Tumbling images;

Carlo Antonio Delpini at work

Michael Burden

I want to start with this image of my subject, Carlo Delpini, dancer, singer, pantomimist, machinist, clown, masquerade organiser, theatrical promoter, bankrupt, teacher at the Jews’ College in Queen’s Square, and although I have found only one reference to this, secretary to the Italian Embassy in London. This is an image which I think sums up the eccentric and unfortunate situations in which Delpini seems to have frequently found himself. It shows a figure in a Pierrot costume astride a piece of the Roast Beef of Old England. The reference here is, of course, to the patriotic ballad of the same title, which was originally the work of Henry Fielding for his 1731 play, The Grub-Street Opera. By the time of the Delpini incident I am about to relate, it had been given a new tune by Richard Leveridge, and the title had been used by Hogarth for his 1748 engraving, ‘The Gate of Calais.’
The oft-repeated story, in short, is that when Delpini was performing at the Royalty Theatre in July 1787, instead of sticking to singing, music and pantomime throughout the evening as required by the Royalty’s license, he shouted out loudly, ‘Roast Beef’. The theatre carpenter of Covent Garden laid an information against him, the magistrate agreed, and locked Delpini up in prison. Remarkably (and much to my surprise), although there is an entertaining and breezy account by Thomas Dibdin,
 there appears to be no reliable one of what actually just did happen. Subsequent scholars have simply made reference to some of the later references to the affair found in general theatre histories. 
The World and Fashionable Advertiser, however, published this notice which looks to have been written from the Royalty Theatre itself:
The Law is a nice thing, and its niceties should be known. Poor Bannister sung at the Royalty Theatre for a long time unmolested - but unfortunately, happening to sing while a scene was moving, he was taken up, according to Law, for Stage-playing. The luckless D’Elpini was carried before a Magistrate for saying “Roast Beef.” He now sings “Plumb Budden,” and no one takes any notice of him. What a noble thing is the Law!

We later discover that ‘For uttering those words, Delpini was convicted by Magistrate Staples, and committed for fourteen days’, a sentence which provoked the remark: ‘This will give foreigners a most exalted idea of English Liberty!’

The person responsible for laying the information was one John Hall, a carpenter active at Covent Garden from about 1784, until about 1804.
 Hall’s identity seems to have been leaked; he was denounced the following month in the World, when, billed as the character ‘Mr. Chip’ in a letter from his friend ‘Tom Chisel’, his role in appearing before justices in the employ of an unspecified ‘manager’, was laid bare.
 
In fact, this incident was part of a strategy which involved a number of theatre staff acting as informers. From Drury Lane, there was the carpenter, Thomas Wapshott who informed against Charles Bannister; the hairdresser, William Rye, who informed against both Bannister and Richard Gaudry; and the carpenter, Richard Jacobs, who informed against William Palmer. And, of course, from Covent Garden, we have Hall against Delpini. 

Bannister, Delpini, Gaudry, and Palmer appealed jointly against Mr Justice Staples’ judgment, which had found them to be, within the Act, rouges and vagabonds, that is, having ‘no legitimate trade or source of income.’ Their appeal was allowed because Staples sat as a single magistrate; his sentence of them to ‘the gaol appropriated for the Tower jurisdiction’ was held over on the basis of unspecified securities offered to the court, and the sentences were finally quashed at a hearing on 11 October 1787. Both the affair and the carpenter made it into a Royalty Theatre dialogue, which included an imitation of Delpini:

For tho’ along, our tongues may be untied well.

A dialogue will send us both to Bridewell;

Think of our danger should we rouse again

The informing Carpenter of Drury-Lane;

Danger so dire it staggers all belief,

Water and Bread, for calling out Roast Beef.




[Imitating Delpini.

Written by Miles Peter Andrews, it was entitled ‘The Muses in Motion’, and was given between the Comic and Tragic Muses. The nature of the imitation of Delpini is unspecific, but a later reference to him singing like a castrato suggests that this may well have been a shout in a trademark falsetto.
  

This tale of ‘Roast Beef’ and Delpini’s prosecution (which has no mention in the relevant articles either in BDA or DNB) serves to emphasise that, in looking at even a high profile personality such as he, a varieties performer had a precarious existence, an existence made even more precarious by the power of the patent theatres. But the picture here is a fake, for it is a composite illustration used to promote The Roast Beef Situation, a play about the affair performed by the Buntport Theater Company in Denver, Colorado, in 2012. True, it’s far from 18th-century London, and yet, by placing astride the Roast Beef of Old England, the unlikely Italian (who never could speak English in a way that escaped ridicule), the illustrator has managed to sum up the incongruous, contradictory, and yet somehow wholly appropriate, juxtaposition of these two theatrical images.

Delpini was born in the parish of St. Martin, at Rome, and ‘drew his last breath in the parish of St. Martin—nay, in St. Martin's churchyard, London’, having a reported:

very strong and singular presentiment, that he should not die till the year “Eight” as he often declared to the writer of this, which was exactly realised, for he died in the year 1828, at the age of 88.
 

Sadly for us, and probably for Mrs Delpini as well, the promised volume of memoirs which were going to have been published to sustain her in her widowhood, never appeared, and we learn most about his final circumstances from this vignette offered by the Gentleman’s Magazine in a largely unhelpful obituary.
Such were the volatility and eccentricity of Delpini’s character, that he never once thought of the future, either by providing for his old age, or even subscribing to the Theatrical Fund, or any such provident institution, so that he was laid on a bed of sickness for some years, and afflicted with a complication of disorders, without any resource but the occasional relief derivable from a few friends, amongst whom must not be forgotten the great kindness of his old patron, the Prince— his present Majesty— who, about six years ago, was graciously pleased to send him, through the medium of the writer of this, the sum of 3001.

The variety of the shows and number of venues he was involved in, he was involved can be seen from the table on pages two and three; as Milhous suggests, he may have been independent-minded, difficult work with, or have had a drink problem, but at any rate, he did not develop an attachment to one institution. As the table shows, Delpini worked only fitfully for Drury Lane after 1783, a circumstance I would suggest arose from Delpini’s action against the management:

The Plaintiff brought his action for one hundred pounds, the usual price given for composing pantomimes, and his case stated that he had composed one, which, after undergoing several rehearsals, was withdrawn by the managers, who brought forward another pantomime, into which they introduced the tricks of Mr Delpini’s invention. The jury gave the plaintiff thirty pounds damages, which was within five pounds of the money he proved to be out of pocket.

Although we lack information of all sorts here, I think the pantomime in question may well have been The School for Necromancy, and this action may be the reason that the work survives in manuscript.
Delpini’s first London engagement had apparently been with David Garrick at Drury Lane in 1774, although two years later, on 26 December 1776 at Covent Garden, the playbills announced his ‘first appearance on an English stage’ when he performed the role of Pierrot in the pantomime, Harlequin’s Frolicks. On that day, the publishers Robert Sayer and J[ames] Bennett brought out the print entitled ‘From the Haymarket’, an image that is usually held to be of Delpini. The original art-work was by Philippe James De Loutherbourg, who was at this time working as a scene designer and painter at Drury Lane. However, Delpini’s earlier connection with that theatre suggests that the date of the drawing may have been earlier. 

With his chest thrust forward, a curve balanced by his splendid calves, and his coat tails in suspended animation, the image conveyed is of Delpini holding his breath and about to rush forward in full performance mode. On first glance, the costume is not that for his role of Pierrot, and yet his hat – incongruous as an object, and incompatible with Delpini’s hairstyle – is similar to that which he holds in the images of him as Pierrot in Robinson Crusoe and in Aladdin, and I would suggest that this is the first form of Delpini’s Pierrot costume, which develops through the next three images.
De Loutherbourg provides a connection to our next image of Delpini, for he designed the sets for R. B. Sheridan’s Robinson Crusoe; or, Harlequin Friday, one of the less silly pantomime extravaganzas of the 1780s. This opened at Drury Lane on 29 January 1781, accompanied by the usual advertisements about new scenery and other dubious delights. The publication of the Spaniard print, which was ‘sold at the Ancient and Modern print warehouse at No 28 Haymarket’, 
 was advertised for 12 January 1782. The pantomime descriptions – there are two different version, both from 1781
 – are both unusual; they consist of a large number of quotations from the novel, but precious little of the usual descriptions of pantomimic action. Further, neither contain any dramatis personae. In the pantomime, Delpini’s Pierrot character was Crusoe’s Man Friday. The Spaniard does not appear by name in the pantomime scenario, but in the novel, the Spaniard is one of the two men that Crusoe and Friday rescue from the cannibals who use Crusoe’s island for the occasional feast. 
The print is key to an understanding of Delpini’s interpretation of the Pierrot character throughout his career. He was said to have ‘kept strictly to the idea of a creature so stupid as to think that if he raised his leg level with his shoulder he could use it as a gun.’
 The Spaniard is not actually shot either in the pantomime, or, indeed, in the novel; Delpini’s remarkable agility as captured here, suggests a series of idiotic tricks, played out behind the backs of the straight characters.
Our next image is perhaps one of the most arresting ones of Delpini. It shows him cross-dressed in the role of Louisa, in The Deserter Burlesque in 1785. Delpini’s oputput includes sverela parodies, including ‘Ballet Tragique in burlesque of the Ballet of the Vestris, the famous Medea e Jason’, and he achievement was described as being in ‘the true spirit of theatrical parody’.
 The Deserter – a Dauberval ballet that had been successful in 1784 – had been revived on 11 January 1785, with some new music by Barthélémon added to the score. The work’s success continued, and this, of course, left it wide open to parody, with the Theatre Royal, Haymarket staging The Deserter Burlesque, which duly opened on 7 February.
 The cast of this performance included Madame Peter D’Egville as the Deserter, and Rosa Simonet as Skirmish. Delpini was the star of the show, however, dancing this parody role of Geltruda Rossi’s interpretation of Louisa. One commentator said that he had never seen anything so ‘truly laughable’ in all his life.
 The caption, ‘The grace was in all her steps’, may well be an allusion to Delpini’s performance; his figure in the role was described as ‘elegant’, and the illustration certainly suggests that his ankles, shoes, and steps, were both expressive and lady-like. 
 Of Delpini’s performance, one wrote:

A true Englishman (though a lover of foreigners) is happy to find his countrymen as last pay that attention which true merit deserves, as it has too long gone unrewarded – What compliment is sufficient to pay that charming dancer, Delpini, in the burlesqued ballet of the Deserter? He is really capital in the part of Louisa.
 

Doubtless he was, but the author also demonstrates that peculiar British penchant for worrying about the moral health of the nation, while enjoying Dick Emery-style, cross-dressed vaudeville. But it certainly lifted the spirits for some:

In the gloom of Lent, whilst Oratorio and Tragedy have boxes and benches unfilled and unadorned, the Muse of Humour at the Haymarket Theatre is unable to gratify the wishes of curiosity.

The theatre, then, was too small for the work’s reported popularity with the audiences.
My final image of Delpini is one of him playing in his own pantomime of Aladdin, one which shows his complete pantomime rig for Pierrot. This undated print that must have been published around – or at least after - 26 December 1788, when the show premiered at Covent Garden. Only the song texts survive, and the press chose not to publish the story of the pantomime, but two day’s worth of the history of the Aladdin tale appeared instead. The mechanics of getting up the work exhibited 

… a contrary conduct been observed in painting the scenes for the story, than that of cutting the story down to old stock canvas, in the hands of such artists as Richards, Carver, &c. a most captivating pantomime might have been produced. 
The plot, which seems to have omitted all the interesting parts of the Aladdin story and failed to use successfully the expected pantomime incidents, caused the author of the English Theatre to remark that:

The stories of the Arabians were confined to their own, or to magic ground; but here Harlequin passes from Arabia to Long Acre, out of pure compliance to the convenience of the machinery.

I do want to mention one entertainment for which we don’t have an illustration, but for which we have some description of Delpini’s performance. The show was Don Juan; or, The Libertine Destroy’d: a tragical pantomimical entertainment, in which he plays Scaramouche, the role of Leporello in Da Ponte’s libretto for Mozart. The pantomime used music from Gluck’s ballet of the same name, and incorporated songs and choruses by William Reeve.
 It also included parodic episodes of recent shows, such a shipwreck culled from a new opera, an imitation of Le Picq swimming on the boards, and a send-up of the famous pas de trois danced by LePicq, Rossi and Dorival.

The supper scene, which is used in this version as a prelude to the descent to Hell, is the subject of some comment:

Fear is a passion more easy to feel than to feign. The maxim is however reserved by Delpini, who, in Don Juan, gives us such a striking representation of the effects of terror on the human mind and frame, as to transport the spectators almost beyond the limits of, poetically speaking, this durnal sphere. On the discovery of the Ghost, Delpini is great beyond description.

The terror exhibited by Delpini is, of course, his response to the arrival of the dead Commendatore, in the form of a statue. In the scene, which is set in a supper room, Scaramouche ‘purloins a dish of Macaroons from the table, and sits down on the floor’, a dish he was unwilling to part with when the statue bangs on the front door. As the noise increases, however, Don Juan demands that he answer it, and finally even then ‘unwilling to part with his dish, rises slowly, but hastily returns in the utmost terror, the Statute following him.’ 

Scaramouche hides under the table, where he is found ‘in a state of the most ludicrous terror’ by Don Juan after the statue has gone. 

However, the aspect of performance that caught the critic’s eye was not the comparatively superficial remarks on Delpini’s ability to convey fear, but the naturalness of his gestures and attitudes:
In the sublime entertainment of Don Juan, at Palmer’s Theatre, we observe what great things may be done by gestures, attitude, countenance, and manner. The passions may be embodied, and have their full effect on the mind, without the aid of enunciation. Palmer in Don Juan, and Delpini as his attendant, afford instances of such perfect acting, that Nature is, as it were, amazed at seeing her own resemblance.

The naturalness of these gestures included the ability to tumble, and as Milhous states, perform stunts of all sorts; he was injured on his debut in Harlequin Frolick, 
 and continued to be so throughout his career, injuries that included being shot in the eye by John Follett, when they were both performing at Frogmore House in a masquerade of Delpini’s devising.
These portraits of Delpini offer us a rare group of works that stand outside the trends of theatrical portraiture. The concern from the 1770s was that the performers were cast in line with their physical attributes, and, as charted by others including Shearer West, critics began to write in more detail and more critically about the human body as the century went on. 
 Perforce of circumstance, this tended to be male critics considering women’s bodies, and Delpini’s cross-dressing activities offer evidence that male critics, even when faced with an impersonator, wrote about the female characteristics of the performer in the same voyeuristic manner they reserved, largely, for women stage players. 
Further, much of what West describes as ‘body connoisseurship’ rested on assumptions of decorum, which would be translated into judgements on the suitability of the roles to the natural attributes of the performers who were playing them. But in Delpini’s case, we are never given the opportunity to consider him otherwise, for he is never pictured other than ‘in character’. In this, he is alone in the panoply of 18th-century dancers of the London stage of whom we have portraits, and he is the only such dancer never to have been pictured ‘straight’, with perhaps, the exception of Philippe Denoyer, whose only representation seems to be in Hogarth’s rather scrappy caricature, The Charmers of the Age, published by Richard Livesay as a print in 1782.
Probably for a mixture of these reasons, there is, I would argue, no single defining image of Delpini. But in the images we do have, he is not simply lifting another dancer, or posing for the artist in a static costume, or attempting to present an image of greater gentility than the stage would normally allow. From De Loutherbourg’s waistcoat, through Pierrot’s ‘shooting leg’ and Louisa’s overskirt, to the trailing clothes of Aladdin, each one is a picture of suspended animation. In fact, Delpini has chosen to be illustrated engaged in dancing with an acrobatic vigour missing from every other dancer portrait from 18th-century London. Summed up: ‘There never was a clown in this kingdom whose taste was equal to Delpini’s, nor ever one whose elegant person admitted them to dance in woman’s apparel.’
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