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The Drury Lane Actors’ Revolt

[Anon.], Mr. Macklin’s Reply to Mr. Garrick’s Answer. To Which are Prefi x’d All the 
Papers, Which Have Publickly Appeared, in Regard to this Important Dispute (Lon-
don: J. Roberts, 1743). British Library, shelfmark 641.d.31.(4.).

Th is publication, reproduced here in full, is a gathering of pamphlets which were 
published between 2 December and 12 December 1743, and which together 
were the vehicle of a public dispute between Macklin and David Garrick. Th is 
disagreement between the two actors was an off shoot of a larger confl ict between 
a group of actors from Drury Lane theatre and Charles Fleetwood, the patentee 
and manager of the theatre, and it was during the resolution of this extenuated 
wrangling with Fleetwood that Macklin and Garrick fell out.

Garrick had become known as an actor in London following his celebrated 
portrayal of Richard III in October 1741, and he and the more established 
Macklin had initially been on good terms as fellow innovators within the busi-
ness of performance. It is possible that they even lodged in the same house for 
a period in 1742.1 Th eir disagreement had its origins in the precarious fi nancial 
situation of Drury Lane in the early 1740s and in the inability (or unwillingness) 
of Fleetwood to pay his company of actors their full salaries. Fleetwood was a 
superfi cially charming but crooked manager who, according to a detailed study 
of the case by Judith Milhous and Robert D. Hume, was ‘systematically cheating 
his employees’.2 Th e actors had made repeated personal appeals to Fleetwood but 
he consistently refused them – he was in a relatively strong position to do so since 
there were few opportunities for the actors elsewhere. Following the Licensing 
Act of 1737 only two playhouses were allowed patents; Fleetwood owned one of 
these patents, while John Rich, who held the patent for Covent Garden, already 
had an established company. Nonetheless, the disgruntled actors were not will-
ing to continue working indefi nitely under the conditions Fleetwood off ered 
and, in the summer of 1743, a group of at least twenty of them, led by Garrick 
and including Macklin, walked out. 

Th e rebel actors had two plans for bettering their situation. One was to put 
their case against Fleetwood in a petition to the Lord Chamberlain, and in Sep-
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tember 1743 they sent a ‘Players Petition against the Patentee of the Th eatre 
Royal in Drury Lane’.3 Th e other plan, again involving a plea to the Lord Cham-
berlain, was to request permission to open a third London venue and to set up 
as a new company which would be independent of both Rich and Fleetwood. 
Th e actors agreed to pursue these two plans in solidarity and not to accept any 
off ers that Fleetwood might make to individuals among the rebels unless all were 
agreeable to it. Both strategies failed. Th e Lord Chamberlain, it seems, ‘refused 
to intervene because he disapproved of the high salaries owed to star actors’,4 and 
the request for a license for a third company was rejected. 

Meanwhile Fleetwood had cobbled together a company of actors in order to 
be able to open Drury Lane for the new season in September 1743, but he was 
nonetheless interested in re-employing many of the deserters, and since they had 
few other options available, most of them were willing to return to his company. A 
handful, including the highly respected Catherine Clive (1711–85) and Hannah 
Pritchard (1709–68), ultimately found positions within the Covent Garden com-
pany but Drury Lane remained the best or only option for most. Aft er the failure 
of the plan to set up as a new company, the actors had given up their ‘all for one and 
one for all’ approach to solving their problems. Macklin, though, as the pamphlets 
reproduced here make clear, did not share this view that the agreement should 
have been allowed to lapse. Garrick’s pamphlet quotes a letter from a group of the 
actors to Macklin which points out the singularity of his position: ‘WHEN all 
Hopes of Success from our Application to the Lord Chamberlain were destroyed, 
you were the only Person who did not think our Engagements to each other ceased 
from that Moment, as we had made an Attempt to obtain Redress and failed in 
it’ (below, p. 82). Macklin, in fact, was in a particularly diffi  cult situation because, 
while Fleetwood was willing to forgive most of the actors who had walked out, he 
was resolute in his determination not to take Macklin back into his company. In 
Fleetwood’s eyes, Macklin had shown extreme ingratitude in joining the rebels, 
for Fleetwood had helped Macklin during the early years of his career and had 
supported him throughout his troubles in 1735 following his killing of Th omas 
Hallam. And Fleetwood’s refusal to re-employ Macklin in turn put Garrick in 
a diffi  cult position. Garrick was torn between a sense of loyalty to Macklin (in 
fact, the two had mooted the idea of going together to Dublin to perform) and a 
responsibility to resolve matters with Fleetwood for the sake of the other actors, 
many of whom were in desperate need of an income (even if it was on Fleetwood’s 
terms). Garrick went to considerable lengths to repair the breach between Macklin 
and Fleetwood. He off ered to take a cut of a hundred pounds in his own salary 
if Macklin was engaged again, but this off er was refused by Fleetwood. He then 
off ered to pay Macklin six pounds a week from his own resources and he managed 
to negotiate a position for Macklin’s wife at Covent Garden.5 But Macklin stub-
bornly refused the off er, and Garrick had little choice but to accept Fleetwood’s 
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terms for his and the other rebels’ re-employment and to leave Macklin to take care 
of his cause himself. Macklin’s response was to feel bitter and betrayed – and these 
feeling would become very clear in the exchange of pamphlets which the confl ict 
inspired.

Th ere were three main interventions in the confl ict. Initially Macklin’s point 
of view was put forward in Th e Case of Charles Macklin, the circulation of which 
on 6 December was timed to coincide with Garrick’s return to the Drury Lane 
stage. A rowdy group of supporters stood behind Macklin and that evening 
his champions were ready to protest with shouting and a torrent of apples and 
rotten eggs when Garrick made his appearance on the stage, such that the per-
formance had to be stopped.6 Garrick’s response to Macklin’s complaint and to 
the reception he met with on stage was circulated on 8 December (the day aft er 
it is dated), and by that point more or less everything to be said about the matter 
had appeared in print. Macklin, however, would not give up his complaint and 
attempted to land a fi nal blow with a further pamphlet, dated 12 December.

While the pamphlets are written in the fi rst-person voices of the actors, it 
seems that Macklin and Garrick received assistance in authoring their sides of 
the argument. John Taylor records that ‘Macklin’s case was drawn up by Mr. Cor-
byn Morris, a literary gentleman well known at that time, and Garrick’s answer 
by Mr. Guthrie, the historian’.7 Corbyn Morris (1710–79) was an administrator 
of customs as well as the author of numerous pamphlets, mostly on economic 
reform, while William Guthrie (1708?–70), was a Scottish-born historian and 
political writer, who, around the time of the disagreement between Macklin 
and Garrick, was also publishing scandalous and scatological material under the 
pseudonym Jeff rey Broadbottom. John Taylor’s account is in accord with (and 
may draw upon) that of Arthur Murphy (1727–1805), the actor, playwright 
and biographer of Garrick, who claimed to be able to report on the case with 
good authority and wrote that ‘Corbyn Morris, the author of an ingenious essay 
On Wit, Humour, Raillery, and Ridicule, had held the pen for Macklin, and, at 
the desire of the Horn Tavern Club [a group of Macklin supporters who met at 
the Horn Tavern in Fleet Street], wrote his case. Guthrie, the historian, entered 
the lists against him, and with great dispatch, in a plain stile, drew up Garrick’s 
answer, which was published on the 7th December 1743’.8

Murphy was also able to comment on Macklin’s fi nal intervention in the case 
as well as the public’s response to it: 

Macklin, it seems, did not think his cause was desperate: he returned to the charge; 
and, on the 12th December, issued out a Reply to Mr. Garrick’s Vindication of himself. 
Whether Corbyn Morris had any hand in that production, or who were co-adjutors 
in the work, I have not heard; but my information says, it fell dead-born from the 
press. It is a long declamation, in a stile of bitter invective, without any thing like 
proof, or conclusive argument. Th e public clearly saw that Macklin’s ingratitude to 
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Fleetwood was the sole cause of his exclusion from the theatre; and they further saw 
a man of a most infl exible temper, rejecting the fair and liberal terms off ered to him, 
and, to gratify his own inordinate passions, struggling to draw Garrick with him to 
Ireland, though it was evident that such a measure would be the ruin of the actors 
who remained unemployed.9

Reading Macklin’s fi rst sally, Garrick’s persuasive reply, and then Macklin’s bit-
ter response, it is diffi  cult not to conclude that the public response described 
by Murphy was basically a just verdict on the matter. Macklin and Garrick were 
able to patch up their relationship, but the incident had soured the affi  liation 
between them and Macklin would never be entirely free of a grudge against Gar-
rick. When his playing of Macbeth was disrupted by hissing from the audience 
some three decades later, Macklin, without any real evidence, believed that at 
some level Garrick was responsible for the commotion.
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