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Red Lion Theatre, Whitechapel, Documentary Research Report

Executive Summary
Nicholas J Elsden, MoLAS
This report presents the results of documentary research into the location of the 16thcentury Red Lion theatre at Whitechapel. It was commissioned from Dr Christopher
Phillpotts by MoLAS, on behalf of Crossrail, in response to a suggestion from Nick
Truckle of English Heritage’s Greater London Archaeology Advisory Service.
The purpose of the research was to clarify the likely location of the theatre in relation to
proposed Crossrail works. An earlier report for English Heritage had suggested that
although poorly located, the theatre might have been situated within the site of the
proposed Whitechapel Station Eastern Ticket Hall, on the northern side of Whitechapel
Road, near the junction with Cambridge Heath Road (Blatherwick 1998, 6–10, following
Astington 1985, 456). This was also the location implied by an entry in the Greater
London Sites and Monuments Record. Simon Blatherwick suggested that further
documentary research on the primary records, which he used via secondary sources for
his report, had potential to refine the possible location.
This report concludes that a recent volume of the Victoria County History (1998), which
associates the theatre with Red Lion Farm, which lay on the opposite, southern, side of
Whitechapel Road from the proposed Crossrail works, at the site of the later London
Hospital, is most likely to be correct. In addition, Astington’s reasoning for locating the
theatre on the northern side of Whitechapel Road, and therefore possibly within the
Crossrail site, is rejected.
Thus the Red Lion theatre is unlikely to have lain within the proposed Crossrail
Whitechapel Station works.
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Background
Background to the documentary research
The following documentary research report was commissioned by the Museum of
London Archaeology Service on behalf of Crossrail, in July 2004, in order to investigate
the possibility that the site of the innovative Red Lion Theatre of the 1560s lay at the
corner of Whitechapel Road and Cambridge Heath Road. This is proposed for potential
development as part of the Crossrail works. This report is based on a brief period of
research into printed primary and secondary sources, and manuscript material at
Guildhall Library and London Metropolitan Archives. It also draws on previous research
on the Whitechapel area, which utilised sources at the British Library and the National
Archives. Late 16th and early 17th-century records of the manor of Stepney at the British
Library have also been briefly reviewed, but no mention of the site of the Red Lion
Theatre was discovered (BL Egerton MS 3006; Egerton Rolls 2080 and 2081).
Medieval and Tudor Background
The Crossrail site lay at first within the large parish of Stepney. A subsidiary chapel of St
Mary Matfelon was established by 1282 to serve the inhabitants of the ribbon
development spreading eastwards from London along the main road to Essex, beyond the
Bars across the street which marked the limit of the City’s jurisdiction. The derivation of
the chapel’s name is uncertain. It was nick-named Whitechapel by the 14th century and
had become a separate parish church by c 1320, its boundaries determined by field and
estate limits, and excluding the buildings at Mile End approximately one mile from the
Bars (Cal Husting Wills i 48; VCHM xi 3, 17, 67). The parish of Bethnal Green was not
separated from Stepney until 1743 (Weinreb and Hibbert 1983, 63).
The name Algate or Algatestrete was originally applied to the whole street extending
beyond the City boundary into Whitechapel and Stepney (Harben 1918, 10-11; Lobel
1989, 64; VCHM xi 9). The land along both sides of the highway was open manorial
waste until the 13th century, but dwellings had probably extended as far as the site of the
Chapel by the time of its foundation. The street was one of the centres of population in
the manor in the 14th century, and by c 1400 it was lined with cottages which paid small
money rents to the lord of the manor (VCHM xi 15, 17-18, 20).
The manorial waste broadened out to a considerable width at Mile End, where it joined
the road to Bethnal Green (now Cambridge Heath Road). Its outer limits are still
represented by the line of Durward Street and Darling Road on the north side, and Raven
Row and Adelina Grove on the south side. At the junction the main road crossed over the
Black Ditch, by means of a stone bridge. The Black Ditch was the main stream of the
area to the west of the River Lea. From this point it ran on through Stepney and Poplar,
and debouched into the Thames at Limekiln Dock in Limehouse (Figs 1 and 2). To the
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west of the stream, on the waste on the north side of the road, there was a large pond. It
was later known as the Ducking Pond, but perhaps originated as a manorial fishpond.
Algatestret continued to form one of the component settlements of Stepney manor in the
15th century (VCHM xi 18). In 1442/3 there were brewers of ale and beer, and a butcher
in the street, and a baker at Le Lyon, possibly the later Red Lion Inn on the south side of
Whitechapel High Street (NA SC2/191/62 m1d). Much development took place in the
area in the second half of the 16th century. In the 1590s John Stow commented that
“without the bars both the sides of the street be pestered with cottages and allies, even up
to Whitechapel Church” (Stow 1908, i 127).

The Red Lion theatre
It was in this environment that the grocer John Brayne constructed his Red Lion Theatre
in June and July 1567, possibly the first purpose-built playhouse in London, preceding
Brayne’s involvement with his brother-in-law James Burbage in the building of The
Theatre at Shoreditch in 1576. The Red Lion was on the very edge of the London
suburbs, in a similar position to the slightly later playhouses at Newington Butts and
Shoreditch. The evidence for the use of the Red Lion as a playhouse derives entirely from
two court cases which Brayne brought against both the carpenters whom he had engaged
to do the building work. The first was against William Sylvester in the Court of the
Carpenters’ Company in July 1567, and ended in arbitration (GL MS 4329/1, printed at
Marsh 1915, 95-6, and Chambers 1923, ii 379-80; the original record has been checked).
The second was against John Reynolds in the Court of King’s Bench in January 1569,
and the outcome is unknown (KB27/1229 m30, printed and translated at Loengard 1983,
306-310). Sylvester built the scaffolds or galleries for the spectators; Reynolds built the
stage and ancillary structures (Loengard 1983, 301 n15). Both had given performance
bonds to fulfil their sides of the contracts, and in each case Brayne questioned the quality
of the workmanship.
The location stated in the Carpenters’ Court case is simply at the house called the Red
Lion in the parish of Stepney; whilst in the King’s Bench case it is stated as the messuage
or farm house called the sign of Red Lion at Mile End in the parish of St Mary Matfelon
or Whitechapel, and which had formerly been known as Starke House. It was not
therefore an inn (Loengard 1983, 305; Berry 1989, 135). The playhouse is stated to have
been constructed within the court or yard lying on the south side of the garden belonging
to the house.
Charles Sisson identified the site as the Red Lion Inn on the south side of Whitechapel
High Street, and suggested that it was part of a small theatrical district within
Whitechapel parish, between Aldgate Bars and the church, as the Boar’s Head Inn and
playhouse lay opposite on the north side of the street, and there was another abortive
playhouse at the George three hundred yards to the east (Sisson 1972, 11). A tenement
with a shop and garden called the Red Lyon on the south side of Algatestrete, and the
four cottages or tenements to its west, were held as copyhold tenures by William Hall, an
innholder who died in 1580, and his widow Jane who died in 1582. Their son William
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sold the four cottages in 1582 to John Johnstone, another innholder (BL Egerton Roll
2081 mm 2d, 7d). Red Lion Street was later established here, linking Leman Street to the
High Street. It is now called Colchester Street. However, this location is some distance
from Mile End and the house was an inn, therefore the identification is incorrect.
Astington argued against Sisson’s location, and identified the site as lying on the borders
of Whitechapel and Mile End, at the junction with Cambridge Heath Road, on the site in
question (Astington 1985, 456). Whereas he was undoubtedly right to place the site at the
east end of Whitechapel parish, his reasoning for placing it on the north side of the main
road rather than the south is unwarranted, resting on the evidence that more houses with
gardens to the rear appear on the north side of the road than to the south on late 17thcentury maps.
A more recent volume of the Victoria County History (1998) identifies the site with Red
Lion Farm, which was the name from the 16th century onwards of Ashwyes manor house
on the south side of Whitechapel Road (VCHM xi 40). Ashwyes had a fifty-acre Great
Field adjacent to it and forming part of the property, the eastern part of which lay in
Stepney and the western part in Whitechapel in 1459 and 1545 (CAD vi 45 and 164, from
NA C146/4128 and C146/5038). To the east of it the farm called Philpotts lay at Mile
End in 1510 (CAD v 397, from NA E40/12856). The fact that the playhouse was built in
the courtyard on the south side of the garden of the house, implies that it lay to the south
of the road, as the yard and garden would normally have lain behind the house on the
street frontage. John Brayne was probably the tenant of part of the property. Red Lion
Farm was held by the Hayes family in the 17th century (Fig 4), and mentions of it by this
name continued for 120 years after the time of the playhouse. It was purchased in two
parts to become part of the site of the London Hospital in 1755 and 1772 (VCHM xi 40;
Berry 1989, 145). This identification of the location is most likely to be correct, and the
site is therefore likely to have been completely truncated.
The playhouse erected for Brayne by the carpenters was necessarily of timber, and
consisted of galleries for the audience and a stage, measuring at least forty feet northsouth by thirty feet east-west, and five feet high (12.2m x 9.14m x 1.52m), with a space
left for a trap-door. On the stage Reynolds also built a turret thirty feet (9.14m) high, with
a floor seven feet (2.13m) from its top. The constructions appear to have been entirely
new and were intended to be permanent; they were not adaptations of an existing building
(Loengard 1983, 305, 309; Astington 1985, 456-7).
The theatre presented a play called The Story of Sampson on the completion of the
corrections required of Sylvester (Marsh 1915, 95). It is not known to have presented any
other plays or spectacles. Herbert Berry argued that Brayne must have closed the theatre
in 1568, and that he was seeking to recoup his losses by suing Reynolds (Berry 1989,
144). Perhaps the venture was too far out of town to be successful.

6
0004_R_ RedLionTheatre.doc

Red Lion Theatre, Whitechapel, Documentary Research Report

Additional information relating to the Crossrail site
In the 1580s and 1590s Lord Henry Wentworth, lord of the manor of Stepney, released
several large plots of manorial waste land along both sides of Whitechapel High Street
for building, by means of 500-year leases. Other leases followed in the 1670s on the
north side (LMA M93/168 p114-115 nos. 9-13, p123 no 40; M93/176, 177, 202, 241).
These may have included the site in question, on the north side of Whitechapel Road.
In 1670 Philadelphia Wentworth, lady of the manor of Stepney, made a 99-year lease of a
property called the Red Lion on the north side of the road, a part of Mile End Green, with
four houses built on the street frontage. By 1764 two of these four houses had become a
public house called the Red Lyon. By 1791 the property was described as the Red Lion
public house and two other messuages in Whitechapel Road (LMA M93/304, 305).
Although the location of the plot was described as “lying on the north side of the King’s
highway leading from Whitechapel to Stratford at Bow, and westward from the King’s
highway leading to Bethnal Green”, this is a description which was applied to all the
plots of waste on this part of Mile End Green, probably stretching at least as far west as
the line of Vallance Road (eg LMA M93/168 pp113-114 nos. 7, 8 and 9; M93/173-175).
This Red Lion is therefore another red herring.
By the time of Gascoigne’s maps of the Stepney hamlets in 1703 the Black Ditch had
been canalised into a rectilinear course where it crossed Whitechapel Road, and Drapers
Hospital or Almshouses had been established on the south frontage of the site. On the
manorial waste to its north Simkin’s Gardens had been laid out, presumably for market
gardening. The manorial pound was on the opposite corner of Dog Row (Cambridge
Heath Road) to the east (Figs 3 and 4).
The Ducking Pond was leased out in 1715 to Joseph Gosden of Bethnal Green, when it
was said to measure 76 feet north-south by 170 feet east-west (23.2m x 51.8m), and lay
to the north of Yorkshire Court and the adjacent houses, between pieces of the manorial
waste to the east and west (LMA M93/272).
On the map of Whitechapel parish which is included in John Strype’s edition of Stow’s
Survey of London in 1720, the alleys Yorkshire Court and Ducking Pond Lane are shown
on the north side of the road to Mile End. The alleys on the south side of the road are also
shown in similar form to the later map of John Rocque, but they are not named and are
more crudely represented (Strype 1720, II iv 44). On Rocque’s map of 1746, the Ducking
Pond appears as much reduced in size. Captain Fisher’s or Trinity Almshouses had been
established on the eastern frontage of the site to Dog Row. There was also a turnpike at
the junction and the manorial pound had moved to the north centre of the road to its east.
Possibility of further research
More research on the area would be possible, although it cannot be certain that this would
produce a definite site for the Red Lion Theatre. While a complete run of Stepney
manorial records exists from the middle of the 17th century onwards, they survive only
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sporadically from the early 14th century to 1654, the series now scattered between the
National Archives, the British Library, London Metropolitan Archives and the Guildhall
Library (VCHM xi 64 and n53). There are also likely to be 18th and 19th century deeds
relating to the area at the archives of the Royal London Hospital and in Tower Hamlets
Local History Library.
While it appears unlikely that the Red Lion Theatre lay on the Crossrail site in question,
there may be other archaeological reasons for investigating the site. The presence of the
Black Ditch and perhaps part of the Ducking Pond on the site may result in the survival
of some deep organic deposits. The two sets of almshouses here are also worthy of
investigation. If the second set belonged to Trinity House as an annexe to the Trinity
Almshouses further to the east on the same side of Mile End Road (founded 1695,
Weinreb and Hibbert 1983, 915), there are probably considerable relevant records at
Guildhall Library (cf the excavation of the Trinity House almshouses at Deptford by PreConstruct Archaeology, reported in Post-Medieval Archaeology xxxviii).
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