1869-1870

1869 : The St. James’s Theatre has
started an innovation by issuing a
magazine programme, giving the
cast list, information on the actors,
details of the omnibus routes and
cab fares from different parts of
London.
The cost of this
“programme” is subsidised by
advertising. It is felt that this new
service will become popular and
spread to other theatres.

Between 1862 and 1871 there has been a substantial increase in the number of major theatres
in the British Isles. Fifty three new theatres have been built, and two existing venues have
been replaced. It is now estimated that there are over 220 major provincial theatres in the
United Kingdom. These figures exclude music halls and the numerous small and seasonal
venues used at various times for theatrical performances.
London has seen a net increase of a dozen theatres in the past ten years, and there are now
over a hundred major entertainment venues in the capital. Half of these should more
properly be classified as “Music Halls” rather than legitimate theatres.
Provincial touring is now a major feature of theatrical life. The last twenty years has seen
great development in railway transport to all parts of the country. Most railway companies
now offer special facilities for the transportation of scenery, and many of the new provincial
theatres have carefully chosen to build as near as possible to the local railway station.
British Theatre is now a national industry.

1870 : The two-year-old Globe Theatre, in
the Strand, witnessed “disgraceful scenes”
during the opening night of Lord Newry’s
play “Ecarte”. The theatre’s manager,
Sefton Parry (who also owns and designed
the building) is said to have been enraged
by the drunken antics of the cast.
The play was abandoned before the first
interval. In the course of a lengthy picnic
scene in Act One, the players indulged in
private jokes inaudible to the audience, and
with interminable delay partook of a
substantial repast washed down with
copious champagne which soon reduced
them to a state of mild intoxication. The
leading lady forgot her lines and grinned
foolishly and, to the noisy derision of the
audience, staggered to the footlights and
announced “Now, you stupid fools, when
you have done laughing and making idiots
of yourselves I will go on with this beastly
play”. The audience refused to let the play
continue and besieged the box office demanding refunds from Mr Parry.
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1869 : Her Majesty’s Theatre in the
Haymarket has been rebuilt
following the disastrous fire of two
years ago. The new theatre has cost
£50,000, and is said to be equipped
to the highest technical and comfort
standards. However, such is the
parlous state of British Theatre that
there is no one prepared to occupy
it. This has come as a great financial
blow to the re-developers, and is
likely to lead to their bankruptcy.
The building is currently empty and
unused.

1869 : Both the Oxford Music Hall and the Princess's Theatre, at opposite ends of Oxford
Street, have undergone major rebuilding and renovation this year. The Princess’s became a
leading theatre during the nine years of Charles Kean’s management from 1851 to 1860,
when his magnificent Shakespeare productions marked a great period for English Theatre.
Since then the Princess’s has been attracting excellent business, particularly with “It’s Never
Too Late to Mend” - the play which included a highly controversial flogging scene.
The Oxford Music Hall has been rebuilt with a larger capacity following last year’s fire. Its
mixture of music and slapstick comedy has attracted huge crowds night after night,
justifying Charles Morton’s belief that a purpose-built Music Hall would prove
commercially successful. In 1861 he took the old galleried tavern on this site and created a
hall with a platform at one end, room for musicians in front, and tables and chairs over the
floor area. The three-sided gallery remained, and seats in the gallery have to be paid for.
Admission to the floor of the Hall is free as long as the patron buys food or drink.
The third new London theatre to open this year is the Royal Charing Cross . This has been
converted from the 15 year old Polygraphic Hall in King William Street.

