1664-1666

1664: The theatre-going public has
hailed the debut of a major new
playwright in the person of 30 year
old George Etheredge. His “The
Comical Revenge ,or Love in a Tub”
has stormed the town. His comedy
incorporates the style of
contemporary French theatre,
especially Moliere, but has added a
brilliance and cynicism from today’s
London Fashionable Society. As a
result he has created something quite
new in English theatre - and
something likely to have a profound
effect on the Theatre of the
Restoration.

1664: “Parson’s Wedding” at the
new Drury Lane Theatre is the first
play in England to have an allwoman cast. It has been adapted
from the Spanish playwright
Calderon by Thomas Killigrew, and
is causing considerable controversy.
Samuel Pepys confesses the play is
so bold, it made him blush.

1664 : The opening of the new theatre
in Drury Lane has meant the
neighbouring Phoenix Theatre (also
known as the Cockpit) is nowadays no
longer licensed to perform plays. It
has closed, pending some kind of
decision on what to do with the
building,
At the same time Oxford University
has built a new “theatre”, called the
Sheldonian. It has been designed by
the 40 year old professor of astronomy
and architect, Christopher Wren and
has been modelled on the Theatre of
Marcellus in Rome. The Sheldonian
Theatre is intended to be the main
public building of the university.

1665, 5th June: A Special Order has closed all theatres and public entertainments
because of another outbreak of the Plague. The present pestilence began during the
Christmas holidays of 1664 . From December to March, London was gripped by an
almost continual frost, with the Thames frozen over, and the Plague seemed to have
disappeared. However with the thaw there came an explosion of victims. London
has never experienced anything so frightening, with a thousand people dying each
week. Homes have been abandoned, and those houses where victims reside are being
sealed off. Special troops of recruits go round the street delivering food to those
imprisoned in their houses and collecting the bodies of victims.
Thomas Killigrew, manager of the two year old Theatre Royal in Drury Lane is using
the period of enforced closure to make some alterations to the building and to widen
the stage. His acting company is suffering extreme hardship through lack of income,
and several have become carpenters, joiners and builders just to try and survive
during this long period of unemployment.

1666: The City of London has been devastated by a great fire which started in a
baker’s shop in Pudding Lane early in the morning of September 3rd and raged
uncontrolled until late in the evening of the following day. The two day terror
resulted in the complete destruction of 13,000 homes, 86 churches and St Paul’s
Cathedral. Incredibly only 9 people died in this disaster.
Theatrical casualties included the loss of the Salisbury Court Theatre, the Boar’s
Head Tavern and the Mermaid Tavern.

1665:
15 year old Nell
Gwynn was allegedly spotted
amongst the orange sellers at
Drury Lane and then offered
a part with the acting
company.
Her debut, as
Cydaria in John Dryden’s
“The Indian Emperor” has
caused a sensation. She is
woefully miscast,
quite
inexperienced and in no
measure a tragedienne, but
she has captivated all the men
in the audience. She is
currently the talk of all
London and the King has
expressed an interest in
seeing her.

1666, 29th November: For the first time since June
5th last year, London’s two theatres have been
given permission to re-open.
Both theatres
announced that the profits from their first
performances would be donated to a charity for
relief of the victims of the Plague and the Great
Fire. Drury Lane and Lincoln’s Inn Fields are back
in business at last!

1664: The re-opening of the theatres in London has led to a number of
groups of “strolling players” once more touring around the country and
presenting their plays on “fit-up” stages in market squares. A number of
these performances have also been given in London, where Smithfield
Market is becoming an increasingly popular venue for these open-air performances. It is felt that much of the work being presented in the new
theatres is aimed at the wealthy and is not attractive to ordinary working
people.
Strolling players in London’s Smithfield Market

