1726: The world of architecture
will remember Sir John Vanbrugh
for Blenheim Palace, Castle
Howard and the Clarendon
Building in Oxford. The theatre
world knows him as the architect of
the Queen’s Theatre in the
Haymarket, and playgoers will
remember him for “The Provoked
Wife” and for “The Relapse - or
Virtue in Danger” , an enormously
successful hit at the turn of the last
century.
Born a baker’s son, his long and
colourful career included a period
in the Bastille prison, when he was
arrested as a suspected spy during
his military service with the Earl of
Huntingdon’s regiment. He was
commissioned by Queen Anne to
design Blenheim Palace as her gift
to the Duke of Marlborough , and
in the same year, 1705, he was
knighted. In 1714 he was made
Comptroller of Royal Works to
George I, and re-designed
Kensington Palace. Theatre was
never more than a hobby to Sir
John, though he did gain huge
acclaim for his works. He has died
of quinsy at the age of 62.

1726: With Colley Cibber, as the
chief defence witness, giving a
performance to equal any he has
given onstage, Sir Richard Steele
has lost his lawsuit against Drury
Lane. Sir Richard’s Patent was
revoked seven years ago on account
of his debts. Cibber, Wilks and
Booth were left in control. Sir
Richard was attempting to claim
money he says is due to him from
his period as a joint-Patent holder.

1727: Britain’s first Hanoverian
King, George I, was never popular
with his people. During his 13 year
reign he spent most of it in
Hannover, and, indeed, died at
Osnabruck whilst journeying yet
again to his native city. News of his
death took several days to reach
Britain. His son and successor,
George II, made no secret of his
dislike for his father - and the
period of mourning, during which
all theatres must close, is to be a
very short one.
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1728: From its opening night on January 30th through an unheard-of run of sixty-two sold
out performances, there has never been a success like “The Beggar’s Opera”, written by John
Gay with music arranged by Dr Pepusch.
Cibber turned it down at Drury Lane, but John Rich accepted it for Lincoln’s Inn Fields, even
though his leading actor, James Quin, refused to play the leading role of Macheath. Rich
ended up with a profit of nearly £4,000; the writer, John Gay, received £693.13s.6d as
royalties, and 90 guineas for the publishing rights. This is a work which, according to the
wags, has made “Gay rich and Rich gay”.
It started life as a political satire in revenge for John Gay’s lack of promotion. He blames
Robert Walpole for corruptly advancing his own friends to lucrative posts and for ignoring
deserving people like Gay himself. Egged on by satirist Jonathan Swift, Gay has thinly
disguised Walpole and his entourage as a gang of highwaymen and robbers. He has added to
this a satirical attack on the absurdities of fashionable society’s obsession with Italian opera
and thrown in his own version of the much publicised quarrel between rival sopranos,
Cuzzoni and Bordini - and the result is an unparalleld hit show. Everyone in society has to
see the show. The King has been. Even Walpole himself - much to the delight of the
audiences. And the politicians are in a quandary. If they complain or attempt to ban it they
are seen to be admitting guilt. It is, after all, simply a “ballad opera” about highwaymen and
thieves. But, since everyone can see the
hidden meaning underneath, if they do not
complain or try to ban it, then more and more
people can appreciate the attack on our
political leaders.
By the end of its London run, it will also have
been performed or scheduled for performance
in almost all the theatres in the country - forty
performances in Bath, fifty in Bristol, twentyfour in Dublin. A whole industry has arisen
from “Beggar’s Opera” souvenirs:
sheet
music, printed pictures, reproductions of
Macheath and Polly on ladies’ fans and
drawing-room firescreens.
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