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Why Classical Burlesque?

Enacting the past and the present

The plays collected in this book span the decades of the 1840s and 1850s, a period when Londoners witnessed the expansion of an all-engulfing city, which eventually became the multilayered London that we know today. The growing numbers of new city dwellers led to the influx of a differentiated audience that demanded a new assortment of places of entertainment to frequent for their leisure. As Bratton points out, this was the making of the West End.1 Yet the variety of entertainment that the experience of London offered did not spring into existence as the showcase of commercial Englishness that it is at present. Before being taken up by the forces of mercantile expansion, the public houses and taverns, shops, bookshops, concert-rooms, theatres, street fairs and art galleries of London were the piecemeal response of a multifaceted society driven by the manifold social changes of the mid-nineteenth century.2 As I shall contend in the following pages, such changes entailed a new negotiation of gender relations that was mirrored in Victorian classical burlesque.

The rich, bustling cultural milieu of early Victorian London was attracted by an overwhelming force which had been at the forefront of English literary and artistic tradition since the early years of Chaucer; that is, the classics of Greece and Rome. The manifest presence of antiquity in Victorian England has been the object of several highly influential books – for example, Richard Jenkins’ Dignity and Decadence, Linda Dowling’s Hellenism and Homosexuality, Norman Vance’s The Victorians and Ancient Rome, Yopie Prins’ Victorian Sappho, Christopher Stray’s Classics Transformed, Isobel Hurst’s Victorian Women Writers and the Classics and Jeffrey Richards’ The Ancient World on the Victorian and Edwardian Stage to name but a few. For the sake of brevity, I take the liberty here to summarize the all-pervasive influence of classical culture in the nineteenth century analysed in such a profuse bibliography with Goldhill’s exhaustive and acute description:3


Classics was an integral part of the furniture of the Victorian mind bolstered through the elite education system, spread parodically and aspirationally through popular culture, visible in the physicality of the architecture and sculpture of the capital; disseminated in opera, in theatre, in literature, and even in the battles over religion that dominated the spiritual crises that commentators loved to descry in the final years of the century.


Should one add, for example, ballet, the printing press, the advertising industry and the cultural commodities of the time, one would find the perfect backdrop against which classical burlesque materialized.

Though there are various surveying tactics available for introducing the plays collected in this volume, I propose first to walk the reader through some of the everyday stories and the countless expressions of classical antiquity that accommodated Blanchard’s Antigone (1845), Talfourd’s Alcestis (1850) and Electra (1859), and Brough’s Medea (1856). Some cursory reflections upon the classical presences that haunted Victorian London only partially answer the question which opens this chapter, ‘why classical burlesque?’ The plethora of referents from Greece and Rome that flooded nineteenth-century Britain is a main cause for the profusion of the genre. Yet, as I shall contend, several factors which include the development of a complex stagecraft and the Victorian predilection for testifying to everyday life in the cultural commodities of the time contribute to the success of classical burlesque. A sneak peek at the classics in the lives of the Victorians is the starting point for understanding the texts and contexts of the four plays anthologized in this book. Then, I shall dig into the various theatrical histories of the plays selected to revisit and revise the texts, the performances and the people involved in them to add to the broader history of Victorian classical burlesque.

By the late eighteenth century the sale of Sir Robert Walpole’s collection of paintings from his country house at Houghton had sparked off a public debate on the need for a site in Great Britain to house the great works of national art.4 Yet it was not until 1838 – after the insistent calls by James Barry and other artists for the establishment of a national gallery to educate public taste in art – that Trafalgar Square sparkled with the paintings of the Old Masters at the National Gallery and the Royal Academy of Arts, both housed in the same building until 1869. Let us picture an average passer-by admiring the columns of the gallery, recycled from the demolished Carlton House anytime between the 1840s and 1859, the years that span the plays collected in this volume. Whether or not this person were acquainted with the heated controversy over the site of the building in Trafalgar Square, the scandal surrounding the picture-cleaning of the 1852 season, and the actual display of the paintings,5 he or she would be invited, as a visitor, to cross the threshold of the gallery and marvel at the imprint left by the Greeks and Romans in European visual culture. The earliest examples acquired by the gallery that our visitor could admire belong to the Angerstein and the Beaumont collections and included, for example, Claude Lorrain’s Landscape with Cephalus and Procris and Landscape with Narcissus and Echo as well as Richard Wilson’s The Destruction of the Children of Niobe.6 Encouraged to contemplate the latest acquisitions, said visitor would move from Titian’s Bacchus and Ariadne, Correggio’s Venus with Mercury and Cupid or Poussin’s Nymph with Satyrs, to J. M. W. Turner’s Dido Building Carthage, bequeathed to the nation by Turner after his death in 1851.

Should our new acquaintance be strolling through the streets of London in that same year, 1851, an obligatory stopover must have necessarily been the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace. Visited by over six million people, the Great Exhibition displayed manufactured products from over forty-four nations. A whole section of the exhibition was devoted to fine arts, sculpture, models, plastic arts, mosaics and enamels.7 The watercolours painted before the event, which were reproduced as souvenir guides throughout the nineteenth century, manifest how the Exhibition still bore the imprint of a period when a love of art was inspired, among other things, by mythology and the classics of Greece and Rome.8 Silver waiters from Donalds Wm. Jas & Charles in London with the engraved groups of Triumph of Galatea and A compilation of Venus and Adonis by Franciscus Albanus9 a folding screen by James Howard Earle with encaustic painting illustrating the story of Cupid and Psyche,10 and Onyx gem cameos with Cupid, Ariadne, Bacchantes and Medusa by the designer G. Brett were among the myriad examples from Greek and Roman myths that vied for attention in the Exhibition.11 With an admission price of £3 for gentlemen, £2 for ladies and one shilling a head for the masses from 24 May, the 1851 Exhibition attracted visitors from all walks of life. Yet for those who could not relish all the beauties of the exhibition in person, and those who did and delighted in recalling the experience, extensive coverage of the event was provided by the press of the time which included illustrations from the exhibits.12 This is but one example of how nineteenth-century newspapers and journals indoctrinated the general public on ancient Greece and Rome.

On some occasions antiquity also served as model for present concerns. In 1862 The Englishwoman’s Domestic Magazine published the article ‘The Women of Greece’ which juxtaposed the Victorian ideal with classical women.13 Newspapers also recommended to our visitor to London a wide range of entertainments of the period which, more often than not, revealed tantalizing glimpses of Greek and Roman mythology. Strolling around the city in 1846, for example, our acquaintance could enter the Ancient Hall of Rome at Great Windmill Street which exhibited tableaux vivants giving ‘living representations of heroes and heroines of the antique’ without ‘the cold appearance of the Grecian statues’.14 In July the same year, the Royal Academy presented Diana surprised by Actaeon by W. E. Frost, which was displayed in the Illustrated London News with the text from Ovid’s Metamorphoses appended in the catalogue of the exhibition. Only three years later, in the summer of 1849, the room to visit was the sculpture room, and the work to admire E. H. Baily’s Group, in marble, of the Graces, which was also illustrated in the Illustrated London News.15 Yet Mr Foley’s Ino and Bacchus at Lord Ellesmere’s new house in Green Park, which was open to the public on certain days the same year, might have rivalled Baily’s Group in admirers.16 Not so far from Trafalgar Square and Green Park another kind of sculpture might have raised the interest of any visitor to London intrigued by the new advances of science in the 1850s. The Florentine Venus and the Greek Venus, displaying the muscular system at Reimer’s Anatomical and Ethnological Museum, awaited the enquiring observer of the human body in Leicester Square. In the handbill for the 1854 exhibition, which boasted over five hundred waxworks exhibits, museum entry tickets for rich and poor alike were reduced to half-price as a nod to ‘the great desire of the working classes to inspect the museum’.17

Operas and ballets were the elite spectacles where the privileged few could be awestruck by other Galatea-like celebrities who proved a fertile source for classical burlesque. It would be trite to highlight the presence of classical antiquity in opera and ballet, as copious research has been painstakingly conducted and published by specialists on the subject.18 My sole intention here, therefore, is to endeavour to chart the classicizing texture which paved the way for classical burlesque in the growing nation. Glück’s, Wagner’s and Noverre’s triumphant reinventions of the classics in the eighteenth and late nineteenth centuries embellish the period that concerns us here. Spurred on by responses to their work, the Victorian Drury Lane, Covent Garden and Her Majesty’s theatres staged countless tragedies, ballets and operas based on classical antiquity. Against such a backdrop, it is no coincidence that Lumley commissioned Romani to write an opera based on Circe in his first years as manager of Her Majesty’s Theatre,19 and that, as we shall see, the production of Mendelssohn’s Antigone in 1845 exerted such a profound impact on the intellectual circles of London.

Some other profitable performances of the period under discussion were, for example, Thomas Noon Talfourd’s Ion (1836), Mademoiselle Rachel’s Les Horaces in 1842, Fornasari’s Belisario in 1843, the various productions of Bellini’s Norma and Milton’s Comus and a concert, for the first time in England, of Glück’s Orpheus and Eurydice in 1860.20 In 1846 the pas des déesses in Le Jugement de Paris at Her Majesty’s featuring the renowned Marie Taglioni, Fanny Cerrito and Lucile Grahn was among the great ballet sensations of the year ‘chronicled in enthusiastic terms, and pictured all over London’.21 By way of an apologia for the ballet d’action a reviewer in the Illustrated London News extolled the movements of the three great ballerinas as those of the three rival goddesses, Juno, Minerva and Venus in Perrot’s choreography.22 Taking advantage of the craze sparked off by the pas des deésses, Charles Selby produced a burlesque extravaganza at the Adelphi that same year, The Judgment of Paris; or, the Pas de Pippins. A review of the play in the Illustrated London News offers a precis of the repercussion of the process of creation and production of burlesque which is key to our understanding of the genre:


In a pièce de circonstance of this kind, which must of necessity be planned, written, and brought out with high-pressure haste, whilst the prototype is before the public, or fresh in their minds, acute criticism on its merits ought not to be looked for. It is, however, filled with jokes upon passing topics and follies, and plays on words generally, some of which were received with the courtesy due to strangers, and others warmly welcomed as very old acquaintances indeed.23


As shall be discussed later in the book, considering Victorian burlesques en masse and as cultural products that chronicled the changes of an era is the only way to overcome the negative assumptions of genre criticism so often found in traditional approaches to the subject.

Returning to our stroll through the streets of London, the restoration of Covent Garden theatre in 1858 – with Aristophanes, Menander, Aeschylus, Bacchus, Minerva, Hecate and other heathen personages in and under the portico24 – proved that it was not only the various forms of entertainment but also the very buildings which housed them that evoked a glorious and celebrated foreign but by no means alien past culture. The Neo-Palladian architecture and neo-classicism of the eighteenth century left the stamp of the ancients on numerous streets in London.25 Nineteenth-century allusions include Benjamin Dean Wyatt’s rebuilding of Drury Lane (1811–1812), featuring an interior with Corinthian columns. Furthermore, the early nineteenth-century Greek Revival architecture, with Sir Robert Smirke and William Wilkins at the forefront, inundated London with a deluge of iconic sites, enough to quench the thirst of any city-dweller captivated by the classical aesthetic of the time. Smirke’s United Service Club, the Union Club and the Royal College of Physicians on Nash’s promising Trafalgar Square, not to mention the British Museum, decorated the route of strollers who, in years to come, might well have attended any of the classical burlesques readily on offer in London.

On the streets, in museums and galleries and in the printed literature of the period, the trajectory of Greek and Roman mythological imagery in Victorian London reveals countless microhistories which prepare the ground for the success of classical burlesque. Imbued with topical jokes and references, tragic heroes, suffering heroines and epic deeds are revisited with a vengeance and transformed to showcase the anxieties of a growing empire. Hand in hand with such imagery, the average individual on the streets of London in the decades that paved the way for the birth of the genre would have realized that one of the most relevant direct sources for the spectacle in Victorian burlesque were the eighteenth-century fairground entertainments, where the plots and characters of the puppet shows, among others, reveal how the popularity of classical mythology went beyond high art.26

From the early years of the century, Martin Powell’s adaptations of plays to the marionette theatre were based on legendary tales and ballads. They also came from other more sophisticated sources such as satire of topical issues and, more importantly, Italian opera. Some of his classical stories include Hero and Leander, The Destruction of Troy and Venus and Adonis.27 Powell’s approach to puppetry appealed to popular tastes where classical mythology was common ground. Later in the century, whilst Charlotte Charke, Colley Cibber’s daughter, programmed her first season in London according to the ‘high dramas’ that were put on at the time,28 Charles Dibdin was reviving classical myths and themes such as Pandora and Ulysses.29 The most important puppet show based on classical myths was Kane O’Hara’s Midas, which opened at Covent Garden
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Note on the texts and this edition








Conventions of textual notes






Glossary of stage terms



	C.
	Centre



	L.
	Left from the actor’s point of view



	L. C.
	Left centre from the actor’s point of view



	L. H.
	Left of the House



	L. U. E.
	Left upper entrance



	L. 1 E.
	Left first entrance. ‘The English system of grooves in which pieces of scenery moved established a standard position for entrances to the stage. Left 1st entrance was the entrance nearest the audience on the actor’s left side, L.2 E. the next entrance upstage, & c. Entrances were numbered consecutively up to L.U.E. – left upper entrance, the farthest upstage’ (Rowell 1972: 14)



	R.
	Right from the actor’s point of view



	R. C.
	Right centre from the actor’s point of view



	R. H.
	Right of the House



	R. U. E.
	Right upper entrance



	R. 1 E.
	Right first entrance from the actor’s point of view (R.2 E, the next entrance upstage)
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