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VANBRUGH’S CONTRIBUTION AT THE HAYMARKET RECONSIDERED 

“the whole disposi
on” 

 

In July 1703 John Vanbrugh wrote to his friend Jacob Tonson about the new theatre he had planned 

for the Haymarket, referring to it as “the Playhouse”: 

“I have drawn a design for the whole disposi
on of the inside, very different from any Other House in 

being…” 

The words unfold as a scheme of thought more than they might appear to do at first sight: Playhouse. 

Drawn. Design. Whole disposi:on. Inside. Very different from any Other House. They lead us to ask: 

What precisely was Vanbrugh saying that he had created that was so different? 

The Queen’s Theatre opened in 1705, at the end of a century of English experimenta:on with scenic 

theatre, from Jones and Webb through Davenant, Killigrew and Wren — and behind them Palladio 

and the Italian tradi:on. 

 

 
[Slide 4 from presenta:on— Vanbrugh to Tonson, July 1703] 

 

No drawing of Vanbrugh’s original Haymarket proposal is known to survive. Dumont, Edward Vanbrugh 

(his nephew) and Cibber nevertheless allow us to reconstruct something of the theatre as it opened 

in 1705. 

What becomes evident is that the auditorium and stage array were not “very different from any Other 

House in being”. Vanbrugh’s design aligned remarkably closely with an older Palladian-English tradi:on 

and was of a scale similar to exis:ng theatres. Graham Barlow’s reconstruc:on suggests a more 

geometrically integrated concep:on, but the underlying species of theatre is quite recognisable. 

Beyond its clear genealogical iden:ty as an English scenic “Playhouse” remains the fact that it did not 

work technically; to begin with, not at all well. Cibber records the problems: acous:cs, sight-lines and 

the uncomfortable rela:onship of audience to stage. Vanbrugh’s architectural choreography, even 
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within a known formula, had failed to resolve prac:cal problems — problems Wren had addressed 

thirty years earlier in 1674 at Drury Lane – and with a radical solu:on. 

 
[Slide 5 from presenta:on — Dumont / Edward Vanbrugh: reconstruc:ng the 1705 theatre] 

 

Wren’s fan-shaped auditorium offers the essen:al counterpoint to the old line. It compressed the 

audience array as it faced the scenic stage and treated sight-lines, acous:cs and performance as an 

integrated — and scien:fic — problem. Vanbrugh knew that theatre in:mately, yet chose not to follow 

the same direc:on. His was a poe:c concep:on concerned with Palladian no:ons, ideal geometry, 

balance and architectural effect. 

 
[Slide 11 from presenta:on — Wren, Drury Lane 1674: the alterna:ve English trajectory] 
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With this in mind I believe we have presumed that when Vanbrugh wrote of his design being “very 

different from any Other House in being”, he was referring principally to the theatre core itself — its 

auditorium and stage format. 

 

But “the whole disposi:on of the inside” (my emphasis) suggests another possibility altogether. 

 

Soldier, Playwright-Architect, Vanbrugh was in this case describing a building concept composed of 

many elements, and perhaps thinking of their disposi:on much as he might a military campaign, the 

plot of a play, the concept of an architect. The great country house — or Palace — offered another 

reference point: state rooms for grand — and royal — visitors, family rooms, service rooms, offices and 

courts; beyond them the farms and estate which supported the whole. Different elements, with 

different purposes, brought together within a larger architectural concep:on. 

He was also talking to Tonson, his friend, and so inevitably thinking about his club, offering it spa:al 

iden:ty and poli:cal opportunity. I suggest he was being precise, and by the word “whole” he meant 

the arrangement at large. 

There is an older echo here — albeit in inversion — of Henry WoOon. In 1624, in The Elements of 

Architecture, he described “Every Mans proper Mansion House and Home [as] the Theatre of his 

Hospitality” — indeed, “an Epitomie of the whole World”. 

Seen in that light, the phrase describes not simply auditorium and stage, but Vanbrugh’s paradigm for 

the building as a whole — a sePng containing different ingredients, rela:onships, opportuni:es — 

possibility. 

 

The English version of an emerging new building type 

 

Along the Haymarket frontage he constructed rental houses and a short entrance façade; behind them 

stood the great barn-like brick theatre enclosure; adjoining it at the rear was the rela:vely plain but 

important and grand long ‘Assembly Room’. There were other chambers and back-of-house facili:es 

too. Behind the houses was the service access yard later called King’s Yard. 

 

Mul:ple facili:es within a theatre building were not a novelty. Venice already offered a larger urban 

culture of opera houses, ridoP, coffee houses, gaming and casini. But the Haymarket was not simply 

a London version of that ins:tu:on. Vanbrugh was thinking of his club, his poli:cs, his clients, of 

funding and future incomes — but over and above this he was projec:ng. Even the loca:on depended 

on a gamble about the future. 

ASer Vanbrugh withdrew from the enterprise in 1707, Heidegger in the 1720s made these ingredients 

operate in tandem with Handel’s music and opera events, and with somewhat greater financial 

success. The theatre at :mes operated as a whole site for masquerades — at :mes as an opera house. 

The subsequent history demonstrates the opportunity latent in the original idea. Italianate boxes 

replaced galleries in 1778 and ancillary spaces were progressively absorbed into the opera:on. 

Following the fire of 1789, Novosielski enlarged the theatre, and with successive altera:ons by others, 

the conglomera:on as an urban block became an integrated metropolitan ins:tu:on: the English 

Opera House. 
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[Slide 15 from presenta:on — Novosielski and the later Haymarket: from “whole disposi:on” to 

Opera House] 

 

 

A final review  

 

There is a final interest to this ques:on, in Vanbrugh’s 1703 leOer. Immediately aSer announcing his 

unique design, he asks Tonson, then in Amsterdam, to obtain a draught there — very probably of the 

Amsterdam Schouwburg theatre and in rela:on to its advanced technical stage. He then also asks 

for: “Palladio in French, wth the Plans of most of the Houses he built.” 

 

At the moment Vanbrugh confirmed he had designed a “whole disposi:on” unlike any other House, 

he was s:ll seeking architectural informa:on, s:ll thinking about theatre – and “House”.  

 

The Haymarket can therefore be understood both as the last great experiment in the English scenic 

theatre tradi:on and as something larger. It relied on the opportunity built into the idea; this enabled 

it to become the English model for an Italianate Opera House. 

In conclusion — what was radical in Vanbrugh’s case was the breadth of opportunity and the assembly; 

Vanbrugh’s “whole disposi:on” — his plot as his own structure. 

And perhaps, in giving architectural form to something of the social world of Tonson and his friends, 

poten:al clients, fellow members and subscribers, that no:on of House/Mansion as ins:tu:on also 

looks forward towards another emerging metropolitan building type of the eighteenth century: the 

members’ club — the Gentleman’s Club. 

 

Nicholas Helm — Hand-out note accompanying a short talk on Vanbrugh’s Haymarket Theatre, Vanbrugh 300, 

Seaton Delaval Hall, 8 October 2026 



Vanbrugh’s contribution at The Haymarket reconsidered

“the whole disposition” 

1

set for Queen’s Theatre, Haymarket- the Great Arch, anonymous, early C18 (possibly Marco Ricci - Burney Collection IX, 65,101 )

Teatro Olimpico Vicenza:  Palladio study & below image as today 

2

Palladio study of a Roman Theatre RIBA @V&A (Box 8) NH visit 20050116 

Palladio & Scamozzi    1585

Simon Basil’s design and 

drawing . Inigo Jones was 

his accomplice for ‘scenes 

and stage’  (1605).   A 

Serlian theatre - for 

Christchurch, Oxford 

example ref; Orrell ( 1985) 

small drawing near left: cut 

and re-orientated drawing 

for easier reading 

3

Basil & Jones ( not shown ) 1605

1. Playhouse 

2. drawn 

3. design

4. whole disposition

5. inside

6. very different from any other House

7. approv’d by all

8. A draught 

9. Palladio

10. Houses 4

Vanbrugh – the key letter 

“design … the whole disposition” ;  the immediate context spatially ? 

This drawing of Edward Vanbrugh’s  property  ( SL 

XXX V) 1777 . It is copied on a drawing at The 

Soane Museum SM 61/5/1dated 1790 – see SL 

XXIX p. 227

*Plan and cross-section 

from C.P. Dumont 

(1774  before the Adam

changes of 1778 )

* mirror image as printed 

The theatre as Vanbrugh 

designed it but  with boxes 

added at A ; ceiling lowered 

at B ; doors to boxes at C 
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Dumont 1774 & Edward Vanbrugh (nephew)

6

Colley Cibber’s critical memoir published 1740 — experience & contemporary record from the outset
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8

Vanbrugh   “I have drawn… ”

9John Webb after Jones and Palladio – London c. 1635 
LHS unknown scenic  theatre design – RHS Teatro Olimpico 

Teatro all'Antica 1588 Vincenzo Scamozzi 

Teatro di Nona  1690  Carlo Fontana

Comédie-Française 1689 François d’Orbay

drawings of scenic theatres & Opera theatres  Webb below ( and LHS Scamozzi- Fontana , d’Orbay) 

B

C

A

above:  Richard Leacroft 1975 projection

far left: map extract

left: the possible  1663 design for Bridges 

Street may relate to All Souls CL 81 in the 

Wren Collection.

note: faint cross-section at B ( this 

matches the 1674 theatre cross section – 

following slide )  and stage arch elevation 

at C  (dotted stage front X)

X 

X 

X

C

NHH photo. 15th Feb 2005 10

Wren’s drawing 81 All Souls  

B 

NHH photo. 22nd March 2006

Leacroft 1975 projection 

left: the likely 1674 design for 

Drury Lane as taken from the 

Wren Collection section. 

above : a 20th century model 

in the Richard Southern 

Collection at Bristol University 

& Leacroft drawings 
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Wren’s drawing  All Souls section drawing  

1600 1700 1800

Italy 

England  

• public theatre with stack auditorium- commedia dell’Arte 

1586 

1607 1640

• public opera theatre with stack auditorium &  scenic stage

A type

B 

C 

D = [A+B] +C 

1 2

5

3

4

1640

a 

d 

c 

b 

• symbolic theatre public & ‘private’ 

• Eng. scenic theatre ‘private’

• English opera  theatre public    OPERA House 

• English /Italian opera public

• English public FAN shaped scenic theatre ( with  public  opera )

1. Olimpico Vicenza

2  all’Antica Sabionetta

3 Farnese Parma

4  Pergola Florence 

5  di Nona Rome  

i Rose  London 

Ii Cockpit in Court Lon 

iii Jones & Basil Oxford

iv   Hall temporary  Lon

v    Hall permanent Lon

vi   Lisle’s Tennis Crt. Lon

vii Drury Lane 1   

viii Dorste Garden 

ix DL 2

x   Haymarket 

xi Haymarket Handel

xii  Haymarket Adam 

    Novosielski 1

xiii Haymarket rebuild.

xiv Bayreuth  Germany!

c* 

1660

• English public scenic theatre & English ‘opera’

• Italian scenic theatre ‘private’

• opera theatre ‘private’    with festival experiments- technical scenic stage 

ii*

ix x

xi xii

xiii

iv

v vii viii

iii

i ii

xi

xiv

Opera Theatre pending ‘Opera House’ 

Scenic Theatre as a ‘building’ 

12

evolution of the scenic theatre and opera theatre/house – in England and Italy 
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Vanbrugh – the key letter 2 

14

drawing of the pre-fire arrangement Adam or Novosielski alterations from c. 1780-89

M. Novosielski scheme 

c. 1782-1790 following 

the fire of 1779 ( left ) 

enlarging the footprint 

and sitting over the 

Robert Adam layout of 

1778 .above is  -I believe 

- the completed 

Novosielski scheme 

c. 1782 -1790.

both had clearly moved 

away from the Vanbrugh 

design and now had no 

galleries but Italianate 

boxes, and fan shaped 

parterre seats.  

see SL XXIX p.232 text ( in 

Soane Museum 

collection) and images 

SL XXX

G.S. Repton 1816 with ( I believe) the Novosielski auditorium 

and stage still in place from 1782 

SL XXX  

Novosielski plan -  eradicates Vanbrugh FOH rooms- Repton reinstates them on 

the Haymarket side 

15

drawing of the post -fire Novosielski design and subsequent architecture of the urban block – later architecture of ‘the outside’  

Vanbrugh – the key letter & “Palladio in French” 

16 end

Vanbrugh – theatre sizes
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Vanbrugh Talk — People and Dates

Architectural, theatrical and institutional genealogy

Sebastiano Serlio (1475–c.1554)

Andrea Palladio (1508–1580)

Vincenzo Scamozzi (1548–1616)

Giovanni Battista Aleotti (1546–1636)

Simon Basil (c.1562–1615)

Inigo Jones (1573–1652)

William Davenant (1606–1668)

John Webb (1611–1672)

Thomas Killigrew (1612–1683)

Christina of Sweden (1626–1689)

Christopher Wren (1632–1723)

François d’Orbay (1634–1697)

Thomas Betterton (c.1635–1710)

Robert Hooke (1635–1703)

Carlo Fontana (1638–1714)

Jacob Tonson (1655/56–1736)

Nicholas Hawksmoor (1661–1736)

John Vanbrugh (1664–1726)

Johann Jakob Heidegger (1666–1749)

William Congreve (1670–1729)

Colley Cibber (1671–1757)

James Thornhill (1675/76–1734)

Owen Swiny / Swiney (1676–1754)

George Frideric Handel (1685–1759)

Robert Adam (1728–1792)

Henry Holland (1745–1806) — Brooks’s

James Wyatt (1746–1813) — Boodle’s

Michael Novosielski (c.1750–1795)

Humphry Repton (1752–1818)

Robert Smirke (1780–1867) — United Service Club

Charles Barry (1795–1860) — Travellers Club and Reform Club

Vanbrugh – people dates 

Wagner the Bayreuth 

Festspielhaus of 1876Note  

R = audience (receptors)

E = actors ( enactors)

Vanbrugh – Wren’s progeny
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