
 

 

GEORGIAN LONDON 

 
by Ian Bevan 

 

Despite it being half term, there was a good attendance at Ian Bevan’s presentation on Georgian London.  As 

a published author and licensed City of London Guide, his was a captivating talk! 

 

The Georgian period was ‘the eighteenth century plus a bit’, and when Queen Anne died in 1714, its population 

was about half a million people, which would double in size by 1801.  Ian’s first picture was that of the Lord 

Mayor’s show, by Canaletto, showing the many floats on the River Thames. 

 

Architecturally, this is the time of Christopher Wren, who rebuilt all of the public buildings in London after 

the Great Fire.  Wren lived until he was 91 - and was still working on his last day.  Nicholas Hawksmoor took 

over the mantle, building six new churches under the Tories’ new Churches Act to cater for London’s 

expanding population (and to make a political statement).  Ian showed us photos of some lovely churches built 

under this Act - St Alfred’s in Greenwich, and St Anne’s Limehouse, a church that dominates the landscape, 

suggesting that worship here was a worthier affair compared to attendance at the surrounding non-conformist 

chapels. Ian showed us other churches worthy of a visit - e.g., Christchurch Spitalfields, and St Mary’s 

Woolnoth, with its unusual towers.  Sir John Vanbrugh was Commissioner for the new churches: he had an 

adventurous background, dropping out of the army, becoming an English spy in France and getting locked up 

in the Bastille for his efforts!   He returned home eventually to become a spectacularly unsuccessful playwright:  

all of his plays were banned because they were so outrageous!  But his life’s triumph was as a gifted architect. 

He designed Castle Howard in Yorkshire, and Blenheim Palace.  Another church architect was James Gibbs, 

most famous for building St Martin-in-the-Fields in 1721 (George I became church warden there!).  Its design 

drew international acclaim, with nearly every church in New England copying it.  The picture of St John’s, 

Smith Square caused us to smile - its four corner pillars reminded Queen Anne of her footstool, upturned, and 

the church became known as ‘Queen Anne’s Footstool’!    ‘Residential Squares’ first appeared in this period, 

the best-preserved being Bedford Square (1740).  Palladian architecture became fashionable, brought back by 

aristocrats returning from the Grand Tour.  Examples we can see today are Burlington House and Chiswick 

House.  

 

London streets had a rude traffic system: basically, “chairmen” assumed right of way, and if you crossed their 

path, you were kicked aside!  Street houses reflected wealth: the more steps up to the grand entrance to your 

property, the wealthier you appeared, especially if you had installed an ornate fanlight above the door.  

Unfortunately, there are only steps down to my property, and no fanlight… 

 

Shopping became a pastime.   Shops had windows displaying their wares, and perhaps the expression ‘going 

shopping’ was first coined in these times!  One surviving shop from this period is Fortnum and Mason.   

 

London at that time was a dangerous place, but Henry Fielding and his brother John became magistrates of 

Bow Street to bring about some law and order.  To assist them, they hired ‘heavies’ known as the Bow Street 

Runners.   John Fielding was blind, but boasted that he could recognize 3,000 criminals by the sound of their 

voices!  

 

Socially, you could enjoy a nice evening out, if you had a bit of money. One such venue was Vauxhall Gardens, 

where you could hire a box and be provided with food and drink while Handel performed one of his concerts. 

Or you could visit Hyde Park, or St James’ Park, both intended for aristocratic patronage only, of course. 

 

Many theatres were built in the eighteenth century, and when the Shakespearean actor David Garrett took over 

the Theatre Royal, he introduced some novel ideas:  rehearsing, beforehand; and if you turned up after the 

third act you were charged only half price.  The actor and playwright Richard Sheridan was notorious for never 

finishing his plays in time - one example was ‘The Critic’, due to be played the next day but unfinished.   So 

he was incarcerated in a church the night before with a bottle of gin and ordered to finish it!  The actor Richard 

Baddeley started life as a cook and valet before taking to the stage.  He bequeathed £3 per year to provide wine 

and cake at the Drury Lane Theatre’s Twelfth Night, a practice that’s continued to this day!  New theatre 

innovations in this period included the first iron safety curtain, and the introduction of gas lighting.  



 

 

 

Ian told us that, sadly, the majority of people were very poor indeed, their miserable state captured in Hogarth’s 

famous painting of squalor and mess, where people took to gin as a cheap way out. Many alms houses were 

built by wealthy philanthropists such as Thomas Corham, who with his wife set up the first foundling hospital 

to rescue some of the thousands of babies abandoned by women who simply could not afford to keep them.  

The museum in Brunswick Square has poignant displays of the ‘tokens’ mothers left with the babies - buttons 

or material - in the hope that they might be reunited at some point.  

 

This was a time when the first ‘bypass’ was built - to force sheep drovers to go round wealthy Bloomsbury 

rather than straight through it.  It was also a period when new bridges were built over the Thames:  Westminster, 

Blackfriars and Waterloo, which encouraged the development of places like Dulwich and Clapham due to 

easier access to pleasant dwellings in the countryside.  

 

Ian mentioned many other interesting developments, e.g. Carlton House, built over many years by John Nash 

at huge personal expense for the Prince Regent, who ultimately never lived in it, because he had become king, 

so Nash knocked it all down! Nash also built Regent Street with a famous landmark, All Souls’ Langham 

Place.  Other important structures of the period are Trafalgar Square, Nelson’s Column and the Dulwich Picture 

Gallery, built by Sir John Soame, with its glass roof that enabled the contents to be seen in natural light. 

 

Another famous architect was Thomas Cubitt, who designed Mayfair and Belgravia: he hired the best 

carpenters and bricklayers, and paid them well.  That’s why those good things survive to this day.   

 

Ian was roundly applauded for his captivating talk. 
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