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1823  :  For the best part of a century much of provincial 
theatre has depended upon the Circuit System - a system 
whereby a theatre company operates from a base in one 
town and then tours continually to a whole series of nearby 
towns.  At present there are around 40 such circuits, but this 
is a much smaller number than in previous years - and 
represents a considerable decline on the peak years of the 
Circuits, some twenty years ago. 
Many reasons for this rapid decline have been suggested:  
social changes, population shifts, new patterns of 
transportation, easier provincial access to London theatres, 
and the exorbitant fees paid to London stars when they are 
persuaded to tour with the circuits.  The ten major circuits -  
Bath, Brighton, Bristol,  Edinburgh, Hull, Liverpool,  
Manchester,  Newcastle, Norwich and York - have all 
concentrated more and more on their base theatres, and are 
making efforts to persuade the more outlying audiences to 
make the journey to the home theatre.   
The smaller, second-tier circuits are experiencing similar 
reductions in their touring schedules.  It is clear that the 
hey-day of the Circuit System is well and truly gone, never 
to return. 

1823 : Thomas Potter Cooke 
has had enormous success as 
t h e  M o n s t e r  i n 
“Frankenstein”, a stage 
adaptation of the sensational 
novel by Mary Shelley.  
Cooke, whose nickname is 
“Tippy”, is making a name 
for himself in “horror” plays, 
having recently played 
Ruthven in “The Vampire” . 

1824 :  William Betty, now 
aged 31, has attempted a 
comeback some twenty years 
after his phenomenal success 
as a boy-actor.  Despite 
several attempts, he has made 
no impact whatsoever, and 
has been forced to retire.  His 
earnings from the 1804/1805 
season together with his later 
income from the provinces 
made him one of the 
wealthiest ever actors, but it 
appears that in the intervening 
years this money has all been 
squandered by Betty’s 
profligate father. 

1823:  John Philip Kemble 
has died in Lausanne, France, 
at the age of 66.  It is six 
years since he retired from 
the stage, but they have not 
been happy years.  He has 
suffered heavily with gout, 
and was unable to walk for 
much of the past year.  He 
was also very short of money, 
and was forced to sell many 
of his possessions, including 
his beloved collection of old 
plays, to the Duke of 
Devonshire. 
His lasting legacy has been to 
bring nobility and decorum to 
the profession of the actor, 
and his dignity and solemn 
devotion to the integrity of 
the play text has increased the 
status of theatre as an artistic 
medium.  He was an 
especially handsome man and 
a great actor in the grand 
manner, though he was said 
to be stiff and unyielding in 
his movement.  His style was 
unsuited for comedy, but his 
“sensible, lonely” Hamlet has 
not been surpassed, and he 
made his mark on a whole range of tragic parts - Wolsely, the Stranger, Rolla, Brutus, Cato, and 
especially Coriolanus.  He was manager of Drury Lane and then Covent Garden and he and his 
sister, Sarah Siddons, suffered great financial loss in the disastrous fire of 1808.  He was much 
disturbed by the “Old Price” riots which followed the re-opening of Covent Garden, especially as 
he invested a great deal of his personal money into improving the quality of scenery and costumes 
and to bringing large spectacular productions to his theatre 

1824 :  Edmund Kean, 
whose talents in acting 
are matched by his 
talents in  drinking and 
womanising, has been 
summonsed to court by 
City Alderman Cox.  
The charge is the 
“criminal conversion” of 
Cox’s wife, Charlotte.  
The Alderman caught 
them together  in 
Birmingham, whilst 
Kean was on tour. 
Alderman Cox is a 
member of the General 
Committee of Drury 
Lane.  Much fun has 
resulted from the 
publication of  bawdy 
ballads and cartoons 
depicting the latest 
drama at Drury Lane. 

John Philip Kemble as Rolla in  Sheridan’s “Pizzaro” 

Edmund Kean, “handsome ,  
romantic and frequently drunk” 
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