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 ‘The time was at h
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Jacky Bratton 
University of London 

‘“Things you didn’t set out to look for:” How to Read Francis Brady’s Theatrical 
Collection.’ 

I propose a paper deriving from my investigation of the Brady Collection of theatrical 
ephemera, held at Christ Church College Oxford. I interrogate this uncatalogued col-
lection for what it reveals about the role of theatre, as represented by thousands of 
theatrical portraits and a large body of toy theatre plays and figures, derived from the 
London stage in the nineteenth century, in the formation of a British, and beyond that 
an Imperial sensibility. 

The collection of theatrical portraits, music covers and toy theatres is the creation of 
an obscure individual who was a product of one of the middle-class families that 
staffed the British Empire. The materials contributed to the aesthetic and moral 'in-
stincts' that 'children of gentle birth learn … they hardly know how' (Charlotte Mary 
Yonge, "Womankind," Monthly Packet 17, January 1874). I want to understand how 
that emotional and imaginative appeal are discursively harnessed. My hypothesis is 
that the glamour and excitement of the London performance world became a moral 
and emotional patterning for British middle-class boys like Brady. Such sources im-
planted structures of feeling that shaped their attitudes to right and wrong – and to 
black and white, in all senses. So the vicarious enjoyment of London theatre was a tool 
by which new members of the ruling group were acculturated within middle class 
British and Imperial society.  

 

Jacky Bratton is Professor Emerita of the University of London. Her most recent book is an 
edition of plays from the early works of Charles Dickens, published by Oxford University 
Press; before that Cambridge UP published The Making of the West End Stage, New Readings in 
Theatre History and The Victorian Clown. 
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Michael Burden 
New College, University of Oxford 

A London Season: Dancing at the King’s Theatre in 1832 
 

The London season of 1832 was quite remarkable in the history of the London Italian 
opera. The season was managed by Thomas Monck Mason, an imaginative man, but 
with little financial acumen and no experience in opera or, indeed, theatre manage-
ment. After the season ended, he was made bankrupt and the conduct of his season 
became a matter for the Dramatic Committee. As well as the usual stresses of an opera 
season, Monck Mason had to contend with the arrival of cholera in the capital and the 
public response to the Reform Bill. 

Mason’s imagination, however, moved the opera house beyond its single mission to 
stage and promote Italian opera in Italian, and imported German opera in German 
performed by Germans, and French opera in French performed by French singers. 
Both of these things were firsts. The repertory was equally unusual; the German com-
pany brought the first staging in London of Die Freischutz in German and the first 
staging of Beethoven’s Fidelio, which the French company brought the new Robert le 
Diable 
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Gilli Bush-Bailey 
University of London 

Touring Performance and Global Exchange 1850-1960 

The title of this paper refers to the recent publication of Touring Performance and Global 

Exchange 1850-1960: Making Tracks, a collection of essays I co-edited with Dr Kate Fla-

herty, arising directly from a conference we curated for the Australian National Uni-

versity, Canberra in 2019. My proposed paper will take as its focus the guiding prin-

ciples for the collection: that touring performance has too often been conceived in di-

asporic terms, as a fixed product radiating out from a cultural centre – in this case 
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Keith Cavers 
 Independent Scholar 

From Our Royal Correspondent Princess Victoria at the Ballet 
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Adèle Commins 
 Dundalk Institute of Technology 

An Irish Opera on an English Stage: Performances of Stanford’s Shamus O’Brien 
at the Opéra Comique 

 
The comic opera Shamus O’Brien by Irish-born composer Charles Villiers Stanford 
(1852–1924) was completed in 1895 and is the most successful of his operas in terms 
of its reach and continued performances. The premier performance conducted by 
Henry Wood at the Opéra Comique in London on 2 March 1896 began a run of 82 
performances until 23 May. Subsequently, the Shamus O’Brien Opera Company was 
formed to take the opera on a tour of England and Ireland in 1896 which was followed 
by performances in America including on Broadway and further performances in 
England and Ireland in 1897. 

The opera is based on a poem by Stanford’s fellow Dubliner Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu 
(1814–1873) and the libretto was written by Irish playwright George H. Jessop (1852–
1915). Subtitled ‘A Story of Ireland 100 Years Ago’, the opera is set in the fictional 
village of Ballyhamis, Co. Cork in the aftermath of the 1798 Rebellion in Ireland. Pre-
senting comedy and tragedy, the opera includes many references Stanford’s home-
land.  

No other opera by Stanford received so many performances in the initial years after 
its composition and the initial performances at the Opéra Comique were featured in 
both national and international newspapers. This paper will consider the genesis of 
the work, the biographies of cast members and reception of the initial performances 
in London. It seeks to ascertain if the opera had an entertainment or political appeal 
to its audiences considering its Irish subject matter. It will draw on reviews of perfor-
mances across England, Ireland and America for purposes of comparison, demon-
strating differences in international reception of the opera. 

 

Adèle Commins is a Musicologist and  Head of Department of Creative Arts, Media and Mu-
sic at Dundalk Institute of Technology. Her main research interests lie in nineteenth and twen-
tieth century English and Irish music. She is also a composer and an Irish traditional musician 
and a director of the Oriel Traditional Orchestra. As a performer she has toured North and 
South America, France, Canada, Scotland, Norway and England and has released an album 
of compositions entitled A Louth Lilt (2017) along with Daithí Kearney. Her recent publications 
include contributions to How Popular Culture Travels: Cultural Exchanges Between Ireland and the 
USA, (2019), Éire-Ireland, the Journal of Irish Studies (2019), the Journal of Music, Technology and 
Education (2019) and AISHE-J (2021). 
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Helen Dallas 
Trinity College, University of Oxford 

Actor, Character, and Audience in Marie Du Camp’s Personation; or, Fairly Taken In 

Marie Du Camp, later Maria Kemble, was celebrated on the London stage as an ac-
tress, singer, and dancer. She also found success as a writer of dramatic works, though 
her oeuvre is small and has received limited scholarly attention. This paper offers a 
close look at Personation; or, Fairly Taken In, an afterpiece first performed in 1805. Du 
Camp not only wrote Personation
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Jim Davis 
University of Warwick 

Architecture as Scenography: 
The Impact of God’s own Architect and the Gothic Revival on the  

Theatricalization of Nineteenth-Century Britain 

Augustus Pugin (1812-1852) was one of the most influential architects and designers 
in nineteenth-century Britain. More than anyone else he was responsible for the Gothic 
Revival, a major influence on nineteenth-
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Sos Eltis 
Brasenose College, Oxford 

 
“Is She a Woman?: Louisa Nisbett, the Keeleys, and the Complex Dynamics of 

Gender Performance.”    

 CHARLES: Now, if you had only played your part half as well, 
you might have passed for a woman.   

LADY CAROLINE: Passed for a woman! who dares to say I’m not one? 
[Stamps her foot with rage.]                  

(William Collier, Is She a Woman?, 1844)    

In 1844 Louisa Nisbett played Collier’s hard-riding huntswoman, Lady Caroline But-
ler, the latest in what became her long career of gender non-conforming and flirta-
tiously cross-dressed roles. Nisbett’s high-spirited stage persona and her famously 
musical laugh helped to soften the potential danger of such performances. Nisbett’s 
repertoire was an intertheatrical complex of plays, building upon her past successes 
and variously seeking to expand or retract the limits of acceptable gender performance 
in response to shifting critical attitudes.   

Where Nisbett’s acting style encompassed a playful self-consciousness, Mary Anne 
Keeley was renowned for her restrained naturalism, a reputation enhanced by her 
embodiment of Harrison Ainsworth’s Jack Sheppard and Charles Dickens’s Smike – 
teenage roles she continued to perform into her late forties and fifties. Her husband 
Bob Keeley was also famous for cross-gender performances of impressive verisimili-
tude. Mary Keeley described his embodiment of Sairey Gamp in Dickens’s Martin 
Chuzzlewit, for example, as having ‘no indication of the man, either in dress, speech or 
look. It was the character drawn by Dickens, though without caricature or the least 
sign of exaggeration.’   

This paper will consider a range of performances by Mary Keeley, Robert Keeley and 
Louisa Nisbett, looking at what was elided and what brought into conscious view. 
How far were the real-life identity and body of the actor part of the production’s 
meaning-making? What might such performances reveal about audience tastes and 
expectations, acting styles, critical frameworks, and the complexity and unpredicta-

bility of Victorian conceptions of gender and identity?   
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Alessandra Grossi 
University of Warwick 

Images of Italy in mid-Victorian Operatic Burlesques 

This paper aims at analysing how Italy and the Italians were portrayed in Victorian 
operatic burlesques such as Robert Brough’s Masaniello (1857), H. J. Byron’s Fra Diavolo 
Travestie (1858), and Leicester Buckingham’s Lucrezia Borgia (1860). This paper argues 
that such burlesques contributed to the formation and diffusion of common stereo-
types, according to which Italians were perceived as street vendors, itinerant musi-
cians, or shady brigands, mirroring the caricatures published in the illustrated jour-
nals of the time such as Punch and Fun. Following on from my presentation at The 
London Stage and the Nineteenth-Century World III, entitled ‘Modelling the World on the 
Burlesque Stage’, this paper starts from the premise that Victorian burlesques mod-
elled Britain’s relations with foreign countries and peoples adopting an Anglo-centric 
stance. Indeed, this paper will investigate whether and how such Anglo-centrism af-
fected the representation of Italy and the Italians in Victorian operatic burlesques: on 
the one hand, I will examine how the parodic process of ‘diminution’ typical of bur-
lesque enabled the stereotyping of Italy and Italians; on the other hand, I will evaluate 
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Richard W. Hayes 
 Independent Scholar, New York 

E.W. Godwin’s Design for the Comedy Theatre: Reform and Entrepreneurship in 
the Victorian Era 

Architect E.W. Godwin (1833-86) has long been recognized as an important figure in the Vic-
torian theatre. Previous scholarship on Godwin and stagecraft has focused on his role as stage 
and costume designer. He has been recognized for bringing a new commitment to archaeo-
logical research, historical accuracy and visual realism to stage settings. This paper concen-
trates instead on Godwin’s architectural designs for theatre buildings since, in the course of 
his career, he designed at least nine new theatres. Although none of these were built, a set of 
drawings survives for a proposed Comedy Theatre, planned for the Strand in London. Ab-
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Hayes has received grants and awards from the American Institute of Architects, the Ameri-
can Architectural Foundation, the Graham Foundation for Advanced Studies in the Fine 
Arts, the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art, New York State Council on the Arts, 
the European Architectural History Network, the MacDowell Colony, and Yaddo. A Visiting 
Fellow at the University of Cambridge in 2009 and 2013, he is now a life member of Clare 
Hall. 
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Kate Holmes 
University of Exeter 

 
Understanding a Spectacular Body: Jules Léotard in London 

From 1861-3 Jules Léotard performed in London to popular acclaim, establishing a 
craze for aerial action and pioneering flying trapeze. Having already performed in 
major European cities such as Paris and St Petersburg, London’s status as the interna-
tional entertainment capital cemented his reputation as a celebrity. It is often taken as 
a given that Léotard made a spectacle of his body, but his costume and performance 
style was remarked upon for being simpler than many other acrobats. In this paper, I 
will explore how he made a spectacle of his body, the role of spectacle in his celebrity 
and what understanding his bodily spectacle reveals about the nineteenth century. 
Precisely because he did not speak multiple discourses clung to his body enabling a 
range of audience interpretations. In this paper, I will touch on a variety of debates 
including the tensions around the morality of risk versus thrilling excitement, his 
body’s unmechanised appearance in spaces that relied on industrialised gas and glass, 
as well as how his costume displayed a physique that drew associations with species 
progress and Muscular Christianity. At the same time as considering the broader de-
bates his body attracted, I will also consider the mechanisms of aerial spectacle, relat-
ing issues of immersion and fantasy to the kinaesthetic fantasy of aerial reception. 

 
 

Kate Holmes is a Postdoctoral Researcher at the University of Exeter. Using a range of ap-
proaches that range from examining spatial practice to theories of how bodies process move-
ment, her research focuses on the history of aerial practice and its audience reception. Her 
monograph, Female Aerialists in the 1920s and early 1930s: Femininity, Celebrity and Glamour has 
recently been published by Routledge. Her work has also been published in Early Popular Vis-
ual Culture, New Theatre Quarterly and edited collections. 
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Noa Kaufman 
 Tel-Aviv University 

Ireland as a Comic Opera: The Making of Shamus O’Brien 

In 1896, a comic opera entitled Shamus O’Brien premiered at London’s Opera 
Comique. Based on an Irish ballad, it became an instant hit, and was the first comic 
opera about Ireland to be debuted in London. The timing of the production may ac-
count for the opera’s success as the mid-1890s saw the aftermath of Parnell’s fall and 
the division of the Irish Parliamentary Party. The Irish Question subsided, as did pub-
lic debate on it.  

While many studies explore Irish figures in standard drama, comedy and music-hall 
in nineteenth-century England, very little attention has been paid to comic operas – a 
genre that gained growing popularity with London audiences since the second half 
of the nineteenth century. In particular, the operas of the famous duo Gilbert and 
Sullivan became a lasting cultural phenomenon.1  

This paper examines Charles Villiers Stanford’s attempts to characterise Shamus 
O’Brien as Irish
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David Mayer, University of Manchester 
Cassie Mayer, Independent Scholar 

Lise Mayer, Independent Scholar 
 

Astley before Astley’s: The Pre-History of Astley’s 

 Our views of Astley’s and hippodrama have been shaped – even dominated - by a 
gallery of nineteenth-century prints which show his Amphitheatre, where equestrian 
displays take place under a crystal chandelier before three tiers of packed galleries 
rising above a fashionable ringside audience as in the 1808 Ackermann print by Pugin 
and Rowlandson. 

However, we are travelling back some 50 years to a different London and the very 
start of Philip Astley’s equestrian career. Ours is a pre-history of Astley’s where we 
chop away the tangle of myths and tall tales, some (perhaps many) of them, created 
by Astley himself. We will look at Astley’s training in horsemanship and the training 
he subsequently gave his actors and growing stud of arena performers. And we will 
examine the kind of horse he rode in battle and the kind he subsequently sought for 
his riding school and amphitheatres, breeds so different from the English hunter and 
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Lee Michael-Berger  
Berl College, Israel 

 
'Ghostbusters': Modernity and the Supernatural in the turn-of-the-century  

Discourse of Hamlet 

During the spring of 1905, while no less than three productions of Hamlet were playing 
on the London stage, a satirical piece published in a popular humour magazine rec-
ommended alterations to the Shakespearean tragedy, intended to make it more 
"agreeable" to modern audiences. Thus, the ghost of Hamlet's father was suggested, 
tongue in cheek, to be worked as a Maskelyne and Cook conjuring trick, who were 
avid opponents of spiritualism and were known to engage in exposing mediums as 
frauds at their Egyptian Hall.  
 
This paper demonstrates how the theatrical experience provided a space for moder-
nity to mediate its relationship with the supernatural, in the late long nineteenth cen-
tury. For many years, the binary and dialectical models of enchantment and moder-
nity prevailed. Science, reason, secularism, positivism and materialism were under-
stood as modern factors that demystified and marginalized magic, religion, and mys-
ticism. Today, however, scholars are increasingly reading occultism and modernity as 
compatible rather than antagonistic, and enhancement as a vital component in the 
making of the modern world. Through the exploration of late nineteenth-century com-
mentators' interpretation of the ghost in Hamlet, this paper offers an “antinomial”, as 
Michael Saler put it, understanding of modernity and enchantment.   

 

Lee Michael-Berger is an early career scholar, who is Head of the History Department at Beit
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Tiziana Morosetti 
 Goldsmiths, University of London 

Of Abyssinian Princes and Cannibal Queens: Linguistic and Visual 

Representations of ‘Africanness’ on the British Stage, 1850s-60s 

Several scholars (Meer 2005, Waters 2007, Davis 2011, Lewis 2016) have illustrated 
how minstrel shows and performances such as Charles Mathews’s Trip to America 
were key to shaping, both linguistically and visually, representations of Black 
characters on the nineteenth-century British stage. The unprecedented success of 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) and its stage versions further enhanced the ‘minstrelisation’ 
of the Black character, whose grotesque comicity and use of ‘dialect’ or corrupt English 
would become widepread features of theatrical portraits in the second half of the 
century (Waters 2007, Gould 2011, Morosetti 2021). However, less explored has been 
the survival on the Victorian stage of a parallel mode of representation – that of the 
noble, fairer-skinned, Standard-English-speaking  ‘Ethiopian’ of pre-Victorian 
invention – which, although marginalised by the progressive affirmation of the 
‘minstrelised’ model, nonetheless never disappeared. My keynote will explore the 
political implications of these representational choices focusing on three playwrights 
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Deven Parker 
Queen Mary University  

 
“Theatrical Authorship and the Problem of Copyright: The Case of Byron’s  

Marino Faliero” 

This paper explores how Romantic authors writing for both theatrical and reading 
audiences in the first decades of the nineteenth century positioned themselves at the 
confluence of the print and theatrical markets while navigating divergent copyright 
restrictions, particularly when seeking to both print and perform the same works. I 
explore the different models of authorship produced by these overlapping yet dispar-
ate markets, turning to the legal controversy around Byron’s 1821 Marino Faliero 
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Tommaso Sabbatini 
University of Bristol 

Fairy Tales of Two Cities: Late Victorian Spectacular Theatre and Parisian Féerie  

This paper re-examines fin-de-siècle spectacular theatre with music in London from a 
novel angle: its connections to Parisian commercial theatre and in particular to the 
French fairy play, féerie. 

The early 1870s witnessed a boom of French operetta (in English) on the London stage. 
At the same time, London audiences became acquainted with féerie, and could experi-
ence both French féeries in translation and original plays based on the féerie model. 

I argue that it is against this background that we should see the appearance, at the end 
of the decade, of the Drury Lane Christmas pantomime as refashioned by Augustus 
Harris and the Gaiety full-length burlesque. While of course these developments built 
on longstanding English traditions, contact with féerie — with its combination of visual 
excess, processions, vocal numbers, and ballet — might have contributed to shape 
them. 
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3-paper session: 

Aspects of Genre in the Savoy Operas 

**************** 

Martyn Strachan 

Burlesque, Extravaganza and Mr Carte’s New Genre 

 The musical theatre during the first half of the nineteenth century was dominated 
by the Music Hall, which grew from the song and supper rooms, burlesque and ex-
travaganza. Few, if any examples of latter two genres had any lasting power, but 
they provided the fertile soil from which grew the partnership of Gilbert and Sulli-
van and later, the development of musical comedy.  This paper traces several of the 
events which led to the partnership’s first collaboration and seeks to identify those 
elements that enabled their joint productions to achieve a permanence unknown in 
other forms of popular entertainment. Described by one commentator as ‘perhaps 
the most significant musical works produced in Victorian times’, Gilbert and Sulli-
van’s comic operas not only transcended previous genres, such as burlesque, but 
also ended up creating their own. 

 
Martyn Strachan was born in Kent and educated at Napier College, St Andrews University 
and the Open University, where he completed a doctorate in 2018. He studied organ with W. 
O. Minay and Philip Sawyer and piano with Sandra Brown. In 1983 he became an administra-
tor with what became the Scottish Legal Aid Board and qualified as a paralegal in 1994. In 
1999 he made music his full-time occupation and since then has divided his time between 
teaching piano and organ and acting as an accompanist, repetiteur and organist.  
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Jed Wentz 
University of Leiden 

Notions of the ‘mechanical’ in a Nineteenth-Century Adaption of Aaron Hill’s  
An Essay on the Art of Acting 

‘An Essay on the Art of Acting’, published in 1753 in The Works of the Late Aaron Hill, 
Esq.
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David Worrall  
Nottingham Trent University 

 ‘Had the first rehearsal of our play. Of course, we were all 


