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Jackie: Hello! I’m Jackie Dalton, welcome to London Life. 

 

Insert 

The smell of the theatre will always be with me as the smell of mutton fat candles, unwashed 

bodies, and free-flowing latrine or toilets at the side of the theatre. 

 

Jackie: That was Malcolm Jones, an historian at London’s theatre museum – talking 

about the experience of a night out at one of London’s theatres in the 18th 

century. 

 

In today’s programme we’re going to step back in time to get a taste of 

London’s nightlife in previous centuries. Here’s Malcolm Jones. 

 

Insert  

In 1660 we have the beginnings of what we call modern theatre and modern entertainment. 

And throughout that time theatre has been sometimes a very respectable and sometimes very 

unrespectable place to go I suppose you could say. You would have gone to the theatre in the 

18th century and the lights would be on all the time and in the 19th century because they were 

either candle light or later gas lights. 

 

Jackie: Malcolm explains how a night at the theatre has changed. It’s sometimes been 

respectable and sometimes not. If you’d gone to the theatre in the 18th and 19th 

centuries there was candle light and later gas light. Amazingly the light 

remained on throughout the performance. Unlike today. 

 

Insert 
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Taking the lights down in the auditorium where the people sit probably didn’t take off until the 

20th century so it meant that in the 18th and 19th centuries, theatres could be very noisy, rowdy, 

quite violent places to be 

 

Jackie: Today the lights are turned off during a show. Malcolm uses an interesting 

expression to explain this. 

 

Voice: Taking the lights down. 

 

Jackie: He doesn’t mean that the lights were actually taken off the walls or ceilings but 

that they were turned down so that the theatre became dark. This is a theatrical 

term.  

 

Voice: To take the lights down. 

 

Jackie: He also uses another expression – to take off. He says that turning the lights off 

during a show probably only happened in the 20th century. 

 

Voice: It probably didn’t take off until the 20th century. 

 To take off. 

 

Jackie: Malcolm doesn’t mean this literally – like to take off like a plane. But rather this 

concept of dimming the lights only became widespread in the 20th century. 

 

 He uses a number of adjectives to describe what the theatres must have been 

like as a result of the lights being on all the time. 

 

Voice: noisy – rowdy – violent 
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STAB 

 

Insert 

People would fight, people would make their feelings felt about plays very strongly. Only in the 

20th century have audiences sat so quietly and respectfully as we think of now when we go to 

the theatre. 

 

Jackie: It’s a 20th century tradition for audiences to be well-behaved in the theatre. 

Interestingly because the audience was so rowdy in previous centuries, the plays 

were of a certain style to cater to them. 

 

Insert  

It was a very strange thing from what we think as theatre today but very very populist. And 

that’s why the 19th century’s plays were melodramas, very strong, romantic, dramatic, exciting 

adventures because people liked that strong taste. 

 

Jackie: The plays were melodramas, strong, romantic, dramatic.  

 

 These are all adjectives that describe the style of the plays of the time.  Malcolm 

uses the word ‘taste’ but not in its literal sense. Here is an example of the word 

taste being used both literally and figuratively.  

Voice: That sandwich doesn’t taste very nice. 

 

Jackie: That means taste as in eating 

 

Voice: That play is not to my taste 

 

Jackie: That is another meaning of the word, taste, as in preference. Back to our 

history lesson. A night at the theatre was about to change. 
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Insert 

In the middle of the 19th century the theatre managers wanted to become more respectable 

themselves and the only way to do that was to invite respectable people. So they put the prices 

up, they changed the way an evening was structured and it was more suitable for the dinner 

hours of the middle and upper classes. So in way they created a less popular theatre some of 

which we have the result of today. 

 

Jackie: In the mid-19th century the theatre managers decided to make the theatre a 

more respectable place. They also wanted to be thought of as more respectable. 

The result was increased ticket prices and performance times to suit the middle 

and upper classes. Malcolm Jones believes this affected London’s theatre even 

today. 

 

STAB  


