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FOREWORD

William West was 27 years old when he laid the foundations of
the toy theatre. His ‘Juvenile Drama’ (as he called it) originated
in 1811 when he published his first sheet of half a dozen charac-
ters from a popular play being performed in a London theatre.
His young customers, not content with mere souvenirs, then
began to cut out the figures and perform the plays themselves.
This encouraged West to produce characters and scenes that

PREFACE

The subject of Regency toy theatres is a strangely relevant one
to the Museum as John Soane himself was closely involved
with the world of the Regency theatre. In 1819 he had accepted
the post of supervisory architect to the Theatre Royal Drury
Lane and his younger son, the wayward George Soane, had
variable successes throughout his long career as a theatrical
dramatist and manager. It is also true to say that the Regency
theatre, as reflected in toy theatre, helps us to understand the
romantic and spectacular side of the architecture of the period,
including the Soane Museum itself.

We are, therefore, delighted to be able to hold this exhibition
in association with Pollock’s Toy Museum, of Scala Street,
London W1, the only museum in Britain with a specialism in

could be fitted into a little stage, each sheet costing ‘a penny
plain or twopence coloured’. He went on to produce 146 plays,
with many of the sheets executed to a very high standard by
accomplished artists. This timely exhibition assembles, for the
first time, the best of West’s prints, offering a beguiling insight
into the childhood pursuits, scenic art, production style and
popular culture of the Regency.

GEORGE SPEAIGHT

toy theatres. The research and selection have been undertaken
by Barry Clarke, David Powell, Horatio Blood and Alan Powers.
Particular thanks also go to David Robinson, a Trustee of
Pollock’s, who is the principal lender to the exhibition, as
well as to George Speaight, Peter Baldwin and to the lenders
who are listed below. Will Palin, our Assistant Curator, has
organised the exhibition with his customary energy and
enthusiasm.

Finally the exhibition would not have been possible without
the generous support of the Heritage Lottery Fund which will
enable these entertaining designs to be seen by a much wider
audience on a national tour.

MARGARET RICHARDSON
Curator, December 2003
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INTRODUCTION

There can be few of Georgian London’s small-time stationers,
circulating library proprietors, minor publishers and under-
the-counter pornographers who have left a more vivid portrait
than William West. We know that he was born in 1783 and
died in 1854. In this catalogue David Powell recounts his career
from the time he took over his mother’s circulating library and,
in 1811, started in business as a publisher of theatrical prints;
to 1850 when he was interviewed at length by Henry Mayhew.
A sketch showing an anxious wizened face behind round
spectacles, and surmounted by a folded paper hat, bears out
Mayhew’s description of ‘alittle spare man whose clothes hung
loose about him’. Another recollection describes West and
the lady supposed to be his wife (though she could have been
a certain Mrs Stokes) as ‘a couple of shrivelled up creatures,
having the appearance of octogenarian misers. They were
always shabbily clad, although reputed to be well off, and
seldom indulged in the luxury of a clean face.” The same
account attributes to the pair a pet fox and a taste for gin.
Mayhew and Edward Draper concur in their accounts of poor
West's chronic asthma. Mayhew found him ‘confined to his
room . .. in a huge armchair, embedded in blankets, with a
white night-cap on his head’. Draper recalled that a short time
before his death, ‘the poor old man could be heard gasping
behind a simple screen which divided his death-bed from the
public portion of the shop’.

Mayhew delighted in West’s pre-Dickensian low London
diction, with the authentic Welleresque confusion of ‘v’ and
‘w’. Astley of Amphitheatre fame becomes, on West’s lips,
‘Mr Hashley of the Hamphitheayter’. He is properly proud of
his ‘prints of osses’ and his proscenia with their “liptic harch
fronts’.

Yet it is to this modest cockney entrepreneur that we owe
the remarkable iconography of the late Georgian theatre that
is celebrated in this exhibition, in engravings that at their best,
and gloriously coloured, combine elegance, grace and charm
with documentary devotion. Mayhew’s interview reveals
West'’s sensitive discrimination about the abilities of his artists,
along with the finesse of the printing, the consistent care to use
excellent drawing paper which has stood the test of almost two
centuries, and his scorn of cheapjacks lowering the purfes-
sion’. Though he signed a lot of the prints, there is no proof
that he could actually draw, but he certainly knew an artist
when he found one who would take his pound a plate. All this
links West and his productions with the craft tradition of the
pre-industrial era when a simple artisan, making a chair or a
pitcher, a drinking-glass or a door for a house, quite simply and

unselfconsciously made things that were right and beautiful.

West's first theatre prints were intended strictly as souvenirs
of the current stage successes and their stars. According to
his own account, it was his customers who first had the idea
of cutting out the lively little figures and setting them up on
model stages to evoke an even more vivid memory of the
show. In turn, West responded by producing sets of prints
that reproduced every character, every costume and every
scene, so that his customers could perform the entire play in
miniature. Finally he began to build the actual stages and
publish suitably abbreviated versions of the play texts. The
generic phrase he coined for these productions was ‘West’s
Juvenile Drama’. Though inevitably his miniature theatres —
and those of his many successors —soon found their way into
the children’s play-room, William West, living and working
in close proximity to London’s theatres, never compromised
his aim of documentary record.

West's productions coincide precisely with the Regency
and the Regent’s succession and reign as George IV. They
chronicle a very distinctive moment in the history of the
British stage. Generally disregarded by historians as the nadir
of British drama, it should rather be revalued and celebrated as
awondrous flowering of British theatre. The stage of those years
was shaped by social conditions. The industrial revolution
brought new masses flooding into the cities. In the first four
decades of the nineteenth century the population of London
doubled. And the newcomers turned in large extent to the
theatres for relaxation and amusement. ‘There is a range of
imagination in most of us, which no amount of steam-engines
will satisfy . . ", wrote Dickens, describing the audience of
the New Cut. ‘The entertainment that this new popular
audience demanded’, George Speaight tells us, ‘was frankly
escapist; they did not want philosophical debate, or smart
witty dialogue; they did not want plays about the problems of
contemporary life; they wanted richness, where their lives
were poor; they wanted colour, where their lives were grey;
they wanted excitement, where their lives were dull’.

This audience and these hungers uncannily parallel the early
nickelodeon years of the American cinema, less than a century
later. Neither the Regency theatre nor the nickelodeon
favoured verbal drama. The first films were without sound,
and in any case a large part of their audience was made up of
immigrants still struggling to master the language of their
new land. The Patent Theatres of Regency London, Drury
Lane and Covent Garden, had been rebuilt so large that it
is hard to imagine how even the most stentorian actors



made themselves audible to the gallery. In both cases, the out-
come was an emphasis on the visual. In America, David Wark
Griffith and his contemporaries discovered subtle means of
telling stories through mute moving images. The Regency
theatres gave their public the visual thrills of spectacle and the
exotic. It was nothing new. Eighteen hundred years before,
Horace had complained,

You'd think you heard the Gargan forest roar

Or Tuscan billows break upon the shore,

So loud the tumult waxes when they see

The show, the pomp, the foreign finery.

Soon as the actor, thus bedizened, stands

In public view, clap go ten thousand hands.

‘What said he? ‘Naught'. ‘Then what’s the attraction?’

Why,

Yon woollen mantle with the violet dye.
Contemporary and domestic stories were not much in demand
in the Regency theatre. The new dramatic form of melodrama
preferred to find its settings in romance, medievalism, ancient
history and recent battles, the exotic orient, Arabia, tales of
pirates and banditti. Nautical and equine dramas respectively
gave employment to Sadler’s Wells’ great water tank and the
circus ring of Astley’s Amphitheatre. The Battle of Waterloo
and the Coronation of George IV were swiftly turned into
best-selling theatre shows. Scenic designers like the Grieve
family brought stage settings to new heights of realism.
The extravagance of costumiers knew no bounds, and the
pantomime removed all constraints to their fantasies.

All this is faithfully recorded in West’s pictorial chronicle —
the stages themselves, with their “liptic harch fronts’ and
wealth of highly coloured and gilt plasterwork; the scenery,
from the classical glories of Coriolanus to the final conflagration
in The Miller and His Men, the most famous image of the entire
Juvenile Drama as it was styled from the 1820s; the sumptuous

costumes, whether portrayed in the play sheets or the greater
detail of the individual portraits. It is a measure of the reliabil-
ity of West’s representations that his prints were used
as patterns by the provincial costumiers: ‘The wardrobe people
at the minor theatres and masquerade people used to buy a
great many to make their dresses from.’

The living centre of the visual spectacle was finally the actor.
The great size alike of the theatres and of the emotions played
out upon their stages demanded a special style of acting (justas
did the early, silent cinema) which would give physical expres-
sion to the inner psychology of the characters. A superficial
examination of West’s prints might mislead us into supposing
that the actors’ poses are merely a convention of the draughts-
men — the straddled legs or bent knees, arms raised high or
extended, body thrown proudly back or abjectly bent forward
from the waist, hands open, the palms facing forwards (only
occasionally will an anguished or more often sinister character
clench a fist).

On the contrary, here is a true representation of the acting
modes of the English theatre in the first decades of the nine-
teenth century A theoretical test is to compare these postures
with the advice of Henry Siddons’ 1807 manual Practical llustra-
tions of Rhetorical Gesture and Action; Adapted to the English Drama
(itself adapted from a work by the German philosopher Johann
Jacob Engel). A fascinating practical experiment is fearlessly to
copy the poses, and feel one’s own body yield and expand to
the larger-than-life emotions they seek to express in a way that
will convey them to the distant multitudes in the ‘gods’.

For those who have fantasy enough to enter, like Alice, into
this tiny wonderland of William West’s imagery, there is a rare
chance to catch just a whiff of the heady, haunted aura of the
Regency playhouse.

DAVID ROBINSON



Fig.1 Anonymous pen and wash portrait of William West, autographed by the sitter (Harvard Theatre Collection, The Houghton Library)



WILLIAM WEST AND THE DEVELOPMERNT

OF THE TOY THEATRE

In August 1812 J.C." submitted to a monthly magazine a poem
about the latest fashionable pastime for boys, the toy theatre:

‘AN ADDRESS.
WRITTEN FOR MY LITTLE BOY'S PLAYHOUSE.
[The Characters to pass on the Stage in the Order in
which they are mentioned.]

Gentlemen welcome! — Welcome Ladies fair,

To our new Theatre in Brunswick-square:

‘Tis true, we have nor Siddons’s, nor Kemble,

To shake your nerves, and make our Treasury tremble;
But, —let me tell all envious detractors —

We here can boast — of real pasteboard actors!’

And so on.! Two years earlier such a poem could not have been
written, since no such thing as a little boy’s playhouse was
known. Yet within this very short time the juvenile stage had
emerged as a toy that was to delight successive generations
of youthful performers and their audiences. And these toys
now offer a fascinating glimpse into one of the richest yet least
remembered or understood periods of the British theatre.?

No discussion of this subject can afford to neglect the inter-
view which William West, as ‘a celebrated publisher of penny
theatrical characters and maker of toy theatres’, gave to the
journalist Henry Mayhew in 1850. The interview was only
published as a newspaper article, and not included in the final
version of Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor, so
was completely forgotten until its rediscovery and partial
publication in 19713 and republication in full the following
year.+ Its recovery was more epoch-making than even some of
those responsible seem to have realised, and its implications
have not yet been fully absorbed into toy theatre history. To
begin with, the interview names ‘children’s lottery prints’ as
the inspiration and model for the ‘first cheap theatrical print’
published by West early in 1811. Lottery prints and lottery
books occupy a somewhat mysterious corner of the history
of children’s publishing. The children’s book expert Sydney
Roscoe once invited the readers of The Library (the organ of that
furiously learned body, the Bibliographical Society) to
enlighten him as to their origin and purpose, but a deafening
silence was the response. The ‘Royal Oak Lottery’ is referred
to by John Locke, and may have been the model for other
publications of the same type. It seems likely that the original
use of these was to play a game in the manner of lotto (or
the modern bingo) which encouraged children to match up
images with their names or initial letters.> ‘Lotteries’ were

known in France, Germany and Italy as well as Britain, where
by the late Georgian period the expression was so synony-
mous with illustrated alphabet books and prints, that no one
bothered about the oddity of the name. So ubiquitous were the
lotteries, that both Thomas Bewick and George Cruikshank
got some of their earliest paid employment from designing
them. (They must be sharply distinguished from the illustrated
advertisements for public, money-prize lotteries, though these
too gave work to many artists until lotteries were abolished
in 1826) (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2 A children’s lottery print, with characters in boxes and rhymed
captions

When historians first began to investigate the origins of the
toy theatre, and tried to think of precedents for paper toys of
a theatrical kind, the best they could come up with were the
peep-shows and Christmas crib sheets of eighteenth-century
Germany, and the toy theatre plays of nineteenth-century
Germany. But the plays were too late to influence their English
counterparts, and no one could establish any direct line of
influence from the other toys. Back in Georgian England there
was one very good precedent for a paper toy with links to the
contemporary theatre, and this was the Turn-ups, a species of
moveable book marketed by Robert Sayer and other publish-
ers in the 1770s, and again by T. Hughes and other publishers
in the 1800s. Turn-ups so often relied on the pantomimes of
the period for their subject-matter that they were regularly
referred to as a ‘harlequinades’, an inaccurate but understand-
able description. And indeed one advertisement for the turn-
ups published by Hughes sounds almost like a manifesto for
the toy theatre that was soon to emerge: ‘The Juvenile Theatre:
or, Dramatic Delineations, with expositions in verse, of all the
most Favourite Spectacles, Pantomimes, Ballets, and other



Grand and Picturesque Performances at the Theatres-Royal;
entirely adapted to the comprehension and amusement of
Youth. To be continued occasionally.” But again there was no
evidence of actual influence to be found. When George
Speaight published the first edition of his history of the toy
theatre in 1946, he was inclined to think that the earliest toy
theatre prints derived from theatrical portraits such as those
published by Robert Dighton, the character sheets being in
effect several miniature portraits of the Dighton type engraved
on one plate.® By the time of his second edition (1969) Speaight
was able to point also to the publications of the agences
théatrales, sheets of characters and scenes issued to help the
theatre-managers of the French provinces imitate the latest
productions of the Parisian theatres.? Here the similarity of
appearance to some of the earliest toy theatre sheets was
certainly uncanny. But Speaight effectively scuppered his own
theories in 1972 when he brought the Mayhew interview back
into the discussion. For this interview makes it quite clear that
CHILDREN’S LOTTERY PRINTS were the inspiration for what
West (with commendable precision) called ‘the first juvenile
theatrical print’. The main legacy of the lottery prints was
in fact one that West's theatrical prints shook off within a
matter of months: the placing of each character in a separate
box, with a caption (sometimes a rhyming one) in a smaller
box underneath. Had historians known that this is what they
were looking for, they might have noticed the lottery prints,
and likewise various other species of prints which arrange
images and captions in the same way: for instance, the fron-
tispieces and engraved title pages of some seventeenth-century
books, or else the novelty packs of playing cards, such as those
commemorating the Popish Plot, the South Sea Bubble, or (if
you want a theatrical example) The Beggar’s Opera. The parallel
with playing cards becomes even closer, when we remember
that these novelty packs could also be bought printed on a
single sheet, for use as a wall-decoration. Nearer to West’s
own time, the genre of Twelfth Night Characters, originally
promoted by Fairburn in the 1790s, supplied a precedent for
sheets that consisted (as the frontispieces and playing cards
usually did not) entirely of CHARACTERS.M

The ‘first cheap theatrical print’ was published by William
West in early 1811. The Christmas pantomime season was still
running, and Mother Goose was the subject of the print (Fig. 3).
In style, it was exactly like a small lottery print, being divided
into eight boxes, each occupied by a single character, and each
having one line of a rthyming couplet inscribed underneath
by way of caption. The rhymes even adopt the vocabulary of
the lottery print, the figure of Clown being described as ‘Zany’,
an expression popular with the alphabetical type of lottery,
because there are very few picturesque objects beginning with
a Z, once Zeno and Zebras have begun to pall. So there was

nothing new about the form of the print, only the content
WHOLLY DERIVED FROM THE CONTEMPORARY THEATRE
being an innovation, though this must have been the key
ingredient that caught the imagination of the juvenile public.
The ordinary lottery prints sometimes contain theatrical
elements, but these tend to be generalised images such
as figures from Shakespeare, commedia dell'arte characters, or
street performers, not specific, topical images from current
stage successes. Moreover, these theatrical elements almost
never occupy a whole sheet to themselves.

It seems likely that the idea for the sheet was brought to
West by John Green, a twenty-year-old engraver’s apprentice,
who was looking forward to being out of his indentures in a
few months’ time. For the time being he was still articled to
Mr Simkins in Denmark Court, Strand, a short distance away
from the haberdasher’s shop in Exeter Street which West had
inherited from his mother. If Green had the idea for the print
(invenit, ‘invented [it]’, in contemporary printsellers’ parlance)
and likewise etched the images on to the copper plate
(sculpsit, ‘engraved [it]), we cannot add delineavit, ‘drew [it]’,
since he boasted no drawing skills worth mentioning. Instead,
he made careful reductions of eight images from a variety of
existing printed sources. When West made large profits from
his idea, but refused to give him any further employment,
Green started on a life-long quest to get his own back on those
who had stolen his thunder. He spent an unsuccessful year or
two trying to establish himself as a publisher, but this was
mostly with designs which were copied from the work of the
superior artists now patronised by West. Then, according to
the only definite information we have, Green enlisted in the
Army,? and perhaps fought in the last part of the Peninsular
campaign (in later years he sometimes brought out publica-
tions on April 10, the anniversary of the Battle of Toulouse). In

Fig. 3 The ‘first cheap theatrical print’ (Cat. 3)



1832 he suddenly re-appeared in civilian life, announcing
himself as ‘the original inventor and publisher of juvenile
theatrical prints, established 1808’. His second career as a toy
theatre publisher lasted until his death in 1860, and the plays
he published form the basis of the stock in which Pollock’s
Toy Theatres Ltd still deals.

Of West’s run-away success with his first print and its
immediate successors, there can be no doubt:

‘I brought out this print, you'll understand, to please the
children. The lottery things was so bad, and sold so well,
that the idea struck me that something theatrical would
sell. And so it did — went like wildfire among the young
folks. Shopkeepers came to me far and near for 'em.

‘I dare say I sold right off as many as 5,000. It was
printed many times over, and every edition I know was
a thousand. We don’t do so many now. It was sold at a
penny plain, and twopence coloured .. . . The success of
the theatrical prints was so great, I was obliged to get
three presses to print them fast enough. I brought out
a new one every day, as I told you before.™+

The price of ‘a penny plain, and twopence coloured’ quickly
became synonymous with juvenile dramatic prints, and was
destined to go into the language, albeit rather unfairly, as a label
for anything cheap and tawdry. In fact, the value for money
offered by West was amazing, especially when compared with
the broadsides sold in the streets by the ‘Seven Dials’ type of
publisher (of whom Pitts and Catnach were the most famous),
which were sold for the same sort of price, but only by com-
promising at every turn when it came to quality. West was
exceptionally sensitive to the artistic quality of his productions
and his attitude to the pricing of his prints is very instructive.
They were not (as it is easy to assume) sold at an unvarying
price of 1d. plain. Rather, when West thought that the quality
was above average, the price would go up to 1%2d., and when he
thought it was below average, it would come down to a mere
Yad. West’s aesthetic sensitivity also comes out in his inter-
view, which betrays a sheepish acknowledgement of the poor
quality of some of his earliest prints, and an appreciation of the
steadily-improving artistic quality of his subsequent efforts.

‘Bad as the drawing of these here is,  assure you it was a
great advance on the children’s halfpenny lotteries.”s

‘I can show you the print on it —you must see it, for it was
a great advance in my purfession, sir."®

“This is a late production, so you can see the improve-
ment."”

But what were the children doing with his sheets? The little
children who were his first customers probably cut out the
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figures and jigged them up and down on the floor or the
table, imagining themselves as spectators at the theatre, or else
pretending to be the actors whose likenesses they held in their
hands. Small children are less literal-minded than older ones,
and they find approximate representation perfectly satisfying,
without requiring exact imitation of the thing being repre-
sented.’® But when their older brothers took over (one imag-
ines them charging into the nursery and wresting the coveted
images from their helpless and distraught younger brothers
and sisters), exact imitation of the most literal kind was just
what they demanded. Hence the call for stage fronts, wooden
stages, and scenery.

Once the toy theatre was established as a juvenile pastime,
it quickly became the preserve of boys in their early teens.
Girls, and little children generally, were not encouraged to
participate. In view of this development, it seems worth
emphasizing that, of the three publishers whose businesses
were firmly established in 1811, two were women (Mrs Hebberd
and Mrs Jameson) and the other, West, had inherited his
mother’s business. All three operated in very feminine envi-
ronments — circulating libraries and haber-dashers’ shops, and
their aim was to target the small children who tagged along
with their mothers to these places, and to induce them to
buy one of their cheap toys (Fig. 4).

‘Tam a maker of children’s theatres, and a theatrical print
publisher. I have been in the line ever since 1811. The first
time I began to publish anything of the kind was when
the pantomime of Mother Goose was performing. I was
the firstin the line. I think I had the business all to myself
for two years. Mrs J[ameson], who lived in Duke’s court,
Bow street, took to it after that. She sold my prints at first,
and then she began to print and publish for herself . . . .
I was originally in the circulating library and haberdash-
ery line. My mother was in the haberdashery way, and
I continued it. We had a glass case of toys as well, and
among the toys we sold children’s halfpenny lottery
prints —common things that were done in those days, sir.
Well, you see, my parents used to be at Covent Garden
Theatre, and I took it in my head to have a print done of
Mother Goose, I can show you the original print by me.
You shall see, sir, the first theatrical print ever published.
(He here produced a bundle of impressions.)"

T. J. Dibdin’s Harlequin and Mother Goose; or, The Golden Egg
was first performed at Covent Garden in 1806, and established
Joseph Grimaldi as the greatest of all pantomime clowns.
Unlike most pantomimes, which were tending towards the
modern pattern of being produced for the Christmas season
and then forgotten, Mother Goose stayed in the repertory and
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Fig. 4 West’s original shop, from a plate of pantomime tricks

was given frequent revivals. Thus it remained a good subject
for a children’s toy even in 1811. But West was wrong about
having the business all to himself for two years, since both
Mrs Jameson and Mrs Hebberd started to publish in the same
year that he did, as did the unfortunate Green, with others
(such as Burtenshaw, Perkins, and Slee) appearing the follow-
ing year. Indeed, after two or three years, West's rivals actually
started to fall away, with no great increase in numbers till the
end of the decade.

There is a second point that must be emphasized, and this is
perhaps the most important revelation that the interview has
to offer (other than the debt owed to lottery prints). This is the
accidental support which West gives to the claims of Green.
Mayhew has not asked West about Green, and evidently does
not realise that he is a still-living competitor of his interviewee,
or else he would have blanked out Green’s name or reduced
it to a G——. Yet West justifies his conduct towards Green
in a way that only serves to underline his obvious feelings of

guilt in the matter:

‘These two figures here in the corner, you see, an’t so
bad, but they’re nothing to what we do now. This plate
was done by a ’prentice of the name of Green, who
worked at Mr. Simkins’, an engraver in Denmark-court.

He used to do them in his overtime. He was obliged to
have something to look at to copy. He was no draughts-
man himself, you know. This here picture of Mother
Goose he took from a large print of Mr. Simmonds in
that there character published by Ackerman, and sold in
Covent-garden at 2s. 6d. plain, and 5s. coloured; the
others was all copied from large prints of the day. . ..
Young Green only did me two plates. He was such a
bad draughtsman he couldn’t do anything without a
copy, and I was forced to get permission of the better
printsellers for all he did. I gave Green 30s. or £2 for
each plate he did for me. He was very dear, ‘cause he was

so slow over the engravings.°

By ‘overtime’ West means what would now be called ‘spare
time’. And some of his detailed recollections need to be
corrected. Ackermann did indeed publish a large print of
Simmonds as Mother Goose, but it was not used for the
‘picture of Mother Goose’, which appears to derive from some-
thing less distinguished. It was the ‘two figures here in the
corner’ which were copied from an Ackermann print and
which, as West rightly says, ‘a'n’t so bad’. If West's memory was
fallible, his artistic eye was still as sharp as ever. There were also
things that he was trying his best to forget, however, and he
makes it painfully clear that his ungenerous treatment of

Green was one of them: ‘He was obliged to have something to

Fig. 5 Original drawing for a single sheet of characters in the ‘box’ style
(British Museum, London)
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look at to copy’ — ‘He was no draughtsman himself, you know’
(How could Mayhew know anything about it?) — ‘He was such
a bad draughtsman he couldn’t do anything without a copy’ -
‘I was forced to get permission of the better printsellers for all
he did’—‘He was very dear’ —‘he was so slow’. What else can we
make of such repeated self-justification in a matter which no
one has actually raised, except to see it as an inadvertent
proclamation of guilt? Irving in The Bells was nothing to this.

During the early months of 1811, the ‘box’ style (left over
from the lottery prints) (Fig. 5) gradually gave way to an ‘open’
style, and as many as two sheets of characters (rarely three)
were sometimes produced for a popular new play. For the first
eight months the characters were sometimes parallel to the
long side of the sheet, and sometimes parallel to the short side.
But then a new style emerged, with the characters always
arranged parallel to the short side, an arrangement which
allowed each character to be bigger and more impressive, and
gave the sheets their classic look for the next two decades.
This change was very likely due to William Heath, a brilliant

4
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artist-engraver not yet out of his teens. He was the illegitimate
son of the engraver James Heath, and had been recommended
to West by John Astley (of Astley’s Amphitheatre). Another
development belonging to the end of 1811 involved the placing
of appropriate scenery behind the two characters of the upper
row, and different scenery behind those of the lower row (The
Iron Chest); or else the taking over of whole plates by a scene, in
front of which two or three characters went through their
paces (Don Juan), an interesting anticipation of the need which
would soon be felt to produce separate sheets of scenery to go
with the characters (Fig. 6). By the beginning of 1812, engraved
stage fronts and wooden stages were being produced, and, by
the middle of that year, scenery was at last being issued, albeit
rather haphazardly. Very gradually, the characters and scenes
offered for each play tended more towards completeness,
though completeness was still the exception rather than the
rule for at least the first decade of West's career.

Nothing is more important in all this than to understand the
essentially passive and reactive character of West’s response to
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Fig. 6 Original drawing for plate 1 of characters in Don Juan, with scenery behind the figures (British Museum, London)
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his success. In sharp contrast with the modern business world,
which is constantly attempting to make consumers want
things they didn’t previously know they wanted, West persists
in hoping that his public will be able to manage things for
themselves, and then grudgingly accedes to their requests
when finally compelled to admit that they actually want him
to produce new articles for sale:

‘At first, you see, we didn’t do any but the principal
characters in a piece, "cause we didn’t think of making
theayters then, and went on as we begun for two years.
After that we was asked by the customers for theayters to
put the characters in, so I got up the print of a stage front,
thinking that the customers would get the woodwork
done themselves. But after the stage front they wanted
the theayters themselves of me more than ever, so that
I was obliged to keep three carpenters to make ‘em for
me. One was a horgan builder and could make anything
in machinery. I turned out the first toy theayter for
children as ever was got up for sale, and that was in
the year 1813. . . . After I made a few I was hobligated to
make scenery, and to do the sets of characters complete.
Nobody but me made toy theayters for a long while; nor
did they do the scenery. One man used to do me three
dozen theayters a week; and and another man did me
a dozen more of the small. The larger theayters took a
longer time, and I don’t think I made more than a dozen
of them in a year. I used to make, I think, about fifty
toy theayters a week. I always had a room full of them
upstairs, except at Christmas, when we couldn’t turn
them out fast enough. I think I must have sold about
2,500 every year of 'em. Some theayters I made came to
as much as £20 a piece. I have made about four of them,
[ think, in my life time. They was fitted up with very
handsome fronts — generally 'liptic harch fronts, built all
out of wood, with ornaments all over it — and they had
machinery to move the side wings on and off; lamps in
front, to rise and fall with machinery, and side lamps
to turn on and off to darken the stage, and trick sliders
to work the characters on and change the pantomime
tricks; then there was machinery to make the borders
rise and fall as well, and cut traps to open for the scenery
to go up and down through the stage.!

Asbefore, West’s sense of chronology is not quite reliable. It
was after one year, not two, that he started to print stage fronts.
He started to produce scenery in April 1812, so that, if wooden
stages came between stage fronts and scenery, these too must
have begun to be produced in early 1812, not 1813. It appears
that West’s head for figures was better than his head for dates,
and that hisnumbers, amazing though they seem, are probably

to be relied on. Likewise with sums of money, for which he
produces documentary evidence, and could no doubt have
produced more:

‘He showed me also an account of the expense of making
atoy theatre that he had made to be sent out to Australia.
It was for the children of the Chief Judge there. He had
made two for the same party. The second was the best,
and came to £16-12-615."2?

Toy stages were not completely unprecedented, though
ownership of them had previously been confined to boys
who were hopelessly stage-struck (Thomas Dibdin, 1785-87),%
or whose families had theatrical connections (the young
Macready, c. 1802).24 And West himself (born 1783, so c. 1790)
had once come into the latter category:

‘You see my father was the under property-man at
Covent Garden Theatre, and I had a sister a dancer there,
and another sister belonging to the fruit-office in the
boxes — so we was all theatrical; and when I was about
seven years old, [ got my father’s "prentice in the shop to
make me a wooden theayter —he was uncommon clever
at carpenter work, and the painters and carpenters
of Covent Garden used to come and see it when we
exhibited in our one-pair back three times a week. We
used to charge 2d. a piece. It was thought a great thing
in those days; and so many people used to come to see
it, that father and mother wouldn’t allow it after a time;
so it was put up as a raffle, and it was won by a young
man, who took it with him to Scotland.

‘It was that as gave me the hidea of making toy
theayters for sale.””

In short, it seems that we should not think of the toy theatre
as having been ‘invented’ by anyone. ‘Juvenile theatrical prints’
may indeed have been invented by Green and exploited by
West, but the thing we call the toy theatre was developed by a
sort of dialogue between West and his young customers. The
transformation of the typical West sheet during his first year
of publishing is remarkable: we move from the single sheet
of characters in boxes, to the two- or three-sheet souvenir of
characters not in boxes (perhaps with vignettes of scenery
behind them), to the four-sheet souvenir with full scenery
drawn behind the characters. But these changes seem moti-
vated more by an abstract concern for aesthetics than by
practical considerations, and were very likely the result of
West’s being able to employ better (and more pretentious)
artists as the months went by. We have his own word for
it that all the innovations of practical importance (stage
fronts, wooden stages, scenery and even the expansion of the
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character sheets to cover more than ‘principal’ characters)
were the result of pressure from his customers. The main
practical development that had not yet appeared (viz, specially-
printed playbooks) was, as we shall see, the initiative of a
rival publisher, and one that West, true to form, seems to
have adopted with no great alacrity or enthusiasm.

One area which West does seem to have cultivated with
vigour during his early years was what the toy theatre collector
F. B. Brady called ‘juvenile sundries’, in other words a range of
prints produced in the same size and shape as the toy theatre
sheets, and drawn by the same artists in the same style of art,
but having no theatrical connections, being merely intended
for decoration and amusement of a more general kind. Thus,
during West's first three or four years, there poured from his
presses sheets of rocking horses, military bands, Lord Mayor’s
Processions, and what have you. Many of these prints probably
do not survive, being only known to us from West’s Catalogue
Sheet. Typical of the lost prints is “Temple of Concord and
Pagoda’. This title has found its way into modern lists of West's
toy theatre plays (and what visions such a title conjures up!).
But ‘Temple of Concord and Pagoda’ is not the name of any
known stage piece, and almost certainly indicates a pair of
souvenir sheets commemorating the Peace Celebrations of
1814, sheets which may yet survive in some grand collection
devoted to festivals and festivities.
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Fig.7 A plate of characters by George Cruikshank (Cat. 170)
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In between these completely non-theatrical publications
and the toy theatre sheets proper, come theatrical sundries of
one kind or another. West always published these alongside
his characters and scenes, for instance single portraits of actors
in different roles, Combats, and sheets of Pantomime Tricks.
He also published sheets of miscellaneous theatrical charac-
ters. Under the name of ‘fours’ and ‘sixes’, these became a
familiar part of the later publishers’ repertory, but although
West issued a few prints as early as 1811 that were sixes (and
eights) in all but name, he left it to others to exploit this type of
thing, so that for practical purposes Park and Golding initiated
the genre of ‘Sixes’ in about 1830, to which ‘Fours’ and other
arrangements were added within a few years.

Many artist-etchers of the period worked for West and
the other toy theatre publishers. The most eminent were the
brothers George and (Isaac) Robert Cruikshank. George in his
old age admitted to having worked for West, though he did
not like his flat fee of a pound per quarto plate.?* Among plays
that have been attributed to him, West’s Harlequin Whittington
is one of the most credible (Fig. 7), and (as explained below) he
may actually have invented the genre of miniature characters.
Robert Cruikshank signed most of Mrs Jameson’s twopenny
portraits and some of West’s, and (as the evidence of signed
original drawings suggests) did enormous amounts of work,

= BT

Qa??}{€¢ﬂ/ (hraractery
in the New
Comic PastTomme

oAs penfivmed at thee
eNew Theatre Boval Grent ardeny

an

Fig. 8 A plate of characters in William Heath’s early style (Cat. 155)



both theatrical and otherwise, for Fairburn, Marks, Orlando
Hodgson, and others.

Denis Dighton, son of the egregious Robert Dighton, and
best known as a battle-painter, did a small amount of work for
the toy theatre, but the brothers William and Henry Heath
worked hand over fist for West and Hodgson. In particular, it
seems that William Heath may have given West’s prints the
initial push towards the marked superiority which they started
to achieve over other publishers’ work towards the end of
1811 (Fig. 8). He seems to have worked intermittently for West
for ten years or so (Fig. 9), finally returning in the mid-1820s
(after a sojourn in Scotland) to accomplish the even greater
artistic triumphs of West’s later work, where elegance is found
allied with forcefulness in an unsurpassable combination.
At the same period, Heath was establishing himself as the
foremost practitioner of English caricature during the time
of its final flourishing. This was in the years before John
Doyle (the dreaded HB) and the Reform Act tamed the genre,
and confined it within bounds of gentleness and gentility.>
William’s brother Henry was never an artist of the same
quality, though he was equally prolific in the same areas. In
particular he drew large quantities of characters for Hodgson
and Co., where his strange dumpy women (with hair never
quite securely attached to their heads) can be spotted a mile off.

One thing that the present exhibition seeks to reaffirm is
the position of the toy theatre within the field of popular art
(as opposed to folk art, where its admirers have too often
positioned it). The toy theatre was by no means the only inhab-
itant of this terrain, and some of its immediate neighbours
(playing cards, lottery prints, Twelfth Night characters) have
already been mentioned. Although the artists who created
the toy theatre style (including the likes of Robert and George
Cruikshank, William and Henry Heath, Denis Dighton and
Charles Tomkins) were self-taught and parentally-taught,
rather than academically trained, this was perfectly usual for
the period. Moreover, they were in constant contact with the
world of high culture, and did not work apart from it, as we
might have expected if they had been artists of the naive
tradition. Rather, they were the sons of men such as Isaac
Cruikshank and Robert Dighton, who had helped to forge
the style populaire; they were the successors to men such as
Gillray and Rowlandson, who had operated at its highest
levels; and they were themselves men (especially Robert
Cruikshank) who would make significant contributions to its
later, luxuriant growth.

The bursting of William Heath into West’s life is almost
certainly the subject of the following two passages:

‘Well, I think I had done about seven prints — they were
bad-uns — only copies, and badly done too — all by
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Fig. 9 A plate of characters in William Heath’s middle style (Cat. 47)

apprentices, when Mr. Hashley, of the Hamphitheayter,
sent young —— [Heath?] with a drawing to show me. It
was uncommon well done; oh, such a beautiful picture!
he got on to be one of the first-rate artists afterwards,
and drawed half-crown caricatures; he did all the battle-
pieces of them times — all Bonaparte’s battles and
Nelson'’s shipping. Well I gave him an order directly for
the whole of the characters in the Blood Red Knight, wot
Hashley was performing at that time. I can show you
the print on it—you must see it, for it was a great advance

in my purfession, sir. . . .28

“There’s the first plate [Heath?] did for me. It’s the
principal characters in The Lady of the Lake, as produced

at the Surrey, and a great advance it is on the others.
After that he did the Blood-red Knight. Here’s one of his
first prints of osses. It's Baghvanho, as performed at
Hashley’s. Here’s the first battle he ever drew. He did it
unbeknown to me on a copper of mine, thinking I would
like it; but it was quite out of my line. It was that there
as got him all J[enkins]’s battles to do. He showed it to
him, and J[enkins] guv him an order directly. After that
he had ten pound a week from J[enkins], and ten pound
a week from me too. He had 30s. a plate, and never did
less than six in the week; and for the bigger ones he
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had more. I found the copper. Why, I used to pay my
coppersmith £70 and £80 a year for plates only. >

The reference to ‘half-crown caricatures’ (thirty times more
expensive, by the way, than West’s penny prints) suits Heath
perfectly, as does the more specific reference to ‘all J—'s
battles’, since The Martial Achievements of Great Britain and her
Allies from 1799 to 1815 was one of Heath'’s first big successes.
Originally published by James Jenkins in 181415, it contained
60 aquatints after Heath’s drawings, and was frequently
reprinted. As to Heath’s ‘first battle’, drawn ‘on a copper of
mine’, this might have been ‘The Battle of Krasnoi’ (fought in
November, 1812), a title which appears in West’s catalogue, but
which, like ‘Temple of Concord and Pagoda’, is not the name
of any known play. As for the plays which he names as being
the work of Heath, West published two sheets of characters
in The Lady of the Lake in August, 1811, and various souvenirs of
Baghvan-Ho (including four little plates of horses) in February
and March, 1812. Surprisingly, his three plates of characters in
The Blood Red Knight are dated September, 1813, so that they do
not fit easily into the chronology implied by his account. There
seems to be the hint of a delay or hitch with this play (it was
the first to be commissioned, but not the first to be published),
and perhaps the delay was longer than a first reading of his
words would suggest: two years rather than two weeks or
two months.

During his early years, although West saw a number of
competitors come and go, he does not seem to have been much
worried by them. In quantity he was easily able to outstrip
them, and increasingly in quality too. By the time of the Battle
of Waterloo in 1815, only West and Mrs Jameson were left on
the scene. Mrs Jameson’s prints never matched the quality
of West’s, however, her main point of distinction being a
tendency to undersell her rival. Thus, if West’s souvenir of
aplay consisted of three plates of characters, she would publish
one of two plates, and so on. However, West had few spurs to
innovation, other than his own sharply-defined artistic tastes
and contempt for poor quality. His most conspicuous new
idea of the pre-Waterloo years came in 1814, when he started
to publish sheets of miniature characters. (‘Small’ characters
was his own term, but I defer to modern usage.) In a return
to the methods of 1811, a play would sometimes be dealt with
in a single sheet, but in other cases there were multiple sheets,
so that changes of pose and costume were dealt with as
thoroughly as in the full-size (‘large’) characters. Until the later
1820s, West was consistent in producing large scenes to go
with his full-size characters and small ones to go with the
miniature ones; after that he more usually published sets of
large and small scenes but only full-size characters. A number
of the earliest sheets of miniature characters have been attrib-
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uted to George Cruikshank, and it seems not unlikely that
Cruikshank was the inventor of this genre. He was always
inclined to be sulky when not on best terms with an employer
or collaborator, and would resort to producing work that was
less detailed and less polished than usual. And the miniature
characters may well have been Cruikshank’s solution to the
problem of how he could do as little as possible for West's
pound per plate. In any case, they were enormously popular, as
the figures quoted by Mayhew show. (By chance, it was West's
register of miniature characters and small scenes that
Mayhew happened to look into.)

‘He then showed me his books. They were all indexed
alphabetically. First came the small characters under A —
Aladdin; then came those in B — Blue Beard, Battle of
Waterloo (of this nearly 10,000 had been printed), and
Bottle Imp; under C were Comus and Coriolanus; under F
was the Forty Thieves; under H Harlequin Brilliant; under
I came Ivanhoe; under M the Miller and his Men, Maid
and the Magpie, Montrose, and Midsummer Night's Dream;
under O was the Old Oak Chest and Olympic Revels; under
R, Robinson Crusoe and Rob Roy; and under T, Timour the
Tartar. Then came the index of the scenes in the same
plays, arranged in a similar manner, with the number
of impressions attached.s°

Oddly enough, there has been a conspiracy of silence
among historians and collectors about these miniature char-
acters, apparently springing from a refusal to believe that
such tiny figures were really played with by boys, at least
before the degenerate ‘penny packets’ of the later Victorian
period. But the nearly 10,000 copies of The Battle of Waterloo
tell their own tale, as does the fact that West continued to
issue miniature characters for nearly twenty years. They were
enthusiastically taken up by Mrs Jameson and other publish-
ers (though not Hodgson, who only produced one play in
this size), and apparently lasted until 1835, when Green issued
a miniature version (now lost, but known from his advertise-
ments) of The Miller and his Men.

The immediate aftermath of Napoleon’s defeat was defined
by economic depression and political repression, symbolized
by Spa Fields and Peterloo. However, towards the end of
the decade there were signs of economic recovery, and this
showed up in the toy theatre trade when West found that the
competition of his rivals was starting to be irksome. This
especially applied to G. Creed, who in 1818 set up shop in Exeter
Street a few doors away from West and started issuing large
numbers of theatrical portraits and combats, genres in which
West himself was just starting to renew his interest. A combat
showed the hero and villain of the play in question displaying
their powers of swordsmanship, a highly popular feature



of the real theatre commemorated in an equally popular
type of print. West’s annoyance is plain from the phrase
which he printed on some of his penny portraits at this time:
‘Superior to Creed’s at 2d.” But he got over his bad temper, and
later printings usually have the vainglorious boast removed.
Sensibly, he concentrated on making sure that his own series
of prints were better-drawn, more numerous, and longer-
lasting than his new rival’s. And after a couple of years or
so, Creed disappeared from the scene.

West's interest in combats seems to have arisen at about
the time the Coburg Theatre opened its doors, and these
displays certainly seem to have been a speciality of that house.
His understanding of the importance of the genre (though he
doesn’t mention the word ‘combat’) is made clear by his
remarks on the best-selling theatrical portraits:

‘I remarked that he had printed a great many prints of
Mr. Bradley? He said that gentleman was such a great
favourite with the children — he made himself up so
murderous looking — and then he was such a fine
swordsman with T. P. Cooke, you'd think they were
going to kill one another. It was quite beautiful to see
‘em — people used to go on purpose (Fig. 10). He told
me he had printed more portraits of Huntley, Bradley,
and Blanchard, than of any other members of the theatri-
cal profession — with the exception of Kean in Richard
(Fig. 11). He hadn’t done anything particular with the
others.s!

Even the placid Mrs Jameson had been flexing her muscles
in early 1818, when she initiated a series of superior portraits,
with special attention to facial resemblance, these being
mainly drawn for her (and signed) by Robert Cruikshank. The
portraits were priced, like some of Creed’s work, at twopence
plain, rather than the traditional penny, but nevertheless
succeeded with the public, and obviously gave West a jolt. He
did not issue any trumpet-blasts against Mrs Jameson (or at
least none that have survived), but he did start his own rival
series, in some cases even issuing a portrait of the same actor in
the same role as the equivalent number in the Jameson series.
Very occasionally he even employed Robert Cruikshank, but
that artist, though willing to sell himself more cheaply than
his younger brother, was never such a favourite with West as
with Mrs Jameson. In the end, it was the same as with Creed
and the combats: West had more staying-power, and had soon
issued many more portraits than Mrs Jameson, and better
ones, too. This series was obviously important to West, who
thought of them as ‘likenesses’ (as opposed to the penny
portraits, which were only characters in costume) and headed
each print with ‘West’s Portraits No. [so-and-so]’ (as opposed
to the penny portraits, which were issued without numbers):
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Fig. 10 Mr Bradley ready to do battle (Cat. 60)

“The small ones wasn’t likenesses — they were merely
characters to give the costumes. We didn’t make like-
nesses till very late. The wardrobe people at the minor
theatres and masquerade people used to buy a great
many to make their dresses from.’32

Tl give you the date of the first likeness as ever [ did; I've
got it here handy . ... Here’s all my large portraits —
there’s 111 large of them (Fig. 12). This here’s one of —
[Robert Cruikshank’s?]. It's Liston, as Moll Flaggon,
71,

the royal academician. It's Mr. H. Johnston as Glaffier. I

you see (Fig. 13). That there one is done by Mr.

think the part was in a tragedy called Hillusion. That was
the werry first portrait as I published. Here’s one by ——
[?], done about the same time. That's Mrs Egerton, as
Hellen Macgregor. The portraits I have just been showing
you are 2d. plain, and 4d. coloured — but they don’t sell
now, the penny has quite knocked them up. Then there’s
other people wot makes as low as a halfpenny, but they
a'nt like the performance at all.’s3

‘Mr. H. Johnston as Glaffier” is indeed the title of No. 1 in
West's twopenny series, published in 1818; and the series does
indeed go up to No. 111. (Of the unnumbered penny series
[ have seen more than a hundred, and perhaps something
like a hundred and fifty of these were actually published.)

But ‘Glaffier’ is an engraver’s error for ‘Giaffier’, and West's
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Fig. 11 One of West’s many portraits of Richard III (Cat. 24)

conjecture that ‘the part was in a tragedy called Hillusion’ is
somewhat wide of the mark. (He is bluffing, as we all tend to do
in interviews.) Illusion, adapted from Mrs Sheridan’s novel of
Nourjahad, was staged some four years earlier than the print
under discussion. Giaffier is actually a character in The Corsair, a
play adapted from Byron’s narrative poem, and neither piece
was a tragedy. West has made identification of ‘the royal acade-
mician’ who drew the print more difficult that it need have
been by signing the print himself. This was something that he
tended to do in his later years with prints that specially pleased
him, this mark of appropriation being affixed to designs in
many different styles, including some that we can put names
to. The portrait of Liston as Moll Flaggon is signed ‘JRC’, which
must indicate Isaac Robert Cruikshank, though the great West
collector Ralph Thomas managed to persuade himself (and,
alarmingly, some Cruikshank experts) that the print was by
Robert’s better-esteemed brother George. The print of Mrs
Egerton as Helen Macgregor (in Rob Roy) I have not managed
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to see a copy of, though it may well turn out to be signed
(preferably not by West) or be otherwise open to identification.

From time to time, an unusually good artist would offer
West his services. During the half-decade leading up to
1820, two such artists were briefly associated with him. The
mysterious ‘W.B.", whose name appears on a few of West's
most charming prints, including his show card (Fig. 14), has
always excited interest because of an old theory (now quite
exploded) that he might have been William Blake34 The
present writer is firmly convinced that ‘W.B.’ is the same artist
who in other areas, such as book illustration, signs himself
‘W.H.B., or in other words, William Henry Brooke. The judge-
ment is made on the evidence both of artistic style and of
the characteristic way the artist signs his initials.

The other new artist was Charles Tomkins, who came (like
so many of those we have mentioned) from a family of artists
and engravers, but was destined to find his niche as a scene-
painter. Thanks to Tomkins, the year 1819 became something



of a phenomenon in West’s career. With the exception of the
years 1814—15 (which had been bumper years owing to all the
plays issued in miniature characters), the quantity of prints
which West issued per year had slowed down considerably,
even when allowance is made for the fact that many more
sheets per title were being issued than in the early days. But
for a period of rather more than a year (late 1818 to early 1820)
there was an extraordinary outpouring of material (characters,
single portraits, pairs, combats) in Tomkins’s distinctive style.
Despite elements of grotesquerie in his wildly-gesticulating,
monkey-faced people, it is difficult not to be carried away
the dash and vigour of Tomkins’s engraved line, and by the
verve and theatricality of his creations (Fig.15). One further
oddity must be noted: despite the general tendency towards
more complete treatments of plays, and despite the fact that
Tomkins’s later career was as a scene-painter, virtually all
the titles issued during this period are of a few sheets of
principal characters only, with no scenes at all, Robinson Crusoe
being the principal exception, and a glorious one, too.>> As a
scene painter, Tomkins was at the Coburg Theatre in the early
1820s, where J. R. Planché remembered seeing ‘two lads playing
at leap-frog’ on the stage; on closer inspection, they turned
out to be Tomkins and Clarkson Stanfield. Tomkins afterwards

MR Ganor. o JAvE Jumk. . [ fa ke Plenkng Besron)
Fiomidoin, Pubnhods 0Tt iate. by FWiat, i bin Thembioal Print Warehoase, 4T, Wirh it tppgfie. e fpumple. Phvaivr, firamd. —

Fig. 12 The last of West's twopenny portraits (Cat. 111)

went to the Surrey, and finally to the Adelphi, ‘where he
attained considerable reputation; but was unfortunately
compelled to relinquish his profession in 1838, from the effects
of sunstroke, and died shortly afterwards in the prime of
life.¢ Though the identification is perhaps not as certain as
in William Heath’s case, West seems to have left his approval
of Tomkins on record:

—— [Tomkins?], the artist and scene painter, did a
great many for me, and he was the only one as turned
out grateful to me. All the others got such great men
they wouldn’t look on me.s”

Apart from being the only one of West's regular artists we
know to whom the double description ‘artist and scene
painter’ applies, Tomkins seems to have been the sort of jolly
and well-liked individual who might indeed have ‘turned
out grateful’ to his old employer. Another scene-painter with
whom West was briefly asociated at the same period was
R. Scruton (of the Coburg Theatre), who drew some scenes for
West's El Hyder in 1818 (signed ‘R.S.’), and in 1821 published
some scene-designs for a revival of Lodoiska. The latter were
printed by lithography, and named West as the agent from
whom the prints could be obtained. But Scruton’s connection
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Fig.13 A portrait signed JRC (Isaac Robert Cruikshank) (Cat. 107)

19



with West was very slight, so that his gratitude or ingratitude
would perhaps not be a matter for much concern.

The reversion to ‘principal characters’ only was not destined
to last, however. If the years leading up to 1820 saw a gradual
quickening of the economic pulse, the years following saw
a positive boom. In the toy theatre trade this boom was
represented by the extraordinary career of the firm of Hodgson
& Co. They were not a new business (old William Hodgson'’s
career as a stationer stretched back into the previous century),
but in 1821 they started to dabble in the toy theatre trade, and
in 1822 they moved to smart new premises in Newgate Street,
where within three or four years they had issued no fewer than
seventy plays for the toy theatre, as well as scores of portraits,
combats and miscellaneous sheets. Each play, moreover, was
absolutely complete, with a full complement of characters
and scenes (the scenes often being available in a choice of
three different sizes), and a specially-adapted book of words,
the latter being issued under the title of ‘Hodgson’s Juvenile
Drama’, a phrase that would stick to the toy theatre for ever
afterwards. This somewhat pompous expression stems from
the desire to be respectable, a desire which was a keynote
of the Hodgson enterprise. ‘Juvenile Drama’ was not a newly-
invented term, since it had been used on occasion for collec-
tions of plays written by high-minded educationalists for
children’s use and edification. It was borrowed in much the
same way that ‘Music Hall' (originally meaning a concert
hall) was borrowed by the proprietors of singing rooms
attached to pubs in order to bestow an air of gentility on their
establishments. In both cases the borrowing has been so
successful as to consign the original meaning to oblivion.
‘Juvenile Drama’ was originally applied by Hodgson and
other publishers to their abridged texts only, but it would
eventually (though perhaps not for several decades) come to be
(mis-)applied to the toy theatre as a whole. It is possible that

Fig. 14 West’s Show Card, engraved by “W.B.’ (Cat. 1)

20

Redington, with his yellow covers headed ‘THE JUVENILE
DRAMA’, was the first publisher to take this step, all his
predecessors having referred only to ‘Theatrical Characters’ or
‘Characters and Scenes’. And finally ‘Juvenile Drama’ became
the name best loved by the old school of collectors for the
object of their affections —the J. D.".

The extraordinary boom of the early "20s was followed by
the bust of 1825—26, with its attendant bankruptcies, among
which (apparently) Hodgson & Co. found themselves, for in
1825 they were taken over by Cole, a former employee, who
continued for a few years, selling off the old stock but pro-
ducing little new work. In any case, West had made little
immediate attempt to respond to the Hodgson challenge,
though his later patterns of publication would include
complete plays, a choice of two sizes of scenery (never three),
and specially-issued (though not very much adapted) play-
books, so that the influence of Hodgson & Co.’s methods
was certainly felt by him. In the meantime, while they were
going up in the world, West seemed to be going down, for
in 1823 he moved his own premises, from Exeter Street (the
grandly-titled Exeter House) to a presumably cheaper site in
picturesque but disreputable Wych Street, whose ancient
shops, like those of the adjacent Holywell Street, were starting
to acquire a reputation for pornographic books and prints.
In the immediate wake of his move, West's publications almost
dried up altogether, his main occupation being to have the
Exeter Street address hitherto engraved on all his copper
plates altered to his new Wych Street one. Few of his fellow-
publishers bothered to do this when they changed addresses,
but West was obviously determined that his customers should
know where to find him. As part of the re-addressing process,
he also re-dated most of the sheets, and in consequence a
large number of his pre-1823 productions are more commonly
found bearing the date 1824 (or, but less often, 1823 or 1825).
This has led to much confusion among historians, collectors,
and those who use West’s prints to illustrate books on the
theatre. As a rule of thumb, it may be asserted that, because
West published so few new designs during these years, almost
anything of his that bears the date 1824 must be regarded
as a reprint, likewise anything from 1823, and likewise (but
increased caution starts to be necessary here) anything
from 182s.

One development in the trade which must have begun
about this time revolved round the fashion for ‘tinselling’
theatrical portraits. West evidently felt obliged to cater for this
taste, without going so far as to approve of it:

“You see the cheap shops makes up the dresses with
silk, and tinsel, and foil, but I never did. My customers
used to do some: but, to my mind, it spoilt the figures,



and took away the good drawing from ’em. Formerly
they used to cut out the parts of the figures, and stick
pieces of silk, and tinsel, and lace behind them. Then the
boys used to make all their own dots and ornaments
themselves; and I used to sell punches expressly for
doing ’em, and arter that I sold the ornaments them-
selves. Now the ornaments are sold in large quantities
by these halfpenny printsellers. They are punched out
by children I think — they make them as low as a half-
penny a packet.8

The later development, by which tinsel ornaments were
specially manufactured for sale, is well known (J. Webb, the
uncle of W. Webb, being the chief supplier), and the earliest
phase, in which boys made their own ornaments without
professional help, is a more or less necessary conjecture. The
intermediate stage, however, in which shopkeepers such as
West sold punches with which to stamp out appropriately-
shaped ornaments, would not have been guessed at, without
this statement of West’s. His words also confirm a final
stage, in which ready-tinselled portraits were offered for sale.
Furthermore, West's contempt for those who employed child
labour has a relevance for an aspect of his trade never explicitly
mentioned in the Mayhew interview, but which is of obvious
interest to us, namely the colouring of the ‘twopence coloured’
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Fig. 15 A typical plate of characters by Charles Tomkins (Cat. 110)

sheets. The quality of the colouring of West’s sheets (dashing
and vigorous, yet at times exquisite) makes a strong contrast
with the bold blocks of primary colour that characterise the
later toy theatre style of colouring. The natural assumption,
therefore, is that West employed adults who were skilled and
(by his standards) well-paid, and that he did not stoop to
the use of low-paid, unskilled families of child-colourists, a
practice which is well attested both for the toy theatre trade
and for other cheap forms of printing in later years. To this
assumption West’s remark about the tinsel-manufacturers
gives strong, if indirect, support.

When the world started to recover from the financial panic
of the mid-1820s, there was a more cautious climate than in
the over-confident early years of the decade. In the toy theatre
trade this new spirit was represented by a trio of new firms,
namely Dyer, Straker, and Lloyd. Their methods were not
radically different from the pattern set by Hodgson and Co.,
though they continued the move towards completeness of
coverage and easy-to-follow playbooks, as well as introducing
some practical innovations, such as the ‘flat or built’ stage
front, and the orchestra strip. Above all, they breathed a spirit
of economy and comparative cheapness. They did not actually
reduce their prices below a penny a sheet; rather, they fitted
more characters on to a sheet by altering the alignment of
the figures to being (as with West’s earliest prints) parallel to
the long side of the sheet. This pattern, once established, was
destined to remain the standard for toy theatre sheets right up
to the present day.

The years 1829—32 were characterised by feverish agitation
for Reform, beginning with Catholic Emancipation and culmi-
nating in the Reform Act itself. The move from aristocracy to
democracy is mirrored with great precision in the toy theatre
world of the period, which saw the basic price per (plain) sheet
lowered from a penny to a halfpenny. This change could not
have been achieved without two things: an enormous increase
in sales, and a distinct reduction in the quality of workman-
ship. It was the firm of Park & Golding (a partnership which
only lasted from 1830 to 1832) which in 1831 first brought down
the price of theatrical portraits to a halfpenny, though they
continued to issue penny portraits in a separate series, as
well as penny characters and scenes. A howl went up from
Marks (a rascally publisher who went back to the early "20s),
Lloyd (who had taken over the toy theatre side of Straker’s
business after a fire), and Dyer: ‘Whereas several spurious and
piratical prints have lately been sold and hawked for sale, thi