1731-1732

1731: George Lillo’s tragedy “The London
Merchant” has been the hit of the season at
Drury Lane, in spite of its flaunting the
“rules” of tragedy. Gone are great figures,
noble actions, and elevated verse. This play
tells of the downfall of an apprentice seduced
by a prostitute into murdering his uncle. It is
even written in domestic prose. However, its
homely realism and moral sentiment moves
the audiences to tears. It seems that Lillo is to
be the founder of a whole new kind of
domestic tragedy.

1732: Just four years after becoming the most
successful playwright of the age, John Gay has
died at the age of 47. The author of several
comedies and of the libretto for Handel’s
“Acis and Galatea”, his enduring fame will
spring from “The Beggar’s Opera”, which has
been performed at virtually every theatre in
the country. The profits from that ballad-opera
were responsible for the new theatre in Covent
Garden, but sadly, Gay did not survive to see
it. He has received a lavish funeral and been
buried in Westminster Abbey, where his selfwritten epitaph says: “Life is a jest; and all
things show it. I thought so once; but now I
know it”

1731: A theatre has opened in St Nicholas
Street, Ipswich. It will be used by the players
at Norwich as part of a touring circuit.

1732, 7th December: The famous pantomime artist, John Rich, made even richer
by the phenomenal success of “The Beggar’s Opera” has invested his profits of
£6,000, raising the remainder by subscription, and opened a new theatre in Bow
Street, Covent Garden. It will replace Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and will inherit the
former venue’s Royal Patent. The new theatre has a frontage of 51 feet and has
been designed by Edward Shepherd. Admission prices are 5/- for a box, 3/6d in
the pit, 2/- in the gallery and 1/- in the upper gallery. He seems to have reintroduced the old, much criticised provision of seats on the stage itself - but since
they cost 10/6d each they are not expected to attract many patrons. The opening
gala was “The Way of the World”. The next production will be a revival of - what
else? - “The Beggar’s Opera”.

1731 : Just two years after opening his Goodman’s Fields Theatre - which was
converted from a former shop - Thomas Odell has been forced to sell it. To add
insult to injury, the buyer is none other than his own stage manager, Henry
Giffard. Thomas Odell, in spite of holding the position of Deputy Licenser of
Plays, has not demonstrated any skills as a theatre manager, and during the past
two years has only achieved one real success at Goodman’s Fields - Henry
Fielding’s second play, “The Temple Beau”. Giffard has managed to raise
sufficient capital from friends and associates to tear down the old conversion and
replace it with a purpose-built modern theatre. He hopes to obtain a licence for its
use as a playhouse.

1732, 20th October: Henry Giffard, former stage manager of the theatre in
Goodman’s Fields, has opened a theatre in Ayliffe Street, Goodman’s Fields, “an
entirely new, beautiful, convenient theatre” designed by Edward Shepherd - the
man who has designed the new theatre in Covent Garden. Giffard dropped his
original plan of using the same site as the former Goodman’s Fields Theatre - and
the old building will now re-open for acrobatic and circus performances. There
has been strong opposition to this new venue, including claims that a “halo of
brothels” rapidly encircled the old theatre.
The public (and future historians) is likely to be confused by two theatres bearing
the same name in the same area. The situation will be even more confused
because of claims that there was yet another theatre in Goodman’s Fields some
thirty years ago. In 1703 there was a report of a theatre in the passage by the Ship
Tavern between Prescot Street and Chambers Street - but nothing more has been
heard of it.

