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MRS JORDAN’S PROFESSION
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Foreword

Books do not always obey the author’s orders, and this book, first planned as a general study of actresses working in Britain in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, quickly became obstreperous. As I absorbed myself in collecting material I soon realized that there was far too much for one volume. Then – and this was more important – came the realization that I had found, in one of the earliest of the actresses I planned to investigate, a character so strong and a story so extraordinary that she demanded a whole book to herself. Dora Jordan is not an entirely unknown figure, but she is at best half known: most people have heard of Mrs Siddons, few respond to the name of Mrs Jordan, although in their lifetime they were equally celebrated. Mrs Jordan has been written about occasionally over the two hundred years since she reigned at Drury Lane, sometimes abusively, sometimes admiringly; but I do not believe justice has been done either to her story or to her personality. There is a special tone that creeps into eulogies of actresses, presenting them as lovable, wayward creatures and striking them stone dead in the process; and an actress whose private life connected her with the royal family presents particular difficulties. Mrs Jordan has evoked embarrassment, jocularity, reverence and abuse, according to the writer’s prejudices.

Most actresses have to sit down under whatever treatment critics and biographers hand out to them. The first well-established one to challenge the idea by producing an autobiography, Elizabeth Inchbald – a contemporary and friend of Dora – lost her nerve and destroyed her manuscript on the advice of her confessor: she was a Roman Catholic, and this was 1821. None of the great actresses of the eighteenth century – Peg Woffington, Frances Abington, Susanna Cibber, Kitty Clive – left memoirs, although a failed one, Charlotte Charke, did; nor, in the next century, did Lucia Vestris, Maria Foote, Fanny Stirling or Fanny Kelly, all highly intelligent and effective women. Only in the second half of the century did it become acceptable for them to give their private histories to the public, and then only up to a point; Fanny Kemble, Madge Bancroft and Ellen Terry all tidied themselves and their families up to appear more presentable. Dora Jordan produced no autobiography, but we have something almost as good, at least for twenty-five years of her life, and that is her letters. A few, treasured by theatrical friends, were published in the decades following her death, in memoirs, and by her first biographer, James Boaden, but most remained unpublished and unknown. None of her daughters seems to have kept any, or if any did, later generations destroyed them; but two of her sons preserved theirs, and passed them down through the family. These were the eldest, George, and the fourth, Adolphus, who was only fourteen when she died; forty letters to him are still in private possession. George also kept a good many; and he also preserved letters written by his younger brothers and sisters.

Many hundreds of letters from Mrs Jordan to the Duke of Clarence, later King William IV, and the father of most of her children, have survived. They were preserved in the first instance by Queen Adelaide, who found them after the King’s death; she was kind enough to keep them and bequeath them in turn to Frederick, Dora’s eldest surviving son at the time of the Queen’s death. He clearly intended them to be kept together as part of his estate – there is a note to that effect, written not long before his death in 1854 – but he died in India, his only daughter did not marry, and they were somehow scattered. During the first three decades of this century letters appeared in various sales. Some were acquired by George’s great-grandson, the fifth Earl of Munster, who presented about 270 of them to the Royal Archives; and about 600 more went, in two batches, to the Californian collector Henry Huntington. In California they have sat, and as far as I know only one scholar has looked at them.

This was Arthur Aspinall, Professor of Modern History at the University of Reading. In 1951 he produced an edition of Mrs Jordan’s letters at the request of the fifth Earl. Aspinall had already achieved the colossal task of editing the complete letters of King George III, and was engaged on an edition of the complete letters of his son, first Prince of Wales, then Prince Regent, then King George IV; also those of Princess Charlotte, granddaughter of George III and daughter of George IV. All these letters were published in full, with copious notes, and are a mine of information for students of the period; they fill many stout volumes. But when Professor Aspinall came to edit and publish the correspondence of Mrs Jordan he adopted a different style. To begin with, he made a great many unexplained cuts; and as well as being cut, the letters were incorporated into a curiously unsympathetic narrative. There are mistakes – for instance in giving the dates of the children – and Aspinall also omitted without explanation a crucial letter in the Huntington collection which proves that Mrs Jordan was innocent of accusations made against her in royal circles that she threatened to blackmail her royal lover.

Aspinall’s cuts do her other disfavours and distort the picture of her character. He removed, for instance, much of the good and sensible advice she gave the Duke. He also removed all her warm expressions of sympathy for the troubles of the royal family – the King’s madness, the illness and death of his youngest daughter. He removed a mass of evidence of her conscientious care of her children and descriptions of daily life at Bushy, their house and estate near Hampton Court. He removed most of her humour. Professor Aspinall, so at ease in the world of politics and the royal family, was clearly not at ease in the world – or the mind – of Mrs Jordan.

His approach is also generally condescending, which seems misplaced, for although she was no more highly educated than other women of her generation, her letters are intelligent and full of good sense, and she was by no means uncultured. She was able to write correct and charming verse. She knew Shakespeare and the chief dramatists, naturally, as well as Milton, Goldsmith, Sterne, Defoe and Shenstone. She read and appreciated Coleridge and Wordsworth and she mentions Dr Johnson and Hogarth; she recommended books to the Duke, read with her children and sent her sons books when they went off to school, and the army and navy. She composed, performed and published music. She employed talented artists to paint her children, as well as sitting herself to many leading painters.

In certain respects Aspinall was a superb editor. His knowledge of the period was enormous, and he provides a lot of background information. He was working under the constraint of having to fit the material into one volume – not for Mrs Jordan the stately spread of royal correspondence – and some of his cuts are justified, because there are boring and repetitious passages in her letters; although it must be said that the same is true of those by royal personages. Still, it is surprising to find how much failed to interest Aspinall; and the only biography to appear since he edited the letters – Brian Fothergill’s of 1965 – relied on his edition, and did not use the originals in the Huntington.

History – and biography, which is a branch of history – is always a matter of choice and control. The writer or editor decides what is history and what is not. Percy Fitzgerald, the 1884 biographer who entirely omitted to mention Mrs Jordan in his two-volume Life and Times of William IV, took an attitude that seems extreme to us but was perfectly normal for its time. Professor Aspinall allowed her to exist, but ignored or devalued large areas of her expèrience, notably the domestic side of her life.

My own prejudices make me devote much less attention to her theatrical performances than previous biographers have done; I believe it is hard for the general reader to follow detailed accounts of past productions, however fascinating to the theatre specialist. So I have not attempted to list every performance she gave. An appendix does what it can in this area. In the main text I have only tried to show, through the comments of her fellow players and the critics, what an incomparable actress she appeared to them, and through her own words what her profession meant to her.





Shakespeare’s woman: Dora Jordan.– Charles Lamb




… real solemn history, I cannot be interested in… the men all so good for nothing, and hardly any women at all. –Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey




Arrah, now, honey… won’t I sit in the gallery, and won’t your Royal Grace give me a courtesy, and won’t I give your Royal Highness a howl, and a hiss into the bargain!– Irish cook to Mrs Jordan




… abomination! The full moon came thundering down from Heaven, like a Cannon Ball; & seeing that nothing could be done went quietly back again! Dreamt these words before daylight, May Morning, 1804. Put ’em into a Mrs Jordan’s mouth, ridiculing some pompous moral or political Declaimer.– Samuel Taylor Coleridge




Serious Reviewer, interrupting: But, my good sir, suppose some of your female readers should take it into their heads to be Mrs Jordan?




Author: Oh, my good sir, don’t be alarmed. My female readers are not persons to be so much afraid for, as you seem to think yours are. The stage itself has taught them large measures both of charity and discernment.– Leigh Hunt, in his Autobiography, published 1850







Prologue: ‘Beside the monuments of the Queens’

At six o’clock in the morning of 26 June 1830, an elderly gentleman of no great distinction, sleeping peacefully in his country house in Middlesex, was woken by his manservant and told that two doctors were waiting to see him. The old man got up, put on his dressing-gown, and went downstairs. The doctors were bringing him some good news. His elder brother George had died in the night, and they had ridden over from Windsor to Bushy in the early morning sunshine to tell him so, and to be the first to salute him as the new King of England. He was sixty-four years old, had spent a large part of his life unemployed and made a hash of the jobs he had been given: now he found himself King William IV.

William was the third son of King George III and his Queen Charlotte, and had not been expected to succeed to the throne, or educated with it in mind. He had been sent to serve in the navy as a boy, with the idea that it should become his profession; when that proved a mistake, he was given a dukedom, an income and an estate, and left largely to his own devices. He had married, at the age of fifty-three, a German princess, Adelaide; she was less than half his age, but they had no living children.

The new King was not known as a patron of the arts, but one of the first acts of his reign was to send for the sculptor Francis Chantrey and commission a work. Chantrey was the leading sculptor of the day and an established favourite of the royal family. He had made busts of George III and Queen Charlotte as well as of most of the distinguished figures of his generation: Wellington, Pitt, Walter Scott, Wordsworth, James Watt and many more. George IV, a notable patron, had also commissioned a bust of himself, and paid three hundred guineas for it. But the new King was not on this occasion asking for a bust of himself or his Queen Adelaide. What he wanted was a life-size representation of an actress. King William wept as he explained to Chantrey exactly what he had in mind.1

The subject of the statue had been dead for fifteen years, but Chantrey agreed to attempt the work and began by producing a small terracotta model, showing her, as the King had asked, with two of her children. The model is faceless, and all three figures are bare and rudimentary – to a modern eye they look like little figures by Henry Moore – but evidently the King approved it. For the features Chantrey had to work from portraits, of which there were fortunately many. He felt confident enough to ask a fee of two thousand guineas. The King agreed to these terms, and there was a formal commission early in 1831. It can still be read in Chantrey’s ledger, under the heading ‘Mrs Jordans Monument’: ‘Recd an order from His Majesty William IV to create a Monumental Groupe in memory of Mrs Jordan to be erected in Westminster Abbey…’ The line of writing continues, crossed through in ink, but deciphered quite easily through the deletion: ‘… beside the monuments of the Queens’. So the King’s intention was clearly to have the statue not only in the Abbey, but also in a place of special honour.2

It took Chantrey several years to produce first a plaster cast and then the marble monument itself; in the summer of 1834 it was finally finished. It is a magnificent and touching work. The subject is shown life-size and, as the King wished, with two of her children, one a curly-headed small boy, the other a fat baby, also a boy. She is seated on a plain block, knees apart and ankles crossed, looking down at the infant on her lap, and draped in the simplest and lightest of classical gowns, held on her right shoulder by a single large button and edged with an embroidered band. Her left shoulder is uncovered, and her hair falls forward in loose curls. The mask of comedy and a set of musical pipes representing music and poetry lie beside her bare and beautiful feet, but her pose, in its simplicity and tenderness, makes one think less of an actress or a muse than of a Renaissance madonna.3

The King was pleased. He made a personal friend of Chantrey, conferred a knighthood on him a few years later, and even offered him a baronetcy, which the sculptor modestly refused.

But there were problems. The Dean of Westminster at this time was John Ireland, an ailing scholar in his seventies. His own bust had been made by Chantrey, and he had held the crown at the coronations of both George IV and William IV.4 Ireland was not prepared to allow Chantrey’s monumental statue into the Abbey, either among the queens of England or indeed anywhere else. If he even troubled to look at the statue, the Dean may well have thought it too secular and celebratory of its subject’s beauty for a religious setting; but fundamentally his refusal must have been on moral grounds, because Dorothy or, as she preferred it, Dora Jordan, had a double stain on her character. She had lived with the King when he was Duke of Clarence, and borne him ten children over a period of twenty years. At the same time she had never given up her professional career in the theatre. She was the best-loved and most admired comic actress of her time, hailed by fellow actors, critics and public alike as a uniquely gifted performer, fully the equal in comedy to Mrs Siddons in tragedy: for several decades they were generally referred to as the Muses of Comedy and Tragedy. George III, Joshua Reynolds, Coleridge, Hazlitt, Byron, Mrs Inchbald, John Kemble, Fanny Burney, Madame de Staël, Leigh Hunt, Charles Lamb, Benjamin Haydon and William Macready were all among her admirers. Lamb, looking at her portrait some years after her death, described her simply as ‘Shakespeare’s woman’, the highest praise he could accord.5

Whatever stain the church might perceive on her character, it was a lesser stain than marked the King himself, or the previous King, his brother George, known to be a bigamist and adulterer, or indeed a significant number of men in public life honoured in the Abbey. Other actresses, virtuous and otherwise, were buried or commemorated there: from the seventeenth century Mary Saunderson, from the eighteenth Anne Bracegirdle, who had been Congreve’s mistress, Susanna Cibber, who had been divorced, the rackety, much married Ann Barry, the blameless Hannah Pritchard and Anne Oldfield, interred without a monument, on account of her two illegitimate sons. David Garrick and Samuel Foote were also buried there, and Sarah Siddons’s statue appeared in the following decade.6 But, despite the King’s wishes, Mrs Jordan was not allowed into Westminster Abbey.

When the Dean of St Paul’s was approached, he reacted in the same way. Other suggestions seem to have been made, and rejected as unsuitable, by the eldest son of the King and Mrs Jordan, the little boy represented in the statue, now Earl of Munster. So the nation was deprived of an outstandingly beautiful monument, and the rejected group remained in Chantrey’s Pimlico studio. It was still there in 1839, two years after King William’s death, and had become something of an embarrassment.7 The young Queen Victoria, who had a passion for the theatre, was curious about Mrs Jordan, whose children were after all her own first cousins. Her diary records several conversations with the Prime Minister, Lord Melbourne, in which she asked about her.

At the end of December 1838:


Lord M talked of Mrs Jordan; I thought he couldn’t remember her, but he said he did perfectly, and remembers going to see her act in ’13 with Madame de Stael, who was delighted with her; she had a beautiful voice, and sang all those songs without music delightfully; exceedingly lively, and seemed always in the highest spirits on the stage; Lord M continued, that her real forte was in such characters as a ‘Chamber Maid’, though she acted latterly Lady Teazle and even Juliet, but it wasn’t the same thing… Her singing ‘used to produce an electrical effect’…

Lord M [also said] it was a very curious thing, her acquaintance with the late King, which he thinks began as early as ’82, for that he was not very fond of the Theatre, though he always used to be there when she acted; and Peak, the Treasurer of either Drury Lane or Covent Garden, told Lord M, that the King used always to come himself to receive her salary – which was paid regularly to him; Mrs Jordan was very good natured, Lord M said, and George IV liked her, and used to go and dine with them.8



In January 1839 the Queen had two more conversations about Mrs Jordan with Lord Melbourne. She noted that he


had seen all Chantrey’s works in his studio; and he said, ‘I saw Mrs Jordan’s statue’; the late King, Lord M told me (Chantrey told him) sent for Chantrey about 4 or 5 days after he came to the Throne, and desired him to make this statue, which he had always intended to have done when he had the means for it; [WIV] wished to place it in Henry VII’ s Chapel, which Lord M said is Crown property, over which the Dean has no power, so that no one could refuse or prevent its being put there; but Munster (why, he don’t know) would not let the King do it, and thwarted the King amazingly about it; and the King’s Executors tell Chantrey it belongs to Munster, but Lord M said Munster doesn’t know what to do with it; it’s too large for a house. Said I thought it was rather odd to put it in Henry VII’s Chapel; ‘I think it’s rather odd,’ said Lord M, ‘as she wasn’t even buried there.’9 Then Lord M said, they didn’t know what to write under it, so they called it, ‘Sacred to the memory of an affectionate Mother, Dorah Bland.’10 But I asked Lord M, why shouldn’t it be Dorah Jordan? Bland was her maiden name; Lord M said he had no idea who Mr Jordan was, or if she was married to him.11



The Queen continued to be curious. Her questions may have arisen as much from a desire to understand the marital and extramarital histories of her uncles and her father as from an enthusiasm for cultural history, although this is what Lord Melbourne mostly offered her. Later, her diary reads:


Talked again of Mrs Jordan… ‘She was beautifully formed,’ Lord M said, ‘her legs and feet were beautifully formed, as this statue is’; and she used to be fond of acting in men’s clothes; she used to act Hippolyta in She Would and She Would Not, and Rosalind in As You Like It; ‘a lovely play,’ said Lord M, ‘the prettiest play in the world; and her acting in that was quite beautiful.’ ‘She had a beautiful enunciation,’ he added. She was an Irish girl.12



Interested as she was, and enthusiastic about the theatre, Queen Victoria did not want the statue herself. Nor did its rightful owner, Lord Munster, who suffered cruelly from taunts in the press about his shameful birth, which may be why he wanted nothing to do with the commemorative piece. It remained in Chantrey’s studio, ‘never having been settled during the King’s life’, and it looks as though it was still there at Chantrey’s death in the autumn of 1841.13

The subject of Chantrey’s statue, Dora Jordan, and her tangled and tormented relations with the royal family with whom she became so closely allied, make the subject of this book. Her life was one of extremes: extremes of poverty and misfortune, extremes of success and riches. For over twenty-five years she was probably the most popular actress in Britain, based at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, under the management of Richard Brinsley Sheridan, with whom she was closely connected both professionally and personally. Her fame was immense and sometimes scandalous, and she was one of the first women to fight back against the power of the press and make it serve her purpose instead of accepting that she must always be its victim. She was intensely serious about her work, and revered by several generations of her fellow professionals. She also bore thirteen children who lived to adult life, and involved herself deeply and lovingly in their care and upbringing while continuing her acting career. As an unmarried working mother, she crossed every social barrier, going from penniless provincial to royal intimacy in a few years, without ever growing affected or pretentious. Although she never married, five of her daughters entered the British aristocracy through marriage; her sons, all of whom went into the services, had more curious and in some cases much sadder fates.

If she moved through her early years like the passionate heroine of a picaresque novel – Fielding’s Tom Jones, say – in which morality is developed through experience, trial and error, she lived to see her children enter the more circumscribed world of Jane Austen, with its backdrop of army, navy and colonies, its insistence on prudent and advantageous marriage and its tight, confident social structure that simply obliterated those who, for one reason or another, failed to fit or conform. Her name and reputation were partly suppressed and yet covertly fascinating to the nineteenth century. To those who knew her story she became a symbol of the strength a stage career could confer on a woman, and a warning of its dangers: independence, yes, and professional satisfaction, but also the risk of degradation, and of crashing from the brilliant pinnacle of fame to poverty and humiliation.

She was painted by some of the best artists of her time, and caricatured by the cruellest; the range of images is startling, and a rich source of information. The first three decades of her life can be traced only through outside evidence. There is no shortage of this, because she was born with the knack of attracting attention; but from the age of thirty we have her own voice in her letters. Against the odds, many hundreds have been preserved. Very few of them are formal, or carefully composed. Almost all were written in haste and without a thought of posterity, dashed off in the dressing rooms of provincial theatres, or in nurseries, or in lodging houses and inns, in her various town houses, in St James’s Palace, and in the home in which she passed her happiest years, Bushy House. Most were addressed to her royal partner, the future King.

If Dora’s letters give a voice to her statue, the most curious thing about the statue itself is that the King was memorializing his own victim. Like Leontes in The Winter’s Tale, William first honoured and then destroyed the woman he loved; and hoped to make amends to a statue for the wrong done to a living woman. Only Dora’s statue could not come back to life as Hermione’s did; and it suffered the further indignity of being treated by the nation as she had been treated by William: rejected and consigned to oblivion. This book seeks to tell the story of both the statue and the woman, and to do what it can to distinguish between image and truth. ‘On doit des égards aux vivants; on ne doit aux morts que la vérité.’



1

The Sins of the Fathers: 1761–1782

In retrospect King William and Dora Jordan make a very unlikely couple. In prospect they would have seemed even more improbable. He was born to legitimate splendour and riches in 1765, she four years earlier to a marked lack of any such advantages. They shared a birthplace, London; beyond that there was nothing to link their fates. All the royal circumstances of William’s birth are recorded, down to the length of the Queen’s labour (an easy four hours), the midwife’s meals and the yards of stuff purchased for the wet nurse’s nightgowns; but doubts and uncertainties cloud Dora’s birth and early history.

Although Lord Melbourne said she was an Irish girl, her mother was Welsh and her father came from a Protestant Yorkshire family settled in Ireland for less than a century; and although they usually lived in Dublin, she was born somewhere in the neighbourhood of Leicester Square, Covent Garden and the Strand. What were her parents doing in London in 1761? They may have been looking for work, judging it a hopeful time as the capital prepared itself for the festivities surrounding the coronation and wedding of the new King, George III; or they may have been simply visiting friends or family. What we know for certain is that Francis and Grace Bland registered the birth of their daughter Dorothy as having taken place on 22 November 1761, and that she was baptized at the church of St Martin-in-the-Fields on 5 December.

The baptismal register is clear enough; but her parents’ marriage was not legally valid; Grace Phillips was not really entitled to be set down as Mrs Bland, and Dorothy should perhaps have been given Phillips as her family name. Against this, Francis and Grace both considered themselves as good as married, and Dorothy was not their first child. They may have gone through some sort of ceremony somewhere; less than perfectly legal marriages were not hard to arrange in the middle of the eighteenth century. The problem was that Francis had not asked for his father’s consent. He had not asked because he knew he would not get it; he had been under twenty-one at the time of the ‘marriage’, and Grace was not the heiress his father hoped for, but a working actress. She was nothing like the sort of actress Boswell picked up outside Drury Lane, with a murky history of false marriages and lovers, but a respectable and well brought up young woman, the daughter of a clergyman; and she put her whole trust in young Bland as a gentleman, in spite of his father’s feelings.

The Bland family had done very well out of their adoptive country. Francis’s father Nathaniel became a doctor of divinity, a vicar-general and a judge of the Prerogative Court in Dublin; and he acquired a castle at Derriquin in County Kerry for good measure. Judge Bland expected his sons to build on these achievements, and his disapproval of Francis’s marriage, or half-marriage, was implacable. He had already disinherited his eldest son John for becoming an actor and marrying an actress: what was it about these young men that made them involve themselves with the stage? After Grace had borne two children to Francis, Judge Bland had their marriage declared void on the grounds that his son had been a minor at the time. It was one of the old man’s last acts; he died in 1760, before the birth of his granddaughter Dorothy.

The young couple continued to pass as Mr and Mrs Bland in Dublin and London and also, it seems, with Grace Phillips’s family. Her father, George, one-time rector of St Thomas’s, Haverfordwest in Pembrokeshire, had died when she was only seven, but her spirited cousin Blanch Williams – married but childless, and sixteen years older than Grace – kept a welcoming home at Upper Trelethyn, her farmhouse set high up above St David’s Head. There were other branches of the family in Bristol, where Grace spent some of her girlhood, and where she acquired the polished manners of a city girl, and the ambition to make something of herself. Bristol was the second city of the kingdom, and supported a particularly successful theatre. There was hardly a town in the land that did not welcome strolling groups of players at this time – apart from church-going it was the chief entertainment – but the Bristol theatre was a fine, formal building, regularly visited by leading London players.1 Grace and her sisters were stage-struck, and, with remarkable strength of character, she and her elder sister Maria set off together for Dublin in the mid-1750s determined to become actresses. The Irish players may have been familiar – they came touring in the west of England in summer – and the Phillips sisters were greeted in Dublin as ‘two young ladies lately arrived from England (sisters) to perform at the Theatre Royal who have never yet appeared on any stage. As they have all the requisites to make a figure in that sphere, added to a polite education and a knowledge of the Beau Monde, it is hoped they will prove shining ornaments to the Theatre.’2 And they did shine, brightly enough at least to be accepted as fellow professionals by the thriving theatre community of Dublin.

Their success encouraged a third sister to follow. She also found work and married a fellow actor, Usher. All three appeared at the Smock Alley Theatre under the management of Thomas Sheridan, whose skill and dedication as an impresario raised the reputation of his theatre close to the level of the great London houses, and brought their stars across to play for him. The Phillips sisters did not become stars, but they had their triumphs. Grace played Juliet to the Romeo of Sheridan, and Maria appeared as Jane Shore, both in November 1756.3 In the 1758 season Grace was Desdemona to the Othello of a young actor called Tate Wilkinson, who went on to become the most famous of all provincial managers, and to play a crucial part in her daughter’s life. This was also the year Francis Bland became Grace’s husband.

If Francis entertained any passing hopes of following his elder brother in a stage career, he was disappointed. Grace continued with hers, while he received an allowance from his family, and on this the couple managed. A daughter Hester was born, and a son George. Then in the winter of 1760 the Smock Alley closed down after Thomas Sheridan decided to desert to England, and many of the company followed him in search of work; the Blands and Maria Phillips were among those who went.4 Sheridan was in London, lecturing, writing and making occasional appearances at Drury Lane, and he may have tried to help them. He and his wife, who was as clever as he was, and busy writing novels and plays, lived in Henrietta Street, Covent Garden; they had left their ten-year-old son, Richard Brinsley, behind in Dublin, but now they brought him over too, and sent him to Harrow school.5

London was packed and busy throughout the autumn of 1761, as the coronation approached. The two big theatres, Drury Lane and Covent Garden, both prepared ‘Coronation Spectacles’ to be put on after the main plays, in which large numbers of players dressed as the King and Queen, courtiers and other grandees paraded against elaborate backdrops. These shows were popular enough to run for forty nights, so that Londoners could take their pick of two royal processions on stage as well as the real festivities taking place outside, in which the members of the royal family paraded in still more elaborately artificial costumes.6 On the afternoon of 8 September – a day of intense heat – crowds assembled in St James’s Park as the King’s bride, Princess Charlotte of Mecklenburg, arrived at the garden gate of St James’s Palace to the sound of gunfire. It must have been a fine sight, as she was handed down from the coach, hair elaborately dressed, wearing a white and silver négligé trimmed with gold lace; she threw herself at the feet of her future husband, who raised her up, greeted her courteously and led her indoors to examine the heaps of jewels and ceremonial robes prepared for her. What she felt, a girl of seventeen from a quiet little German principality, educated by Lutheran nuns, and speaking not a word of English, is another matter. Bride and groom had never set eyes on one another until this moment. Her mother was dead and she came without even a sister; she had just endured a long, stormy sea passage, finally forced to put in at Harwich and finish the exhausting journey by coach. As the coach came over Constitution Hill, one of the English ladies accompanying her remarked that there was scarcely time to dress for the wedding. ‘The wedding?’ asked Charlotte, turning pale. She had not been told that it was to take place that very evening.

No matter, this was a public ritual, and she had been most carefully vetted for the role she was to play. She was the King’s third cousin, with the all-important royal blood in her veins. She was no beauty, but passable-looking and – of course – Protestant and a virgin. She was also thought likely to be a good breeder; her elder sister had been rejected as too old at twenty-five.7

And at ten o’clock that evening Charlotte was married to the King in the Chapel Royal, wearing the crown especially made for her. Its pendant diamonds swung and sparkled, and the bridegroom was dressed in stuff of silver with embossed plate and frostings. The effect was admirable, although she was so burdened by the weight of her clothes and jewels she could hardly bear them; she trembled, and was able to say nothing but the words ‘Ich will’. The next day there were two court drawing rooms and a ball, and on the following Monday she made her first official public appearance, going with the King to Drury Lane Theatre – not to see themselves represented, but David Garrick in a performance of the popular satirical comedy The Rehearsal.8

As the theatre crowds pressed forward to look at her, the new Queen was frightened for a moment, because she had never seen so many people gathered together in one place; but once inside Drury Lane and installed in the royal box, she became noticeably cheerful. She had never seen a theatre before either, and she could not understand a word, but she liked everything about it. Perhaps the company of two thousand people laughing and enjoying themselves in the brilliantly lit space was more fun than being closeted alone with a plain, dullish young man who had suddenly become her absolute lord and master.

Happily the King shared her new enthusiasm, and a whole series of royal command performances was quickly arranged. They ran steadily through the autumn and winter: Much Ado about Nothing, King John, Macbeth, Henry V, Cymbeline, The Beggar’s Opera, The Jealous Wife, Comus, Rule a Wife and Have a Wife, and many musical entertainments. The theatre became a lifelong passion with the Queen.9 Forty years later, she still talked with great animation about plots and actors, and said she preferred ‘plays to all other amusements’.10 All her children were taken, from the early age of five, to Drury Lane, Covent Garden and other theatres in London and the provinces; she also enjoyed having them dressed up in specially made theatrical costumes, togas, tunics, Harlequin suits, frocks, feathers and tiny swords, as though they were little actors. Their portraits were painted wearing these fancy-dress outfits, and sometimes they put on performances of their own.

Queen Charlotte’s life must at times have seemed to her to be largely given over to performance, even though it was the performance of duties that she did not question for a moment. She had been required to give up her native speech and customs, and to conduct most of her activities in the public eye, wearing ceremonial costume; a leading part but a lonely one, as the King told her he did not wish her to have any friends. Apart from theatre-going, her first English months were almost entirely taken up with ceremonies. In the gaps between them she and the King established intimacy as best they could; it was a good thing he could speak German, and both of them knew French. Their coronation took place on 22 September in Westminster Abbey. On 10 October she started to learn English with a tutor. On 9 November there was a state entry into the City of London and a great banquet at the Guildhall, given by the Lord Mayor, with crowds lining the streets and heads looking out of every window. By now the Queen was pregnant. On 2 December she went with the King to the Palace of Westminster where he was to give his royal assent to a bill providing for her support: she was to have £100,000 a year should she outlive him, a palace in London and a lodge in Richmond Park.

Although her English progressed only slowly, and she refused to give up her habit of taking snuff, in all other respects her performance was beyond praise. The following August, 1762, her first child, Prince George, was born. Almost exactly a year later a second son, Frederick, appeared; and two years after that – there was a miscarriage in between – a third Prince, the William of this story, was born, once again in August, at Buckingham House, usually known as the Queen’s House, because she preferred its modern airiness to St James’s Palace with its maze of old rooms. At this point she was just twenty-one.

The Bland family also continued to grow, although things did not go well for them in other respects. Soon after Dorothy’s birth they were back in Dublin. Whatever Grace’s family in Wales thought of her career and behaviour, her cousin Blanch offered a haven for her children when they needed one, at Trelethyn, near St David’s. Blanch’s affection for her young Bland cousins led her to give several of them a home, and in due course to bequeath her farmhouse to two of them, Nathaniel and Hester.11

Certainly the young couple had all the appearance of a settled family. Children were born, year after year – one account says there were nine – and Grace sometimes used the name ‘Mrs Francis’ for her stage appearances. Like other actresses, she was accustomed to working throughout her pregnancies; audiences must have been so used to the pregnant shape that they hardly expected anything else. Maria did not marry, and moved to England to join Tate Wilkinson’s company in Yorkshire, but the young Blands stayed in Ireland, and Dorothy often spoke of herself as Irish, although she also said she detested the country, and had not a good word for any of her relatives there.

Actresses often put their children on stage at an early age, and the taste for child performers was well established in Dublin; but there is no record of Mrs Francis doing so, or of Dorothy appearing in public before she was in her teens. Her father was not, after all, a stage manager but a gentleman, as were both her grandfathers. Sometimes she went to stay with her Welsh cousins. We know she was in Wales in 1771, because years later she met a man who remembered how she had chastised him for ‘drownding a mouse’ when he was five and she was a commanding ten-year-old.12

If she and her sisters had little formal schooling, there was nothing unusual about that, and their mother at least ‘had received a finished and accomplished education’, which gave her something to pass on to her children.13 Dorothy learnt enough to become a vivid letter-writer and a decent occasional poet; her literacy compares quite favourably with, for example, that of Princess Charlotte, the daughter of the Prince Regent, when she was being educated for the throne forty years later. And one of Dorothy’s brothers, Nathaniel Phillips Bland, got an education good enough to go on to Oxford, where he took his BA in 1790.

So she grew among brothers and sisters. We know the names of George, Francis and Nathaniel, and of Hester and Lucy. They had the care of a loving if busy mother and a father who seemed a fixed feature of their world. But when Dorothy was thirteen, in 1774, this fixed feature disappeared.

Thirteen is not a good age to lose your father. Nothing is known of how his behaviour was explained to his children. What is certain is that he abandoned them and went back to London, where he made a perfectly legal marriage at St Botolph’s in Aldgate to an Irish heiress, Catherine Mahoney of Killarney. Soon he had another family, a son and a daughter. He paid out something to his first family, but their situation became increasingly precarious. Grace’s stage career had been good but not outstanding, and now that she was no longer young she could not expect to earn much; and she was devastated by the behaviour of the man who had been her husband for so many years, and who now treated her with a contempt and cruelty she had done nothing to deserve. Dorothy wrote later of her mother’s ‘silent anguish’ and ‘curb’d resentment’, which suggests that she kept her pain to herself as much as she could.14 To add to her worries, at least one of her daughters, Lucy, was ill. She was sent to Trelethyn to be cared for. The elder children had to turn their hands to work. Dorothy shouldered the role of the good daughter, determined to protect and help her mother. She wrote, much later: ‘from my first starting in life, at the early age of fourteen, I have always had a large family to support’.15 Her first job was not very demanding, but not very interesting either: she became a shop assistant, selling hats for a Dublin milliner. With this, her childhood was over.

Once she was of an age to choose, she became Dora rather than Dorothy. Others referred to her as Dorothy, or Dorothea, but she was Dora to herself; she signed her letters ‘Dora’, and later had her seals made with ‘Dora’ – so Dora she will be in these pages from now on. The further complications of her second name are still to come.

How long she worked as a milliner’s assistant, and whether she tried her hand at anything else, are things we don’t know. Many years later she recalled that she had received a proposal of marriage from a young man called Smith, said to have been very much in love with her, and that his father, a clergyman, considered her far too young to marry. He made no comment about her being an actress, so she was probably still working in the shop; and she does not say what she thought of the proposal, which suggests it meant little enough to her; but after young Smith had died, she took some pleasure in the memory of his proposal, and visited his sisters.16 Meanwhile her own absent father’s new life turned out less well than he had hoped. His health began to break down, and in 1778 he decided to travel to the South of France, the traditional destination for the well-to-do invalid. He got only as far as Dover, and there died; and with his death, the small sums he had sent to Grace and their children dried up completely. Later something was again sent for the children, possibly by Francis’s widowed mother, but for the moment things were very bad. In this miserable situation news came from Trelethyn of the death of Dora’s younger sister Lucy: she was fourteen. A decade later Dora gave her name to a child of her own, as it happened the kindest and most loyal of all her daughters.

About the time of her father’s death Dora left the milliner’s shop and made her first appearance on the stage. There is no doubt that Grace had divined her talent and guided the first steps of her career. She did not begin at her mother’s old theatre but at the rival one in Crow Street, and she was billed as ‘Miss Francis’: if her father had done little else for her, he could at least provide her with a stage name. By her own account, when the time came for her to go on for her very first entrance, she fled, terror-struck, through the wings, and had to be caught and pushed on to the stage; but once on, with the blazing candlelight above her and the swarm of faces in front, her courage came back.17

Her first appearance was in a farce, traditionally put on after the main play of the evening. She had the lead, as Miss Lucy, in Henry Fielding’s The Virgin Unmasked, playing a girl who accepts proposals of marriage from a succession of suitors sent in by her rich father, and who at the end sends them all packing with the words, ‘By Goles, I will tell you – I hate you!’ and announces she has secretly married a handsome footman. One of the earliest engravings of Dora shows her dressed as Miss Lucy and is labelled ‘The Comic Muse, by Goles!’ Mockery of marriage was the staple fare of stage comedy – marriage as a trap, marriage between incompatible partners, marriage by fortune-hunters – although it may not have seemed so funny considered in the cold light of the Bland household; but the pert, innocent part suited Dora, and she made the Dubliners laugh.

She was never considered a beauty. There was too much nose and chin about her face for that; but she had a charming and expressive face, with great sweetness in her smile and vivacity in the dark eyes under their dark brows: ‘sable eyes’, one poet called them, suggesting they were black – ‘keen’ he wrote too, but he was wrong about that. Dora was short-sighted; the world was always slightly blurred for her, and she carried spectacles on a chain.18 She was neatly made, not tall, with a small waist and what the eighteenth century called a symmetrical shape. Her most striking feature was probably her great mop of brown curls. Fashion dictated that they should be powdered when she was a young actress, so that, rather confusingly, she sometimes appears in paintings and prints as white-haired in her youth, and gets darker as she grows older. Her legs naturally went unnoticed until she appeared in male costume on stage, when they were found to be exceptionally beautiful – the finest ever seen on stage according to one connoisseur – and thereafter in constant demand.19 She was not vain, but not bashful either. There was altogether something natural, humorous, wholesome about her: she was seductive, not as a fine, elegant woman, but as one who simply made men want to put their arms around her.


The way she would take a friend by the cheek and kiss her, or make up a quarrel with a lover, or coax a guardian into good-humour, or sing (without accompaniment)…, trusting, as she had a right to do, to the sole effect of her sweet, mellow, and loving voice – the reader will pardon me, but tears of pleasure and regret come into my eyes at the recollection, as if she personified whatsoever was happy at that period of life, and which has gone like herself,



wrote one who cherished her memory.20

At this time she also played her first Shakespeare, as Phoebe, the simple-minded shepherdess in As You Like It. Thomas Sheridan’s daughter Betsy, who must have known the whole family, saw her perform and claims to have predicted that she would one day become ‘the first comic actress in England or Ireland…For her chastity of acting, naïveté, and being the character she represents, young as she is, she surpasses what could have been expected; but mark my words, she will one day or other be a favourite and the first in her line of acting.’21

When the Dublin theatres closed for the summer, the companies toured. Dora went to Waterford, where she met a young army lieutenant, Charles Doyne, who fell in love with her. His intentions were honourable, and he was well born and educated, though not rich; and he felt hopeful enough to make a formal offer of marriage. It was her second proposal; but whatever she thought of him, her mother decided he would not do, and ‘worked upon her daughter to decline the proposal’.22 Grace had her own unfortunate marital history to brood on; and she was still in a sense stage-struck, now on her daughter’s behalf, and believed in her gift. Why should it be sacrificed to domestic life and perpetual child-bearing? So Doyne was sent packing. He said his heart was broken, but he found another bride, this time with a fortune, which may have helped to mend it.

Miss Francis went back to Dublin and the pursuit of theatrical success. It was not a bad place to make the attempt. Anglo-Irish society revolved round the lord lieutenant, always an English aristocrat – Lord Chesterfield, the Earl of Northumberland, and the Dukes of Rutland

























Acknowledgements

By gracious permission of Her Majesty the Queen I have been allowed free access to all the material in the Royal Archives at Windsor and permission to reproduce certain pictures from the Royal Collection.

I was fortunate in having the help of Lady de Bellaigue, Registrar of the Royal Archives, at many points, including the deciphering of some difficult readings of Mrs Jordan’s hand, and should like to express my particular sense of indebtedness to her for her meticulous checking; also to all her staff.

I am grateful to the Huntington Library, San Marino, California, and its Curator, Sara S. Hodson, for providing me with microfilms of its collection of Mrs Jordan’s letters, and for permission to reproduce extracts from them. My warm thanks also to Judith Flanders for finding me a microfilm reader which enabled me to study the Huntington letters at my own pace at home.

I have met with much kindness while working on this book. Among the living descendants of Mrs Jordan, the present Earl of Munster was the first to give me advice and assistance. Mr J.U.C. Birkbeck and Miss Mary Birkbeck, Viscount De L’Isle and Viscount Falkland were all generous with their time and in showing me papers, letters, pictures and memorabilia. Mr Birkbeck has allowed me to reproduce from family papers, and I have also been granted permission to reproduce from the De L’Isle Manuscripts, a private family archive held at Maidstone in Kent. Others who prefer not to be named have also offered me substantial help, which is by no means forgotten.

Sir Brinsley Ford generously allowed me to study his family papers and pictures and to take copies and photographs of them. General Sir Victor FitzGeorge-Balfour gave me more than the usual assistance by allowing me to take away his family papers to study and copy. Dr P.B. Clapham, Director of the National Physical Laboratory, together with Mrs Clapham, took me into every corner of Bushy House from cellar to attic to garden, instructed me in its history, located pictures and entered enthusiastically into my interest. Dr Nicholas Penny led me to the hitherto unknown Beechey portrait of Mrs Jordan as Rosalind, and gave me the extraordinary story of the destruction of Chantrey’s casts. Christopher Lloyd, Surveyor of the Queen’s Pictures, offered much useful information and took me to see Chantrey’s statue and Hoppner’s allegorical painting; and the Hon. Mrs Jane Roberts, Curator of the Print Room, Windsor Castle, also went to considerable trouble on my behalf. I had kind help from the Rt. Hon. Sir Robert Fellowes, Keeper of the Queen’s Archives, and from Sir Oliver Millar.

Susan Palmer, Archivist at Sir John Soane’s Museum, was exceptionally helpful, as was Jonathan Franklin at the National Portrait Gallery Archive. Nicholas Savage and the staff of the Library of the Royal Academy; Janet Birkett of the Theatre Museum; Ian Dejardin, Curator at Kenwood; Norman Fenner of Richmond Theatre and Richard Mangan of the Raymond Mander & Jo Mitchenson Collection all gave me substantial assistance.

I should also like to thank Dr Mary Beal of the Government Art Collection; Dr John Whiteley of the Ashmolean Print Room; the Very Reverend Michael Mayne, Dean of Westminster; Mr Jo Wisdom of the Library of St Paul’s Cathedral; Miss Betty Beesley, Secretary to the Works of Art Committee of the Garrick Club Collection; Roger Beacham of Cheltenham Public Library; Brian Allen and Elizabeth A. Powis at the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art; Rosamund Griffin, Keeper of the Collection at Waddesdon Manor; the Municipal Archivist of Saint-Cloud; David Learmont of the National Trust of Scotland; Betty Muirden of the Yale Center for British Art; Michael Roberts and the Hon. Georgina Stonor at Brooks’s Club; Kay Mowlam of Sotheby’s; Oliver Cyzer and Paul Obrey of Christie’s; Iris Rhodes of Gallery 90, Guildford; Joy Ashby, Curator of Fenton House for the National Trust; G.W. Oxley, Archivist for Hull City Council; Brian Dyson, Archivist at the University of Hull; Miss M.J. Swarbrick, Chief Archivist to the City of Westminster; and Mark Ballard of the Centre for Kentish Studies, Maidstone. In New York, Kristine Puopolo kindly sought out the death notice of Fanny Alsop for me.

The British Library was, as always, both haven and place of discovery, its staff unfailingly helpful. The same is true of the London Library. Humberside Libraries were also of assistance.

Mary Kift provided me with much information about Mapledurham and Augustus FitzClarence. Richard Holmes assisted me greatly in investigating Coleridge’s interest in Mrs Jordan. Dr Christopher Mallinson and Dr Michael Price both devoted much time and thought to considering her symptoms and final illness. Christopher Bland sent me a useful stack of information relating to the earlier generations of the Bland family. Mr Francis Atkins, Churchwarden Emeritus of St Mary the Virgin, Hampton, was a wonderful source of information both about the church where George Munster is buried and the general history of the area. Professor Harold Tedford shared his knowledge and enthusiasm for Mrs Jordan with me; and the expertise of Diana B. Joll enabled her to establish the name of her silhouettist for me.

Jill Grey did some brilliant research and also located copies of rare books for me. I had help too from Philip Ziegler, Flora Fraser, Tom Pocock, John Carey, Graham Storey, John Hayes, Robert Holden, Alan Cowie, John Kenworthy-Browne, David Mannings, Marie Cooper, Messrs Dorling Kindersley, Richard Chapman, John Wilson, Aileen Ribeiro, Peter Holland and the late R.L. Bayne-Powell.

Both my English and American editors, Tony Lacey and Charles Elliott, have made substantial suggestions for improving the text for which I am grateful, as I am to Donna Poppy; this is the third of my books to be copy-edited by her, and to owe much to her scrupulousness and eye for detail.

My husband has shown patience and forbearance with my obsession with Dora Jordan’s history, which has taken several years to unravel. While busy with his own writing, he cheered me through bad patches, shared my jubilation over discoveries of letters and pictures, and gave excellent advice at all times.

The paperback edition incorporates some new material.

Peter B. S. Davies and David W. James, both of St David’s, Pembrokeshire, have generously shared with me their discoveries relating to Mrs Jordan’s mother and her Welsh family.

Diana Daniell showed me her precious collection of letters written by the FitzClarence children to her great-great-great-uncle James William Daniell, tutor to the boys at Bushy, who remained on friendly terms with them until their and his deaths in the mid-1850s.

Philip Jones of Ewell drew my attention to the parish register held in the Surrey Record Office in which are entered the baptisms of Mrs Jordan’s daughter Lucy Hester (Ford) in August 1792 and her son George FitzClarence in May 1794.





PENGUIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group
Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
Penguin Putnam Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA
Penguin Books Australia Ltd, 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia
Penguin Books Canada Ltd, 10 Alcorn Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4V 3B2
Penguin Books India (P) Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi – 110 017, India
Penguin Books (NZ) Ltd, Cnr Rosedale and Airborne Roads, Albany, Auckland, New Zealand
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

www.penguin.com

First published by Viking 1994
Published with a new Afterword in Penguin Books 1995

Copyright © Claire Tomalin, 1994, 1995

Front cover: Portrait © English Heritage Photo Library/ The Bridgeman Art Library.

Illustration © Courtesy of the Warden and Scholars of New College, Oxford/ The Bridgeman Art Library

Mrs. Jordan's Profession: Front cover: Portrait © English Heritage Photo Library/ The Bridgeman Art Library. Illustration © Courtesy of the Warden and Scholars of New College, Oxford/ The Bridgeman Art Library

All rights reserved

The moral right of the author has been asserted

The acknowledgements on pp. xii-xv constitute an extension of this copyright page

ISBN: 978-0-14-193319-1


MrsJordansProfession/images/9780141933191_059.png





MrsJordansProfession/images/brand.jpg
0

Penguin





MrsJordansProfession/images/cover.jpg
MRS JORDAN'’S 0

PROFESSION

56

CLAIRE TOMALIN








MrsJordansProfession/page-map.xml
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




