1809 : Five months ago burning
debris from the fire at the
Theatre Royal Covent Garden
was blown onto the roof of the
Theatre Royal, Drury Lane.
Only the prompt action of Drury
Lane’s staff prevented it from
going the same way as its rival.
Now, by an almost unbelievable
coincidence, Drury Lane itself
has burnt to the ground. The
fire, on February 24th, was seen
for miles around and has come at
a very low ebb in the theatre’s
fortunes.
Business has been
poor of late and the fourteen year
old building is under-insured.
Despite its original building
costs of £220,000 it is only
insured for £35,000.
Theatre Manager, Richard
Brinsley Sheridan, has been
praised for putting up a great
show of character. Despite his
anxiety and the great stress of
the crisis, he watched the
destruction of his own theatre
from the windows of the Piazza
Coffee House in Covent Garden.
When praised for his fortitude he
said “May not a man be allowed
to drink a glass of wine by his
own fireside?”
An iron box containing the
original Charter from Charles I
has been rescued from the ruins.
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1809, 18th September : Covent Garden has been rebuilt and re-opened almost exactly a year
after the disastrous fire. The new building has been designed by Richard Smirke and has cost
£150,000. It is slightly smaller than the old theatre. The theatre re-opened with a production of
“Macbeth”, and immediately witnessed a riot in the audience as a protest against the increased
prices for the new theatre. The riots ensued for sixty-one nights. Police and soldiers were called
in. The Riot Act was read from the stage. The whole town took sides, with men wearing the
letters “O.P” (Old Prices) on their hats and waistcoats. Kemble finally gave in and restored the
prices to the original pre-Fire levels.

The six year old Royal Circus in
Lambeth has been converted into
the “Surrey Theatre”.
The
original Circus was built in 1792
and rebuilt in 1805 after a fire.
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1809 : Mr S.J. Arnold has just
co mpleted rebuilding his
Lyceum Theatre with a view to
its housing English Opera in
opposition to Drury Lane.
However, Mr Arnold has
decided to be magnanimous and
to allow the Drury Lane
Company to move into the
Lyceum whilst their own theatre
is being replaced following its
disastrous fire. The Drury Lane
Patent will move temporarily to
the Lyceum during this period.

