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INTRODUCTION 


Had a contemporary of Madame Vestris ( the professional name by which she was most com-
monly known) been asked for what posteritywould remember her it is highly doubtful that the 
answer would have been her Shakespearian productions. Such an idea might have been thought 
perverse and indeed none of the obituaries in the major newspapers and journals make any 
reference to them. lnstead it is likely that either her burlesque performances, her shapely legs, 
her scandalous private life, her management of the Olympic Theatre, her marriage to Charles 
Mathews or a combination of these would have been cited as her chief claims to fame. While 
these features still merit attention, they have more recendy been joined by critical interest in the 
two plays ofShakespeare put on during her management of the Theatre Royal Covent Garden. 
lt is obvious therefore that Vestris's Shakespearian productions cannot be viewed in isolation, 
hence this volume presents them in the context of her personal reputation and her complete 
acting and managerial career. 

Key Personal and Professional Events 
Vestris was born Lucia Elizabeth Bartolozzi in London on 2 March 1797. The oldest child 
in a cosmopolitan, artistic family, she was the daughter of Gaetano Bartolozzi, an engraver 
and print-seller, and the granddaughter ofFrancisco Bartolozzi, the celebrated ltalian engraver 
employed by George III. Her German mother, Therese Jansen, was an accomplished pianist for 
whom Haydn had dedicated three sonatas. A sibling, Josephine, who would later follow her 
older sister on to the stage, was born in 1807. 

Lucia had singing lessons with Domenico Corri, voice instructor at the King's Theatre 
(otherwise known as the ltalian Opera House). lt may have been through Corri that she met 
Armand Vestris ( 1787-1825), who was descended from a successful line ofltalian ballet danc-
ers. His father, Auguste, was the pre-eminent dancer at the Paris Opera, where he earned the 
sobriquet of'God of the Dance'. Armand was the leading dancer at the King's Theatre andin 
1813 at the age ofjust fifi:een Lucia married him. The followingyear he was promoted to ballet-
master at the theatre. 

At Armand Vestris's benefü at the King's Theatre on 20 July 1815 his wife Lucia made her 
professional stage debut. Billed as Madame Vestris, she sung Proserpina in Peter von Win-
ter's opera II Ratto di Proserpina. Her contralto voice and physical beauty inspired favourable 
reviews. Encouraged by this, she repeated the performance many times that season and went 

-ix-
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on to singthree more operatic roles in the followingone. In December 1816 Vestris performed 
Proserpina at the Theatre des Italiens in Paris. At some point afi:er this her husband moved to 
ltaly, leaving his wife in the French capital, and the couple were not reunited before his early 
death in 1825. 

Vestris returned to England in late 1819 and commenced her acting career at Drury Lane 
under the management ofRobert Elliston. Her first major success was in the cross-dressed role 
of Giovanni in William Moncrieff's Giovanni in London, a burlesque of Mozart's opera. Tue 
sexual ambivalence ofVestris's Giovanni served to fuel intense interest and speculation (some 
of it pornographic) about her private life. Over the next decade she established herself on the 
British stage, appearingin productions at Drury Lane, the King's Theatre, the Haymarket, Cov-
ent Garden, the Tottenham Street Theatre and the provinces as well as in concerts at Vauxhall 
Gardens. She also popularized a number ofsongs, the most famous ofwhich, 'Cherry Ripe', she 
first sang in John Poole's Paul Pry in 1825. 

In December 1830 a new phase ofVestris's career began when she leased the small Olympic 
Theatre in Wych Street. In some ways this seemed a regressive step as the theatre was unfash-
ionable and licensed only for burlettas. Nevertheless the move gave her autonomy and the 
opportunity to play the kinds of part that particularly suited her. She immediately instigated 
a series of renovations that transformed the dingy appearance of the venue in an attempt to 
attract a more refined audience. Equally judiciously she surrounded herself with talented peo-
ple includingJames Robinson Planche, with whom she was to build a fruitful association that 
lasted until the end ofher working life. At the Olympic Planche wrote ( or co-wrote) many of 
the most popular pieces, including a series ofclassically themed and fairy burlesques starting in 
January 1831 with Olympic Revels, or Prometheus andPandora. He also advised on costumes and 
sets. Another important addition to the Olympic's regular company joined in 1835, the comic 
actor Charles James Mathews, the son of the famous protean performer Charles Mathews. 

Although the Olympic endeavour saw many successful productions, Vestris struggled 
financially. lnJuly 1838 she married Mathews prior to undertaking a tour ofAmerica with him. 
Planche was left in charge of the Olympic in their absence. Tue transadantic trip proved a dis-
appointment in terms of both audience reception and revenue. Vestris and Mathews returned 
to the Olympic where they completed their final season on 31 May 1839. This was not the 
end ofher managerial ambitions and within two months Mathews had become lessee of Cov-
ent Garden with his wife as manager. Once again Vestris refurbished her new auditorium. For 
the first time she was able to mount legitimate drama and chose to open with a production of 
Love's Labour's Lost. In addition to Shakespeare, the repertoire included classic comedies such 
as Richard Brinsley Sheridan's The Schoolfar Scandal, extravaganzas such as The Sleeping Beauty 
and Beauty and the Beast, new plays including Dion Boucicault's London Assurance and Sheri-
dan Knowles's Love, as well as a six-night engagement of the veteran actor Charles Kemble. 
Tue management lasted for three seasons. Despite taking more receipts than their predecessor 
- Macready - had managed at the theatre, but with huge overheads, debts continued to mount, 
making it possible for Charles Kemble to force them out in 1842 over rent arrears. All of their 
invaluable scenery and wardrobe was also forfeited. On the eve of the final performance the 
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Morning Post published a glowing assessment ofVestris's achievements at Covent Garden. lt 
praises her for banishing vulgarity and replacing it with rdinement and also for her 'fine taste' 
in scenic art: 'Tue mise en scene was never perfect, or in good keeping, until Madame Vestris 
taught her painters how to execute, and the public how to appreciate, her own pictorial concep-
tions; and to her judgment in this way the play goingworld has been indebted for much of its 
theatrical enjoyment.' 1 

Provincial touring and an uncomfortable engagement under Macready followed the end 
of the Covent Garden years (see below). Vestris's final managerial project was at the Lyceum, 
which she and Mathews tookover in 1847. Once again they had some notable successes includ-
ingJ. M. Morton's farce Box and Cox, Planche's spectacular The Island ofJewels and the same 
author's translated drama The Day ofReckoning, in which the acting reached a new level of real-
ism according to G. H. Lewes (below, p. 258). Many of the plays were adaptations ofFrench 
plays. Nevertheless, profits still proved elusive. This concluding period ofVestris's life was char-
acterized by a gradual fading away from public consciousness. Ill-health meant she performed 
infrequendy in the 1850s. Her final appearance was at Charles Mathews's benefit on 26 July 
1854 when she played in Sunshine through the Clouds. Thereafcer, debilitated by cancer and 
constandy beset by monetary worries, she was confined to her home in Fulham. In her last 
months she was deprived of the support ofher husband's presence as their precarious finances 
forced him to undertake a provincial tour and, while at Preston, he was imprisoned for debt. 
He returned a couple of days before her death. She died on 8 August 1856 at the age of fifcy-
nine. Her funeral was a private affair and she was buried at Kensal Green cemetery. 

Biographical Treatments 

Tue first biographies of Vestris began to appear when she was still a young wo man. La Belle 
Assemblee published a short resume ofher life and career inJuly 1820. A much more substantial 
treatment appeared in Oxberry's Dramatic Biography six years later. Like many of the subse-
quent memoirs, it tended to dwell on her private, rather than her professional, life. 

Contemporary interest in Vestris at this time was ofcen prurient and based on hearsay. 
Under the guise of censure, much of the material written about her had the clear intention of 
titillating its audience. This is especially true of the series of Memoirs that were purportedly 
about Vestris and were used to regurgitate many unsubstantiated stories. They relied heavily 
on identifying her putative lovers and associates by initials, such as Lord P (for Lord Peter-
sham). This partial obscurity served the double function of allowing those acquainted with 
the London 'in set' to congratulate themselves on the insider knowledge that enabled them to 
recognize the parties involved while also making it less likely that the publishers would be sued 
for libel. In fact, although Vestris's gendemen 'friends' were sometimes portrayed as gullible vic-
tims ofa cynical adventurer they still gained a cachet by being associated with her as conquests. 
Tue damage to their reputations was thus much less severe than it was to that of their alleged 
lover. Regardless ofhow many of the arrangements were true, Vestris was undeniably tarnished 
in the public eye. One ofher obituaries claims that 'jealousy had no small share' in the attacks 
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upon her: 'lt is well known that in the eyes of the mean-spirited there is nothing so criminal 
as success, and we regret to say that in the theatrical profession the truth of this axiom is too 
frequendy elucidated.'2 

Nevertheless, although some of the stories of her monetary transactions are unsubstanti-
ated, surviving correspondence between Vestris and Montague Gore shows that she received 
considerable annuities from him.3 Although he was clearly infatuated with her, her letters do 
not reveal reciprocal amatory feelings. Tue situation was not improved when she was in love, 
most notoriously in the case of her affair with the married 'Lord' Edward Thynne. Thomas 
Duncombe, the son of a longtime associate and admirer ofVestris, reproduces two letters that 
show Vestris in a negative light pleading for money because ofher involvement with the reck-
less Thynne (below, pp. 230-7). 

Stories about Vestris accepting money from men proved particularly damaging because 
they seemed to substantiate the long-held perception of the association between the actress 
and the prostitute. Oxberry's Dramatic Biography charges that a woman who 'makes a sale of 
those pleasures ... reduces herself to the level of a prostitute' (below, p. 54). Tue author takes 
exception to her mercenary motives: 

Madame Vestris has clone more to degrade her profession, by suffering the impression to be abroad 
that she could be bought, than the ta!ents of fifry such actresses could remedy ... Had the lady of 
whom it is our unpleasing task thus to speak, erred from the feelings ofnature - had she even emulated 
Catherine in the number ofher lovers - as long as passion had been her only incentive, we should have 
closed our pages to her errors, and cast a sigh, but no reproach, over her frailties.4 

For some observers, Vestris's cross-dressing roles served to reinforce her link with prostitution.5 

Nevertheless, the various scandals and continual tide-tatde ensured that Vestris was constandy 
spoken about. Tue publicity may therefore have added to her box-office appeal. 

Perhaps in response to the persistent attacks on the actress, Vestris also inspired a string of 
poetic eulogies from her supporters. Ofi:en written in indifferent verse, these endorsements 
were disseminated in a range of journals and some penny ballads. Typical examples are pro-
vided by Sir Lumley Skeffington and the Dramatic Magazine (below, pp. 81 and 248). 

Vestris lefi: very litde in her own words; she did not write an autobiography and if she 
kept a journal, it has not survived. Much of the extant private correspondence concerns practi-
cal arrangements and gives litde insight into her emotional life.6 However, we can get some 
impression ofher character in a series of incidents where she felt it necessary to make her views 
public or to defend herself, such as when she made an affidavit about her life when engaged in 
legal action over Duncombe's book in 1826 (below, p. 21). Tue various court cases arising out 
ofher financial problems also reveal her habits. Mathews was able to make comic capital out of 
her well-known extravagance when he appeared in a bankruptcy court in 1844.7 

Tue number of addresses spoken direcdy to the audience in Vestris's productions suggests 
her off- and on-stage personas were ofi:en conflated. This is most evident in the concluding 
sections of the annual burlesques at the Olympic, beginningwith Olympic Revels in 1831 and 
in The Dramas Levee, or A Peep at the Past, which Planche wrote as a final production before 
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Vestris and Mathews set off for their American tour in 1838. In the latter piece Vestris plays 
the allegorical Praise, 'an old friend of the Drama' until the final scene, in which she appears as 
herself. This concludes with a solo in which she avers that 'Go where I will, my grateful heart / 
Shall in old England stay.'8 

In the address John Hamilton Reynolds wrote for Vestris to speak on the opening night 
ofher management of the Olympic Theatre in 1831, he claims she is 'Tue first of all dramatic 
Joan of Ares' and that she is 'Tue first that ever led a company' (below, p. 166). Although 
this was not strictly true, her tenure can be seen as pioneering.9 Contemporary reports do not 
express alarm at the idea of a female impresario, but sexist attitudes predominate in responses 
to Vestris's performances. Many dwell on her looks and there are frequent references to her 
age, the implication being that audience satisfaction must decline once she is no longer nubile. 
Tue existence of a sexual double Standard is clear when Figaro in London describes her as 'old' 
at thirty-six years (below, p. 253) in the same decade as Charles Kemble, then in his fifües was 
still playing Romeo. 

After her death, no full-scale biography of Vestris was published until 1923. Charles E. 
Pearce's Madame Vestris and Her Times devotes much space to the scandals surrounding her, 
but also claims her importance to the dramatic profession. The followingdecade Leo Waitzkin 
produced a book about Vestris's managerial innovations, The Witch o/U7ych Street: A Study oJ 
the Theatrical Refarms oJMadame Vestris. Given that there were no further books dedicated 
to Vestris for another four decades, it is ironic that two biographies were published within 
six months, William W. Appleton's Madame Vestris and the London Stage and Clifford John 
Williams's Madame Vestris - a Theatrical Biography. Since then the rise offeminist theatre his-
toriography has led to a reclamation ofVestris, most importantly in the work ofJane Moody 
andin Elizabeth Schafer's Ms-Directing Shakespeare: Women Direct Shakespeare. Moody makes 
the case that although Vestris had hitherto not been regarded as a dramatist, she should rightly 
be seen as 'author' of many of the productions under her management. Schafer considers her 
as a pioneeringwoman director. She shows how an emphasis on Vestris's domesticity has been 
used to her detriment: by dismissing her as 'tasteful' and 'considerate' commentators have 
ignored her more radical achievements. Other critics have concentrated on her cross-dressing 
activities and have written on her performances in relation to gender theory. Yet interestingly 
nobody has shown much concern with her acting. 

Vestris as an Actress 
Many nineteenth-century assessments of her acting stress her limitations. She is frequently 
praised for qualities in her persona and her style, rather than her histrionic skill. A number of 
factors may have contributed to Vestris's limited acting competence. Firstly, it is significant that 
she came to fame as an opera singer. Thus she did not have the opportunity to perfect her act-
ing technique in anonymous small parts as her name was already known by the time she came 
to perform in plays. Commenting retrospectively on the 'humble' nature of her talents in her 
debut season, a writer for The British Stage, andLiterary Cabinet enumerates her defects: 
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Her voice by no means possessed ehe richness and volume which ie has since acquired; and her aceing 
was seill less admirable, being limieed co crossing her arms gracefully upon her bosom, looking like a 
preeey piece of still life, or giving an occasional gentle wave ofher right hand during the execution of 
a song.10 

This is contrasted with her prowess just five years later: 

Her voice, which is a contr'alto, is become much more rich, mellow, and powerful; and she has evi-
dently made music her smdy, gready co her advancage. Her aceing is eil! more serikingly amended; ehe 
eimidiey which formed so great a drawback upon ehe effect ofher early exercions, has encirely vanished; 
and no actress of twenty years' standing upon the Stage, is more perfectly free and unembarrassed in 
her manner than is Madame Vestris. This confidence, not to say boldness, ofdemeanour, is of advan-
eage co her in male parcs, buc ie detracts from ehe charm ofher female personaeions. 11 

Tue evident refining of her performing proficiency would seem to be the result of experience 
rather than a deliberate strategy. Managers like Robert Elliston and Alfred Bunn employed her 
as a commercial investment and showed more interested in cashing in on her notoriety and 
established skills than in further developing her talent. Because they cast her in certain types of 
role (in particular breeches roles), there was an expectation about the kind of parts she could 
play. Williams suggests this was one of the reasons for her poor reception in America; her repu-
tation preceded her as a performer ofbreeches roles and the American public was unwilling to 

accept her in different parts. 12 Vestris soon tired of the cross-dressed burlesque parts, but she 
clearly did have an aptitude for them. One contemporary critic argues that she was ill-suited to 
ltalian opera because ofthe 'subdued style ofacting' it required. lnstead, 'Tue effrontery, slang, 
feathers, and switch, ofDon Giovanni suit her far better'. 13 

Although she performed with a few of the most prestigious performers of the age, such 
as Edmund Kean, Samuel Phelps and William Macready, they made relatively litde comment 
about her acting. This may have been because they did not consider it worthy ofnote. Moreover 
some members of the profession actively hindered her career. For example, Charles Kemble 
effectively brought about the end ofher Covent Garden management by revoking her tenancy 
over non-payment of rent so that he could profü more from his daughter Adelaide's success. 
Likewise, William Macready, who held strong views on the cultural value of Shakespeare and 
the 'higher' drama and saw himself as the legitimate upholder ofthe national stage, was jealousy 
ofher success, regarding her as a dreadful upstart. 

In his brief diary entries Macready dismisses his competition without recognizing her par-
ticular talents. For example, on 10 June 1833 he succinctly notes of her performance at his 
benefit: 'Vestris pointless and vulgar.' 14 His contempt for Vestris and Mathews is clear when on 
13 September 1840 he comments of their assumption of the management of Covent Garden: 
'lt is not a fitting spectacle - the national drama in the hands of Mrs. Vestris and Mr. Charles 
Mathews !'15 By his own admission, when that endeavour failed he engaged them at Drury Lane 
in 1842 as a means of 'enfeebling an opposition as well as adding to my own strength'.16 In 
the light of this barely concealed disdain and his refusal to cast Vestris in major roles, it is 
not surprising that their working relationship became intolerable, resulting in a verbal con-
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frontation on 5 November. Macready records that Mathews intimated he wished to speak to 
him: 'Madame Vestris followed him into my room and began a scene which lasted two or three 
hours - on the lady's part much "Billingsgate" and false assertion, on his much weakness and 
equivocation.' 17 He clearly sees Vestris's behaviour as unbecoming for a wo man and implies that 
Mathews is unmanly. 

Macready was not the only person to record Vestris's conduct as an employee in an unflat-
tering light. Manager John Ebers, for whom she intermittendy worked at the King's Theatre 
between 1821 and 1828, recalls her insisting upon her entidements: 

A prima donna is entitled to a separate dressing-room, with a sofa, and two wax-candles. Tue same 
principle obtains with the chief male performers, and with the first and second dancers ofboth sexes. 
Ludicrous as it may seem, these marks of precedency are insisted upon with the greatest exactness. 
Madame Vestris went beyond all others, and furnished herself with two additional candles; and one 
night, there not being, by some inadvertency, candles enough in the house, she stood on the stage 
behind the curtain, and refused to dress for her part until the required number oflights was obtained. 18 

Vestris's behaviour is perhaps no different to that ofother opera singers, but she certainly does 
appear to have been quick to react to any perceived slights to her standing. At times she even 
sought to present her side of the story through letters to newspapers, as she did in 1827 (below, 
p. 207). To counter this impression, we should acknowledge that despite her occasionallyvola-
tile behaviour she did inspire loyalty from those employed in her companies. Also, she treated 
them well. For example, she abandoned the unpredictable benefü system and paid her actors a 
week's salary at the beginning of the first season at the Olympic. 

Shakespearian Roles and Productions 
Professional jealousy, as shown by Macready, may be partially responsible for Vestris's limited 
Shakespearian repertoire, but there were other factors. During her tenure at the Olympic Thea-
tre her burletta licence did not permit her to produce Shakespeare and at Covent Garden she 
was constrained by the composition of the company, not having any heavyweight tragedians. 
In addition, her racy reputation rendered certain roles inappropriate for her. lt is difficult to 
see how an audience would have accepted her as a plausible romantic nai:f such as Hero or 
Juliet. Yet in 1822 she successfully assayed Ophelia to Charles Mayne Young's Hamlet at Drury 
Lane. The Times concedes her performance is better than expected (below, p. 263) while the 
Theatrical Observer reports: 'she was every thing that could be wished for - most interesting in 
look, demeanour, and voice - she was gready applauded'. 19 Her portrayal of Ophelia was again 
praised as 'a pleasing and effective piece ofacting' when she repeated the role opposite Edmund 
Kean at Drury Lane in 1824.20 

Unfortunately in reviews ofShakespearian productions in which Vestris appeared, she usu-
ally receives only a one-line commentary, if she is mentioned at all. For example, the Morning 
Post reviewed her performance ofRosalind in an operatic version ofAs You Like lt at the Hay-
market in 1825 and notes simply: 'Madame Vestris played Rosalind with much sportiveness'.21 

Tue Age, though equally brief, was much less complimentary: 'Madame Vestris cannot play 
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Shakespeare because she cannot comprehend Shakespeare - and those who saw her Rosamond 
must confess this:22 lt is difficult to get an accurate conception of her performance from such 
limited and contradictory comments. 

lt was perhaps inevitable that given her operatic background she would excel in musical 
versions ofShakespeare and in fact the Shakespearian play in which she most orten performed 
was an operatic version of The Merry TVives ofTVindsor. Tue music was written by Reynolds 
and arranged by Bishop. Vestris first appeared as Mrs Page at Drury Lane in 1824, singing 'in 
her best style',23 then as Mrs Ford at the Haymarket later in the same year. Over the years she 
reprised the role of Mrs Page many tim es at Covent Garden, the Haymarket and the Lyceum. 
When she put on the piece during her management of Covent Garden from 30 April 1840 
the production was widely praised for its mise en scene although the critic writing inJohn Bull 
is contemptuous of the decision to dress it in Elizabethan costume.24 Mathews's portrayal of 
Slender is singled out for particular commendation as are the eponymous wives, played by 
Vestris and Mrs Nisbett. Ofthe former, the Morning Post remarks: 

Madame VESTRIS looked as young as her daughter (Mrss RAINFORTH) and put on a very pretty air 
of astonishment when she wondered what 'unweighed behaviour' Falstaffcould have picked out of 
her conversation chac he presumed to write her a love-letter. She sang exquisitely the various litde airs 
which are interspersed through her part.25 

Vestris also appeared in two other operatic versions of Shakespeare under Elliston's manage-
ment ofDrury Lane. She was Arie! to Macready's Prospero in The Tempest and Luciana in The 
Comedy ofErrors. 

However, it is for none ofthese performances that Vestris's contribution to nineteenth-cen-
tury Shakespearian practice is judged, but for two comedies she produced at Covent Garden: 
Love's Labour's Lost, which opened on 30 September 1839, andA Midsummer Night's Dream, 
first played on 16 November 1840. Assessed purely by the number ofperformances and reviv-
als and the revenue they added to the theatre's coffers, neither production was particularly 
successful. Love's Labours Lost ran for just nine nights while A Midsummer Night's Dream 
appeared on fifty-nine occasions in the 1840-1 season (making it the most performed produc-
tion that season) and eleven in the following one.26 

Tue act of directing Shakespeare could be regarded as a hold move by an actress previously 
associated with burlesques and light drama. In presenting legitimate drama with the highest 
cultural prestige, she announced herself as a serious manager ofone of the patent theatres. Ves-
tris left no accounts ofthe reasoning behind her choice ofthese particular Shakespearian plays. 
In the case ofthis frustrating silence, we are forced to speculate. Tue selection ofLove's Labour's 
Lost was an unusual one given that it had not been performed since the closure of the theatres 
in 1642. Possibly she reasoned that a neglected play would attract the usual Shakespeare audi-
ence out ofcuriosity. Alternatively, she may have thought that audience expectation would not 
be so great because the comedy was so little known. Other critics have suggested that it was 
chosen to suit the talents ofthe company Vestris and Mathews had contracted, one that lacked 
major dramatic performers ofKean, Phelps or Macready's ilk.27 Whatever the reason, the part 
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of Rosaline offered Vestris a chance to play a role that had some relation to her own position. 
In the play, Berowne and his friends consistendyview Rosaline and the other French women as 
harlots and enchantresses. Tue audience, however, can see that this is not the case. Thus there 
are clear parallels with Vestris's own reputation. 

Tue production had an unfortunate reception from the audience that was unrelated to its 
artistic merit. As part of her refurbishment of Covent Garden Vestris had abolished the one-
shilling gallery, raising the price to eighteen pennies. Angered by this, a section of the large 
crowd prevented Vestris from giving her opening address by vociferous objections. Order was 
re-established only once Mathews had agreed to reinstate the old pricing. After this inauspi-
cious beginning the play was allowed to continue. Tue critical response to the production was 
varied, condemned as 'an utter failure' in the Examiner (below, p. 268) and conversely praised 
in the Theatrical Observer as 'beautifully performed' and presented in an 'attractive manner'.28 

Vestris earned some praise for her performance: 'she represents the merry hearted girl in a 
style of grace and bewitching archness that can be appreciated only when seen.'29 A number 
of reviewers appreciated the attention to detail shown in the scenery, costumes and pageantry. 
Miriam Gilbert argues that in creating an extravagant ending with a pageant and songs, Vestris 
created a 'sense ofclosure' and 'the "happy ending" that Shakespeare has not written'.30 

lt was this kind ofelaborate spectacle that was tobe so important in Vestris's production of 
A Midsummer Night's Dream. lt featured a panorama, magical transformations and evocative 
scenery. Painted by the talented Grieve family (John Henderson Grieve and his sons Thomas 
and William), this depicted forest glades, a fairy lake, moonlit landscapes and a view ofAthens. 
Tue technique that Grieve had developed at Covent Garden ofbuilding up layers oftransparent 
glazes enabled him to create images ofgreat subdety and depth.31 The mood ofthe production 
was further enhanced by the music of Mendelssohn and graceful dances choreographed by 
Oscar Byrne. These elements of the staging were highly praised in many of the reviews, but the 
acting received a more mixed response. Vestris played Oberon in a manner that delighted the 
critic of the Sunday Times: 

Madame Vescris performed, or racher became, Oberon, for her idencificacion wich ehe fairy creacion 
of Shakspere [sie] could scarcely be called a 'performance; so perfectly did she become the very spirit 
of ehe poec's imaginacion; noching could be more aerial, more graceful, more perfect, than her appear-
ance. Her delivery of the beautiful language of the play was equally felicitous; her intonation, her 
emphasis, and her gescures were full of sweecness, eloquence, and dignicy. She sang wich almost more 
than her accustomed taste and judgment. In the duet, 'I know a bank whereon the wild thyme grows; 
wich ehe First Fairy (Miss Rainforth), she was encored, and ehe audience had ehe satisfaction of a 
repetition of one of the most beautiful pieces of vocal harmony ever sung. We never saw this most 
fascinacing accress eo greater advancage than in ehe character ofOberon. She was perfect in ehe music, 
the elocution, the tout ensemble ofher part.32 

Gary Jay Williams claims that her decision to play this male part set a precedent for all sub-
sequent English and American productions until 1914.33 Although the text was cut, Vestris's 
interpretation featured more ofShakespeare's original than was customary. Tue production has 
now been reclaimed as an important milestone in the performance history ofthe play, with Tre-
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vor Griffühs describing Vestris's contribution as 'massive'.34 Schaf er contends Vestris 'produced 
a distincdy feminized version of Shakespeare' and notes that in her production ofA Midsum-
mer Night's Dream all the principal fairy parts, including Puck, were played by women.35 

In addition to these two major productions in which Vestris herself appeared, she also 
put on a few other Shakespearian plays. In January 1840 Moore, an actor making his London 
debut, was cast as Hamlet but was not a success. In March there was an equally unfortunate 
production ofRomeo and Juliet featuring James Anderson and Jane Mordaunt as the lovers. lt 
had an elaborate, historically accurate set.36 Tue actingwas roundly criticized: 'Mr. Anderson's 
Romeo was a performance anything more wretchedly absurd than which we never, in all our 
yet experience of incapacity, beheld'.37 Mordaunt, the sister ofMrs Nisbett, was judged 'utterly 
incapable of even second-rate tragic characters' and failed so miserably that she was replaced 
alter two performances with Emmeline Montague.38 Likewise, in May Ellen Tree played Olivia 
in a lacklustre production of Twelfth Night. Tue complaint in this review is typical of views 
expressed about all these productions: 

As far as the dresses and scenery go the management cannot be too highly praised, but there was upon 
the part of the actors a lack of anything that could be called sustained or continuous talent that ren-
dered the performance of this truly brilliant comedy far, very far, from what it should be. 39 

This highlights the problem that dogged Vestris throughout her time at Covent Garden: per-
formances could only be as good as the actors, and the company that Vestris employed did 
not have the full range of talents required. Despite this, her management had many creditable 
points. Planche was the first to draw attention to the managerial reforms she instituted (below, 
p. 161). Alan Fischler notes how genuinely innovative she was and reclaims some ofthe reforms 
that have been incorrecdy attributed to others. He claims that her innovative scenic realism 
predated and influenced that of Tom Robertson while her style of comic acting was a precur-
sor to that orten credited to W. S. Gilbert later in the nineteenth century. Tue frequendy cited 
first use of the box set in The Conquering Game has now been discredited, yet at the very least 
Vestris did popularize the innovation.40 Ernest Bradlee Watson unequivocally states the impor-
tance ofVestris right from her Olympic reign: 'Thus began most unpretentiously a revolution 
in stage art more considerable and far-reaching than anything attempted by Kemble, Kean, or 
Macready:41 

Career Appraisal 
Vestris appears to have been something of an anomaly to contemporary critics. Though her 
fame meant she merited attention, her individual talents when analysed were flawed. In her 
obituary in the Athenaeum (which was printed verbatim in Dwight's Journal ofMusic, below, 
p. 299), she is ranked as a 'second table' comic actress, being 'inapprehensive in dialogue, flat 
in repartee, slow in conceiving character, as apart from costume, - and hence not to be remem-
bered by any comic creation or impersonation:42 Yet despite a disparaging assessment of some 
ofher performance skills, the critic concedes her mastery ofothers: 
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Withouc having mastered the singer's art, she charmed by her singing -the parts that she could not act 
she dressed superbly. She was unequal to the utterance of Shakspeare's poetical fancies - not elegant 
enough for Congreve - not sufficiendy piquant for Sheridan, - buc in extravaganzas, burlesques, musi-
cal farces, she was so accomplished, sprighdy and graceful, that the charm by which she held her public 
was hardly feit tobe third-rate while she was in presence.43 

This sense ofVestris being more than the sum of her parts characterizes many of the reviews, 
memoirs and retrospective assessments. Her talent may be difficult to analyze, but the allure of 
Vestris continues to fascinate. 
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1. 
 Morning Post, 29 April 1842, p. 5. 
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CHRONOLOGY 


1797 
 ( 2 March) Lucia Elizabeth Bartolozzi born in London. 
1813 
 (28 January) Bartolozzi marries Armand Vestris at St Martin's-in-the-Fields. 
1815 
 (20 July) Under the name Madame Vestris, Vestris makes stage debut as Proserpina in Peter von Win-

ter's opera Il Ratto di Proserpina at King's Theatre, London. 
1816 
 In 1816 season appears at King's Theatre in Winter's Zai're and Martin y Soler's Una Cosa Rara, as 

Dorabella in Mozart's Cosi Fan Tutte and as Susanna in Mozart's The Marriage ofFigaro. (7 December) 
Vestris appears as Proserpina at Theatre des Italiens, Paris, billed as Bartolozzi-Vestris. Armand Vestris 
goes to ltaly, leaving his wife in Paris. 

1819 
 (September) Vestris returns to London and is engaged by Robert Elliston to perform at Drury Lane. 
1820 
 (19 February) Vestris debuts at Drury Lane as Lilla in James Cobb's The Siege ofBeigrade, followed 

by appearances as Adela in The Haunted Tower, the tide role in Thomas Arne's Artaxerxes and Dolly 
Snip in Shakespeare versus Harlequin. (30 May) Vestris gives her first performance as Giovanni in Wil-
liam Moncrieff's burlesque Giovanni in London. (22 July) Vestris plays Macheath in Gay's The Beggar's 
Opera at the Haymarket. In the autumn Vestris appears at Drury Lane as Apollo in Midas and Little 
Pickle in The Spoiled Child. 

1821 
 (March) In addition to her Drury Lane contract, Vestris negotiates a deal to perform opera at the 
King's Theatre under the management ofJohn Ebers. This engagement continues for seven years, her 
first part being Pippo in Rossini's opera La Gazza Ladra. (18 August) Gaetano Bartolozzi, Vestris's 
father, dies. (December) Vestris performs in the critically unsuccessful Giovanni in Ireland, which is 
cancelled afi:er four performances. 

1822 
 Public scandal as Vestris's sister Josephine claims her mother attempted to 'seil' her to Lord Petersham. 
Vestris herself has a liaison with Montague Gore. (August) Vestris performs at the Theatre Royal, 
Edinburgh. ( 17 Ocrober) Vestris makes her first appearance in a Shakespearian role, playing Ophelia 
to Charles Mayne Young's Hamlet at Drury Lane. ( 14 December) She plays Ophelia opposite Charles 
Kean's Hamlet for the first of three performances. 

1823 
 (July) Vestris has a successful part in James Kenney's burlettaSweethearts and rflives at the Haymarket. 
1824 
 (24January) At King's Theatre Vestris sings Emma in Rossini's Zelmira accompanied by the composer 

on the pianoforte. (25 February) Vestris plays Mrs Page in a production ofBishop's/Reynold's opera 
version of The Merry rflives ofrVindsor at Drury Lane 
(28 May) For her benefit, Vestris chooses to play Arie! in The Tempest with Macready as Prospero. (1 
June) For Miss Stephens's benefit at Drury Lane, Vestris appears as Luciana in Reynolds's version of 
The Comedy ofErrors. (22 Ocrober) Vestris plays Mrs Ford in The Merry rflives ofrVindsor at the Hay-
market. She performs in Dublin. 

1825 
 (17 May) Armand Vestris dies. (23 May) Vestris plays Rosalind in operatic version ofAs You Like lt 
at the Haymarket. ( 13 September) Vestris plays Phoebe in John Poole's Paul Pry, in which she sings 
'Cherry Ripe' for the first time. 
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1826 
 (12 April) Vestris plays Fatima in Carl Maria von Weber's opera Oberon at Covent Garden. (1 June) 
For her own benefit at Covent Garden, Vestris plays Mrs Page in Reynold's opera of The Merry T-Vives 
ofT-Vindsor. (5 June) Vestris sings at a concert at Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens, produced by Planche and 
co-starringJohn Braham, Sinclair, Miss Stephens and Miss Love. (30 September) The Wasp publishes 
a poem entitled 'Madame Vestris's Catalogue' about her amorous liaisons. (25 November) Vestris wins 
libel hearing before Court of the King's Bench and llO0 damages after John Duncombe publishes 
Memoirs ofthe Lift, Public and Private Adventures ofMadame Vestris. 

1827 
 (May) Vestris plays Lady Teazle in The Schoolfar Scandal at her benefit. 
1829 
 Between London seasons Vestris undertakes a provincial tour with sister Josephine. Both sisters are 

engaged to appear at Drury Lane. 
1830 
 (April) Vestris has acrimonious dispute with actor Joshua Anderson over his supporters hissing her 

performance in The Beggar's Opera. ( 1 June) Vestris again plays Mrs Page in Reynold's opera The Merry 
T-Vives ofT-Vindsor at Drury Lane. (November) Vestris begins short season at Tottenham Street Theatre 
having failed to getan engagement at the patent theatres. (6 December) Vestris leases the Olympic 
Theatre, London and obtains burletta licence. 

1831 
 (3 January) Olympic Theatre opens with performances ofW. H. Murray'sMary Queen ofScots,James 
Robinson Planche's O/ympic Revels, in which Vestris performs as Pandora, The Little Jockey starring 
Maria Foote, and Clarissa Harlowe with Julia Glover. The season runs for twelve weeks. (January) 
A court case reveals that a modeller is selling plaster casts ofVestris's legs. (Summer) Vestris goes on 
a provincial tour accompanied by the monkey Jou-lou, who appears with her in T. H. Bayley's The 
Grenadier. (1 October) Second season opens at the newly refurbished Olympic. (26 December) First 
performance of Planche's burletta O/ympic Devils with Vestris as Orpheus. 

1832 
 Between seasons at the Olympic, Vestris performs at the Queen's Theatre, London and in the prov-
inces. (26 December) Vestris plays Venus in Planche's The Paphian Bower. 

1833 
 (April) Vestris performs at Covent Garden. Following a dispute over salaries, the Covent Garden 
actors perform at the Olympic for two months. Vestris is engaged at the Haymarket for a month. 
Vestris begins a four-year affair with Lord Edward Thynne. (26 December) Vestris stars as Perseus in 
Planche and Dance's The Deep Deep Sea. 

1835 
 (February) Charles Dance complains to The Times ofVestris charging him in exchange for singing 
one ofhis songs. (14 March) Vestris produces Planche's The Court Beauties. (July) Vestris has a short 
engagement at the Surrey Theatre, where she plays in The Deep Deep Sea. (7 December) Charles 
Mathews debuts at the Olympic in his play The Humpbacked Lover. 

1836 
 (29 February) Princess Victoria attends performance of Bayley's One Hour, in which Vestris and 
Mathews have the leading roles. (26 December) Vestris plays Princess Esmeralda in Planche and 
Dance's fairy extravaganza Riquet with the Tuft. 

1837 
 (February) Vestris takes legal action to prevent her brother-in-law Joshua Anderson from taking 
further loans out in her name. (April) Vestris declares herself bankrupt. ( 6 April) Princess Victoria 
attends performance ofJohn Oxenford's The Rape ojthe Lock and later makes sketches ofVestris and 
Mathews. (June) Vestris's effects are auctioned. 

1838 
 (16 April) Vestris appears in Planche's review The Dramas Levee, or, A Peep at the Past as a valedicrory 
production at the Olympic before going to America. ( 18 July) Vestris marries Charles James Mathews 
at Kensington church. ( 17 September) Vestris and Mathews begin a tour ofAmerica at the Park The-
atre, New York, then appear at the Chestnut Street Theatre, Philadelphia and again in New York. 
(December) Vestris and Mathews return to London earlier than planned and resume management of 
the Olympic. 

1839 
 (2 January) Vestris appears as Fatima in Planche's extravaganza Blue Beard, delayed to enable her to 
appear. (March) A box containing gunpowder is delivered to Vestris at the Olympic. (31 May) Final 
night ofVestris's management at the Olympic. (July) Vestris becomes manager and Mathews lessee of 
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Covent Garden Theatre. (30 September) At opening nighc of Covent Garden, Vestris produces Love's 
Labour's Lost and appears as Rosaline. ( 10 Occober) Vescris plays Lady Teazle in Sheridan's The School 
far Scandal. 

1840 
 (13 January) Vestris produces Hamlet wich Moore as the lead. (7 February) Leigh Hunc's A Legend 
ofFlorence is produced. (12 February) Vestris produces Planche's The Fortunate Isles to celebrate the 
marriage of Queen Viccoria and Prince Albert. (28 February) Queen Viccoria attends performance 
of Sheridan Knowles's Love in which Vestris plays Cacherine. (23 March) Vestris produces Romeo and 
juliet wich James Anderson and Emmeline Moncague as ehe lovers and Charles Kemble as Mercutio. 
(20 April) Vestris plays Princess Is-a-belle in Planche's Eascer excravaganza, The Sleeping Beauty. (30 
April) Vestris produces The Merry rflives ofrVindsor and plays Mrs Page. (16 November) Vestris pro-
duces A Midsummer Night's Dream and plays part ofOberon. 

1841 
 ( 4 March) Vestris appears as Grace Harkaway in the first production of Dion Boucicault's comedy 
London Assurance. Queen Viccoria accends ehe chird performance. (12 April) Vescris plays Beauty in 
Planche's Eascer excravaganza, Beauty and the Beast. (Summer) Machews and Vestris cour ehe prov-
inces. 

1842 
 (8 March) Vestris is acclaimed for her performance as the first Bacchante in Comus. (30 April) Last 
performance at Covent Garden before Mathews and Vestris are forced out by Charles Kemble over 
non-payment ofrent. (May) Mathews declares himselfbankrupt. He and Vestris are engaged to appear 
at Drury Lane by Macready. (5 Occober) Mathews and Vestris perform in Planche's two-act comedy 
The Follies oJthe Night at Drury Lane. (November) After a disagreemenc wich Macready, chey leave 
Drury Lane and appear at ehe Haymarkec under Benjamin Webscer's managemenc. 

1843 
 (January-April) Vestris and Mathews tour Dublin, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Newcascle and Liverpool. 
(June) Death ofVestris's mother. (November) Debt forces Mathews and Vestris to move to Paris. 
(December) They return to England, Mathews again begins bankruptcy proceedings and they are re-
engaged at the Haymarket. 

1844 
 (February) During court proceedings for bankruptcy Anderson testifies against Machews. Mathews 
is discharged but his and Vestris's wardrobe is auccioned. (November) They disagree wich Boucicaulc 
over cheir roles in his play Old Heads and Young Hearts. 

1845 
 (February) Vestris plays Mrs Page in The Merry rflives ofrVindsor at the Haymarket. (March) Vestris 
takes role of Medea in Planche's The Golden Fleece at the Haymarket. (April) In Jerrold's Time Works 
Wonders Vestris plays a schoolgirl, Bessie Tulip. (26 May) Queen Victoria attends a performance. (11 
August) Following several months of touring, Vestris and Machews begin an engagemenc at ehe Surrey 
Theatre 

1846 
 (7 March) Vescris and Mathews engaged at ehe Princess's Theatre for five monchs. 
1847 
 (January) Vestris starts on a six-month farewell tour in ehe provinces. (April) Vestris and Machews take 

lease on the Lyceum. ( 18 October) At the opening night of the newly refurbished Lyceum, Vestris per-
forms in Planche's The Pride oJthe Market. (7 December) Vestris performs as Mrs Page in Shakespeare 
Night to raise funds for the campaign to buy Shakespeare's birthplace. 

1848 
 (1 May) Death ofVestris's sister Josephine. Her daughcers move in wich Vestris and Mathews. (20 
November) Vestris plays Mrs Page in The Merry rflives ofrVindsor wich Machews as Slender. 

1849 
 (March) Queen Viccoria accends anocher performance of Love at Covenc Garden. (26 December 
1849) Opening night ofPlanche's extravaganza The Island ofjewels. 

1850 
 ( 4 December) Vescris and Mathews perform in Planche's Day ofReckoning. 
1852 
 Vestris produces G. H. Lewes's eighc-act play A Chain ofEvents. 
1853 
 At end of ehe 1852-3 season Machews tours provinces alone as Vestris is not weil enough eo accom-

pany him. (December) Vestris appears in Planche's excravaganza, Once Upon A Time There Were Two 
Kings. 

1854 
 (26 July) Vestris makes her final stage appearance in a benefit for Mathews at the Lyceum. 
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1855 Vestris suffers from cancer of the uterus and is confined to her home (Gore Lodge, Fulham). (24 
March) Mathews, experiencing severe financial problems, closes the Lyceum Theatre. 

1856 (4 July) While on tour in Preston, Mathews is arrested and imprisoned in Lancaster Casde for debt. 
( 4 August) Mathews returns to London. (8 August) Vestris dies. She is buried in a private ceremony at 
Kensal Green cemetery. 



I. EARLY NOTICES 


'King's Theatre: The Times, 21 July 1815, p. 3. British Library, Colindale Newspaper Collection. 

'Tue Mirror ofFashion: Morning Chronicle, 22 July 1815, p. 3. British Library, Colindale Newspaper 
Collection. 

'Madame Vestris (Extract oJa Letter from Paris): British Stage andLiterary Cabinet l :3 (March 1817), 
p. 67. Bricish Library, shelfmark C.l 19.d.16-21. 

'Theatrical Examiner: Examiner, 27 February 1820, pp. 139-40. British Library, Colindale Newspa-
per Colleccion. 

'Artaxerxes: Theatrical Inquisitor, 16 (April 1820 ), p. 236. British Library, shelfmark PP52 l l. 

'Giovanni in London: Theatrical Inquisitor, 17 (July 1820), pp. 393-5. British Library, shelfmark 
PP521 l. 

'Biographical Sketches of Illustrious and Distinguished Characcers, Number One Hundred and 
Thirty-Eight: Madame Vestris: La Belle Assemblee, 138 (July 1820 ), pp. 47-8. 

Vestris's debut performance at ehe King's Theatre on 20 July 1815 attracted attention from 
many of ehe theatrical critics. She played Proserpina in Peter Weber's opera Il Ratto di Proser-
pina, based on ehe mythological story ofehe rape ofProserpina (Persephone) by Pluto (Hades). 
Tue two reviews reprinted here are from daily newspapers. Both suggest that ehe part was a 
challenging one for a novice, particularly since it had been composed for ehe renowned ltal-
ian opera singer Guiseppina Grissini ( 1773-1850). She had sung it at its premiere at ehe same 
theatre a decade earlier. Like Vestris, Grissini had a colourful love life and is alleged eo have had 
liaisons wich Napoleon and ehe Duke of Wellington. Despite ehe difficulty of ehe task, both 
critics believe Vestris acquitted herself well, wich The Times being particularly B.attering, claim-
ing she has a greater voice than Grissini and is 'ehe most fauldess and bewitching debutante 
that we have ever seen' (below, p. 5). Tue Morning Chronicle reviewer, while complimentary, 
advocates that she needs eo scudy eo further develop her natural assets. Vestris's career seems eo 
have had an auspicious starr. 

lt is perhaps not surprising therefore that she should choose eo make her first appearance 
on a Parisian stage in ehe same part. This took place on 7 December 1816 and was reported in 
an anonymous letter from Paris reprinted in ehe British Stage and Literary Cabinet in March 
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of the following year. This monthly publication was edited by Thomas Kenrick and ran from 
1817 to 1822. Tue letter-writer reports an enthusiastic reception for Vestris at the Theatre des 
Italiens, but claims the audience and French critics have been 'deluded' (below, p. 7). He/she 
contends that Vestris lacks real musical talent and is contemptuous ofthe ofi:-repeated assertion 
that she is Italian. However, compared to the criticism ofher co-performer, Caroline Dickons 
as Ceres, the censure ofVestris is not too bad. Tue unfortunate Dickons is described as 'vulgar 
in the extreme'. This was a rare failure for her.1 

Tue next review is from the Examiner, which was edited by Leigh Hunt (1784-1859), 
who would later write a play that Vestris produced at Covent Garden (below, p. 145). Here he 
is reporting on her performance as Lilla in James Cobb's opera The Siege ofBeigrade, the first 
role she undertook at Drury Lane in 1820. Once again mention is made ofher Italian ancestry, 
though this time it is seen as advantageous for she combines 'the true Italian style of singing' 
with correct English pronunciation (below, p. 8). Hunt's enthusiasm for Vestris's portrayal is 
echoed in a review in the Mirror ofthe Stage, which states 'Tue Lilla ofMadame Vestris, has no 
superior'.2 

In the same season at Drury Lane Vestris also sung the tide role in Thomas Arne's opera 
Artaxerxes, a character she was to reprise many times. lt was the first time she had played a 
male role albeit one composed for a male soprano or castrato. Tue review given here is from 
the monthly journal the Theatrical Inquisitor. lt gives a lukewarm reception to Vestris's por-
trayal of the Persian prince and is particularly critical of her simple singing style. Tue same 
issue also carries a review ofVestris's performance three days later as Dolly Snip in Shakespeare 
Versus Harlequin. At one point in this piece, originally written by Garrick in response to the 
popularity ofpantomime rather than Shakespearian performances, Vestris is transformed into 
Columbine. Tue critic's response is more positive than for her portrayal of Artaxerxes as even 
though he still cavils at her 'vocal poverty' he admits she 'evinced a spirit and a naivete in Dolly 
Snip, which were highly captivating, and if cultivated with zealous attention, will render her 
one of the most pleasing actresses it has ever been our honest enjoyment to applaud'.3 

This approval was shordived, however, as Vestris's next role was to bring about widespread 
condemnation from many quarters, the Theatrical Inquisitor being no exception. Tue part that 
caused such a furore was the cross-dressed ( also known as breeches) role of Giovanni in the 
burlesque written by William Moncrieff. Called Giovanni in London, the piece was based on 
Mozart's operaDon Giovanni (1787). lt was not the first production of Moncrieff's work; in 
fact, the piece had been popular at the Olympic Theatre when it premiered in December 1817 
with Miss Burrell as the libertine.4 The manager ofthe Olympic at that time was Robert Elliston. 
In May 1820 Elliston was in control ofDrury Lane and sought to repeat the commercial success 
by re-staging the burlesque with Vestris in the tide role. Audiences were emhusiastic especially 
as Vestris's costume allowed them to see her legs. Soon London was flooded with memorabilia 
sporting Vestris's figure in character. A bizarre manifestation of this commercial exploitation 
came to light when a legal case was brought over the thefi: ofa plaster cast ofher leg. This in turn 
prompted an anonymous ballad entided 'Madam Vestris's Legs' with the chorus: 
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Some villain stole my Lady's legs, 

We hope he will get justice, 


Handsome just above the knee, 

The legs ofMadam Vescris.5 


Tue production proved so popular that it was repeated for many years. For example, the bar-
rister and ex-foreign editor of The Times, Henry Crabbe Robinson recorded going to see it in 
his diary entry for 13 April 1822: 

... I ended the evening by going to Drury Lane to see Giovanni in London - A very amusing extrava-
ganza - Mrs Vestris is a fascinating creature and renders the Don as entertaining as possible and at the 
same time there is an air of irony and mere wanton and assumed wickedness which renders the piece 
harmless enough. The parodies on weil known songs etc are weil execuced - 6 

Reviewing the opening performance of30 May 1820, the critic of the Theatrical Inquisitor was 
in no doubt that a piece such as Giovanni in London should not be placed before the public in 
one of the two patent theatres. He takes offence at the 'extreme indecency which runs through 
every vein of this stupid composition', deeming it inappropriate for a respectable establishment 
(below, p. 12). Elliston is censured for producing it and Vestris for having ehe indelicacy to 
agree to appear in it. 

Tue following month the same publication carried a review ofthe production ofJohn Gay's 
The Beggar's Opera at ehe Haymarket. Vestris was once again performing a breeches role, that of 
Captain Macheath. This too proved tobe a commercial success. Once again, ehe critic has harsh 
words about her singing and suggests that people are swept away by her appearance. He cites as 
an example a 'a silly fellow' whose review of ehe production appeared in ehe London Magazine 
in ehe same month. Not only does ehe unnamed critic approve ofthe humour ofthe burlesque, 
but he also rhapsodizes on Vestris's personal beauty: 

There is a pulpy sofi:ness and ripeness in her lips, a roseate hue, like the leaves of the damask rose, a lus-
cious honeyed sound in her voice, a depth and fulness [sie] too, as ifwere clogged wich its own sweets, 
a languid archness, an Icalian lustre in her eye, an enchancing smile, a mouch - shall we go on? No. Buc 
she is more bewitching even than Miss Brunton.7 

La Belle Assemblee was a momhly periodical published between 1806 and 1832. Tue issue for 
July 1820 carries a piece on Vestris in one of a series of'biographical sketches ofdistinguished 
and illustrious characters'. Tue previous months' editions had carried similar articles on fellow 
Drury Lane actresses Miss Edmiston and Miss Forde, Princess Adelaide of Saxe-Meinengen 
and Phillis Glover, who was newly engaged at ehe Surrey Theatre. Vestris's portrait, engraved 
from a painting by R. E. Drummond, is in ehe French style. 8 She appears as a glamorous wo man 
adorned wich a striking jewelled tiara and holding a monocle. Tue accompanying text attests 
to ehe painting's likeness to ehe model. lt does, however, seem an odd choice of image to illus-
trate a text that is mainly concerned wich her portrayal of breeches parts. This may in part 
be explained by ehe fact that ehe journal was, according to its cover, 'addressed particularly to 
ehe ladies'. Given that as Rachel Cowgill suggests, 'Vestris is unusual amongst actresses of the 
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nineteenth century in that she exists for us only through the male gaze', this is a rare example of 
something direcdy aimed at women ( though presumably selected by a man).9 Tue choice of this 
feminine portrait may thus be read as an attempt to play down the more sexually challenging 
responses that her transvestite roles provoked.10 

Notes: 

1. 
 ODNB. 
2. 
 Mirror ofthe Stage, 1:9 (2 December 1822) p. 131. 
3. 
 Theatrical Inquisitor (April 1820), p. 240 (not reproduced below). 
4. 
 Burrell, later Mrs Gould. 
5. 
 Ballad printed by T. Birt, reprinted in C. J. Williams, Madame Vestris - a Theatrical Biography (London: 

Sidgwick & Jackson, 1973), p. 60. 
6. 
 The London Theatre 1811-1866: Selections from the diary ofHenry Crabb Robinson, ed. E. Brown (Lon-

don: Tue Society for Theatre Research, 1966) p. 99. 
7. 
 London Magazine, 2:7 (July 1820) p. 93. 
8. 
 C.J. Williams,Madame Vestris -a TheatricalBiography (London: Sidgwick &Jackson, 1973), p. 41. 
9. 
 R. Cowgill, 'Re-gendering the Libertine; or, the Taming ofthe Rake: Lucy Vestris as Don Giovanni on the 

Early Nineteenth-Century London Stage: Cambridge Opera Journal, 10:1 (March 1998) p. 65. 
10. 
 See K. Fletcher, 'Planche, Vestris, and the Transvestite Role: Sexuality and Gender in Victorian Popular 

Theatre: Nineteenth Century Theatre, 15 ( 1987), pp. 9-33. 



5 'Kings Theatre; The Times 

KlliG'S T11EA7RE 
The public are so weit acquaioted with. the Oper-.i of

Jl Ratto di Pro~erpin«, th.tt it would he impertinent in 
us to dwell at much length on lhe "'"'• the science,
and musical feeling whick pervade1 it. This Opera h
said to have hee11 written forGRAsSJN'J, lt has a f.srther,
and we dpeak .ifter duc deliberation wlten we say a/,i~l,er
claiM to public flll'our, f're111 the various lldcnt am!
eicqui&ite attAction of a performer whOIII it introduced 
to our notice J119t night, when Madame VE&TRrs,-mar,
ried, we believe, about 2 ye~rs ago, to ARMAND 
VESTRJS, ballet-master at tbrs theatre, and graml-
daughter, we are told, to the cclebrated BARTO·
Lozz1,-came forward for her lrusband's bendit, in
thc ch,uacter of Proserpina, a most arduous umler-
taking for a novitt. We much regret that tbe h1le
hour at which the performance euded will eu.iblc 
us to give bu1 a verv slighl and imperfect picture ol
the degree to whicb·we were pleased, captivate<l, aud
astonished, 'fhis latly, not more tbat aixleen 3-e11rs 
o( age, has a form of perfect symmetry, w1th 11
beautiful co,mtenance, co11lable of the most 11nim11tcd 
e,:pression-into wbich spmt aml eat>rgy may lte called 
up when she wili-but il, which, wh1le unexc1ttd,
temiaine delicacy predomm,1,tes. Her voice ,is a cu11 
t,·r alto of the nnest order. Young as she is, it lr11s all
the Diellow riclmeu of GnAsslNl's-pPrhaps we miih1
withoul exaggeratiou say, tbll.l ir posseucs u1ore of thot
qualirv 1han GRASSJNI could boast of in tbe zemt11 
of her"fame: d1,d it mdispulably possesses a grt:ater
compass, re.iching t:ir lreyond her in the upper
notes. She gave the beautifül air of " Paga füi," in a 
sryJe of the 1110st iniorita ble simphc1ty and JJUnly. In 
the cele!iraled a,ldress, " 0 G1ove omniponente," in
which we 1hi11k GRASSUII was ij11pposed to excel, Ma
da111e VE.STRIS combined more cli.irms of' vc•ice, look,
am! action, than we have almost ever been toucheri hy
w11hin our memory.

'J.'he wife of VESTRIS rnay natur.illy be pr~sumed
to move witb grace; but there is a kee11ing in her mov<' 
mPnt,-an adaptal!on ofit 10 the se11se,-an anociatio11
of the step 1111d gesturl• 10 lhc SUJ.)t'tior lacultles of mmd
and voice, wluch appured to ns 10 com11letP the illtage
of the mo~t fd11!1less and bewitching dibul1111te tliut we
have ever s•cu ; ve1ltd though sl,e was, and,
it must not be f'orgotten, in the inevitable lerror& 
ol' a first presPntation, a11d less capdhle, as we 
are sure il will IJe hi:reallcr founcl, of gi\i,tg thc full 
1copc of which 1l1ey arc 8UScept1ble 10 powe-rs,ofwhicb,
lloWE'Vl.'r,she drsJ>la,ed sufficient to make it seem uerea-
sonable tlldt wc •slrmr ld wisli fo1• D1ore. Mad4mc 
VESTRIS, we trust, is now ßx~d at the Opera-
hause, 11011 the lateoe~s ot !Ire seas1111 al which 
~he lra~ corne lurwdrd is the ouly circ1111111tance 
l'l her acre&s1011 to that •plcud1d establishment
:whrch we c:onsrder with the shadow ol regret, lt would 
be exrreme inJustice to Madame Ssss1, were we 
to omit olteriag our sulfrage to 11,e ,ulnurable lalent
she displaycd throuiihout 1be \\hole of lut mght's per•
formance: she was repl'atedly encored, and mv.ir111bly
applanded GRAAlll alHl Lßl ASSJWR also contr1-
b11tcd th~ir clue d,are IG the cclat with whrcl! t he 
Opera wa, receive1I. Every part of the hou'iC WdScrowdetl, 
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.& 
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THE 
MIRROR OF FASHION. 

__________ yo •n•• 
0Tli \'•~1 Mil .AND IOllt O't '1' ■ 1 Tlllt, 

1"1'1 f!IIUI AND PalUIIUll&, 


W• are ••ry '°"'f to 1cm, from Windsor,. th•t her 
MAJ!STY'11 indispomion i, ao s:evere as to con6ne her 
to thc Castle,

The PrinceRB CnAnLOT'rE took an airing ye,terday 
to W•nd,wortb in an open carriage, accompanied by
hol' 11,u,I Rttendant,, 

Wc h•or that the Duelles, oi CuMnRLAND ia ex. 
pclled to rnive in tbis oountry soon, to be re-married,
The Cl,opel Royal is füting up für tl,e oceaaiOII, and 
the Pnrnca REG~NT Im cnnfinent hopes that he shall 
be ttble to reconciJe the Qtnmw- nnd tlte reDt of dte-

Royol Fmnily to the uniou; in wbich. case a grand

matrimonial Feie ,v.ill be given at the l"uvilion,
Orilers were yestcrd;:iy iimied from the Lord CHAM-

mmLA1N.'s Oi~ce for the Court to go out of deep mourn• 
ing next Tuesday, then to wt:ar h,1lf mouming till tbe 
24th of Auguot,


Mr, T.Hr.ori, of Covent-Jl'arden Theatre, tlie Er.-
r.ro-r.,;, Mr, Coi;o;, nnd' lvI:mer Tuu.LB, ar.e :-tbout to vi11it 
the Islnnds of J~1·sey anct Guenue\1, to give the inha-
l>itants. a i:pt-cimen of refim:d Englisb music, in voc.il 
concerts there. 

Oru, of the Treasury Jaam•ls, •rter exhauoring all 

the laud:itory epi1 hm usu11lly npplicd ta public men, bns 

de:ii~nuted the prtsei1t Miniliters " ihe belligere1il
AdminiHtrntiun.'> 
Krsa's rrußATR:E,-Mr. AnMI\N.D V&!TRIS \'Vat 

honour.ed„ on 'l„hursday e,·eninp:► with I most numerous 
attt'ndc1nctt to his benefit, ns njust cor.>ptiment to bh ta„
lonu nnd ex,rtion,, ond nl,a from the high tr<at whiclt 
he helol out of an Opora so ,upe,·ia1· to thuse which 
h11ve be,n lattorly given •t thi,Thentre, 'fhe lintlo di ""-
Prosarpiiln, so· deservedly doar to the Amateur• of ~ 
m111icu! merit, had tlu. forthet• Rttrnllian of the young
a1lli beauljfol wire af M, VISTRIS, "' a Debutnnte in 
the princiR•I charai!\er. _Mr,. V•ST•t• io the ~rand 
d,ughter of tl1e celebrated BART(!LOZ'Zr, wl<o aftcr·,m•
riching this equntl'y with the nlDRt boauiiful apeciniens
ofhis v.lo,ble Ol't, was drawe by the superior ~ner011i1y
oF the P111,c&REGENT of Pmtuga!tocloselut life in Lis-
bon. Her mothn hasbeen long known a<anadmirablepro-
fensionnL performcr on the piäno..forte-and it may
thercfore be said, that the young Li!.dy has from her 
bir1h had the ~dvnntage of hearing: the be•t music-
though we beli..:ve tl.iat her only tutor iodie difficult 
.end exquisite a1t of singi&lf .hns been Mr. ComLx.. It 
was u most arfluons. task for her, i11deed, to attempt a 
part so dif!icult a, thnt of Pro•erpina, cspecially aa it 
h:.id been ex;ecuted with ~mch powere of Toice, and such 
energ:y of. aaing, "' were aisplayed by Madame GltAll• 
>IN!, Thc young bdy evicleo~y feit tbe ard~Otl• ask 
shc had io fulfil-bu, we were deliJlhtca to Gnd tllat 
her native t,llems sustained her througb the diffi„
cul·.y. She di!iplayed no orüiriary cbarms of, voice,
wliich, litt off by her RWeet, and. interesüng per-
iion, tht: gracc. and pro-prh.·ty of her deponn1ent. and 
the energy of her aEtirig, drew fron1 tbt crowdtd 
·r1waere the mo,\ grntifying applou~, Her voice i, • 
c,mlt altn, sweot, thougb not powerfu1. lt would be 
cap•ble of great developement by culti•ation, aad ohe-i• 
voung enou~h for the acquisition of all the graceo of 
ihe aa•t, We sincl!rely hope that thc llattering recep-
tioo ,l,e txperienced will induce her to devote hereelf to 
tho study of the science i11 which she so clearly bao it 
in her power to be a p1:ofessor, Scvernl of the moat 
dillicult aira were eocored, ••d ehe was panicularly im-
prt:!sYive in the stile cf ·her a!iing-, in whicb tbe sweetest 
•implicity were jolned with approp•iute impressioa.
ti•I,,t.la.me SES!:I wns also more th;m usu~Uy for.tonate in 
rhc p1:rforrrnmce of her part; ar,d we are glad 10 ~ 
thnt the Ho\li;e means to conclude their season with. this 
Opera, which .mu,t l,e highly ottr;iaive, 
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rectness of JDdgment on tbe put of
tbe wr1ters, 1s to be measared bJ
tbe1r knowledge wath regard to her

origm, the reault will nt>t be very
 favourable to tbe fair actress berseJt;
for it was gravely assertetl that
• Madamo-Bartolozzi-Veatr11, n1ece of
the great engraver, ia 1n every respecl a venta6le 1,,diet1M, since Venu:e gave her birth.' What co11ld posatW,, 1111,1
duoe the good people or tlua place  
 to
publisb auch a statement rem,uns tobe
explained ; but certam 1t 1s tbat
Madame Vestris, or, 
 Madame-Barte,..
loz.zi-Veatris, if tbey will 
 have it SO;
was born in London in the year of our

Lord one tbousand seven hundred
and nioelJ scven; and, it is no less
certa10 that tbe celebrated engraTer
Bart0Jozz1, who lately died in Portu-
gal, was fätbcr to her fatber, and
conaequently (unlesa tbese matten
are hero managed otberwise) be moat 
have beeu her graodfather.-The pul
of Ceres. was sustained by- Mr:.,
DickODS, and there was a eewlaiii
motlterly look abont her, whicb was
perfectly 10 character. Her s10ging


 is, " as 1t was in thc begmu1ng, and
will be evermore"-voli;ar in t.he
extreme..,

"' * * ,II * #

~ 

MADAME VESTRIS. 
(E.rtracC of a letter from Paril.) 

"Most of the fashionable gentrJ

wbo last season frequcnted the King's 
Tbeatre, must doubtless remember the 
appearance of lh1s lady, in the cha-
ral'ler of Prost>rpina, in July 1815,
and many who were drawn to the
theatre by her per'50nal attractions
will be rejoioed to hear that lheir
httle favourite h11& been rcce1ved at 
Paru; w1lh all the applause to which
auch attractions enlitle her. On the 
,th of December last, she made her 
dcbnt, in the aame character, at the 
Thea,re Royal Jtal-an; and abe has
since continued playing at tbat house 
Yitb success. Many enoomium11 bave 
been passed on her sin11ng, wbicb are
bJ ao meana commen,urate witb Ure 
nature ofber acqoirements in that arL
Täe French critic,, like tlie1r En5hsh 
bretbren, appear to bave been de-
h1ded by her personal charms, ud, 
to have mistaken a profic1enoy in one 
particular pa.rt for real mus1cal geniua. 

Madame Vestris is certamlJ gifted 
with a pd YOice, and abe sings one 
or two 1oogs in a pleasang maoner ;-
so, a man may have a good ßute, and
percbance be may by exbausting 
his breath and annoying bis neiglt-
bour, contr1ve to play a tune or two
upan 1t ; bot it reqoiraa sometbing
more to constitute real taleot; and
U.11 perlormer, uen witb tfie a1d of 
ltu good in:.trument, muat effntually
chagust by a too frequent repet1tion
ottbe1U11e atr. So is 1t w1th Madltme
Veatris ; at first, for a short time, she
will pleue, but upon a more intimate
acquamtaoce (1 speak ooly of her
muucal powers) sbe 1nll graduallJ
bcc.ome Jess altracbve. The eriti-
easms •n her appearance have been
uni.vera21U1 favounble, but ,r the cor„ 


