the Lyric is owned by the Theatre Trust.

