Back stage tour of London’s Old Vic

London zone has arranged many back stage theatre tours over our long history and all have been fascinating in their own right, but those attending Augusts’ tour of London Waterloo’s Old Vic unanimously voted it the best yet, and for two reasons.

Firstly due to our ebullient dry witted guide, Stage Manager Mr Ned Seago.

His theatrical style blending smoothly with an encyclopaedic knowledge of British theatre and of course the Old Vic itself.

Some guides expound prominent names and dates, which while interesting are quickly forgotten. Ned’s approach is to add stories of interest to the narrative.

Such as the unusual place in the theatre where the Queen Mother had her mid performance G and T, or where an Old Vic employee was nearly murdered.

The tour starts outside the theatre with a viewing of the newly restored foundation stone, dating back to 1816, when it was known as the Royal Coburg,  

The opening night in 1818 saw a melodrama, ballet and harlequinade.

Ned moving us on through the stage door relayed his encounter with the ghost of Lilian Bayliss, she floating past him and through an old and bricked up doorway before his very eyes. 

Well we believed him!

From 1912 to 1937 Bayliss was the corner stone of the Old Vic Hall as she referred to it. 

Her tireless work saw it through the fall and rise of the theatre’s seesaw existence. 

The formidable Bayliss when as usual leading from the front instigated the founding of the National theatre, which was eventually run from the Old Vic for the first five years in 1962, before moving on to the grand purpose built Bankside monolith nearby.

Most theatrical heavy weights you care to mention from Kean, Olivier, to Hollywood star and now Old Vic artistic director since 2003, Kevin Spacey have performed here.

In 1831 the great tragedian Edmund Kean played Richard the third, Othello, Macbeth and King Lear during a six night engagement. Ned told how he berated the rowdy audience one night, ‘In my life I have never acted to such a set of unmitigating ignorant brutes as I have ever before me’.

The one penny gallery was as usual packed with over a thousand drunk, rather smelly and thoroughly uncouth hooligans. They regularly threw rotten fruit at any unfortunate who was brave enough to step on the stage. 

Do bear in mind though this was long before the days of ASBO’s!

I mentioned earlier there were two highlights with this tour. 

Ned insisted that if he guided a group they must be allowed on to the stage, which normally is hallowed ground, not usually fit for us such lowly mortals. 

So to be able to tread on this genuinely historic place was a real privilege indeed. 

The props were set for the Victorian period thriller, Gaslight starring Rosamund Pike.

While Ned explained the technical properties of the stage and safety curtain which is always lowered during performance intervals, surprising us all as he revealed it is made of galvanised metal and is in actual fact one big water tank that in the event of a fire would be emptied in a torrent to extinguish the approaching flames. The stage slanted rake ensuring the water would pour towards the audience. Now wet but safe!

He then to our delight raised the curtain to reveal the audience seating. 

None could resist taking a bow. 

Myself fulfilling an ambition to appear and be applauded at a top London venue. 

Even though the only one there viewing us, maybe, was the spectral Mrs Bayliss!

The Old Vic bombed and badly damaged in the war has continued over its chequered history, to show the spirit and verve of the Blitz. 

Long may it remain to uphold the unquenchable shining light that is British theatrical art and performance?

Alan York

