VANBRUGH’S CONTRIBUTION AT THE HAYMARKET RECONSIDERED

“the whole disposition”

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 disposition 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 disposition. 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 experimentation with scenic
theatre, from Jones and Webb through Davenant, Killigrew and Wren — and behind them Palladio
and the Italian tradition.
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[Slide 4 from presentation— 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 tradition
and was of a scale similar to existing theatres. Graham Barlow’s reconstruction suggests a more
geometrically integrated conception, but the underlying species of theatre is quite recognisable.

Beyond its clear genealogical identity 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: acoustics, sight-lines and
the uncomfortable relationship of audience to stage. Vanbrugh’s architectural choreography, even
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within a known formula, had failed to resolve practical problems — problems Wren had addressed
thirty years earlier in 1674 at Drury Lane — and with a radical solution.
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[Slide 5 from presentation — Dumont / Edward Vanbrugh: reconstructing the 1705 theatre]

Wren’s fan-shaped auditorium offers the essential counterpoint to the old line. It compressed the
audience array as it faced the scenic stage and treated sight-lines, acoustics and performance as an
integrated — and scientific — problem. Vanbrugh knew that theatre intimately, yet chose not to follow
the same direction. His was a poetic conception concerned with Palladian notions, ideal geometry,
balance and architectural effect.

[Slide 11 from presentation — Wren, Drury Lane 1674: the alternative English trajectory]
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With this in mind | 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 disposition 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 disposition 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 conception.

He was also talking to Tonson, his friend, and so inevitably thinking about his club, offering it spatial
identity and political opportunity. | 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 Wotton. 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 setting containing different ingredients, relationships, opportunities —
possibility.

The English version of an emerging new building type

Along the Haymarket frontage he constructed rental houses and a short entrance fagade; behind them
stood the great barn-like brick theatre enclosure; adjoining it at the rear was the relatively plain but
important and grand long ‘Assembly Room’. There were other chambers and back-of-house facilities
too. Behind the houses was the service access yard later called King’s Yard.

Multiple facilities within a theatre building were not a novelty. Venice already offered a larger urban
culture of opera houses, ridotti, coffee houses, gaming and casini. But the Haymarket was not simply
a London version of that institution. Vanbrugh was thinking of his club, his politics, his clients, of
funding and future incomes — but over and above this he was projecting. Even the location depended
on a gamble about the future.

After 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 times operated as a whole site for masquerades — at times 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 operation.

Following the fire of 1789, Novosielski enlarged the theatre, and with successive alterations by others,
the conglomeration as an urban block became an integrated metropolitan institution: the English
Opera House.

3/4|Page



drawing of the post -fire Novosielski design and subsequent architecture of the urban block — later architecture of ‘the outside’
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[Slide 15 from presentation — Novosielski and the later Haymarket: from “whole disposition” to
Opera House]

A final review

There is a final interest to this question, in Vanbrugh’s 1703 letter. Inmediately after announcing his
unique design, he asks Tonson, then in Amsterdam, to obtain a draught there — very probably of the
Amsterdam Schouwburg theatre and in relation 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 disposition” unlike any other House,
he was still seeking architectural information, still thinking about theatre — and “House”.

The Haymarket can therefore be understood both as the last great experiment in the English scenic
theatre tradition 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 disposition” — his plot as his own structure.

And perhaps, in giving architectural form to something of the social world of Tonson and his friends,
potential clients, fellow members and subscribers, that notion of House/Mansion as institution 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
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Dumont 1774 & Edward Vanbrugh

*Plan and cross-section
from C.P. Dumont

(1774 before the Adam
changes of 1778 )

* mirrorimage as printed

The theatre as Vanbrugh
designed it but with boxes
added at A ; ceiling lowered
atB; doors to boxes at C

This drawing of Edward Vanbrugh's property (SL
XXX V) 1777 . Itis copied on a drawing at The
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XXIX p. 227

> “design .. the whole disposition” ; the immediate context spatially ?

Colley Cibber’s critical memoi

e
APOLOGY

LIFE OF MR. COLLEY CIBBER,

COSDLAY AVD eTANTER 08 I TUETRE BOTAE,

CHARACTERS AND ANECDOTES

ir published 1740 — experience & contemporary record from the outset

Nicholas Helm slides - short talk - Seaton Delaval October 8 2026 - handout appendix p.1
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Vanbrugh the key letter 2

[To the Earl of Manchester]

My Lord
I have rec’d your Ldships Letter of the 22 of June. ;

t t c

Occas);on of the Loss was three things, One; that half thq
before the Establishmt: was made. And then, My
Supposition that there wou’d be Immence | gam.Obhg’
Allowances; An Other thing was, That the Towne
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34 was, That tho’ the Pitt and Boxes did

Gallery People (who hitherto had only 'ﬁm
were weary of the Entertainment: so that
barelg Money to Pay the Performnp &
the Cloaths & Scenes th

Fourth Reason which is.
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Vanbrugh —the key letter & “Palladio in French”
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drawing of the pre-fire arrangement Adam or Novosielski alterations from c. 1780-89
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drawing of the post -fire Novosielski design and subsequent architecture of the urban block — later architecture of ‘the outside”
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Appendix slides further background & discussion period

Vanbrugh — theatre sizes
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gh — Wren'’s progeny

Wagner the Bayreuth
Festspielhaus of 1876
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