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         THERES NOTHING PARTICULARLY FUNNY about Hackney, especially when youre sweaty and cold. Dragging a heavy suitcase down the Kingsland Road on a damp day in early February had left me feeling both. A delayed flight meant that Id arrived in London twenty-four hours late, and now, struggling past the pound stores, Turkish sports clubs and electronic bazaars offering to unlock my mobile phone, I was seriously worried that I was going to be late for church. I didnt want to miss the clowns.
         

         I was heading for Holy Trinity, a small but handsome tabernacle settled inconspicuously on a back-street in Dalston. Its here that a memorial service has been held every year since 1959 for Joseph Grimaldi, Regency superstar and father of modern clowning, a service that enjoys some notoriety, thanks to its congregation of working clowns who attend in full slap and motley. As I bumped through the door and finally dumped my bag, I was relieved to find that they hadnt started. Instead, they stood around drinking tea and being disarmingly normal, a friendly and excited group of childrens entertainers and retired circus acts clearly at home with the level of glamour implied by the scuffed-up Scout hall they used as a dressing room. Augustes and Pierrots swapped news with American hobos, while a Coco with a pin head and a tiny bowler hat seemingly reassured his colleague about his prosthetic forehead and mechanical eyebrows. Were it not for the extravagant dress, they could have been any other group of people with a shared enthusiasm. Indeed, I suspected many of membership of the Caravan Club.
         

         The service itself was more disconcerting. I had been a stand-up comic myself and, having twice sought help for depression, was inclined towards the lugubrious in comedy, yet even this left me unprepared for the level of shabby melancholy in which I was about to be immersed. Maybe it was because I was a jet-lagged atheist who was deeply ambivalent about clowns, but I found the experience about as pleasant as a night in a derelict fun park. Presided over by the Vicar of All Saints, and the Clowns Chaplain, the service began with a clown procession that was followed by prayers, hymns, a sermon, a skit with balloon animals, and Clown Rainbow reading nervously from the Gospel of St Luke: Blessed is he, whosoever shall not be offended in me. There was something intractably laconic about it, especially the sincerity with which they offered worship, like a displaced people pleading to come home.

         In a sense, that was what they were, because for decades clowns have occupied an ever-diminishing niche in popular culture, their flapping shoes, hoop-waisted trousers, and streams of multi-coloured handkerchiefs more evocative of forced laughter and jaded memories than genuine fun. Commensurate with their decline is a rise in coulrophobia  the fear of clowns  fuelled by horror flicks and comic-book villains whose particular psychosis troubles the line between laughter and terror. Feeling like an ungrateful guest, I realised it was a prejudice I shared, especially as I caught myself calculating how many diseased minds were lurking behind those blood-red smirks.

         Apparently, I was not the only one. The attraction of the abominable draws a big crowd and every year the service is packed with curious onlookers and camera crews who greatly outnumber the dedicated few. By the time I arrived, a busful of Swedish teenagers had already filled the unreserved seats, leaving the aisles to groups of hip young Londoners in futuristic shoes. They were there to enjoy the eccentricity, soaking it up as they would their regular weekend dose of performance art. It might have been scripted, then, when the man who plays Grimaldi at these events received a nasty poke in the eye just minutes before he was due to go on. Bravely, he went through with his act  a rendition of Hot Codlins, Grimaldis most popular song, rendered gruesomely fascinating by the contrast of his angry crimson eyeball against the alabaster greasepaint  and ran to a waiting ambulance the moment he had finished. I was later told that he sat dejectedly in his costume at Accident and Emergency for several hours.
         

         Its hard to imagine a more perfect tribute.
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            Poor Joe! It was like the boys and frogs; it was sport to us, but it was death to you.

            William Robson, The Old Play-goer (1854)
            

         

         MIDNIGHT ON BOXING DAY 1810 saw frosts so severe that the Thames froze over. The chill coincided with the news that the old, blind king, George III, had descended into his final fit of madness. This and the weather meant that the streets around Covent Garden were unusually deserted. Even the pickpockets, dressed in stolen dinner jackets to blend in with the theatre crowds, had taken the night off from their foists.
         

         On Bow Street, the remains of the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, stood forlorn in the moonlight like a ruined abbey. Destroyed by fire a year ago, and still to be rebuilt, it looked crippled and pitiful opposite the huge white stockade of its rival, Covent Garden, just yards away. Rich sepia light streamed through those windows, accompanied by booming laughter that tumbled across the walls and cobbles, erupting into stinging peaks before rolling back and exploding again, followed by bursts of showering applause.

         The three thousand souls packed into Covent Garden had no thought for the cold, immersed as they were in the climax of the years new pantomime, Harlequin Asmodeus; or, Cupid on Crutches. In an auditorium that smelt of orange peel and candle-wax, and sitting beneath chandeliers the size of galleons, theyd already endured a bill that included Shakespeares As You Like It and a dire tragedy called George Barnwell  six hours of drama  though they showed little sign of fatigue. All eyes were fixed on the grinning face that emerged from the curtain, entirely white save for the gaping cavern of its mouth, and a pink and green plume wobbling suggestively on its head. Limb after rantipole limb climbed out from the wings, followed by a quarrelsome body seemingly trying to outrun itself, the whole barely having time to settle before leaping off, hands on hips, covering the enormous width of the stage in only four bounds.
         

         This was Joseph Grimaldi, known to everyone just as Joe, a clown in the ascendant. Wearing a pink shirt and appliqud breeches that gave way to blue spotted tights, he skipped casually sideways, his ballet slippers depositing him nimbly outside a grocers shop, where his rolling eyes suddenly narrowed to meet an incoming thought. Casting sly glances in every direction, his busy hands dipped among the vegetables, pulling out two extremely large mushrooms, which he placed carefully beside him on the floor, before returning to rummage with unbreakable concentration. Two oversize rhubarb stalks followed, a foot and a half long and nine inches across, which he stood upright on the mushroom caps. Next, he rolled out a cabbage the size of a beach ball, heaved it into place atop the rhubarb, added a long carrot to either side, placed a melon on top, and stepped back to admire his creation.

         His self-congratulation was short-lived. A window opened in the shop and a masked figure leant out, his glittering patchwork arm bearing a sword, with which he fetched the vegetable man a thwack. Suddenly, the creature seemed different. A carrot arm appeared to twitch. Grimaldi looked puzzled. The arm moved again. Grimaldi blinked. Then the melon rotated, revealing a face to the audience that turned to its creator. Grimaldi screamed. The vegetables are alive! A mushroom foot moves forward, then the other, and, with a shambling gait and carrot arms outstretched, it began to bear in. Terrified, Grimaldi retreated, fishing out two large turnips, which he grabbed by the stalks to use as boxing gloves. The vegetable man stopped to observe his opponents odd pose, his knees bent in a manner that recalled the fashionable art of pugilism, then squared up. A bell was rung in the orchestra pit and the bout began, the adversaries exchanging cautious exploratory jabs until the monster made its move, coming at its master with unexpected speed, its carrot arms relentlessly batting at Grimaldis head until he is forced to throw up his turnips and flee the stage.
         

         The audience was in hysterics. Grimaldi had been their idol since he first came to prominence in 1806, having been thrust into the highest sphere of celebrity with a virtuoso comic performance in the original production of Mother Goose, a show that took record profits and ran for longer than any other pantomime in history. Its success brought him national recognition, enormous fees, and a social circle that included Lord Byron, Sarah Siddons, Edmund Kean, Matthew Monk Lewis and the entire Kemble family. The critics Leigh Hunt and William Hazlitt sang his praises, the young Charles Dickens edited his Memoirs. The press even credited his routine in Harlequin Asmodeus with inspiring Mary Shelleys Frankenstein.
         

         But though Grimaldi was a clown, he was neither a childrens entertainer nor a circus act. Instead, he graced the royal stages of Covent Garden and Drury Lane and was a shareholder in the famous summer theatre of Sadlers Wells. In all these venues, his speciality was pantomime, the Regencys most popular and consistently lucrative form, and a mirror of the age with its ridiculous extravagance, liberal, self-regarding wit and obsession with being bang up to date. Grimaldis pantomime had little in common with its modern counterpart, whose principal boys, pantomime dames and oh-no-it-isnts wouldnt come into being until almost a century later. For a start, its bawdy, energetic humour, as explicit and visceral as a Gillray or Rowlandson cartoon, was primarily aimed at adults. Neither was it solely reserved for Christmas: the royal theatres traditionally unveiled their new pantomimes on Boxing Day, but their old ones played throughout the year. Summer pantomime was also common, with smaller theatres like Sadlers Wells introducing as many as four new shows in the course of a season, which ran from April to October.
         

         Pantomime had first appeared in Britain in the early eighteenth century. An anglicisation of Italian commedia dellarte blended with opera and ballet, it was initially thought to be a revival of an ancient Roman entertainment. Despite the inaccuracy, it soon became popular in its own right, especially under its first great exponent, John Rich (c. 16921761), who based much of his work on classic mythology, merging comic and serious scenes in equal measure. Towards the end of the eighteenth century, the serious scenes were purged, and by the time Grimaldi emerged, pantomime had become purely a vehicle for vigorous slapstick and satirical gags. Consisting of two loosely connected parts, a lavish opening that mobilised all the tinsel and pageantry available to the theatre, and a core sequence of ten to fifteen scenes known as the harlequinade, Regency pantomimes took their cues from fairytales, current affairs or, in deference to the Prince of Waless love of the Oriental arts, Eastern stories like The Thousand and One Nights.
         

         Dialogue was conspicuously light, save for sung recitative and doggerel verse. This was partly due to convention, and partly to arcane licensing laws that refused to acknowledge pantomimists as legitimate actors and so disqualified them from speaking on the public stage. Various attempts had been made to introduce speech throughout the period, but were generally rebuffed by audiences who, like William Hazlitt, thought a speaking pantomime is not unlike a flying wagon. The action was mimed by actors wearing big heads, huge papier-mch masks that gave the appearance of carnival mascots or life-size Russian dolls, yet this still left little chance that the audience would fail to grasp the plot, as half of the enjoyment of pantomime sprang from its repetitious and ritualistic form.
         

         Stories invariably revolved around a pair of devoted young lovers kept cruelly apart by a tyrannical parent or malicious rival, until hope appeared in the guise of a beneficent intermediary who promised the young lovers happiness upon the successful completion of a quest. For reasons never sufficiently explained, the quest also required the principal characters to be magically transformed into the protagonists of the harlequinade, four figures that were instantly recognisable to every man, woman and child in Britain: the fleet-footed and shimmering Harlequin and his gauzy, dove-like lover, Columbine, and their enemies, the elderly libidinous, miserly Dotard, Pantaloon, and his titular manservant, Clown.

         Once the transformation was complete, the big heads were discarded, the harlequinade began, and the newly altered characters embarked upon a frenetic chase. With the gift of a magic sword, the original slapstick primed with gunpowder to lend it a satisfying crack, Harlequin stayed one step ahead of Clown and Pantaloon by using it to transform anything it touched, transformations that were enabled by tricks, ingenious bits of scenery that turned one thing into another. As the quality of the tricks frequently determined the reception of the pantomime, they were some of the most closely guarded secrets in the theatre, and even today we are not entirely sure how many of them worked. Harlequin used them to effect his escapes and torment his pursuers, turning their sedan chairs into prison cells, their postboxes into lions mouths, and piles of vegetables into belligerent monsters.

         Unlike the fairy-tale settings of the opening, much of the harlequinade took place against a background of the sights and sounds of contemporary London. Smoky with sea-coal and jam-packed with fast-moving pedestrians and even faster traffic, the Regency metropolis was well on its way to modernity, its population having more than doubled during Grimaldis lifetime from one to more than two and a half million. Teeming and prosperous, in spite of two decades of intermittent war with France, Londoners were avid for entertainment. Indeed, Bonaparte may be credited with inspiring the birth of the modern entertainment industry in all its sumptuous, glamorous, vapid and commercial glory, as theatre was never so profitable or popular as it had been during the Napoleonic wars. Bills and posters papered every fence and pillar, advertising plays, oratorios, scientific demonstrations, exotic menageries, fireworks, mechanical puppets, sermons, galleries, freak shows, tomahawk displays by American Indians, and what the English Illustrated Magazine described as the man who performed the disgusting feat of eating a fowl alive.
         

         At the height of the Regency, more than twenty thousand Londoners attended the theatre every night, a figure that climbed considerably once the numbers visiting the capitals various concert halls, pleasure gardens and exhibition rooms were taken into account. Theatre was a shared experience, a place of national communion that addressed a surprisingly democratic cross-section of society, which, in its eating, drinking, smoking, fighting and heckling through long nights of drama, was as diverse and lively as any public square or marketplace.

         Drama itself was in the midst of a revolution. Following the death of Britains premier actor-manager, David Garrick, in 1779, the theatrical world engaged in rapid change, dismantling the strictly policed divisions between comedy and tragedy that had governed drama for almost a century and experimenting with new forms, new attractions and new types of shows. Plays increasingly made way for show-stopping spectacles enabled by technological advances that allowed battles to be enacted, sieges to be staged and palaces set on fire. They were experiments encouraged by indulgent audiences incredibly open to novelty, at least until they felt some invisible line had been crossed, at which point they were liable to riot. Until that point was reached, however, they sat happily through plays starring dogs, elephants, prepubescent children and lifelike men-o-war floating on tanks of real water. The proscenium was a window through which Londoners enjoyed the pleasures of dominion, a world perceived through imperial eyes  abundant, exotic, various and yielding.
         

         London was central to both Grimaldis personal and professional identity, for despite his Italian heritage, he had been born and bred in the city, a one-time resident of the slums that multiplied in the shadow of Drury Lane, and the airy suburbs of Islington and Pentonville, semi-rural hamlets set apart from the smog by the green acreage of Spa Fields. Grimaldis clown was a Londoner in hyperbole: channelling its voracious consumerism and infusing his clowning with its manic energy, flamboyant theatricality and love of show. Described by one pantomime arranger as a half-idiotic, crafty, shameless, incorrigible, emblem of gross sensuality, Grimaldis clown was cunning, covetous and childlike in his wants, an uncensored mass of appetites and an embodied accumulation of unconscious desires. Everything tempted him, calling him forward and enticing him to touch, tinker and meddle, with an impetus that overrode all considerations, especially the law.

         Pressed against each other in the bulging metropolis and closely monitored by their political masters, who feared the growing rise of Radicalism and dissent, Londoners revelled in Grimaldis lawlessness, watching him commit a litany of crimes that outside the theatre would have been rewarded with transportation or death. Robbery became a science in his hands, wrote one commentator, recalling with relish the way he would pilfer a leg of mutton and, with bewitching eagerness, extract handkerchiefs and pocket watches with such a devotion to the task that he seemed imbued with the spirit of peculation.
         

         Though abundantly gifted and publicly adored, Grimaldis private life was marked by tragedy and depression. A profound melancholic who suffered from hereditary madness, he had survived a traumatic childhood at the hands of a deranged father, only to see his successes marred by incapacitating bouts of paranoia and insecurity. A naturally self-deprecating man, he was nave in business and careless with money, and when an economic downturn left him struggling, he found himself incapable of earning a living, having been crippled by the leaps and falls that had so delighted his audience. Being forced to retire in the prime of life was doubly cruel, as the stage was the only place in which he was spared his anxieties. He was petulant, and suffered under nervous irritation and morbid sensibility, wrote Henry Downes Miles, a sportswriter who followed the clowns performances religiously. We never met with a performer so nervous: he had no self-reliance until he was in the heart of his mystery, and then he had no fear.

         Grimaldis hopes devolved to his only child, a boy also called Joseph, whom he personally tutored in the art of clowning. But the second Joseph Grimaldi rejected both his parents and his calling, and as his own signs of psychological instability began to develop, he ran wild, heaping shame upon his family and linking his famous name to insanity and dissipation. A mythology quickly attached itself to these unhappy circumstances, an effect of the new celebrity culture and the brooding fancies of Romanticism that constantly speculated on the source of their subjects talents. Grimaldis comic brilliance became indivisible from his troubles, a necessary burden that lent his clowning substance and credence to the idea that comedy was somehow the by-product of misery, and that clowning somehow concealed an ineffable sadness. It has been an abiding myth. Comedy demands sacrifice, and Joseph Grimaldi was about to become its first martyr.
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            Shoud Harlequin be banishd hence,

            Quit the place to wit and sense,

            What woud be the consequence?

            Empty houses, empty houses.

            David Garrick, The Theatrical Candidates (1775)
            

         

         WHEN THE ENGLISH NATURALIST Martin Lister visited the fashionable Paris fair of Saint-Germain, he was surprised to find a very Pit or hole sunk eight feet into the middle of the street. Stepping down twelve perilous steps, he was sucked into a press of people, all trying to squeeze through the same narrow doorway and into the fairground while hoofs and cartwheels clattered dangerously close to their heads. Spat out the other side, he emerged into a cacophonous market, covered with a huge timber roof and criss-crossed by claustrophobic alleyways, so uneven that he was sure he would have fallen, were it not for the vast croud of people which keep you up.
         

         Travelling at the dawn of the eighteenth century, Lister had come to experience for himself an event that Parisians had been celebrating since the Middle Ages, a boisterous island of pleasure and intemperance that appeared in their city for six weeks every year between February and Palm Sunday. Stuffing themselves in by the thousands, helter-skelter, masters with valets and lackeys, thieves with honest people. The most refined courtesans, the prettiest girls, the subtlest pickpockets, fairgoers browsed through an infinite array of merchandise, stocked up on pills, spices and exotic preserves, shopped for wigs, and bought locks for their houses, barrels for their cellars, linens for the boudoir and mirrors for their toilette. Braced by Armenian coffee and curious philtres, they splashed out on luxury goods, jewellery and Moroccan leather, lace, perfume, porcelain, full-size sculptures and oil paintings, and gorged themselves on an assortment of sweetmeats and pastries. When not shopping or eating, they enjoyed an illegal flutter at dice, cards or skittles, or sojourned to one of the many cabarets that sold wine at the front and girls at the back. Suitably refreshed, they perused the many curious diversions that filled one end of the yard like a clearing-house for entertainments. Bearded ladies battled for attention next to sword-swallowers and ingenious automata; gladiators fought combats alongside mountebanks and balladeers; and theatre troupes hoped to lure an audience into their ramshackle booths with a free farce before they could be distracted by a rhinoceros or a firework display.
         

         To the merchants who manned the stalls, the attraction of the fair was commercial, as within its walls they were able to offer their goods free from the monopolies and restrictions that ordinarily governed city trade. The same went for the many performers, known as forains, who came from all corners of the kingdom and beyond to take advantage of the lack of jurisdiction of official theatre companies like the Comdie-Franaise, whose royal patents gave them the right to suppress unlicensed theatrics. Yet even when they could make themselves heard above the blare of music and drunken yells, serious drama was rarely on the agenda. Forains specialised in novelty and spectacle, all that was brash and never-before-seen, performed by a versatile troupe of dancers, pantomimists, acrobats and funambulists  tightrope walkers who dealt in death-defying tricks, such as spinning in mid-air while hanging from one foot, or standing on one leg and playing the violin.
         


         The closest approximation to drama they offered were farces in the style of the Italian Commedia, a traditional form of improvised comedy where stock characters chased, cursed and cozened each other all the way to predictable ends. Dismissed by one Parisian critic as little more than a type of deformed concert, their plots were thin excuses for rude jokes and physical horseplay. An example was Gueulettes Le Marchand de Merde, a play that tells the story of the oafish valet Gilles who each morning defecates on the doorstep of a young gentleman called Landre. Dismayed by his ripe dawn deliveries, Landre enlists the help of canny Arlequin, who, posing as a wealthy marchand de merde, convinces Gilles that he is literally sitting on a gold mine. Duped, Gilles sets himself up in business, enthusiastically filling a barrel with his merchandise, which he offers around town with the cry, Buy my shit, its fresh, until an outraged apothecary attacks him with a stick.
         

         The broad comedy of Le Marchand de Merde pleased the raucous and easily distracted crowd, though a subtler vein of humour could also be detected running through its satire of unscrupulous Parisian commodity-culture and its desire to get rich quick. This was typical of a continual game of cat-and-mouse the forains played with the paranoid agents of the Bourbon police, exploiting the licence of the fairground to voice grievances that otherwise went unspoken in the repressive atmosphere of the ancien rgime. Italian performers in particular had a reputation for sailing close to the wind, and the fairs were full of them as a consequence of their expulsion in 1697 from legitimate Parisian theatre business for scurrility.
         

         All of Europe agreed that Italy produced the most talented and sought-after comedians, a fact Lord Shaftesbury, writing in 1700, attributed to the Spiritual Tyranny of that country, where the repressive activities of the state led its people to express themselves in comic fashion: Tis the only manner in which the poor cramped Wretches can discharge a free Thought, wrote Shaftesbury, as the greater the Weight is, the bitterer will be the Satire. The higher the Slavery, the more exquisite the Buffoonery.
         

         If it was exquisite buffoons you wanted, then Grimaldis family had them by the cartload. A group of travelling forains, they had connections to Malta and Genoa and even claimed distant kinship to the royal house of Monaco, although their true origins had long been lost in the trail of dust that followed them from town to town. Their patriarch was Joes great-grandfather, John Baptist Grimaldi, who was both dancer and dentist, pursuits that were far from incompatible in an age when renowned surgeons performed their operations in theatres to paying audiences.* His daughter, Anne, another dancer, travelled with him, as did his son, also called John Baptist, though better known by his Italianised name, Giovanni Battista. Completing the family were Giovannis partner, Catherine, and their son, Giuseppe, the boy who would one day father Britains legendary clown.
         



         The Grimaldis were typical of their kind: eccentric, fearless, superstitious and crude, they took their chances where they found them, and professed a pragmatic morality of the road. In a trade that was characterised by crabbed and filthy playing spaces, official harassment and a peasant audience, they at least toiled at its upper end. Giovanni was even something of a star. A comedian, pantomimist and sauteur (a kind of gymnast specialising in incredibly high leaps that were achieved by bending one leg at an oblique angle and coiling it low to the ground before jumping explosively into the air), he eventually grew tired of the family business and sought to make it on his own. Naturally, this meant the Paris fairs.
         

         He and Catherine are recorded appearing in 1740 at Saint-Germain as members of the Grande Troupe trangre, performing in the pantomimes Dupres, or Nothing is Difficult in Love, and Harlequin and Columbine Captive. The visit was a success, for in 1742 he was back, having been invited to perform at the largest and most prestigious theatre at Saint-Germain, the semi-permanent and almost-respectable Opra-Comique.
         

         It was here during a performance of Le Prix de Cythre that the Grimaldi family first leapt to national prominence. According to legend, the show was visited by the grand figure of Mehemet Effendi, ambassador of the Ottoman Sublime Porte. The ambassador, a vain and preening man, announced his presence by taking the box nearest the stage and, excited at the prospect of performing before such an eminence, Giovanni bet his colleagues that he could jump as high as the chandelier that flanked the box. He won his bet with his first leap but, in doing so, kicked the chandelier with enough force to smash it. One shard found its way down the throat of the laughing Mehemet, while a second hit him in the eye. Blind, choking and humiliated, he was quick to complain of the indignity he had suffered at the feet of a mere jester, and demanded that Grimaldi be punished before the full Court. A public act of contrition was accordingly arranged, only for Giovanni to seize it as a further opportunity for self-promotion by lacing his apology with such a dash of fairground double-talk that he reduced the courtiers to hysterics, heaping further dishonour upon the injured man. When news of the affair reached the people of Paris, they delighted in the audacity of this son of the marketplace who had ridiculed the loathed Turk, and adopted him as their new hero, conferring on him the heroic nickname Jambe de Fer, or Iron Legs, and singing his praises in a popular squib:
         

         
            Hail, Iron Legs! immortal pair,

            Agile, firm knit, and peerless,

            That skim the earth, or vault in air,

            Aspiring high and fearless.

            Glory of Paris! outdoing compeers,

            Brave pair! may nothing hurt ye;

            Scatter at will our chandeliers,

            And tweak the nose of Turkey.

            And should a too presumptuous foe

            But dare these shores to land on,

            His well-kicked men shall quickly know

            Weve Iron Legs to stand on.

         

         But Iron Legss new-found celebrity was short-lived. Over-confident in his popularity with Court and canaille, he misjudged their temper and performed something so scandalous at his next appearance that he was immediately arrested and thrown into the Bastille. What he did, exactly, is unrecorded but, given the infamous licence of the French aristocracy, it must have been particularly bad.
         

         It was a mercifully short stint in prison, and after his release, Iron Legs made himself scarce, leaving France and arriving in London in July 1742. London was a popular destination for Continental performers, whom it attracted with high fees and the promise of celebrity. But Iron Legs had a further incentive, as his father had settled there in the mid-1730s. Now semi-retired, John Baptist ran a successful business as Surgeon Operator for the Teeth in Martlett Court, Covent Garden, while also making occasional appearances as Pantaloon to the Harlequin of the celebrated John Rich. Reunited with the old man, Iron Legs begged to be introduced to Rich, who in turn offered him work at Covent Garden theatre, first as Scaramouch in LAntiquaire and later in a number of dances. Yet the comparatively staid air of an English royal theatre disagreed with him: only four months after his arrival, Iron Legs was already planning to leave, though not before first devising a scheme to fund his passage back to Europe. Henry Angelo, the proprietor of a famous London fencing school that doubled as a clearing-house for gossip, remembered being told the story of Iron Legss sudden departure:
         

         
            Rich, the manager of Covent Garden Theatre, who was ever ready to catch at anything that was novel, or of pantomimic tendency, listened with rapture to Grimaldi, who proposed an extraordinary new dance: such a singular dance that would astonish and fill the house every night, but it could not be got up without some previous expense, as it was an invention entirely of his own contrivance. There must be no rehearsal, all must be secret before the grand display in, and the exhibition on, the first night. Rich directly advanced a sum to Grimaldi and waited the result with impatience. The matre de ballet took care to keep up his expectations, so far letting him into the secret that it was to be a dance on horse shoes, that it would surpass anything before seen, and was much superior to all the dancing that was ever seen in pumps. The newspapers were all puffed for a wonderful performance that was to take place on a certain evening. The house was crowded, all noise and impatience  no Grimaldi  no excuse; at last an apology was made. The grand promoter of this wonderful, unprecedented dance had been absent over six hours, having danced away on four horse-shoes to Dover.
            

         


         Having successfully defrauded Rich, Iron Legss career entered a serious decline. Nothing was heard of him for several years, until he eventually turned up in Flanders in the company of a stage-struck bookseller he had duped into funding a troupe. Although he had added conjuring to his various skills, the venture met with constant ill fortune that culminated in an attack by bandits on the road to Brussels. Having been stripped and robbed, Iron Legs, the bookseller and Iron Legss mistress, a Parisian lady of questionable character, would have been murdered on the spot had not the lady thrown herself upon the brigands mercy and promised to become their collective wife in return for her lovers salvation. They agreed, and departed with their prize, leaving the dejected comedian to tramp into Brussels alone, wearing the only thing he had left, a tattered Harlequins costume. By 1760 he was either dead or disowned: his fathers will, dated 11 March that year, neither mentions him by name, nor leaves anything to a son.
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         With Iron Legs slipping into the Belgian sunset, his son Giuseppe had already emerged as a formidable talent. Giuseppe had been born on the road in either France or Genoa some time between 1710 and 1716, and entered a long theatrical apprenticeship almost as soon as he could walk. Iron Legs was a demanding master, expecting long hours and high standards of his son, and inflicting brutal punishments when he failed to meet them. Neither was the despotism of his methods offset by the comforts of warm maternal love, as what little glimpse we have of Giuseppes mother, Catherine Grimaldi, reveals a woman with a face like a millstone, a squat, thick, strong figure  endowed with so much agility and strength, that she could break chandeliers as well as Iron Legs himself. This intimidating bruiser, who went everywhere with a brace of loaded pistols, was so similar in appearance to her husband that many believed her to be his mother, sister or daughter. So equivocal was the ladys character, wrote Thomas Dibdin, the author of Mother Goose, that no one has been able to ascertain the precise degree of relationship.
         

         Parental incest would certainly explain Giuseppes many peculiarities. Like his parents, he was short, stocky and strong, described as having more the agility of a roebuck than a man, with a face built for gurning and licentiousness. His deep voice rolled with a thick accent, churning French, Italian and English into a curious pidgin that many listeners found hilarious. They also had cause to fear him: he had a fierce temper and was prone to dark moods and unpredictable bursts of violence.

         Like his father, Giuseppe served his time at the Paris fairs before making his way to England. The date of his arrival is not exactly clear. Joes Memoirs put it at 1760, when it is said he arrived as part of the retinue of George IIIs bride, Princess Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, in whose household he was employed, like his grandfather John Baptist, as a dentist. In later life Giuseppe would often refer to this period, announcing his exalted patronage in advertisements placed in provincial newspapers prior to his appearance on regional tours. In actuality, his royal service seems to have been short-lived and less than auspicious. A popular story (refuted by Joe) tells how he found the Queens constant toothaches annoying, until one day, having received yet another summons to St Jamess Palace, he marched angrily into her bedroom, prised open the royal mouth and, ignoring her protests, pulled out the offending tooth with a single, unceremonious yank. He was lucky to be merely dismissed.
         

         Whatever the truth of his royal service, Giuseppe couldnt have come to England in Charlottes bridal entourage, as by January 1758 he was already performing at the Kings Theatre, Haymarket, accompanied by his formidable dancing mother, who had emigrated with him and remained a part of his household until her death in 1773. Giuseppe only danced at Kings twice before being wooed by David Garrick, the legendary actor-manager of Drury Lane, who kept an eye on foreign theatricals and had heard of Grimaldi via contacts in Paris, who assured him he was sublimeetdivin. Garrick employed Giuseppe as Drury Lanes matre de ballet, training the dancers and choreographing comic dances, whose names  The Cow Keepers, The Italian Gardener, The Millers and The Swiss (in which he injured himself)  invoked the spirit of Iron Legs and the clamour of the fairs. The tone was perfect for the sort of afterpieces that ended a long night of tragedy and farce, and Giuseppe found himself amply praised in the London press, one critic going so far as to proclaim him a man of genius. Like his father, he was capable of extraordinary leaps, reaching such heights that it only seemed to be a matter of time before he did himself a serious injury. As the London Chronicles review of The Millers put it:
         

         
            Grimaldi is a man of great strength and agility: he indeed treads the air. If he has any fault, he is too comical; and from some feats of his performing, which I have been a witness to  those spectators will see him, it is my opinion, with most pleasure, who are least solicitous whether he breaks his neck or not.

         

         Keen to exploit his popularity, Garrick conscripted him into the pantomime in the role of the venal old codger, Pantaloon, for which he received even higher praise, the press describing him as the best Clown we ever saw.

         With success came rewards: a handsome salary of six pounds a week that put him among the chief earners of the day, and lucrative engagements teaching the children of wealthy families to dance, his most exalted pupils including the young Duke of York and his princess sisters. Then in 1763, he was given the position of matre de ballet at the summer theatre at Sadlers Wells, Islington.
         

         As Giuseppes public reputation grew, so he began to find himself increasingly at odds with the close-knit theatre community who didnt know what to make of the strong and savage comedian they nicknamed Grim, Old Grim, Grim-All-Day, or, most often, simply the Signor. With a manner that seemed constantly to provoke, his relationship with Garrick, in particular, began to sour. It was inevitable, for the great Shakespearean maintained a barely concealed contempt for pantomime, which, while not as extreme as that of The Times correspondent who saw it as an alarming symptom of a nations degeneracy, echoed the opinion of the journalist John Corry, who held its popularity to be proof of the increased imbecility of contemporary audiences, who favoured their glittering pageants to literature, which by filling the imagination  prevented the toil of thinking.
         

         There was some substance to his argument, as the all-powerful ton, those addicts of pleasure and intrigue who presided over the world of fashion, had set clear limits on how much of Garricks art they were willing to endure. They needed something frivolous to help them digest their nightly helping of edification, and were led in their tastes by no less a person than the monarch, George III, who never enjoyed a night at the theatre as much as when moved to tears of laughter by a clown who swallowed carrots whole.
         

         Garrick remained resolutely allergic, reacting furiously to a mischievous rumour that claimed hed once appeared as Harlequin at Covent Garden. Accordingly, it was common knowledge that the best way to annoy him was to accuse his acting of being pantomimical. Professional jealousy was partly to blame  he hated anyone even daring to impinge on his fame, and had once had to leave a puppet show as the applause for Mr Punch was making him sick  but there was also a fair dash of xenophobia in his view. Fondness for pantomime, this miscegenetic Franco-Italian cuckoo, threatened to smother his beloved Shakespeare, an anxiety he had frequently verbalised in entertainments such as Harlequins Invasion (1759) and The Theatrical Candidates (1775), which presented it as an immigrant force silencing native genius. Yet, as manager, there were profits to consider, and it was necessary to be pragmatic. Pantomime, as Garrick was reluctantly forced to agree, was good for business. If you wont come to Lear or Hamlet, he wearily conceded, I must give you Harlequin.
         

         Such concessions only made it harder to deal with the Signors increasingly obnoxious behaviour, and if Garrick had ever borne any respect for Giuseppe Grimaldi, by 1769 it had gone for good. It was the year of Garricks Jubilee, the three-day festival in Stratford-upon-Avon he had planned as a devotional hymn to Shakespeare but which had ended as a muddy and expensive fiasco. The Signor had been cast as Falstaff in a pageant of Shakespearean characters that never happened due to torrential rain, though he still insisted on being paid. The dispute dragged on for almost two years, with the Signor persistently pressing his claims, and Garrick fending him off, until he finally snapped, berating the Italian as a Tartar and an impudent fellow, and writing to his brother that he was ye worst behavd Man in ye Whole Company and Shd have had a horse whip. His opinion was confirmed when Giuseppe Grimaldi marched into Garricks office, dropped his breeches and saluted him with a face that had been freshly painted on his arse.

         Sowing backstage rancour was Giuseppe Grimaldis speciality. A dispute with the scenic artist Philippe-Jacques de Loutherbourg ended in an impromptu duel, the Signor wielding his violin bow and the painter his brush, leaving Grimaldi with a daub on his face that looked as if he had cut his head into two parts. De Loutherbourg, an amateur faith healer and acolyte of the shadowy magician and con-artist Count Cagliostro, seethed with an intensity that prophesied doom: As they are both sprung from great families, wrote a witness, it is expected this affair will not end so comically. But backstage spats were nothing compared to his behaviour during his brief tenure at a new venue, the grandly styled Royal Circus and Equestrian Philharmonic Academy, which opened its doors on Great Surrey Street (now Blackfriars Road) in 1782.
         

         The manager of the Royal Circus was Charles Dibdin, one of the eighteenth centurys most prolific writers and composers, who was hoping to cash in on the vogue for equestrian entertainments, exhibitions of trick riding and daring horsemanship, which, remarked one Continental visitor snottily, a certain class of Londoner cannot see too often. The star was the dashing Charles Hughes, who, accompanied by his beautiful and quixotically named daughter, Sobieska Clementina, thrilled audiences by flipping backwards and forwards from the backs of three galloping horses and vaulting over them forty times in succession. The equestrian shows were to be followed by lavishly staged spectacles performed by a company of all-singing, all-dancing children that included such future stars as Maria de Camp and Maria Romanzini  fifty of them, of both sexes, from six years old to 14, wrote the London Chronicle, intended to act speaking pantomimes, operas, medleys, drolls, and interludes.
         

         Dibdin hired the Signor to train the children, but it was a disastrous choice. Grimaldi started scheming almost immediately, weaselling his way in with the backers and driving a wedge between them and the manager, despite earnest protestations to Dibdins face that he conceived himself under the highest obligations and would rather die than do anything against his interest. This was nothing compared to his treatment of the children, whom he subjected to regular beatings and sadistic punishments, which included locking them into a specially built cage that was pulled forty feet into the fly-tower and left to dangle for hours above the stage. When it was full, he put others into a set of stocks hed brought to the theatre, although they were too big for most of the children, who simply slipped out their legs and wrists and started playing at top or marbles until the Signor came to set them free.
         

         Even in an age that believed strongly in the improving qualities of corporal punishment, Grimaldis methods were extreme. Dibdin was constantly called away from business to deal with complaints from angry parents until eventually the local magistrates intervened and ordered a compleat investigation into the morals of the place. Dibdin appeased them, only to have them return almost immediately after Grimaldi choreographed a comic dance for the children called The Quakers, which was so libellous and potentially obscene that the usually docile Society of Friends got a court injunction to have it stopped. Legal action proved unnecessary, as the wrangling and disarray that had plagued the Circus from its first day meant that they failed to secure the requisite licence and were forced to shut down only six weeks after opening. The order came in the middle of a performance, and so upset the rough and ready Lambeth crowd that a riot was averted only when the magistrate ran away. Hughes and Dibdin were immediately dispatched to Bridewell prison and the Royal Circus fell apart.

         On his release, Hughes turned his back on the affair, working in England only briefly before taking his family to St Petersburg, where he found favour with Catherine the Great. Giuseppe Grimaldi, meanwhile, threatened to sue the proprietors for four hundred pounds he believed he was owed for teaching the children. But the threatened lawsuit never came to pass, possibly because he was forced to lie low in order to avoid the attentions of the Reverend Rowland Hill, a vicar who accused him of sending the Circus children out to steal the lead from the roof of his new chapel across the road.
         

         Dibdin never forgave Grimaldi, and blamed him for everything, convinced that he had been on a demonically inspired mission to destroy him. Even twenty years later, he retained an untempered spleen for this practised Italian, recording in his memoirs that his nauseous history would sully the foulest paper and insisting that,

         
            he knows, in himself, exactly, the degree of merit he actually possesses; and, in the same proportion that you give him credit for any thing beyond it  you become his dupe  the milk of human kindness which you afford him, mixing in him with the malignant qualities of his mind, turns to slow poison; which, unseen, he spits upon you as it may, occasionally, serve his purpose.
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         Reports of the Signors erratic behaviour from 1769 onwards might be explained by the onset of syphilis, a disease he had contracted two or three years earlier. There were ample opportunities for sex in his profession, though the Signor indulged to extreme lengths. His particular taste was for gamine dancers, especially those who had barely passed puberty. As matre de ballet, he was surrounded by attractive young women, and in the feudal world of eighteenth-century theatre, where maestros ran their departments like personal fiefdoms, sleeping with the dancers was an ancient right.
         

         One of these mistresses, Mary Blagden, was a girl he had met in his initial season at Drury Lane when he was in his mid-forties and she just thirteen. Shortly thereafter, she became the Signors wife. They married in 1762 at St Pauls, Covent Garden, after the Signor had sought and received consent from her father because she was still a minor. The marriage flourished at first, and over the next five years they had four daughters: Mary, baptised at St Pauls, Covent Garden, on 19 January 1763, Isabella Louise, baptised at St Pauls on 14 October 1764, Margaret Charlotte (b. 1765) and Catherine (b. 1767). But though she was young and fruitful, Mary Blagdens own testimony reveals the Signor to have been a cruel and neglectful spouse.
         

         Many years later, Mary Blagden would take the unheard-of step of initiating divorce proceedings against him, citing systematic abuse that had gone on for more than sixteen years. According to the petition, he began to behave cruelly towards her almost immediately after their wedding. Just days after the birth of their first child, as she lay nursing, he attacked her without provocation, beating her badly and pulling her around the floor by her hair. The attacks became habitual and, having beaten her up, he would lock her in the bedroom for hours at a time, attacking his daughters should they dare to intercede. At mealtimes, he threw knives, forks and plates at her, inflicting injuries so bad she was unable to dance at the theatre. To physical cruelty, he added psychological torture. At night, he consorted with prostitutes, hanging around in brothels until four or five in the morning, at which time he would go home and wake his wife and tell her of the several acts of debauchery he had on the preceding nights been guilty of and would then without the slightest provocation very much abuse and ill-treat her. There were also some long-standing affairs with the young dancers and acrobats at Sadlers Wells, including Isabella Wilkinson, a handsome tightrope dancer and virtuoso of the musical glasses, who turned his head with her fur-lined shorts and ability to play the cymbals, violin, pipe and tabor while standing in mid-air. Having dallied with her, he moved on to her sister Caroline, from whom he most likely contracted syphilis.


         Despite falling to the disease, the Signor still insisted on having sex with his wife, then pregnant with their fourth child, and, inevitably, she became infected. In 1770, he abandoned them all, setting up house on his own in Chelsea and returning only twice a week to order dinner for himself and his servant before sending the scraps to Mary, who chiefly lived in the kitchen of the said house, by reason he  constantly locked up and took with him the keys of the several other rooms. During one of these visits, he beat her so badly she was blind for ten days, while on another, he imprisoned her in her bedroom for six weeks, commanding his mother to stand guard at the door with her ever-present pistols.

         Somehow, Mary Blagden managed to escape, taking refuge with her own mother while living in constant fear of her husbands return. Yet by this time the Signor had lost interest in his family and was living with a woman named Anne Perry, who had taken to calling herself Mrs Grimaldi. In spite of her airs, Anne Perry had no claim to exclusivity, for the Signor was having another affair with a short, stout, very dark dancer named Rebecca Brooker. Rebecca had been dancing at Drury Lane since the age of three, encouraged by her father Zachariah, a tough Cockney butcher who kept the Bloomsbury slaughterhouse, and made money on the side by renting her out to Garrick as an occasional fairy. In October 1773, with a view to setting her up in a career, Zachariah bought his daughter an apprenticeship with the Signor, placing her on the roster of apprentices known as Grimaldis scholars and handing over a substantial fee in return for exercises in music, dancing, oratory, etc..

         When the Signor came across Rebecca he added an additional clause to her contract that went far beyond the usual demands for cash and obedience. Henceforth, she was to renounce the company of men and be prohibited from contracting herself in matrimony or committing any other acts whereby the said  Grimaldi shall lose the benefit of the said Indentures. Having legally ensured her chastity and marked her off as his personal property, Giuseppe Grimaldi set about seducing her. Rebecca was less than fourteen, the Signor at least fifty-five.
         

         From now on, the Signor divided his time between the house he shared with Anne Perry at 125 High Holborn, and Rebecca Brookers tiny room in Stanhope Street in the parish of St Clement Danes. In 1778, both women fell pregnant and gave birth within days of each other. Anne Perry had a daughter on 16 December they named Henrietta Marguerite, and two days later, as Drury Lane held a benefit performance for the City of London Lying-in Hospital, Rebecca Brooker gave birth to a son they called Joseph Grimaldi.

         Though largely ambivalent about the birth of a fifth daughter, the Signor was overjoyed at the arrival of his first son, and when his own pantomime, The Wonders of Derbyshire, was cancelled due to the indisposition of one of its principal performers, he hit the town hard, boasting to anyone who would listen what a good omen it was to have a child born so close to the new pantomime season and how he would have him on stage as soon as he could walk.
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         In theatrical terms at least, Joe was born at the dawn of a new era. On 18 January, when the child was exactly one month old, David Garrick slipped into a coma and died two days later with the parting words Oh dear. It was an inauspicious end for one who had spent his life at the heart of the Shakespearean maelstrom, though the funeral more than made up for any lingering sense of anticlimax: its long cortge snaked its way from his home at the Adelphi to its final resting place at Poets Corner, attended by aristocratic pallbearers and a host of distinguished mourners that included Samuel Johnson and Edmund Burke. The Signor was not invited.
         

         For the first few years, Rebecca and her child lived alone in the warren of slums parcelled between Clare Market and the royal theatres, an area peopled by the dancers and supernumeraries who toiled in the vast theatrical mills. It was a particularly noxious part of town, with a perpetual smog, like a great round cloud attached to the earth, and was notorious for prostitution and the rows of sagging houses that crowded in on one another so closely that the puddles in the street rarely dried.

         The Signor remained elusive, maintaining a number of addresses and probably women too. In Lambeth, he kept a house with a garden that he decorated in winter with artificial flowers, as well as another lodging on the Islington Road, opposite the gates of Sadlers Wells. His principal residence, though, remained the house on High Holborn with Anne Perry. He was certainly there during the Gordon Riots in the summer of 1780, eight days of anti-Catholic violence that caused more destruction to London than that suffered by Paris during the entire French Revolution. With a sectarian mob descending on Holborn, smashing and looting any property that did not prominently display the words No Popery, the Signor was in trouble: hed failed to hang a sign and the rioters were certain to know he was a foreigner and, most likely, a Catholic. With the kind of nerve only a true comedian can possess, he waited until they were almost at his door, before sticking his head from the second-floor window and, making comical grimaces, called out, Gentlemen, in dis hose dere be no religion at all. There was a tense moment before the crowd burst out laughing, gave him three cheers, and moved on to set fire to the Bank of England.

         It was to be one of Anne Perrys last memories of her husband, for on 13 September that year, Rebecca delivered another of the Signors children, a second boy they called John Baptist in memory of Iron Legs. With thoughts of a profitable theatrical dynasty dancing around his head, the Signor unsentimentally dropped Anne and Henrietta to move in with Rebecca and his sons.
         

         It was an equivocal promotion for Rebecca, but with it came a marked improvement in her standard of living and the chance to depart the verminous rooms in Clare Market for a well-appointed apartment in Little Russell Street with three or four female servants, and that once-essential symbol of eighteenth-century urbanity, now become rather gauche, an African footman named Sam. Joes Memoirs seek to portray it as a largely happy household, while remaining silent on the topic of his fathers polygamy and his own illegitimacy. Neither do they make any mention of any siblings save John, which is particularly intriguing as the Signors will suggests that Rebecca had a third son called William, born around 1786. William remains a mystery, as absent from all other records as he is from the Memoirs, even though he, Joe and Mary Blagdens daughter, Catherine, all performed together on Boxing Day 1789, billed as the three young Grimaldis.
         

         Many of these omissions were required by the standards of decency expected of nineteenth-century memoirs, and wherever Joe finds himself unable to recount the truth, he offers homely platitudes, such as the assertion that the Signor had the reputation of being a very honest man, and a very charitable one  never known to be inebriated. But even the veil of Victorian decency could not completely silence the Signors fury, and Joe confesses that he was as violent, neglectful and overbearing with them as he had been with Mary Blagden and the children of the Royal Circus, being especially fond of lifting them by their hair, throwing them into corners, and promising beatings, which he would then defer for weeks and sometimes months. This was ingenious, recall the Memoirs, inasmuch as it doubled, or trebled, or quadrupled the punishment, giving the unhappy little victim all the additional pain of anticipating it for a long time, with the certainty of enduring it in the end.
         

         Joe found it hard to extricate himself from his fathers madness, which inevitably set him so far apart from his peers that he became a target for the taunts of local children, especially when he was forced to walk every Sunday to his grandfathers house in Bloomsbury in the Signors bizarre idea of Sunday best  an emerald green jacket and satin waistcoat embroidered with large flowers, matching green breeches, and a laced shirt and cravat, with ruffles at his wrists and buckles on his knees and shoes, the ensemble completed with a jewelled cane and a cocked hat that gave him the appearance of a particularly prosperous leprechaun. Invariably hed attract a barracking pack of children a street or two long, and though he claimed to enjoy the attention, it was an early introduction to an alienating dynamic that would persist throughout his life: a figure of ridicule apart from the crowd.

         By far the Signors most oppressive attribute was the long shadow of morbidity he cast over his family, thanks to an acute obsession with death and, in particular, being buried alive. Every idle moment would find him poring over a smeared and grubby copy of The Uncertainty of the Signs of Death, a book by the French physician Jacques-Bnigne Winslow that purported to be a medical manual for ascertaining the difference between real death and mere death-like trances, but was little more than a series of horrific anecdotes. Pale and trembling, the Signor would let out long, heartsick moans as he read of the young lady of Auxbourg who, believed dead, was interred in the family vault, until, some years later, one of the same Family happening to die, the vault was opend and the Body of the Young Lady found on the Stairs at its entry without any fingers on the right hand, gnawed down for food; or the unfortunate woman of Basingstoke, discovered by boys who heard screams emanating from the vault beneath their school and came across her having clawed her face into ribbons, to that Degree, that notwithstanding all the Care that was taken of her, she died in a few hours in inexpressible torment.
         

         Though many of his superstitions had taken root in the fairgrounds of his youth, where forains relied on a polytheistic array of talismans and saintly intercessions to preserve them from breaking their necks, the Signors fear of being buried alive was not entirely irrational. In 1785, the Morning Post reported that Giuseppe Grimaldi had been found dead in Brighton, sitting upright in his chair at breakfast. In fact, he had simply slipped into unconsciousness, something he did three or four times a year [when] he eats himself into a second sleep, and he appears as dead, possibly as the result of a diabetic condition. More irrational was his conviction that he would die on the first Friday of the month. The comedian Jacob de Castro recalled being told of a recurring dream in which the devil appeared to the Signor to inform him he was coming to collect him on that day, though, infernally, omitted to specify which month. As the first Friday of each month came, the Signor kept an anxious vigil in a room he had filled with clocks, blanched with terror until daybreak, whereupon he let out a relieved sigh and said, Now I am safe for anoder month. It was a fear he immortalised in a piece of pantomime business known as the skeleton scene, a skit that remained popular for more than a century after his death, in which the clown depicts in a most woefully comic manner all the horror and alarm which may be supposed to seize upon a nervous person when alarmed by the vagaries of a visitant from the world of spirits.
         

         The boys were not preserved from these horrible fantasies, for, haunted by phantoms and sunk deep in ghoulish accounts of last-minute resurrections and scratched coffin lids, the Signor frequented the neighbourhood graveyards, speculating aloud on the causes of death as his reluctant children scuffed along in his wake. The church of St Clement Danes, a mere spit from their lodgings, was the favourite destination for these morbid peregrinations, and in particular, the grave of the actor Josias Miller. Honest Joe Miller, read the headstone, was a tender Husband, a sincere Friend, a facetious Companion, and an excellent Comedian. Looking down at Millers grave, the Signor must have wondered how much of this epitaph, if any, could be truthfully applied to himself.
         

         
         

      
            * A popular turn on the Pont-Neuf was Big Thomas, a tooth-puller who accompanied his operations with jokes, impressions and a performing monkey.
            

             Some accounts of Joseph Grimaldis ancestry claim his great-grandfather was the Neapolitan opera singer Cavaliero Nicolini Grimaldi. Nicolini, whose several triumphs included creating the title role of Handels Rinaldo, enjoyed five years of unprecedented popularity in London, thanks to the frenzy for Italian opera that swept through the capital at the beginning of the eighteenth century. Every limb, and every finger, contributes to the part he acts, insomuch that a deaf man might go along with him in the sense of it, wrote Joseph Addison in 1710, having found himself utterly enraptured one winter evening by his graceful physique and the greatness of air and mien [that] seemed to fill the stage, and at the same time commanded the attention of the audience with the majesty of his appearance. While there is a strong temptation to find a hint of Joe in the singers command of mime and striking voice, until now biographers have failed to notice that Nicolini was a castrato, who, like all of his kind, had been unmanned by the Church as a boy. He retired to a luxurious Venetian villa in 1730, childless and rich.
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             here more than once

            Taking my seat, I saw (nor blush to add,

            With ample recompense) giants and dwarfs,

            Clowns, conjurers, posture-masters, harlequins,

            Amid the uproar of the rabblement,

            Perform their feats. Nor was it mean delight

            To watch crude Nature work in untaught minds;

            To note the laws and progress of belief;

            Though obstinate on this way, yet on that

            How willingly we travel, and how far!

            William Wordsworth, The Prelude (1805)
            

         

         SADLERS WELLS OPENED ITS DOORS at five oclock on Easter Monday 1781 for the first night of the new season. By the time the curtain went up at six, the house was packed with noise and expectation. The bill included the inimitable Mr. Saunders, standing on his head on top of a drinking glass balanced on a swinging rope; tumbling by Placido Bussart, a gymnast who had once amazed Marie Antoinette by somersaulting over a file of eighteen grenadiers with upright bayonets; and a tightrope act by Paulo Redig, the Little Devil, who was conducting a torrid affair with another of the evenings main attractions, La Belle Espagnole, a busty Spaniard who danced the fandango on a tightrope while accompanying herself on the castanets. Acrobatics were followed by a serio-comic, prophetic, political, musical piece entitled The Medley; or, a Masque in a Masquerade, and a pantomime called The Wizard of the Silver Rocks; or, Harlequins Release. Somewhere in the midst of this mish-mash of variety that was the speciality of the Wells, Joseph Grimaldi made his full theatrical dbut at the age of two and a half years old.
         

         It was not the first time Joe had been before an audience: six months before, the Signor had made good on his promise to have his son on stage as soon as he could walk, bringing him out at Drury Lane for his first bow and first tumble. Tonight was a different proposition, dancing with one of his half-sisters in a fully rehearsed and choreographed routine. His performance was flawless. It had to be: any nerves he felt were entirely subsumed by the thought of his fathers wrath should he set a foot wrong.

         As the eldest son, Joe had the dubious honour of being the most closely tutored of his fathers protgs. Like most theatrical parents, the Signor saw little point in allowing his son to go idle when he could be learning a trade and earning a wage. By the age of two, Joe was already used to long days being drilled in the skills necessary for a career in harlequinade: lessons in mime, dancing, gymnastics and buffoonery, to which he brought his abundant gifts, an expressive face and eloquent legs. Eight months after his Sadlers Wells dbut, he had already progressed enough for the Signor to try him in his very first pantomime, and on Boxing Day 1782, Joe made his dbut as Little Clown in Drury Lanes The Triumph of Mirth; or, Harlequins Wedding. It was a double dbut for the Grimaldis as, with the exception of one solitary performance in 1778, it was the first time the Signor had taken the role of Clown  all the more remarkable given that it was one of the most physically demanding roles in the theatre and he was in his seventies. Thus, Drury Lane saw both its youngest and oldest ever Clowns take the stage on the same night, father and son dressed as exact replicas of each other, Joe mimicking the Signors actions like an impish familiar, a routine he managed so well it produced a rare flush of parental pride in the old man, who boasted of such great doings for a mere baby ting.
         

         Also in the cast was Carlo Delpini, a legend of pantomime who had arranged all the tricks for the piece. Delpini was king of the transformation scene, the instantaneous conversion of one object into another at the hand of its hero, Harlequin, the prince of mutability and cipher for the age of revolutions that saw the potential for change in everything. Harlequin achieved his effects through the expert timing of the stagehands, who released catches on hinged flats, letting them drop to reveal new objects painted on the reverse side. Alternatively, canvas flaps or holes might be cut into trick backcloths, allowing Harlequin to leap into a fireplace or through a mirror, while semi-transparent sheets could be painted to change entire scenes, depending on whether they were lit from the back or the front.

         Delpini was well known to the Grimaldis, having been an apprentice of Iron Legs back in the 1740s and, for years, a regular fixture of the London theatres. His influence on Joe would prove enormous, as the young Grimaldi would soon begin his own experiments in tricks and transformations, although for now Delpini just seemed like a younger version of his father, strong and athletic, outspoken in his heavily accented English, and more than a little insane. Most uncannily, Delpini cherished superstitious fears about death and was particularly sensitive about the number eight, being convinced that he would die in 1788. Inculcating a fertile sense of doom had clearly been an important part of Iron Legss tutelage.

         In fact, Delpini wouldnt die for another thirty years, although it wasnt for want of trying. He was just as reckless as the Signor and constantly running risks. Delpini fears nothing; he runs all hazards, wrote The Times, as if to say, Catch him while you can. Several weeks later he was gravely injured in The Death of Captain Cook, a serious pantomime performed at the Haymarket. At a royal fte in Frogmore, he was nearly killed when a Pierrot levelled a musket at him and accidentally let it off in his eye. The Prince of Wales was horrified, and declared the accident had entirely dampened the remainder of the days entertainment. He had been inordinately fond of bald little Delpini ever since he had commissioned him to supply entertainments for his coming-of-age ball at the Pantheon. He had also failed to pay the bill, thereby granting the pantomimist the great honour of being bankrupted by a prince.
         

         Together, the luminous cast saw to it that The Triumph of Mirth was successful enough to survive until almost the end of March 1783, a respectable run for the day, which meant that young Joe was often in the theatre until well past midnight. When he wasnt needed, the Signor placed him in a corner of the green room, commanding him to be still and silent on pain of death, although his compliance rarely lasted longer than the time it took his father to leave. This was especially the case when there were actors around to tempt him with a toy or a guinea in exchange for a trick  gifts his father would later lock away with the characteristically morbid warning, Mind, Joe, ven I die, dat is your vortune.
         

         At these times, the all-too-familiar threat of a beating was no match for the new and intoxicating lure of laughter, to which Joe was becoming increasingly alive. Given his background, it was hardly surprising that these comedic instincts should emerge as, besides the relentless training, hed spent his young life immersed in the Signors madness, where arbitrary justice and irrationality had led him to understand the world as a shifting plane of ambiguities, void of the anchors of reason and authority a parent conventionally provides. The result was an acute sense of the ludicrous that acted as a sanctuary. When Joe performed, it wasnt merely the attention he was seeking, or the beaming delight he felt at making adults burst into loud guffaws, it was that feeling of being taken away by laughter, laughter that was both a giddy lightness and tumbling mudslide, an invisible hand leading him to absurdity and smothering him in its inimitable suchness. It was, wrote Henry Downes Miles, one of Joes first biographers, in a typically Victorian phrase, what opium is to the Turk  the life of life, and Joe was instantly hooked.
         

         Coaxed by a coin, he would jump up and run through a full repertoire of faces and tumbles that could only be stopped by warning of the Signors return, whereupon hed dart back to his corner and look cowed and obedient. Soon, the extravagant contrast between these exuberant pranks and feigned servility became the best part of the joke, and the green room kept itself amused by shouting Joe, your fathers coming, just to enjoy the transformation. This often backfired, as it did one night when the Earl of Derby, frequently backstage as he conducted his affair with the actress Elizabeth Farren, offered Joe half a crown if hed throw his own wig on the fire. Joe did it without thinking and the room went up in a blaze of laughter that lasted as long as it took the company to notice the Signor standing in the doorway. Incandescent, he fell on his son, delivering several sound thwacks before the Earl could intercede by proffering the smouldering wig on the end of a poker.

         By the time The Triumph of Mirth was finished, Joe had become an established juvenile performer at Drury Lane, and that summer, he was taken on fully at Sadlers Wells, dancing, marching in processions, and playing monkeys, imps, fairies and demons to order. It was the beginning of a long and demanding apprenticeship that would last for many years.
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         The London theatre scene at the end of the eighteenth century was as hierarchical and partisan as anything in British society, dominated as it was by the two imposing theatres royal, Covent Garden and Drury Lane. These venues had been granted a monopoly on spoken drama under Charles II, which they guarded jealously by systematically suppressing any theatre that dared to utter dialogue on stage. With only the corner of Bow Street and Russell Street to separate them, they were close neighbours, although culturally they could not have been further apart. Covent Garden was a bastion of establishment respectability, a loyal and monarchical institution patronised by the King and his Tory ministers, while Drury Lane was home to the Whig opposition, radical republican sympathisers and the exclusive cliques of the Prince of Wales, Charles James Fox and the members of the Duchess of Devonshires Devonshire House salon.

         Such extreme factionalism underscored the theatres political role. Since the Restoration, it had been an extension of public life, forming, in the words of the Constitutional Review, an absolutely constituent part of our political system. Far from being centres for the passive consumption of entertainment, theatres were popularly thought of as representative assemblies or national debating chambers, where the division of the auditorium into ranks of boxes, galleries and pit seats provided a perfect vision of society in miniature from the most exalted citizens to the many prostitutes openly selling and delivering the articles they trade in. Audiences took their places with a sense of collective ownership, never allowing actors to forget that they appeared at their pleasure. They came and went as they pleased with scant regard for what was happening on stage, punctuating the evening with a series of interruptions, first from the fashionable set who caused a stir by taking their boxes in the middle of the play after their dinner parties had broken up, and then again by the bargain hunters who took up the unsold seats for half price at the end of the third act. No wonder, then, that the author Matthew Lewis should advise budding playwrights that, if they wanted their work to be understood, they had to open act four with a summary of the entire plot.
         

         Heckling was commonplace  Dr Johnsons biographer, James Boswell, was extremely proud of himself for entertaining the audience by imitating the lowing of a cow  and respectful silence, though not unheard of, was more than likely the result of the natural ebb and flow of chatter than attentive consideration. Actors retaliated as best they could. When playing Lear, Garrick placed hush men throughout the house to keep the noise down during his important scenes. John Philip Kemble preferred irony: interrupted mid-sentence by a crying baby in the audience, he stepped forward and gravely intoned, Ladies and gentlemen, unless the play is stopped, the child cannot possibly go on.

         A further exuberance of liberty, as one foreign visitor called it, was the audiences right to throw things, especially from the gods, or the upper galleries. The pit was bombarded with a constant hail of nutshells, apple cores and orange peel or, the ultimate prize, a direct hit on one of the liveried servants keeping his masters place in the boxes. An apple to the head was getting off lightly. Bottles, glass and bits of wood were often pitched into the orchestra, and one ladys shoulder was dislocated by a piece of brass that weighed at least a pound. Even she was comparatively lucky next to the actor Thomas Hollingsworth, who was almost killed when he was hit in the eye by an apple skewered on a knife.

         But the ultimate demonstration of the audiences authority was a riot, and while there hadnt been a serious one at Drury Lane for almost thirty years, a row of spikes still lay across the orchestra pit to deter stage invasions. Recent disorder at the opera house had resulted in a three-hour brawl that was noteworthy only for featuring so many combatants there was hardly room for them to grapple one another, let alone swing a punch. The rest of the audience stayed on to watch, more pleased than ever they were at a regular entertainment, according to the Morning Herald.
         

         Like the royal houses that sustained them, the fortunes of the royal theatres sank and rose, although, by virtue of its strong company and talented manager, the Irishman Richard Brinsley Sheridan, Drury Lane was currently in the ascendant. Sheridan was a young and ambitious adventurer with boundless energy and a brilliant mind who, through a series of complicated and ultimately unsound financial manoeuvres, had managed to raise enough money to buy a controlling share in the theatre after Garrick had retired. At twenty-eight, he was already famous as the author of four enormously successful plays, one of which, his masterpiece, The School for Scandal, had been greeted with such thunderous laughter on its opening night that the writer Frederick Reynolds was convinced the building was about to collapse on him as he walked by.
         

         Sheridan was quick-witted and enormously charismatic, and owed his rapid ascent in society to an inherent understanding of the basic theatricality of aristocratic life. He presented his emotions for public consumption with some frequency, fainting lifeless into the arms of Edmund Burke after a marathon oration at the Warren Hastings trial, or appearing at Garricks funeral with a train of black velvet carried by six pages, refusing to utter a word for grief. To his civic persona, he added a rakish mystique that had won him an army of admirers, despite his unusual features and bright red face. It was a visage Lord Byron admired greatly, describing it as half god, with an eye of peculiar brilliancy and fire that also shewed the satyr.

         Sheridans decision to move into management was not motivated by a desire to succeed Garrick as Britains foremost theatrical man so much as to gain access to Garricks connections. Determined to be an intriguer, Sheridan had set his sights on penetrating the heart of the Whig lite, using his role as manager to ease himself effortlessly into their circles and sit with them in their boxes. Fawning over glamorous friends did not sit well with the responsibilities of running one of Europes largest theatres, however, and its day-to-day business was constantly overshadowed, first by his long and chaotic pursuit of a seat in Parliament, and then, having been returned as MP for Stafford in 1780, by an equally disordered retention of it. The neglect would not have been so bad had Sheridan been capable of delegating responsibility, but his erratic habits and long absences kept the theatre in a permanent state of disarray, best embodied in the state of his office, which was littered with unpaid bills and a funeral pile of manuscripts he had promised to consider but never read.
         

         Putting off artistic decisions was one thing, but it was his chronic malfeasance and extravagant expenditure that had the biggest impact on Drury Lane. Payday, recalled the actress Maria de Camp, meant a backstage crew of carpenters, painters, scene-shifters, understrappers of all sorts and plebs in general mobbing the staircase and narrow passageways that led to his office, crying, For Gods sake, Mr Sheridan, pay us our salaries!

         Certainly, certainly, my good people, he would answer, you shall be attended to directly, whereupon he would enter the treasury, sweep the weeks receipts into his pockets and escape from the building by an alternative route. Another trick was to promise to pay everything he owed just as long as he could first borrow fifty pounds. If that didnt work, he simply charmed people into submission, descending from his office like a blessed saint. So cordial were his manners, remembered James Boaden, a hungry author who had camped for hours in the stairwells and anterooms of the theatre, his glance so masterly and his address so captivating, that the people, for the most part, seemed to forget what they actually wanted, and went away as if they had only come to look at him.
         

         Even the Signor was defeated by his unnatural charisma. He had once forced his way into Sheridans house in Hertford Street, pushing past the servants and threatening to beat him in front of his guests, who included the Mayor of Stafford, unless he was immediately paid what he was owed. Sheridan protested in the haughtiest terms but, unable to dent the Italians resolve, he finally wrote a bankers draft that he delivered in a conciliatory handshake. Delighted with his fearsome reputation, the Signor went straight to the bank where, instead of the forty pounds he was expecting, he received just four  Sheridan had deliberately omitted the zero. But rather than going back and making good on his threats, the Signor was impressed by the audacity with which hed been fleeced, stopping Frederick Reynolds in the street to exclaim admiringly, O vat a clevare fellow dat Sheridan is!

         As for the company, Drury Lane boasted two of the countrys biggest stars, the siblings Sarah Siddons and John Philip Kemble, a pair of grave and statuesque tragedians who dominated the theatre in the years after Garrick. Mrs Siddons in particular was an incomparable talent, the finest actress the stage had ever seen. She was distant, imperious, possessed of a somewhat masculine beauty and described by Hester Piozzi as one of the noblest specimens of the human race I ever saw. To Sheridan, she was a magnificent and appalling creature, whom, he couldnt help remarking, he found about as sexy as the Archbishop of Canterbury. He was in the minority, for at the height of her powers she attracted an enormous band of devotees. Drawn by her strong voice, imposing figure and majestic features, they came nightly to indulge their fix of Siddonean idolatry. Particularly enthralling was her delivery, which at its most effective could be employed on a single line, intensifying sentences as slight as Was it a miserable day? with such an electric charge that the audience could be heard to catch its collective breath. This was exactly what they paid for. Guided by the spirit of Romantic sensibility, they surrendered themselves to the swells of emotion in which she specialised. As James Boaden wrote,
         

         
            I well remember (how is it possible I should ever forget) the sobs, the shrieks, among the tender part of her audiences; or those tears, which manhood, at first, struggled to suppress, but at length grew proud of indulging. We then, indeed, knew all the luxury of grief; but the nerves of many a gentle being gave way before the intensity of such appeals; and fainting fits long and frequently alarmed the decorum of the house, filled almost to suffocation.

         

         Her brother, too, sought to ascend the highest peaks of human emotion, although he was hampered by a natural reserve that meant he often came across more like the Roman Catholic priest he had originally planned to be than the high-Romantic artist he became. Like his sister, John Philip Kemble cut a stately figure, tall and thin, with the classical features particularly suited to Roman patricians. His performances were noteworthy for displaying a total immersion in the reality of the play-world, a level of concentration that was almost unique among his colleagues, who were often accused of being too aware of the audience and wasting their energies in trying to provoke them into applause with nods and winks and all kinds of attention-seeking tricks.

         Wishing to pursue a psychological element in his acting, Kemble was the first Macbeth to have the ghost of Banquo played by an empty chair rather than the conventional man in a sheet, and one of his greatest innovations, it was said, was never allowing himself to look bored while waiting for his turn to speak. His delivery was also notorious: he spoke as though he literally held a plum in his mouth and peppered his speeches with tortuous pauses that sent the prompter into fits. He was also at the vanguard of a one-man mission to return proper pronunciation to an English language he considered to have slipped into derelict habits, wilfully transposing vowels and collapsing consonants until he pronounced beard as bird, conscience as conshince and virtue as varchue. As the stage historian Charles Beecher Hogan once pointed out, if Kemble had ever cause to say, It is odious that the merchant has no mercy for my hideous aches, the audience would have heard, It is ojus that theh marchant has no maircy for meh hijjus aitches.
         

         Not that he was the only one at Drury Lane to speak strangely. In his devotion to the Whig oligarchs, Sheridan had adopted their famous Devonshire House Drawl, a cliquey patois that was part baby-talk, part refined affectation, whose most notable aspects were the elongation of vowels, unexpected stresses and the syrupy pronunciation of you as oo (as in I looove oo).
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         With such powerful stars and matters of state to attend to, pantomimists remained second-class citizens at Drury Lane, regardless of their popularity. It was a different story at Sadlers Wells, the oldest and the best known of Londons many minor theatres, a group of eccentric venues, including the Royal Circus and Astleys Amphitheatre, that operated on both the edges of town and the margins of respectability. While the Drury Lane season was organised to convenience the families of rank and fashion who descended upon the capital for the beginning of the new parliamentary session in September and departed for the country in late spring, the Wellss season began on Easter Monday and ran throughout the summer. In this way it could make the most of its fine pastoral setting on the banks of the New River, at the end of a neat avenue of poplars in the middle of three square miles of meadows that bordered Clerkenwell at the south and the new Pentonville estate in the north.
         

         The first playhouse to occupy the site had been a simple wooden music room, erected in 1685 to entertain the five or six hundred people who came daily to take the medicinal waters that Thomas Sadler had uncovered in his garden, land that had once been part of the monastery of St John, Clerkenwell. A number of enterprises followed, with mixed results, until in 1746 the property was taken over by a local builder named Thomas Rosoman, who established a permanent company for the theatre and housed it in a new stone building. Rosoman prided himself on offering quality entertainment by professional performers, but to make sure he didnt run foul of the royal patent theatres, he offered it free, charging patrons only for the compulsory pint of port, Lisbon or punch that was necessary to gain admission. Unsurprisingly, Sadlers Wells gained a reputation for drunkenness and providing performances only to persons who had rendered themselves in some degree incapable of judging their merit, prompting the inevitable accusations of immorality and vice. Most of the unhappy wretches who pay their lives as forfeit to the law, warned one respectable ladies journal, are such as frequent these ill-conducted places of recreation, where their imaginations are enflamed to a degree of madness that makes them run on any crime and danger for the gratification.

         Though such horrors were clearly overstated, early audiences were, if not exactly criminal, certainly of a lower order than those found at Drury Lane: maids and footmen  mop-squeezers and fart-catchers, as they were prosaically known  tradesmen, apprentices and boisterous sailors wrapped around their red-ribboned Mollies. Similarly, its isolated spot a mile beyond Clerkenwell made it an attractive haunt for thieves and brigands who waylaid playgoers as they stumbled through the fields, knocking their shins against the network of leaky wooden pipes that carried the waters of the New River, or getting tangled in the washing lines that serviced the citys laundry industry. Though actors venturing out of the theatre after dark were able to protect themselves with pistols or a blunderbuss they rented from the stage door, picking off the audience was easy. If they had no money, they were mugged for their wigs and hats.
         

         By the time the Signor arrived as matre de ballet in 1763, the management had made a concerted effort to promote the Wells as a respectable and credible place of entertainment, refitting the auditorium and raising the ceiling for greater ventilation, although the fact that they had to install an ornamental iron railing along the waters edge to stop people throwing in their dogs, etc. suggests that there was still some way to go. In time, its reputation grew steadily, although it wasnt until the management mounted horse patrols and posted linkboys to light the way between Islington and the City to ensure their clients safety that a more affluent crowd at last ventured northward. This, combined with the engagement of a rope-dancer called Jack Richer, one of the handsomest and best made men in England, as beautiful as he was graceful, meant that by the time Joe made his dbut in The Wizard of the Silver Rocks, the Wells was at last beginning to emerge as a summer resort of the fashionable and well-to-do.
         

         As the patent theatres held a monopoly on speech  so strictly enforced Carlo Delpini once found himself in prison after hed dared to utter the words roast beef on a minor stage  Sadlers Wells was forced to approach its business with unflagging ingenuity, filling the bills with a stream of novelties and entertainments that didnt require any dialogue. Aside from innumerable variations on dancing, tumbling and rope-walking, the Wells specialised in serious and comic pantomimes, the former denoting mimed melodramas, and burlettas, a bastard, quasi-operatic genre that dodged the limitations of the law by restricting speech to rhymed recitatives accompanied by orchestral twinklings. On the occasions when only words would do, the audience were apprised of a characters thoughts by means of cartoonish banners, dialogue painted on flags, and labels pinned to actors  a practice William Wordsworth alluded to in The Prelude, when he recalled a youthful visit to the Wells to see a performance of Jack the Giant Killer: The garb he wears is black as death, the word Invisible flames forth upon his chest.
         

         Non-dramatic acts, like the Fantoccini  ingenious mechanical puppets  or the Catawba Indian chiefs newly arrived from America, were little more than staged versions of the many curiosities and raree-shows that could be found about London on any given day of the week. Others were more lavish, in particular what Wordsworth referred to as recent things yet warm with life, the dramatisations of current affairs on which Sadlers Wells was starting to build a reputation. This could mean something as simple and hasty as songs mocking modern follies, like James Grahams Celestial Bed, a mattress on which infertile couples were guaranteed to conceive (the Duchess of Devonshire had been a customer), or an acrobatic display in which Paulo Redig leapt through an Air Balloon all on Fire a mere two days after Vicenzo Lunardi had mounted Londons first-ever manned balloon flight from the artillery fields in City Road.

         At its most ambitious, Sadlers Wells staged full military re-enactments like The Battle of Fockschau, which replayed Hungarys recent defeat of the Turks using every device at the theatres disposal to give the audience a window on to world affairs. Recasting the conflict in suitably melodramatic shades of good and evil, the whole company did battle among gun-smoke and cannon-blasts to the accompaniment of a thundering score. A variation on this theme had the soldiers played by dogs, dog dramas having become popular following the 1784 phenomenon of Moustache, a dog whose performance in a play called The Deserter required him and his platoon of hounds to mount an attack on an enemy position. Frederick Reynolds fondly recalled seeing the dog in his little uniform, military boots, with smart musket and helmet, cheering and inspiring his fellow soldiers to follow him up the scaling ladders, and storm the fort. It was such a hit with the fashionable set, he said, that the Wells resembled the Opera House on a Saturday night.
         

         Not unsurprisingly, the season following Moustaches triumph was a veritable menagerie: a hare beating a drum, bulldogs lifted twenty feet into the air on a balloon by their teeth (to demonstrate British tenacity), a singing duck, two horses dancing a minuet, and a pig, much admired by Samuel Johnson, that could read and tell the time.
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         With engagements at both theatres, Joe was working non-stop from the start of the Drury Lane pantomime on Boxing Day through to the end of the Wells season in late summer. Compared to most of the working-class children living around Clare Market, he was well-off, with opportunities and good pay. Yet even by eighteenth-century standards, the theatre was a poor environment for a child, peopled by a dissolute crowd who, according to Sir Walter Scott, prosecuted their debaucheries so openly that it would degrade a bagnio. Actors could be charming, brilliant and philanthropic, but they were also fickle, vexatious and capable of taking vanity and dissipation to extremes. The air backstage was as thick with feuds and adultery as it was with mould and patchouli, encouraged by a prurient public who loved theatrical gossip and the frisson it added to performances. The green room was a constantly shifting terrain of jealous factions plotting to have their enemies disgraced or paying footmen to have their rivals jeered. Endemic alcoholism and the temptations of a celebrity lifestyle inspired habits that led frequently to an early grave. In this hard-drinking age, in which the Prime Minister regularly downed a bottle of port before attending Parliament, and the Prince of Wales drank six bottles of claret after dinner, which scarce made a perceptible change in his countenance, actors habitually outdid civilians from the moment they were dressed, reeling through rehearsals and delivering slurred performances before going on extended sprees that ended in run-ins with the Watch.
         

         Sheridan led by example, along with his good friend, Drury Lanes star singer, Michael Kelly, who, looking back on his time at the theatre, admitted, My wine bills were very large; the purple tide flowed by day and night; and I never stopped it, for then I took the DRUNKARD for a GOD. (Kellys nickname was Composer of Wines and Importer of Music.) Even the ascetic Kemble had problems controlling the opium and alcohol he took for asthma brought on by the stress of constant performing, and which sometimes caused major lapses in judgement, such as when he appeared in Maria de Camps dressing room and attempted to molest her (she went on to marry his brother, Charles).
         

         Many had been horrified by the very public decline of the beautiful Sophia Baddeley, a singer and actress captured in her prime by Zoffany. Revelling in her popularity, she took a succession of rich and aristocratic lovers, squandered her money and damaged her health with extravagant living. Debts forced her out of London, and she died in Edinburgh an emaciated wreck on the verge of starvation and driven insane by an addiction to laudanum. Ironically, Baddeley lived in fear of her five-year-old son being corrupted by the theatre and begged Sheridan to petition his powerful friends for charity so that she might send him away to school. She was wary, no doubt, of the many sexual predators that lurked both before and behind the curtain.
         

         Joe would also have been familiar with this type, as his father was one of them, although the exploitation of children in the theatre ran far deeper than individual cases of sexual abuse. Implicit in the very idea of eighteenth-century theatre, and central to its mission to entertain, was the display of children for the sexual titillation of older men. This was the real motivation behind Charles Dibdins attempts to found a company at the Royal Circus in which no performer was older than fourteen. It was not just the Signor whose morals were being investigated by the Surrey magistrates, for, as the London Chronicle observed darkly, horsemanship  was only intended to be served up as a dessert.
         

         The trend lasted far enough into the nineteenth century to be condemned by Dickens in the character of Nicholas Nicklebys Ninetta Crummles, a fifteen-year-old infant phenomenon, fed an unlimited allowance of gin-and-water to keep her looking ten. It was not without reason that Sheridan called his theatre the greatest Nursery of Misery and Vice on the Face of the Earth.
         

         Irrespective of the hazards, children were everywhere  as performers, in the corps de ballet, as house servants and assistants to the prompters, stage-hands, call-boys and seamstresses, or being nursed during rehearsals by actresses who refused to let pregnancy slow their careers.* All the Grimaldi children were made to perform, though none of them relished
          it like Joe.* Not only was Joe a natural, but life at the theatre was far preferable to life outside it, and provided him with a ready-made gang of like-minded children as friends. The best of these were Richard Lawrence and Robert Fairbrother, two talented boys who had also been performing since infancy. Richard was the son of a Sadlers Wells tumbler and swordsman, Joseph Lawrence, who was sometimes billed as the Great Devil and sometimes as Le Grand Saut du Trampolin. Richard had initially followed in his fathers footsteps but eventually chose music over acrobatics to become a good composer and band leader, a decision that was probably influenced by a near-death experience at Astleys Amphitheatre when a flying chariot he was riding in fell from the fly-tower and plummeted to the stage. Fairbrother, friend Bob, as he was known, was another slum child employed for a pittance in supernumerary roles. He was friendly, industrious and quick, and while he would soon outgrow the ranks of extras to become a decent pantomimist, he had keen entrepreneurial instincts that led him first to become a fur wholesaler and then an undertaker, before eventually becoming Sheridans confidential secretary at Drury Lane.
          



         With so many of them and so little supervision, the children frequently ran wild, even while performances were taking place. There was no keeping the little boys in order  they made such a terrible noise behind the scenes, complained Michael Kelly, of a flock of sprites summoned to appear in Macbeth. Intended as a whimsical atmospheric interlude, they had burst on to the scene like a riotous mob, breaking the set and scaring the actors, egged on by their mischievous ringleader, a boy called Edmund Carey, who would later become
          the most famous tragic actor in Britain under the name of Edmund Kean.
          



         But their exuberance was more than outweighed by the hardship they were forced to endure. As an adult, Kean would claim that he had had to wear callipers at the age of four due to the severity of the acrobatic training hed received at Drury Lane. True or not, child performers were certainly expected to risk illness and injury, working sixteen-hour days in buildings that were cold, dark and leaky, hazardous concatenations of dingy workshops, greasy corners, trapdoors and lethal machinery that gave one observer the impression of being in an unfinished house before the floors are laid. Most of their time was spent in the Stygian gloom of communal dressing rooms heated by one small wood-burning stove, or in the enormous, dripping cellars where they rehearsed among long-forgotten props and fraying scenery.

         Under the stern eye of the Signor, the children would start the day lined up facing the wall with their soles pressed flat against the skirting and their heels together to set their feet. The very youngest would then be given lessons in posturing  holding dramatic poses representing historical or classical subjects  while around them the older ones progressed through a series of exercises in balancing, gymnastics, walking on stilts, slack-wire and tightrope walking, singing, dancing, fencing, and performing on musical instruments (Joe, like his father, was a competent violinist).

         The Signor was not the only martinet. If anything, the equestrian prodigy Andrew Ducrows father was even worse. John Ducrow, the Flemish Hercules, known for balancing coach wheels on his chin, made his son sit under his chair like a dog while he drank himself senseless, horsewhipped him if he fell or made mistakes while training, and was once so enraged when the boy dislocated a wrist and an ankle that he set fire to their house, forcing Andrew to douse the flames while hobbling around on his crutches. Another time, he beat him for breaking a leg during a performance. Joe, older than Andrew, couldnt bear to see it, and once intervened to stop one of the beatings becoming something far worse. Such random interventions were the only form of appeal the children had. Occasionally a dissenting voice might be heard, such as that of Robert Paulet, a visitor to the Wells, who asked, Whence can arise the pleasure of seeing children suspended in the air, or tossed about, at the utmost hazard of their lives, to gratify the avarice of unnatural parents? To the vast majority of theatregoers, this was the view of a crank minority.
         

         By six years old, Joe was already established as a professional, catching the eye of a critic from the Gazetteer at a benefit for Covent Gardens recently arrived Continental dancer Augustin Bithmere, who wrote that the infant son of Grimaldi performs in an astonishing manner. By seven, he confirmed his status through the accumulation of regular injuries, the first acquired at Sadlers Wells playing the Signors monkey, led by a chain attached to his waist that the Signor would use to swing him around his head with the utmost velocity. One night it broke, hurling Joe into the lap of a gentleman seated way back in the pit. Another time, playing a cat in Hurly Burly, the Drury Lane pantomime for Boxing Day 1785, Joe ran onstage in costume only to fall thirty feet through an open trap because someone had forgotten to cut eye-holes in his suit. He was lucky to break only his collarbone, but was unable to perform again until the Sadlers Wells season opened the following Easter. On these occasions, the Signor would mix a soothing embrocation to a recipe he had inherited from the Paris fairs. Made from two new-laid eggs, half a pint of verjuice, two ounces each of camphorated oil and spirits of turpentine, it was to be rubbed into the muscles two or three times a day and accompanied by an edifying cocktail of vinegar and gin.
         


         Though the theatre took up almost all of Joes time in these early years, there was a period between the end of the Sadlers Wells season and the beginning of the Drury Lane pantomime when he was unemployed. During these three-or four-month breaks, the Signor enrolled him in Mr Fords Academy, a boarding-school in Putney, where he learnt to read and write alongside a number of other theatrical children who included Henry Harris, son of the manager of Covent Garden and Joes future boss. Joe liked school well enough, though he had no great talent as a scholar, admitting as an adult that he had always been a poor reader who found it especially difficult to learn his lines. The Monthly Magazine recalled that, even in his prime, Joe was like Bottom the Weaver, slow of study, taking five or six weeks to mellow himself into one of his songs. Until he had done so, he used to bring in a large sheet, on which the words were inscribed, and, to use his own phrase, ax their leave to sing it to paper.
         

         Neither did he speak well, particularly conscious of his unusual voice, an ItalianCockney hybrid described as laugh, scream, and speech all at once. It was ideal for buffoonery, but it made him uncomfortable when called upon to read aloud in class. His struggles with literacy were unsurprising given the patchy nature of his schooling, but there is also a strong possibility when we consider the disproportionate instance of dyslexia among performers in general, and comedians in particular, that his difficulties with reading were more significant, in turn reinforcing his commitment to humour as a means of masking social embarrassment.

         Joe much preferred sketching and drawing to reading and writing, and the quality of his drawings preserved in the Harvard Theatre Collection show him to have been an able draughtsman. He also began to develop his life-long passion for making scale models of scenery, a hobby hed learnt from Delpini. Possessed of an amazing memory for detail, he would rebuild entire sets in miniature and make improvements to misfiring tricks and unwieldy changes. His collection of models eventually grew so large that he ended up giving most of them away.
         

         Mr Fords also gave him the opportunity to experience at first hand the most notable privation of any eighteenth-century education  school dinners. Gruesome meals of milk porridge, stewed shins of beef and scanty mutton scrags were served up daily, indigestible treats washed down with each boys weekly allowance of two and a half gallons of small beer. These horrors made such a lasting impression on Joe that even fifteen years later he was still playing through the miseries of the table, animating his clown with a scouring hunger that caused him to raid butchers shops in search of a paradisaical pie or the perfect string of sausages with which to stuff his capacious clown pockets.

         Thus the pattern of Joes childhood became fixed around the twin orbits of school and the theatre. When not spending long days backstage and performing at night, he struggled over grammar, played with his brother John and their friends outside Drury Lane or swam in the New River before tracking home, tired, to their house in Little Russell Street and the love and serenity of his mother. It was a demanding life, physically challenging and subject to strict discipline, but full of excitement and the thrill of laughter. All that, however, was about to change. 
         

      
            * Dora Jordan had played a fifteen-year-old boy while heavily pregnant, and Madame Mercerot, one of the Signors apprentices, continued her sword fights until a month before she was due. Both were outdone by Sarah Siddons, who went into labour while performing in As You Like It.
            


            * A possible exception was Mary, the Signors eldest daughter with Mary Blagden, who had married one of his apprentices, the gangling underdog Lascelles Williamson, whose best turn was the Elizabethan egg dance, a sort of blindfold Highland fling in which he bobbed in and out of a circle of eggs without breaking them.
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            We ought not therefore be surprizd at the seemingly whimsical Precaution of some Persons, who have in their Wills ordered, that they should not be put in their Coffins till at least forty-eight Hours after their apparent Death, and till all the different Methods of Incision, Puncture, and Burning have been tried upon them, in order to acquire a greater Certainty of their Deaths.

            
               

            

            Jacques-Bnigne Winslow, The Uncertainty of the Signs of Death (1746)
            

         

         JOES FATHER FIRST SHOWED signs of failing health on 13 January 1784, midway through a performance of Fortunatus, in which he was appearing as Clown. The exertion of clowning in his early seventies had finally caught up with him, and reports from the theatre claimed that he was extremely ill. Within three weeks, however, he had rallied, his legendary strength allowing him to reprise the role eighteen times in a new pantomime called Harlequin Junior before the close of the Drury Lane season and the resumption of duties at Sadlers Wells. When Drury Lane reopened for the 17845 season, the Signor was there again, playing Clown in a pantomime olio, a compilation of favourite scenes, partly new and partly selected from old and approved pantomimes, called The Caldron, that ran through the end of one season and the beginning of the next, right up until the dbut of Hurly Burly, the new Christmas show, in which he played Clodpate, one of Clowns many guises.
         

         That Boxing Day was a bad one for both father and son, as the performance in which Joe broke his collarbone also proved to be the Signors final appearance at Drury Lane. At some stage during the performance he was unable to continue, and the management had to pull the entire production and replace it with an old favourite called The Romp, a substitution that the Morning Chronicle, even as it noted Grimaldis absence, found much better than the original fare. The change was good for two nights, but the managers couldnt wait. Eager to unveil their new production with its expensive new scenery and tricks, they replaced the Signor with his son-in-law, Lascelles Williamson. Laid up and sensing a mortal shift, on 25 February he made a will, yet by the summer the whole family, if not the entire theatrical world, must have wondered if the old bastard was ever going to die. July saw him back and in fine form, recording his first ever appearance at the Haymarket in a pantomime produced by Carlo Delpini called Here, There, and Everywhere.
         

         The Signors ubiquity was confirmed the following year when he was featured prominently in a poisonous little volume called The Children of Thespis, a survey of London celebrities by the verse satirist Anthony Pasquin. Pasquin was the pseudonym of John Williams, a dissolute and disaffected outsider who was not above using the threat of his pen as a means of coercing painters and performers into buying gifts and dinners for him and his friends, although his portrait of the Signor clearly demonstrates that he received no bribes from that quarter.* It was a toxic little ditty:
         


         
         

         
            What monster is this, who alarms the beholders,

            With Folly and Infamy perchd on his shoulders;

            Whom hallowd Religion is labring to save,

            Ere Sin and Disease goad the wretch to his grave,

            Tis Grimaldi! Alas, Nature starts at the name;

            And trembles with horror, and reddens with shame!

         

         The poem goes on to imagine the Signors soul called to account in a cod-Miltonic hell filled with pasteboard allegories rearing up to denounce a man so mired in wickedness that angels weep, Justice begs to see him hanged, and Mercy, having heard his confession, involuntarily vomits.

         While devoid of literary merit, Pasquins fantasy of Grimaldi in Hades was exceptionally well timed, as shortly after its publication the Signor paid for his crimes in full, dying on 14 March 1788, in a room off a court in Stangate Street, Lambeth. The poet was happy to take the credit, adding a note to the second edition of The Children of Thespis that read, the detested caitiff personified in this description, read his portrait, reflected and expired. The actual cause was dropsy, a swelling of the organs and tissues brought about by frequent compression and inflammation of the joints. Giuseppe Grimaldi had survived Pasquins squib just as hed survived decades of dissipation, and if anything in particular could have been said to bring on the condition, it was the handstands and pratfalls that marked his sudden adventures in clowning.
         

         Joe and John must have wondered if he was really gone. It wasnt the first time they had seen their father lying dead, then suddenly springing back to life  there were his food-induced comas, and once, about a year ago, hed decided to fake his own death. The Signor had been keen to discover if his boys really loved him or simply endured him in the hope of receiving an inheritance, and with the help of Sam the footman, he decided to put their feelings to the test, darkening the drawing-room of Little Russell Street, laying himself out on a table and covering himself with a sheet as Sam went off to break the news to the children. Whatever nauseous unease or perverse exhilaration the Signor felt at mimicking death, it was quickly forgotten the moment Joe and John came in to view the corpse. Joe, who immediately sensed that something was up, let out a long, theatrical wail. John, who saw nothing but relief from flogging and books, couldnt hide his delight, and started singing and skipping around the table, clapping his hands. You cruel boy, Joe reprimanded him, loudly and tearfully, hadnt you any love for your dear father?
         

         Dont be such a fool, said John. Now we can have his cuckoo-clock all to ourselves. The Memoirs record:
         

         
            This was more than the deceased could bear. He jumped from the bier, threw off the sheet and attacked his younger son most unmercifully; while Joe, not knowing what might be his own fate, ran and hid himself in the coal cellar, where he was discovered fast asleep some four hours afterwards by Black Sam, who carried him to his father, who had been anxiously in search of him, and by whom he was received with every demonstration of affection, as the son who truly and sincerely loved him.

         

         Another version of this story was passed down by the reviewer Thomas Goodwin, whose father had been the music librarian at Covent Garden. In this account, the Signor had gone missing and the report quickly became current that he had fallen from the cliff at Margate. Three or four days later, he appeared at home, but instead of finding his family in deep mourning, he found them perfectly happy and stoically resigned to their loss. Goodwins version also concludes with a rampage.

         This time there would be no vengeful resurrection. Giuseppe Grimaldi was quite dead, having prepared for his long-anticipated foray into the afterlife with a distinctive combination of meticulousness and malice. His will was particularly divisive, despite its desire to avoid all disputes by forming the estate from the proceeds of a public auction of everything he possessed, including the collection of all outstanding debts for benefit tickets and monies owed for the teeth. This last point supports the insistence of the Gentlemans Magazine that the Signor maintained his dentistry throughout his career and not just as a complement to his provincial tours. His temper led him into a variety of disagreements with managers, it claimed, on which occasions he returned to tooth-drawing as a matter of course, and with some success: As his manners were remarkable, and his dialect ridiculous, many visited him, rather to notice his peculiarities than test his skill. Another obituary noted that his skills included Dancing Master, Dentist, Conjurer, Clown at Sadlers Wells, and Practitioner in Physic, this final talent presumably acknowledging the modest celebrity of his embrocation, which was in time bottled and marketed by a Dr Chamberlain, who had a practice near the Wells.
         

         The sum of these various sales and collections was to be put out to the best advantage in behalf of Mary and the boys, Joe, John and the mysterious third son, addressed with particular affection as my dearly beloved William. There was no reference whatsoever to Mary Blagdens daughter Isabella, or to Anne Perrys Henrietta Marguerite, or to Joes mother, Rebecca Brooker. Two other daughters by Mary Blagden, Margaret (now Margaret Farmer) and Catherine, were bequeathed merely one shilling each for their bad behaviour. What they had done to deserve such a rebuke is uncertain, although Pasquin had already intimated a family rift: In their hate of his principles, all are agreeing,/And the fruit of his loins curse the cause of their being. Most probably, they had sided with their mother. (Mary Blagden herself had died when Joe was almost two. She never received her divorce, and was buried as Mrs Grimaldi.)
         


         The instructions for the Signors burial did not suffer from any kind of oversight; in fact, they omitted nothing. First, he made sure his family followed the advice of The Uncertainty of the Signs of Death, which counsels that bodies should be sent to their graves only after forty-eight hours, having had candles applied to their feet and needles inserted under their nails to guarantee death. In the end they waited seven days, just to make sure. After that, the Signor desired that Mary, as eldest daughter and most trusted child, see me put into my coffin and the day that I am buried to sever my head from my body. Mary had not the slightest inclination to decapitate her own fathers corpse, though the terms of the will were clear and even provided her with an additional five pounds to compensate her for her mourning.
         

         A surgeon was summoned and, turning her head away, she placed a finger gingerly on the cleavers handle as he bore down, making heavy going of the bone and gristle. Her fathers wishes fulfilled, Mary was to retrace the steps of one of his graveyard walks by following the body to Northampton Chapel, Exmouth Street, a stones throw from the Wells, and, remaining vigilant against any miracle resurrection, complete the interment by placing a headstone  at the top of my grave, [at] the place where I wish to lay  as I have often showed it to her. In fact, she was not able to have him placed exactly where he had wished, at the Pantheon between the windows, probably due to the express stipulation that the cost of the entire funeral, including his headstone, should not exceed ten pounds. Two months later, a fitting public memorial was published in the form of a souvenir print sold by J. Barry of Oxford Street. Entitled Grim-All-Day-at-Breakfast, it showed an oleaginous gargoyle toasting a crumpet and cackling over a bosomy dancer a fraction of his age.

         According to the Memoirs, the Signors estate came to fifteen thousand pounds, an enormous sum, given that a half-share in a patent theatre, the sole province of high financiers, cost around thirty thousand. Such riches seem unlikely in light of the Signors many sudden and violent demands for money, combined with the fact that when he died his salary was only 16s. 8d. a day. In addition, he was frequently changing address, moving from one rented accommodation to another, more like a man trying to avoid his creditors than one who was comfortably off. The point is moot, as whatever the Signor was actually worth, Joe saw none of it, due to the actions of the executors  Tom King, a one-time manager of the Wells, who was now up to his neck in Sheridans mess, running the day-to-day business at Drury Lane, and Joseph Hopwood, a lace manufacturer who lived in Long Acre behind Covent Garden. King thought the world of Joe but his present responsibilities vexed him beyond all reason and he was far too harried to pay any attention to the matter of the Signors will. The administration of the whole thus fell on Hopwood, who was facing financial difficulties of his own and used the money to float his business. He quickly went bankrupt and fled the country, leaving Joe with nothing but a broadsword and a guinea.
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         With no father to support them and their inheritance gone, the young Grimaldis were suddenly vulnerable, and their straitened circumstances immediately forced them to move into cheaper accommodation as the lodgers of Mr and Mrs Bailey, furriers, who lived in Great Wild Street at the north end of Drury Lane. As an act of charity, Mr Ford, the schoolmaster, offered to legally adopt Joe and let him continue his education. It was a generous thought, but Rebecca had to decline as her nine-year-old son was suddenly the familys principal breadwinner. Sheridan, himself a father and partial to random acts of charity, altruistically raised Joes salary to twenty-five shillings a week when he heard of the Signors death, and also allowed Rebecca to take a dancing engagement at Sadlers Wells, thus effectively doubling her salary in the four months the seasons overlapped.
         

         But for Joe it was a very different story at the Wells. His summer salary was abruptly cut from fifteen shillings a week to three, and his duties expanded to include helping the carpenters and scenemen, and other menial work. Rebecca complained, but it was that or nothing: what use was the son of a dead clown when he didnt even have his own act, let alone the talents of the current juvenile darling of the stage, the three-year-old singer Allan Ramsay, the fairy of the Wells? It was a predicament best summarised in a disheartening press notice that confirmed Joes obscurity even as it fawned over Ramsay, saying, We remember two or three years back a young son of Grimaldis who frequently entertained us in the likeness of a Monkey; but the fairy of the Wells can do more, and gives us a Song and Recitative in such correctness and execution, that  every other specimen of infantile acting is left far behind.

         As poverty pressed in, Joes younger brother decided to leave home. John had always hated the theatre, and though he could be prevailed upon to earn a shilling whenever extras were required, he despised the drills that seemed always to end in a beating. John saw the Signors death as a longed-for manumission and a chance to fulfil his dream of going to sea. Richard Wroughton, a comedian who had taken active charge of Sadlers Wells in 1782, had witnessed Johns dissatisfaction and kindly used his contacts (Sadlers Wells being a perennial favourite with sailors) to secure him a place on an East Indiaman departing for the Cape. When Rebecca pointed out that they couldnt pay for all the kit and provisions necessary for John to take up such a position, Wroughton gave him fifty pounds, saying only, Mind, John, when you come to be a captain you must pay it me back again. Preparations were quickly concluded, but as John made his farewells and found his berth, he was dismayed to learn that his ship wouldnt be sailing for another ten days. Impatient to get going and to put as many miles between himself and the memory of the Signor as possible, he noticed that the frigate alongside them was preparing to drop down to Gravesend with the next tide. Abandoning the kit that had been bought with Wroughtons money, as well as most of the clothes off his back, he stripped down to his breeches and swam to the Kings vessel where he entered himself as a cabin boy under a false name. It was an ungrateful and impetuous thing to do, but John was only eight. They wouldnt hear from him again for nearly sixteen years.
         

         
            [image: alt]
            

         

         Though the Signors death had enabled John to imagine a future, it left his brother at a loss. Even for all his neglect and ire, Joe still considered the Signor a severe but excellent parent. He had been his patron and tutor, the mentor who had introduced him to the thing he loved most. What was more, he was a concrete presence on which he could fix his thoughts, the living embodiment of lifes threats and promises, which, when taken away, had left him susceptible to formless fears and loathed introspection.

         Though still very young, Joe already knew what it was to feel uncomfortable in his own skin. The easy confidence he had shown in the green room came less naturally now, and he became shyer offstage, with a tendency to melancholy. This was one inheritance that couldnt be taken from him, the spectre of depression that would only strengthen as he matured. Fortunately, he was resourceful enough to try to fend it off, and in the weeks and months that followed the Signors death, he busied himself, walking to his grandfathers butchers shop in Parkers Lane to cut carcasses with his cousins, or investing time in his nascent hobbies, establishing a coop of racing pigeons and beginning a collection of butterflies that would eventually grow to more than four thousand specimens. The quiet respite of these solitary activities served as its own embrocation in this season of uncertainty, and he spent long, calming hours stalking his prizes through the cornfields of Dartford and Camberwell, or searching the sky for the sight of a familiar wing.
         

         It was a necessary defence. Europe was on the verge of a war that would continue unabated until he was almost forty years old, and even the comfortingly institutional surroundings of the theatre were becoming increasingly unstable. Just a few months after the Signors death, George III suffered a bilious attack that would culminate in his first full episode of insanity. As it seemed increasingly likely that the King would be declared unfit to rule, the Whigs began an aggressive campaign to have the Prince of Wales declared Regent with a full range of monarchical powers. Realising that this would signal the death of Tory influence, the Prime Minister, William Pitt, sought to limit the terms of a Regency as strictly as possible, thus opening up a partisan battle that plunged the country into agonies of strife. With a scarcity of accurate information in the capital, London was awash with rumours and disgust at the apparent delight the Prince of Wales was taking in his fathers illness.

         These were problems that Joe could have easily avoided had not Sheridan insisted on bringing the trouble back to the theatre. Deploying his legendary opportunism, he had presented himself as the official liaison between the Whigs and the Prince of Wales, assuming the mantle of master-negotiator and gatekeeper to the Princes wishes, thus attaining what hed always wanted: everyones attention, and a monopoly on intrigue. From that moment on, he proceeded to behave as if he were the sole person capable of delivering the nation, which naturally produced more rancour within the party than it spared. Even his dear friend and ally the Duchess of Devonshire couldnt help, remarking that he played a sly game and cannot resist the pleasure of acting alone, while the independent MP Sir Gilbert Eliot thought him an incorrigible old ham, writing to his wife that He employs a great deal of art, with a great deal of pain to gratify, not the proper passion in such affairs, but vanity; and he deals in the most intricate plotting and under plotting, like a Spanish play.
         

         As Sheridan abandoned Drury Lane in favour of hectic politicking and the avid pursuit of his own importance, November passed into a bitterly cold winter. In a frost-bitten foreshadowing of the Kings final illness twenty years later, the Thames froze from Putney to Rotherhithe, a bear was baited on the ice at Wapping, and booths were set up offering roast ox and Punch and Judy shows. Joe made his first appearance since the death of his father, playing a demon in Drury Lanes Harlequin Junior, but it was not a happy return to the stage. Sheridan, uncertainty personified, as the actress Sarah Siddons had dubbed him, allowed his negligence to run on unchecked, terminally shattering the patience of his long-suffering acting manager, Tom King. Though all too familiar with his proprietors prolonged absences, King could no longer abide his inability to delegate the slightest responsibility and, unable to persevere, he resigned on the eve of the new season. He explained his decision in a long letter to the press, composed from the solitude of a country retreat, in which he complained of the something undefined, if not undefinable nature of his status, along with his powerlessness to approve or reject any dramatick work; the liberty of engaging, encouraging, or discharging any one performer; nor sufficient authority to command the cleaning a coat, or adding, by way of decoration, a yard of copper lace, both of which, it must be allowed, were often much wanted.
         


         Kings sudden departure threw the company into disarray, and a successor was not named until two weeks into the new season when Sheridan managed to pay attention long enough to cajole his principal actor, John Philip Kemble, into overseeing daily affairs. Though generally well-organised and utterly devoted to the theatre, Kemble was pathologically unsuited to management, which favoured penny-pinching book-keepers and populists like Garrick, who had been known to say, I dare not innovate for my life. Kemble, by contrast, thought of himself first and foremost as an artist and scholar. He studied a text with metaphysical exactness, rarely embarking upon a part unless he had first legitimised it with historical research. To be critically exact, wrote James Boaden, was the greatest ambition of his life. Though he had been brought up in his fathers provincial troupe of travelling players, showmanship and hucksterism remained alien to him, and it pained him greatly to have to deal with petulant actresses and irascible alcoholics and their unreasonable requests. To compound matters, the harsh winter, the Kings madness and the unrest that preceded his appointment conspired to make it a particularly dreadful time to take it up: attendances were down and the company at large had taken the managerial uncertainty as an excuse for widespread truancy. Worst of all, they were singing God Save the King up to eight times a night. At least the Kings longed-for recovery in February 1789 put paid to that, but even the heartfelt rejoicing and the sight of Sarah Siddons dressed as Britannia was not enough to defuse the feelings of disquiet that had wormed their way into the marrow of Drury Lane. Revolution had exploded in France, polarising British opinion. At the theatre, that giant screen of the cultural imagination, audiences became sensitive to the slightest political insinuation. Paranoia was all the rage, reflected in the dark anachronisms of Gothic drama and its recurring themes of haunting, tyranny and surveillance.


         There was little time for pantomime. Like Garrick before him, Kemble conceded its place in the repertoire while considering it insufferably low, permissible only so long as it conformed to his written decree that it should always be very short, very LAUGHABLE, and VERY CHEAP. In 1789, the high point of Joes season was playing Young Marcius opposite Kembles Coriolanus: Ill run away till I am bigger, he said prophetically, but then Ill fight. Things were little better at Sadlers Wells, where he emerged from the workshops only to be lost again in processions and prison scenes inspired by the vogue for all things Bastille. The bloody insurrection across the English Channel meant only one thing to managers, the Bastille must bring money, and the minor theatres fell over themselves to be the first to offer it.
         

         Although he was before an audience only rarely, Joe was nonetheless subject to a gruelling schedule that was especially tough when the seasons overlapped. A typical day began with the walk from the rooms he shared with his mother and the Baileys in Great Wild Street a mile and a half out to Islington to attend rehearsals from ten in the morning until two in the afternoon. As eighteenth-century crowd scenes were notoriously chaotic and unrehearsed, most of his time was spent in the carpenters shop before walking back to Great Wild Street for a meal and a short rest, then returning to Sadlers Wells in time for the curtain at six. The remainder of the evening was spent charging in and out of the theatres steamy fug in a variety of mles and processions that required him to change costume up to twenty times a night, while moving scenery in between.

         When the curtain finally fell at eleven, Joe left immediately for Drury Lane to appear in the afterpiece. If the show at Sadlers Wells ever ran over, as it frequently did, especially on those nights when new pieces were introduced to the bill, he had no choice but to run. Even after a long day and night of work he somehow found the energy to cover the ground  across the fields to St Johns Street, through Clerkenwell, scattering the sheep at Grays Inn and Lincolns Inn Fields, before turning at last down Drury Lane  in less than eight minutes.
         

         Walking home on the night of 17 June, he would have seen the sky above Haymarket glow orange as flames engulfed the Kings Theatre. It was initially thought to be an accident  unsteady footlights and untrimmed candles were constant hazards  but two years later, the deathbed confession of Pietro Carnevale, the acting deputy manager, revealed arson: he had preferred to raze the opera house than allow a rival to succeed him.
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         For a child born into pantomimical aristocracy, Joes rise in the profession had almost completely stalled, his role as heir to his fathers celebrity seemingly forgotten. But the Signors death had not just robbed him of a teacher and patron, it also threatened London with a clown vacuum. Delpini had fallen out of favour. Sacked from Covent Garden, rejected by Drury Lane, and asked not to come back to the Haymarket after causing an affront, he thought that when Grimaldi died he would inherit that clowns fame, sneered The Times, but forgot that it was first requisite to possess his abilities. Drury Lane had been making do with the services of the auxiliary actor, Tom Hollingsworth. Hollingsworth, described as remarkable short in person, but rather lusty, played upwards of thirty different parts a season, in a long career hed had the misfortune to see summed up in print with the words, of acting I have seen enough  but none as bad as thine, I vow to God! Davison, one of the Signors apprentices who performed at the Royal Circus and Royalty Theatre, struggled through unfavourable comparisons with his master, that excellent performer  which admitted no competition, while, judging by the absence of reviews, the Signors son-in-law, Lascelles Williamson, had also failed to impress.*
         

         Covent Garden, meanwhile, oscillated between two unsuitable candidates: William Stevens, obscure save for a brief glimmer of popularity after ousting Delpini; and John Follet the younger, who had inherited the role from his father, a much better clown, and notable both for being the man who set George III laughing almost to suffocation by swallowing whole carrots, and the one who had shot Delpini in the eye.

         The situation would have been dire, were it not for the meteoric rise of a six-foot Frenchman named Jean-Baptiste Dubois, the Goliath of clowns, which coincided precisely with the passing of the Signor. The sole existing portrait of the Frenchman shows him to be primped and powdered, a porcelain-featured libertine in the style of Moreaus aristocratic lovers, although the image could not be more deceptive. Dubois was one of the most courageous, athletic and physically gifted performers of the eighteenth century, first arriving in Britain sometime in the 1770s as a trick-riding clown both at Astleys Amphitheatre and Joness Equestrian Amphitheatre, Whitechapel. Even in his earliest performances, he demonstrated the enormous versatility that would make him a star, vaulting over seven horses and their riders (which is one more than any person ever vaulted over in England), acting in mimes, dancing a hornpipe, and descending from horseback to imitate birdsong in a manner far superior to anything of the kind ever performed in this kingdom. This particular skill was known as julking and was often performed to full orchestral accompaniment.



         When Joness closed down in 1787, Dubois moved seamlessly into non-equestrian theatre at the Wells, proving both his dexterity and his versatility as a rope-dancer, tumbler, trampoline artist, strong man and singer, listed in Doanes Musical Directory as a tenor who could also play a variety of musical instruments and was skilled enough at archery to play William Tell, shooting apples from childrens heads. He clowned in pantomimes, performed macaronis  medley entertainments of jokes and songs  and was a master of chironomia, the art of mime and gesture. Inevitably, he came to the attention of Drury Lane, who not only hired him as Clown to replace the much-missed Signor but, having uncovered his considerable talent for acting, used him as Scaramouch in Carlo Delpinis popular afterpiece, Don Juan; or, the Libertine Destroyed, and fitted him with straight roles in Richard Coeur de Lion, The Siege of Belgrade and even Sheridans The Critic.
         

         Duboiss appeal stemmed from the disconcerting energy he exuded whenever he walked on stage. According to James Peller Malcolm, an antiquary who bought a season ticket to the Wells every year and attended every performance sitting in the same seat, he had a natural affinity with the sinister that made him particularly suited to traitors, murderers, savages and any dark, malicious and ambitious part. The transitions in his countenance, wrote Malcolm, from smiles to threats, from approbation to abhorrence, are masterly performances. I have seen him, when (pursued by a person whom he had injured, and whose parent he had murdered) disguised as a ghost, betray such dreadful emotions of terror, horror, guilt, confusion and revenge, that I could almost suppose the fiction a reality.

         Dubois imbued everything he did with this same unnerving strangeness, an atavistic monstrosity he covered with only the thinnest veneer of civility. For this reason his signature role was the Wild Man in Valentine and Orson, a mimed romance based on a medieval Flemish legend of twin brothers separated at birth. As the feral brother raised by a bear, Dubois mixed the tricks and sagacity of the monkey with the gleams of matured reason to deliver a performance so forceful that Malcolm declared it a thorough insight into human nature, debased. He brought the same intensity to his depictions of exotic enemies, Arab and African bogeymen that pandered to imperial fantasies of Oriental barbarity. Malcolm records his performance in a recent character of a Moor where his motions are no longer European, they are those of the savage: grimaces, glaring search for the most vulnerable part of his antagonists body, and endeavours to fix a firm footing, to dart like a tiger of his prey, characterise every muscle. Versatility, however, remained the key to the success of this true son of Proteus as, after he had terrorised his audience with baleful histrionics, a quick change saw him back on for a most wonderful and unexpected performance on the Cymbals.
         

         Success did not change Dubois, who remained shrewd and entrepreneurial, and in many ways the archetypal forain. There was more than a hint of the gangster in the way he presided over his court at the Sir Hugh Myddleton, the pub across the way from Sadlers Wells that acted as a clubhouse and labour exchange for performers and scenemen, cashed promissory notes and loaned advances. He and his associates had their fingers in more than a few pies: even when he was taken on by Drury Lane, he managed to persuade them to pay him an additional six guineas a week to oversee the theatres stables, where he bought and sold horses for himself as well as the stage, and also appeared to have traded in wood.
         

         But Dubois didnt merely play the man of action, he actively engaged in real-life heroics, once saving the entire Astleys company from drowning after a storm blew up on the voyage back from Dublin. Astley had hired the cheapest ship available, a packet incongruously named Venus that had a clutch of emaciated paupers and two wanted Irish rebels in its hold, holes in the sails, compasses that gave different readings, and only two lifeboats, one bottomless, the other with a broken side. The voyage was supposed to take seven hours but took forty-eight, and when the weather turned nasty and the ship began to flounder, the scared and beleaguered captain was forced to admit that hed never sailed across the Irish Sea and had no idea what he was doing. Relieved by Dubois and a retired navy man named Fitzgerald, they managed to keep Venus afloat, and steer her safely back to Holyhead.
         

         Joe did not like Dubois. Not only had his unexpected demotion left him in the Frenchmans shadow, he was also in his line of fire: it was Joes head he used to practise shooting apples for his role in William Tell. Like the Signor, Dubois kept a number of pupils and, as an anonymous manuscript reveals, after his fathers death, Joe learnt all his pantomimical amusements under Dubois. This, however, was a claim that Joe would vehemently deny his entire life. He resented the arrogant ruffian and the feeling was mutual. Dubois saw Joe as a relic, an annoying little boy who needed to submit to this brave new age regardless of a surname that conferred status in the pantomime world. Besides, he already had a favourite apprentice in Frank Hartland, the son of an Islington hairdresser, and would shortly introduce his own son, Charles, into the profession. Such animosity made for a bad-tempered first performance together, as Joe and dearly beloved William watched Dubois climb into their fathers shoes at Drury Lane, since he had accepted the invitation to play the part of Clown in Harlequins Frolics; or, the Power of Witchcraft on 7 February 1789.
         

         A hint of competition can perhaps be detected in the reviews, which, while praising individual performances, declared the piece stale and flat: The pantomimic trash brought forward under the title of HARLEQUINS FROLICS, said one, not even the matchless grimace and activity of dubois, the new Clown from Sadlers Wells, could save from indignation [although] the tricks of the MONKEY, though stolen from HARLEQUINS CHAPLET were admirably played off by that little Marmozet Grimaldi.
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         For all the ill feeling that existed between Joe and Dubois, the end of the 1791 season saw them working in closer proximity than ever before. Sheridan had taken a long-overdue decision to rebuild Drury Lane. Its company had outgrown the faded auditorium and subterranean world of peeling dressing rooms and reeking cellars more than a decade before, but renovation had proved a constant headache due to the theatres location in an oblong stableyard in the middle of a dense block of properties that were owned by multiple lessees. Expansion had been chaotic and irregular, resulting in a hotchpotch of accommodations that were connected to the main building by boxy extensions, sloping staircases and mazy passageways, and subject to a patchwork of tenancy agreements that caused ludicrous problems of jurisdiction  more than once the company were evicted from their scene room for failure to pay the rent. Calls for a third patent theatre to meet audience demand had been steadily growing, and the double threat of competition and lost revenues forced Sheridans hand. Borrowing heavily, he persuaded the Duke of Bedford to buy up all the necessary plots and sell him the leases, then engaged the Prince of Waless pet architect, Henry Holland, to remodel the entire building.

         Drury Lane shut down for three years, and the displacement of its company, first to the soulless and grandiose Kings Theatre and then to the Haymarket, served to draw Joe much closer into the community at Sadlers Wells, suddenly the oldest continuously running theatre in London. The Wells retained its comforting smell of lamp oil, and though Joes lot had hardly improved, a number of factors lent it an appeal that couldnt be replicated under Kemble. The first was the quality of its clowning. Regardless of personal animosity, Dubois was a superlative clown, and Joe couldnt help but absorb his lessons night after night.
         

         There was another significant addition in the engagement of Pietro Bologna, an old-school forain described as a handsome Italian, who swung on the slack wire with amazing grace and ease, and was the most whimsical and laugh-compelling clown we ever saw. He arrived at the Wells with his wife and three children, Jack, Louis and Barbara, all of whom performed. Like the Grimaldis, the Blognas, as they were known in London, had ties to Genoa but were more properly citizens of the clown diaspora, nomads who had perfected their acts at the Paris fairs before finding their way across the Channel. Unlike the Grimaldis, they were known as a happy, friendly, loving family, well behaved honest people, in the words of the respected manager of the York circuit, Tate Wilkinson.
         

         Joe, who craved stable family life, was immediately drawn to them, becoming especially close to Jack, then studying his fathers speciality of balancing on a slack-rope while playing a flute through each nostril and accompanying himself on a drum. Jack was three years older than Joe and immediately enrolled him as his sidekick, treating him with rambunctious brotherly affection. They had much in common, for not only was Jack an excellent acrobat with a gift for trick and expression, he was fascinated by models and mechanics. In the late eighteenth century, with the line between scientific demonstration and popular entertainment indistinct, Jack and Joe found much to engage their imaginations in Londons many attractions. The most famous of these was the brainchild of Drury Lanes former scenic artist Philippe de Loutherbourg, a series of animated dioramas grandly titled the Eidophusikon. Visitors to a small, but splendidly appointed private theatre in de Loutherbourgs house in Lisle Street, off Leicester Square, were treated to a sequence of marvellous moving scenes, rendered in intricate detail and three dimensions that included the sun setting over Dover, the cataract at Niagara Falls, and Satan arraying his Troops on the shores of a lake of fire.
         

         As it is highly unlikely that two grubby theatre waifs would have been allowed into de Loutherbourgs exclusive salon, they would naturally have gravitated to the west end of the Strand, the noisy, traffic-jammed junction between Westminster and the City that was one of Londons busiest shopping areas. Here, spread throughout the pokey arterial back-streets, an abundance of shows and curiosities was to be found, shows like Haddocks Androides, ingenious automata that could draw pictures and answer questions, or Madame Tussauds Cabinet of Wax, exhibiting the likenesses of the leading figures of the French Revolution. This was also the site of Coxs Museum, the rare and ornately decorated home of richly bejewelled clockwork figurines that moved and played music to visitors who almost universally declared the experience to be acutely unnerving.

         Nearby, at Exeter Change, Jack and Joe could have enjoyed all manner of rational entertainments  hydraulic demonstrations of the power of water, lectures on ballooning, and a philosophical fireworks display  or entered Pidcocks Royal Menagerie, a scanty collection of beasts, where for an extra penny you could watch the keeper put his head in the lions mouth. Less expensive entertainments included marvelling at the working guillotine outside Fores print shop or, in the summer, lying on the grass at Bermondsey Spa and watching the fireworks explode above a view of the Tower, and walking to the fairs that sprang up each year in the suburbs of Peckham, Greenwich and Tothill. Bartholomew Fair, the British equivalent of the Parisian fairs that had given succour to the original Grimaldis, was the biggest and brashest of them all, and an event to which Joe looked forward every year of his life. Taking in the freak shows and down-at-heel tumblers, the boys would chatter incessantly, dreaming up their own implausible devices, and imagining triumphant routines full of exciting machines and mechanical wonders.
         

         All Joe needed now were opportunities to develop his skills on stage, and his chances greatly improved with the arrival of a new proprietor in Richard Hughes. In partnership with his close friend William Siddons, the disloyal and painfully envious husband of the famous Sarah, Hughes had bought a half-share in Sadlers Wells after a long and lucrative period of management in the provinces. Both men had been strolling players under John Philip Kembles father, Roger, eking out a living around Worcester and the Welsh borders in a company that was run, according to the playwright Thomas Holcroft, like a small kingdom, of which the manager is the monarch. Though maintaining the operation on a shoestring, Kemble senior refused to relent on artistic standards, which he imbued in his children, demanding professional excellence from his troupe in addition to thrift and obedience. Kembles authoritarianism was an anathema to many of the free spirits and lost souls who made up a travelling theatre, among them Siddons, who was banished for romancing Kembles fourteen-year-old daughter, although for Hughes, the patriarchs Spartan commitment was an inspiration.

         Hughes had joined the company after running away from an apprenticeship to a Birmingham button-painter, and though unremarkable in his dual roles as scene painter and utility actor (his acting, it was said, was not of the first rate), he absorbed Kembles managerial lessons well, implementing them when he was offered his first managerial position at Plymouths Dock Theatre. As theatres went, it was not good, described as one of the most inconvenient in England, but he still managed to squeeze a profit from it by enticing trade from the nearby barracks and shipyards and economising wherever he could. Success led to the acquisition of a number of provincial playhouses, in Exeter, Weymouth, Truro, Penzance, Dartmouth and on the island of Guernsey. London, and Sadlers Wells, was to be the jewel in his crown.
         

         As an administrator, Hughes was the polar opposite of Richard Brinsley Sheridan. Both were full of energy and innovation, but there the comparison stopped. Hughes was considered industrious to an extreme, skilfully balancing the affairs of his various companies while continuing to perform small parts and painting the scenery himself to keep down costs. Yet his commitment to upholding the hierarchy hed worked so hard to ascend didnt immediately win him friends in Islington. His insistence on status was reflected in his first important decision as proprietor, a move to consolidate the Wellss gradual gentrification by separating the private boxes even further from the regular stalls in the hope of enticing aristocrats previously deterred by the abhorrently democratic seating. To this, he added an emphasis on decorum, insisting that the ladies be properly dressed at all times and on the punctuality, propriety and attentiveness of his company, something the Bohemian London cast felt smacked of prudery and provincialism. He had an abrupt, disciplinarian manner that to some was refreshingly prompt, explicit, and decisive, though others thought he demanded the most abject servility and maintained a mania for efficiency that kept him constantly on the lookout for signs of waste that would result in an angry scolding whenever they were found.

         This Master Manager and perfect Man of Business devoted himself so tirelessly to his theatre that by the summer of 1792 he was introducing a new novelty every week. High turnover did not necessarily signal low quality in this age of industry and empire, that saw profusion as virtue and an endless stream of variety as evidence of its supremacy. Having such a well-stocked theatrical bazaar was the central pillar of Hughess campaign to improve the overall standing of the Wells by attracting members of the nobility. Not only would their presence confirm it as the most respectable of the minor theatres, but it would act as a further inducement to his core audience, ordinary Londoners who liked their pleasures vindicated by the presence of their betters. Moreover, it was working. To those who have not visited Sadlers Wells in the last five or six years, wrote The Times in 1793, the concourse of Nobility and Fashion now to be found at that elegant little Theatre must prove a matter of astonishment, a fact that was confirmed by the number of sumptuous carriages that stood outside on midsummer nights, a train of coronets  altogether as familiar to the eye in the Wells Yard as at St. Jamess Square.
         

         While the name Grimaldi was still infrequently on the bills, Hughes thought Joe a clever lad and was happy to put him back before the crowd on a more regular footing. With his dark curly hair and Mediterranean skin, Hughes decided he might best be deployed as a moustachioed villain, and saw to it that he received instruction from the Wellss resident swordsmen, Messieurs Durenci and Bois-Maison, master men-of-arms who tutored him in a full armoury of fearsome weapons. Some nasty cuts and fairly decent roles followed  as an evil Sans Culottes in The Sans Culottes and the Grand Culottes, as Hatred in Pandoras Box and Jacky Suds in Marss Holiday; or, a Trip to the Camp  all of which was enough to bring sufficient recognition in the company to merit a part-share in a benefit night, an evening that would earn him his very first grown-up review, an encouraging paragraph that somewhat deflated Hughess hopes of casting him in action roles: The comic abilities of this youth are very great, it read. We wish him his deserved success.
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         When Drury Lane finally reopened in March 1794, it was the largest theatre in Europe, with a seating capacity of almost four thousand that brought to an end the mad rush and dangerous overcrowding that had often required the doors of the old auditorium to be screwed shut to prevent patrons spilling out into the halls. That Londons theatres were desperately in need of modernisation had been proved just one month before when fifteen people had been crushed to death at the foot of a stairwell at the Haymarket. The enlarged auditorium guaranteed a seat, but it also meant an end to the anticipation and intimacy that James Boswell had enjoyed on those nights when he struggled to find a place a full two and a half hours before the curtain rose. It also meant that the actors were dwarfed. The nice discrimination of the actors face, and of the actors feeling, are now lost in the vast void of the new theatre, wrote Lord Torrington, while Mrs Siddons warned William Dowton, an actor dbuting that season, You are come to act in a wilderness of a place.

         Henry Hollands building not only made an impact on acting styles, it also influenced the repertoire by demanding spectacles of an entirely different register. Kemble obliged with the first hit of the new house, an anglicised French romance called Lodoiska, that told the story of two imprisoned lovers (played by Michael Kelly and his real-life mistress, Maria Crouch), and their rescue from Lovinski Castle by an accommodating horde of Tartars.
         


         The scenario was entirely secondary to the effects, especially those of the third act, an extravaganza of fire and combat intended to be literally explosive. The spectacle began with the Tartars storming the castle to the accompaniment of shouts, drums, trumpets, and cannons, after which real flames rose at the back of the stage, followed by a series of deafening booms as the battlements and towers fall in the midst of loud explosions. Behind the scenes, an army of carpenters fanned braziers with enormous bellows to produce flames eighteen feet high, while a heavy reflective backdrop engulfed the stage in an intense red glow. As extras scurried through the mle throwing handfuls of saltpetre into the flames, Mrs Crouch appeared, trapped in the highest tower. With the battle raging below and the orchestra shrieking away at full volume, Kelly dashed to her rescue, sprinting across a bridge high above the stage to save his lover just as a carpenter knocked out the supports and both bridge and tower collapsed in a blaze.

         It was a triumph of choreography that called for perfect timing both on stage and off. Even the draughts in the corridors had to be carefully managed lest they cause Mrs Crouch to be consumed by flames, as they had threatened to do one night in the opening week. Kelly had noticed the danger and ran to her, but the carpenter knocked the bridge down too soon and he fell to the stage just as her tower began to collapse. Hitting the ground only seconds before she did, he somehow managed to recover himself and catch her in his arms, carrying her out of the smoke to the front of the stage, where they received a standing ovation. The audience, oblivious to the danger, was in raptures, and from that moment on, Kelly and Crouch were obliged to repeat the impromptu stunt nightly.

         Bodies were needed to feed this grandiosity and the company was subsequently enlarged. Joe was now constantly on stage, albeit in crowds and country dances, or as a page or red-cheeked stable-boy in polite comedies like The Belles Stratagem. By 1796, at the age of seventeen, he at last graduated from the juvenile ranks and became an adult member of both companies, but he was still earning less than he had been when the Signor died. It was time to reinvent himself.
         

         
         

      
            * Though some found Pasquin raffish and witty, most people thought him highly undesirable, a fact that was spectacularly proven when he tried to sue his rival, William Gifford, for libel. The judge not only threw out Pasquins case, he publicly congratulated Gifford for defaming him, saying, I do most earnestly wish and hope that some method will ere long be fallen upon to prevent all such unprincipled and mercenary wretches from going about unbridled in society to the great annoyance and disquietude of the public. He was also very smelly. Having once asked his best friend, Lord Barrymore, what he should wear to a masquerade, he was told, Go in a clean shirt, Anthony, and no one will know you.
            


            * It might be that Williamson had forgone clowning in favour of a double-act he had been working up with Joes half-sister Mary, which they eventually developed into a family concern with the arrival of a baby. The infants first appearance was the mirror of Joes, in a musical extravaganza at Astleys Amphitheatre entitled The Caledonian Lovers Village Festival.
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