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1886
1887
1894
1895
1898
1919
1920
1951
1960
1996
2000
2007

Opened as the Dalston Circus
Renamed North London Colosseum
Closed on safety grounds
Reopened after emergency repairs
Rebuilt as the Dalston Theatre
Closed
Reopened as a cinema—
the Dalston Picture House
Renamed the Gaumont Cinema
Closed and used as a warehouse.
Used as a nightclub
Future uncertain
Demolished

London Evening Standard

DALSTON THEATRE, Hackney

Protestors occupying the roof of the Dalston Theatre, February 2006

Originally opened as a circus, within three years it became a variety and
music hall. In 1898 it was rebuilt to designs of F.Edward Jones and
was a large theatre, seating 2,157. After 1919 it was no longer licensed
for theatre use and reopened on 6 December 1920 as a cinema.

GLC

When the cinema closed in the 1960s the stalls area was used as a car
auction room—with up to 80 cars parked where once an audience had
sat. The building was once more converted—this time as a nightclub in
the mid 1990s. In February 2006 the local Council gave planning
permission for demolition of the theatre and its replacement with an 18storey tower block. Protesters stormed the council chamber and had to
be removed by the police. The Protestors then began a rooftop sit-in. A
temporary Court order preventing demolition was issued in April 2006.
However, by the end of the year the Council obtained permission to
demolish the theatre and demolition was completed early in 2007.
Used as a car sales-room in the 1960s

DALY’S THEATRE,
Cranbourn Street
1893 Opened
1937 Closed and demolished
1938 Warner Cinema built on the
site
The American theatre proprietor,
Augustin Daly, made a fortune in
New York—mainly as a result of the
success of his play “Under the
Gaslight”. This play contained a
famous scene in which a man is tied
to a railway track.
Daly had already opened a theatre on
Broadway and now, in partnership
with George Edwardes of London’s
Gaiety, expanded his empire to include London. The London Daly’s, designed by C.J. Phipps, cost £60,000.
The opening show was Shakespeare’s “Taming of the Shrew” preceded by an address by the actress Ada Rehan
and the playing of the British and American national anthems. Daly himself was keen to promote Shakespeare,
the French authors, and actresses like Bernhardt and Eleonora Duse.
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It appears that Daly’s
somewhat highbrow
venture
was
not
particularly successful,
and George Edwardes
bought out Daly’s share.
The public reason for
this was stated to be that
Daly was returning to
America, but the rumour
mills claimed that
Edwardes had “kicked
him out”. Whatever the
truth, George Edwardes lightened the fare considerably, and from 1896
onwards the theatre enjoyed an astonishing success with 760 performances of
the musical “The Geisha”.
(Above) Jose Collins in
“Maid of the Mountains”
(Below) The cartoon claiming Daly
was badly treated

For the next fifteen years Daly’s was the home of the musical, and, along with
the Gaiety, became the most fashionable and successful of theatres in London.
“The Maid of the Mountains” with Jose Collins opened in 1917 and ran for an
incredible 1,352 performances.
By the early 1920s the theatre had been sold to James White, a former
bricklayer who had made millions during the war. White rejected advice from
his managers and insisted on running Daly’s his way. The theatre gradually
lost its audiences and soon was losing a great deal of money. James White was
also a heavy gambler and his gambling and other business losses became so
overwhelming that in 1927 he committed suicide.
Daly’s was re-possessed by the Westminster Bank. Its new owner, a South
African lady, struggled to re-establish the venue. Musical revivals were tried
and failed. In 1932 Francis Laidler staged a Christmas pantomime, “Mother
Goose”. Eventually it turned to non-stop variety, but that too failed. In 1937
Daly’s closed after the last night of a play called “The First Legion”. It never
reopened and was soon pulled down.

DEPTFORD ALBANY
1980 Opened
2002 Major refurbishment
A multi-purpose arts centre in Douglas Way, Lewisham, the Deptford Albany opened in 1980. Following major
refurbishment in 2002—thanks to Lottery funding—the Albany has a range of spaces suitable for main stage and
studio productions, as well as events,
conferences, rehearsals, auditions,
recordings and film screenings.
As a
result of the refurbishment, the venue is
exceptionally well equipped technically.
The main theatre encompasses a flexible
theatre with a standard capacity of 250
seats which can be laid out in rows or in
cabaret style. The main stage can be
linked to a digital 24 track recording
studio—making it ideal for radio shows
or music recordings.
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DEPTFORD THEATRE

Lewisham Public Libraries

1840 Opened
1857 Closed
1868? Demolished

Deptford Theatre, c. 1850

In 1840 an existing building in Church Street, Deptford was
converted into a theatre. Its original seating capacity was
900, and it opened with the rather imposing name, the
Royal Deptford Theatre. This use of the word “Royal” was
completely without authority, and after official protests the
“Royal” was dropped. The theatre was also known as the
“one-sided theatre”, Built alongside the Deptford Creek,
the site was too narrow to allow for a range of boxes on
both sides, so the ones on stage left took the form of images
painted on the wall!

At various earlier times the premises had been used as a school, a warehouse and a chapel before being used for
theatrical purposes. It opened under the management of a Mr Laws and survived under his control for some ten
years before it changed hands. The new owner, a Mr J.C.Neville, was not so lucky. Within four years he was
bankrupt and the theatre closed. Any plans to revive it came to an end when the nearby Carlton Theatre (see
Greenwich Theatre) opened as a replacement in 1864.
After it closed it became derelict and was mostly demolished. Part of the structure was retained when a new
storage facility was built, and the site was renamed Theatre Wharf.

DAVIS THEATRE, Croydon
1930 Opened
1959 Closed and demolished.

When this privately owned cine-variety house
opened, it claimed to be the largest cinema in
Europe. Its Compton cinema organ had four
manuals, 270 stop-keys, and a 32ft Pedal
Reed. Next to the Regal Organ at Marble
Arch, this was the largest in the country.
The Davis Theatre opened each midday with a
free organ recital of classical music. There
was also a restaurant, tea-rooms and afternoon tea-dances with a small orchestra. The Davis Theatre even boasted
its own concert orchestra - at one time conducted by Charles Williams, the composer of “The Dream of Olwen”.
With 3,725 seats it was a giant cinema, and not really suitable for most theatre shows. However its pantomimes
(usually Jack Hylton’s or Tom Arnold’s) were successful; and it was an excellent stage for ballet, with Robert
Helpman and the Sadlers Wells Ballet playing successful seasons in the late 1940s.
In September 1948 it was used for the public debut of the newly formed Royal Philharmonic Orchestra under Sir
Thomas Beecham. RPO concerts were regularly staged at the Davis Theatre. In 1954 Covent Garden Opera
staged Verdi and Wagner productions at Croydon (with a young Joan Sutherland in the cast.)
In the mid 1950s during a showing of the film “Blackboard Jungle” (featuring Bill Haley’s “Rock Around the
Clock”) the police were needed to clear the theatre of jiving youngsters. And throughout the fifties the Davis
Theatre was used for pop and rock concerts by artists like the Everly Brothers, and Buddy Holly & The Crickets.
In 1959 this magnificent building was demolished. It had been privately owned by the Davis Brothers—one of them
died, and the other happened to be Chairman of a Property Development Company— and so the venue was lost
( possibly without much fuss because the Fairfield Halls complex was under construction.)
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DIORAMA, Regent’s Park
(See also COLOSSEUM, Regent’s Park)

Opened
Closed
Converted into a Baptist Chapel
Converted into a mosque, later the home of
the Prince’s Trust charity

The diorama was invented in Paris by Louis
Daguerre (later the inventor of the daguerreotype—
an early form of photography.) Its forerunner, the
panorama started life as a simple wall-painting, but
had developed a theatrical use at Covent Garden in
the 1820 pantomime “Harlequin and Friar Bacon”.
It was a painted scene that was unrolled behind
actors moving in the opposite direction. The lovers
“crossed” to Ireland in a model boat while behind
them the panorama was unrolled showing various
seascapes culminating in a view of Dublin harbour.

British Library

1823
1848
1853
1973

A floor-plan of the Diorama, 1838

The diorama went much further. It was three-dimensional and used rapid changes of lighting to create the
illusion of movement. The diorama was especially popular for depicting current topical news events, like the
Battle of Navarino or the burning of the Houses of Parliament.
Dioramas needed a specially designed theatre to house them, and these buildings appeared in cities like
Liverpool, Manchester and Bristol. However the
first—and most imposing—was built near
Regent’s Park and designed by Auguste Pugin,
the father of the architect who later built the
Houses of Parliament.
The audience sat facing an opening that looked
like a picture frame. Behind the frame was a
perspective tunnel ending with a translucent
screen. The screen was lit with different light
sources and a system of pulleys opened and
closed screens, curtains and shutters to “paint”
moving images on the screen. This enabled a
short performance to be given, usually around
fifteen minutes.
The entire room was then rotated on its axis
(which is why the Diorama needed a purposebuilt theatre) and the audience faced a second
tunnel and set of frames and was able to watch
another fifteen minutes of a different set of
views.
(This information is taken from “Consuming
Passions” by Judith Flanders, published by
Harper Press, 2006)
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DOMINION THEATRE
1929
1931
1958
1974
1986
1992

Opened
Became a cinema with intermittent theatre use
Used exclusively as a cinema
Returned to occasional theatre use
Returned to full time theatre use
Major refurbishment and foyer reconstructed

In 1932 an attempt was made to return to live theatre with Richard
Tauber in a revival of “The Land of Smiles”. However, the
Dominion reverted to cine-variety and to the occasional variety
concert. In 1957 a highly successful series of performances by
Judy Garland revived hopes that the Dominion could return exclusively to live shows. However, the following
year Todd-AO equipment was installed for the film “South Pacific”. This ran for four years, soon followed by
the film version of “The Sound of Music” which ran even longer—from 1965 to 1973.
The next ten years interspersed blockbuster films with stage use by visiting
opera, dance and pop shows. In 1986 the Dominion returned to full-time theatre
use with the Dave Clark musical “Time” starring Cliff Richard and a “hologram”
appearance of Laurence Olivier. Other musicals have followed, including three
year runs for “Grease” and Disney’s “Beauty and the Beast”, though it was also
home for the legendary flop, “Bernadette”. At the start of the Millennium the
Dominion was host to the long-running “We Will Rock You”.
The building originally had a three-level auditorium, but the gallery has been
walled off but remains intact with just the front in use for stage lighting. The
stage is equipped with a large elevator which has featured in several recent shows.

DONMAR WAREHOUSE

1992

Opened in a converted warehouse
(previously used for rehearsals)
Rebuilt on the same site

Converted from a banana warehouse,the premises were
originally bought by Donald Albery to provide rehearsal
space for his West End shows. The name Donmar referred
to Donald Albery and his friend and client, the ballet
dancer, Margot Fonteyn. For six years from 1977 onwards
it was used as a studio venue for the Royal Shakespeare
Company prior to their move to the Barbican. It then was
a venue for visiting fringe companies.
It was closed from 1990-1992 and then reopened under the direction of Sam Mendes. During the 1990s it was
acclaimed for outstanding productions including Sondheim’s “Assassins” and “Company”, Tennessee
Williams’ “The Glass Menagerie” and David Hare’s “The Blue Room”.
Mendes was succeeded by Michael Grandage and the venue itself became part of the Ambassadors Theatre
Group, but maintains its position as the leading “Fringe” theatre in the West End.

Alberto Arzoz

1977

Kirsty McLaren

Designed as a cine-variety theatre, it opened in October 1929 with
the Broadway musical “Follow Through” with Elsie Randolph and
Leslie Henson. This was followed by “Silver Wings”. Neither of
these shows was a success and in 1930 a talking-version of the
film “Phantom of the Opera” was shown. The following year the
Chaplin film “City Lights” was premiered in front of King George
V and Chaplin himself was present to make a speech.
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DORSET GARDEN THEATRE, Salisbury Court
1671
1689
1695
1706
1709

Opened as the Duke of York’s House
Re-named the Queen’s Theatre
Used exclusively as a circus and acrobatic theatre
Closed
Demolished

Designed by Christopher Wren and magnificently decorated by
Grinling Gibbons, the Dorset Garden Theatre cost £9,000 to build an enormous sum of money, raised by subscribers and investors who
were appropriately called “adventurers”.

It stood by the river, south of Salisbury Court, and was very much
larger than its predecessor in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and even larger
than
its
rival,
Killigrew’s Drury
Lane. It had a river
frontage with its own
steps for those arriving
by boat. The building
even incorporated a lavish apartment for the “Keeper” - the actor
manager Thomas Betterton.
The opening performance on November 9th was the tried and true
favourite “Sir Martin Mar-All”.
By 1689 business was failing. Because of the Royal Patents,
Dorset Gardens was only allowed to stage operas and musical
events—plays were forbidden.
In an attempt to revitalise itself, the theatre renamed itself the
Queen’s Theatre as a compliment to the new joint monarchs
William and Mary. However, this didn’t make much difference and
soon the theatre was reduced to presenting acrobatic and wild
animal shows.
After 35 years the theatre closed and was eventually demolished.

DRILL HALL THEATRE, Chenies Street
1981 Opened in a converted drill hall.

A flexible 200 seat flexible space used for fringe and some mainstream
productions. It has become closely associated with musical and opera
productions and is one of the more exciting of London’s “fringe” theatres. A
second studio and additional facilities were created in 2002.
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DRURY LANE THEATRE ROYAL
1663
1665
1666
1672
1674
1775
1791
1794
1809
1812
1820
1831
1870
1901
1922
1939
1946

First theatre opened as the King’s House,
Bridges Street
Closed for 18 months because of Plague
and Great Fire
Re-opened
Burnt down
Second theatre opened as Theatre Royal,
Drury Lane
Major rebuilding
Closed because building in disrepair
Third theatre opened
Burnt down
Fourth theatre opened
Portico added
Colonnade added
Alterations to interior
Auditorium reconstructed
Auditorium rebuilt
Closed. Used as ENSA headquarters. Some bomb damage.
Renovated and reopened.

The most famous of all British Theatres, known in the early days as the King’s House. Its original Royal Charter is
signed by Charles II and dated 1663. The theatre has been rebuilt or remodelled four times since, and though its
fortunes have fluctuated from time to time, it has always attracted the greatest performers of each age—Betterton,
Mrs Bracegirldle, Nell Gwynn. Mrs Siddons, David Garrick, Edmund Kean, Charles Macklin and William
Macready amongst others. Its managers have included Dion Boucicault, Augustus Harris, and Alfred Butt.
In 1800 King George III attended a performance of “She Would and She Wouldn’t” and as he took his place in the
royal box a would-be assassin fired a shot from the Pit. The shot narrowly missed the king and the assassin was
immediately jumped on by some musicians. The king announced he would remain and the show should proceed as
planned. He was even observed to be asleep in his box during one of the quieter moments of the play.
In 1812 George III and his son, the Prince of Wales, both attended in separate parties and by mischance met face to
face in the theatre’s Rotunda. The King attacked his son and boxed his ears. Horrified attendants then led them to
separate boxes. The theatre management decided that such an event should never happen again, and thus created
separate entrances—The King’s Side, and the Prince’s Side—entrances which remain today.
In 1879 Augustus Harris took over the lease of the bankrupt Theatre Royal and managed to raise its status to that of
a “national theatre” with a programme of drama, operas and especially pantomime. Through the 1890s Drury Lane
became famous for its annual pantomimes with Dan Leno as the star attraction. Leno’s death at the age of 43 in
1904 was treated as a national tragedy. Every kind of show followed: Pavlova danced, Irving gave seasons here,
Ellen Terry’s Jubilee was held here, colossal extravanganzas featuring real elephants were staged, and even the film
“The Birth of a Nation” was shown here during the First World War.
Its greatest prosperity came from 1926 onwards with the series of great musical shows which has gone on ever
since, apart from a short period during World War II when the theatre was used by ENSA. (Evidence of the ENSA
use remains with their armoury and blast walls remaining understage). Starting with “Rose Marie” in 1926, Drury
Lane saw successes for Noel Coward and Richard Tauber and, above all, for Ivor Novello, whose musicals were the
mainstay of the late 1930s. Post-war successes at Drury Lane included “Oklahoma”, Carousel”, “South Pacific”,
“The King and I”. In 1958 “My Fair Lady” began a record-breaking 2,281 performance run. The record was
broken by the ten-year run of “Miss Saigon” from 1989-1999. “My Fair Lady” was revived in 2000. “The
Producers” was a long-running hit at the start of the 21st Century.
The theatre is now in need of major renovation which must preserve its architectural heritage. The stage contains an
important ensemble of six stage elevators dating between 1898 and 1932, including a pair of water hydraulic ones
imported from Vienna. (These have been already been restored—see next pages) Other features need preservation
as the theatre is brought up to present-day standards of safety, access and working conditions. Luckily the theatre is
in the safe hands of Sir Cameron Mackintosh who will doubtless treat it with all the care it requires.
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THE FIRST DRURY LANE THEATRE (1663—1672: There are no known illustrations .
THE SECOND DRURY LANE THEATRE (1674– 1792)
There is a
proposed
theatre design
by Christopher
Wren from c.
1674 which is
said
to
illustrate
the
second theatre.
The celebrated
comedian and
practical joker,
Joe
Haines,
was famous for
delivering an
Epilogue whilst seated on an ass onstage at the second Drury Lane Theatre in
1697—and the illustration depicting this probably gives some idea of what the
inside of the second theatre looked like.

The third theatre
opened on 21 April
1794, at a cost of
£2 2 0 , 0 0 0 —
£70,000
over
budget and after a
whole series of
legal wrangles. It
opened
with
“Macbeth”, the cast
of which
was
dominated
by
members of the
Kemble family. It
burnt down on 24
Feb
1809—just
five months after Covent Garden Theatre suffered
the same fate.

Theatre Museum

THE THIRD DRURY LANE THEATRE (1794—1809)

Drury Lane Theatre interior, third theatre, c.1800

Vala Studios, Arts Council of Gt. Britain

THE
FOURTH
DRURY
LANE
THEATRE
(Opened 1812 )

Drury Lane Theatre interior, current

The fourth theatre
opened on 10 October
1812. The Prologue was
specially written by Lord
Byron. Although it has
undergone a number of
Fourth Theatre—1812
building alterations,
additions and renovations, the present-day Theatre Royal, Drury
Lane, is basically the same building—approaching its 200th birthday.
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THE HISTORIC STAGE LIFTS
AT DRURY LANE
For the production of “The Lord of the Rings” much of Drury Lane’s
sub-stage and existing installation needed to be removed to
accommodate that production’s multi-lifting revolve.
Because of its Grade I Listed status, English Heritage required the
original machinery and lifts to be fully re-instated and re-installed once
the “Lord of the Rings” ended its run.
This work was carried out in 2008 under the supervision of Roger Fox.
As a result the lifts and sub-stage machinery were restored to working
order for the first time in many decades.
The photographs show the lift being operated from under the stage , and
how it appears from backstage and front-of house.
(Photographs by courtesy of Roger Fox)

THE BODY IN THE WALL
There is a frequently repeated legend of a ghost at Drury Lane, appearing mainly in the daytimes and chiefly in
the Upper Circle. The author W. Macqueen Pope in his Theatre Royal, Drury Lane - 1945 gives the
following story:
In 1845 some building work was being done on the Russell Street side of the Upper Circle (left hand side,
facing the stage). One portion of the wall seemed different from the remainder, and rang hollow when struck.
The workmen broke through and discovered this was a small, bricked-up alcove.
In the alcove were the skeletal remains of a man, dressed in clothes from the 1690s, with a dagger of
Cromwellian design protruding from his ribs.
An inquest returned an open verdict and the remains were buried in the little graveyard on the corner of
Russell Street and Drury Lane.
Since the current building had only been open for around 30 years, the clothing would suggest this was an
actor in costume. However, there is no evidence of any comment on or search for a missing actor at the time—
and no one has produced actual evidence of the inquest. The “Grey Cavalier” ghost haunting the gods at
Drury Lane could well be a fanciful publicity stunt—after all, Macqueen-Pope was the Publicity manager and
Press Officer for Drury Lane.. . . . On the other hand. . .
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DUCHESS THEATRE, Catherine Street
1929
1985c

Opened
Major renovations

During its first twenty years the Duchess was closely associated with the
plays of J.B. Priestley (he was the manager for several years). Then
Emlyn Williams’ “The Corn is Green” and Rattigan’s “The Deep Blue
Sea” had long runs here.
Pinter’s “ The Caretaker” heralded a new style of theatre and then the
Duchess used the abolition of theatre censorship to present the “sex”
revues “The Dirtiest Show in Town” and the six year run of “Oh,
Calcutta”. Ironically in 1986 “No Sex Please We’re British” transferred
here. At the end of the 80s the Duchess became the temporary home for
the Players Theatre (q.v.) whilst their own premises were undergoing
rebuilding.
Much of the 1990s was taken up with a six year run of “Don’t Dress for Dinner”, followed by a series of transfers

DUKE OF YORK’S THEATRE,
St. Martin’s Lane
1892
1895
1940
1943
1950
1960
1980

Opened as the Trafalgar Square Theatre
Renamed the Duke of York’s Theatre
Closed following bomb damage
Re-opened
Altered and redecorated
Renovated
Renovated

When former actress, Violet Melnotte built the Trafalgar Square Theatre in
the slum area of St Martin’s Lane, she was nick-named “Mad Melnotte”.
Indeed, it was not a success for a few years until the Coliseum was built
opposite, and the New Theatre a few yards up the street. By this time,
though, she had signed a long lease to the American impresario, Charles
Frohman. From 1897 onwards he had successes with plays like “Madam
Butterfly” (Puccini was in the audience and was inspired to turn it into an opera) and “The Admirable Crichton”.
“Peter Pan” was a great success in 1904. The following year a 14 year old Charles Chaplin appeared in “Sherlock
Holmes”. In 1915, on his way to America, Frohman was killed when the Lusitania was torpedoed by the German
Navy.
At this point Violet Melnotte re-assumed sole management. Until her death at the age of 79 in 1935 she
continuously quarrelled with or took legal action against all her tenants. Now known as “Madam”, she was always
dressed in mid-Victorian fashion (even as late as the 1930s!). She had no permanent home and for twenty years
lived at the Hotel Metropole, Brighton at weekends and at the Piccadilly Hotel during the week. Her ghost is said
to haunt the Duke of York’s. At ten o’clock each night a door is heard to slam and a female figure dressed in black
is frequently seen drifting through the Circle bar.
In the 1920s Noel Coward was a dominant name at the Duke of Yorks. In the 1930s the theatre staged productions
by the Carl Rosa Opera Company and the Ballet Rambert. The 1940s saw a two year run of “Is Your Honeymoon
Really Necessary?” For the next thirty years the theatre’s varied attractions included plays by Anouilh, Arthur
Miller and Alan Ayckbourn. In 1979 it was bought by Capital Radio and beautifully refurbished. As part of the
refurbishment the gallery was closed and a sound studio was built in the space. (In 2009 the current owners have
plans to reverse this change as part of further renovation.) The Duke of York’s continues to be a successful and
popular theatre. From 1997 to 2000 it housed the Royal Court Theatre Company while their own venue was being
rebuilt.

