1852--1854

1853:
The ten year old
Albert Theatre in Hoxton is
be demolished because the
building fails to meet safety
standards. The Albert was
unique for its two stages,
built at right-angles to each
other. One was used as an
open air auditorium and the
other covered.
The
performers would play on
one or other of the stages
depending on the weather.
Unfortunately, it has never
been successful.

1854 : Brother to John Phillip
Kemble and Sarah Siddons,
Charles Kemble made his
debut at Sheffield in 1792. In
1794 he played Malcolm to
his brother’s Macbeth.
Always over-shadowed by
the great eminence of his
siblings, he retired in 1840,
and was appointed an
“examiner of plays” for the
Lord Chamberlain when play
censorship was introduced
under the 1843 Act.

1854 : The “Music Hall” has been around for thirty years or so. Evans’s Music and Supper
Rooms in Covent Garden , the Coal Hole in the Strand and the Trocadero in Piccadilly opened in
1820. Ten years later the number of halls had grown with venues like the Grecian, the Bedford,
and the Britannia in Southwark. The fashion was not confined to London - there was even a music
hall in Aberdeen. During the 1830’s the number of London halls expanded, and provincial towns
like Cork, Newcastle-upon-Tyne and Gravesend acquired their very own music halls. The 1840’s
saw a huge increase in the number of London halls, and it was claimed that London was home to
100 halls by 1850. Many felt the market for this kind of attraction had now been saturated.
Mainstream theatre was becoming more popular, audiences were beginning to tire of the rowdy and
unrespectable nature of these eating and drinking establishments. The building boom had peaked.
Not so. In the past four years another 200 music halls have been licensed in London alone. Well
over 300 London taverns, inns and public houses have extended their premises to include a
performing area. Audiences sit at tables on a flat floor, or around a gallery. Waiters continually
move to and fro soliciting orders for food and drinks. The landlord usually acts as a “chairman”
and sits at the front, announcing each “act” and encouraging the patrons to join in the singing and
the merriment (and, of course, the drinking!)
Entertainment takes place on a platform at the end of the hall, accompanied by a solo pianist (or a
small band in the grander establishments). It includes jugglers, acrobats, conjurers, singers, dancers
and musical speciality acts. However, the favourite performer is the singer of comic songs,
especially Sam Cowell, a 34 year old Anglo-American. His songs “Villikins and his Dinah” and
“The Ratcatcher’s Daughter” have made him the biggest attraction on the music hall circuit, and
the first “star” of the new Canterbury Music Hall on Westminster Bridge Road. This venue, run by
Charles Morton and his brother-in-law Frederick Stanley, actually charges an admission fee and
presents a very high quality performance. It aims at being a “respectable” venue and is felt by some
to represent a very real threat to mainstream theatres.

1852 : Her Majesty’s has been the top London Theatre for the past 59 years, so successful that it
has been splendidly rebuilt or refurbished five times during its life (1816, 1818, 1821, 1846 and the
last two years ago). Whether under the name of the “King’s Theatre or “Her Majesty’s” it has
been the most fashionable and a “must” for all visitors. Thus it was a great shock when the theatre
announced it would be closing due to financial difficulties. It seems that London is not big enough
to support two full time opera companies. Five years ago Covent Garden renamed itself the Royal
Italian Opera and has had great success. The competition seems to have killed the business at Her
Majesty’s.

1854 : Dion Boucicault’s
spectacular melodrama, “The
Corsican Brothers” is a great
success for Charles Kean at
the Princess’s Theatre,
Oxford Street.
Boucicault had a great
success 13 years ago with
“London Assurance” which
appeared under the pen-name
of Lee Moreton. After this he
suffered a string of failures,
and moved to France, where
he married a titled French
lady. He spent much of his
time viewing the historical
melodramas which are all the
rage on the boulevards and
his latest play is adapted from
o n e o f th ese Fren ch
successes. “The Corsican
Brothers” was allegedly sold
to Kean for a one-off
payment of £25. Following
the death of his wife,
Boucicault now lives in
London.
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Charles Kean in a dramatic scene from “The Corsican Brothers”at the Princess’s Theatre

