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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: The Age of the Actor

In a recent commentary in the Keats-Shelley Journal, Terry F. Robinson
declared the Romantic age to be the age of the actor. Citing such star
performers as John Philip Kemble, Edmund Kean, Eliza O’Neill, and
Sarah Siddons, she argued that actors were at the center of cultural life
during the Georgian and Regency eras. “These actors attracted, moved,
and inspired the period’s authors and artists,” Robinson wrote, yet “schol-
arship has only just begun to ask how and why.”! This book secks to
answer the questions of how and why actors from the Romantic era influ-
enced major writers. The key to understanding that influence is to appreci-
ate the fact that, as Robinson observed, the great literary works of the
period were “written with stage production and, given the star system,
with specific actors in mind.”?

Until recently, most literary historians tended to exalt the latter end of
the Georgian Era for its innovations in poetry and the novel, not for its
innovations in drama. When scholars examined this period—from the
publication of Lyrical Ballads in 1798 to the untimely deaths of John
Keats, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and George Gordon Byron in the 1820s—
they found it to be a golden age of verse and an era of tremendous innova-
tion in novel writing. The core of this period corresponds roughly with
the Regency (1811-1820), when the Prince of Wales assumed the respon-
sibilities of his father, George I11. Regency literature, which includes books
by Jane Austen and Mary Shelley, is not only still read today, but also
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continues to shape mass entertainment. A new film based on an Austen
novel or a new stage adaptation of Frankenstein comes with a built-in fan
base. Romance novels set in the Regency era make up an important and
lucrative sub-genre of popular fiction. Meanwhile, the former homes of
Keats, Shelley, and Byron continue to draw thousands of visitors each year,
demonstrating their lasting celebrity even a century later.

Regency theatre, on the other hand, has not always drawn similar atten-
tion. When theatre historians have examined the Regency era, they have
tended to focus on it as an age of great acting or of impressive spectacle
rather than as a period with strong dramatic writing. When Julia Swindells
and David Francis Taylor published The Oxford Handbook of the Georgian
Theatre in 2014, for example, they included eight sections, only one of
which focused on writing by canonical authors.® That section included
only 4 essays out of a total of 40, and one of those covered the novels of
Jane Austen rather than drama. As Jeffrey N. Cox recently concluded
about the period, in spite of much progress that has been made in recent
years, “The fact is nineteenth-century drama simply does not matter for
most people.”*

Even as interest has grown in the study of popular forms of entertain-
ment, more “serious” plays have not always received the same attention as
those that were considered during the Regency to be lighter fare. Even
theatre historians examining the high culture on display at the Theatres
Royal of Covent Garden and Drury Lane have gravitated toward those
houses’ more sensationalistic spectacles. Paul Ranger, for instance, deftly
discussed the arrival of populist drama in the temples of culture in his
1991 book on gothic drama.® Though Ranger discussed popular specta-
cles together with ambitious plays like Joanna Baillie’s De Monfort, few
have followed his lead. Scholars have tended either to look exclusively at
popular forms of entertainment in the Romantic era or to view Romantic
dramas as detached from the stage. Reeve Parker’s Romantic Tragedies
does show how writers like Wordsworth engaged with the theatre around
them, but more for the insight this gives into the authors’ psyches than
into the plays themselves.® Most scholars remain unsure about how to
place Romantic dramas—and in particular Romantic tragedies—within
the context of the theatre that produced and then rejected them.

This book aims to help place certain dramatic texts of the Regency era
that have previously been viewed as somewhat detached from the profes-
sional theatre squarely within the context of the era’s system of star per-
formers. The great flowering of verse drama during the Regency came
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about specifically due to the prominence of star actors capable of inter-
preting complex characters and speaking powerful verse. Because late-
Georgian theatre was focused on charismatic performers, Regency
dramatists wrote character-focused works. These works could have poetic
ambition, because the gods and goddesses of the stage not only knew how
to handle sophisticated language, they excelled at lofty speeches. Such
actors also gravitated toward sympathetic but morally ambiguous charac-
ters, as more complex characters gave them a chance to display internal
struggle. The great dramatists of the day were crafting their plays to dis-
play the strengths of great actors. Furthermore, these writers tended to
compose their works with individual performers in mind. Their plays were
written not simply for a general style of acting, but for the specific traits,
strengths, and celebrity auras of particular actors.

Much has been made of Tom Mole’s observation that during the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries the term “celebrity” went from its origi-
nal meaning designating an event, to describing a quality, to finally
denoting a celebrated individual.” More important than the history of the
term, however, was the increase during the Romantic era in the use of
both the word and the new concepts that the word now carried. Use of
the term “celebrity” in English publications spiked at the end of the 1790s
and remained high throughout the first decades of the nineteenth century,
not significantly declining until after the 1830s.® During this period, we
also see an increase in biographies written about actors, published criticism
describing their performances, and images depicting them in various roles,
all ready for consumption by a public hungry to devour as much as it
could relating to these celebrities of the stage. Authors were not immune
to this celebrity fever, and dramatists attempted to harness it to ensure the
success of their plays.

Hence, in order to fully appreciate these plays, we have to recognize
them as living performance texts inseparable from the stage. When inves-
tigating great performers, many theatre historians—including Arnold
Hare (George Frederick Cooke), Giles Playfair (Edmund Kean), Alan
Downer (William Charles Macready), W.W. Appleton (Madame Vestris),
Shirley Allen (Samuel Phelps), Carol Jones Carlisle (Helen Faucit), and
more recently Judith Pascoe (Sarah Siddons)—have recognized the impor-
tance of star actors.” However, they have often overlooked those actors’
importance in the creation of Romantic, or Regency-period dramatic
texts.!? This is because Romantic playwrights by and large did not interact
with their actors in the same manner as dramatists of previous generations.
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When William Shakespeare wrote a part for Richard Burbage, the role was
intended for a fellow company member with whom he was on close
terms.'! When Aphra Behn planned a role for Nell Gwyn, she meant it to
be performed by a friend she knew quite well.'> When Richard Brinsley
Sheridan wrote a play, the entire cast might consist of his own employ-
ees.!® This was not the case with Romantic writers, who sometimes con-
ceived of roles without ever having spoken to the individuals for whom
they were written.

It would be a mistake, however, to claim that these authors did not
interact with the celebrity actors who inspired them. As avid fans of star
performers, Romantic writers engaged in what the critic Chris Rojek has
termed “para-social interactions” with their favorite actors.'* First identi-
fied by Donald Horton and R. Richard Wohl in 1956, para-social interac-
tions originally referred to “the illusion of [a] face-to-face relationship
with the performer” in mass media, including radio, television, and film.'®
While Horton and Wohl were primarily concerned with the new medium
of television, later theorists have commented on the para-social interac-
tions celebrities of all kinds have with their fans. Rojek notes that while
para-social relationships are a secondary form of intimacy, they can still be
a significant aspect of people’s lives and can give rise to deep emotions.!®
As the French critic Antoine Lilti has put it, the attachments formed by
fans can become “inseparable from an intimate, personal bond.”!”
Paradoxically, fans can even experience these attachments in a more
intensely personal way as they come to be shared by more and more
people.!®

Celebrity culture certainly existed long before the invention of televi-
sion. Though television appears to erase the physical distance between a
fan and a celebrity, allowing the image of a star to enter into a fan’s private
space, the same was also true of the popular articles and readily available
printed portraits which were made much more cheap and accessible by the
end of the cighteenth century.’ According to Rojek, celebrity becomes a
public preoccupation as a result of three historical processes: democratiza-
tion, the decline in organized religion, and the commodification of every-
day life.?® All three of these factors were important trends in Regency
Britain. In addition, the growth of celebrity culture was fed by technologi-
cal innovations of the period, including increasingly affordable access to
images of star actors in the form of prints and ceramic miniatures.?! Far
from being contained to the lower classes, these images circulated among
all strata of society. Lord Byron, for instance, was so enthralled by celebrity
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performers he decorated one side of a scrap-work screen he owned with a
collage of prints of his favorite actors.

Playwrights understood the importance of an actor’s public persona. As
audience members themselves, they knew how audiences perceived the
stars they wanted to perform their plays. Consequently, when they crafted
characters, writers had to keep in mind how an audience would react to
seeing a star performer in a new role. These audiences would relate any
new role both to previous roles they had seen the actor perform and to the
material images, such as portraits, prints, and miniatures, that helped to
fuel fan culture. It was the rowdy, opinionated, sometimes even riotous
theatre audience of the Regency stage that dramatists were trying to reach,
not the tranquil, idealized reader sitting at home in a closet.

Writers of literary ambition during the early nineteenth century did not
shun the stage, but instead wrote about actors, collected images of actors,
and above all went to the theatre to see actors again and again. They
penned character-focused dramas, with star actors and their particular
strengths and talents constantly informing the writing process. As
Francesca Saggini has observed, some authors even “plagiarized acting
styles and much loved peculiarities” of performers in an attempt to build
“new characters based on the interpretations the star actors had given in
other plays.”?? Thus, the characters brought forth by the Romantic stage
were not the sole creations of playwrights. In many ways, they were col-
laborations between dramatists and the actors who originated the roles. In
some cases, the actors who inspired roles did not ultimately perform them,
but they nonetheless left an indelible mark upon the plays they helped to
bring into existence.

This study takes an in-depth look at four pairs of performers and play-
wrights: Sarah Siddons and Joanna Baillie, Julia Glover and Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, Edmund Kean and Lord Byron, and Eliza O’Neill and Percy
Shelley. Siddons and Kean are widely known to theatre historians today,
but Glover and O’Neill in their own ways have also greatly impacted the
history of the British stage, and thus also British literary history. These
charismatic performers, knowingly or not, helped to guide the develop-
ment of a character-based theatre—from the emotion-dominated plays
made popular by Baillie to the pinnacle of Romantic drama under Shelley,
who created what has been called “the most compelling dramatic charac-
ter, in all of English Romantic theater,” Beatrice Cenci.?® It was these
actors who shepherded in a new style of writing that had verbal sophistica-
tion and engaged meaningfully with the moral issues of the day. They
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helped to create not just new modes of acting, but new ways of writing
that could make use of their extraordinary talents.

Siddons and Baillie are a natural starting point, since their contempo-
raries considered them to be (respectively) the greatest actor and the
greatest playwright of the era.?* Coleridge’s play Remorse is the next logi-
cal step, since not only was it the most successful new tragedy of the
Regency period, but it is intimately linked to both Siddons and Baillie.
Coleridge wrote the first draft of the play (then titled Osorz0) with Siddons
in mind for the leading role, though she had retired by the time the play
premiered. When he later reworked the piece for Drury Lane, Coleridge
was following up on the dramatic theories of Baillie, who held that remorse
was one of the passions “best fit for representation.”?® The success of
Remorse inspired other authors to write for the stage, including Byron.
While Byron’s play Manfred was not performed during his lifetime, he
tailored it to match the stage persona of Kean, the actor most associated
with the Romantic style of acting, which was fitting, as Byron’s contempo-
raries considered him to be the epitome of the Romantic writer. Of all the
dramas of the period, Shelley’s The Cenci, which he wrote with O’Neill
specifically in mind, has had the largest impact on the history of the the-
atre, making it a suitable endpoint for this study.

The methodology of performer-centric readings of play texts, while it
has rarely been employed for dramas of the Romantic era, has been used
successfully to explore the plays of numerous other eras. Scholars have
long accepted the importance of individual actors in the shaping of works
by William Shakespeare, Aphra Behn, and Richard Brinsley Sheridan.
More recently, Jesse M. Hellman has shown how Bernard Shaw used the
previous parts played by Mrs. Patrick Campbell when shaping a new role
for her in Pygmalion.*® While this methodology is certainly not new to
theatre research, it is more common in film and media studies. Theories
about para-social interactions that originated to discuss television and
other forms of electronic mass media apply just as well to the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, though.

Joseph Roach has already done much to bring celebrity studies to the
long eighteenth century, but more can still be done to apply theories of
popular culture today to the popular culture of the past.?” As technological
changes allowed for the mechanical reproduction of images, state-of-the-
art prints, and figurines—the “new media” of the eighteenth century—
helped to shape the discourse around actors and the roles they played.
These images did not merely document how people perceived performers;
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they helped to shape those perceptions as well. As such, they are crucial to
understanding how audiences (including playwrights in those audiences)
viewed performers. For this reason, each case study here is haunted by a
particular image, a piece of material culture that serves as a physical
reminder of how contemporaries thought about performers. A mezzotint
portrait of Siddons and her son testifies to how she used a doubling of her
real and on-stage personas. A toy theatre version of Remorse embodies the
audience’s reception of the two star actresses in the piece. Byron’s scrap-
work screen reminds us of how Kean’s reputation was linked to his own.
Finally, a satirical print of Eliza O’Neill shows how she came to symbolize
a new set of aesthetics that successfully replaced the values of a previous
generation. These material objects provide important clues to how indi-
vidual performers shaped texts that long outlived them.

Of all the periods of British theatre, the Romantic era seems to have
suffered the most from an inability to recognize the connection between
text and performance. Lord Byron’s famous pronouncement that he
wished to write for “a mental theatre” supplied the title for Alan
Richardson’s landmark study of Romantic drama.?® Fortunately,
Richardson tried to resist the assumption that Romantic plays were not
meant for performance, but that key image of “a mental theatre” remains.
Perhaps it is time for a new paradigm when thinking about these plays.
Instead of considering dramas as existing in a “mental theatre” we might
position them upon a performer-centered stage.

Romantic tragedies, whether they were performed during their authors’
lifetimes or not, can be identified by three key characteristics shared by all
the great tragedies of this era: poetic ambition, moral complexity, and a
focus on character rather than plot. These are all qualities that necessarily
require strong performers if the works are to be brought to life on stage.
The ambitious poetry of De Monfort, Remorse, Manfred, and The Cenci
has to have powerful actors if it is to soar on stage. Moral complexity
requires what Joseph Donohue has identified as the subjective turn in
characterization that was driven by Romantic actors.?’ Most importantly,
a drama based on character, as opposed to one driven solely by plot, neces-
sitates great acting. The fact that the Regency era was a time of great act-
ing enabled the flourishing of Romantic drama and indeed might have
driven the very qualities that made Romantic drama great.

By the close of the Regency, a new type of play was rising to domi-
nance, and so great would be its popularity that the character-driven works
of Romantic drama would all but be forgotten. The emerging genre



8 ). ARMSTRONG

known as melodrama ultimately took over the British stage, and the very
qualities that made melodrama popular were in some ways antithetical to
the Romantic poetic dramas of Regency authors. Michael Booth identified
the chief aspects of English melodrama as “complete subordination of
character development to the story line, and rigid moral distinctions.”3?
To this could be added the fact that melodramas typically reduced the
complexity of language to a level that even uneducated audience members
were capable of understanding. As Diego Saglia put it, melodrama of the
period tended to capitalize on “explicitness and hyperbole” rather than on
subtle or complex language.?! However, it is the “rigid moral distinctions”
identified by Booth that most people think of when they consider what is
“melodramatic” today. Even more modern critics since Booth have
observed that melodrama seeks out moral clarity, often with simplistic
conflicts between good and evil.3> Romantic drama, on the other hand,
sought to deal seriously with politics, religion, and ethical decisions, which
frequently required a nuance or ambiguity generally avoided by melodrama.

These differences ultimately stem from the largest core difference
between the two genres. As Booth observed, melodrama tended to be
plot-based, while Romantic drama was character-based. Complex lan-
guage is usually lacking from melodrama because it interferes with under-
standing the twists and turns of a melodramatic plot. Similarly, pausing to
consider the moral implications of a given decision prevents the audience
from enjoying the ups and downs of heroes and heroines struggling to
overcome the perils that beset them on stage. As Shaw famously objected
to melodrama, the genre tends to be based “on broad contrasts between
types of youth and age, sympathy and selfishness, the masculine and the
feminine, the serious and the frivolous, the sublime and the ridiculous,
and so on.”?* Though there are notable exceptions, the sensational stage
situations in melodrama tend to rely on the audience not thinking too
closely about people as individuals rather than as types. Perhaps for this
reason melodrama, while it created stars, never produced the grand kings
and queens of tragedy seen in the Georgian era.

Historically, it was melodrama that won out in the end, and much of
our contemporary entertainment has more in common with melodrama
than with the Romantic verse tragedies discussed in this work. Though the
term “melodramatic” is still used as a term of abuse, the stage melodramas
of the nineteenth century have been critically rehabilitated, beginning
with Peter Brooks’s excellent study The Melodramatic Imagination.
Brooks demonstrated that though melodrama is not always realistic, it
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“suggests another kind of reality” for the audience.?* He urged critics “to
recognize the melodramatic mode as a central fact of the modern sensibil-
ity.”% Over the decades that followed, that is precisely what many have
done. Matthew S. Buckley found the roots of modern theatre in melo-
drama, which provided “a primary force in the emergence of mass cul-
ture” following the French Revolution.*® Melodrama’s influence has
spilled over from the stage into film, radio, and—as Juliet John has recently
shown—even reality television.?”

The great Victorian tragedian William Charles Macready saw his role as
fighting against the rising tide of melodrama and reviving the theatre of
his time to the splendors of the Elizabethan and Jacobean ages, but instead
he presided over government-sanctioned theatres embracing the sensa-
tional thrill rides already popular on the “illegitimate” stages beyond
London’s patent houses. The last great hopes for the British drama, writ-
ers like Robert Browning and Thomas Lovell Beddoes, were turned away
from the stage. Playwriting was no longer a serious pursuit, and writers
who wished to engage with their audience on a meaningful level usually
avoided the theatre. However, the triumph of melodrama did not mean
that Romantic verse drama was a dead end. By the 1890s, the theatre had
begun to change in ways few people had anticipated. Shaw energized
Realist drama in Britain by focusing on character-centered plays that
engaged with social issues in ways that were discomforting to audiences.38
At the other end of the spectrum, Symbolist dramatists in continental
Europe were creating an avantyarde with linguistically ambitious and
morally complex poetic dramas.?” The fact that these two new approaches
emerged during the same decade is no coincidence. Both Shaw and the
Symbolists were influenced by the Romantic dramatists that preceded
them and both had been involved in fin de siécle attempts to stage the
greatest of the British Romantic dramas, The Cenci. Thus, the Regency-
era experiments in Romantic drama continued to reverberate throughout
the history of theatre.

This book seeks to show the enormous role that performers had in the
construction of works for the Romantic stage. The chief qualities of these
performer-based dramas—poetic ambition, moral complexity, and focus
on character—were by and large not taken up by the popular melodramas
that followed them. However, these plays did have a lasting impact, and
they merit more attention than they have received in the past. Romantic
drama on the Regency stage was intricately connected with the work of
performers, and it is precisely because it was connected with the work of
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performers that it had such a strong impact on subsequent drama. Thus,
the collaborations between actors and playwrights two hundred years ago
continue to influence the theatre of today. If we wish to fully understand
these dramas, we must examine them not merely as products of a play-
wright’s imagination but as works of art inseparable from the performers
who aided in their creation.

Though I have titled the book Romantic Actors, Romantic Dramas, my
focus here is specifically on spoken verse tragedy. Thus, I have largely
avoided discussions of such genres as opera and comedy. Like Romantic
tragedy, English opera of the Regency period is often overlooked, though
the musical theatre of later eras is indebted to such pieces as James Cobb
and Stephen Storace’s The Haunted Tower, George Coleman the Younger
and Michael Kelly’s Blue-Beard, and Thomas Moore’s The Gypsy Prince
(also written with Kelly). Similarly, the eighteenth-century comic tradition
made popular by Sheridan, George Coleman the Elder, Hannah Cowley,
and others was continued well into the Romantic era, particularly in the
plays of Elizabeth Inchbald, whose works deserve their own full-length
study. Such topics are beyond the scope of this book, but are ripe for dis-
cussion in the future.
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CHAPTER 2

The Progress of British Romantic Drama:
A Briet Tour

Visitors to Strawberry Hill, Horace Walpole’s estate in Twickenham, are
today invited to take a self-guided tour of the distinguished author’s old
home. In doing so, they trace the steps of countless visitors who have
toured the building since Walpole himself opened it to the public, turning
the gothic-style country retreat into an attraction for eighteenth-century
tourists. In 1784, Walpole even printed a description of his villa to further
aid those touring it. According to the itinerary set by Walpole’s booklet
and still followed by guests today, after visiting the Great North
Bedchamber, visitors should enter “The Beauclerc Closet” which is “hung
with Indian blue damask, and was built on purpose to receive seven incom-
parable drawings of lady Diana Beauclerc for Mr. Walpole’s tragedy of the
Mysterious Mother.”! The illustrations Beauclerc had drawn depicting
scenes from the play were framed and hung on the walls, and in one of the
drawers of a writing table, the booklet promised, visitors could find a copy
of the play itself, “bound in blue leather and gilt.”?

Walpole’s drama The Mysterious Mother was thus quite literally kept in a
closet. The play had been printed privately in 1768 and only shared with a
few of the author’s friends.* Though written in the form of a play, Walpole
never intended to have The Mysterious Mother performed, and indeed
wrote in a letter that he was “perfectly secure” it would never be acted.*
In one letter Walpole seems to have fantasized about Hannah Pritchard
and Kitty Clive reciting parts of the play, but he did so while admitting he
was “not yet intoxicated enough with it to think it would do for the
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stage.”® Though The Mysterious Mother has been performed on a few occa-
sions, the only performance of the play Walpole realistically envisioned was
in the imagination of those reading it, while they perhaps also gazed at the
few illustrations of the piece he kept in a small hexagonal room. The
Mysterious Mother was in every sense of the term a closet drama.

That appellation of “closet drama” refers to a play never intended to be
performed, and while such a creation might seem anathema to those who
study theatre, certain literary-minded individuals from time to time—Ilike
Walpole—have wanted to use the form of drama without having their
work mixed up in a collaboration with live performers.® The practice of
writing closet dramas dates back to classical times, but according to Marta
Straznicky, the division of plays into those meant for the stage and those
meant to be read at home (in a person’s “closet”) became popularized in
the late eighteenth century, around the time of Walpole’s The Mysterious
Mother.” “Closet drama” accurately describes such purely literary texts as
John Milton’s Samson Agonistes, which is rarely, if ever, performed. Other
closet dramas, such as Henrik Ibsen’s Peer Gynt, were not intended for
performance, but have subsequently entered the standard repertoire of
regularly performed plays. In the case of Peer Gynt, Ibsen had to struggle
to accommodate those wanting to perform his behemoth, even suggesting
they drop Act IV rather than try to stage the entirety of a massive poem
originally meant to be read, not staged.®

A play intended for performance but not produced immediately (per-
haps not even in the author’s lifetime) is not a closet drama, but such
works frequently acquire a reputation for being difficult or even impossi-
ble to perform. The dawn of the nineteenth century saw a number of such
belatedly produced plays, including Joanna Baillie’s De Monfort, Samuel
Taylor Coleridge’s Remorse, Lord Byron’s Manfred, and Percy Bysshe
Shelley’s The Cenci. Theatre historians have paid scant attention to these
plays because of their perceived closet status, and that same perception has
frequently led literary critics to misinterpret them. Time is past due to
reclaim these plays as part of theatrical history, both the history of British
drama in particular, but also that of Western drama in general. That can
only be done if we move beyond the notion that these plays were meant
to be read in a closet rather than performed at the Theatres Royal at Drury
Lane and Covent Garden.

The powerful plays Britain generated as the nineteenth century was
being born are properly called Romantic dramas, not simply because they
were written during what has come to be known as the Romantic period,



