

[image: ]








[image: alt]
















THE OLD VIC


The Story of a Great Theatre from Kean to Olivier to Spacey


TERRY COLEMAN









[image: ]

























For V, without whom …

























Introduction





I welcome this lively history of the lively Old Vic. I’ve been lucky enough to perform in some wonderful theatres, but from the moment I stepped on to the Old Vic stage back in 1988 I immediately knew what Laurence Olivier meant when he said it enjoyed the most powerful actor–audience relationship in the world, and I’d say that comes through in this book.


I’d also say that over my eleven years as artistic director I’ve got to know this theatre well – its historic stage, the splendour of its auditorium and the less than splendour of its historic dressing rooms. But I didn’t know the many fascinating aspects of its history that Terry Coleman’s book uncovers.


Our priority now is to restore the building and raise an endowment fund to ensure that the next generation of actors and audiences will continue to enjoy the theatre as so many generations before have done, from 1818 on. I hope that this book will help connect people to the Old Vic’s glorious history, so that they may be convinced of its importance for the future.


 


KEVIN SPACEY
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1818–1880





Royal Coburg to Palace of Varieties
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The Royal Coburg Theatre





The Old Vic owes its existence to Waterloo Bridge. At the beginning of the nineteenth century there was no bridge across the Thames between Westminster and Blackfriars. But during the last years of the Napoleonic wars a grand new bridge, said to be the finest in the world, was being built to make a crossing from the Strand. At the same time two promoters, Jones and Dunn, were running the Surrey Theatre, about a mile south of the river on the Blackfriars Road. The owner of that theatre’s bricks and mortar, seeing that the bridge would encourage a new audience to stream across the river, modestly proposed to increase the rent sevenfold, from £600 a year to £4,200. At which Jones and Dunn, with a new partner called John Serres, resolved in 1816 to raise the money to build a new theatre a few hundred yards from the southern point of the new bridge, and to strip the old Surrey by taking away all the sets and costumes and lights, and practically all the interior fittings, which, as the lessees, they owned.


It happened that Serres was marine painter to the King. He used his royal connections to secure the patronage of His Serene Highness Leopold, Prince of Saxe-Coburg, and his wife Princess Charlotte. The theatre was to be called the Royal Coburg. Coburg is not a name which means much now, and Leopold was an impoverished and obscure German prince who had served as a cavalry officer in the Russian army, but his wife Charlotte was a royal princess of England, a handsome, self-willed, loud-voiced, and spirited girl who loved the theatre and was herself adored by the public, one of the few royals who was. And she was moreover the Prince Regent’s only child and therefore heir presumptive to the throne of Britain. Her husband was obscure. The name of Coburg was obscure. Charlotte was not. It was an astonishing coup to secure her patronage.


On 14 September 1816 the theatre’s foundation stone was laid, opposite the Pear Tree pub in Lambeth Marsh, with the royal standard, flags, and music, and before a large crowd who had come in the expectation that the princess herself, or at least her Coburg consort, would lay the stone. ‘Although’, as the Observer reported, ‘application had been made to the illustrious couple’, neither appeared, and the work was done by their proxy, Alderman Samuel Goodbehere, a master needlemaker and former sheriff of the City of London. He laid on mortar with a trowel, gave a grand dinner for the grandees and a cold collation to 140 workmen, and work began on the theatre designed by Rudolph Cabanel of Aix-la-Chapelle, said to be architect to the restored Louis XVIII of France.


In the following year, 1817, the bridge was completed, named Waterloo after the battle in which the Duke of Wellington had defeated Napoleon two years before, and opened with grand ceremony when the Duke and the Prince Regent walked side by side across it. But the theatre was already in trouble. The ground was swampy and foundation stones had to be brought across the Thames from the fourteenth-century Savoy Palace, the last remnants of which were being demolished. Then, in the grandest of theatre traditions, the money ran out. The projected cost of £4,000 became £12,000. The 140 workmen went on strike and even removed the scaffolding.  An appeal for more investors failed. The project was rescued only by a Soho tallow-chandler called Francis Glossop, whose son Joseph had theatrical leanings, and by the Waterloo Bridge Company which had an interest in encouraging audiences to cross its bridge and pay the toll. The auditorium of the Coburg was a grand horseshoe, and Mr Serres had created a marine saloon running the width of the theatre. On its walls were painted a panorama of the Royal Navy’s bombardment of Algiers in 1816 and a view of Venice exhibiting upwards of five hundred figures. Through this saloon the grander patrons passed to their boxes, which were painted fawn with gilded wreaths of flowers. At last, in May 1818, the theatre opened. The builders had still been at work the day before.


Evenings at the theatre were long in those days. The first night started at half past six and ran for four hours. The programme offered first a melodrama, Trial by Battle, the abduction of a village beauty by a wicked baron; then a fairy pantomime; and then Midnight Revelry, a harlequinade based in part on Milton’s Comus, the clown to be played by the celebrated Mr Norman. Only it didn’t happen that way. Mr Norman wanted to go on first so that he would have time to get to Covent Garden, where he was double-booked. So when at the beginning of the evening Mr Munro, the baron–villain, appeared on stage to give the Coburg’s opening address, Mr Norman appeared through the curtain too, and put his case to the customers. They took his side, pelted the objecting management with apple cores and orange peel, and so it was decided. The harlequinade came first.


A print was sold showing the auditorium on that first night, and much too elegant it looks with all the women, down to the orange-seller in the pit, in high-waisted Regency dresses and the men in wigs or silk hats. Now it is true that an Old Vic audience today sits between Cabanel’s same walls of 1818, and beneath his same roof, but everything else is different. In 1818 the best seats were in two tiers of boxes where the dress circle is now. There were no stalls, only a pit with backless wooden benches, and then the gods, the gallery, approached precipitously by a separate stone staircase. Boxes were four shillings and three shillings per person, the pit two shillings, and the gallery a shilling. Lighting was by oil lamp. The theatre, the same size as today and in the same space between the same walls, held, and this was the management’s figure, 3,800 – 1,230 in the boxes, 1,090 in the pit, and 1,512 in the gallery. The whole house today holds 1,067. Outside, Waterloo Road was unpaved and half completed, and Waterloo Station thirty years in the future. The approach to the theatre was across a badly lit bridge and then through Lambeth Marsh, a happy den of thieves.


In spite of everything that first season was a success. The Coburg was intended as a summer theatre, and from May to October twenty-four dramas, ballets, and burlettas (farces with music) were given. Then William Barrymore, as actor-manager, thanking the public at the last October performance for its bounteous liberality and kind indulgence, announced a three-week closure for the re-embellishment of the house and then an unexpected winter season – with ‘the introduction of fires to render the temperature of the air warm and comfortable’. He meant stoves, not open fires. The Coburg, he said, would smile at difficulty and gain a name worthy of its princely patronage. All the avenues to the theatre would be well lighted, and extra patrols, in the pay of the theatre, would afford ample security. Above all, Barrymore the showman promised to his discerning patrons ‘a constant supply of novelty’.


The Coburg had always done novelty well. Serres had added to his marine saloon a view of Moscow before the conflagration of 1812. Then there was the famous looking-glass curtain, lowered so that the audience could see its own reflection. Joseph Glossop, the tallow-chandler’s son who had by then bought a controlling interest with his father’s money, had the idea from a Paris theatre. It was made of sixty-three mirrors assembled in a gilt frame but was all over fingermarks and next to impossible to clean, weighed five tons, was suspended from the roof, and soon had to be removed for fear of bringing the house down. The first night it was lowered there was great applause at its audacity, but after three or four minutes a voice from the gallery called out: ‘That’s all very well. Now show us summut else.’


From the beginning the audience had been shown something else. The Coburg specialised in the spectacular. In Wallace: Hero of Scotland, the set was an immense waterfall with bridge and rocks, swarmed over by clansmen. In The North Pole, billed as a celebration of British Intrepidity, an immense ship – the theatre bills liked the word ‘immense’ – forced its way through islands of ice, with her bowsprit projecting over the pit. An Indian extravaganza gathered together on stage slaves, warriors, and a rajah on a caparisoned elephant. The principal character of Mazeppa was an impetuous wild horse galloping on stage. One freely adapted version of Richard III starred the king’s horse, ‘White Surrey’, rather than the actor playing the king.


The Coburg did however offer another Richard III without a scene-stealing horse, and what seems to have been a play loosely based on Julius Caesar. Both principal parts were played by Junius Brutus Booth, who later emigrated to America where he achieved great fame and founded a dynasty of actors, one of whom, his son John Wilkes Booth, in 1865, achieved even greater notoriety by assassinating Abraham Lincoln. Hazlitt, the most fashionable critic of the day, often penetrating but sometimes plain highfaluting, saw Junius Brutus Booth and did not like him or the audience:




The acting was bad, but that was nothing. The audience was low but that was nothing. It was the heartless indifference and contempt shown by the performers for their parts and by the audience for the players and the play, that disgusted us with all of them.





Hazlitt felt he was in a bridewell (a jail) or a brothel, among pickpockets and prostitutes, rather than in the precincts of Mount Parnassus or in the company of the Muses.


This was hard on the Coburg, but Glossop was no angel, and certainly not above a little piracy. In February 1821 the Drury Lane theatre put on a French melodrama called Thérèse, or the Orphan of Geneva. Glossop took a fancy to it, went to a performance with a professional copyist, and then the two sat up all night reconstructing the play. A week later it was presented at the Coburg. Drury Lane went to law and got an injunction, but this was overturned when Glossop somehow persuaded the court that his version was not plagiarised from Drury Lane but translated from the French original. The affair did not end there. Glossop had a talent for real-life melodrama and in May was back at Drury Lane, on which occasion he believed that the stage manager, James Winston, insultingly called a him a lamplighter, a reference to his father’s trade of tallow-chandler. Glossop thereupon waited outside and then, witnessed by a pastry cook, a hatter, and as it happens a real lamplighter, horsewhipped Winston in the street. Winston brought an action for damages before the Lord Chief Justice. Glossop, through his counsel, who was no less than the Solicitor General, the second law officer of the Crown, submitted in mitigation that there was no substance in the Thérèse accusation, just some malignity towards Glossop on the part of Drury Lane, that he had been insulted, that he had been provoked by Winston’s defending himself with a walking stick, and that he had furthermore only chastised him with a lady’s horsewhip. The jury found for Winston and awarded him damages of £150. This was half a good night’s takings at the Coburg, but it was all hilarious publicity for Glossop.


The Coburg’s great night of 1821 was the visit of Queen Caroline. Poor mad George III had died, the Prince Regent had succeeded as George IV, and his wife Caroline, whether he liked it or not, became Queen. He would have preferred not. In 1795 he had become engaged to her sight-unseen; when he first set eyes on her he asked for a glass of brandy, and they had remained together only long enough to beget a daughter. By 1821 they had been separated for years, and she returned to England only to claim her place at the Coronation. The Prince Regent had done his utmost to malign her but had failed to divorce her by Act of Parliament, and she in consequence was most popular with the Press and the people. On 26 June she went to the Coburg. The performance was at six-thirty. By just after two the theatre was already crowded and thousands waited outside. The Queen drove up in a coach and four, was met with ceremony and lighted torches and conducted by Serres through the marine saloon to the royal box fitted for the occasion with crimson velvet and bouquets of flowers. She saw a classic triple bill – a one-act comic sketch; a new musical piece called Marguerite; or the Deserted Mother; and a melodrama called The Carib Chief and the Irish Witch. To all this was added an acrobatic act by Il Diavolo Antonio. Throughout the evening there were cries of ‘God bless your majesty’ and ‘The Queen for ever’. Glossop was delighted. That night the takings amounted to £317. A month later the Queen was barred from the Coronation in Westminster Abbey by prize fighters dressed as pages, and a month after that she died, saying she was poisoned. Not even the Coburg could have outdone that for a plot.


Next year Grimaldi appeared and Glossop disappeared. Grimaldi, the clown whose make-up and dress and whole appearance have since been imitated by every clown, played for ten weeks, in spite of illness, once with his son in the pantomime Disputes in China. Glossop, after attempting to raise £10,000 to buy a share of his old enemy, Drury Lane, fell on hard times, got wind that a warrant was out for him accusing him of forgery, and left England in a hurry. But he absconded to some prosperity. For the next three years he had a share in running both La Scala, Milan and San Carlo, Naples, the biggest theatres in Italy and indeed the whole of Europe.


By 1824 a new impresario, George Davidge, had taken over the lease, and the Coburg put on its greatest extravaganza yet. This was George III: or the Father of His People, a supposed tribute to the late king. In defiance of all precedent the late king was impersonated on stage, together with the reigning George IV, various nobles, William Wilberforce, and Charles James Fox. A series of scenes showed George III’s life from early days at Windsor, a Hyde Park review, a speech from the throne abolishing the slave trade, and a Westminster Abbey oratorio with 120 singers; the entertainment ended with George III, in cocked hat and riding boots, ascending into heaven. The play was somehow not prohibited and ran for ten weeks, but then, when Davidge’s licence came up for renewal, the magistrates told him they thought the representations ‘injudicious if not improper, representing sacred characters and the highest persons in the realm’.
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The Coburg, c.1824, after the colonnade was erected








Davidge also pushed his luck by presenting more Shakespeare – of a sort. In strict law only the so-called patent theatres of Covent Garden and Drury Lane, which held ancient royal licences, could present Shakespeare or any straight play. This was an historical accident, but the privilege it conferred was jealously guarded by the patent theatres. The others, the Coburg among them, were known as minor theatres, which had nothing to do with their size or capacity. At the Coburg, to get round the restrictions of the patent, Richard III had been presented with musical interludes, but this device had failed and cost Davidge a fine of fifty pounds. So he became more and more ingenious. A sort of Merchant of Venice was put on as The Three Caskets; Lear became The King and His Three Daughters; and a Hamlet was commissioned, supposedly based on a celebrated French tragedy-pantomime, in which neither Hamlet nor Ophelia died and the play ended with their marriage and coronation.


Davidge became yet more emboldened and in 1831 retained the great and wild Edmund Kean, who had played all the great Shakespearean parts. For six nights, at the vast fee of fifty pounds a night, he played Richard III, Lear, and Othello. His appearance on 27 June has become legendary. Reports differ, but the most generally accepted has him playing Othello, being displeased at the greater applause given to Iago, drinking a great deal of brandy and water, and then defiantly coming forward, still blacked-up, to take a rowdy curtain call.


‘What do you want?’ he said.


‘You, you.’


‘Well then, I am here.’


More uproar.


‘I have’, Kean responded, ‘acted in every theatre of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. I have acted throughout the United States of America, but in my life I have never acted to such a set of ignorant, unmitigated brutes as I see before me.’


In 1832 Davidge appeared before a Commons Select Committee set up to enquire into the state of the theatre and in particular into the archaic distinction between patent and minor houses. The chairman was Edward Bulwer-Lytton, a young Member of Parliament and journalist who later wrote plays and other works, and is best remembered for his novel The Last Days of Pompeii. The examination first established that the Coburg was a minor theatre, licensed by magistrates under Act of Parliament, and then question and answer went like this:




What is the nature of your licence? – Music and dancing.


What construction do you put upon music and dancing? – I generally apply the construction of the Act of Parliament itself, which says music, dancing, and other entertainments of the like kind.


Do you conform to that act by giving the public nothing but music and dancing? – Certainly not.


Then what construction do you put upon ‘other entertainments’? – I conclude it is a very comprehensive question which has never yet been decided …


Do you include Shakespeare’s plays? – I am aware that there is an Act of Parliament which declares that should not be the case, but it has gone on from management to management to represent plays of that description, and I have fallen into the same course which other managers have adopted before, without pretending to the legality of it.


You have given Shakespeare’s plays on your stage? – Yes, repeatedly.


Do you find they attract as much as your musical and dancing entertainments? – Considerably more. I am induced to think that the style of entertainment given in the minor theatres some twenty or twenty-five years ago, and which was popular at that time, would not be tolerated by the play-going public now.


What description of representations were those? – Pantomime, and excessively loose rhymes to the jingle of a piano-forte; frequently recitative or the language spoken in rhyme; horrible doggrel or jingle, which the public now would scout.





So there it was. Shakespeare to be preferred to horrible doggerel. But Davidge was in trouble at the Coburg. He was famously tight-fisted and had made a bad mistake in refusing to offer decent terms to his resident playwright, Douglas Jerrold, for a melodrama called Black Ey’d Susan. Jerrold had taken it to the Surrey, where it immediately ran for 150 nights, and was then performed on and off for fifty years. All the original backers were gone. Serres was bankrupt and dead. In 1833 Davidge sold his lease of the Coburg to Daniel Egerton and William Abbott, who had run theatres in London, Dublin, and Paris.
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The Royal Victoria Theatre





If they did nothing else, and the sad truth is that they did little, Egerton and Abbott did give the theatre its famous name. The Coburg connection, at first so glorious, had ceased to mean anything. It had once carried with it the patronage of Princess Charlotte, heir presumptive to the crown. But she, a strong and lively woman, had given birth to a stillborn son one day in 1817 and died the next. She was twenty-one, had been the most popular of the royal family, and was sincerely mourned. As her bereft husband, Leopold, said: ‘Two generations gone in a moment.’ And it was so. Charlotte had been George III’s heir, and her son had been her heir. Their death together left the throne with no heir in the direct line. The Morning Post said no occurrence in its recollection had ever produced such general, sincere, and deep affliction throughout the metropolis of the empire. The London theatres closed for two weeks.


Charlotte died before the Coburg theatre even opened. Her widower, Leopold of Saxe-Coburg, later visited it only twice, and by 1831 he had anyway left England to become the first King of the Belgians.


By 1833, when Egerton and Abbott took over, George III had been dead for thirteen years, George IV had died three years before, and Charlotte, if she had survived, would have been Queen. History would have been different. There would have been no Queen Victoria.


Back in 1817, when Charlotte died, the plot would have done for a Royal Coburg burletta. George III had six sons – the Prince Regent and five royal dukes – but they had not produced a single living legitimate child between them. So the begetting of a royal child was necessary to save the dynasty. The third son, the Duke of Clarence, had sired ten children by a mistress, Dorothea Jordan, who happened to be an actress, but they were illegitimate and did not count. However, one of the king’s sons, Edward Duke of Kent, was not only unmarried but a good friend of the bereaved Leopold. Edward was the most travelled royal of his day, having served in the army in Germany, Gibraltar, Canada, and the West Indies. His friend Leopold had a widowed sister, a princess of Saxe-Coburg, who was known to be fertile because she had borne two children to her late husband. Leopold consequently recommended her to Edward as fit for the purposes of wife and mother. Edward set aside his French mistress of many years, married the princess, and within a year they produced a daughter. Edward then promptly caught cold in Salisbury Cathedral and died. The duchess was unfortunate with her husbands but she and their daughter survived him, and that daughter was Victoria. She became heir presumptive to the throne, and in 1837 succeeded her uncle William IV and became Queen.


Back in 1833, having taken over the Coburg, Egerton and Abbott searched for a new patron, approached the widowed Duchess of Kent, and then very respectfully announced to the public that Her Royal Highness had been graciously pleased to take the theatre under her immediate protection for the encouragement of native dramatic talent and to command that in future it should be called ‘The Royal Victoria’.


They had their new patron and new name. But there is one small caveat, one last twist in the plot, which is that the Duchess of Kent’s own Christian name was also Victoria, and she was after all the patron. But it would be uncivil not to assume, as the world has ever since, that the theatre was named not after the duchess but after her daughter the future queen.


The new lessees redecorated the auditorium and built a new stage, Waterloo Bridge was made toll-free to patrons, and horse omnibuses called Red Rover were put on to convey passengers from Westminster to the theatre. The only trouble was that there were not likely to be many from that direction. As the proprietors of both Covent Garden and the old Coburg had publicly remarked, it was becoming fashionable to dine later and later, as late as seven rather than at four, and with the theatres opening at six-thiry this late hour of dining had ‘taken away, as it were, all the upper classes from the theatre’. Davidge, when he ran the Coburg, had been asked if the theatre could not adapt its hours to those of the fashionable world, and said it could not. That would have meant starting the performance at ten at night and sometimes going on until four in the morning. He said there would be loose scenes of every description and, when asked why, said: ‘It might happen that gentlemen breaking up from convivial parties might fall in, and they would not be the best behaved people in the world.’ And as Charles Kemble of Covent Garden also lamented: ‘Religious prejudice is very much increased, evangelical feeling and so on; they take away a great number of persons from the theatre who used to frequent it.’


The result was, at the minor theatres anyway, a lowering of taste. Egerton and Abbott brought in Black Ey’d Susan which an earlier management had rejected, and put on a new farce called The Spare Bed, or the Shower Bath. The critic of The Times, reviewing what he called a melodrama of caverns and catacombs, mysterious and magical appearances and disappearances, goblins and demons in great variety, combats single and general, ending in a grand explosion, said it was not necessary to follow the plot since the virtue of the piece lay in the invention of the scene painters, dressers, and decorators, the scene of the Colosseum in Rome by moonlight being particularly impressive.
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Victoria Theatre playbill, 1833, when Othello was supplemented by the farce The Spare Bed








At any rate, Princess Victoria was pleased with what she saw when she visited the theatre with her mother on 28 November 1833. She wrote in her diary: ‘It is a very clean and pretty little theatre, and the box we were in was very comfortable. The first performance was the opera of Guy Mannering in 3 acts, which is very pretty … Gustavus the Third was the next piece, a drama in two acts … In the last scene, the Masqued Ball, Mdlle. Rosier danced La Danse de Folie. She is a very plain person but dances very well. We came home at ¼ to 12. I was soon in bed and asleep.’


Perhaps she thought the theatre pretty because of its recent redecoration. It is odd she thought it little because it was as big as the then Drury Lane. The management had put on a better class of play than usual for her, though it is strange that she, as heir to the throne, should have been shown Gustavus the Third, in which the real assassination of a monarch, that of the King of Sweden in 1792, is enacted on stage. This is the same story as in Verdi’s Un Ballo in Maschera, but that was not written until twenty-five years later.


That evening was the only time Victoria set foot in the Old Vic. She was fourteen at the time and heir apparent. She became Queen less than four years later on the death of her uncle William IV. Soon after her visit the theatre offered as part of its repertory an extravaganza called Female Government, or the World Turned Upside Down. The Times said it was very agreeable and received with peals of laughter.


Next summer the theatre pulled off a coup when it presented the violinist Niccolò Paganini, frequently said to be in league with the devil, to give a farewell concert at extra prices, seven shillings for the best boxes and upper boxes four shillings. Even so, it’s difficult to see how this could have covered the fees he demanded, which were notoriously enormous. A little jingle ran:











Who are these who pay five guineas


To hear this tune of Paganini’s?


Echo answers, ‘Pack of ninnies.’











He played pieces described on the bill as Larghetto Amoroso; the Dance of the Witches round the Walnut Tree of Benevento; and a Sonata composed expressly for Napoleon, as played before the emperor at Milan, on one string (the fourth). His fee that night went to Charlotte Watson, a seventeen-year-old singer, with whom, four days later, he eloped to France.


The Victoria did have what could almost have been called a house playwright in James Sheridan Knowles, who often acted in his own works which were as various as The Blind Beggar of Bethnal Green and William Tell. He also once acted Macbeth with Mrs Egerton as Lady Macbeth. His masterpiece was Virginius, and William Macready, a great tragedian, played the name part in a performance for the benefit of its author. He complained his dressing room was more ill-appointed than many provincial ones, and that the wings were choked with people. ‘I was rather inclined to be out of temper with this but soon recollected myself and acted as well as I could – much of the character, Virginius, very well – really and with heart. My reception was most enthusiastic. At the end I was called for … Went on the stage, or rather was pulled on by Knowles – the applause was tumultuous. I bowed and retired.’


Abbott, he said, distressed him with importunities to engage for a few nights, but he firmly resisted and felt himself right to do so. Abbott was probably desperate. By then he was in sole charge. Egerton, thinking the partnership hopeless, had withdrawn, leaving Abbott complaining bitterly that his losses were much greater than Egerton’s, and that one night the ballet had taken only thirteen pounds though it cost eighty to keep the house open. Egerton told the insolvency court that he had lost the entire earnings of a frugal, industrious life by his speculation at the Victoria. Having been declared bankrupt he took to his bed and died and was given a lonely funeral. The Observer reported that a plate on his coffin carried the inscription: ‘Daniel Egerton, aged 65. Thy friends have forsaken thee.’ No one from the Victoria was at the funeral. Then it was Abbott’s turn. Only a month after the Macready night he too left the theatre, and escaped to America.


At this low point, Joseph Glossop reappeared. He had last been heard of thirteen years before when he had fled the country, but since then he had run La Scala, Milan. This, it was said, must have magnified rather than diminished his intentions of splendour since he was last in London. He took a lease of the Victoria and set about doing precisely what Egerton and Abbott had done before him – spending a fortune on yet again renovating the theatre. Cabanel, the original architect, was brought back, and so was the looking-glass curtain, put together from the sixty-three fragments stored in the building. It was all very grand. Figaro in London, a fashionable comic paper which was a forerunner of Punch, described the scene on the opening night:




Immediately on the opening of the doors, the house was crammed in every part by persons who testified in phraseology as various as the prices their respective feelings at viewing the magnificence of the interior. The occupant of the dress circle, who had paid his four shillings, was struck with blank and perfectly silent astonishment, while the sixpenny tenant of the gallery vented his connoisseurship in loud exclamations of ‘Crikey, Bill, an’t this here magnificent?’





Against the taste of the time, the Victoria went determinedly upmarket. The first play was Othello. Then Richard III was given. Then The Last Days of Pompeii – piratically adapted from the novel without as much as acknowledging the author, Bulwer-Lytton – ran longer than either of the Shakespeares. A new leading actor called David Osbaldiston, who was later to play a large part in the history of the Old Vic, appeared in Coriolanus. But Glossop had borrowed up to the hilt, could not recoup what he had spent, and in March 1835 his creditors descended upon him, closed the theatre, and took costumes and scenery as well. Figaro, which had earlier been so admiring, changed its tune. ‘Glossop’s failure has caused a wide scattering of the pomp and pageantry of the Victoria Theatre. The singular villainy of this man deserved exposure. The various frauds, the mean unnecessary trickery – the shuffling – the base ingratitude to all who served and befriended him, the downright robbery of poor people by this double bankrupt, are unparalleled.’ One of his unpaid debts was £900 of the £1,200 he had contracted to pay Abbott for the theatre lease. Glossop was next heard of as a boarding-house keeper in Brussels. In a year three men had failed. One was dead and two others had left the country. Running the Victoria was already as chancy a business as running the Coburg had been. The Duchess of Kent’s royal patronage seems not to have survived all this. Up to August 1834 the theatre described itself in newspaper advertisements as the Royal Victoria. By the next year it was plain Victoria.


The theatre struggled on until it was closed in March 1836 by decree of a baron of the Court of Exchequer. It reopened after six months, in the hands of transient managements. One even installed a new chandelier, but the repertory descended into blood and thunder. The Victoria was where you went for a rowdy night out. One evening, as the Observer reported in December 1835, four masters of merchant ships at Wapping, on a spree, took a cab to the Victoria where they jumped on stage, insisted the actors should take a drink with them (great applause), were thrown out, and went to the nearest pub where they attacked anyone who approached them. Next morning in court they were discharged, no witnesses having come forward against them.


This was the theatre Dickens described in a piece called ‘The Streets – Night’. He sees ragged boys sheltering from the rain under a shop-blind. ‘Here they amuse themselves with theatrical converse, arising from their last half-price visit to the Victoria gallery, admire the terrific combat, which is nightly encored, and expatiate on the inimitable manner in which Bill Thompson can … go through the mysterious involutions of a sailor’s hornpipe.’


Two hours later and Dickens describes the theatres emptying out.




One o’clock! Parties returning from the different theatres foot it through the muddy streets; cabs, hackney-coaches, and theatre omnibuses, roll swiftly by; watermen with dim, dirty lanterns in their hands, and large brass plates upon their breasts, who have been shouting and rushing about for the last two hours, retire to their watering houses, to solace themselves with the creature comforts of pipes and purl [hot spiced beer]; the half-price pit and box frequenters of the theatres throng to the different houses of refreshment; and chops, kidneys, rabbits, oysters, stout, cigars, and ‘goes’ innumerable, are served up amidst a noise and confusion of smoking, running, knife-clattering, and waiter-chattering, quite indescribable.





By the end of the 1830s the Victoria had descended into out-and-out melodrama and animal shows. The Black Legend of Rotherhithe was followed by The Smuggler’s Gibbet. Monkeys danced the tightrope in a pantomime. Frederick Tomlins, drama critic of the Morning Advertiser, and himself the author of a tragedy, reviewed the state of the London stage in 1840 and wrote:




The Victoria Theatre has perhaps suffered more vicissitudes than any other. Its performances have been of every kind and every quality. Melodramas of the deepest dye and coarsest texture were once its staple commodity – when Turpin cut his horse’s throat upon the stage and the fact was ‘realised’ by a quantity of red ochre. Here Kean has performed; as also his imitator Junius Brutus Booth; and Mr Sheridan Knowles in some of his own refined and genuine plays … It has been everything by turns but nothing long – ever aiming at novelty but never pursuing any course sufficiently steadily to raise a character or secure a continuous and respectable audience. Situated in one of the worst neighbourhoods, its audiences are of the lowest kind, and if the English emperor or empress should visit it, it would be necessary to imitate the Roman potentate by drenching the audience with rose-water to neutralise certain vile odours arising from gin and tobacco and bad ventilation. But even here … the universality of the power of dramatic genius, and the natural force of the mind and heart, is demonstrated by the attention and justice with which certainly one of the most uneducated audiences appreciate genuine pathos, and even genuine wit and poetry.
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Osbaldiston and Miss Vincent





In 1841 David Osbaldiston took a lease on the Victoria, bringing with him Eliza Vincent, and together they revived the theatre. Between them they ran it for fifteen years, longer than anyone before Lilian Baylis. Osbaldiston was not just lessee but a thorough man of the theatre, an actor who had played the Ghost in Hamlet and the King in Lear. As a manager he had run Covent Garden for a while and then, for some years, the Surrey. There his leading lady was Miss Vincent, much admired, and with her he eloped and had a daughter, having left his wife and their son and two earlier daughters.


This gave the new manager and leading lady of the Victoria an attractively raffish air, and both were much disapproved of and written about. He was called Old Iron Jaws, condemned as mean, and said to have ‘stolen the newsman’s daughter’. Miss Vincent had in 1815 been born the daughter of a newspaper-seller in the Blackfriars Road. She had appeared as a child at Drury Lane as the Spirit of the Star in a Christmas piece, giving promise of talent and surpassing beauty which as a young woman she realised. She became a soubrette at Covent Garden. She appeared with Kean and Macready. When she went to the Victoria one publication called The Daughters of Thespis, promising to give what it called a peep behind the curtain at London’s dramatic beauties, devoted its entire front page to a colour engraving of her, saying that at the Victoria she was ‘announced in the largest of type in the largest of bills at the largest of the minor theatres, as the acknowledged heroine of domestic drama’. It also published a few lines of rather carping verse:








Coquettish and lively is her air –


Both studied, though both seem neglected;


Careless is she with artful care,


Affecting to seem unaffected.











In other words, she was an actress. And she obviously had that sexual presence without which an actress has little. She had, said Daughters of Thespis, been puffed into a sort of fame, the principal portion of which had been gained by exhibiting her person in tight buckskins and top-boots as the redoubted Dick Turpin, and singing an elegant ditty, coarse and vulgar even in a man, called ‘Nix my dolly, fake away’.


It was a song full of thieves’ cant. ‘Fake away’ begged to be sung suggestively, and no doubt she did just that. And she did get consistently good notices. The Theatrical Times said there was not an actress on the stage possessing greater versatility of talent, and then, hinting at another side to her, sweetly added: ‘In private life, Miss Vincent’s habits are of a most retiring nature – she is devotedly attached to botany, possesses a splendid collection of plants, and has gained several prizes from the Surrey Horticultural Society.’


She had played Dick Turpin in breeches and, the Victoria being the Victoria, it was the custom, when her noble steed’s throat was cut, that copious stage blood should flow. But she had enjoyed her greatest success in domestic dramas, particularly in Susan Hopley, or the Vicisssitudes of a Servant Girl, a hit of 1842 which by 1849 had run for 343 performances. It was a melodrama, written by George Dibdin Pitt, the author of the greatest melodrama of all, Sweeney Todd, in which a barber cuts his customers’ throats, tips them into the basement, and then sells them as meat pies. In Susan Hopley the servant girl of the title is seduced and betrayed, but then adored and rescued by an honest farmer. Osbaldiston advertised that the play started at six and ended at half past eight, so that servant girls wishing to see it would be able to get permission from their mistresses. Miss Vincent played the part so movingly that the audience would call out to warn her of the unseen villains lurking in the wild and dangerous scenery behind her.


And it was not an easy audience to move. A reporter from the Morning Post went to see the play.




The sight is still before our eyes, the noise is still ringing in our ears. The boxes and the pit, the slips and the galleries, were crammed, and then the remaining multitude were heaped, displeased and discontented, in the saloons and the lobbies. Here chairs and tables were placed, fought for, and gained, and an uncertain and unsatisfactory sight was afforded through the aperture of the boxes. Men demanding the return of their money were huddled with women anxious for the safety of their bonnets, and children crying for a supply of oranges. The equilibrium of a table would now be disregarded, and then what shrieks, what squalls, what bumps, and what bruises. But why do we describe the scenes in the lobby when we went to describe the merits of the performance? For the best of reasons. We distinctly saw the one, and we could hardly catch a distant glimpse of the other. We peeped and peered over the shoulders and midst the heads of the hundreds before and around us, and now there came a heroine in distress and presently a lover to relieve her, but our occasional view of the stage did not enable us to understand its incidents or its plot. But good or bad the audience were satisfied. They roared with delight at everything that was done and every word that was spoken, and the only dispute among them appeared to be which of the many there could shout the loudest.





Still, the reporter praised the spirit and energy of Osbaldiston for putting the play on, and the talent of Miss Vincent.


Osbaldiston knew he was on to a good thing, and why. ‘Look around,’ he adjured his audience in one playbill, ‘and behold the moist tears of compassion, flowing from the overcharged heart. Who can restrain these, the best feelings of our nature, at the representation of such domestic woe, rendered still more poignantly acute by the reflection that the occurrence in real life is but too frequent and too fatal?’ He then quoted Dr Johnson: ‘What is nearest to the heart touches us most; the passions rise higher at Domestic than Imperial tragedies.’


Others put it less exaltedly.








Memory of Susan Hopley


Treated most impropl’y


Then the Vic enjoyed monopl’y,


Of such works it had the pick.











The Theatre Regulation Act of 1843 abolished the old distinction between patent and minor theatres. This meant that the Victoria no longer answered to the local magistrates but came like Covent Garden and Drury Lane under the authority of the Lord Chamberlain, and above all could freely put on stage plays, defined as ‘every tragedy, comedy, farce, opera, burletta, interlude, melodrama, pantomime, or other entertainment of the stage’. The old restrictions had been evaded and for the most part unenforced, but now the Victoria could freely put on Shakespeare or any straight play without having to make a pretence of musical interludes and without the risk of a fifty-pound fine if a patent theatre felt its monopoly encroached upon. Osbaldiston announced his intention of producing what he called ‘the Sterling Tragedies and Comedies of the British Stage on a Scale of Splendour and Effect hitherto unattempted’. In 1845 the Victoria did put on Hamlet and Othello, with Miss Vincent as Ophelia and Desdemona, but melodrama remained its bread and butter.


The railway was coming to Waterloo, being built on brick arches from the old Nine Elms station two miles to the west, and so did railway plays. In one a father was portrayed in anguished search of his son and his baggage in a railway waiting room. In another was presented a scene that predated a thousand silent films – the heroine tied across the line, the shrieking train approaching from a tunnel, and the girl untied and snatched away just in time as the express roars past. Osbaldiston’s bills grew ever bolder, as they well might since this lessee–actor-manager was also his own printer, the Victoria having its own press. He boasted of ‘powerful and increased talent’, and of Miss Vincent ‘supported by the strength of the company’, which he claimed was the best in London north or south of the river.


In 1848 the Waterloo terminus was at last opened, among whose manifold advantages, he said, none could be greater than the ‘opportunity they present of enabling Parties to witness the superior performances of the Victoria Theatre’. But it did not work that way. The station was only two hundred yards away from the Victoria, but brought passengers who could just as well walk over the bridge to Drury Lane or Covent Garden. And by then the swamps and fields round Waterloo had been thoroughly built over, the local population had more than trebled since 1820, and that had become the Victoria’s audience.


Piracy flourished. Dickens’s stories and novels were looted, his Christmas Carol in 1844, and then Martin Chuzzlewit. Any best-selling novel was fair game. Jane Eyre was published in August 1847 and had run through several editions by December. Osbaldiston, never a man to let an opportunity slip, advertised that this wonderful work ‘now cresting the sympathy and admiration of all the reading world of this vast metropolis’ would be presented as an entirely new drama. By the end of January 1848, before its author was even known to be Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre was presented on stage at the Victoria, of course with Eliza Vincent. The dramatist, or adaptor, was not even credited.


That year, Miss Vincent played out in real life an episode that could have come straight from any Gothic novel. She was getting into her carriage at the stage door at eleven one night when a young woman, who had been lurking about for hours, rushed at her and attempted to strangle her. One of the company’s actors, hearing cries of ‘Murder’, rescued his leading lady. The policeman who then arrested the assailant found she was carrying a quantity of stones and a sharp knife, and was exclaiming that she intended to murder Miss Vincent. The attacker, one Eliza Cole, otherwise known as Eliza White, was a prepossessing woman. Miss Vincent said she had known the girl as an actress years before but had nothing to do with her.


For her part the attacker claimed she had known Miss Vincent when she was with a Mr Shepperd (a former manager of the Surrey, before Osbaldiston). She, Eliza Cole, had been a ballet girl at the Haymarket with Miss Vincent, had fallen on bad times, asked her for help, and been denied. She had been waiting for some nights and seeing her getting into her carriage thought it a ‘good time to do for her’.


This was reported in garbled detail in the Observer. With its murderous threats, and its hints of previous liaisons, it was an everyday story of theatre folk. But the magistrate plainly thought there was more to the affair than met the eye. First of all he asked if the girl claimed relationship with Mr Osbaldiston, to which Miss Vincent replied not as far as she was aware. Then the magistrate told the girl that if she had any complaint to make she should make it in the proper way, and not with violence. He then concluded that she did not appear to be in a proper state, and that he would detain her until some of her friends became answerable for her future conduct.


Three months later the girl was back in court again, charged with threatening to murder Miss Vincent on a second occasion, and with attempting to extort money. It turned out that she had spent three months in jail after her first appearance, but as soon as she was let out she had gone to the Victoria, rushed into the theatre lobby, demanded to see Miss Vincent, and been refused. She had thereupon said she would have Miss Vincent’s life, and had been arrested. In court a second time, Miss Vincent again said she knew nothing about her, the girl said she was sorry, and the magistrate bound her over for six months in her own recognisance to keep the peace. This was lenient almost beyond belief, but the girl then said she could not find bail and asked the magistrate to forgive her. At this Miss Vincent said the girl had hovered round the theatre and threatened to murder her, and she could not trust her. Only then did the magistrate send the girl back to jail, probably on remand since he had no jurisdiction to try her for threatened murder, and at this point she disappears.


Now this is all very suspicious, the more so when the names under which the ballet girl was charged are considered. At her first appearance she had been called Eliza Cole, otherwise known as Eliza White. When she appeared a second time it was as Harriet White, alias Cole. And it happened that Osbaldiston’s deserted wife, whom he had left for Miss Vincent, was Harriet Coles, whom he had married in 1819. The ballet girl was young and so could not have been the wife, but some connection seems likely and that would explain the magistrate’s leniency. Or perhaps the girl was mad, first calling herself Eliza after Osbaldiston’s mistress and then Harriet after his wife. Whatever the truth, the publicity probably did little to harm Miss Vincent, that heroine of the domestic drama.


In 1849 and 1850 three writers of distinction described the Victoria and its audience – Charles Kingsley, author of The Water Babies; Henry Mayhew, a great reporter and author of London Labour and the London Poor; and, for the second time, Dickens.


The tone of Kingsley’s account is perhaps heightened by his fervent Christian socialism, and in any case it was not a report but a passage in a novel, Alton Locke. He describes the crowd entering the theatre: ‘… and the beggary and rascality of London were pouring in to hear their low amusement, from the neighbouring gin palaces and thieves’ cellars. A herd of ragged boys, vomiting forth slang, filth and blasphemy, pushed past us, compelling us to take good care of our pockets.’


Mayhew describes the New Cut and Waterloo as a well-known rookery of young thieves, who often stole from the market stalls from a love of mischief rather than from a desire for plunder. They stole apples, pears, oranges, or a few coppers, sometimes enough to pay for entrance to the Victoria gallery, which they delighted to frequent. He describes the ‘almost awful’ rush to the gallery, by way of its own side entrance, which started at three o’clock, this for a performance at six. Boys rushed in and perched on wooden balustrades three storeys up to get a good seat when the doors were opened. ‘The girls shriek, men start, and a nervous fear is felt lest the massive staircase should fall in with the weight of the throng, as it lately did with the most terrible results.’ That was on Boxing Day 1848, when four hundred boys crowded on the staircase and two were crushed to death.





[image: ]

Rough trade outside the Victoria, 1851








Dickens, in his magazine Household Words, is more sympathetic. He describes Joe Whelks of the New Cut, who has few books and little inclination to read.




But put Joe in the gallery of the Victoria Theatre, show him doors and windows in the scene that will open and shut, and that people can get in and out of; tell him with these aids and by the help of living men and women dressed up, confiding to him their innermost secrets, in voices audible half a mile off; and Joe will unravel a story through all its entanglements, and sit there as long after midnight as you have anything left to show him.





This chimes in with the many accounts of rough and illiterate audiences following in silence the language of the plays of Shakespeare.


In December 1850 Osbaldiston and Miss Vincent played together in a play entitled The Honeymoon, but before Christmas he made his will and on 28 December he died. He was given what the press called a plain funeral, with a plain coffin, and an ‘entire absence of the customary mournful paraphernalia’. Rain fell in torrents, yet at this plain funeral the mourners included his son George, his stage manager, his solicitor, and his doctor, and not only most of his own company at the Victoria but also other members of the ‘profession’. The report in the Era, a newspaper which always gave a lot of space to the theatre, said Osbaldiston had departed this world much and deservedly respected, but added that his elopement with Miss Vincent was ‘well known to all our readers and need not be repeated’. She was not listed among the mourners, but it was not then the general custom for women to attend funerals.


Osbaldiston’s will showed that his personal property was something under £4,000. To Miss Vincent he left the lease of the Victoria, together with the entire scenery, machinery, costumes, properties, decorations, and general appointments of the theatre, with the proviso that his son George should remain as treasurer. To Miss Vincent he also left his villa at Brixton, with its furniture, plate, carriage, and horses. She was appointed sole executrix and residuary legatee. He left nothing to any member of his company. But he did provide for his estranged wife, leaving her an insurance policy on his life for £1,000 and the balance at his banker’s, about £180. The report in the Era which gave these details also mentioned that he had previously allowed his wife £300 a year, and that his two daughters by her had received a first-rate education which had been completed in Italy. As to his estate, Osbaldiston was said to have lost £2,000 on the Surrey Theatre (presumably before he came to the Victoria) and to have been unfortunate with gas-company shares. The report then concluded: ‘The deceased lived in good style, and to this, coupled with the fact of his maintenance of two establishments, may be attributed the fact of his not leaving such an amount of property as was generally considered he had accumulated.’


Eliza Vincent took over the lease, but appeared on the stage less often. In 1852 she married Benjamin Crowther, an actor at Astley’s Theatre, who soon afterwards went mad. It became the unkind rumour that his head was so turned by his good fortune in getting her that he was taken straight from the bridal party at the church doors to a lunatic asylum.
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