
DEVELOPMENT OF THEATRE ARCHITECHTURE THROUGH THE AGES 
 
Drama of a kind is present in the rituals of primitive tribes, often with a dramatic figure in a mask and 
costume, strikingly fierce or mysterious, impersonating which affects the fortunes of the tribe.  While 
this is undoubtedly dramatic, it this does not involve theatre in the conventional sense, which requires 
the addition of a sung or spoken text - a development which first occurred, like so many others, in 
ancient Greece. 
 
Their theatres were originally built on a large scale to accommodate a large number of people on 
stage, as well as in the audience, up to fourteen thousand. Their knowledge of mathematics allowed 
their designers to create acoustics such that the actors' voices could be heard throughout the theatre. 
The first seats in Greek theatres (other than sitting on the ground) were wooden, but around 499 BCE 
the practice of inlaying stone blocks into the side of the hill started.  They were called the "prohedria" 
and were reserved for priests and a few most respected citizens. 
 
The performance space was a simple circular space, the ‘orchestra’, where the chorus danced and 
sang. The orchestra, which had an average diameter of 78 feet, was situated on a flattened terrace at 
the foot of a hill, the slope of which produced a natural ‘theatron’, literally ‘seeing place’. In 465 BCE 
a backdrop or scenic wall was introduced, which hung or stood behind the orchestra, also serving as 
an area in which to change . It was known as the ‘skené’ (hence scene).  Later, the term ‘theatre’ came 
to be applied to the whole area of theatron, orchestra, and skené.  
 

 

 
 

The theatre of Delphi and the temple of Apollo (below) 
from the 4th century BC. 

The capacity of the theatre was around 5,000 spectators. 
 

 
 
Roman theatres were quite similar to, those of the Greeks, although they could be freestanding.  The 
orchestra was normally semi-circular and there were more elaborate stages. 
 
 
 
The first buildings used for theatrical 
performances in Britain were amphitheatres 
introduced by the Romans and one can be found 
under the Guildhall. 

 

 

 
Roman Theatre at Palmyra 

 

 
London's Roman Amphitheatre 



 
The Rose 

 

 
Medieval theatre was presented on elaborate 
temporary stages inside great halls, barns, or in 
the open courtyards of galleried inns.  It was from 
these that Elizabethan timber-framed open-air 
theatres took their form, such as Shakespeare’s 
Rose and the Globe in London.  They were often 
multi-sided buildings, with a covered platform 
stage against one side.  The audience sat or stood 
in covered galleries around other or in the open 
courtyard.  All the performances took place in 
daylight. 

 
Shakespeare's Globe in London, a reconstruction of an Elizabethan theatre. 

 
Interest in theatre increased during the Stuart period. Many rich courtiers and aristocrats hosted 
touring theatrical productions in their homes. Masques, too, were a popular form of recreation for the 
royal court involving music, dance and elaborate costumes and scenery.  
 
The architect Inigo Jones devised the sets for royal masques and later designed theatres, influenced by 
Italian and France designs. He is also attributed with introducing the first proscenium arch – a 
decorative architectural frame over a thrust stage.   
 
After the execution of Charles I in 1642, theatrical performances were outlawed and theatres closed 
and many demolished.  However, Oliver Cromwell and the Puritans were less censorious about 
musical entertainment and tolerated occasional small-scale masques as the unavoidable trappings of 
government.  In 1656, William Davenant succeeded in producing 'The Siege of Rhodes' in his home 
in an all-sung version. He staged it with moveable scenery arranged in perspective, which was to 
prove highly influential.  Later he opened the Duke's Theatre where he presented adaptations of 
Shakespeare's plays with music, forerunners of the semi-operas of Purcell. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
Interior of the Duke's Theatre, engraved reproduction of 
a 17th-century print, late 18th century. 
 

 



 

 

Following the restoration of the monarchy, interest in theatre 
resumed. In reward for their loyalty to the Crown, Charles II 
issued patents to two theatre companies in London, Davenant 
and Killigrew, to stage drama. They presented at various sites 
across the city before they set up permanent theatres in Drury 
Lane and Covent Garden. Later, the King issued limited patents 
to a few more theatres in London. However, by this time, 
theatre buildings began to change, influenced by those in 
Europe. They were now roofed, with stages for changeable 
scenery that was slid into position using grooves in their floors. 
Other scenery was flown in from above. To accommodate these 
elaborate stage sets more space was needed behind the stage. 
 
The facade of Drury Lane on Bridges Street was added in 1775; 
this gave the theatre its first on-street entrance. 

  
 
The Licensing Act of 1737 tightened censorship of drama, placing it under the control of the Lord 
Chamberlain and only patent theatres were able to perform drama.  Later, a series of royal patents 
were granted to cities outside London. These became known as ‘Theatres Royal’. Many still operate 
and were built in a restrained neo-classical style.  Also in the eighteenth century, companies of players 
began to travel on regular circuits between market towns. They set up their own theatres, called 
playhouses, which were similar in shape and size.  These theatres were open for limited periods, and 
when not needed for performances could be used for other functions, for example as assembly rooms 
or ballrooms. 
 

 
Façade of the former Theatre Royal, Truro. 

 
Theatres had mainly wooden interiors which were always at risk of fire. In 1794 the Drury Lane 
Theatre, London introduced the first iron safety curtain, which would eventually become a statutory 
requirement in all large theatres. By the end of the century the façades of many city theatres were built 
in the more imposing classical style, some even having porticos.  



In the early 1800s, theatre attendance lessened, so many theatres closed or were converted to other 
uses.  In 1843, the Theatres Act removed the patent monopoly and allowed the Lord Chamberlain to 
grant a theatre license to any suitable person. This encouraged the building of new theatres, invariably 
by speculators seeking profit.  Eventually a specific type of theatre building was developed to cater 
for this new form of entertainment, called a music hall.  Hundreds were built in working class areas as 
money-making concerns. 

  

  
Wilton's Music Hall, London 

 
By the middle of the nineteenth century theatre building was becoming a specialist architectural 
discipline.  In the auditorium, rectangular galleries began to be replaced by horseshoe-shaped 
balconies that enveloped the stage and provided better viewing.  To make theatre-going more socially 
acceptable for the middle classes different classes were segregated: financially by the cost of the 
tickets.  The Victorian period saw a number of innovations with lighting changed from candle to gas 
and then later to electricity as a result of stringent health and safety legislation. and it was 
a requirement that audiences seated at all levels could be evacuated quickly.  At that time the average 
life of theatres was just under twenty years owing to the risk of fire.  The development of cantilevered 
balconies was another innovation, which did not need supporting columns impeding the audience’s 
view. Concrete became a popular material for theatre interiors for its resistance to fire and because it 
could be moulded into elaborate curved forms. 
 
 

 
1874  Piccadilly Circus, W1. 

 
In 1870 following the acquisition of the White Bear Inn site, and 
adjoining properties between Jermyn Street and Piccadilly Circus, 
caterers Spiers and Pond commissioned Thomas Verity to design a new 
development consisting of a large restaurant, dining rooms, ballroom, 
and galleried concert hall. The Criterion retains an almost perfectly 
preserved interior. 
 

 
 
The period from the 1880s to World War I was the 
greatest era of theatre building and renovations with 
opulent interiors. The development of hydraulic 
(water powered) stage machinery enabled more 
spectacular productions to be presented.  In 1904 
the London Coliseum was opened as a theatre of 
variety.  In 1931 the Coliseum theatre was a venue 
musicals and pantomime.  It is now the home of 
English National Opera. 

 



 

 
 
The beginning of the twentieth century saw the 
introduction of the bioscope, a forerunner of the cinema. 
It was so popular that new or refurbished theatres often 
included provision for screening films.  Rugby Theatre 
opened in 1913 as the Empire Picture Palace. In 1917 it 
was known as the Picture Palace then, in 1923, the Scala 
Cinema. In 1949 it opened as the Rugby Theatre, under 
the Rugby Theatre Society. 
 

 
World War I suspended theatre building, but by then it had reached a peak and demand was satisfied. 
The Depression further affected theatre-going and theatre-building.  No theatres of note were built in 
London in the interwar period but the Coventry Hippodrome is a good example.  Constructed in 1936 
with a a radical new artistic style, Art Deco interior with close to 2,00 seats.  Its name was changed 
several times and it was finally demolished in 2002. 
  

 
Coventry Hippodrome 

 
 
With the emerging popularity of film super-cinemas were springing up rapidly, many designed in the 
Art Deco or ‘the Hollywood style’. 
 

 
Odeon Leicester Square 2006 (opened in 1930) 



 
The Royal Shakespeare Theatre across 

the River Avon 

 
 
 
The Royal Shakespeare Theatre opened in 1932 on 
the site adjacent to the original 1879 Shakespeare 
Memorial Theatre which had been destroyed by 
fire. It was the first important work erected in Britain 
from the designs of a woman architect, Elisabeth 
Scott. 

 

 
 
 
The Arts Council was formed in 1946 which 
enabled public money to be used to support 
theatre in the regions, including the construction 
of new theatres. The Belgrade in Coventry was 
the first purpose-built theatre after the war. 
 

 
Belgrade Theatre 

 
From its foundation in 1963 until 1976, the Royal Theatre Company was based at the Old Vic 
Theatre. The current building has been compared to a nuclear reactor and an overgrown car park and 
has been said to be as confusing to navigate as an Escher painting.  However its complex and 
imposing spaces have many fans and there is much to see and do in and around it.  It comprises three 
theatres.  The largest, the Olivier Theatre, is modelled on the ancient Greek theatre at Epidaurus and 
has an open stage with a revolving stage section with two platforms and a fan-shaped audience seating 
area.  The Lyttelton Theatre has a proscenium arch, while the Dorfman Theatre is the smallest, the 
barest and the most flexible of the National Theatre houses. 
 

 
Southbank Centre Complex 

 
The National Theatre 

 

 
Olivier Theatre 

 
Lyttleton Theatre 

 
Dorfman Theatre 

 


