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This is the first book to chronicle fully the history of London’s Old Vic Theatre.
After Drury Lane, Covent Garden and the Theatre Royal, Haymarket, the Old Vic
is London’s oldest theatre, with a continuous history since 1818. Drawing on
important archives both here (notably the Royal Victoria Hall’s) and in the United
States, George Rowell sheds new light on the management, audience, productions
and players. In particular he offers fresh information on its early years, when such
famous figures as Edmund Kean and William Charles Macready appeared there, and
Paganini gave his farewell concert.

Over 175 years the Old Vic has served many purposes and many publics. It
welcomed the young Princess Victoria on one of her first visits to the theatre. It has
been the home of spectacle, ‘blood-and-thunder’ melodrama and Variety. Subse-
quently it was used as a temperance hall and housed a working-men’s college. The
Theatre was the first permanent home of opera in English, as well as British Ballet.
Above all it was the birthplace of the world-famous Old Vic Company and saw the
first appearances of Britain’s National Theatre Company, directed by Laurence
Olivier. Among the actors to perform at the Old Vic were Ralph Richardson,
Charles Laughton, Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh.

The book contains numerous illustrations from the early years of the Theatre and
of important productions. It includes a chronology of plays produced at the Theatre
by the Old Vic, National and other companies. It will be of interest to students and
scholars of theatre and social history as well as to theatregoers.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521021596
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

0521021596 - The Old Vic Theatre: A History
George Rowell

Frontmatter

More information

The Old Vic Theatre

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521021596
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521021596 - The Old Vic Theatre: A History
George Rowell

Frontmatter

More information

The Old Vic Theatre:
A History

GEORGE ROWELL

Sormerly Reader in Theatre History
University of Bristol

5% CAMBRIDGE

99 UNIVERSITY PRESS

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521021596
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521021596 - The Old Vic Theatre: A History
George Rowell

Frontmatter

More information

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS

Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, Sdo Paulo

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 2RU, UK

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521346252

© Cambridge University Press 1993

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without

the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 1993
Reprinted 1994, 1995
This digitally printed first paperback version 2005

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data

Rowell, George.
The Old Vic Theatre: a history / George Rowell.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-521-34625-8 (hardback)

1. Old Vic Theatre (London, England) — History. 2. Theatre —
England — London — History — 19th century. 3. Theatre — England —
London — History — 20th century. 1. Title.

PN2596.L70766 1992
79209421 -de20  92-1379 CIP

ISBN-13 978-0-521-34625-2 hardback
ISBN-10 0-521-34625-8 hardback

ISBN-13 978-0-521-02159-3 paperback
ISBN-10 0-521-02159-6 paperback

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521021596
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521021596 - The Old Vic Theatre: A History
George Rowell

Frontmatter
More information
Contents
List of illustrations page  ix
Acknowledgements xi
1 The search 1
2 Seeking a public 1816-1834 4
3 Seeking survival 18341880 31
4 Seeking improvement 1880—1914 59
§ Secking Shakespeare 1914~1933 97
6 Sceking the stars 1933-1940 121
7 Seeking shelter 1940-1944 130
8 Seeking supremacy 1944-1976 135
9 Secking an identity 1976-1983 158
o The search continues 164
Appendices
1 Presidents and Chairmen of the Royal Victoria Hall Foundation 167
2 Plays presented by the Old Vic Company at the Old Vic
Theatre 1914-1963 168
3 Plays presented by the National Theatre Company at the Old Vic
Theatre 1963~1976 178
4 Plays presented at the Old Vic Theatre by other companies
1948—1975 181
Notes 183
Bibliography 191
Index 194

vii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521021596
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

0521021596 - The Old Vic Theatre: A History
George Rowell

Frontmatter

More information

Illustrations

Between pages 116 and 117

1 On the way. The ‘Half-Way House’ Inn en route from Waterloo Bridge to
the Coburg Theatre (Harvard Theatre Collection)

2 Building up. The new Coburg Theatre 1818 (engraving by Robert
Schnebberlie) (Bristol University Theatre Collection)

3 Mirror image. Interior of the Coburg Theatre, reflected in the looking-glass
curtain 1823 (Bristol University Theatre Collection)

4  First mate. T.P. Cooke in My Poll and My Partner Joe (Bristol University
Theatre Collection)

sa  Partners. D.W. Osbaldiston, Licensee and leading man 1841~50, in Hoffer,
The Tell of the Tyrol (etching, published G. Skelt) (Bristol University
Theatre Collection)

sb  Partners. Eliza Vincent, leading lady 1841—s0, Licensee 18516, as Prince
Aladdin (etching, published ]. Fairburn) (Bristol University Theatre
Collection)

6 View of the New Cut 1871, showing the new exterior of the Victoria
Theatre (Raymond Mander and Joe Mitchenson Theatre Collection)

7  Coffee-house. The Royal Victoria Coffee-Tavern and Temperance Music
Hall (from Thke Graphic 1881) (Bristol University Theatre Collection)

8  Governing body. Emma Cons by William Rothenstein (copyright reserved)

9  London’s Threepenny Opera. Two views of the auditorium during a
petformance of Tannbiuser 1914, from the Daily Graphic 24 January 1914.
Both show Chatles Corri, Musical Director 1899—1935 (by permission of
the British Library)

10 Family album 1916. The Old Vic Company, The Comedy of Errors,
Stratford-on-Avon, including Sybil and Russell Thorndike, Florence
Saunders, Robert Atkins and Ben Greet (Bristol University Theatre
Collection)

11 Drama by degrees. Lilian Baylis MA Oxon. at a First Night (Bristol
University Theatre Collection)

12 Lead, kindly lights. John Gielgud and Martita Hunt as Hamlet and
Gertrude 1930 (Bristol University Theatre Collection)
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13 Lead, kindly lights. Ralph Richardson and Edith Evans as lago and Emilia
1932 (Bristol University Theatre Collection)

14  Lead, kindly lights. Peggy Ashcroft and William Fox as Rosalind and
Orlando 1932 (Oil painting by Walter Sickert, reproduced by kind
permission of the Government Art Collection)

1§ Stars in their courses. Charles Laughton and Flora Robson, with Robert
Farquharson and Marius Goring in Henry VIII 1933 (Bristol University
Theatre Collection)

16 Stars in their courses. Edith Evans and Michael Redgrave as Rosalind and
Orlando 1936 (Theatre Museum)

17a  Stars in their courses. A Dream Cast. Ralph Richardson as Bottom 1937
(Bristol University Theatre Collection)

17b  Stars in their courses. A Dream Cast. Robert Helpmann and Vivien Leigh
as Oberon and Titania 1937 (Raymond Mander and joe Mitchenson
Theatre Collection)

18 Stars in their courses. Laurence Olivier and Sybil Thorndike as Coriolanus
and Volumnia 1938 (Bristol University Theatre Collection)

19  Lastact. John Gielgud as Prospero and Marius Goring as Ariel 1940 (Sir
John Gielgud)

20 War wounds. Old Vic Theatre 1941, showing damage caused by enemy
action (Raymond Mander and Joe Mitchenson Theatre Collection)

21 Revival. Peggy Ashcroft as Viola and Alec Clunes as Orsino 1950 (John
Vickers, London)

22 First Folio favourites. Richard Burton and Claire Bloom as Hamlet and
Ophelia 1953 (Angus McBean; Harvard Theatre Collection)

23 First Folio favourites. Paul Rogers as Macbeth 1954 (Roger Wood)

242 First Folio favourites. John Neville as Richard 1I 1954 (Angus McBean;
Harvard Theatre Collection)

24b  First Folio favourites. Barbara Jefford as Viola 1958 (David Sims; Bristol
University Theatre Collection)

25 First Folio favourites. Edith Evans and John Gielgud in Henry VIII 1958
(Angus McBean; Harvard Theatre Collection)

26 National nights. Laurence Olivier as Othello 1964 (Angus McBean;
Harvard Theatre Collection)

27 National nights. Laurence Olivier in The Dance of Death 1967 (Zoé
Dominic)

28 National nights. Laurence Olivier and Joan Plowright in The Merchant of
Venice 1971 (The Theatre Museum, by courtesy of the Board of Trustees
of the Victoria and Albert Museum, Anthony Crickmay)

29 National nights. John Gielgud and Ralph Richardson in No Man's Land
1975 {The Theatre Museum, by courtesy of the Board of Trustees of the
Victoria and Albert Museum, Anthony Crickmay)

30  The new Old Vic 1983. (Old Vic Theatre)
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