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1819  :  Seven years after the novel experiment of having a committee of amateurs run Drury 
Lane, the debts have reached £80,000.  The Committee has voted itself out of office, and has 
launched a public appeal to raise money to wipe out the deficit.  Robert William Elliston has 
taken over sole control.  He faces an uphill struggle since the departure of Edmund Kean on an 
American tour leaves Drury Lane without its top attraction, and forces him to find a 
replacement . 

1819 : Edmund Kean, the 
undisputed though difficult to 
manage star of British Theatres, 
has left Drury Lane for a year-long 
tour of America.  His farewell 
performances as King Lear and 
Richard III saw packed audiences 
giving him a great ovation. 
 

1819 :  John Scott has sold his 
Sans-Pareil Theatre to Messrs 
Jones and Rodwell who have 
reconstructed it and re-named it 
the Adelphi Theatre.  It has a 
remarkable gas-l i t  central 
chandelier in the auditorium.  The 
theatre is permitted only to 
perform burlettas, but gets round 
this law by having a pianist play a 
virtually inaudible musical 
accompaniment throughout the 
evening, being heard only during 
s c e n e  c h a n g e s .   E v e n 
Shakespeare’s “Othello” has been 
presented in this way. 

1819 :  William Smith, who 
played Macbeth opposite Mrs 
Siddons and alternated Hamlet and 
Richard III with Garrick, has died 
at the age of 89.  He retired 31 
years ago but occasionally 
reappeared at various benefits for 
his old friends.  He claimed never 
to have blacked his face, never 
ascended in a trap, and never to 
have played in a farce - and thus 
he was affectionately nicknamed 
“Gentleman” Smith.  During his 
career he resolutely refused to 
perform on any Monday during 
the hunting season as he was a 
zealous rider to hounds. 

1820  : Mr Elliston has enjoyed a great 
piece of good fortune.  He has found a 
new “star” for his ailing Drury Lane 
Theatre in the person of Madame Lucy 
Vestris.  Three years ago this beautiful 
and intelligent actress introduced 
Mozart’s operas to London and was 
praised for her performances as 
Dorabella and Susanna.  However, she 
made little long term impact and soon 
moved with her husband to Paris.  It 
appears that her husband has recently 
deserted her, so she has returned to 
London. Elliston offered her some 
parts at Drury Lane, but no one 
anticipated the impact she would make, 
nor that she would become the talk of 
the town.  Somewhat unfairly, and in 
spite of her great talent, the talk 
revolves mainly around her legs.  She 
has appeared as Macheath in “The 
Beggar’s Opera” and as Don Giovanni 
in a burlesque of Mozart’s operas, both 
“breeches” roles, in which she displays 
her legs.  Some have claimed to be 
shocked, but multitudes have flocked 
to see her. 

1820:  The hotel at the end of King Street, Covent 
Garden, has regularly made its rooms available to the 
National Sporting Club for social functions.  Now a 
former member of the Covent Garden Chorus, Mr W.C.
Evans, has come to an arrangement with the hotel 
whereby he will open the rooms to the general public for 
variety concerts. 

1820:  Birmingham’s 28 year old 
New Street Theatre, which 
became the Theatre Royal in 
1807, was destroyed by fire on 
January 6th and was rebuilt 
before the end of the year.  The 
new theatre incorporates two 
stone medallions (of Shakespeare 
and Garrick) which have been 
retrieved from the ashes of the 
old building. 
Meantime an English actor 
called Harris, from Covent 
Garden, last year  built a new 
theatre in Dublin and gained a 
royal patent for it,  The Theatre 
Royal, Dublin has taken away all 
the business from the old Crow 
Street Theatre, which has now 
closed, and is expected to be 
pulled down in the next few 
years. 

1820:  King George III has died at the age of 82, after a 
sixty year reign, though for the past nine years his mental 
and physical illness has rendered him incapable of ruling, 
and his formal duties have been undertaken by the Prince 
Regent.  It was well known that father and son hated each 
other. However, protocol requires all theatres to close 
from the time of the day of the king’s death - January 
30th- until the the day of the funeral - February 15th.  The 
new King, George IV, did not attend his father’s funeral, 
claiming an attack of pleurisy. 

1820: The Coal Hole is a newly 
opened song and supper room in 
the Coal Tavern, Carting Lane, 
Strand—a public house partly 
underground and popular with the 
coal-heavers who work the 
Thames barges. It offers free 
entertainment to customers who 
buy food and drink. It is proving 
to be a popular attraction. 
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