‘YOUR SINCERE FRIEND AND HUMBLE SERVANT – EVIDENCE OF MANAGERIAL ASPIRATIONS IN SUSANNAH CIBBER’S LETTERS

From July 1745 to January 1747 Susannah Cibber, leading actress on the Drury Lane stage wrote a series of letters to her ‘stage lover’ David Garrick. These letters form just a small part of the extensive private correspondence of David Garrick compiled by the noted biographer, critic, essayist and historian John Forster (1812-1876) and held at the National Art Library. Yet while these letters are just one piece in the jigsaw of David Garrick’s story they are invaluable for the insight they provide us into one of the leading actresses of her day. With Susannah Cibber’s long-term partner William Sloper having destroyed part of her correspondence after her death, and his widow Catherine Sloper having finished the job after her estranged husband’s death, these letters are some of the few extant sources through which we can directly access Susannah Cibber’s own ‘voice’. Moreover with the main focus of these letters being Susannah’s attempts to convince Garrick to join her in various theatrical ventures, they offer us a valuable perspective on this actress’s managerial aspirations and more significantly, how she sought to achieve them.  

At the point at which Susannah began this correspondence with Garrick the London theatre scene was feeling the impact of political instabilities threatening the country. With Charles Edward Stuart’s Scottish uprising causing national economic unrest and runs on the Bank of England unsettling the London market, the bank which held the patent of Drury Lane was in a tenuous position. The partnership of the bankers and patentees, Green and Amber, was known to be at the point of breaking and the impact on the Drury Lane theatre under the management of James Lacy was not going unnoticed. Lacy had already had difficulty in paying his actors the previous season, and in mid-July 1745, with a number of salaries still outstanding he was attempting to negotiate salary cuts with his leading actors. It was within this context, in which both Susannah Cibber and David Garrick were negotiating hard with Lacy to renew their contracts at their current rates that Susannah wrote the series of letters in which she sought to gain Garrick’s support in an independent managerial venture. The first letter of the series was sent by Susannah on 18 July 1745 and she began it by dramatically informing Garrick of the current state of their salary negotiations:

I must write what comes uppermost; so, without father [sic] ceremony, I must tell you that I hear we are both to be turned out of Drury Lane playhouse, to breath [sic] our faithful souls out where we please. But as Mr Lacy suspects you are so great a favourite with the ladies that they will resent it, he has enlisted two swinging Irishmen of six feet high to silence that battery. As to me, I am to be brought to capitulate another way, and he is to send a certain hussar of our acquaintance to plunder me. (Garrick 1835: 1.34)

Warning Garrick foremost that Lacy was unprepared to capitulate to their salary demands, Susannah also painted a vivid picture of how Lacy intended to resolve his predicament. In Garrick’s case this meant bringing in the ‘two swinging Irishmen’, whom Garrick would have known to be the popular actors Thomas Sheridan (1719?-1788) and Spranger Barry (1717?-1777), as replacements. Spranger Barry in particular was Garrick’s closest rival, the difference in their style being best exemplified by Mrs Pritchard who wrote that of the two actors’ performances in Romeo and Juliet, Garrick’s was:

so ardent and impassioned […] I should have expected he would have come up to me in the balcony; but had I been Juliet to Barry’s Romeo – so tender, so eloquent, and so seductive was he, I should certainly have gone down to him. (Highfill, Burnim & Langhans, BDA: 1.330) 

Whilst the threat Susannah presented tapped into Garrick’s greatest insecurity, in relation to herself Lacy’s intentions appear to have been far more menacing. Asserting that the manager intended to force her to work by encouraging her estranged husband Theophilus Cibber, that ‘certain hussar’, to ‘plunder’ her property and income as he had throughout the last ten years, Susannah presented herself to Garrick as the threatened, powerless victim of Lacy’s schemes. 

Yet while the threats Susannah described might well have been real, her reason for painting such a bleak picture of the ‘terrifying resolutions’ (Garrick 1835, 1.34) which faced them was not selfless. Moreover it soon becomes clear that Susannah actively emphasised the ‘melancholy’ nature of their situation specifically in order to lay the foundations for the suggestion that she was about to put to Garrick. In fact the situation she described did not present a substantial risk to either herself or Garrick. In Garrick’s case he was already well-established as the leading London actor, and while for Susannah there was always the potential that Theophilus would decide to involve himself in her career, her financial position was now far more secure than when she had been subject to her husband’s matrimonial rights. Now co-habiting and having had a daughter with William Sloper whose vast inheritance had consolidated his social and financial position in 1743, the threat of being ‘plundered’ is unlikely to have been a great concern to Susannah. Rather therefore than aiming to warn Garrick, the ‘melancholy’ picture Susannah painted functioned primarily to provoke Garrick’s hostility towards Lacy, to encourage him to view Susannah as his ally, and ultimately to make him more likely to respond positively to her following suggestion that they join together in rebelling against Lacy’s management:

What think you of setting up a strolling company? Had you given me timely notice of your going to Buxton, I am sure the landlord of the Hall Place would have lent us a barn, and with the advantage of your little wife’s first appearance in the character of Lady Townly [in Colley Cibber’s The Provoked Husband], I don’t doubt but we could have pick’d up some odd pence: this might have given a great turn to affairs, and, when Lacy found we could get our bread without him, it might possibly have altered these terrifying resolutions. (Garrick 1835: 1.34) 

While Susannah quickly made light of this idea, continuing ‘but joking aside, I long till you come that we may consult together’ (Garrick 1835: 1.34), the suggestion that she and Garrick lead a theatrical rebellion to prove their professional worth is significant. With its overt echoes of the 1733 rebellion against Drury Lane’s management, and the 1695 secession from the United Company,
 Susannah’s suggestion located her within a tradition of leading players who had rebelled against the management and subsequently become actor-managers in their own right. Provoked by Lacy’s refusal to recognise what Susannah perceived as her own commercial value, she therefore revealed not only the extent to which she would fight to retain her professional value, but for the first time, her belief in her own managerial capabilities. 

While Susannah’s idea was certainly interesting, we can gather from her subsequent letter just over three months later, on 24th October, that Garrick had not responded enthusiastically to this strategy for challenging Lacy’s management. With a clear rebuttal from Garrick Susannah therefore quickly backtracked, brushing her idea aside and asserting that ‘I am partly of your opinion, that the masters would refuse our proposal: the thing came into my head as I was writing to you, so I mentioned it without father [sic] reflection’ (Garrick 1835: 1.37). Almost immediately however Susannah developed her second idea for becoming an actor manager, and this one she told Garrick was ‘a much better scheme’:

There will be no operas this year; so if you, Mr Quin, and I, agree to play without any salary, and pick up some of the best actors and actresses that are disengaged, at what salary you both think proper, I make no doubt we shall get a licence to play therefore fifty, sixty, or any number of nights you agree upon. Mr Heidegger shall pay scenes, & c. and pay those that receive wages; and deliver the overplus to some proper person to enlist men to serve in any of the regiments of guards, at five pounds per man; - this is the service at St Martin’s parish puts the money to that they collect, - and I mention it, because it is thought the most serviceable to the government, of any scheme yet proposed […] if we succeed, which I have very little doubt of, I desire nothing better than us three playing at the head of any company of actors were can get together. I believe we shall convince the whole town that we have not been unreasonable in the salaries we have demanded. (Garrick 1835: 1.37)

Unlike her previous plan which ‘came into my head as I was writing to you’, Susannah appears to have thought this new scheme through in some practical detail before she committed it to paper. It is not however solely in the fact that she laid out a clear, practical and ultimately achievable strategy that this letter marks a significant progression in Susannah’s managerial aspirations, nor in the fact that she used a far more assertive, definitive tone in proposing the idea. Rather the significance of this letter is the extent to which Susannah had re-figured her scheme within the broader political context. In her earlier proposal Susannah had sought to achieve her managerial aspirations with a direct move in competition with Lacy, proving to him that they could ‘get our bread without him’. Now however, while her goal of setting up an independent company remained essentially the same, Susannah sought to achieve it by framing her aspirations not as a rebellion but as a patriotic endeavour, a move which would effectively mask her fundamental desire to manage a company in opposition to Lacy beneath a philanthropic and seemingly selfless display of national support. Moreover by presenting the endeavour as a nationalist enterprise and giving the profits directly to the regiment of guards, Susannah’s plan would publicly and valuably locate both herself and Garrick as active participants in the national fight against the Young Pretender who had only one month earlier defeated the English forces in the first major battle of the Jacobite uprising.
 It was a sophisticated strategy and as such presented an interesting dilemma to Garrick who immediately on receiving Susannah’s letter wrote to his friend and confidant Somerset Draper saying:

I should not have troubled you so soon again, was it not to tell you I have received a letter from Mrs Cibber, who proposes a scheme for our acting with Mr Quin, gratis, in the Haymarket; in order to raise a sum of money to enlist men for his Majesty’s service.  Now although I imagine this proposal merely chimerical and womanish; yet, as I would not give my opinion too hastily upon such an affair, I must desire you to wait upon her; and to be sure if I can, in any way, contribute to the general good, I shall be ready upon the first notice, to come and give my assistance. (Little and Kahrl 1963: 1.66) 
Garrick was torn. On the one hand he perceived the idea to be ‘womanish’ and ‘chimerical’ yet on the other he recognised that he might ‘turn this’ to his own advantage with Lacy since, in Susannah’s words ‘to break this scheme he will give you any terms you will demand (Garrick 1835: 1.37). Additionally, perhaps he also recognised the significant risk of the venture going ahead without him, and of the public finding out that he had refused to take part in a philanthropic and patriotic endeavour. Turning to his most trusted advisor Garrick therefore asked Somerset Draper to visit Susannah Cibber ‘as soon as possible, and give me your opinion on it’, making it clear that ‘if I can, in any way, contribute to the general good, I shall be ready upon the first notice’(Little and Kahrl 1963: 1.66). 

Three days later Susannah received a visit from Somerset Draper
 who swiftly resolved Garrick’s dilemma by convincing her ‘that it was best to drop the affair I mentioned to you’ (Garrick 1835: 1.38). The means by which Draper succeeded in quelling Susannah’s scheme are unfortunately lost although we can speculate that the news that Garrick intended to depart shortly for Ireland may have played some part. At the same time, Susannah’s recently received letter regarding the potential sale of the Drury Lane patent may also have encouraged her to put the present scheme to one side in favour of the greater potential ahead.
 Yet whatever the reason when Susannah next wrote to Garrick on 30 October her tone was notably cooler and even resentful of Garrick’s abandoning herself at this time of change and uncertainty. ‘I am sorry to hear you propose going to Ireland without calling at London’ she wrote:

I should think it would be right to see your friends here first. You don’t know what events may happen in your absence; as I have no notion the theatre can go on in the way it now is. I should have been very glad to have had two or three hours conversation with you before your journey; but if I have not that pleasure, I heartily wish you your health. (Garrick 1835: 1.38)

Having now attempted twice to gain Garrick’s professional collaboration on two separate managerial projects, and having been clearly rebutted by him and even abandoned for another country it would not be surprising to see Susannah give up on her attempts to further her ambition with her stage lover. Yet only ten days later, on 9 November 1745 Susannah appears to have re-evaluated her strategy. She wrote once more to Garrick, putting forward her third and final proposal, and suggesting that she and Garrick join together in purchasing the patent for Drury Lane. As in her first letter Susannah opened by carefully setting the tone and laying the groundwork for the revelation of her plan. She began:

Sir, I had a thousand pretty things to say to you, but you go to Ireland without seeing me […] You assure me also you want sadly to make love to me; and I assure you, very seriously, I will never engage upon the same theatre again with you, without you make more love to me than you did last year. I am ashamed that the audience should see me break the least rule of decency (even upon the stage) for the wretched lovers I had last winter. I desire you always to be my lover upon the stage, and my friend off it. (Garrick 1835: 1.38-39)

This wonderfully flirtatious opening paragraph was a new strategy for Susannah. Up until this point her propositions of commercial ventures had been business-like in tone, focussing primarily upon the situation, laying out plans and strategies and perhaps most of all, being overtly enthusiastic about the ventures proposed. Now however Susannah began by showering Garrick with praise, pandering to his ego and conversing in what must have seemed from its flirtatious tone, a much more ‘feminine’ way. Whether in part simply an attempt to make up for the distant tone in her previous letter or out of recognition that her more ‘masculine’ style of conversing had not previously been successful in furthering her ambitions, the main function of this flirtatious opening was to reaffirm and re-establish Susannah’s alliance with Garrick. Throughout this paragraph the keys point that Susannah asserted were her professional loyalty and her personal affection for Garrick. Asserting that no other actor compared as a ‘lover upon the stage’ Susannah located herself as Garrick’s primary stage partner, a relationship which would be key if she was to convince Garrick to join her as co-manager of Drury Lane. Having laid the groundwork through flattery and encouragement – notably the exact reverse of the strategy Susannah had used in July when attempting to gain Garrick’s support with the threat of the ‘terrifying resolutions’ – Susannah then came to reveal her final and ultimate aspiration:

What I wanted to speak to you about was, a letter sent me a fortnight ago. The purport of it was, supposing the remainder of the patent was to be sold, would you and Mr Garrick buy it, provided you could get promise of its being renewed for ten or twenty years? As I was desired to keep this a strict secret, I did not care to trust it in a letter, but your going to Ireland obliges me to it. After this, it is needless to beg you not to mention it to any body; but let me know what you think of it, because I must return an answer. (Garrick 1835: 1.39)

Having asked the key question Susannah quickly drew the letter to a close and the reader is left with the sense that she had neither a particular interest in purchasing the patent nor in hearing Garrick’s opinion on the venture. Whilst in both earlier proposals Susannah had overtly stated her proposal, laying out her case assertively and detailing key aspects, here her approach was almost the exact opposite. By spending only these three sentences on the topic of the patent Susannah appeared to simply drop it into the letter, giving no sense of her own opinion on the venture and only asking of Garrick’s because ‘I must return an answer’. From her following letters however it becomes clear that rather than reflecting Susannah’s real feelings, this superficial disinterest was part of a sophisticated strategy to win Garrick over. By presenting herself as a passive, reactive, and therefore fundamentally more ‘feminine’ figure, Susannah effaced any threat Garrick might have previously felt from her assertive, dominant approach and effectively assured him that in any partnership he would be able to take a more active and ‘masculine’ role. 

The sophistication of Susannah’s strategy however lay not only in her ‘feminising’ of her role. More significant in fact was the way in which she balanced this with a clear demonstration of those ‘masculine’ traits which would be essential to Garrick’s acceptance of her as a successful actor-manager. Sandwiched in between her flirtatious opening and her passive reference to the patent Susannah included two sentences which served exactly this purpose. She wrote:

I have given over all thoughts of playing this season; nor is it in the power of Mr Lacy, with all his eloquence, to enlist me in his ragged regiment. I should be very glad to command a body of regular troops, but I have no ambition to head the drury-lane militia. (Garrick 1835: 1.39) 

In this short announcement Susannah made a profound statement. Not only did she overtly and proudly assert her ambition to lead the Drury Lane company but she also demonstrated that she had the skill to do so. Switching on an instant from the flirtatious, ‘feminine’ style of her opening through which she had sought to put Garrick at ease, Susannah used a notably different, and essentially ‘masculine’ tone. With her assertive, confident statement of her managerial ambitions, her resistance to Lacy and her use of military terms with their inherently masculine associations, Susannah emphasised to Garrick that she had the traits needed to take on this role successfully.
 By slipping this ambitious statement into a letter distinguished by its feminine and passive tone Susannah appears to have been attempting overall to negotiate a balance between ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ roles, a task which would be essential to any successful partnership with Garrick. On the one hand she appears to have recognised that to work with Garrick she would need to be the more passive and dependent partner, while at the same time she also appears to have been aware of the implicit risk that such an approach presented. As a partner Susannah therefore offered herself in feminine terms, whilst as a manager, she made it clear that she would play an equal and assertive role in the business of managing the company. 

 Unfortunately, with Garrick’s reply to this letter being lost we have no idea how he responded to Susannah’s carefully crafted attempt to gain his partnership in co-managing Drury Lane. What we do know however is that Susannah’s next step in her strategy was to take action which would practically demonstrate to Garrick both her ability as a manager and her professional value as a partner. On 7 December 1745 she published a notice in the Daily Advertiser offering to play Polly in The Beggar’s Opera for the benefit of the Veterans’ Scheme, an offer which bore remarkable similarities to her earlier scheme of performing gratis for the regiment of guards.
 The way that Susannah planned and enacted this venture is rarely recognised as a key moment in her career and yet within the context of her attempts to purchase the patent of Drury Lane this solo staging of The Beggar’s Opera was effectively Susannah’s public and most overt demonstration to Garrick of her ability and acumen. From her choice of a controversial and provocative play, to her negotiations with the theatre managers and her independent management of public opinion with her confident puffing in the papers, Susannah ensured that every element of this production would give her the full opportunity to demonstrate to Garrick her significant value as a partner in the management of Drury Lane. 


In offering to play Polly in The Beggar’s Opera Susannah would have known she was making a highly political and provocative move. Just under ten years before, in 1736, she and Kitty Clive had become embroiled in what had been popularly known as the Polly War, a very public confrontation over which of the two actresses would be allowed to play the part of Polly in a production at Drury Lane. With Kitty Clive having won the original battle, Susannah’s statement was a clear provocation to her rival. Moreover, with Clive being a member of the Drury Lane company Susannah’s choice of play was also a direct challenge to Lacy, forcing him to choose between his leading actress that season and the significant benefits to be gained from supporting Susannah’s venture. The option of working at Covent Garden however was no less controversial and in a similar way forced the manager to choose between the value Susannah would bring and the ongoing value offered by her estranged husband who was already a member of the Covent Garden company. In this context, and by choosing both this role and play, Susannah was clearly setting herself up to succeed under even the most difficult circumstances. Deliberately provocative, Susannah’s choice prompted an immediate theatrical and public tumult. As she wrote in a later letter to Garrick, on 11 December 1745:
 

The morning my first advertisement came out, I wrote lacy a very civil letter, desiring to know if he consented to my proposal […] I heard that night that the green room was in an uproar: I was cursed with all the elegance of phrase that reigns behind the scenes, and Mrs Clive swore she would not play the part of Lucy. The next morning Mr Rich sent me an offer of his house, that he would give the whole receipts to the Veteran scheme, and that he should always esteem it a great obligation done to him; that he had sent to Mr Cibber, who promised that he would never come near the house during the rehearsals, or performances and that Mr Rich would answer with his life he should keep his word: so I concluded it the same day, which was Sunday. The next morning came out the advertisement of my being a rigid roman catholic, &c. The answer I made to it might have been much better wrote, but I had nobody to consult but myself […] I send you inclosed the true copy of it as it was published in the London Courant. (Garrick 1835: 1.45-46) 

In the longest letter of this series, Susannah ensured that Garrick was fully aware of all the details surrounding her venture, and more importantly, of the extent to which she was acting independently and successfully in spite of being subject to both personal and professional attacks. Enclosing the letter she had published in the London Courant as well as cutting out and including ‘all the advertisements for you that I could find’ (Garrick 1835: 1.47) Susannah made sure that Garrick had all the information he needed readily to hand to judge her value and skill as a potential partner. Moreover, just in case Garrick had failed to recognise her value from the fact that Theophilus Cibber had been forced to stay away from his own theatre on her account, Susannah ensured it was overtly stated, light-heartedly mentioning that ‘I had a letter on Monday from Lacy, in which he made fresh offers of engaging me’. While Susannah commented disparagingly that ‘it is a long silly letter’ and asserted that she ‘should never engage at any theatre which he had the direction of’ (Garrick 1835: 1.46), the implicit message was not only that she was in demand, but that her offer to Garrick would not be indefinite. 

Having set the scene in terms of her managerial skill and ambition, her professional value, her continuing allegiance to Garrick and her refusal to work at Drury Lane, Susannah finally made her move. For the first time, in the most overt and assertive terms Susannah informed Garrick of her intention to join with him as joint-patentee of Drury Lane: 

I have had a visit from Mr Rich, who says, he sent you word when the patent was to be sold, and wonders we did not buy it; it appears to me it must soon change hands again. I wish you would let me know your intention about it; I am ready to join with you in any undertaking of that sort, and am sure, if it can be worth any body’s buying, it must be worth ours. (Garrick 1835: 1.46) 

Garrick’s immediate response to this forthright statement is unknown, but only eight days later at ‘the first opportunity’ (Garrick 1835: 1.47) and after having experienced unreserved success in her venture Susannah wrote to him again.
 Like her letter prior to the performances of The Beggar’s Opera, in this letter of 19 December 1745 Susannah’s overriding aim was to ‘sell’ herself to Garrick as a co-manager. With an air of barely suppressed excitement she therefore began by informing Garrick that she had played ‘to the fullest houses that were ever seen’, and that as a result ‘Mr Rich has pressed me of all things to engage there this year’ (Garrick 1835: 1.47). Consistent with her previous assertions of loyalty, Susannah of course assured Garrick that her response had been ‘as there is no Tancred, I am resolved they shall have no Sigismunda’ (Garrick 1835: 1.47). Yet while appreciating this apparently selfless demonstration of loyalty, Garrick could not have failed to note the fact that as a result of her independent success Susannah was now being courted not only by Drury Lane but also by Covent Garden. 

In her previous lengthy letter Susannah had already made Garrick aware of the managerial negotiations upon which her success had been based. Having asserted her success therefore she then took a further step in seeking Garrick’s partnership, offering now to put her proven skills to use for his benefit. In the face of a pamphlet which Susannah informed Garrick was being written against both their ‘honour’ and in response to which Susannah insisted ‘it will be absolutely necessary to write an answer to it as soon as possible’ (Garrick 1835: 1.47) she suggested the following arrangement:

As you are not now upon the spot to defend yourself, I should think it proper that you should send over a short account of the real matters of fact […] and in case there are any falsehoods inserted against you in the pamphlet, which I imagine will shortly appear, you may desire Mr Draper to come to me, and we will consult together about what is necessary to be said relating to you; and you may depend upon it, I shall not take the liberty of mentioning any thing concerning you without his approbation. (Garrick 1835: 1.47) 

Not only was Susannah offering to defend Garrick publicly, but with this course of action she would effectively place herself alongside Somerset Draper as Garrick’s close confidant. Clearly by this point Susannah had recognised Draper’s crucial role in Garrick’s decision making and had determined that if she could work closely with him for Garrick’s benefit, their joint possession of the patent would become almost a certainty. It certainly was an astute idea, and it was following this letter, in which Susannah concluded by informing Garrick that she meant ‘to commence from the end of this season, and only for the remainder of the patent’ (Garrick 1835: 1.48) that for the first time we have evidence of Garrick seriously considering joining with Susannah as co-patentee. 

In response to Susannah’s demand to ‘know your real sentiments […] upon what terms you were offered the patent, and how far you would care to go if it was now to be sold’ (Garrick 1835: 1.48) Garrick wrote to Somerset Draper: 

Mrs Cibber […] talks much of buying the patent, and thinks we may purchase it immediately; for she is certain Drury Lane cannot possibly go on with the present set of actors […] if anything should happen which would require my presence, I can be in town time enough to take the benefit of a theatrical revolution […] Mrs Cibber is a most sensible, and I believe sincerely, a well-meaning woman; pray go and see her, and I beg you will do what you please to hinder the villainy of these people taking effect. I am most heartily rejoiced at her success; and although it is intimated to me that she was not so excellent in he character, yet I cannot think but three crammed houses are certain proofs to the contrary. I should be glad of your opinion. As to the patent, what can I say to her? Mure, you know, is the person I have hopes of joining with; and yet, if she can procure it (as I believe he is very slow in his motions) why should not I (upon a good agreement and easy terms) be concerned with her? We ought always to play together; and I could wish we both settled at the same house. Pray think of this affair; and, as I know you are so much more cool and judicious than myself, I shall follow your advice in every thing. (Little and Kahrl 1963: 1.71-72)

From this thoughtful letter it becomes apparent that Garrick had been effectively persuaded by the strategies Susannah had employed. From his comments on the ‘crammed houses’, and his recognition that ‘we ought always to play together’, to his commendation that ‘Mrs Cibber is a most sensible’ woman, Garrick has clearly been affected by the points Susannah had ensured were reiterated throughout her letters. Finally therefore, having proven her practical abilities in a venture Garrick had turned down, and having demonstrated her intentions towards Garrick through offering to defend him in public, Susannah appeared to be right on the cusp of achieving her goal. 

Over the next month events progressed apace. By 26 December 1745 Green and Amber were bankrupt and Garrick was writing urgently to Draper that ‘something must happen in the theatrical state, that may turn to my advantage’ and requesting that his friend visit Susannah to discuss the patent (Little and Kahrl 1963: 1.74). By the end of January, and following that meeting, Susannah and Garrick’s partnership appeared to have been affirmed and it had further been proposed that ‘Mr Quin should be one of the triumvirate’ an idea which gave Susannah, who was a close friend of Quin’s ‘great pleasure’(Garrick 1835: 1.48). In this letter to Garrick in January, and as a result of her sense of the verbal agreement to purchase the patent together, Susannah’s tone had noticeably changed. No longer promoting her own value or shifting tones from paragraph to paragraph, now Susannah wrote to Garrick in the tone of a co-manager. When considering the idea of Quin as co-patentee Susannah’s opinion was therefore also inflected by her sense of her managerial position and she noted that ‘besides being a great actor’ Quin ‘is a very useful one, and will make the under actors mind their business’ (Garrick 1835: 1.49). Yet it is her comment that ‘I shall take Mr Draper’s advice in every thing relating to the scheme we have in hand’ (Garrick 1835: 1.50 my italics) which is most suggestive. With this one phrase it becomes apparent that by January 1746 Susannah felt that she had won her battle to convince Garrick to join with her as co-patentee of Drury Lane, and that the only battle left was that of actually winning the patent. 

As this is the last correspondence relating to the patent it would be lovely to close the matter on this positive note and leave Susannah looking ahead excitedly to the purchase of the patent with her close friends and colleagues David Garrick and James Quin. Unfortunately however, as we know, fifteen months later on 9 April 1747, Garrick did purchase the patent but by this time it was not Susannah Cibber but James Lacy – the same manager who had attacked both Susannah and Garrick the previous year – who was his partner and co-patentee. What happened in the intervening months has been lost. We can never know at what point Susannah became aware of Garrick’s negotiations with Lacy, nor how Garrick broke this news to Susannah. Over this period there are only four letters sent from Susannah to Garrick which exist in the collection and significantly none of these letters references either the patent or Susannah’s ambitions.
 In September 1746 Garrick even stayed with Susannah and William Sloper for a month on his return from Dublin, a stay during which he described himself as ‘never in better spirits or more nonsensical in my life’ (Little and Kahrl 1963: 1.86). Yet whether the matter of the patent had been resolved by this date, or was even brought up in discussion, we can never know. Moreover with a substantial gap in Garrick’s private correspondence following 1747 the consequences of Garrick’s rejection of Susannah after her long-fought attempt to convince him will never be known.
 Perhaps all we can say with some degree of certainty is that Susannah’s unique contract when she joined the Drury Lane company under Garrick and Lacy must have been to some extent recompense by Garrick for his treatment of her over the period.

The final piece in the story comes in the form of a question put to Somerset Draper by Garrick in December 1745, and gives us the only evidence we have as to why Garrick ultimately chose to join with James Lacy rather than Susannah Cibber. On 26 December 1745, only a few days after he had written to Draper about the potential of joining with Susannah on ‘easy terms’, Garrick had written to Draper again:

I should be glad of your visiting Mrs Cibber, she certainly has had proposals made to her; but how can she be a joint patentee? Her husband will interfere, or somebody must act for her, which would be equally disagreeable. (Garrick 1835: 1.74)

In this one short phrase Garrick highlighted the most fundamental problem that Susannah encountered, and the one reason we have for why she ultimately failed in her bid to become a patentee. While she might have had the skills and abilities to manage Drury Lane with Garrick, and she had certainly had the ambition and drive, as a married woman Susannah Cibber had no legal identity. At best therefore, she could only be a de-facto partner. Ultimately for Garrick this was too much of a risk, laying him open to the interference of Susannah’s estranged husband, her brother Thomas Arne, or any other male in her life. The fact that Garrick had little time for either of these two male figures made it even less likely that he would take the risk of joining with Susannah. With Theophilus being, by all accounts, an unpleasant, greedy and morally corrupt man and Thomas Arne an overbearing figure Garrick’s reluctance to join with Susannah and give these men access to the patent is hardly surprising. Ultimately however, whilst Susannah had strived to negotiate her gender identity in her letters, had proved her managerial abilities and had almost succeeded in convincing Garrick to join with her, in the end it was the one unchangeable aspect of her identity, her sex, and the consequences of it, which prevented her from achieving her ambition and becoming the first female manager of Drury Lane theatre. 
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� In 1733, one year after buying out his father’s share in Drury Lane’s management patent Theophilus Cibber had fallen out with the principle patent holder at Drury Lane, John Highmore. As a result Theophilus had been banned from participation in the theatre’s management. In response Theophilus had led a group of disaffected actors away from Drury Lane, to join him in a new company which he established at the Haymarket theatre. The following year Highmore had been bankrupted, in part because of the competition from the rebel company and Theophilus had been invited back to Drury Lane as a leading actor-manager. Even earlier, in 1695, following the ‘petition of the players’, a group of eight ‘rebels’ had gained a licence to set up independently from the United Company, a move which had resulted in Ann Bracegirdle and Elizabeth Barry becoming the first female actor-managers of a London theatre company.


� One month earlier, in September 1745, Charles Edward Stuart had marched on Edinburgh with his Highland army and defeated the Hanoverian force led by Sir John Cope at the Battle of Prestonpans. In October they were continuing to march south. Publicly locating herself as a supporter of the Hanoverian throne would be a particularly valuable move for Susannah, since in religious terms, as a Roman Catholic her allegiance might be assumed to be to the Jacobite cause.


� Susannah begins her letter of 30 October by telling Garrick that ‘yesterday Mr Draper called upon me’ (Garrick 1835: 1.38).


� In her letter of 9 November 1746 Susannah tells Garrick that she wants to speak to him about ‘a letter sent me a fortnight ago’, suggesting that when she wrote to Garrick on 30 October she might already have received this letter regarding the patent.


� As well as being inherently masculine, in the current political climate, with the Catholic Charles Stuart about to cross into England, Susannah’s military references would have resonated strongly, also reiterating her earlier alignment of stage and politics. Again, as a Roman Catholic herself, the refusal to lead a ‘rebel’ company also located her as a supporter of the national forces, and directly in opposition to the Stuart forces


� The Veterans Scheme had been set up as a charitable institution to support English soldiers.


� In Private Correspondence the year put to this letter and the subsequent letter of 19 December is 1746. However this is a clear mistake since both letters directly refer to Susannah’s production of The Beggar’s Opera at Covent Garden, a production which took place in December 1745.


� The Beggar’s Opera was performed on 14, 16 and 17 December 1745.


� These remaining letters are dated 26 February 1746, 8 April 1746, 8 June and 29 June 1746 and are notably different in tone from Susannah’s earlier correspondence, dealing mainly with non-theatrical business. In February Susannah sent Garrick a glove and asked him to bring her back ‘ten dozen made exactly of the same size […] as a particular favour’, also mentioning her ‘love to Ireland’ and the fact that her desire to return there was sadly prohibited by her being unable to ‘muster up courage enough even to think of crossing the sea’ (Garrick 1835: 1.39-40). In the final two letters of this year the correspondence focused primarily on Garrick’s upcoming visit to Woodhay, Susannah and William’s country retreat. On 8 June 1746 Susannah wrote to Garrick with the arrangements, informing him that ‘the chaise shall meet you at Reading or Newbury, whichever you choose’ and asking him to ‘bring fine weather, health and spirits with you, and stay a good while when you are hear’ (Garrick 1835: 1.43). On 29 June, having clearly received a letter in which Garrick proposed only to stay for a short period Susannah responded irritably ‘if you are serious about staying here but a few days only, I desire you will not come […] the farmer bids me tell you the same: the only amends I think you can make for disappointing us last year, is the staying a good while now, and I desire you will bring your servant, and what other conveniences you think proper’ (Garrick 1835: 1.43).


� In 1749 there are only two letters published and following this there is a substantial gap until the next letter which is in 1754.


� When Susannah Cibber joined Garrick and Lacy at Drury Lane her contract had some unique clauses. As well as being allowed to  read all new plays and claim any female role she wanted, the costs of both Susannah’s dresser and stage wardrobe (including jewels) were paid for by the company.








