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Abstract. Few generic terms have enjoyed such dramatic re-
versals of critical fortune as melodrama. This essay seeks not
to explain melodrama’s continued dominance today but rather
to explore how the term melodrama—originally denoting a per-
formance deploying speech and music in mutually intensifying
dialogue—in the early nineteenth century came to inhabit the
particular institutions and connotations that it did. As I show,
this history of movement and transmission was anything but
predestined or inevitable, and so my essay keeps both the ne-
ologism and the forms associated with it simultaneously in view.

As with many of the other nineteenth-century neologisms
featured in this themed issue of SEL, melodrama’s journey into
English usage has a complex back story, crossing more than
one national boundary and even harboring a tale of (quasi) false
origin. Its histories are unusually rich and worth mapping for the
light they shed on melodrama’s associated forms and the cultural
politics attending its acts of transmission and transformation.
We encounter vestiges of this history still in the pejorative con-
notations of “melodramatic,” and in a critical history that long
insisted that melodrama was quintessentially Victorian, typify-
ing an expanding population’s thirst for simplistic, formulaic,
lowbrow spectacle.
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Worles of Ann Radcliffe. He is currently at work on a book-length project titled
Romantic Melodrama: Feeling in Search of Form.
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For scholars such as Matthew Buckley, such traditional views
are “not simply distorted and biased but strikingly delusory,”
ignoring melodrama’s continued impact across modern print
and performance media.! His concise rejection of longstanding
critical narratives encapsulates nearly half a century of reassess-
ment that, since Peter Brooks’s The Melodramatic Imagination:
Balzac, Henry James, Melodrama, and the Mode of Excess (1976),
has placed melodrama at the center of modern culture and its
dominant narrative forms, from classical drama and film to soap
opera, television news, and computer games.? Few generic terms
have enjoyed such dramatic reversals of fortune. My own essay
seeks not to explain melodrama’s continued dominance today as a
popular genre, but rather to explore how the term “melodrama’—
originally denoting a performance deploying speech and music
in mutually intensifying dialogue—came in the early nineteenth
century to inhabit the particular institutions and connotations
that it did. As I show, this history of movement and transmis-
sion was anything but predestined or inevitable, and so my essay
aims to keep both the neologism and the forms associated with
it simultaneously in view.

EPHEMERAL ETYMOLOGIES

Like most ephemeral art, theatrical performance is by its
nature unrepeatable. Those wishing to retain its pleasures must
either rely on memory or some means of recording or repeating the
experience. Nineteenth-century theatergoers who could afford to
do so might attend subsequent, slightly different performances as
aids to memory. Most, though, took recourse either to writing—via
note-taking, correspondence, review, anecdote, and other forms
of memoir—or to mnemonic devices such as programs, tickets,
images, scripts, and other souvenirs. Yet, as Jane Moody has
eloquently expressed, contemplating these traces of now-dead
performances has often pushed theater histories toward elegy.
In focusing on what is irrevocably lost from the shows of past
centuries, we do not fully consider or exploit the sheer vastness
of the theatrical record left behind—let alone notice the degree
to which theater history is itself built from ephemeral forms of
print.® The most conspicuous of these is the playbill, which, like
its truncated counterpart the newspaper advertisement, begins its
life promoting the very performances it becomes the chief means
of documenting. Printed in large runs, playbills served as adver-
tising posters prior to, as performance programs during, and as
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keepsakes after a show. This epistemological flexibility—the abil-
ity of playbills to transform from pre-performance advertisement
to post-performance record—in part explains their collection by
stage aficionados.

Doing theater history can thus feel like constructing an
edifice on sand, where the basis of our knowledge of ephemeral
performances lies in the printed ephemera that surrounded
them. The resulting sense of critical vertigo only intensifies when
studying historically neglected, “illegitimate” genres, which, like
melodrama, have been less assiduously collected, chronicled, and
preserved.* But working with even the most prestigious dramatic
forms presents systemic challenges, in part because traditional
research tools such as the English Short Title Catalogue (ESTC)
or Oxford English Dictionary (OED) have not included theatrical
ephemera among their works consulted. For the cataloging team
that created the ESTC, the reasons were straightforward: where
the vast number of individual playbills and other ephemera re-
mained uncataloged by libraries, such materials could not be
incorporated into the database. Similarly, it has only been in the
last few years that the OED has begun to include playbills among
its quoted sources. A recent revision to the entry for melodrama,
for example, adds references to playbills for Thomas Dibdin’s
Valentine and Orson, A Romantic Melodrama (1804) and Richard
Sheridan’s “grand melodrama” of The Forty Thieves (1805).%> Such
a change in policy represents more than just a welcome and cor-
rective act of inclusion; it invites new, or at least expanded, ways
of doing cultural history. Where theatrical ephemera survive in
sufficient quantities, it becomes possible to provide a different kind
of account—one built more on contingency and local geography,
tracking discrete traces across space and time.

In the case of melodrama’s long life in English print culture,
these incidents begin in London in 1727 thanks to the work of
two Italian librettists, Apostolo Zeno and Paolo Rolli, whose Teuz-
zone and Richard the First premiered in successive months at the
King’s Theatre in the Haymarket. Each was advertised in the Daily
Courant as a “new Opera”; however, the printed libretto of each
work sold at the theater carried not the term “opera” but “melo-
drama” on its title page.® What is interesting here is not any generic
innovation marked by “melo-drama” but rather the shifting rubric
itself. Where operas had regularly called themselves “melodrama”
and “melodramma” in Italy since at least the mid-seventeenth
century, Teuzzone. Melo-dramaand Richard the First, Melo-drama
represent the earliest attempts I have found of an English imprint
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wielding the term. The decision of the King’s Theatre printer to
hyphenate “melo-drama,” moreover, is suggestive. Though hardly
qualifying as an act of adaptation, the insertion of the hyphen
allows English audiences to see more clearly the term’s possible
etymological roots in the ancient Greek “melos,” pélog, a song
or tune, and “drama,” dpauw, “action represented on stage, play,
especially tragedy.”” Both operas are thus presented as serious
musical plays with etymological roots reaching back to antiquity.

Rolli and the King’s Theatre continued to use the term
“melo-drama” into the early 1740s, after which it dropped out of
usage in English theaters and printed librettos.® For the purposes
of this essay, the episode constitutes a tale less of false origin
than of unsuccessful transplanting, with another Italian term—
opera—ultimately winning the day. Melodrama’s next incursion
into London theaters, however, is a stranger story, something
between non-event and farce of mistaken identity. It comes in the
form of a now-forgotten play by Edward Jerningham, Margaret
of Anjou, which premiered at Drury Lane Theatre on 11 March
1777 as part of Elizabeth Younge’s benefit night. Advertised as a
“New Historical Interlude ... Interspersed with Music,” Margaret
appeared second on the program, between The Rivals and The
Deserter.® Presumably Younge chose it to display her energy,
versatility, power of expression, and interest in experimental
forms. Given its short length, a mere 139 lines, the intensity of
reviewer response to the play is fairly remarkable. The St. James
Chronicle dismissed the play as “trifling and absurd, beyond any
Thing we have lately seen,” while the Morning Chronicle rejected
it on national terms:

The Interlude was the strangest novelty ever served up in
an English theatre. Without beginning, middle, or end—
a mere French, frigid, piece of foolery. The story—A mad
woman and her child appear in an enchanted wood, (we
use the word enchanted, because otherwise how are we to
account for the musick) the child goes to sleep very kindly,
while its mamma rants and raves like a Bedlamite; to
afford her lungs some respite, at every climax of her pas-
sion, the fiddles strike up, and give us a tune accordant
to the mad-woman’s phrenzy ... We have heard indeed of
something in this strange stile on the French stage, but
we profess ourselves such firm Antigallicans, that we
heartily wish never again to be witnesses of any thing so
truly ridiculous in an English theatre.!°
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Both notices are remarkable for their unwillingness to judge
Margaret by any other lens than narrative verisimilitude. For the
self-proclaimed Antigallican reviewer of the Morning Chronicle,
Margaret's rejection of conventional emotional registers (“mad-
woman’s phrenzy”), story arcs (“Without beginning, middle, or
end”), and realism (“how are we to account for the musick”)
can only derive from its non-English origins, which its label of
“Historical Interlude” has failed to mask. Only the “foolery” of
“the French stage” could concoct this “strangest novelty,” whose
extreme yet “frigid” emotional registers must prove “ridiculous”
to an English audience.

While hinting at the Continental roots of Margaret's “strange
stile,” it remains unclear whether the Morning Chronicle reviewer
was apprised of the precise provenance of the play. That origin was
divulged the following year, when Jerningham published Margaret
of Anjou within his Fugitive Poetical Pieces (1778) and described
it to be “form’d upon the same plan that Rousseau composed his
Pygmalion, which is a new species of dramatic Entertainment, con-
sisting of a Monologue that is often suspended by the interposition
of Music, which must sympathise with the passions and feelings
of the personage who is supposed to speak.”!! Few things could
be clearer than Margaret's proclaimed provenance. “[Florm’d on
the same plan” as Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Pygmalion, the play
should share its generic identity. Yet, as James Chandler has wryly
noted, what complicates the story—both of Pygmalion’s identity
and its legacy in plays like Margaret of Anjou—is an accident of
retroactive naming. First performed in 1770 as a scéne lyrique,
Pygmalion was only “christened with the neologism mélo-drame by
its author in 1774,” by which time other playwrights had already
begun to translate Rousseau’s play or compose works resem-
bling it.!? In doing so, they deployed a range of terms, including
Rousseau’s original “scene lyrique” and “mélodrame,” as well as
“monodrama” and “monologo.”'® Jerningham’s printed advertise-
ment to Margaret of Anjou echoes this tendency, characterizing his
play as a “Monologue ... often suspended by the interposition of
Music.” As a term, then, Rousseau’s “mélo-drame” at once names
the tradition he originated and does not.

As Katherine Hambridge and Jonathan Hicks remind us, this
instability in the history of “melodrama” as a term is mirrored
in the works themselves, which typically foreground protean
states of transformation: “Rousseau’s technique was a decidedly
avant-garde affair. The constant interruption of the speaker by
music was thought to suit ... those points of high emotion that
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threatened to undo the efficacy of conventional language: life,
death, madness, and passionate suffering were the keynotes of
the early melodrama ... speech and music falter, syntax is un-
done, the psychodrama of the modern self plays out in bursts and
fragments. These were the hallmarks of early German-language
monodrama, as it was also known.”'* Their description nicely
foregrounds early melodrama’s penchant for mercurial shifts in
emotion, extreme states that necessitate the breakdown of con-
ventional forms of representation and even of language. Faced
with such a performance in Margaret of Anjou in 1777, London
reviewers rebelled. And while attempts to revive it in 1793 and
1794 were not met with the same hostility, neither the play nor
any of its associated terms—*“scéne lyrique,” “mélo-drame,” “mono-
logue”—found real traction on London stages for the remainder
of the century.!®

The degree to which the form remained unknown in
English is nicely captured in the correspondence of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge who, writing from Géttingen to his wife Sarah in March
of 1799, described the novelty of attending a local performance:
“—On Saturday Evening I went to the Concert where a Student
declaimed a Monodrama to Music—at first, it struck me as if a
Parson was preaching during the chimes—; but after a little while
I liked it. It was declaiming—i.e. impassioned Reading—not like
Recitativo—but Reading—the Music sometimes accompanying,
but more often filling up the pauses of the Voice.”'® Coleridge’s
account testifies both to the novelty of his own experience and to
how fully the tradition forged by Rousseau had become codified in
Germany. Though occurring nearly three decades after Pygmalion,
there is a sparseness in the Goéttingen performance, retaining
Rousseau’s formulation of a single performer declaiming to mu-
sic. Here, what Coleridge calls “Monodrama” stands established,
even hardened, in its conventions, unconcerned with innovations
occurring elsewhere. With the European war entering its seventh
year, this apparent generic stasis is hardly surprising, nor is the
complementary absence from London press reports of a new kind
of theater popular on Paris’s Boulevard du Temple—one blending
the melodramatic tactics of Rousseau with gothic suspense and
spectacle. There, one of its practitioners, Guilbert de Pixérécourt,
was finding success with Victor; ou, L’Enfant de la forét, Drame,
which had premiered 10 June 1798 at the Théatre de '’Ambigu-
Comique. But Pixérécourt was hardly alone in finding success in
this new form. As summer turned to autumn, the same theater
had a second hit with Adonis, Mélodrame, while a third drama
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adapted from Ann Radcliffe’s A Sicilian Romance (1790), Julia ou
les Souterrains du chateau de Mazzini, Mélodrame, played at the
Théatre des Jeunes-Artistes.!”

Writing retrospectively in 1832, Pixérécourt named Victor the
first of his melodramas, and his second, Coelina, as establishing
his career.'® At the time of each play’s premiere, though, neither
carried the label mélodrame: Pixérécourt instead advertised each
as a drame en prose et a grand spectacle. It was in these generic
clothes, then, that Thomas Holcroft first encountered Coelina.
Yet, in adapting Pixérécourt’s smash-hit as A Tale of Mystery for
London audiences, Holcroft chose for his play a different ru-
bric, one then in vogue at the Théatre de I’Ambigu-Comique:
mélo-drame. The playbill for its premiere describes A Tale of Mys-
tery as “a New Melo-Drame in Two acts, consisting of Speaking,
Dancing & Pantomime ... The OVERTURE and MUSIC composed
by Dr. BUSBY.”'® This was as much explanation as Holcroft ever
provided for the term he introduced into English. In the adver-
tisement to the printed version of his play, he declined to define
“melo-drame” or describe its tactics, leaving further comment to
those who might “produce [its] effects in a much more mature
and perfect state.”?°

Holcroft’s silence smacks partially of political coyness. Pre-
miering his play during a fragile peace, he likely wished not to
threaten its success with anything like a manifesto, however
ideally situated he might have been to introduce “melo-drame”
to home audiences. Like Coleridge, Holcroft had left England for
Germany at the end of the eighteenth century, meeting literati
such as Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock and Johann Heinrich Voss
in Hamburg; unlike Coleridge, he did not return home, instead
moving to Paris in 1800. Attending, adapting, and writing plays
in both cities, he stands as one of the few English dramatists able
to access both the German and French traditions of melodrama,
and to understand their fusion in Pixérécourt’s work.?! However
much we might regret his silence, Holcroft’s decision to call A Tale
of Mystery “melo-drame” rather than “drama in prose” or “grand
spectacle” is itself a critical decision and a decisive event in the
history of the term: a recognition that he was drawing from at
least one, and possibly two, theatrical modes.?? Like most genre
choices, Holcroft’s matters because it declares affinities, both
to kindred texts and to its imagined audience. And after nine
years of war restricted the usual flow of French plays, his audi-
ence was keen to experience the latest entertainments of Paris
on home soil. In this fragile bed, Holcroft transplanted A Tale of



464 Melodrama: Or, Melo-drama, Mélo-drame, Mellow-dram

Mystery at Covent Garden on 13 November 1802. By the time
Britain again declared war on 18 May 1803, the play had been
performed thirty-four times and would remain in the repertory
for nearly half a century.?

EPILOGUE: MAKING A MONSTER

If A Tale of Mystery found success with London audiences, part
of the reason lies in the popularity of the Gothic during the 1790s.
Though war obstructed Anglo-French cultural exchange since its
outbreak in 1793, theaters on both sides of the English Channel
still managed to import and adapt Gothic fiction assiduously. Of
the three plays Pixérécourt produced in 1798, for example, two
were adaptations of novels by Radcliffe: La Forét de Sicile, drame
lyrique, adapted from A Sicilian Romance (1790); and Le Chateau
des Apennins, from The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794). The third,
of course, was Victor, which, like Coelina two years later, drew
from gothic materials to cultivate twin aesthetics of terror and
suspense. Part of A Tale of Mystery’s popularity, then, derived
from its ability to tap existing popular tastes. As a reviewer for the
Times noted, audiences were delighted by the play’s taut language
and scenes of suspense; what truly captivated them, however,
was the play between these strengths and John Busby’s score:
“The hurry and perturbation of the scene were forcibly depicted
by the agitated notes of the orchestra, and this new adjunct to
the interest of the drama was immediately felt by the whole audi-
ence ... No province of the art could require more skill, or a nicer
discrimination, than some of the incidents which depended on
musical illustration.”?* The reviewer’s observations nicely capture
what we might call early melodrama’s hyper-realism: its ability
to heighten audience sensation and produce a sort of augmented
reality through soundtrack and soundscape. Given the success of
this technique, it is hardly surprising that Covent Garden quickly
commissioned another play along similar lines—one combining
impassioned speech and another Busby score. In this case, the
script for “a New Mono-Drama, or Tragic-Scene,” titled The Cap-
tive, came not from Holcroft but from another tested playwright,
Matthew Lewis.?s

Within this essay, The Captive represents a final cul-de-sac,
or road-not-quite-taken, in English melodrama’s early history.
Consisting of sixty-two lines of verse, it featured a single speaker,
played by Harriet Litchfield, who has been imprisoned in a pri-
vate madhouse and deprived of her child. The play’s subject and
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style recall Margaret of Anjou, while Lewis’s chosen rubrics of
“Mono-Drama” and “Tragic-Scene” point to Pygmalion and its kin.
Unlike earlier monodramas, however, The Captive takes place in
the contemporary world rather than that of classical antiquity;
and Lewis furnishes it with every effect in his gothic arsenal: “The
scene represents a dungeon, in which is a grated door, guarded by
strong bars and chains. In the upper part is an open gallery, lead-
ing to the cells above. Slow and melancholy music. The Captive
is discovered in the attitude of hopeless grief:—she is in chains.”
Busby’s music moves with the Captive’s emotional register: to
“Harsh” as the jailer rejects the woman’s pleas; then melancholy
despair, the notes synesthetically “expressing the light growing
fainter”; then terror, as amidst “loud shrieks, rattling of chains,
&c” an escaped “madman ... with a blazing firebrand” tries to
force her door.?¢ From this moment until the play’s close, Lewis’s
audience, aghast, watched Litchfield fall into madness in front of
their eyes, finally dashing herself to the ground.

Writing to Lady Elizabeth Vassall Fox Holland, Lewis described
The Captive as “performed ... with scenery & musical accompani-
ments, to the extreme surprize, confusion, & terror of a numerous
& brilliant audience: for when it was about half over a Man fell
into convulsions in the Boxes; Presently after a Woman fainted
away in the Pit; and when the curtain dropped, two or three
more of the spectators went into hysterics ... When the Piece was
given out again, there was a good deal of applause, but ... I im-
mediately sent on a Performer to say, that I had withdrawn the
Piece.”?” Reviews of the performance and Lewis’s first biographer,
Margaret Baron Wilson, corroborate Lewis’s account of the audi-
ence response: “Ladies bathed in tears—others fainting—and some
shrieking with terror ... horror painted on their countenances.”?®

In trying to imagine The Captive’s impact, I consider it to be one
of the triumphs of Lewis’s—and Busby’s—careers: a performance
whose affective power landed especially close to home. Gauging
the applause, hisses, and hysteria, Covent Garden’s manager
Thomas Harris, seeing its potential to fill houses, called for a per-
formance the following evening; but Lewis nevertheless withdrew
the play. This decision had a real impact on English melodrama’s
trajectory, though Lewis could hardly have foreseen that he might
be cutting out half of its European tradition. Over the next years he
would pen three further plays called “melo-drama,” though none
in the Rousseau tradition. All were lasting successes: Rugantino:
Or; the Bravo of Venice (1805), again featuring music by Busby;
The Wood Daemon; Or, “The Clock Has Struck” (1807), scored by
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Michael Kelly; and Timour the Tartar (1811), featuring music
by Matthew Peter King.?° Each presented an innovative step in
melodrama’s hybridization, yielding performances not just novel
but thrillingly new.

Historians of melodrama often speak of A Tale of Mystery as
a first. Rarely do they name The Captive as a second or note that
these two productions, one in the French and one in the German
tradition of melodrama, played on the same stage in the same sea-
son. Both electrified their audiences and both coined new generic
terms—which makes their playwrights’ silences on these terms all
the more remarkable. Monodrama never really caught on among
English playwrights, but melodrama did; and in the vacuum left
by Holcroft, other playwrights rushed in to populate the term and
form. What is most notable about these early wartime melodra-
mas is their sheer diversity and—lacking a better term—generic
incoherence. First was James Cobb’s Wife of Two Husbands, a
Musical Drama (Drury Lane, 1 November 1803), which, adapting
Pixérécourt, attempted to naturalize mélo-drame via literal trans-
lation. The two next, Valentine and Orson, A Romantic Melodrama
(Covent Garden, 2 April 1804) and Harlequin Quicksilver, A Serio-
Comic Melo-Dramatick Pantomime (Covent Garden, 26 December
1804), more closely resemble pantomime than the models of
Holcroft or Lewis. The 1805-06 and 1806-07 seasons witness a
return of Boulevard melodrama via Rugantino (Covent Garden, 18
October 1805) and Tekeli (Drury Lane, 24 November 1806); yet the
other pieces put forward—An Occasional Attempt to Commemorate
the Death and Victory of Lord Viscount Nelson, A Melodramatic Piece
(Drury Lane, 11 November 1805), Sleeping Beauty, A Melodrama
(Covent Garden, 6 December 1805), The Cloud King, A Splendid
Melo Dramatic Tale of Enchantment (Royal Circus, 30 June 1806),
and Alberto and Lauretta, A Melodrama (Haymarket, 15 December
1806)—do little to sharpen any sense of convention or practice, let
alone converge on a working definition of the term “melodrama.”
Instead, the process of melodrama’s naturalization, both as a
genre and as a neologism, appears surprisingly haphazard and
eclectic, as a growing number of theaters project their particular
strengths onto the practice in hopes of branding the term.

Within this shifting theatrical context emerged the most fa-
mous visual representation of early English melodrama (Figure
1). Created by the artist Samuel de Wilde, the image presents a
monstrously transformed British lion, dressed in pantomime mot-
ley, in the act of trampling the works of Shakespeare and other
“Regular Dramas” while a decapitated Apollo looks on from atop



Project MUSE (2025-11-22 17:14 GMT) University of Pennsylvania (+2 other institution accounts)

[165.123.34.86]

Michael Gamer 467

Drury Lane Theatre. Its heads include an intoxicated Sheridan,
a fatally wounded John Philip Kemble, and an enigmatic Joseph
Grimaldi repeating one of his famous lines, “Nice Moon.” Harle-
quin, meanwhile, erupts from the beast’s back while underneath
contemporary playwrights feed. These men are identifiable by
their works and familiars: Dibdin costumed for Harlequin and
Mother Goose (Covent Garden, 1806); Frederic Reynolds astride
the dog Carlo, star of The Caravan (Drury Lane, 1803); William
Dimond atop The Hunter of the Alps, (Haymarket, 1804); George
Skeffington, standing on Sleeping Beauty in the Wood, (Drury
Lane, 1805); Lewis with The Wood Daemon; and Holcroft astride
The Road to Ruin, (Covent Garden, 1793), whose title fulfills the
same allegorical function as the Beast’s “Tail of Mistery.”
Originally published by Samuel Tripper on 4 December 1807
as a stand-alone print, the cartoon reappeared the following month
in The Satirist alongside an article entitled “The Monster Melo-
drame,” which narrates the writer's encounter with the beast of de
Wilde’s cartoon. It is this essay that, over time, gave the cartoon
its name. As David Mayer and I have argued elsewhere, the print
and the Satirist article are at best out of sync, if not largely dis-
connected.?® While the former ridicules contemporary dramatists
and managers, the latter all but ignores the print it is supposed
to describe, instead perfunctorily dismissing “MEeLo-DramME” as a
foreign offspring of mixed parentage; “Germania’s sons, perhaps,
are most indebted to me,” it explains, “and next to them your
countrymen, who ... delight to imitate their foibles, immorality,

Figure 1. Samuel de Wilde, Untitled print (London: S. Tripper, December
1807). Reproduced by permission of David Mayer.
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and prejudices.”®! The irony here is, of course, that a forgotten
essay bearing the title “The Monster Melo-drame” nevertheless
managed to name the far more famous de Wilde print—reducing
that cartoon’s survey of the theatrical state of the nation to a
xenophobic lampoon of a single genre.

Equally startling about the print is how few of the plays singled
out for abuse are melodramas. Only three of the seven (Sleeping
Beauty, The Wood Daemon, and A Tale of Mystery) carried some
variant of melo-drame on their playbills, while the other four (The
Road to Ruin, The Hunter of the Alps, The Caravan, and Harle-
quin and Mother Goose) were advertised, respectively, as comedy,
drama, grand serio-comic romance, and pantomime.*? Put another
way, melodrama without question encompasses only a portion of
de Wilde’s critique, which is broader in scope. A second de Wilde
print appearing later in 1808 gave melodrama an even smaller
part within a more sweeping condemnation of the major theaters,
in this case as a “Mellow dram” forcibly poured down the throat of
an expiring Tragedy, while Comedy awaits execution (Figure 2).33

Far from being an attack on a single genre, then, de Wilde’s
cartoons constitute a more general attack on corrupt dramatic

Figure 2. Samuel de Wilde, Detail from “A New Drop Scene for D. L. T.”
(London: S. Tripper, 1 May 1808). Reproduced by permission of David
Mayer.
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institutions catering to popular taste for hybrid, illegitimate forms.
His sweeping indictment was, in turn, repurposed by the Satirist
editor for a more targeted attack on “MeLo-DraME” as an invad-
ing foreign form. Taken together, the cartoon and essay versions
of “The Monster Melo-drame” double as especially apt emblems
summarizing melodrama’s introduction into nineteenth-century
English culture, since they form part of a longer history of mis-
nomers, misappropriations, and missed opportunities. Most
importantly, the episode typifies the appropriative energies that
surrounded melodrama in the first decade of its British existence,
showing how, just five years after Holcroft’s triumph at Covent
Garden, it had become a cartoon bogey monster—and this time,
the label stuck.
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