1721-1725

John Rich as Harlequin with his “slapstick”

1721 : Although the days are gone when aristocrats and noble lords
used to place their seats on the stage itself to watch the play, it is
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 noble peer of the realm, slightly the
worse for drink, was standing in the stage left wings of the Lincoln’s
Inn Fields Theatre and conversing with one of the lady performers.
He seemed to have no interest in the performance of “Lun” - the
theatre’s manager, John Rich, in the role of Harlequin, nor that of
James Quin, who were onstage playing in the pantomime.
The nobleman spotted friends of his 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. The actor tongue-lashed the nobleman. The nobleman
struck the actor. James 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 fullscale 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”.

1723: Theatre business is
booming in Norwich.
Last year the old Angel
Theatre was replaced
with a new building, and
now a second new theatre, the White Swan, has
opened

The Harlequinade characters from left to right
are Pantaloon, Harlequin and Clown (wearing
the style of dress made famous by Grimaldi).
Columbine is above holding Harlequin’s
“Slapstick”

1721: King George I has ordered a
troop of armed soldiers to be posted
in the auditorium at Lincoln’s Inn
Fields Theatre to prevent any further
riots. They will be in attendance at
every performance for the next week
until the authorities can be reassured
there will be no repetition of the
recent violence.

1721: Politicians, noblemen, Royalty, theatre managers and actors
have all been caught up in a disastrous financial collapse which
has ruined many people. Shares in the South Sea Island Company
had risen astronomically since the company offered to take over
the National Debt by issuing shares at £1 for each £1 of the debt.
Initially the shares rose to 128 points and then, in a matter of
weeks, rose to over 1000. Drawn by the lure of enormous capital
gains in a short period of time, hundreds of people were caught up
in a fever of speculation - selling everything they could to raise
cash to buy the shares. The collapse of the shares, together with
allegations of bribery on a massive scale, has destroyed the British
economy. Sir Robert Walpole has been appointed “Chancellor of
the Exchequer and First Lord of the Treasury” in an attempt to
restore confidence.
Not only did several theatre managers and actors lose their
personal savings in this venture, but much of the audience has
suffered as well.
Attendances at London’s theatres have
collapsed, and bankruptcy is a real threat in the theatre world.

