1674-1677

1676 : Hard on the heels of last year’s hit
comedy “The Country Wife”, playwright
William Wycherley has written a sequel - “The
Country Girl”. His new play is less salacious
and surprisingly moral in tone and it is an even
greater commercial success than the earlier
play.
Wycherley is the most successful
playwright of the current times.

1672: The first footlights have been introduced,
illuminating the front of the stage at Dorset
Gardens. They are wicks floating in oil.

This engraving of the second Drury Lane Theatre was made when the
building was a hundred years old. The basic structure, however, remained
the same throughout the theatre’s life.

1677:
Britain’s first
professional woman
playwright, Aphra Benn,
aged 37, has been acclaimed
for her comedy “The Rover”.
She spent her youth in
Guiana where her father was
the lieutenant-governor, and
returned to England as the
wife of a wealthy Dutch
merchant. Widowed eleven
years ago she seems to have
worked as a spy, been
imprisoned for debt, and
now to have found a
profitable career in theatre.
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1675: William Wycherley began writing
plays a few short years ago. Now, at the age
of 35, he has had a huge success with his
comedy “The Country Wife”. Acknowledged
as a masterpiece of comedy, it has also been
condemned for its lewdness and its
obsessively sexual plot.
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1674: Just two years after the disastrous
fire, a new Theatre Royal has opened in
Drury Lane. It is the second London theatre
to be designed by Christopher Wren (who
last year was knighted for his architectural
services) but with total building costs of
£4,000 - less than half the sum spent on the
Dorset Garden Theatre - it is nowhere near
as magnificent as its rival. However, it is
generally agreed to be a fine, workable
theatre. The opening night was attended by
the King and Queen, who saw a
performance of Beaumont and Fletcher’s
“The Beggar’s Bush”.
The stage area projects right up to the front
row of the pit. The stage boxes have been
replaced with wing-space, and the orchestra
now plays above the stage instead of
underneath. In an opening prologue John
Dryden contrasted the “plain built house” of
Drury Lane with Dorset Gardens “shining
all with gold”, but assured the public the
quality of the players at Drury Lane was so
high, that they did not need ornate
decoration.

