1755-1756

1755: By order of King George
II a troop of guards will be
regularly on duty at every
performance at the Theatre
Royal, Drury Lane. This is to
prevent a repetition of the recent
riots. It is understood that the
guards will be based at Drury
Lane, but will also have a
presence at the neighbouring
Covent Garden Theatre.

1755: David Garrick’s first appearance at Drury Lane since the riots was greeted with some
booing and a very tense atmosphere. Shortly into his performance he stopped the play and
threatened that if there were any further disturbances he would leave the stage forever. The theatre
was silent for a moment, then rocked with magnificent sympathetic and friendly applause.
Covent Garden and Drury Lane were soon back in the business of competing with each other’s
productions. This time it was the “Battle of the Lears” - Spranger Barry playing King Lear at
Covent Garden, and David Garrick playing King Lear at Drury Lane. The Press records the
following rhymes doing the rounds:
“The Town has found out different ways
To praise the rival Lears:
To Barry they give loud huzzas,
To Garrick they give tears”
and another epigram has settled it:
“A King, and every inch a King,
So Barry doth appear.
But Garrick’s quite a different thing,
He’s every inch King Lear”
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1756: John Palmer, manager of
the Orchard Street Theatre in
Bath, has bought out the
opposition.
Mr Simpson,
manager of the Assembly Rooms
Theatre, has agreed to sell the
venue to John Palmer so that it
can be converted to other, nontheatre use.
Meantime Glasgow’s only theatre
has been closed after just two
years, due to intense religious
opposition.

1755: “ The Chinese Festival” at Drury Lane opened on November 12th - just after Great Britain
declared war on France. Garrick’s production employs a troupe of speciality dancers from France
and Switzerland. In spite of public criticism about the engagement of foreigners from a belligerent
country, he decided to go ahead with the show. The King attended the opening night and was said
to be amused at the non-stop barracking and verbal abuse which continued throughout the
performance. With each successive night the troubles got worse, with fighting amongst the
audience as the house took sides - either for Garrick, or against him.
The riots escalated by the fifth night when it was rumoured that even the costumes had been made
in France, to the exclusion of English dressmakers. On the sixth night swords were drawn, blood
was shed, and a mob started wrecking the theatre. A crowd left the theatre and marched to
Southampton Street. They started smashing windows and throwing stones at Garrick’s house and
attempted to set fire to it. Garrick sent for the military and a squad of soldiers finally dispersed the
mob.

David Garrick in the role of King Lear

