1759-1762

1761:
For
the past 43 years
Londoners have flocked to the annual
Pantomime at Covent Garden, where
“Lun” has made them roar with
laughter at his antics as Harlequin.
He has hidden where it was
impossible to hide, has passed
through openings that were smaller
than his body, he has stood on
supports that were too weak to take
his weight, balanced on an umbrella,
curled up inside a guitar-case, and
fled, leaping through glass,dashing
down chimneys and jumping over
walls to escape a succession of
village constables.
“Lun” was the stage name of John
Rich. He was born into a theatrical
family - his father, Christopher, ran
the Drury Lane theatre at the end of
the last century . He became manager
of the Lincoln’s Inn Fields Theatre on
the death of his father and earned a
great deal of money from the success
of John Gay’s “The Beggar’s Opera”.
John Rich used this money to build
the Covent Garden Theatre almost
thirty years ago. The survival of his
theatre has been due in great part to
the enormous popularity of John
Rich’s “Harlequinades”, and to his
own great following as a performer.
He has died at the age of 79. His
increasing frailty prevented him from
appearing in his pantomime this
year - the first time he has missed one
since 1717.

1760: Colley Cibber’s daughter, Charlotte, was one of the most bizarre figures ever to
appear on the stage. She was intensely masculine, and interested in hunting and shooting
and the company of stable boys, when her father forced her to marry Richard Charke, a
violinist at Drury Lane in the hope of taming her. She quickly abandoned her husband and
took to wearing men’s clothing both onstage and off. She obtained some success as
Macheath in a revival of “The Beggar’s Opera” and as Fopling Fribble, a satirical portrait of
her father in a play by Henry Fielding. However, she became bored with theatre and gained a
succession of employments as a grocer, alehouse keeper, valet de chambre, sausage seller
and puppet show-woman. She was once bailed from jail by friendly prostitutes and more
than once used her masculine disguise to court young ladies. She was the author of three
plays, and an autobiography. It is rumoured that she gave birth to a daughter who has moved
to New York and become an actress under the name of Mrs Harman.

1759: Spranger Barry has bounced back from bankruptcy and is attracting huge audiences to
his Romeo, opposite Mrs Rossiter, at the Haymarket. The success of his “Romeo and Juliet”
is likely to wipe out all his former debts.
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1760: The former actress, Lavinia
Fenton, has died at the age of 52. In
the nine years during which she has
held the title of Duchess of Bolton,
“she had become so obnoxious to the
lower orders about her place of
residence that they were with
difficulty prevented from dragging
her out of her coffin.”.

1760, 25th October : King George II is dead at the age of 76. His death, at Kensington
Palace followed a heart attack. His reign has been an eventful one, beset with problems with
the Jacobites and of controlling the dual monarchy of Hannover and Great Britain. The
country has also moved very definitely towards a parliamentary democracy, with the King
continuing to reign, but to rule in name only. The two great passions of the late King’s life
were the army and the opera. He actually led his troops into battle - something that is quite
unusual nowadays. He also regularly attended the two Royal Patent Theatres. All theatres
have been closed for the official period of mourning, but this time there is a genuine sense of
sadness in the theatre world at his passing. His successor, King George III, is 22 years old.

1762: The ten year old High Street
Theatre in Portsmouth has undergone
major rebuilding and enlargement,
and a new theatre has opened in
Norfolk Street, Sheffield.
Spranger Barry (Romeo) and Mrs Rossiter (Juliet): The Balcony Scene

