
Visit to the Old Vic Theatre, Saturday 12th January, 2019 (report by 
Rachel Summerson) 

 
Last Saturday, the U3A London Explorers’ Group visited the Old Vic theatre near Waterloo 
Station where we were greeted by Ned, who had worked at the Vic for many years, and it swiftly 
became clear that we were in for a treat. We began outside the building, looking at the 
foundation stone recording the opening of the Royal Coburg Theatre in May 1818. It was named 
after Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg and his new wife, Princess Charlotte of Wales, only child of 
the Prince Regent, later George IV. Ned explained that the south London address was 
unfashionable and royal patronage was essential to the new theatre’s success.  

The stone, Ned told us, came from the old medieval Savoy Palace which had just been 
demolished. The position of the new theatre, near the newly-constructed Waterloo Bridge, the 
only bridge to cross the Thames apart from London Bridge, would (it was hoped) give easy 
access to theatre-goers from the north bank. It was, and is, a handsome Regency building with a 
large horseshoe auditorium, comprising dress circle, upper circle and the Gods, and a 
proscenium arch heavily-decorated in the Græco-Egyptian style so popular at the time. Its 
crowning glory was a 63-piece looking-glass curtain which reflected the entire auditorium. Much 
was hoped but, although popular, and with well-known actors like Edmund Kean, its 
melodramas still attracted mainly a local audience. 

We entered by the stage door and, after a small digression about a possible theatre ghost, we 
found ourselves backstage, surrounded by props for the current show A Christmas Carol, 
positioned ready for the next performance.   

The subsequent history of the theatre was like a palimpsest, with multi-layers of ownership and 
frequent name changes, but always clinging on to a royal connection. Princes Charlotte died in 
childbirth, and in 1833, the theatre underwent its first name change to become the Royal Victoria 
Theatre to honour Princess, later Queen, Victoria. It became known locally as the Old Vic, a 
place where money was always tight; standards gradually dropped and the audience was 
notoriously rough.  

Ned took us up to the Gods (now the Lilian Baylis Circle), where, even now, the seating is pretty 
basic and the stage looks a long way away. He treated us to a graphic description of what we 
could expect from a night at the theatre up here in the 1850s. We listened in horrified 
fascination: the theatre opened at 5.30 pm and the rush to get seats in the Gods began. The 
show began at 6 with a short, comic opener, followed by the main play – say ‘The Tempest’ − and 
concluded with a farce which might not finish until nearly midnight. Food, including fried fish 
and alcohol, were on sale, pipe-smoking was ubiquitous and the ‘facilities’ were non-existent. He 
invited us to imagine the stench – it wasn’t difficult − the packed seats must have stank by the 
time the theatre-goers left, and heaven knows what the state of the floor was like. It’s hardly 
surprising that a false alarm of fire in the Gods in 1858 led to 16 people losing their lives. The 
theatre’s reputation sank even lower and it eventually closed in 1871.  

The theatre was sold by auction and limped along under a new name, New Victoria Palace, until 
1880 when it was taken over by the remarkable – and teetotal − Emma Cons who set about 
turning it into a temperance music-hall. Renamed the Royal Victoria Hall and Coffee Tavern, it 
was intended as a place of respectable, affordable, and teetotal family entertainment. There were 
the inevitable financial hiccups.  



 
It was hardly a name to inspire enthusiasm among the punters, for a start, but, fortunately, the 
theatre attracted the help of the wealthy Samuel Morley, whose personal mission was to bring the 
Arts to South London. He founded Morley College which soon occupied part of the theatre 
building – helping hugely with the finances, if not with the space problems. Under Miss Cons’s 
stern administration (she was notoriously mean with money), and with the help of her energetic 
niece, Lilian Baylis (also mean with money), who took over as theatre manager in 1912, the Vic 
flourished and embarked on the production of all of Shakespeare’s plays.  
 
After the First World War, the theatre closed again for urgent repairs and didn’t re-open properly 
until 1928. By this time, Lilian Baylis was also running the Sadler’s Wells Ballet Company under 
Ninette de Valois, which was based at the Old Vic, and the ballet and theatre productions 
alternated between Sadler’s Wells and the Old Vic. It must have been chaotic. 
 
In 1931, it was decided the ballet should stay at Sadler’s Wells and the theatre at the Old Vic. 
These were glory days for the theatre. The pay was pitiful, but actors like Laurence Olivier, John 
Gielgud, Edith Evans, and Sybil Thorndike became household names and audiences flocked 
there. Lilian Baylis died in 1937 but the theatre continued, only to close at the beginning of the 
Second World War; re-opening a year later and playing until a bomb hit it in May 1941.     
 
The Old Vic re-opened in 1950 under Michael Benthall who embarked on a second presentation 
of all of Shakespeare’s plays, opening with Richard Burton in Hamlet. In 1962, it was decided that 
the Old Vic should house the National Theatre’s company under Laurence Olivier until their 
own theatre on the South Bank was built. The repertoire was widened: the company’s first 
premiere was Peter Shaffer’s The Royal Hunt of the Sun, and new playwrights like Harold Pinter 
and Tom Stoppard found a home for their work.  
 
Another financial crisis hit the Old Vic in 1981 when the Arts Council withdrew its annual grant, 
and rescue came from an unexpected quarter. A Canadian businessman, Ed Mirvish, successfully 
bid for the theatre in 1982 and spent £5 million restoring the Grade II listed building. The 
resident directors, Jonathan Miller, followed by Peter Hall, had an artistic free hand and won 
critical praise for many of their productions. But the theatre still lost money. By the late 1990s, 
Ed Mirvish cut his losses and, once again, the theatre’s very existence was in jeopardy.  
 
The theatre is now a charitable trust and its fortunes still fluctuate but our tour had come to an 
end. We had been there for getting on for two hours and the time had whizzed by. Ned had 
done us proud. He gave us a wonderful picture of a theatre which, under a variety of names, 
somehow always managed to adapt to changing circumstances, and which had the good fortune 
to attract a number of unlikely benefactors who rescued it in the nick of time. 


