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THE 02
1999
2000
2001
2003
2005
2007

Opened as the Millennium Dome
Closed as planned
Sold to Meridian Delta Ltd
Winter Wonderland opened
Sold to O2 Plc
Opened as the O2

The Millennium Dome, designed by Richard Rogers, was hugely controversial from the very beginning. It was
conceived on a smaller scale by John Major’s Conservative government as a showcase to celebrate the
Millennium. The incoming Labour Government of Tony Blair in 1997 greatly enlarged the size, scope and
funding of the project. It was intended to open it for one year as a Millennium Exhibition and then convert it
into a football stadium with a 25 year life.
The private opening on New Year’s Eve 1999 was something of a disaster, with transport problems meaning
some VIPs did not get there in time for the midnight celebrations. The year-long exhibition which had been
predicted to attract 12 million visitors ended up with just 6.5 million. When the exhibition closed on New
Year’s Eve 2000 the building was unwanted and its contents auctioned off, leaving just the shell of the building.
It remained unused until the Millennium Experience Company was liquidated in 2002. At this point the Dome
had cost a total of £789 million. The income had been just £189 million, and the deficit of £600million had
come from the National Lottery fund. (The original estimate was £399 million from the Lottery.)
This enormous “white elephant” was a continuing embarrassment to the government, especially since the empty
Dome was costing around £1million a month just to maintain it. During the ongoing debate about its future use,
the Dome opened again temporarily in December 2003 for a “Winter Wonderland” experience, and then served
as the venue for a number of free music festivals organised by the Mayor of London. Over the 2004 Christmas
period the Dome was used as shelter for homeless people.
The Millennium Dome was publicly renamed The O2 on 31 May 2005, in a £6 million-per-year deal with the
mobile phone company, O2. The site was to be redeveloped into an entertainment district including an indoor
arena, a music club, a cinema, an exhibition space, bars and restaurants. The redevelopment was undertaken by
the Dome’s new owners, the Anschutz Entertainment Group and cost a further £600 million. The resulting
venue opened to the public on 24 June 2007 with a concert by the rock band Bon Jovi.
In March 2009 Michael Jackson held a press conference at the O2 to announce an initial 10-date series of
concerts from July onwards. (This was later increased to 50 concerts to cope with the demand for tickets).
However, the first of the concerts was threatened by rumours about Michael Jackson’s health, and then, in June
2009 the whole series was cancelled because of his sudden death.

O—2

1818
1833
1871
1880
1912
1927
1940
1950
1963
1975
1983
1998
2004

Opened as the Royal Coburg Theatre
Renamed the Royal Victoria Theatre
Renovated as New Victoria Palace
Renamed Victoria Hall & Coffee Tavern
Lilian Baylis takes over management.
Theatre now known as the Old Vic
Major rebuilding
Badly damaged by bombs, and closed.
Completely renovated and re-opened
Used to house National Theatre Company
National Theatre moved to South Bank
Old Vic now a touring venue
Major rebuilding and renovation
Closed and sold to a consortium.
A new company formed under Kevin
Spacey.

Governors of Old Vic

OLD VIC

Old Vic in 1895

The Royal Coburg was named as a compliment to Prince Leopold von Saxe Coburg (afterwards the King of Belgium,
Queen Victoria’s famous uncle). Prince Leopold laid the first stone by proxy in the autumn of 1817. The opening in
1818 was a melodramatic spectacle entitled “Trial by Battle or Heaven defend the Right”. The playbills for the
opening night contained the following assurance: “Extra patrols are engaged for the bridge and roads leading to the
theatre, and particular attention will be paid to the lighting of the same”. This was very necessary at this period
because the Lambeth Marsh which extended on either side of the footpath, was notorious as the resort for thieves.
In 1831 Edmund Kean played his five most celebrated parts at the Coburg. His Othello was greeted with catcalls and
the incessant popping of ginger-beer bottles. His curtain-call met with hoots of derision and Kean shouted at the
audience: “I have played in every civilised country where English is the language of the people, but I have never acted
to an audience of such ignorant, unmitigated brutes as I see before me”.
This was probably a very accurate description of the Coburg’s audience. In 1833 under new ownership, the theatre
was renamed the Royal Victoria and tried to raise its general standards, but it soon relapsed to lurid melodramas and
became even more notorious for the hooliganism of its audiences. In 1871 the building was given a facelift and was
renamed the New Victoria Palace in an attempt to improve its reputation - but this failed.
In 1880 the building was empty and disused. Emma Cons, a doughty social reformer and the first woman member of
the London County Council, bought the theatre. She opened it as the Royal Victorian Coffee and Music Hall. No
alcohol would be sold at all. Science classes were held in the dressing rooms. (Morley College grew out of these early
lectures).
In 1898 Lilian Baylis, the niece of Emma Cons, became acting manageress and in 1912 sole lessee and manageress.
She became a major figure in the history of British Theatre. She was an eccentric, given to holding up rehearsals for
her conversations with God, legendary for being tight-fisted with money but generous with art. She didn’t worry about
holes in the carpets as long as there was quality on the stage - yet she rarely watched a play all the way through: “Not
keen on plays, dear” she once told Robert Atkins, “Don’t know what they’re about.”
Under her management the theatre (by now known as the Old Vic) entered upon
the policy of Shakespeare, opera and ballet which made it the most famous theatre
in England.
By 1923 the Old Vic had completed productions of the complete cycle of
Shakespeare’s plays, the first theatre in the world to achieve this. In 1932 Lilian
Baylis combined the Old Vic with the Sadlers Wells Theatre. The theatre grew from
strength to strength and in 1939 the company went on tour. This strange, irritating
woman was directly responsible for the foundation of today’s National Theatre,
Royal Opera and Royal Ballet. Lilian Baylis died in 1937.
The Old Vic was bombed on 22nd June 1940 and closed. The building suffered
further bomb damage the following year and the company re-formed at the New
Theatre. In 1950 the Old Vic was restored and opened once more. From 1953 to
1958 under the direction of Michael Benthall the Old Vic staged its second complete
cycle of all 36 Shakespeare plays, beginning with Richard Burton as Hamlet and
ending with John Gielgud and Edith Evans in “Henry VIII”.
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The Old Vic company disbanded in 1963 to make way for
the National Theatre Company. The National at the Old Vic
opened with Peter O’Toole as Hamlet, and for the next 13
years produced a stunning array of magnificent productions.
Laurence Olivier played 13 major roles during this period
(including a magnetic Othello) and most major British
actors appeared with the Company. Many important new
works were given their premieres.

The Old Vic in 1984

The new National Theatre building on the South Bank
opened in 1976. The Company left the Old Vic and it
seemed as if the glory days were over. The theatre ran into
hard times. In 1980 Peter O’Toole returned as Macbeth in a
production which was said to be so notoriously bad that the
public flocked to laugh at it. In 1981 public subsidy was
withdrawn and the theatre closed, its future uncertain.

Alberto Arzoz

The Canadian entrepreneur, “Honest” Ed Mirvisch took
over the building and spent £2.5 million renovating it. In
1984 it reopened, lovingly and authentically restored to its
former glory. The first show of the new era was the Tim
Rice musical. “Blondel” - and this was followed by a series
of musicals. The occasional attempt to return the Old Vic to
its “legitimate” roots included “The Corn is Green” with
Deborah Kerr (1985) ,“Andromache” (1988), “The War of
the Roses” (1989) and the 1996-97 season of classic plays by
Peter Hall.

The interior Old Vic in 1984

The losses from the Peter Hall season led to Ed Mirvisch
putting the theatre on sale. For a while its future seemed
threatened. Eventually it was bought by a consortium who
formed a new charitable trust and re-opened the Old Vic in
the autumn of 2004 under the artistic directorship of Kevin
Spacey .

LILIAN BAYLIS AND ENTERTAINMENT TAXES
In 1935 Lilian Baylis, on behalf of the Old Vic and Sadlers Wells,
headed a delegation of theatre managers to meet the Prime Minister at
10, Downing Street.
The managers were seeking exemption from Entertainment Tax for
productions of Shakespeare and those classics deemed to be
educational. It is said that Miss Baylis stormed into the Cabinet Room,
fell on her knees and started to pray. An astonished Stanley Baldwin
then saw her rise and say “I’ve just asked God if I should continue
paying this silly Entertainment Tax. Sorry, dear, but God says no”.
Shortly afterwards the Prime Minister, Mr Baldwin, announced exactly
such an exemption, though it is not known whether his decision was
based on the advice of the Chancellor or the Deity.
Stories of Lilian Baylis’s struggles with money are legendary - including the tale of the night she knelt onstage in
front of her cast at the Old Vic and prayed “God, send me good actors - cheap!””. However, her amazing
achievement in creating the first opera and theatre companies worthy of consideration as “national” companies, led
to her being created a Companion of Honour in 1929.
A studio theatre at Sadlers Wells Theatre (q.v.) has been named the Lilian Baylis Studio Theatre in her honour.
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OLYMPIC THEATRE
1806 Opened as Olympic Pavilion—sometimes
named Astley’s Middlesex Amphitheatre
1811 Enlarged as New Pavilion Theatre
1813 Rebuilt and used under various names
including Little Drury Lane and Olympic
1818 Partly rebuilt as Olympic New Theatre
1849 Burnt down
1849 Rebuilt as Olympic Theatre
1889 Closed and demolished
1890 Rebuilt and enlarged
1899 Closed for road-widening scheme
1905 Demolished
The Olympic Pavilion , 1806

Theatre Museum—Enthoven Collection

In Shakespeare’s days Drury Lane was called “Via
de Aldwych” and a survival of that name was
found in Wych Street, which, before Kingsway was
built, was one of the dirtiest most disreputable
thoroughfares in the West End. In the middle of
this stood the Olympic Theatre, which was at
various times used as a circus, a music hall, a
concert hall and a theatre.
The first Olympic opened as the Olympic Pavilion
on 18th September, 1806 on the junction of
Newcastle Street and Wych Street in the Strand.
Also known as the Middlesex Amphitheatre, it was
built by the equestrian showman, Philip Astley, out
of timber recovered from an old French warship.
The building was tent shaped, with a tin roof, and
very little brickwork. The deck of the ship was
used to make the stage. It cost £800 to build, and
Astley had been able to obtain a licence because of
the influence of Queen Charlotte, who was a keen
supporter of his equestrian productions.

Olympic 1831

He sold it at a loss to R.W. Elliston of the Surrey
Theatre. Elliston partially rebuilt the venue,
renamed it the Little Drury Lane Theatre and used
it to present plays. The “big” Drury Lane Theatre
sought a court order preventing this breach of the
Patent rules. Elliston fought back and through
friends at Court managed to get a license on
condition he dropped the name “Drury Lane”.

Theatre Museum—Enthoven Collection

Astley hoped to cash in on the success of his
existing equestrian pavilion in Westminster Bridge
Road . However, it did not prove the attraction he
had hoped. In 1811 he tried a change of
programme - fewer horses, more actors - and
advertised attractions at the “New” Pavilion
Theatre but by 1813 he had decided to give up.

Olympic Theatre, 1849, calling itself “Royal” without permission.

The theatre, renamed the Olympic Pavilion launched itself with a series of “burlettas”, which were sometimes
nothing more than plays with continuous background music to get round the law. In 1818 he rebuilt the theatre as
the Olympic New Theatre. The following year he finally got his revenge on his opponents at Drury Lane Theatre:
Elliston himself became the lessee of Drury Lane. Under the terms of his lease he was not allowed to run any
other theatre so he put the Olympic up for sale.
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But no one would buy it. From 1819 onwards it was rented out
to a series of managers. They even included a pub landlord who
wanted to try his hand at running a theatre. The Olympic was
failing. So too was Drury Lane. In 1826 Elliston was declared
bankrupt. He then suffered a stroke and was stricken with
paralysis. All his assets, including the Olympic which he still
owned, were seized and sold.
The Olympic went for £5,000 to John Scott, the inventor of the
“True Blue” laundry and creator of the Sans Pareil (Adelphi)
Theatre, which he had recently sold at a big profit..
Scott continued the Olympic’s policy of burlettas and managed
to build the pantomime business with some success. He installed
gas lighting in the theatre.
In 1831 the Olympic was taken over by Madame Vestris, famed
as much for her glorious singing voice as her irregular private
life. She re-opened the Olympic Theatre with “Mary, Queen of
Scots” followed by James Planché’s burlesque, “Olympic
Revels”.

Olympic Theatre, 1882,

She tastefully redecorated the theatre, shortened the length of the
bill, and aimed at attracting a higher class of audience. She was
enormously popular, and created a company of much acclaimed
performers including Charles Matthews, who later became her
husband. She ran the Olympic for nine very successful (if
extravagant) years.

In 1839 Macready’s company at Covent Garden went bankrupt. Madame Vestris and Charles Matthews
decided to give up the Olympic and take a lease of the Theatre Royal. Covent Garden. The Olympic carried on
under various managements but seems to have lost some of the fashionable magic that had been associated with
Madame Vestris and her husband. It finally was managed by Walter Watts, a clerk in the Globe Insurance
Company who was also running the Marylebone Theatre at the same time. Watts was very lavish with his
money, though no one seemed to know where it came from.
On 29th March, 1849 the theatre burnt down. It burnt so quickly that many suspected Watts himself set fire to it
as part of an insurance fraud. The mystery was explained the following year when Watts was found guilty of
embezzling funds from the Insurance Company and sentenced to ten years transportation. Cheating justice as
well as the company, he hanged himself in his cell.
The third Olympic Theatre opened on Boxing Night 1849 with “Two Gentlemen of Verona”. It was enlarged
to accommodate 1,750 seats. The “Great Little Robson” made his name here and the Olympic gradually
resumed its fashionable image.
Queen Victoria and Prince Albert attended a performance in 1856. Henry Neville, another fine Olympic actor
appeared there for the first time in 1861. His greatest triumph was in “The Ticket of Leave Man” which ran for
400 nights, a very long run in those days. In fact, whenever there was a slump “The Ticket of Leave Man”
was resurrected. Neville played the part over 2,000 times before 1866 when he left for the Adelphi Theatre.
In 1869 the Olympic was reconstructed and the seating capacity reduced to 889. Over the next twenty-one
years the Olympic had many changes of management, and a few moderate successes, including W.S. Gilbert’s
“Princess” . In 1890 the third Olympic Theatre was demolished and a completely new theatre, designed by
Bertie Crewe and W.G.R. Sprague was built on the same site.
The new venue did not have much success and in 1899 it closed. The last show was said to feature a troupe of
acrobatic midgets playing to empty benches. The theatre remained empty for some time, awaiting demolition.
In its last years it was used for prayer meetings of the St Giles’s Little Wild Street Mission. In 1904 it was
demolished to make way for the new Kingsway road.
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OPEN AIR THEATRE, Regent’s Park
1933
1966
1975
1983
1997

Opened
Stage rebuilt
Major renovation
Dressing rooms rebuilt after fire damage
Major rebuilding

Ben Greet’s company first performed in the open air in Regent’s Park as early as 1900.
In 1933 Sydney Carroll revived the idea with a production of “Twelfth Night”. He
created a “permanent” open air theatre for this purpose. The theatre was reconstructed
and improved at various times from 1961 onwards. Major renovations took place in
1975, in 1983 (following a fire) and again in 1997. It has a seating capacity of 1876 and
is used for summer season presentations of Shakespeare and modern musicals

OPEN AIR THEATRE, Edmonton
1946
Opened
1985 Closed & demolished

London Borough of Enfield

This was a Summer Theatre in Pymmes Park, Edmonton,
equipped with a covered stage and properly built dressing
rooms. It was created on the site of an earlier bandstand
and had seating accommodation for some 1500 people.
Dependent on the weather, it survived as an occasional
venue for nearly forty years, but was badly damaged by
fire in the early 1980s. It was demolished in 1985 and not
replaced.
Opening Ceremony, 1946

OPEN SPACE THEATRE, Tottenham Court Road
1968
1976
1980

Opened in Tottenham Court Road
Relocated in Euston Road
Ran out of money and closed.

The Open Space, and especially Marowitz’s production style, polarised
audiences. Some claimed it was a major breakthrough in 20th Century
Theatre, introducing new authors, new material and a new approach to
theatrical production. Others claimed it was all juvenile, “Hippie” style Charles Marowitz and Thelma Holt at the front of
the Open Space, circa 1975
rubbish, with critics seduced by the “Emperor’s New Clothes”. It gained
especial notoriety when it showed a season of Andy Warhol films and was raided by the police.
In 1976 the lease expired. The Open Space Theatre was relocated to new premises in Euston Road. However, the
“Hippie” age was coming to an end. Marowitz and Thelma Holt had ended their partnership, and she had moved on
to manage the Roundhouse. Marowitz’s revolutionary style and his kind of productions had become almost
mainstream and even a little old fashioned. The Open Space survived a few more years and then the company was
liquidated. Marowitz returned to work in America. Thelma Holt went on to become a leading force in the National
Theatre.

Donald Cooper

A joint venture between West End actress, Thelma Holt, and American
radical and rebel, Charles Marowitz, the Open Space Theatre opened in
a disused basement in Tottenham Court Road in 1968. The opening
production was “Fortune and Men’s Eyes”. Immediately a number of
taboos were broken. The audience was insulted, locked in and treated
like prisoners. People were obliged to ask “guards’” permission to go to
the toilets. The play itself had four letter words and a gay theme, both
revolutionary for 1968. The next production , “Blue Comedy”, featured
nudity and simulated sex, again, something shocking for its time.
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OPERA COMIQUE, Holywell Street/Wych Street, Strand
1870 Opened as Royal Opera Comique
1876 Renamed the Opera Comique
1899 Closed and demolished for road widening scheme
The Opera-Comique, which existed for just 29 years, was one of three
theatres demolished to make way for the Kingsway and Aldwych
rebuilding in the first few years of the 20th Century. (See the Globe and
the Olympic)
It stood roughly on the area now occupied by the BBC’s Bush House
and was built back-to-back with the Globe. The two theatres were
commonly known as the Rickety Twins. It was said that both theatres
were “jerry-built” as a financial speculation knowing the London
County Council would need to buy the land for planned road-widening.
The Opera-Comique was a maze of underground passages, with much
of the building below ground-level. It was said to be reasonably
elegant, though it was also felt it would have been a death-trap in the
event of fire. It opened on 29th October 1870 with a visiting company
presenting plays in French. In May 1871 the Comédie Française,
appearing outside France for the very first time, scored a marked
success. The Opera Comique then began a series of operettas, opera
bouffe, and burlesques (mixed with the occasional straight play) which
brought it considerable success.
On 17th November 1877 George Grossmith appeared in the title role of
“The Sorcerer” the first full-length work by the newly paired team of
Gilbert and Sullivan. “HMS
Pinafore” (1878), “Pirates of
Penzance” (1880), and
“Patience” (1881) followed
over the ensuing years. The
great success of these works
ensured full houses at the
Opera Comique for nearly five
years.
When the D’Oyly
Carte/Gilbert & Sullivan team
moved to the Savoy Theatre
(newly built with their profits),
the Opera Comique hit difficult times. It tried a number of novelties:
“An Adamless Eden”, written by a woman, with an all-woman cast
and an all-woman orchestra; a number of visiting American
companies; and a season of classic period comedies. In 1889 it staged
the English premiere of Ibsen’s “Pillars of Society”.
In 1891 it came under the management of George Edwardes of the
Gaiety Theatre and a number of Gaiety burlesques transferred to the
Opera Comique.
In between burlesques it was used by the
Independent Theatre Society, staging new and rarely performed
revivals, and by some visiting companies from France and Germany.
The very last show, in April 1899, was the musical farce “A Good
Time” by G.R. Sims starring Kitty Loftus. This evoked the famous
shortest-of-all newspaper criticism which under the headline: “A Good
Time at the Opera Comique” recorded the one word “No!”. The
building remained empty for three years and was demolished in 1902.
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ORANGE TREE THEATRE, Richmond
1971 Opened upstairs in a pub
1991 Moved to the New Orange Tree Theatre, in a
converted school.

In 1971 the Orange Tree opened with “Go Tell it on Table
Mountain” , giving lunchtime performances upstairs in a
pub. In 1975 the brewers, Young’s, renovated the pub and
the theatre began performing in the evenings. It quickly built
a strong reputation for its new and experimental work and
saw its first West End transfer with “The Lady or the Tiger”.
In the second half of the 70s it premiered works by Vaclav
Havel, James Saunders, Alan Ayckbourn and Brecht and
continued through the 80s with a much praised production of
Tolstoy’s “Power of Darkness” and Rodney Ackland’s
“Dark River”.
In February 1991 the company left the pub and moved into the New Orange Tree Theatre - a converted Victorian
school . This theatre- in-the-round seats just 172. Under the artistic direction of Sam Walters it developed a
formidable reputation throughout the 90s as a powerhouse of new and innovative work. At the end of the 90s a
considerable sum was spent on the building to make it fully accessible for disabled patrons and staff.

ORPHEUM, Golders Green
1930 Opened as the Orpheum Theatre
1945 Renamed the Odeon, Golders Green
1974 Closed
1982 Demolished
Located in Temple Fortune, between Golders Green and Finchley, the Orpheum
Theatre opened on 11th October 1930 with Ronald Colman in the film
"Condemned". It was built for an independent operator and was designed by the
architectural firm, Yates, Cooke & Darbyshire. It was designed for cine-variety,
with a 35 feet wide proscenium, a stage depth of 40 feet, and ten dressing rooms. It
had 2,700 sears.
.In 1932 it was taken over by ABC Cinemas and by 1937 was part of the Odeon
chain, though it was not renamed an Odeon until 1945. Although primarily a
cinema, there was a great deal of stage use. From 1942 onwards it was home to a
regular series of Sunday evening concerts from the London Philharmonic Orchestra
featuring rarely performed chamber music and new, unperformed contemporary
works.
Programmes for 1953 indicate that for a while it functioned as a weekly rep offering
“The Shining Hour” “The Double Door”, “Distant Point” and “Twelfth Night” in
weekly succession, interspersed with a one week visit from the “Allied Ballet”. In the 1960s Ralph Reader's Gang
Show (for the Boy Scouts) was an annual event, as well as many other touring stage shows and pantomimes
In 1972, the Odeon was re-decorated prior to a visit by H.M. The Queen, when she came to see the Gang Show. Just
two years later, on 27th April 1974, the Odeon was closed: it was simply too big and too far from a major shopping
centre to be viable in the lean cinema-going years of the 1970's. It lay empty and unused for many years, eventually
being demolished in May 1982, and a block of flats was built on the site.
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OXFORD MUSIC HALL, Oxford Street

Mander & Mitchenson Collection

1861
1868
1869
1872
1873
1892
1893
1917
1921
1926

The First Oxford Music Hall, 1861

Opened as a Music Hall
Burnt down
Rebuilt
Burnt down
Rebuilt
Closed
Reconstructed and reopened
Converted into a “proper” theatre
Rebuilt and modernised.
Closed and demolished

Charles Morton’s Canterbury Music Hall was doing so well, that he
decided to expand and move into the West End. He purchased some
property on the corner of Oxford Street and Tottenham Court
Road—the Boar and Castle Inn, an old, galleried coaching house
from Jacobean times—and opened the Oxford Music Hall on 26th
March 1861. It was the finest music hall in London: 94 ft. long, 41
ft high, lit by 28 crystal stars, and with an enormous mirror
occupying the entire back wall of the stage.

Mander & Mitchenson Collection

On 11th February 1868 it burnt down. It was rebuilt and, under new
management, reopened on 9th August 1869. It burnt down again on
1st November 1872 and reopened on 17th March 1873 as a much
larger venue. In 1891 it was taken over by the Syndicate which ran
the Tivoli and the London Pavilion. They decided to rebuild and
modernise it.
Charles Morton, now aged 73, was invited to lay the new
foundation stone for the fourth building on his original site, and on
31st January 1893 the magnificent new hall was opened.

The Third Oxford Music Hall, 1901

The Oxford was the leading music hall venue and typical of its type,
where men could stand at the bar, order a drink and watch the show.
It saw the debuts of George Robey and Harry Tate. It was much
associated with Marie Lloyd. By 1913 touring revues and musical
comedies were being staged there and in 1918, during the Great
War, Charles Cochran produced Bruce Bairnsfather’s “The Better
‘Ole” to enormous success.
In 1920 it closed and was
converted into a proper
theatre, the New Oxford
Theatre. Sacha Guitry,
Yvonne Printemps, Eleonora
Duse and the Old Vic
Company all appeared there
before the theatre itself
closed in 1926 and was later
demolished to make way
for a Lyons Corner House.

The Second Oxford Music Hall,
A drawing by Tom Pennell from
Harper’s New Monthly, 1890

