
BRITISH DRAMA OF THE
INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

Between the advent of the French Revolution and the short-lived suc-
cess of the Chartist movement, overworked and underpaid labourers
struggled to achieve solidarity and collective bargaining. That history
has been told in numerous accounts of the age, but never before has
it been told in terms of the theatre of the period. To understand the
play lists of a theatre, it is crucial to examine the community which
that theatre serves. In the labouring-class communities of London
and the provinces, the performances were adapted to suit the local
audiences, whether weavers, or miners, or field workers. Examining
the conditions and characteristics of representative provincial theatres
from the 1790s to the 1830s, Frederick Burwick argues that the mean-
ing of a play changes with every change in the performance location.
As contributing factors in that change, Burwick attends to local polit-
ical and cultural circumstances as well as to theatrical activities and
developments elsewhere.

frederick burwick is a research professor at University of Califor-
nia, Los Angeles. The author and editor of 32 books and 150 articles, he
has been named Distinguished Scholar by the British Academy (1992)
and by the Keats–Shelley Association (1998). The International Con-
ference on Romanticism presented him with a Lifetime Achievement
Award (2013). He is editor of The Oxford Handbook of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge (2009) and general editor of the three-volume Encyclopedia
of Romantic Literature (2012). Recent monographs include Roman-
tic Drama: Acting and Reacting (Cambridge, 2009), Playing to the
Crowd: London Popular Theatre, 1780–1830 (2011), and, co-authored
with Manushag Powell, British Pirates in Print and Performance
(2015).
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formance and audience response in Romantic Drama: Acting and Reacting
(Cambridge University Press, 2009). The concern with audience and spec-
tatorship led me, in Playing to the Crowd: London Popular Theatre, 1780–
1830 (Palgrave, 2011), to examine the differences in the urban communities
supporting the unlicensed theatres of London. Aware of the influence that
local audiences might bring to bear on what plays were performed, and
how they were performed, I pursued the present wide-ranging investigation
of the provincial theatres in both rural and urban communities. In British
Drama of the Industrial Revolution I scrutinize theatres in the market towns
as well as in the manufacturing centres.

Finding necessary leverage in the performances at those theatres cater-
ing to the tastes of the aristocracy, gentry, and comfortably established
industrialists, I observe the political tensions that were played out nightly
in theatres throughout Britain. During the years in which labourers were
forbidden public assembly, gatherings nevertheless took place in theatres
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