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                                     At the pantomime: a comfortably-off Victorian family in a box, undated (Earl) 
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VICTORIAN THEATRES: EXAMPLES 
 
 

Diagrams are from "Theatre Lighting in the Victorian Age" by Terence Rees 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



VICTORIAN THEATRES & MUSIC HALLS 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



VICTORIAN THEATRES & MUSIC HALLS 

 

 
 
 
 



VICTORIAN THEATRES & MUSIC HALLS 

 

 
 
 



VICTORIAN THEATRES & MUSIC HALLS 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



VICTORIAN THEATRES & MUSIC HALLS 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



VICTORIAN THEATRES & MUSIC HALLS 
 

 
 

"The (theatre) department of the lighting expert-- the gas-man in the days before electricity 

and for some time after, while electricity was first being used in theatres, A complex of gas 

pipes and control valves is seen at the left...." place and date unknown (Southern)  
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The gas distributor at Buxton Opera House, 1902 (High Peak Theatre Trust) 

The theatre was also provided with a stage and auditorium electricity lighting system 

 

The controls are labelled: 

From Meter, Sun Pilot, Foot Pilot, Float (footlights) 

Flash, Sunlight (sunburner), Sun Bye-Pass and Dressing Room 

with Manufacturer's Mark: E Hatton Manchester 

 

 

 

 

The Float was on the most sophisticated triple system: Pilot, Flash and main supply. 

The Pilot lit the Flash, the Flash the whole of the footlights...... 

This three-tier system provided safe and gentle ignition that was not possible with 

the inevitably explosive leap from single Pilot to full length Footlights.  
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The ceiling at Buxton Opera House with central gas sunburner, 1902 (High Peak Theatre Trust) 

The theatre was also provided with a stage and auditorium electricity lighting system 
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(1864) 
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(1864) 
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(1889) 
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VICTORIAN THEATRES & MUSIC HALLS 
Colour photographs from www.williamsugghistory.co.uk  

showing examples of gas sunburners although not in theatres. 
By (Chris Sugg: CIBSE Heritage Group) 
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VICTORIAN THEATRES: APPENDICES 
APPENDIX ONE 

Extract from "Theatre in the Victorian Age," 
Michael R Booth, Cambridge University Press, 1991 
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VICTORIAN THEATRES: APPENDICES 
APPENDIX TWO 

From "Theatre Lighting in the Age of Gas," 
Terence Rees, The Society for Theatre Research, London, 1978 

 

 
 
 



APPENDIX TWO 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



VICTORIAN THEATRES: APPENDICES 
APPENDIX THREE 

How to fit a theatre throughout with gas. A turn-of-the century guide for gas fitters. 

Extract from "Theatre Lighting in the Age of Gas," Terence Rees, 
 The Society for Theatre Research, London, 1978 
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THEATRES: EARLY ELECTRIC LIGHTING 
 

THE SAVOY THEATRE, LONDON 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



THE SAVOY THEATRE, LONDON 
 

 
 

 
 

(Rees) 
 

 
 



THE SAVOY THEATRE, LONDON 
 
 
 
 

 
 

"When building (of the Savoy Theatre) was nearing completion Richard D'Oyly Carte took 

the opportunity of issuing a prospectus in which he described exactly what he had in mind  

for the illumination of his new theatre" (Rees) 

 
 
 
 
 

 



THE PALACE THEATRE, LONDON 
 

 
 
 

 
 

(Glasstone) 
 



THE PARIS OPERA HOUSE 
 

 
 

Electric switchboard below the stage at the Paris Opera, 1887 (Rees) 

 



THE PARIS OPERA HOUSE 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Power supply in the cellars of the Paris Opera, 1887 (Rees) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LONDON THEATRES AND MUSIC HALLS 
WITH EARLY ELECTRIC LIGHTING 

 
 

 
 

The audience at the Britannia Theatre, 1901 (Trustees of the V&A Museum from Booth) 
 

After the installation of electric lighting in the Savoy Theatre in 1881: 

"The relatively cool electric light soon began to find its way into other theatres." 

 

 

                      1883 The Criterion Theatre in Piccadilly Circus 

 

1883 The Grand Theatre, Islington 

 

                  1884 The Prince's Theatre in Coventry Street 

 

                                                           1885 The New Pavilion Music Hall, Mile End 

 

                                                           1887 Terry's Theatre in the Strand 

 

                 1888 The new Court Theatre, Sloane Square 

 

                  1888 The Lyric Theatre, Shaftesbury Avenue 

 

     1888 The Tivoli Theatre in the Strand 

 
 

However, it is reported that all of these establishments incorporated an auxiliary system of 

gas lighting (just in case), except for the Lyric which was lit by electricity alone. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The West End at the turn of the century (Weightman) 


