1815-1816

1816 : The 20 year old wife of
Armand Vestris, ballet master at
London’s King’s Theatre, has
been highly praised for her
performances in two Mozart
operas - “The Marriage of Figaro”
and “Cosi fan Tutte” - at the
King’s.

1816 : The star attraction at the
Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens is
Madam Saqui who descends from
a height of sixty feet walking a
tightrope whilst fireworks crackle
around her.

1815 : Dublin’s Smock Alley
Theatre has been converted into a
corn store. It opened 153 years
ago, but for the past 25 years has
only been used occasionally as a
theatre.
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1816 : Following the burning of
his beloved Drury Lane Theatre,
Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s
career went rapidly downhill
through excessive drinking and
lack of money. He has died, aged
65, in dire poverty. However, the
Government has decided to
honour him with a burial in Poet’s
Corner in Westminster Abbey.
Although he himself would have
preferred to be laid to rest amongst
his fellow politicians, posterity
will surely remember him as a
playwright and man of the theatre
rather than as a Member of
Parliament and a political figure.

1816 : John Philip Kemble at
Covent Garden has seen his
business collapse because of
Kean’s drawing power at Drury
Lane.
Accordingly, he has
engaged a young actor from
Worthing , Junius Brutus Booth,
and is promoting him as a rival to
Kean. Booth opened at Covent
Garden with a highly successful
“Richard III” - and audiences
clamoured to see more of him.
Following this success he asked
Kemble for more money, but was
refused. Before Kemble knew
what was happening, Mr
Kinnaird, the new manager at
Drury Lane, stepped in and
offered Booth a contract at Drury
Lane and then announced that his
theatre was offering the two best
actors in the country. Kemble
had found and has now lost a rival to
Kean.

John Philip Kemble in the role of “Coriolanus”

1816 : The Lyceum Theatre, rebuilt as an opera house
in 1809, and then used for legitimate plays by the
Drury Lane Company whilst their own theatre was
being rebuilt. was temporarily entitled to place the
words “Theatre Royal” on its facade. When Drury
Lane was re-opened, the Lyceum lost its right to stage
plays, and to use the term “Theatre Royal”.
Samuel Arnold, who has just retired from the
management of Drury Lane, has now taken a 90
years’ lease on the Lyceum and has bought extra land
surrounding the premises. At a total cost of £80,000
he has completely rebuilt the Lyceum, giving it an
entrance from the Strand.
The new building is lavishly appointed, and has a
special feature of a Saloon which will variously be
decorated as a Winter Garden, an Italian terrace or a
Chinese Pavilion over the next few months.
The ticket prices range from one shilling to five
shillings, and the house, at full capacity, can take
£350. The Lyceum reopened on 15 June 1816 with
two plays, thus challenging the Patent Theatres
monopoly, but interpolated many musical items so
that it could argue it remained inside the licensing
laws. The opening address was given by Fanny Kelly,
who is the star of the house, and a popular attraction
with London audiences.
The “old” Lyceum prior to its 1816 rebuilding
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1813 : Details published in “The
Authentic Memoirs of the Green
Room” list 25 main theatre
circuits in England and a further 3
in Wales - thus suggesting there
are something like 150 provincial
venues being used as theatres.
With the addition of the Theatre
Royals in the larger towns and
cities together with those in
London, it is now claimed there
are around 200 theatres in England
and Wales.

1816, 12 January : Edmund Kean gave his first performance as Sir Giles Overreach in
Massinger’s “A New Way to Pay Old Debts”. In the performance he scaled heights never scaled
before - he was so frightening that a terrified Mrs Glover, playing opposite him, fainted onstage.
Lord Byron said he was almost frightened out of his life. At the end of his role the stunned
audience, when it regained its mental balance and the tension was relieved, yelled and roared for
Kean, giving him an ovation such as Drury Lane has never seen.

