
Sadler’s Wells is the last reminder of the spas, wells and 
pleasure gardens that stood in the northern part of 
Clerkenwell from the late seventeenth century. From an 
early stage the site was associated as much with music 
and entertainment as with the medicinal powers of the 
water. 

This display is an introduction to the Sadler’s Wells collection 
held at the Islington Local History Centre and looks at the 
history of Sadler’s Wells through the main types of materials 
that make up the archive. 

The collection is a rich source of illustrations and photographs 
which show the development of different theatres on the site, 
as well as the productions and people that have appeared there. 

Also in the archive are scores, scripts, playbills, programmes 
and posters that illustrate the variety of events, shows and 
performances that have taken place at Sadler’s Wells over the 
years. 

Finally we hold a large collection of newspaper cuttings, 
covering reviews, adverts and developments at the theatre, 
and scrapbooks, which follow the progress of the Sadler’s Wells 
ballet and opera companies.
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History
Sadler’s Wells, 1730
The water from the original well, in the garden of a ‘Musick 
House’ built by Mr Sadler in 1683, was thought to have health-
giving properties. Sadler’s Wells became a fashionable spa. By 
the early 1700s, the spa had declined and entertainments with 
tumblers, rope dancers and dancing dogs were performed at 
Sadler’s Wells.

Rosoman’s Sadler’s Wells, 1765 
Thomas Rosoman took over management of the theatre in 
1746 and restored it to its former popularity. He introduced 
opera and supervised the construction of a new brick theatre 
which opened in April 1765. 

Sadler’s Wells, 1851
Sadler’s Wells had been in decline for some years when a 
Theatres Act in 1843 allowed the licensing of minor theatres 
for drama. Samuel Phelps became partner-manager in 1844 
and over the next 19 years he produced more than 100 plays. 

Children playing in the ruins of Sadler’s Wells, 1920s
After Phelps retired, Sadler’s Wells declined again. It became 
a roller-skating rink, a prize fighting arena and a cinema and 
finally closed in 1915. In 1923, the theatrical manager Ardeen 
Foster gave prizes to the best ‘house’ built by children in the 
ruins of the theatre.

Sadler’s Wells, 1931
A new theatre opened in 1931 with funds raised by a public 
appeal organised by Lilian Baylis, manager of the Old Vic. For 
the first few months, ballet, opera and drama performances 
were shown at both theatres. The ballet and opera companies 
then settled permanently at Sadler’s Wells. 

Sadler’s Wells, 2010
In the decades following 1945, Sadler’s Wells built a reputation 
for opera and dance. The theatre received National Lottery 
funding for a new building which opened in October 1998. 
Sadler’s Wells is now known as one of the UK’s foremost dance 
venues and producing houses.
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Newspaper Cuttings 
Aquatic Theatre notice (unknown publication, 1804)
In 1804, manager Charles Dibdin installed a water tank and 
advertised Sadler’s Wells as an ‘Aquatic Theatre’. It was used to 
stage extravagant naval dramas and opened with the Siege of 
Gibraltar, in which real vessels bombarded a fortress. 

“The Conquering Cinema” (unknown publication, 1914)  
On 26 September 1914 Sadler’s Wells reopened officially as a 
picture house. The Mayor of Finsbury opened the new cinema, 
which had tip-up chairs instead of the old wooden seats and all 
the proceeds from that day were devoted to the war effort. 

Reopening of Sadler’s Wells (Daily Sketch, 1931)
By 1925, the Sadler’s Wells site was derelict. Lilian Baylis 
launched a public appeal to buy the theatre for the nation and 
to set up a charitable foundation to run it in conjunction with 
the Old Vic. Building work finally began in 1930.  

“Christmas treats for young and old” (Islington Gazette, 1995)
Sadler’s Wells offered 100 free tickets to pensioners for the 
Christmas performance of Cinderella by London City Ballet. This 
was designed to encourage visitors who would not usually go to 
the theatre. 

Scrapbooks 
Vic-Wells Ballet scrapbook, 1938-1940
Pictures of Le Roi Nu, performed on 7 April 1938 and based 
on Hans Christian Andersen’s The Emperor’s New Clothes. The 
scrapbook includes many images from different productions 
throughout this period.

Sadler’s Wells Ballet Company American tour scrapbook, 1949
The tour opened in New York on 9 October with Sleeping 
Beauty and visited principal cities of the USA for 10 weeks. 
The dancers represented both contemporary British ballet and 
British fashion, with the four principal ballerinas dressed by 
leading designers. 
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Illustrations
Signor Spinacuta and his monkey, 1767
An early popular act at Sadler’s Wells was Signor Spinacuti’s 
monkey, Le Chevalier des Singes. The monkey walked and 
danced on a tight-rope with a pole and turned the ‘catherine 
wheel’ on the slack-rope to admiration from packed audiences.

Sadler’s Wells, 1807  
There was tragedy at Sadler’s Wells on 15 October 1807, 
when a drunken brawl was proclaimed by onlookers with a 
joyous “A fight! A fight!” People in other parts of the theatre 
mistook the shout for “A fire! A fire!” and in the resulting rush, 
eighteen people lost their lives. 

Samuel Phelps, 1804-1878
Phelps was well known for reviving and popularising the 
production of Shakespeare plays. He also regularly performed 
in leading roles. In his first role as Macbeth, however, he opened 
amidst “a hideous medley of fights, foul language, cat calls 

shrieks, yells, oaths, blasphemy, obscenity, apples, oranges, 
biscuits, ginger beer, porter and pipes.” 

Peter Grimes, 1945
Sadler’s Wells reopened after the Second World War with the 
premiere of Benjamin Britten’s opera, Peter Grimes, on 7 June 
1945. It was conducted by Reginald Goodall and performed by 
Sadler’s Wells Opera Company with Peter Pears and Joan Cross 
in the leading roles. 

Marcel Marceau, 1978
Marcel Marceau was a legendary mime artist; he was known 
as a “master of silence” and for reviving the art of pantomime 
and invoking emotion without speaking a word. Marceau’s first 
London appearance was at Sadler’s Wells and he was a regular 
here in the 1970s and 1980s. 
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Scripts 
The Man of the Black Forest, 1820
This script, the first two acts of a melodrama, includes plans 
of the scenery, stage directions and the temperament of the 
characters. It was probably used as the prompter’s script. The 
show was revived at the theatre in 1830 and the script has 
been annotated in pencil, probably for this production. 

Oliver Twist, 1838 
During the first half of the 18th century, Sadler’s Wells was 
famed for its adaptations of popular novels of the time. This 
script is based on the serial of Oliver Twist, written by Charles 
Dickens under the pseudonym “Boz”, which appeared in 
monthly instalments in Bentley’s Miscellany magazine from 
February 1837. It was performed in December 1838, before 
the serialisation was completed. 

Jack and the Beanstalk, 1847
Throughout the years of Samuel Phelps’ more traditional 
productions, the Christmas pantomime was still an important 
part of the theatrical year. The alternative name for this 

production was Harlequin and Little Great Britain. At this time 
the harlequin was king of the pantomime and every piece was 
prefixed by his name. 

Scores and Song sheets
London Lights, early 19th century
Charles Dibdin was famous throughout his life for writing songs, 
prologues, epilogues and one-act musical plays. As manager 
of Sadler’s Wells he hosted seasons which introduced his new 
works and he was a very popular showman. This is the score of 
a song written by Dibdin and sung by Mr Smith at the Aquatic 
Theatre.

Hot Codlins, 1819
Hot Codlins was Joseph Grimaldi’s most famous song and tells 
of an old lady who sold roast apples and drank too much gin. 
It was first sung by Grimaldi on Easter Monday 1819 and was 
composed by John Whitaker.
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Playbills
Playbill, 1793
This is one of the earliest playbills in the Sadler’s Wells 
collection. The main attraction on this bill is The Royal Prisoners, 
which tells the story of Marie Antionette and the French 
Revolution. Sadler’s Wells was famous for producing topical 
entertainment based on the events of the day, and this drama 
was performed just a few months after her incarceration.

Playbill, 1825  
This playbill advertises Joseph Grimaldi as one of the actors 
in Enchanted Girdles and as the clown in Fairy Blue and Fairy 
Red. Grimaldi is best remembered as the creator of Joey the 
Clown. He revolutionised pantomime stories, introducing fairy 
tales, nursery rhymes and the pantomime dame, as well as the 
tradition of audience participation. It was at Sadler’s Wells that 
Grimaldi made one of his last performances in 1828.

Playbill, 1846
This performance of Shakespeare’s Henry VIII took place whilst 
the theatre was under the management of Samuel Phelps. 
He also played the principle adversary to Henry VIII, Cardinal 
Wolsey. It is one of Shakespeare’s less well known history plays. 
Phelps made his last appearance on stage in 1878 as Cardinal 
Wolsey.

Playbill, 1871
This was a Christmas pantomime performance based on the 
nursery rhyme Old Mother Hubbard. It also includes characters 
from other pantomimes such as Mother Goose, Tommy Tucker 
and Little Miss Muffett. The traditional pantomime harlequin or 
clown figure also appears in this production, but by this time is 
only given a small slot in the programme.

Playbill, 1793

Playbill, 1825

Playbill, 1846
Playbill, 1871



Programmes
The School for Scandal, 1880
This production was performed when Sadler’s Wells was at one 
of its low points. The building had closed as a skating rink and 
the interior had been restored as a theatre. The new manager, 
Mrs Bateman, hoped for a renaissance of traditional theatre, 
staging Shakespeare plays and conventional dramas alongside 
variety performances.

Twelfth Night, 1931 
A new Sadler’s Wells theatre opened with this production. 
The cast was headed by John Gielgud as Malvolio. He was not 
impressed with the theatre, saying later “How we all detested 
Sadler’s Wells when it was opened first. The auditorium looked 
like a denuded wedding cake and the acoustics were dreadful.”

Sadler’s Wells Ballet, Kings Head Theatre, Hammersmith, 1944
At the start of the Second World War Sadler’s Wells stayed 
open until September 1940, when the Blitz began. While the 
theatre was closed, both the ballet and opera companies toured 
theatres around the country. 

La Vie Parisienne, 1961
This operetta composed by Jacques Offenbach was first 
performed in Paris in 1866. This production was directed by 
Wendy Toye who first worked at Sadler’s Wells as a dancer in 
the corps de ballet. She said of Sadler’s Wells, “There was real 
knowledge about and real enthusiasm for the work - opera or 
dance.” 

Swan Lake, 1995
Matthew Bourne’s production is loosely based on the Russian 
romantic ballet Swan Lake, from which it takes Tchaikovsky’s 
music and the broad outline of the plot. It is most famous 
for using an all male ensemble. Bourne’s version has been 
performed at Sadler’s Wells many times since its debut.

Havana Rakatan, 2009
This is a programme from the third season of Havana Rakatan 
at Sadler’s Wells. It is a journey through Cuban music and 
history and includes salsa, mambo, jazz, bolero, son, cha-cha-
cha and rumba dance styles. 
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Posters
London Contemporary Dance Theatre, 1974
This company appeared many times at Sadler’s Wells in the 
1970s and 1980s. Choreographers such as Siobhan Davies and 
Micha Bergese worked with the company to create new works 
which were performed at the theatre. This production included 
several new dances: Pilot, Three Epitaphs, Eclipse and Diversion 
of Angels.

Kabuki, 1981 
Kabuki is a traditional Japanese form of theatre with its origins 
in the 1600s. Kabuki theatre is known for its flamboyant 
costumes, elaborate make-up and exaggerated body 
movements. It combines highly visual acting, dancing and live 
traditional music. This show contained Renjishi, a dance based 
on an old Chinese legend, and Shunkan, a parable like tale of 
romance, murder and despair.

Ballet Rambert, 1982
Ballet Rambert began as a classical ballet company but from 
the 1960s concentrated on the development of contemporary 
dance and became the Rambert Dance Company in 1987.    

The company has appeared at Sadler’s Wells many times. 
On this occasion the company performed four different 
programmes in two weeks, using classical and contemporary 
music. 

Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet Season, 1990
This season celebrated the life and work of Dame Peggy van 
Praagh. She was a dancer and choreographer and also worked 
as a teacher at the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School. Shortly after 
this season, the Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet relocated to the 
Birmingham Hippodrome and became the Birmingham Royal 
Ballet.

Mikado/Yeoman of the Guard, 1992
The D’Oyly Carte Opera Company was founded by Richard 
D’Oyly Carte in the 1870s and has been performing the operas 
of Gilbert and Sullivan for almost 130 years. This production of 
The Mikado and The Yeoman of the Guard was part of a tour 
marking the 150th anniversary of Sullivan’s birth. 

Ballet Rambert, 1982

London 
Contemporary 
Dance Theatre, 
1974

Sadler’s Wells Royal 
Ballet Season, 1990

Mikado/Yeoman of the Guard, 1992

Kabuki, 1981


