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VANBRUGH THEATRE, Malet Street
1921
1931
1941
1954
2000

All three photos courtesy of RADA

The Jerwood Vanbrugh Theatre

Opened as the Academy Theatre
A second auditorium, the Little Theatre, incorporated
into the site.
The Academy Theatre destroyed by bombs.
The Academy replaced with a new theatre, named the
Vanbrugh
Major renovation, reconstruction and enlargement

The original foundation stone of a theatre for the Royal
Academy of Dramatic Art was laid by Lady Bancroft in 1913.
However, the Great War intervened, and it was not until 27 May
1921 that the Academy Theatre was opened by the Prince of
Wales. The opening production was the world premiere of J.M.
Barrie’s “Shall We Join the Ladies?”. John Gielgud enrolled on
a one-year student course in 1923, during the course of which
he played 17 parts, including two versions of “Hamlet”. Many
years later Sir John Gielgud was appointed President of RADA
and its first Honorary Fellow.
In 1927 the premises were enlarged with the purchase of two
adjoining houses. These cost £5,000 and were paid for with a
donation from George Bernard Shaw.

The GBS Studio Theatre

In November 1931 a smaller “studio” theatre was added.
Known as the Little Theatre, it was formally opened by the
Duchess of York accompanied by the Duke (later King George
VI). The opening performance was Ashley Dukes’s “The
Dumb Wife of Cheapside”
Both theatres were in regular use until the Academy was
destroyed by a Nazi bomb in the early hours of 17 April 1941.
For the next thirteen years all RADA productions took place in
the Little Theatre or in the nearby City Literary Hall.
In 1950 George Bernard Shaw died. In his will he left one
third of his future royalties to RADA

The John Gielgud Studio Theatre

The replacement for the Academy
was opened on 2 December
1954—the ceremony performed by the former Duchess of York who was, by now,
Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother. The new theatre was named the Vanbrugh, to
commemorate Dame Irene Vanbrugh and Violet Vanbrugh, the distinguished
actresses who had given so much of their time to RADA. (Their brother, Sir
Kenneth Barnes, was the first Principal of RADA)
In 1997 RADA received a £22m Lottery Grant and began a major reconstruction
of the school premises and the Vanbrugh Theatre. The newly renovated RADA
was officially opened by the Queen in 2000. The Vanbrugh was renamed the
Jerwood Vanbrugh to acknowledge financial support from the Jerwood Charitable
Trust, and now seated a maximum of 183 people.
Two new studio theatres were created: The George Bernard Shaw Studio (seating
102) and the John Gielgud Studio (seating 72).
Additional rehearsal rooms were named in honour of
Siddons, Ellen Terry and Henry Irving.

David Garrick, Sarah
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VAUDEVILLE THEATRE, Strand
1870
1891
1926
1960

Opened
Major reconstruction. New building created .
Reconstructed. Virtually a new building
Renovated

The first Vaudeville Theatre opened on 16 April 1870 with the play
“For Love or Money”. The theatre was designed by C.J. Phipps and
financed by a consortium of three leading actors—David James, H.J.
Montague and Thomas Thorne—popularly known as the Jew, the Gent
and the Gentile. They had the theatre on a 21 year lease. The unknown
Henry Irving was a performer in the opening production. In 1875 the
new theatre had an enormous success with H.J. Byron’s comedy “Our
Boys” which ran for a previously unheard-of four years.
By 1891 Thomas Thorne was the only surviving member of the original
trio. He renewed his lease and had the theatre reconstructed under the
supervision of the original architect. A new frontage was built and the
capacity was reduced from 1000 to 750 in order to achieve greater
comfort. The new theatre opened on 13 January 1891 with Jerome K.
Jerome’s comedy “Woodbarrow Farm”.
A problem arose because of the noise from a neighbouring electric
generator and Thorne threatened to take the owners of the generator to
court. The owners were the Gatti Brothers— Agostino and Stefano—
restaurateurs, music hall proprietors, and now speculators in electric
generators. The Gattis solved the problem by buying the theatre and they
proceeded to own it for the next 77 years.

Doug McKenzie

The turn of the century saw great successes for Seymour Hicks and
Ellaline Terriss with “Bluebell in Fairyland” and J.M. Barrie’s “Quality
Street”. For a decade from 1915 the Vaudeville was the home of Andre
Charlot’s Revues.
In 1926 the theatre was, more or less, rebuilt. The exterior remained the
same, but the interior underwent major changes. The horseshoe shaped
auditorium became a rectangular “Classic” shape; the proscenium was
widened; the stage deepened; new front of house staircases were built. It
was effectively a completely new building.
Revues continued until the outbreak of war, when plays took over. In
1954 the theatre enjoyed a six year run with “Salad Days” - the longest
running show in the history of the Vaudeville Theatre.
The Sixties saw artists like Dorothy Tutin, Sybil Thorndike, Richard Briers and
Leslie Phillips in a series of thrillers and comedies. In 1969 the Gatti family
sold the building to Peter Saunders—the impresario best known for “The
Mousetrap”. He spent a lot of money upgrading the theatre, installing airconditioning, showers in the dressing rooms and redecorating it. and then
presented a series of comedies and thrillers much as before.
For the next thirty years the Vaudeville presented a mixed bag of attractions,
plays and musicals featuring performers like Moira Lister, Glenda Jackson,
Julia McKenzie, and Maureen Lipman, and it entered the new Millennium with
a highly successful Ray Cooney farce with Russ Abbot and Eric Sykes.
The entertainment “Stomp” opened in September 2002 . It was still running in
2007 and eventually transferred to the Ambassadors. In the autumn of 2007 the
Vaudeville underwent extensive front-of-house renovation.
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VENUE, The
2002 Opened .
This hall was originally the basement of the
Notre Dame Church in Leicester Place. As a
music venue just off Leicester Square, the Venue
had significant relevance to the pop music scene
of the second half of the 20th Century. It saw the
first ever appearance of the punk band The Sex
Pistols, and throughout the
Seventies it hosted such
bands as The Damned,
Blondie and the Clash.
In the 80s and 90s it was used for a number of forms of entertainment ranging from Whirligig
Club and Jitterbug, to Ballroom dancing and Salsa clubs. At the turn of the century it came into
new ownership, and the decision was made to turn it into a theatre. Banks of temporary
stadium-like plastic tip-up seating for 329 people was installed and in 2002 it opened with the
Boy George musical “Taboo”. In 2004 it staged the highly successful revue “Round the Horne.
. .Revisited”. The Venue has gained a reputation for staging quirky musicals like “Saucy Jack
and the Space Vixens” and the Australian cult show, “The Vegemite Tales”
VERE STREET THEATRE
1634
1660
1675
1809

Opened as a tennis court, occasionally used for entertainments.
Converted into a theatre whilst Drury Lane was being built.
Closed and used as a chapel.
The building, by now a slaughterhouse, was destroyed by fire.

Gibbon’s tennis-court was constructed in Clare Market, Vere Street, in 1634. It is not known if this site was used for
private theatricals in its first six years, but certainly by 1640 all theatre performances were banned. In 1652 a group of
unemployed actors staged a secret and illegal performance there, but they were betrayed and the performance was
raided by soldiers. (A contemporary account records they were “betrayed by an ill Beest… causing the poor actors to
be routed by the soldiery”. It is possible this refers to William Beeston, from a rival theatre company).
In 1656 William Davenant staged “instructional” performances firstly in his private house and then in Gibbon’s
tennis-court. This was seen as a test of whether the Puritans were prepared to relent in their complete ban on
entertainment. In 1660, with the Restoration of King Charles II and the repeal of the Puritan Laws, the Tennis Court
was rapidly converted into the Vere Street Theatre. On 8 November 1660 Killigrew presented “Henry IV, Part I”,
claiming his right to perform plays under the authority of the Charter granted to him by Charles I—the right to run the
King’s Men.
The Vere Street Theatre was always intended as a temporary venue, and Killigrew immediately began to plan a major
new theatre in Bridges Street, Drury Lane. In 1663 his new theatre was ready, and he moved out to take up residence
at his Theatre Royal. For a while the Vere Street Theatre was used as a training school for young actors and as a
temporary home for various companies but by 1675 it was in use as a Non-Conformist Chapel. After 1682 it fell into
disuse, and was later used as carpenter’s
shop and finally a slaughterhouse. It burnt
down on 17 September 1809.
Over a century later another theatre, was
built on the same site. (See the Peacock
Theatre)
There is some confusion
between Gibbon’s tennis-court in Clare
Street and Lisle’s Tennis Court in Portugal
Street. (See the entry under “Lincoln’s Inn
Fields” and under “Tennis Court
Theatres”)
The illustration is a contemporary print
depicting the Tennis Courts after the fire
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VICTORIA PALACE
Opened as Moy’s Music Hall in the Royal Standard
Rebuilt and opened as the Royal Standard Music Hall
Rebuilt on a nearby site
Demolished
New building on same site, the Victoria Palace Theatre
Major renovations
Further renovations
The Royal Standard pub was built in 1832,
and almost immediately began to offer two
or three evenings a week of “Select
Harmonic Evenings”.
By 1840 the
landlord, John Moy, had built an attached
hall for singing and dancing and had
created Moy’s Music Hall. In 1854 the
premises were known as the Royal
Standard Concert Rooms.
In 1863 Robert Brown took over from
Moy. He remodelled and redecorated the
hall and on 26 December 1863 relaunched it as the Royal Standard Music
Hall, claiming it had a capacity of over
2,000. In 1886 his premises were bought
by a railway company to create Victoria Station. The whole area disappeared and the site
was levelled. A new venue was built facing the new Railway Station. This new theatre
revived the name Royal Standard Music Hall and was built under the ownership of
Richard Wake. It contained a large Grill Room, a Billiards Room, large public bars, the
latest in electrical lighting and cooling and promised to continue the traditions of the best
in music hall entertainment. The New Royal Standard lasted 24 years.
In 1910 Alfred Butt bought the Royal Standard, demolished it, and on its site erected the
Victoria Palace—a magnificent music hall designed by Frank Matcham. The opening
performance on 6 November 1911 presented a variety bill and a one-act comedy “The
Deputy Sheriff”. For almost twenty years the “Vee-Pee” was the home of famous music
hall and variety stars, though it established an annual tradition of a Christmas fairy-play
called “The Windmill Man”. In 1929 Gracie Fields appeared in a revue called “The
Show’s the Thing”, after which the Victoria Palace became a home for revues. In 1934
the V-P staged the patriotic play “Young England” which created a great fuss, requiring
the police to be present at each performance to deal with hecklers and would-be rioters.
In 1935 Seymour Hicks took over the management and presented a series of plays, and at
the end of 1937 the musical “Me and My Girl” opened to great acclaim. In 1947 the
Crazy Gang presented their show “Together Again” and began a fifteen year almost nonstop association with the Victoria Palace. This was followed by the “Black and White
Minstrel Show” which, in various editions, filled the theatre for the next ten years. In
1973 the “Carry On” team appeared in a stage show called “Carry on London”, then the
musical “Annie” (1978) began a three year run. In 1982 the huge attraction was Elizabeth
Taylor appearing live in Lillian Hellman’s “The Little Foxes”.
The musical “Buddy” occupied the theatre from 1989 to 1994, followed by a two year run of “Jolson—the Musical”,
and then a series of shorter-run shows culminating in the Elton John musical “Billy Elliott” which opened in May
2005. Currently owned by Sir Stephen Waley-Cohen, planning is underway for an enlarged stage and better frontof-house facilities as part of the proposed new London Transport Underground Station at Victoria.
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