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I   The Death of Tragedy; or, The Birth of Melodrama

A standard history of early nineteenth-century drama and theater, still quite powerful despite the work of many of  those at this conference to contest it, discovers the romantic drama as a version of the melodrama, with both contributing to an overall decline of serious theater in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  In this particular version of that long-running scholarly history play, the “death of tragedy,” melodrama is cast as a Brutus, the bastard offspring of high literature, joining the murderers of the most august form of drama, with the romantic drama appearing in a minor part, perhaps as Cinna the Poet, seen by the crowd as part of the conspiracy but in the end torn apart for its “bad verses.”   Scholars, playing Antony straight, come to the romantic period to bury its theater and drama not to praise it, as they await the rise of those theatrical Octavians, Ibsen and Shaw, who will create the empire of modern drama.  

This account of romantic period drama and theater deploys a number of binaries—echoing behind my own title—that Jacky Bratton has found structuring standard theatrical histories:  text vs. context, high literature vs. low theater, the written drama vs. the material stage.
 But this history of romantic era drama engages these oppositions in order to dismiss both poles, with the “low,” physical, collective theater, when not simply ignored, being seen as one cultural context for the creation of high, visionary poetry written in solitary splendor as one reaches the mountain top or listens alone to the nightingale, far in any event from the crowded pits of Covent Garden and Drury Lane; and with romanticism’s “high,” literary, written drama being understood, exactly because it was created by men chasing birds on mountaintops rather than learning the secrets of the stage, as deeply untheatrical, unstageable, and finally uninteresting.  The drama celebrated as high literature in this account is that of the early modern period or perhaps of the modern period, not the plays of Baillie and Coleridge, Byron and Hemans.  

As a result, when we work to rescue the theatrical side of this reductive account, we replace the tragic story of the death of tragedy with a melodramatic tale of the victory of melodrama, where the drama and theater have fallen on bad times, enabling that decadent aristocrat, poetic tragedy, to continue its degradation of the virtuous but rough, and sometimes mute, popular theater, until the day is saved by the miraculous emergence of a realistic drama later in the century.  The arrival of realism is dependent, in this account, upon developments within the theater that include the melodrama, the well-made play, and the Adelphi drama, but not the poetic drama of romanticism.  Realism can be victorious when the drama, following the melodrama, sets aside such “un-modern,” “un-theatrical” subjects as Cain’s battle with Lucifer, the siege of Valencia, the unbinding of Prometheus, or the Faustian struggles of Manfred to take up naval mutinies, factory conditions, alcohol abuse, and absentee landlordism in order to move towards the "serious treatment of everyday life" called for by Erich Auerbach.
   Melodrama here is revealed as a vital, popular, subversively “illegitimate” form opening up new vistas in a theatrical landscape dominated by the patent theatres royal, seen as pursuing a dead and deadening traditionalism to which even the innovative romantic poets paid homage in elizabethanizing tragedies that could never command the stage.  Melodrama shadows forth, however darkly, the forms of modern drama, whether those of the realists and naturalists, those of the expressionists, or those of Brecht and other creators of a modern political drama.
  In both versions of theatrical history that I have been simplifying here, one dismissing and one celebrating the melodrama, the plays of the romantic poets take a backward step in the grand march of theatrical intellect.

To escape from the binary oppositions that have crippled histories of early nineteenth-century theater and drama, we cannot, as Jacky Bratton again reminds us (p. 000), simply invert the traditional hierarchy of terms; we must dissolve such simplifications in a more complex account of early nineteenth-century drama and theater that is both intertextual and intertheatrical, to use Jacky Bratton’s phrase (p. 000). For there was not so much an opposition in the period between performance and poetry—roughly between the stage of the “illegitimate” drama and the page of the so-called closet drama—as there was a juxtaposition of different kinds of performances, including “performances” in poetry and fiction that have been usefully studied by scholars such as Judith Pascoe and Peter Brooks.
  For example, Catherine Burroughs has shown us the complexity of the idea of closet drama—that includes real performances in private spaces, imagined performances in reformed theaters, and dramas simply waiting to be performed in theaters less subject to government control—and Jane Moody among others has revealed to us the range of theater sites in the period where one could sample different kinds of performances—from tragedy to circus acts—at different kinds of theaters.
  When Wordsworth, Coleridge, Baillie, Hemans, or Byron thought about writing for the stage, they did not write one kind of play but instead engaged the entire dramatic and theatrical tradition, nor did they face a monolithic theatrical institution, but a complex range of performance spaces, genres, and styles.  The mistake is to separate poetry from the stage, or for that matter circus acts from stage tragedy.  We need to see the array of performances in London as part of an interlocking system, not least because they were in competition with one another for audiences and thus needed to be concerned with what rival establishments were offering. Much as we think of broadcast television, cable, videos and DVDs, movies, the internet and pod-casts as all part of a media system in which each outlet bids for our attention, so should we see the major theaters offering tragedies and comedies, pantomimic stages, circus rings, street fairs, and even poetic plays in print as all connected in a performance system that helps shape each part:  so that, when we read Byron’s Manfred, we must, as Philip Martin has shown, think of contemporary spectacular stage practices that Byron knew well and drew upon in creating the atmosphere of his poetic play, or when we delight in the Christmas pantomime Harlequin and Humpo, we need to recall that on many nights it was preceded by Coleridge’s Remorse.
  We should neither delegitimatize forms such as the melodrama nor detheatricalize the dramatic works of the romantic poets. 
The melodrama and romantic tragic drama both played a role in the formation of the dramatic/theatrical complex of their moment and thus in the ongoing lived processes that continue to shape plays and their performances.  While the melodrama may have been dismissed by some as merely theatrical, and while romantic tragic drama may have been set aside by others as unfit for the stage, at the time they both contended for the attention of that portion of the public that cared about the theater and the drama.  They need to be read together not to collapse them into one another or to celebrate one side or the other in a self-defeating conflict between high literature and materialist theater but to see how, confronting a shared literary, cultural, social, and political moment, they offered competing visions and drew on differing literary and theatrical tactics that are still usefully defined in relation to one another.  In order to begin the mapping of the theatrical landscape to include both the melodrama and the romantic drama, I will first outline the presence of the melodrama in the patent theatres royal (where the romantic poets hoped to triumph), as it presented one key popular way to deal with the aesthetic, cultural, social, and political tensions of the Napoleonic era; I will then suggest how we might understand the kind of realism offered by the melodrama as “sensationalist,” before more briefly considering how the romantic drama offered competing forms and visions that offer a “virtual” rather than “realistic” theater.       

II:  Patent House Melodrama in the Era of Napoleon   

Those who would simply equate romantic drama and the melodrama have not listened to the “father” of the melodrama, Charles Guilbert de Pixérécourt, or his great defender, Charles Nodier.  In the preface to Pixérécourt’s Théâtre choisi, Nodier would first seem to agree that the romantic drama is a mere subset of the melodrama, for he says of the “new school” of romanticism that it is “scarcely anything other than the melodrama adorned with the artificial pomp of lyricism,” but he immediately adds the wish that romantic playwrights had been “as faithful to the first aim of the melodrama as to its form,” that is to the moral vision of melodrama as created by Pixérécourt.”
  While Nodier finds romantic drama celebrating the “poetic beauties of crime” (v), he argues that Pixérécourt’s plays actually reduced the crime rate:  the melodrama, treating the extremities of danger and fear that the people confronted under the Revolution, asserts that those trials issue within the theater in a clear moral order, as the melodrama serves a profound moral, even sacred function in a period during which, Nodier argues, Christianity was banned from public life.  Pixérécourt himself located, as he put it, "religious and providential" ideas at the heart of the melodrama and wanted to be sure that the melodrama was distinguished from romanticism, which he found to be "dangerous, immoral, destitute of interest and truth."
  We certainly can find romantic plays borrowing devices, motifs, characters from the melodrama, but Nodier and Pixérécourt make it clear that Hugo, Dumas, Vigny, and Musset offer an opposing vision.


Nodier’s fascinating if somewhat fawning essay on what he calls classic melodrama defines a particular phase in that form’s development, for, in introducing a playwright who was still active in the 1830s alongside of Hugo and Dumas, Nodier sees the central works of the genre being penned during the years of the Consulate and the Empire—that is, the melodrama, at least in its classic form, is a product of the age of Napoleon.  He dates the birth of the genre from Pixérécourt’s staging of Cœlina on 2 September 1800 (Théâtre de l’Ambigu-Comique), even though Pixérécourt’s Rosa, ou L’Ermitage du Torrent  had been offered as his first “mélodrame” the month before (9 August 1800, Théâtre de la Gaîté); it was, of course, Thomas Holcroft’s translation of Cœlina as A Tale of Mystery,  premiering at Covent Garden on 13 November 1802, that first brought the label of “melodrama” to the London stage,
 so, while there clearly are earlier plays by Kotzebue or Colman or Morton that possess melodramatic features, this international hit offers the rare opportunity to discover the birth date of a literary form.  I want to follow Nodier to locate the “classic” melodrama in England in the years between Holcroft’s innovative drama and the fall of Napoleon, that is between the Peace of Amiens and Waterloo, with the two key phases of dramatic writing by the romantic poets bracketing these years, the initial efforts of Baillie, Wordsworth, and Coleridge coming before 1800 and the striking turn to the drama by the younger writers occurring during the post-Napoleonic restoration.  

A focus on the melodrama of the decade and more of war that followed the Peace of Amiens enables us to see how the melodrama in England first arose, as Frank Rahill long ago noticed, as a patent house form.
  A rough accounting of melodramas during the war years indicates their strong presence at the theatres royal of Covent Garden, Drury Lane, and the Haymarket:  for example,  Covent Garden staged not only Holcroft’s play but such works as Thomas Dibdin’s Valentine and Orson (3 April 1804), Mathew Lewis’s equestrian Timour the Tartar; a Grand Romantic Melo-drama in Two Acts (29 April 1811), and Isaac Pocock’s Miller and his Men (21 October 1813); Drury Lane during the same period offered  Frederic Reynolds’s Caravan; or, The Driver and his Dog, with Carlo the Wonder Dog performing a daring rescue (5 December 1803), Elliston’s Venetian Outlaw, taken perhaps from Pixérécourt (26 April 1805), Theodore Hook’s Tekeli; or, The Siege of Montgatz, another adaptation from Pixérécourt (24 November 1806), later revised down to two acts for performances at the Haymarket in 1809, and Samuel Arnold’s The Woodman’s Hut (12 April 1814); the Haymarket not only recycled melodramatic works, including A Tale of Mystery and Tekeli, but also offered new melodramas such as Hook’s The Fortress (16 July 1807) and William Dimond’s Foundling of the Forest (10 July 1809), a rare case where a melodrama during these years was offered as a mainpiece.  James Kenney had the distinction of having melodramas at both patent theatres royal at the same time when Ella Rosenberg was premiered on 19 November 1807 at Drury Lane while his Blind Boy opened a few weeks later at Covent Garden (1 December 1807).
   Matthew Lewis may have tried his hand repeatedly at tragedy during the first decade of the nineteenth century, but he had a series of successes with major house plays labeled as melodramas.  Melodrama at the major theaters rapidly became pervasive and flexible enough that it could be used for everything from patriotic spectacles such as Cumberland’s Victory and Death of Nelson staged at Covent Garden 11 November 1805 to the satire of Thomas Dibdin’s “mock” melodrama, Boniface and Bridgetina; or, The Knight of the Hermitage; or, The Windmill Turret; or, The Spectre of the North-east Gallery (Covent Garden, 31 March 1808).  

Beginning this trend, Holcroft’s play opened at a key moment in the history of the London stage and of that other stage, what John Wilson Croker called “the theatre where the great European tragedy is now performing,”
 for the 1802-1803 season witnessed both the Peace of Amiens, a brief respite in the war between England and Napoleonic France, and the continuing hostilities between John Philip Kemble and Drury Lane that would lead to his defection, and that of his even more brilliant sister, Sarah Siddons, to the rival house at Covent Garden.  The melodrama,  as we will see, is a form particularly suited to a public anxiously balanced between war and peace, but its appearance first makes sense as a response to the anxious condition of the patent theatres royal, glimpsed in Kemble’s move to Covent Garden that has been configured by theatrical historians such as Boaden and Genest as the moment in which Drury Lane as the main home to the high literary drama and particularly tragedy “sunk into a state of inferiority," in Genest’s words;
 Kemble’s move would also, as we all know, lead in a few years to the O. P. Riots at the time of the reopening of Covent Garden, when audiences contested the significant changes occurring in the physical space of the London theaters, in modes of acting and stage presentation, and in the kinds of drama capable of pleasing a changing public,  a public which the prologue to Elliston’s Venetian Outlaw imagines as a monstrous centaur divided between man and beast and unable to decide what theatrical fare it will find nourishing.
  At a moment when the hierarchy of dramatic genres seemed threatened—Leigh Hunt would proclaim (Examiner (5 January 1817)) that "There is no such thing as modern comedy, tragedy, nor even farce, since Mr. Colman has left off writing it"—,  when the patent theatres royal felt themselves threatened by competition from the “minor” theaters that were redrawing the map of what Jane Moody calls “the theatrical city,”
 when the nation faced the threat of  a European axis of evil devoted to revolutionary terror, the melodrama offered Covent Garden and Drury Lane a new form of serious drama, capable of importing the tactics of their rivals onto their legitimate stages and able to stage and to manage the fears and desires of their audience.
   

Recognized as the innovative work of its season, Holcroft’s Tale of Mystery received thirty-eight performances as an afterpiece at Covent Garden, with additional performances being offered during the summer at the Haymarket, so that it was seen more often than even that year’s successful Christmas pantomime of Harlequin’s Habeas; or, The Hall of Spectres.  While appearing after several of Shakespeare’s tragedies and Addison’s Cato, Holcroft’s melodrama most often followed comedies or comic musical works, either war horses such as Macklin’s Man of the World of 1781 or new works such as Thomas Dibdin’s controversial Family Quarrels (18 December 1802), Frederic Reynolds’s Delays and Blunders (30 October 1802)—with that pairing being staged by royal command on 25 November 1803 and generating over £500 in receipts—and Colman the Younger’s most financially lucrative play, John Bull; or, an Englishman's Fire-Side  which opened on March 5, 1803.  This matching of A Tale of Mystery with comic works suggests the kind of balance we often note in the scheduling of plays in the period.  It also points to the generic threat that the melodrama was seen to pose by some:  Holcroft’s play appeared as one of very few new serious dramas among the twenty seven plays premiered at the patent theatres during the 1802-1803 season.  While there were two other plays we might label as melodramas, most importantly William Dimond’s Hero of the North (19 February 1803), and while one finds an adaptation of Shakespeare’s King John (20 May 1803), the overwhelming majority of new works were comic:  there were six new five-act comedies, three farces, the two Christmas pantomimes, and a mixed gathering of comic musical pieces.  

The only new plays staged during the year of Amiens that might be thought of as tragedies were both by Matthew Lewis, and it is thus perhaps not surprising that during the prior season, his tragedy, Alfonso, King of Castille (Covent Garden, 15 January 1802), had offered a prologue that, recognizing Joanna Baillie’s De Monfort staged in 1800 as the only notable recent tragic drama, looked forward to the peace with France then being negotiated and hoped it would open a new era for British tragedy:


While ruthless War his thunders hurl'd around,


The laugh might soothe, the sigh, tho' just, might wound.


For reason mourned such tragic Scenes to view,


Each grief too probable, each pang too true:


. . . . 


Britons, a fairer hour awaits us now;


Lo! peaceful Olive binds each manly brow


. . . .


Such kindness may the tragic Muse restore.

Lewis, finding tragedy to be realistic at an emotional level ("Each grief too probable, each pang too true"), believes that audiences in the midst of the horrors and sorrows of war will have little tolerance for the terror and pity of tragedy.  With peace now at hand, Lewis hopes that the theater can offer less escapist fare.


While Lewis sought to fulfill his own prophecy through his adaptation of Schiller’s Kabale und Liebe as The Harper’s Daughter (Covent Garden, 4 May 1803) and his “tragic scene,” the monodrama of The Captive (22 March 1803), both failed after one performance.  Instead of traditional tragedy, there was Holcroft’s Tale of Mystery, playing as the serious counterpoint to comic mainpieces.  It is this slot offered to the melodrama in the nightly generic programming of the patent theatres royal that gives rise to the worry that this new, hybridized literary form posed a threat to the legitimate, regular drama.  

The phrases “legitimate” and “regular” drama are wonderfully adaptable during the period, referring now to the legal control the patent theatres had over the drama of the word, now to canonical status, now to modes of performance, as can be seen in the responses to questions about these terms in the 1832 parliamentary investigation into dramatic literature.  We, of course, need to remember that those who testified had interests to defend, so that we get the wonderfully inclusive definition of James Winston, a stage manager for the Haymarket and Drury Lane theaters which were vested in protecting the monopoly on the drama, who claimed, "The regular drama I consider to be tragedy and comedy, and everything on the stage."
 More useful is the testimony of David Edward Morris, the proprietor of the Haymarket in 1832, who calls the "regular" drama "All the plays of Shakespeare, and all other classical authors; all plays that are licensed by the Lord Chamberlain"; the illegitimate drama is found in a work "where you require scenic effect and music" (p. 138).  For Morris, plays can become "regular" either by being in the canon of dramas penned by "classical" authors or by being licensed by the Lord Chamberlain and his Examiner of Plays; the illegitimate drama is not, however, the illegal or the uncanonical but the sensational.  The confusion that might arise can be seen when Morris was asked if Fielding's Tom Thumb--which some considered formally to be a burletta and thus a proper piece for the minor theaters--is a legitimate drama: he answered,  "Yes; because it was written by a classical author, and produced at a regular theatre" (p. 139).  Still, it was the sensational nature of these plays that was the key, as in Douglas Jerrold’s attempt to distinguish between the legitimate and the illegitimate drama by considering the nature of their dramatic appeal: "I describe the legitimate drama to be where the interest of the piece is mental; where the situation of the piece is rather mental than physical.  A melo-drama is a piece with what are called a great many telling situations"; when asked if he meant a distinction between a "piece rather addressed to the ear than to the eye," Jerrold replied, "Certainly" (p. 158).  Again, Genest, in writing of Dimond’s Foundling of the Forest, which we need to remember was offered as a mainpiece, argues, "it would have been a very good piece, if it had not been degraded from a place in the legitimate drama by the introduction of 6 or 7 songs, without any good reason" (8:151).

The mere appearance of music cannot be the cause of Genest’s complaint:  musical scores were featured throughout the drama of the period in comic operas, ballad operas, musical entertainments, ballets, operatic farces, and burletta.
  Drury Lane and Covent Garden claimed a right not only to the spoken drama but also to all opera except the Italian ones given at the King's Theatre in the Haymarket, so that during the 1813-1814 Drury Lane season, for example, one hundred nights were devoted to musical drama (Rahill, p. 125).  At another point, Genest defines the melodrama as a "mixture of dialogue and dumb show, accompanied by music" (7: 579), but again the presence of pantomime alluded to here cannot alone be the source of melodrama’s “illegitimacy”:  while a staple of the “minor” theaters, pantomime both lies behind a patent theater form—the holiday harlequinade—and travels through many forms of theater, as the dumb show play-within-in-a-play in Hamlet suggests. While the mixture of forms involved in the melodrama might alone offend those interested in preserving the purity of genres, what is specifically disturbing, I believe, is the introduction of instrumental music, extensive pantomime and powerful spectacle into what was in the first instance a form of patent house serious spoken drama—Boaden calls the melodrama “an opera in prose, which is merely spoken; and in which music discharges the duty of a valet de chambre, because her office is simply to announce the actors."
 What I will want to explore in a minute is that the innovation that gives the form melo-drama its name—the introduction of near continuous music behind the action rather than as the accompaniment to sung words—is an example of a new deployment of existing theatrical practices that created a different kind of theatrical experience, a different relationship between audience and the “reality” it watches on stage.  

The irregular, illegitimate nature of the melodrama, then, arises from aspects of its stagecraft.  Its illegitimacy, of course, might have been linked to its moral and political vision.
  Barry Sutcliffe has shown how the notion of  "legitimacy" can be seen as moving from artistic merit to legal right to moral worth, and finally,  in the era of Burke and Paine not to mention the rise of the “illegitimate” political authority of a Napoleon, legitimacy must also carry an ideological valence.
  The linked defense of "legitimate" theater and government is perhaps best seen in the Anti-Jacobin's satire on the German or Gothic drama, The Rovers; or, The Double Arrangement, where German dramatic innovations are linked to French political ones in what Coleridge would label as the "modern, jacobinical drama"; when Coleridge argues that the return of Shakespeare, Jonson, and Otway to the center of the dramatic repertoire would constitute the "redemption of the British stage" and the restoration of traditional drama in its "rightful dominion over British audiences," we engage a political and a moral as well as a cultural register of values. 
  While the “German” drama, identified with the Gothic, with Kotzebue, with the moral complexities of the plays of Schiller and Goethe, rang up short on those registers, the same was not true of the classic melodrama inspired, ironically enough, by models coming from Revolutionary France.  Again, as Pixérécourt and Nodier argued, the classic melodrama is moral, providential, patriotic.  To take one quick example from the British drama of the period:  Reynolds’ The Caravan might at first seem to stage challenges to  “legitimate” political authority, for figures such as Arabbo, an Algerian pirate, and Blabbo, a worker on a Caravan, protest the oppression dealt out by the Spanish government.  However, we rapidly learn that the problem arises because there is a Napoleon-like “Usurper” running the country, not the rightful king who is too young to rule.  The key act of tyranny by the grasping regent is, typically enough, a domestic and sexual one, for he has ordered the execution of the Marquis of Calatrava in order to force his wife to give in to his lustful demands.  Vowing to die rather than violate her marriage vows, the Marchioness links domestic security with political legitimacy:  “the Patriot Monarch knows the proud boast of reigning in the heart; and mothers then shall clasp their children in their arms; and not like me, be victim of a Tyrant” (p. 43).
  While at moments Arabbo can seem like a precursor to a Byronic pirate-rebel, while it might appear that Blabbo follows Lazarillo de Tormes in celebrating the body’s needs over society’s regulation, in the end everyone works for the restoration of familial and political order, as the dog Carlo saves the Marchioness’ son at the very moment her husband is freed and the king is restored.  Everyone can join in a final chorus that celebrates the kind of legitimate authority embodied in the British monarchy and not in that upstart Napoleon:  

Since Heaven’s restor’d our much lov’d King,

The tyrant’s pow’r no more we own,

. . . 


We’ll scorn the pale usurper’s sway,

Our King we’ll love and still obey,--

Then ev’ry one, with joy to day,

Your monarch’s rights aloud proclaim!  (00)

Imported from Napoleonic France, the melodrama becomes a key form for reaffirming the legitimacy of the British monarchal and patriarchal orders, with Revolutionary and especially Napoleonic France being depicted as a threat to both sexual morality and political stability. 


The “illegitimate” nature of the classic melodrama, then, arises neither from its pedigree—it was born in a patent theater house—nor its legal status—it was a licensed form of spoken drama offered at the theatres royal—nor its moral and political vision—it was, if anything, ultra-legitimate.  It is, I want to argue, the stagecraft of the melodrama that was new, even though  these innovations could be used to defend the old order.  It is the sensational nature of the “irregular” or “illegitimate” melodrama that I want briefly to consider, but I want to make it clear that I do not want to view such sensationalism as some set of cheap, stagy tricks but instead as an array of theatrical devices that define a melodramatic realism, with these theatrical tactics being usefully understood in relation to the architect and theorist Paul Virilio’s analysis of a poetics and politics of speed.  

III:  Sensational Realism

While we tend to think of the melodrama as involving a kind of exaggeration of character, movement, and action at odds with realism, at the moment Holcroft’s Tale of Mystery reached the stage, The Times (15 November 1802) found it “natural and characteristic . . . There is no extravagance of idea—no elaborate research after simile and metaphor, no display of pomp and inflated expression:  the thought seems to arise from the moment, the words appear to be suggested by the circumstances which pass under the eye of the spectator.”  Compared to what the reviewer saw at the theater on other nights, Holcroft’s melodrama appeared true to life.

Such claims to literary "realism" always arouse suspicion, and, of course, "realism" in the theater is essentially a matter of stage conventions:  there is finally nothing more "real" about small theatrical movements, conversational speaking tones, and sets designed to make the audience believe they are seeing into real middle-class rooms than there is about large gestures, oratorical styles of delivery, and spectacular sets designed to make the audience believe they are viewing exotic locales.  There is a new realism in the early nineteenth-century theater, but it does not have so much to do with the accurate portrayal of the day-to-day lives of everyday people as it has to do with a set of techniques developed to make the audience feel as if it is experiencing along with the characters the tensions, fears, and joys evoked by the situation on stage.  It is not a pictorial but an emotional, experiential realism that is won by early nineteenth-century theatrical techniques.  The music, dumb show, and spectacular effects in the melodrama that worried traditional critics were of concern because they were capable of overwhelming an audience’s sense of distance and judgment, but it is exactly this ability to transport the audience that gave melodramatic theater its sense of reality:  people felt the action on stage.  As the advertisement to the second edition of Tale of Mystery put it, Holcroft’s play seeks “to fix the attention, rouse the passions, and hold the faculties in anxious and impatient suspense.”  These three objectives offer us a schema for the tactics of a sensational realism.    


Fixing attention was not necessarily an easy task in a theater fully lit, with an evening program that might move from Shakespeare to music to animal acts, and with an audience as interested in watching itself as the play before it.  The melodrama, arising within theaters filled by spectators talking to one another and talking back to the actors on stage, works to form the kind of audience we are used to from movie theaters, where we quiet our neighbors and try to block out everything that surrounds us in the dark so that we can be absorbed in the images presented to us.  Accounts of performances from the period repeatedly refer to great sensationalist moments—the sudden appearance of the ghost in Lewis’ Castle Spectre or the incantation scene in Coleridge’s Remorse, for that matter
—where the audience’s attention, often wandering, is firmly arrested and fixed on the action.  Melodramatic sensationalism was already creating the artistic machine needed to mold the quiet spectator.


In Holcroft’s program, we are quieted in the theater and focused upon the stage so that our inner passions may be aroused.  When our attention is fixed, we become susceptible to the manipulations of the action in front of us—seen most simply in the tactic found from the Gothic theater to horror movies of having something jump out at us that makes us flinch in turn.  We might later discount our reaction, even be embarrassed by it, but at the moment we do not just watch someone in terror but sitting in the theater we are terrified—as the audience at Lewis's Captive was terrified to the point that people screamed aloud and panicked; we do not merely see someone experiencing passion but we are overwhelmingly moved—so that, as Jane Moody reports, audiences for Luke the Labourer shuddered with “alarm and dismay,” and Byron fainted with emotion during a performance by Kean.
  Nineteenth-century sensationalist theater created a mode of presentation that relied less upon what some have seen as a conventional sense of artificiality and theatricality shared between actor and audience, than it did upon a sense of illusion and an overwhelming of one's disbelief—one way of earning its suspension.  Melodramatic realism worked on its audiences the way our powerfully sensationalist movies work on us:  we come away having had a "real" experience, having "really" felt something while we were in the theater, but the experience is closer to that of an amusement park ride—as movies are repeatedly referred to as putting us on an emotional roller-coaster—than to that of traditional drama.  

As we again know from the movies, music is an important aspect of this rousing of the passions, but music, a strongly temporal, forward moving art, also increases the speed of the experience, with the structure of the plot being another important contributor to what Holcroft calls “anxious and impatient suspense,” that is a desire to get to the end of the play so as to resolve the tension in the storyline.   We might find an emblem of such suspense in our attention to the lit fuse at the climax of The Miller and his Men which must reach the powder and blow up the mill before the villains succeed in their plot.  Any number of theorists of the melodrama have explored the ways in which the melodrama raises situations of threat, terror, or frustration which suspend the audience in an anxious state that demands a resolution:  one role of the innocents, the mutes, the children in melodrama is to heighten our anxiety for the unprotected and thus our desire for the relief of a sense of an ending.  While all plays look to their end—after all, we could certainly speak of anxiety and suspense in Oedipus—melodramas such as A Tale of Mystery—where the very title sets up a problem we desire to see resolved—strive for that end at a more frantic pace, with what French critics called “the breathless style” (“le style haletant”),
 urged on by the music, supplemented by the telegraphic impact of pantomime and the ability of spectacle to draw in and draw on the spectator.  Melodrama is built for speed.

This is not to suggest that melodramas proceed at one pace, but it is to argue, with the philosopher of speed, Virilio, that speed is always present, even when we are moving in a lower gear, at a slower speed; or, to use another Virilian formulation, an engine built for speed must have a brake, so that breaks in the forward movement of the plot are brakes on the action’s speed, but the plot’s motor keeps running.  Great dramatists are masters of pacing, and great melodramatists are masters in particular of speed, but that in part means using various retarding devices to give greater force to the final drive to a conclusion.  As Winton Tolles puts it in his account of mid-century melodrama, where he sees the plot as defined as a struggle between two forces or figures, “A” and “B”:   “The action . . . leads the opposing forces through a series of artfully contrived crises, each more exciting and piquant than the last.  Suspense is constantly present, and surprise occurs repeatedly as first A and the B gains the supremacy . . . .  As the play develops the pace with which the commanding position changes accelerates, until in a whirlwind climax one force attains final victory.”
  There are clearly many things within early nineteenth-century presentations of melodramas that worked against the forward movement of plot, from the applause that might stop the action at the end of a great speech or the unveiling of a new set design (not to mention less polite audience interventions); to the use of dramatic tableau as moments of frozen action examined by Martin Meisel
 or the power of great language to arrest thought; to the intervals between acts and scenes.  In many ways, early nineteenth-century theater created a drama of moments, where individual scenes, speeches, songs can break free from the overarching control of aesthetic plot or political ideology.  Some have found such moments providing an opening for radical critique in the midst of what might seem as a traditional plot and a conventional vision.  Some, and I include myself, have seen spectacular moments as being so overwhelming as to draw attention to themselves as moments of self-reflexive theatricality that, in Tracy Davis’s understanding of the term, can grant the audience “the self-possession of a critical stance.”
 While such moments are surely there to be exploited by a particular playwright, in general the melodramatic plot is designed to drive us through those moments to a conclusion, with the very speed of the plot threatening the powers of reflexivity.   

Melodrama’s use of comedy in the form of comic relief, where the relief is presumably from the urgent forward thrust of the serious plot, might seem to offer a particularly strong resistance to the speed of melodrama.  In Holcroft’s Tale of Mystery, for example, the maid Fiametta’s constant interruptions of the report of Signor Montano are, like those of many other humorous servants in the melodrama and the Gothic drama, meant to be funny, but they also increase suspense as, we along with the characters on stage, await the revelation Montano promises.  Such devices may modulate the speed of the scene, but they still contribute to it.  Again, the servant Fiametta’s stance as the voice of reason within the play might suggest a critique of the play’s patriarchal, hierarchical order, but her oppositional role surely comes to an end when, as Bonamo repents his harsh treatment of Francisco, she proclaims, “You’re my master again” and kisses his hand (2.2).  Larger comic structures—such as the love plot in Tale of Mystery that seems to be headed towards a conclusion in the wedding of the first scene of Act Two—also seem to stand outside or in opposition to the serious plot involved in unraveling the mystery of the title, as the act opens upon comic gardeners and pauses for the music and dance of the Italian peasants.  One might even want to argue that this scene—filled with peasants, laughter, erotic promise, and “dancing, which should be of the gay, comic, and grotesque kind” (2.1)—serves as a kind of anti-masque to the central plot with its drive towards the reassertion of conventional familial and social orders.  However, the moment of comic possibility is literally a moment, bounded by a temporal marker, as “In the midst of the rejoicing the clock strikes; the dancing suddenly ceases; the changing music inspires alarm and dismay” (2.1).  There is simply no time for comedy, as the evil Malvoglio stalks on stage to dissolve the comedic marriage back into the mystery of parental and familial relations at the core of the serious plot.  Fun gives way to fear.  Terror itself, clearly part of the tension contributing to melodrama’s suspense, might also provide emotional moments of arrest.  Bernard Sharratt, for example finds in melodrama a tension between moments of fear and a plot ending in order.
   Moments of terror—like any other instance of intense emotion—might  be seen as retarding the forward plunge of the plot, but here the function of speed is to move us through the fear quickly enough that it can be enjoyed; if the moment of tension is too intense, it would not be pleasurable, and so there must be patterns of tension and release in the melodrama just as there are in thrill rides, as one seems to pause on the upward course of the rollercoaster before plunging back into the experience of pure speed.  

The melodrama—with its two or three or four acts rather than the five of conventional tragedy and comedy of manners—seems to suggest that there is no time for the development of traditional comic or tragic plots—in Holcroft’s play, for either the comic resolution promised by the interrupted marriage of Selina and Stephano or for an exploration of the sad career of Francisco that Fiametta calls “quite a tragedy” (1.1).  The Times (15 November 1802) review of Tale of Mystery makes this point in giving Holcroft’s play a backhanded compliment:  “This kind of composition, which is unequal to the province of Tragedy in producing pity or terror, and inferior to that of Comedy in calling forth pleasantry and amusement, has given birth to the Melo-Drame, which strengthens the mixed composition we have noticed, by the powers of music, imitating at once both passion and action, and its success is the best proof of its influence over the human mind.”  The “powers of music,” the most audible sign of melodrama’s forward movement, help drive the melodramatic machine which can only glance at comedy and tragedy as it speeds towards a resolution that is marked neither by the clarifying terror and pity of tragedy nor the satisfying pleasing and amusing resolution of comedy but instead by melodrama’s own tempered reassertion of threatened family and social orders hedged round by fear.

It is in this context that Paul Virilio’s analysis of speed and the militarization of culture proves useful for understanding the melodrama.  Virilio explores the ways in which modernity has collapsed space into time to create not so much a Wordsworthian spot of time—where the past is preserved at a particular spatial point—as a time spot—where distance is erased by techniques of speed that enable us to experience different places as part of a simultaneity:  the whole world watches planes crash into the twin towers at the same instant.  While Virilio is mainly thought of as an analyst of how the contemporary media and now particularly the internet accelerate culture, of the close connection between the developments within military technology and the formation of a global, simultaneous culture, and of the contemporary “accident” as a kind of false apocalypse as seen in May 1968, various limited wars from Bosnia to Iraq, and the events we now call 911, he repeatedly locates an early moment of the processes he analyzes in the period of the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars, that is in the era of the first phase of melodrama.  For example, on a number of occasions and perhaps most extensively in The Art of the Motor, he argues that we witness the coming collapse of time and space under the aegis of military innovation when in 1792 Claude Chappe proposed the creation of an optical telegraph system for command and control of the French army; Chappe himself argued that “The telegraph shrinks distances and in a way joins an entire, huge population into a single point.”
  The British military rapidly imitated the enemy and set up between 1796 and 1806 a shutter semaphore version of the optical telegraph that used the data compression of shortened words to relay information within fifteen minutes between London and the coast with lines running to Deal and Portsmouth.  The goal was at first to be able to relay orders rapidly to the fleet, but it also became a way of alerting the government if the feared French invasion was taking place.  This invasion, real enough in its way in Ireland, was itself a false apocalypse for Britain, but this general atmosphere of terror, which reached a new pitch at the end of the Peace of Amiens and which resulted in an unprecedented mobilization of the country as a whole, is a particularized locus for the fear that Sharratt, as we have seen, finds as central to the melodrama.   From the perspective of Virilio, we can read the moment of melodrama’s arrival on the London stage as one marked by the optical telegraph’s symbolic conversion of the country from disparate, localized communities separated by space into a unified body all straining to collapse in time the distance between them and the threatened coast.  Again, in 1794, the same year as Chappe’s optical telegraph system was completed in France, the French military also put to use balloons at the Battle of Fleurus, providing another key Virilian moment when one begins to gain a simultaneous view of wide spaces through elevation, the kind of view to be provided in the theater by panoramas and other spectacular effects.  When we remember that the Napoleonic wars were global in nature, when we note the importance of a growing media in the war years, when we look at advances in transportation that also concern Virilio, we can begin to see the era of the Napoleonic wars as creating the first Virilian culture of speed or what he calls, from the Greek word for “race,” dromocracy.


Melodrama, I want to suggest, is a key form of serving and managing this early nineteenth-century accelerated culture.  One might here pursue various Virilian themes, thinking, for example, about the globe-trotting nature of the melodrama in the era of the Napoleonic world war—taking us from the mines of Poland (Pixérécourt’s Les Minges de Pologne [Théâtre de L’Ambigu-Comique, 3 May 1803; adapted for the Royalty on 14 January 1822])  to the desert sands of Africa (William Dimond, The Aethiop; or, The Child of the Desert [Covent Garden, 6 October 1812]), from the Caucaucus (Lewis’s Timour the Tartar [Covent Garden, 29 April 1811]) to the cataracts of the Amazon (Charles Isaac Mungo Dibdin, The White Witch; or, The Cataract of Amazonia [Sadler’s Wells, 18 April 1808]) only to discover the same basic plots in all contexts—as part of an earlier globalization-as-leveling that Virilio sees as a kind of planet-wide incarceration, or exploring the “mediatization” of the theater through reviews, prints, toy theaters and the like; but I want to remain with the stage devices we identify with the melodrama which from a Virilian perspective contribute to an experience of speed.  Music becomes a means of emphasizing the temporal aspect of the theater, to control its tempo, most often to increase it or at least to increase our experience of it as moving forward, seen for example in musical moments from Holcroft such as “quick march” and “music of hurry” (2.3).   The rapid, staccato speech found so often in melodrama—here’s a snippet from Elliston’s The Venetian Outlaw: “When?” / “This night.”/ “Where?” / “Contrive by some means to lead him towards the grotto at the close of the entertainment.” / “Will you be there?” / “I must” (2.2)—creates a sense of breathless urgency.  Pantomime serves as its own form of data compression, seeking to express immediately through gesture emotional states that might require a considerable amount of speech to convey, as when Holcroft’s mute Francisco, being offered money, “Expresses gratitude, but a sense of injury and rejects the Purse” (2.1).  Spectacle provides the theater a means of providing a simultaneous image of what are sometimes large spaces, as in the recreation of battle scenes such as we find at the end of Hood’s  Tekeli or of entire landscapes, such as the one that opens Dibdin’s Valentine and Orson: “Long perspective of the suburbs of Orleans, terminating with the ancient City Gates—On one Side a Convent, the Windows of which are illuminated from within—The Stage is at first dark, which gives Effect to the Transparency of the Windows—As the Curtain rises slowly, the following choral Chaunt, accompanied by the Organ, is heard from the Interior of the Monastery.”  Sometimes one finds stage directions that explicitly evoke an overall emphasis upon speed, as in Holcroft’s instruction that “The whole scene passes in a mysterious and rapid manner” (2.2) or Elliston’s that “The ensuing scene must be conducted with much haste and mystery” (2.2).  

Gillian Russell, who herself mentions Virilio’s analysis of the connections between a culture of speed and the militarization of modern life, has reminded us of the centrality of war to romantic era theater and of theatrical images to the representation of warfare.
  What I want to suggest is that the melodrama gains its initial power as perhaps the key means of both representing and creating the accelerated culture of perpetual war during the Napoleonic era, by which I do not mean that we should read each melodrama as an allegory of the battle with Napoleon but rather that the theatrical tactics of the melodrama begin to organize the audience to see the militarized world that they come to inhabit.  The melodrama appeared on the British stage during a temporary peace, and if Matthew Lewis in the passage quoted earlier argued that comedy was the form for war and tragedy that for peace, then the melodrama appears as the form for the temporary and tense cessation of official hostilities that can be the continuation of war by other means and then for a sense that one is engaged in perpetual war, whether the war England and its allies would continue to wage even after Napoleon’s defeat, when on the same day as that they signed the  second Treaty of Paris in November 1815, Austria, Britain, Prussia and Russia created the Quadruple Alliance, suggesting there was something to be allied against, even in peace; or the war at home against those who sought to change the British government that would in the next few years lead  to the Spa Field Riots of late 1816, the March of the Blanketeers in March 1817, the Pentridge Rising of June 1817, and then the Peterloo Massacre of 1819 and the Queen Caroline Affair and the Cato Street Conspiracy of 1820; or other unending wars we are familiar with such as the war on drugs or the war on terror; or less political wars, such as the struggles against immorality or secularism.  The rhythm of the melodrama—its welding together of individual moments of threat and fear into an engine hurtling towards an anticipated moment of moral, domestic safety—creates a world of violent struggle issuing in a peace that always seems challenged by new violence; it is a world in which a seemingly universal moral and providential order is obscured again and again by a fall into particularized moments of deception, violence, and destruction:  more precisely, the melodrama offers a world in which a supposedly transcendent order of church, state, and family, of God, King, and Father, is repeatedly challenged by the energies unleashed during the age of democratic revolutions, with the defeat of these energies on stage being offered as an assertion that the time of revolutionary war is over, that the peace of providential, hierarchical and patriarchal order has returned.  Of course, the Peace of Amiens lasted only a year, and this false ending is an appropriate sign to preside over the birth of the melodrama; for like the sense that the war was over, the assertion that the Revolution was over was false, and thus it had to be asserted on stage over and over again, night after night.   The melodrama depicts the threats to nation or family or morals in apocalyptic terms only to settle for domestic ones. In an emblematic moment from Holcroft’s Tale of Mystery, the villainous Romaldi enters the last scene near a waterfall, pelted, we learn from the stage directions, by the “increasing storm of lightening, thunder, hail, and rain,” “pursued, as it were, by heaven and earth” (2.3).  He is, in fact, only pursued by human archers who refrain from shooting him as Selina pleads on familial grounds, “Oh, forbear.  Let my father’s virtues plead for my uncle’s errors” (2.3). The melodrama finally rejects an apocalyptic solution that would offer an end to the struggle against evil, individual or political, sexual or “Jacobin.”  To adapt the phrase of Ira Chernus from the completely different context of nuclear war and deterrence, as the drama of reaction in an era of revolutionary war, the melodrama finally offers “apocalypse management.”
  Or to put it another way, the melodrama, intent on speed and never stopping, operates under the slogan “Apocalypse Never.” 

IV:  Romantic Drama’s Virtualities

While my argument may seem headed towards an account of the theater’s contribution to the hegemony of the imperial liberal state, I in fact would want to celebrate the various sites of opposition within the dramatic/theatrical complex of the romantic era,  and I would want, if I had world enough and time, to make the argument that, within a theatrical scene increasingly dominated by the melodrama, romantic tragic drama created one particularly important site of resistance by offering a different set of theatrical tactics issuing in a different vision.  In recognizing the power and the pervasive influence of the melodrama as creating a new kind of theatrical experience and a sensationalist realism, we can then see how romantic dramatists created a counter-theater of “virtuality.”

It is easy to recognize how the romantic drama set itself, at times self-consciously, against the moralism of the classic melodrama—we need only look at Maturin’s Bertram where critics found a “jacobinical” embrace of a villain hero and adultery, or Byron’s  Manfred where a Faustian figure proclaims his ability to live beyond the good and evil Nodier finds reasserted in the melodrama, or Shelley’s The Cenci where the triumvirate of God, Pope, and Cenci as father and lord is seen to create not order but an anarchy of oppression and violence, or Hemans’s Siege of Valencia where Elmina seeks a feminine vision opposed to a masculinist world of religious hypocrisy and death.  We need to see how romantic drama also drew upon in order to contest the stagecraft of the melodrama.  Coleridge’s Remorse (Drury Lane, 23 January 1813), the most successful stage play by a major romantic poet, is perhaps closer to the tactics of  the melodrama than most romantic plays, but when—in the first scene of Act Three—Coleridge draws upon all the powers of spectacle, music, and lighting for his incantation scene, he creates a moment which, as Barnes reported above, enthralled the audience, only to let  us know that all this powerful stagecraft is actually a staged hoax, as he releases his audience from its fixed attention into contemplation.  Baillie, in seeking to create a theater of character, resisted the tyranny of plot and speed because she felt that the focus on action did not allow time for the play to investigate or the audience to experience the inner life of characters:  such plays offer “events  . . .  of such force and magnitude that the passions themselves are almost obscured by the splendour and importance of the transactions to which they are attached.”
   The turn to classical and neoclassical models in Byron’s history plays and in a different way in Shelley’s Hellas can be read as a different attempt to discover alternatives to an accelerated dramatic form.  Shelley in Prometheus Unbound offers as a counter to a Virilian theater of speed and continual, global war a new theater (realized in a performance by the Rude Mechanicals that, strikingly, stretched over three days in Austin in 1998) of space and time reimagined to create a cosmopolitan community of peace and art.  

I want to suggest that these plays proffer  “virtualities” rather than staged realities.  As Jennifer Jones’s ongoing work suggests, current debates over “virtuality” can be seen to re-enact romantic era discussions of realism and the imagination, as they move between a fear of the “virtual”—a concern that the “virtual” is so powerful that it will overwhelm the “real”—and a sense that the “virtual” opens up a space from which we can imagine and perhaps re-make the “real,” a space which might, in the words of Geoffrey Hartman writing about Wordsworth, “revive in us the capacity for the virtual, a trembling of the imagined on the brink of the real, a sustained inner freedom in the face of death, disbelief, and fact.”
  A Virilian theatrics of speed threatens the kind of overwhelming of the real feared here, and I want to suggest that romantic drama, while consciously engaging such a theater, moves us towards the imaginative version of “virtuality.” Romantic drama does not claim to hold a mirror up to nature, nor does it seek to displace the “real” with a “virtual” theater of simulated sensations; rather it offers visions “on the brink of the real”—and not just a reality that already exists but one that these dramas might help to create.  Taken together, the melodrama and romantic drama can help us better understand the complex development of modern devices for depicting the “real” on stage, and modern drama, I would want to argue, learned as much from these virtual visionary works as it did from melodrama’s sensationalist realism, so that, say, Ibsen’s titanic visionaries such as Solness and Borkman are the inheritors of  Faust and Manfred, the now playful, now critical stance towards realism found in Strindberg’s Chamber Plays or in Pirandello or Brecht explore ground already opened up by Tieck, Kleist, or Shelley, and modern drama’s prolonged engagement with the history play—from Strindberg’s Vasa Trilogy to Stoppard’s Arcadia—owe something to the re-imagining of historical tragedy by writers such as Schiller and Byron.  Finally, romantic drama can only be understood in relation to the melodrama, not because it is melodrama but because it developed its own tactics as a response to the melodrama and the world it both helped to represent and to forge.
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