
23

A T reasure H ouse

ANN BLAINEY

F o r  the  scholar of n in e te en th  cen tu ry  
E ngland , the  B rew er-Leigh H u n t C ollection in  The U niversity  
of Iow a Libraries is in d eed  a treasu re  house . In  th a t era, English 
in tellectual an d  artistic circles w ere  sm all a n d  o verlapp ing  an d  
an  ed itor, poet, an d  critic as em in en t as Leigh H u n t knew  
alm ost all th e  p ro m in en t artists , w riters, a n d  m usicians of his 
day. A t p re se n t I am  w ork ing  on  a s tu d y  of the  vocalist a n d  
au th o r A delaide K em ble an d  I find  so o ften  the  sam e peop le  I 
g rew  to know  w h e n  w ork ing  o n  m y b iog rap h y  of Leigh H u n t .1 
It is n o t su rp ris in g  th a t the  H u n t C ollection sh o u ld  yield 
m aterial from  the  Kem ble fam ily.

The K em bles w ere  the  royal fam ily of the  British stage. Every 
b iographer insists  u p o n  it. Before the  ad v e n t of the  great 
Kem bles in  the  late  e ig h teen th  cen tu ry , actors a n d  particu larly  
actresses w ere  d isrepu tab le . The exception  w as D avid  G arrick 
w ho  ra ised —as it w as s a id —his p ro fession  to  a liberal a rt an d  
earned  him self a tom b in  W estm inste r A bbey. Sarah , John  
Philip, an d  C harles K em ble fo llow ed his exam ple, an d  by 
reason  of their in telligence, education , a n d  social graces w ere  
received in  the  best d raw ing  room s in  the  land .

The Kem ble fam ily w as large. The p a ren ts , Roger a n d  Sally 
Kemble, w ere stro lling  p layers w h o  p ro d u ce d  tw elve theatrical 
children, e ight of w h o m  reached  ad u lth o o d , an d  th ree  of 
w hom  achieved  ex trao rd inary  fam e. Sarah  w as b o rn  in  1755, 
and  w as m arried  a t e igh teen  to u n im pressive  H en ry  S iddons. 
John Philip w as bo rn  in  1757 a n d  C harles in  1775. Sarah 
Siddons w as generally  recognized  as the  g rea tes t tragic actress 1

1. Ann Blainey, Immortal Boy: A Portrait of Leigh Hunt (London: Croom Helm,
1985).
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ever to  ap p e a r  on  the  English  stage, a n d  professionally  John 
Philip  K em ble w as n o t far b e h in d  her. C harles Kem ble w as no  
traged ian , b u t in  ligh ter ro les he  w as a d is tingu ished  actor and  
h is w it a n d  charm  shone  in  com edy  a n d  the  fash ionable w orld  
alike.

M uch h as  b een  w ritten  ab o u t the  Kem ble b ro thers  an d  their 
sister Sarah, b u t v irtually  n o th in g  abou t th e ir spouses. The wife 
of C harles deserves m ore recognition . M other of tw o fam ous 
d a u g h te rs—F anny , a celebrated  actress, an d  A delaide, a singer 
w h o  w as ad m ired  in  the  concert halls a n d  opera  houses of 
E ng land  a n d  E u ro p e —M rs. C harles K em ble w as rem arkable 
for h e r fostering  of their ta len t a n d  for h e r  pe rsona l qualities. 
N ow , th an k s  to  an  u n p u b lish e d  p rivate  le tte r tem porarily  in 
m y  possession , w e have  a chance to see h e r in  m ore detail.

M rs. C harles K em ble w as bo rn  M arie T hérèse de C am p, and  
w as an  actress from  h e r  earliest years. H er p a te rn a l g rand fa ther 
w as rep u te d ly  a F rench  D uke. Years la ter h e r  d augh te r, A de
laide K em ble, w o u ld  w rite: "T he o th er day  in  L ondon  I m et in  
society a certa in  y o u n g  V icom te de  F leury  w h o  w as p resen ted  
to  m e —I cou ld  h a rd ly  he lp  lau gh ing  as I th o u g h t ho w  exces
sively d istressed  he  w o u ld  be if he  d id  b u t k now  th a t th e  actor's 
little d a u g h te r  w h o m  he  w as h o n o u rin g  w ith  h is august 
app ro v a l w as n e ith e r  m ore  n o r less a cousin  of h is ."  M arie 
T herese 's  fa the r w as a dow n-on-h is-luck  F rench  arm y officer 
w h o  changed  h is n am e from  aristocratic de F leury to  com m on
place de  C am p a n d  w h o  m a rr ie d —or m ore likely d id  n o t bo ther 
to m a rry —th e  d a u g h te r  of a Sw iss farm er. The e ldest of their 
five ch ild ren  w as the  e n ch an tin g  M arie T hérèse, bo rn  in  V ienna 
in  1774 a n d  n am ed  after the  fam ous A ustrian  queen .

The consum ptive  de C am p took his fam ily to England. 
T here, e therea l little M arie T hérèse p iro u e tted  like an  angel, 
h e r  ta len ts  su p p o rtin g  the  im poverished  fam ily a n d  m aking  
fam ous the  tro u p e  of child  dancers w ith  w h o m  she perform ed. 
W riting  m an y  years  later abou t h e r  m o ther, h e r d augh te r 
A delaide w o u ld  say: "S he  w as on  the  stage a t the  age of five 
y e a rs—she w as a beau tifu l little in te lligen t foreign child an d  the 
favourite  p lay th in g  of G eorge the  4 th  w h e n  he  w as Prince of
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Marie Thérèse De Camp Kemble drawn by E. A. Page. Courtesy of the 
National Portrait Gallery, London.
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W ales—h e r  ch ildhood  w as p assed  in  the  thea tre  or h ouses of 
o u r profligate aristocracy—at tw elve years old she lost her 
fa the r a n d  by  h e r  ta len ts  a n d  exertions alone su p p o rted  her 
m o th er a n d  fou r o th e r ch ild ren  w hose  existence a n d  education  
th ey  ow e en tire ly  to h e r h a rd  a n d  u n rem ittin g  lab o u rs—surely 
th is is adm irab le?" W hat h e r  d a u g h te r  fo u n d  even  m ore 
adm irab le  w as h e r m o th e r 's  pu rity . D espite  the  profligacy of 
h e r  su rro u n d in g s, M arie T hérèse w as a girl of strict virtue. 
C om m en tin g  on  th is, h e r  d a u g h te r  A delaide w rote: "Surely  it 
is adm irab le  to  have  been  p laced  in  the  tw o w orst extrem ities of 
society, an d  passin g  th ro u g h  such  an  o rdeal to have rem ained  
h o nou rab le  in  deed , an d  ye t m ore, p u re  an d  uncon tam ina ted  
in  th o u g h t."

It w o u ld  p e rh a p s  have  been  u n d e rs tan d ab le  if M arie Therese 
h a d  avo ided  th e  a tten tio n s  of the  K em ble b ro thers, bo th  of 
w h o m  w ere  k n o w n  for their dalliance w ith  actresses, b u t her 
h e a rt h a d  been  cap tu red  by  the  d ash in g  C harles. For a tim e the 
co u rtsh ip  w as off a n d  on. T hen  in  1806 at the  age of th irty-tw o 
she  m arried  him . A gain  w e see the  s itua tion  th ro u g h  A de
la id e 's  revealing  an d  com passionate  eyes. H er m other, she 
w ro te , w as of a "g en e ro u s  a n d  confid ing" na tu re , "a  rare 
n a tu re ,"  spo iled  a little "b y  w an t of g o v e rn m e n t,"  an d  she had  
loved  C harles K em ble "w ith  the  w ildest an d  m ost passionate  
love since she w as tw en ty  years o ld ."  C harles K em ble w as th en  
"a  m ild  gen tly  am iable p e rso n  of cu ltivated  tastes an d  refined  
h a b its—w ith  a g rea t deal of n a tu ra l ten d e rn ess , b u t a m an  of 
th e  w orld , w ith o u t one  particle of rom ance or p assio n ."  H aving 
b a ttled  a life full of h azard s , M arie T hérèse m u st have  hop ed  
th a t a t last she  h a d  fo u n d  the  security  she h a d  long  craved, b u t 
m arriage to  a m an  of such  d ifferen t tem p eram en t w as doom ed 
from  the  s ta rt to  failure. It w o u ld  be a failure, how ever, w ith in  
the  m arried  sta te , a n d  a lth o u g h  for vary ing  periods they  lived 
ap art, no  defin ite  sep ara tio n  took place. The stra in  of he r 
h u sb a n d 's  ind ifference, his co n stan t financial troubles, his 
fo n d n ess  for alcohol, h e r e ldest d au g h te r F anny 's  noisily- 
failing m arriage, a n d  h e r  y o u n g e r so n 's  incip ien t in san ity  p u t 
considerab le  s tra in  on  her. Sm all w o n d e r if he r ow n  m ental
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stability w avered  a n u m b er of tim es before h e r  d e a th  in  1838. 
Yet desp ite  these  trials, M arie T hérèse rem ain ed  stead fast to 
her principles. W riting at the  tim e of he r m o th e r 's  d ea th , he r 
d au g h te r A delaide w o u ld  say: " H er perfect t ru th —the  sp irit 
n o t the  le tte r of t ru th —alw ays excited m y u tm o s t adm ira tion  
and  v e n e ra tio n —a n d  h e r ju s tn ess  of p e rc e p tio n —in  all th ings 
th a t d id  n o t concern  h e rse lf—her p u rity  of taste , a n d  he r 
originality of th o u g h t a n d  expression  w ere  w o n d erfu l a n d  
m ade her m ost a ttrac tive ."

M arie T hérèse de C am p w as invariably  described  a s  a 
" charm ing" actress. By the  m id-1790s she w as p lay ing  the  
lighter of th e  lead ing  roles a t the  H aym arke t an d  D rury  Lane 
theatres, an d  by the  en d  of th a t decade  she h a d  ap p eared  in 
one of her ow n  p lays, First Faults. She w o u ld  w rite  a n u m b er of 
plays, m ostly  am using  a n d  slight, b u t  " charm ing" like herself. 
Before h e r re tirem en t in  1819 she h a d  becom e a lead ing  actress 
in  the  K em bles' com pany  a t the  C oven t G arden  T heatre . She 
em erged  from  re tirem en t once for sen tim en ta l reaso n s ten  
years la te r—to play Lady C apu le t a t h e r  e lder d a u g h te r  F an n y 's  
stage d eb u t as Juliet.

The English w rite r a n d  theatrical critic Leigh H u n t adm ired  
her. In h is Autobiography he  w ro te  th a t M iss de C am p " h a d  a 
beautifu l figure, fine large dark  eyes, a n d  elevated  featu res, 
fuller of spirit th an  softness, b u t still capable of expressing  great 
ten d e rn ess ."  H e a d d ed  th a t in  h e r  finest ro les, such  as Beatrice 
in M uch Ado About Nothing a n d  Lucy Lockit in  The Beggar's 
Opera, she w as "ad m irab le ."  She in  tu rn  rev ered  Leigh H u n t, 
as revealed in  an  u n p u b lish e d  le tte r to  h im  in the  Leigh H u n t 
Collection at The U niversity  of Iow a Libraries. She w as w riting  
to h im  in his role as ed ito r of the  Examiner, p robab ly  in  the  year 
1814, deferen tially  req u estin g  public ity  for h e r  h u sb a n d 's  th e 
atrical success in  M anchester. Their incom e, she explained , 
"m u s t now  en tirely  be d e riv 'd  from  his rep u ta tio n , an d  th a t 
how ever h ighly  he  m ay be spoken  of w h ere  he  ap p ears , a 
circulation of his success can  alone in su re  its co n tin u an ce ."  
H u n t 's  p ap e r w as, she a d d e d  " th e  m ost read , a n d  b es t c red 
ite d ."  She p lead ed  th a t " if therefo re  you  can consisten tly  w ith
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y o u r op in ions in se rt any  p a rt of th e  enc lo s 'd  articles, or refer to 
th em  in  an y  m an n er, you  w ill m aterially  serve a m an  w ho  is too 
m o d est to  solicit on  his o w n  behalf, a n d  will confer a lasting 
obligation  u p o n  his w ife ."  A dm iring  h e r  as H u n t d id , w e can 
im agine th a t he  w as on ly  too h a p p y  to  confer th a t "lasting  
ob liga tion ."
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