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Please be aware that these reviews summarise the plots (ie. they are plot-spoilers!). They offer opiniated criticism which reflects contemporary everyday prejudices and includes terms now recognised as offensive and racist. This selection is intended to be used in conjunction with the annotated texts and introductory essay in Victorian Epic Burlesques. 
NB. Long numbers refer to Gale’s 19thC British Newspaper database

Reviews of Dibdin, Melodrama Mad! (Surrey Theatre, 1819)
A. Morning Post, ‘Surrey Theatre’, 22 June 1819, [p. 3]. R3209718595
We have again to record the success of a production at this theatre, which, in point of splendour, rich acting, good music, and comic situation, stands unrivalled by its most successful predecessors. A prelude of much comic interest announces the representation of the siege of Troy, with all that a theatre can exhibit of ancient military magnificence. The Iliad is closely adhered to—the Gods intervene—the combats described by Homer are fought—the town burnt, and all in burlesque, principally arising from the supposed absence of three actors, in consequence of which Achilles is acted by a Welshman, Agamemnon by a Hibernian, and Ulysses by a Scotchman, all with their strong national accent; yet the classical story is so blinded by the anachronism of modern manners, that humour and interest rapidly succeed each other. The whole went off with the highest approbation, and was given out for repetition with repeated acclamations.
B. Morning Post, ‘Surrey Theatre’, 28 June 1819, [unpag.] R3209718711
The unrivalled splendour of The Siege of Troy, so successfully produced at this House, is even surpassed by the electrical effect of its comic dialogue and situations; it is the whole Iliad travestied in the completest manner. The parody on Soldier Tired, assisted by a Chorus, which would do credit to the King’s Theatre, is every night honoured with a most enthusiastic encore. The celebrated Glee and Chorus, by Bishop, of the Chough and Crow, is also given in a very superior style. A Superb additional Military Band, and the Choral strength of Drury-lane, are, of course, great aids in support of the music, while the scenery, particularly the conflagration of Troy, and the appearance of the gigantic horse, exhibit a grandeur of style, highly creditable to the Artists. 
C. Theatrical Journal, ‘Royal Circus and Surrey Theatre’, 21 June 1819, p. 544
This evening was produced a new “Comic...Troy”—The introductory appellations of this dramatic curiosity, naturally prepared us for something whimsical, and we were not disappointed, for the extravaganza of to-night very far exceeded all its rivals, both in point of wit and splendour. Any attempted detail must do it injustice, and we can only refer our readers to the Theatre itself, to give any correct idea either of its burlesque whim, its gorgeous magnificence, or its scenic splendour. It was received throughout with constant and genuine (not play-bill) peals of laughter and applause, from a crowded audience; and we are persuaded, that a long period must elapse, before Mr. Dibdin finds it necessary to raise the Siege!—“Florence Macarthy” continues to increase in popularity, and in spite of emigrations to Brighton, and steaming visits to Margate, the Theatre is filled every evening.
D. Morning Post, ‘Surrey Theatre’, 13 July 1819, [p.3.] R3209719006.
The visit of his Royal Highness Prince Leopold to this House, last night, produced as splendid an exhibition of British beauty as ever graced the walls of a Theatre; not only every Box in the house, but the capacious Pit and Gallery boasted of an assemblage of most elegantly dressed females, in the proportion of at least ten women to one man. The Theatre was filled within a few minutes after the doors were opened. The Prince came about ten minutes before the usual time of beginning, and was ushered to his box by Mr. Dibdin, attended by Mr. Rorader. He honoured the whole performance of the Heart of Mid-Lothian and the Siege of Troy with particular attention, and expressed himself highly pleased with both.
Reviews of Planché and Dance, Telemachus (Olympic Theatre, 1834)
A. Morning Post, ‘Theatres’, 27 December 1834, unpag. [3]. R3209861123
OLYMPIC. Madame Vestris seems determined to exhaust the mythology of our school-books in catering her annual Christmas treat for her friends in Newcastle-street. Having already appeared before us in various captivating forms, divine and human, she last night did a sort of poetical penance by personating the captive and heart-stricken Calypso. The new entertainment is styled in the playbills The Fifth Volume of the Olympic Classical Annual, or Merry Christmas Forget-me-not. To do our duty candidly as critics we cannot say that the last volume is by any means as good as was the first, nor second, nor the third of this fantastical “Library of Entertaining Knowledge.” In saying this we do not mean to impugn the industry nor the good intentions of the compilers; but the fact is they have already worked their subject up as far as it will go—three volumes is the fashionable limit now-a-days—and, lo! Another and another. Our readers will not thank us for detailing the plot of the new burletta; for if any elder sister or oblivious aunt hath forgotten the romantic adventures by sea and land of that enterprising young gentleman Telemachus, let them seek the full and true account of their newly-crammed little relatives just returned from school. Suffice it to say, that Madame VESTRIS enacted the disconsolate Calypso, and looked as bewitching as if Father Time, as well as Father Ulysses, had gone off and forgotten her; that Miss GLOVER did Telemachus, and sang an amusing account of him and his rambles to a medley of the choicest tunes; that his tutor, Mentor, was done in truly pedagoguish style by Mr J. Bland; and the lady of his choice, Eucharis, by Miss PAGET, was one who did credit to his taste. The scenery was of every variety requisite for so moving a tale of flood and field, and did credit to the liberality and taste of the designer. The music was, as usual in these affairs, a succession of parodies upon the most approved opera pieces; such as “Di Piacer”, “Il Gruppo” (Cenerentola), “Mi Manea la Voce” & c. Now, as opera goes, we must protest against this practice, as at once useless and unfeeling (we use this term feelingly). To those who have never heard the originals there can be no fun in the parody more than any other air could afford; to those who have, the parody can afford anything by amusement. Verbum sat, as Mentor says. Having said thus much, we leave Telemachus and his fair seductive friends to find their own way into the good graces of the playgoing-public. We will only add that the applause was very plentiful throughout the performance, and that the curtain fell amid a blaze of blue light and a thunder of clapping hands.
B. The Times, ‘Olympic Theatre’, 31 December 1834, p.5. Gale: CS84304799
Horace, in his treatise “Of the art poetical,” declares that the writer freely and fairly forth enjoy the right of choosing for the theme of his labours either a story popularly known, or one purely of his own invention. The poet of Madame Vestris, availing himself to the utmost of this privilege, has selected for the current number of the Classical Annual a story which all persons in this enlightened age, when the schoolmaster is so much abroad, are specially familiar—one, indeed, which on the counter-irritant principle has been indelibly impressed upon our brain by the vigorous and repeated application of stimulants to an opposite surface—the story, in short, of Calypso and Telemachus, as told by Fénelon. To an ordinary mind this selection from the mythic stores of antiquity would not appear judicious. The story lies at the very beginning of Les Aventures de Télémaque: it is horribly associated in everybody’s recollection with birch brooms and French verbs: it is, in truth, odious to us in childhood, and there is nothing in after-life which can possibly arise to efface “the feeling fresh and early” of disgust unutterable towards a book which the exemplary Bishop has written with a 4-parson-power of dullness. To us from first to last the French Calypso is a loathsome sorceress; that “young sober-blooded chlorotic boy” Telemachus you despise naturally; and as for Mr. Mentor, in childhood you regard him as the unwashed usher of the lowest form, and in more advanced life you see that he is “a snob”. Should you happen, too, to become acquainted afterwards with the real Calypso,
The fair-haired nymph with every beauty crowned,
Homer’s most exquisite lady-goddess, so loving and so lovely, it increases tenfold your aversion to the prelate’s nymph of Paris. Poets, however, in the language of Montgomery concerning himself, “see everything through the prison of their proper genius.” But enough has been said touching the choice of subjects—let us proceed to speak of the fashion wherein it has been treated. The first scene of the “burlesque burletta” is similar to that of the moral romance. We see from the violent gestures and motions of Calypso that she could not console herself for the departure of Ulysses; and next we observe, that in obedience to the French text, she remains (for a few instants) immoveable on the sea-shore. The golden-haired daughter of Atlas, Καλυψὼ δῖα θεάων [Odyssey 1.14], as Homer delights especially to style her, 
The lady of a most majestic mien,
By stature and by beauty marked a Sovereign Queen,
as personated by Madame Vestris, in several very pretty dresses, and she looked the part as well as the differences between the mortal and the divinity would admit. To her longing eyes, conjured up by art-magical, or the potent imagination of desiring and enduring love, appears rising from the ocean flood the much-sustaining godlike Ulysses. The sight of her old, and for ought we know to the contrary, only lover, inflames her fond desires and her grief, and thus is she led, in the hope of quenching her vain longing, to seek for unembodied and superhuman relief. She retires to her grotto—that sweet spot which won the mute admiration of the most ingenious and eloquent of the Gods on his visit to her island; and there she betakes herself to the exercise of “arts inhibited”. She can, of course, like Manfred the mortal worm, evoke spirits, and, like him, she has a tyrant spell to compel them to her will. At her call Brandy, Rum, and Gin appear, and the coy Potheen [illegal potato alcohol] of Scotland intimates its presence by the exhalation of its scent and “a melodious twang”, wherewith it declines embodying itself, from apprehension of a gauger. Certainly it must be admitted that in this allegory the poet has forgotten utterly the divine nature of the goddess, nourished upon celestial food, gifted with perpetual youth, and unfading beauty, and who consequently never could become old and frowsy, nor, in the abandonment of lovers and the lack of excitements of the heart, be compelled to resort to stimulants of the stomach. But let us at the same time remark, how admirably has the poet followed forth the moral of the Bishop. Calypso was eminent and exquisite amidst goddesses, yet mark her fate. She was nymph of Pleasure, and, abandoned by her single satiated lover, after an amatory apprenticeship of only seven years, she is driven to dram drinking! But it is of no avail; with Manfred she may exclaim: 
The spirits I have raised abandon me; 
The spells which I have studied baffle me; 
The remedy I reck’d of tortured me.
She returns to the sea-shore, and beholds the Cyllenian Argiphont (personated by the pretty Miss Malcolm), who tells her that she may have the other stimulant recommended by Byron to ladies in her situation-
Some take a lover,- some take drams and prayers.
The son of her old lover is about to be cast upon her island. He arrives, in the person of Miss M. Glover, accompanied by the Spirit of Wisdom, embodied in J. Bland. Telemachus sings a medley, and Calypso’s heart once more beats with rapture; but Mentor is exactly the reverse of a friendly go-between, and Calypso is sadly puzzled. The golden Aphrodite opportunely bursts from the kindred foam of the sea, and volunteers to lend her Cupid for the afternoon. He, gay urchin, soon gets her nymphs engaged in a game of blind-man’s-buff. The first who is wounded with his tingling dart complains of being tickled, another of being teased. Curiosity induces them all to seek this pleasing pain, and then one declares that she feels queer, a second appears faint, and a third retreats giggling and gasping to the wing. Eucharis, however, has been most deeply affected by the shaft of the naughty boy, and Telemachus, too, is tempted by the same agency into a desire for an amourette. Mentor, however, raises the jealousy of Calypso, who orders him to build a ship and be off. He complies—she repents—Cupid and the nymphs set it on fire; but as Mentor had constructed a steamer, the vessel did not “flare up” in the ordinary manner, the fire only heated the boilers, and the tutor and pupil having jumped from the rocks upon the paddle-box, the “Minerva’s” paddles brush the buxom seas; and as for Calypso, “she is left lamenting”. The wit of this piece, as well as the philosophy, is chiefly left to Mentor, and it is such as befits absolute wisdom. The jests are not of that light order which provoke idle laughter, but require study and induce amusement. In order to perceive and appreciate them, a familiar acquaintance, moreover, with one of the dialects of the metropolis is necessary. For instance, Mentor says “We must away.” Telemachus replies, “Wither?” Mentor.—“Not with her, but with me.” The classic author, too, is over fond of adding to his words by virtue of paragoge. In whatever dialect of English a man may write, it is not considered graceful to use it, except in instances like the following, to eke out a rhyme. Mentor observes, that if Calypso catch Eucharis with Telemachus, “—Some gracious trick she’ll serve her,/ Or else my real name is not Minervar.” Mentor’s aphorisms also have the stamp of venerable, though vulgar, antiquity upon them; and the parodies, particularly that of a portion of the scene between Assur and Semiramide, in which the music, the tones of the singer’s voice, and everything are parodied to a degree that would strike Julia Grisl and Tamburini with amazement unutterable, were extremely curious. 

Reviews of Brough, Iliad (Lyceum Theatre, 1858-9)
A. Le Follet, ‘Lyceum’, 1 January 1859, unpag. DX1901617436. 
Lyceum. The “Siege of Troy” is the title of the new burlesque produced here on Boxing-night, written by Mr. Robert Brough. Many of our readers will think that a classical subject like Homer’s “Iliad,” on which the piece is founded, should be sacred from burlesque treatment. It is certainly not a theme which affords best scope for successful humour, as the general public have a very slight acquaintance with the principal personages in the history. Despite of these drawbacks, Mr. Brough has produced a clever piece, which is likely to prove attractive for some time to come. Mrs Keeley, as Hector, is of course the sustaining spirit of the burlesque, and nothing can surpass the humour and energy of her performance. “Our own Correspondent” is admirably sustained by Mr. Emery, and we cannot withhold special praise from Mr James Rogers in the very funny part of Achilles, and Miss Julia St. George as Cupid, “the real author of the siege of Troy.” The other characters are creditably sustained. In the ballet in the third scene, Miss Rosina Wright dances with the exquisite grace and agility which have won for her such high renown. The two great scenes which adorn the piece are masterpieces of scenic art, painted by William Callcott; the last one, the “Dawn on Mount Olympus,” presents features of almost matchless beauty. In the pantomime which followed, the Lauri family did their best to prevent the merriment from flagging. The farce of “Too much for Good Nature” commenced the entertainments.

B. Reynolds’ Newspaper, ‘The Christmas Amusements’, 2 January 1859, p.3. Y3200524878.
LYCEUM.—Mr. R. Brough’s “Siege of Troy,” at this house, is a wonderful production, and none but a most fanciful and eccentric imagination could ever have conceived such a queer subject for burlesque, or devised such singular transformations of historic characters. We have already given a sketch of the plot, which, as the title of the piece denotes, is founded on the siege of Troy. We have Achilles represented as an effeminate, bushy-whiskered swell, played most ineffectively by Miss Talbot, who looked gawky and ill at ease. Hector, most humorously personated by Mrs. Keeley, is a horse-tamer, and convulses the audience with her practices in the Rareyite art. Mr Emery is Homer, “our own correspondent,” noting down for publication the events of the Trojan war, and criticising  the tactics of the different armies with an audacity worthy of Mr. Russell, the war reporter of the leading journal. Miss Julia St. George is Cupid, and a very charming little god she makes, sweetly warbling some pretty melodies, that obtained rapturous encores. Patroclus, a tuft-hunter of Achilles, is humorously played by Mr. Rogers. These are the principal characters in this curious, but most interesting, burlesque, which, having been curtailed since its first representation, now plays well and smoothly. The dialogue is pointed, the situations highly ludicrous, and the whole affair may be pronounced a right merry Christmas entertainment. The scenery, by Mr. Callcott, is very beautiful; the transformation, representing the rising of Aurora, being original in conception and perfect in execution. The stalactite dresses of Aurora’s attendants have a pleasing effect, contrasting well with the background, which envelopes in one blaze of light the young lady representing the Goddess of Morn. Miss Rosina Wright, as principal danseuse, was warmly welcomed, and danced with exquisite finish. Of Mr. Grattan Cooke’s accompanying music, all that can be said is that we never wish to hear its like again. Doleful as a dirge, and monotonous as a street organ, it might be employed as a certain soporific. The Lauri Family filled the characters of the harlequinade, which has some good hits at passing events, and the eccentricities of this civilised age.
C. Supplement to the Sheffield and Rotherham Independent, ‘Gossip by G.’, 8 January 1859, front page. R3214053284.
Only imagine Mrs. Keeley as Hector—the Hector of the “Iliad”, with a difference--and judge if Mr. Brough has not “made fun” of the “Siege of Troy!” To those who wish for classical lore “made easy”, and pleasant to boot, we say go to the Lyceum, and make acquaintance, not only with the above-named hero, but with Ajax too, and “weeping” Andromache, and the rest of these “Greeks” of the Strand.
Reviews of Burnand, Ulysses (St James’s Theatre, 1865)
A. Bell’s Life in London, ‘Music and the Drama’, 22 April 1865, p.12. DX1900242926
ST JAMES’ THEATRE.—A new extravaganza by Mr Burnand, entitled “Ulysses; or, the Iron-Clad Warrior and the Little Tug of War,” was performed for the first time on Monday last, and was successful as an addition to the long list of such productions, having been provided with new scenery by the Messrs Grieve, and some capitally-selected music by Mr Musgrave, and dances by Mr Milano. It was memorable as the introduction to a London audience of Mr F. Robson, the son of the departed London favourite, who appeared as the hero Ulysses, and who had a greeting seldom bestowed on any other than old-established artistes. This reception, however, was deservedly just—a tribute to the memory of one of the most original actors of the age, and a recognition of the reported talents of the son who, in face, form, and feature bears a striking resemblance to his father. Mr Robson is an actor already born and bred, and has genius of his own, which, when mellowed by time and experience, will win him renown on his own account. He is a capital dancer and singer, has a good voice capable of fit stage inflexion, and is quaint and impressive in his acting. His imitation of Donato, when he is wrecked on the domains of Queen Calypso, was excellent, and a similar hit at the celebrated hat dance of Mr Frederick Payne, in which he was assisted by Miss Charlotte Saunders and Mr Felix Rogers, was so good as to demand a repetition. As Jupiter, Miss Saunders improves the occasions, as she did in travestie on the “Lady of Lyons”, by dressing first to resemble the Emperor Napoleon I, and afterwards as the present Emperor. Miss Eleanor Bufton makes a lovely Penelope, Miss Weber a smart Cupid. Mr Rogers an astute Minerva, Miss Colinson a fair Calypso, whilst Mr Montague gives importance to the part of Mercury by his excellent elocution, and by his happy conception of the ever-nimble god. All the popular street tunes, nigger melodies, and newest operatic airs are made use of in the course of the action, whilst the dances are more varied than any we have lately seen. The call for the author was not to be ignored, whilst Mr Robson received such a demonstration as testified to his future successful career as a certainty. Miss Saunders, Mr Montague, and Mr Rogers had also the honour of special recalls. 

B. Lloyd’s Weekly Paper, ‘Public Amusements’, 30 April 1865, p. 8.  BC3206222376.
ST JAMES’S THEATRE. The new burlesque here, written by Mr F. C. Burnand, is called Ulysses; or, the Iron-clad Warrior and the Little Tug of War. The author has persistently been partial to classical subjects, and the present is certainly not the least favourable which he might have chosen. But yet it is impossible not to see that at present his best endeavours are still running in that Ixion vein, which has now thrice done him good service. The Ixion and the Ulysses clash fatally. We might like one, were it not for a remembrance of the superiority of the other; and the only plan, therefore, which we can hit upon as advice to pleasure-seekers, is to visit the St. James’s first, and then the Royalty, and the really good spirits of the first will go up in as lively a fashion as a balloon at the buoyancy of the second. From this it will be understood that a flying in the face of Dogberry is here committed—no slight cast upon Ulysses itself. On the contrary, the piece has many burlesque merits, with more or less development. Especially to be mentioned is the great point that the story is of the simplest king; and this to a large proportion of the audience must be a blessing indeed. For the rest, there is comic ballet in plenty, songs not of the classical kind—anything but it—sufficient animation, and excellent scenery. But, with two or three exceptions, what must be called, for want of a more correct word, the acting, must be dismissed without mention. The story is this:-The Trojan war is beginning, and in addition to the Paris and Helen scandal, it is gossiped at the Olympian club that Penelope (Miss Eleanor Bufton), wife of Ulysses (Mr F. Robson), King of Ithaca, is so full of love that she has much more than her husband can possibly consume, and she therefore lavishes it on any and all comers. Under these not very uncommon circumstances, Jupiter (Miss Charlotte Saunders, who, in this generally received character, needs no description), determines on venturing down below to try his chance. But he demands a little description at the St James’s. Jupiter is “got up” as the Emperor Napoleon, and a pantomime edition of the “Life of Caesar” is lying conspicuously on the Olympic club table. But when, bent on the pursuit of Penelope a disguise is necessary, and by a clever change, effected on the stage, he comes out an admirable representation of the Corsican original. The edge of this has already taken off in The Lady of Lyons, assisted by Mr Clarke, but it sharpens up very fairly under its present circumstances. To favour his designs, Jupiter sends Ulysses to the war, but Ulysses is wrecked on Calypso’s island, falls in love, and then to sleep for a number of years. Awakened by the arrival of Minerva and others, and hearing that his wife is beset by suitors, and Telemachus grown up into a fine young fellow, love and jealousy prevail, and he quits Calypso and her isle in a manner which that lady considers very bad taste. Then, as a wandering minstrel, he seeks his home, and finds that Penelope’s hand is to be given to him alone who can draw his own steel bow. No one but himself can. He is successful, recognised, and happy. The literary decoration of this slight story is sometimes full of humour. Minerva (Mr Felix Rogers) goes about everywhere talking common-place wisdom, which is highly ridiculous. “How doth the little busy bee” for instance, furnishes a song and chorus, which is one of the most successful things of the piece. Cupid (Miss Weber) always points a very bad moral by not caring one straw who may be the people who are in love, so long as love is going on somewhere. These are real characters, and far above what is called comic dialogue. Mr Rogers never fails to make people laugh, but he wants refinement. Miss Weber gives promise. Miss Bufton is delightful to look upon and so is Miss Collinson, a pretty and sprightly Calypso. It is almost superfluous to compliment the Jupiter. Miss Charlotte Saunders is one of the most perfect burlesque artists, and never has she been better bestowed than on this strange mixture of Olympian and Ithacan imperialism. But the great event of Ulysses is the king himself, performed by Mr F Robson, son of the lamented gentleman of the same name. In every way the resemblance between father and son is most astonishing, and criticism might fairly be pardoned for saying no more than that. [...] And carefully has Mr Burnand supplied opportunities for comparison. There is the Ristori cat and mouse bit from Medea; and also the Wandering Minstrel; and, whenever possible, reminiscences are never wanting. Young Mr Robson seems deficient in physical strength- he is very young. But yet he manages to give some grotesque dancing, and especially a Donato effect, with the left leg tied up. 


