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PERFORMING LEIGH HUNT’S 1840 PLAY
A LEGEND OF FLORENCE

MICHAEL EBERLE-SINATRA

In his 1831 novel entitled 4 Playwright’s Adventures, the famous
dramatist Frederick Reynolds writes of the many obstacles faced by a

writer for the stage:

... his first difficulty consist{s] in pleasing Himself—his second difficulty
in pleasing the Manager—his third, in pleasing the Actors—his fourth, in
pleasing the Licenser—his fifth, in pleasing the Audience—his sixth, in
pleasing the Newspapers: and, in addition to all these, the actors must
please not to be taken ill, the weather must please not to be unfavourable,
the opposing theatre must please not to put up strong bills; and then!—
what then?—why then—**Please to pay the bearer the small sum of * * *;”
and, N.B. which sum is sometimes, par accident, not paid at all.!

All of these difficulties—authorial, dramaturgical, environmental, and
financial, which Reynolds and many other contemporary playwrights had
confronted during the first three decades of the nineteenth century, were
still extant when Leigh Hunt decided to write The Legend of Florence in
the late 1830s after an earlier, unsuccessful attempt at dramatic
composition in 1819.2 After facing such trials and tribulations, Hunt would
see The Legend of Florence successfully staged in London in 1840.
Though he does not address the matter in great detail in his 1850
Autobiography, even when he reflects on his life as a drama critic, the
process of writing and producing The Legend of Florence brought about a

! Frederick Reynolds, A Playwright’s Adventures (London: Longman, Rees, Orme,

Brown, & Green, 1831) 2.
? Leigh Hunt, The Autobiography of Leigh Hunt, ed. .E. Morpurgo (London: The

Cresset P, 1949) 150. Hunt had had his play, The Cid, first turned down by

Edmund Kean and the manager at Drury Lane in July 1819 and then, once

submitted to Drury Lane under the management of Robert William Elliston the

following month, accepted with soneg:zevisions. Hunt, however, decided in the end
that the play was “unfit for the stage” and therefore withheld it.
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Ang. (drawing his sword.) Death in this own throat!

Ron. Tempt me not.

d! . . !
f?';i Eﬁxng his sword,) All you saints bear witness

[Cries of ‘Agolanti! Signor Agolanti!’
Enter Servants in a’iso‘rder.
First Serv. My lady, sir.
Ago. What of !16:1? .
fi;r;: "?lllrc;jl;jlﬁst i:/ihiat canno? be. A hundred times
I’ve seen her worse than she is now.

Ron. Oh horror!

1!
To hear such words, knowing the end! — Oh dreadfu

* Hunt, Legend 1.ii.13-16.
5 Hunt, Legend 11.1i.57-60.
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But is it true, good fellow? Thou are a man,

And hast moist eyes. Say that they served thee dimly.

Serv, Hark, sir.

[The passing-bell is heard, They all take off their caps, except
AGOLANTI.

Ron. She’s gone; and 1 am alone. Earth’s blank;

Misery certain.—The cause, alas! the cause!

[Passionately to AGOLANTI.

Uncover thee, irreverent infamy!

Ago. (uncovering.) Infamy thou, to treat thus ruffianly
A mute -struck sorrow.

Ron. Oh God! to hear him talk!
To hear him talk, and know that he has slain her!®

Following her entombment in the family vault on an open bier, as Italian
tradition dictates, Ginevra wakes from her death-like trance and makes her
way back to her husband’s house. Agolanti reacts to Ginevra’s appearance
in the second scene of the fourth act with horror and disgust and shuts her

out, believing her to be a monstrous ghost in another scene in which Hunt
explores the dramatic tension in Agolanti’s character:

[Going towards the window, he stops and listens.

Ang. What was it? a step? a voice?

Gin. (is heard outside). Angolati!

Francesco Agolanti! husband!

Ago. (crossing himself. and moving towards the window). It draws me,
In horror, 10 look on it—Oh God!—1 see it!

There is—something there—standing in the moonlight,

Gin. Come forth, and help me in—Oh help me in!
Ago. 1t speaks! (very loudlly.) 1 cannot bear the dreadfulness!
The horror’s in my throat, my hair, my brain!

Detestable thing! witch! mockery of the blessed!
Hide thee! Be nothing! Come heaven and earth betwixt us!
[He closes the shutters in a Jrenzy, and then rushes apart.”

Rejected thus by her husband, Ginevra visits the house of her lover who
welcomes her as a heavenly angel. Ginevra stays with Antonio and his
mother for five days until her husband discovers her whereabbuts through
4 servant. Once Agolanti becomes aware that she is truly alive, Ginevra
ust ignore her love for Antonio and, instead, fulfill her duty by returning
to her husband. Her doing so, however, causes her great emotional pain, as T

jHum, Legend 111.ii.163-76.
Hunt, Legend 1V.iii.34-42,

]
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Riva. He’s slain! What hast thouy done?
Col. The deed
Ofhis own will. One must have perished, sir (10 office);

One, my dear friend (to Da RIVA). Which was the corse to be?

Riva (looking at it). There’s not a heart here, but will say, *Twas he.
[Curtain falls.®

This ending, which abruptly dispatches Agolanti and allows the lovers to
reunite, was, overall, well received by the pubilic.

Hunt acknowledges two sources behind his play in the preface: the first
is L osservatore Fiorentino, published in a third edition in 1821 shortly

before Hunt arrived in Italy. The second source is the popular story of
Ginevra, which Hunt heard about while residing in Florence:

I was in the habit of going through a street in that city called the “Street of
Death,” (Via della Morte,)—a name given it from the circumstance of a
lady’s having passed through it at night-time in her grave-clothes, who had
been buried during a trance. The story, which in its mortal particulars
resembles several of the like sort that are popular in other countries, and
which indeed are no less probably than romantic, has been variously told
by ltalian authors, and I have taken my own liberties with it accordingly.'”
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Intagination {London: Macmillan, 1998) 51.

? Hunt, Legend V..iii.58-61.
0 Hunt, Legend iv.

1; Hunt, 4 utobiography of Leigh Hunt 154, 3

Roderick Cavaliero, Jtalia Romantica: English Romantics and Italian Freedom
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especially after the arrival of Giuseppe
ssue remained constant into the
f the founding members of the
1851 largely at Mazzini’s

obsessed with Italy’s liberation,
Mazzini in 1837. Hunt’s interest in that i
following decade when he became one 0
Society of the Friends of Italy, inaugurated in

instigation.
Having written the entire play in six weeks in 1838," Hunt read it

many times in front of friends over a period of more than a year, ~ not
always to good result since Bryan Waller Procter once fell asleep during a
reading, and Jane Carlyle describes one early version of the play in letter
to her husband dated 18 September 1838 thus: «As for the play it is plain
as a pike staff why Macready would not play it—it is something far worse
than ‘immoral’— ‘anticonventional —it is a mortal dull.”'® Even so, Hunt
remained dedicated to his task, if at times anxious about the final outcome,
as a letter to John Bell dated 1 March 1839 indicates: “T am again making
alterations in my play—I believe to its advantage—but these repeated
delays of its appearance keep me in a state of great anxiety, and will after
all, T fear, defer it till next season.”'? Hunt clearly saw an opportunity to
make a significant sum of money in the theatre. His expectations proved to
be true when he received two hundred pounds for his play, a rather large
amount at a time when established playwrights like Reynolds would be
paid six hundred pounds and when the production of Hunt’s drama
coincided with the beginning of what John Russell Stephens calls, “The
most depressed period of authorial remuneration . . . with the low point of
the theatre in the 1840s and early 1850s.”'® Hunt’s substantial payment
testifies, then, to the quality of his play in the eyes of experienced stage-
managers.
Hunt continued to improve
gave a reading of his play for the

his work over the following months, and he

3 The founding members of this new group were taken seriously enough as a

potential threat by the Italian government that, “[i]n case they should ever try to
visit Italy, the names of [the members] were sent by the Rome police to all guards

at the papal frontier”; see Dennis Mack Smith, Mazzini (Yale: Yale UP, 1996) 95.

'4 Hunt, Autobiography of Leigh Hunt 144.

Covent Garden Theatre’s management
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15 For an overview of this creative phase, see Charles Robinson, “Leigh Hunt’s
Dramatic Success: 4 Legend of Florence,” The Life and Times of Leigh Hunt, ed.
Robert A. McCown (lowa City: Friends of the U of Towa Libraries, 1984).

16 Thomas Carlyle, The Collected Letters of Thomas and Jane Welsh Carlyle. Vol:
10, 1838, ed. Charles Richard Sanders (Durham: Duke UP, 1985) 183.
'7 Leigh Hunt, The Correspondence of Leigh Hunt, ed. Thornton Huni, 2 vols.
(London: Smith, Elder and Co., 1862). IL: 329.

18 john Russell Stephens, The Profession of the Playwright: British Theatre 1800-

1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1992) xii.
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of the best-known theatre critics of his day, beginning
1805 with the reviews he published in The News
30s with several of his periodicals. As such, he
wielded a great deal of dramatic influence. Later on in his life, however,
when he began writing for the stage, actor-managers like William Charles
Macready would prove to have significant power over Hunt in his role as
playwright. “It is curious to mark the revolutions in human affairs,”
Macready writes in a diary entry dated 14 June 1838, “I remember when
Leigh Hunt, as the editor of The Examiner, seemed to hold my destinies in
his grasp; as- the person on whom, in respect to this play, he now depends,
I appear to have his in my keeping"’22 Depending on which side of the
proscenium Hunt was on—as either critic or author of a play—his views
about engaging with the theatre transformed accordingly.

As I have argued elsewhere, any discussion of Hunt’s theatrical

criticism should begin with an examinatio i

n of the compositions included
in his 1807 volume, Critical Essays on the Performers of the London
Theatres, a volume of reprints

from his theatrical criticism in The News
between 1805 and 1807.7 These pieces,

along with other reviews written
in The Examiner in the 1810s and in The Chat of the Week and The Tatler
in the 1830s, reveal that Hunt dev

oted much attention to the question of
reading versus performing plays—a ¢

oncern that would preoccupy other
Romantics during the following two decades. As an active theatre critic,
Hunt insisted on the importance of the imagination. He introduced the role
of the “readerly imagination” as a critical tool in order to re-examine not
only the way one ap

proaches the texts of Shakespeare’s plays, but also
how performances of these plays should be judged. He believed that the

Leigh Hunt was one
his journalistic career in
and continuing into the 18

22 wiiliam Charles Macready.
Diaries and Letters, ed. Frederic
1875) 1: 464. Hunt had not been particu
theatrical career in the reviews publishe
noted that he was quite severe with most ¢
information on Hunt’s views of contemporary ac
Leigh Hunt and the London Literary
Works, 1805-1828 [London: Routledg
however, slightly improved in the reviews published in The Tatler in 1830.
2 parts of the discussion 0
chapter of my book where 1 elaborate in
Critical Essays and its importan
Hunt’s career in particular, with regard to its formative contribution
independent critical stance; see Eberle-Sinatra 19-30.

1

Macready’s Reminiscences, and Selections from his
k Pollock, 2 vols. (London: Macmillan and Co.,
larly nice to Macready at the outset of his
d in The Examiner, though it should be
ontemporary actors. (For more
tors, see Michael Eberle-Sinatra,
Scene: A Reception History of his Major
e, 2005] 19-23.) His opinion of Macready,

f Hunt’s early theatrical criticism comes from the first
detail upon the contemporary reception of

ce for Romantic dramatic criticism in general and
to Hunt's
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with a congratulating and cordial press of actors and actresses.”* Hunt had
already been introduced to several actors in the years preceding the writing
of Legend of Florence, including William Charles Macready and Charles
Mathews, both of whom were eventually involved with Hunt’s play, the
former turning down The Legend of Florence for production and the latter
staging it to great effect with his wife Madame Vestris.”’ In a journal entry
dated 29 July 1833, Macready writes, “In the evening Leigh Hunt came in,
whom I was curious to see and gratified in meeting. Our conversation was
chiefly theatrical: we seemed to part mutually good friends.”?® On top of
sharing several friends, including John Forster and Charles Dickens,
Macready and Hunt also shared a common interest in old-fashioned
literary plays. Macready produced several of them first during his tenure
as manager of Covent Garden in 1837-1839, and then at Drury Lane in
1841-1843; these included the extremely popular Richelieu by Edward
Bulwer-Lytton in 1839 and the disastrous Plighted Troth by the Reverend
Charles F. Darley in 1842.7" Macready’s time as manager, even though it
was short compared to others during Victoria’s reign, was significant for
Victorian theatre since, as Michael Booth comments, “it set high standards
in production and artistic integrity that all later managements of quality
foliowed, influencing them particularly in the staging of Shakespeare, the
use of stage crowds, the conduct of rehearsals, the illustrative value of
scenery and spectacle and, in the largest sense, the sheer dedication to

2 Hunt, Autobiography of Leigh Hunt 123.
25 Gince they were not yet married, Charles Mathews and Madame Vestris were

listed independently amongst the subscribers to Hunt’s 1832 Poetical Works,
alongside other literary and theatrical figures, which included Edward Bulwer
Lytton, Thomas Carlyle, John Bannister, John Forster, J.H. Reynolds, and Douglas -

Jerrold.

2 Macready, Reminiscences 1: 379.
27 Macready had had great hope for Darley’s play, which, however, was so badly
received by the public that it only lasted one night. In a diary entry for 20 April
1842, Macready declares: “Went to the theatre, trying to keep my thoughts on the
acting of my part. Rehearsed the play of Plighted Troth. Became confident in hope
about it. Looked at the chance of a brilliant success. Serle spoke to me. Rested.
Acted nervously; but the play was unsuccessful. Long consultation afterwards on
what should be done. Anderson, C. Jones, Serle, Willmott, and Forster. 1 wished t0
do justice to the author, and we agreed to give it another trial. Chance, 1 fear, there
is none. Eloi! A most unhappy failure; 1 have felt it deeply, deeply” (William
Charles Macready, The Journal of William Charles Macready 1832-1851, ed. 1.C

Trewin [London: Longmans, 1967] 181).
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ns about favoring actors concerns over

despite Hunt’s critical reservatio
did not escape the influence of such an

those of the playwright, his play
actor-manager.

1L

Florence in 1838 and 1839, as mentioned
above, to various friends and critics and even ventured a reading in the
green-room of Covent Garden. Dealing with actors’ and managers’
responses to his work was a first for hin. Though he had dissociated
himself from the influence of stage professionals before, in his work as a
reviewer, he was now willing to entertain their suggestions for alteration.
As he writes to George Bartley, the stage-manager at Covent Garden and
the actor who played the poet Fulvio da Riva in the original performance
of A Legend of Florence: “My first wish, ever since I set foot behind your
scenes, was to do all could to shew my sense of the kindness met with; &
most literally do T wish to be understood when I say, that what pleases you
all best, will best please myself.”32 The most important change Hunt’s play
underwent was a different ending to its fifth act. Hunt, in fact, states in a
letter to the American playwright and actress Anna Cora Mowatt dated 9
February 1841: “They cut down the Legend of Florence a good deal at
Covent Garden, & I disputed not a syllable. Nor did I suffer the printed
copy to vary from the acted one: though 1 would fain not have altered the
fifth act from its final intention. For 1 do not like altering, though highly
approve compression——.”33 When it came to the performance of his own
piece, Hunt did not seem to mind deviations between the written and read
play.
Under the management of Lucia Vestris and her second husband,
Charles Mathews, 4 Legend of Florence was first performed on 7
February 1840, only three days before the marriage of Queen Victoria and
Prince Albert, and the premiere was attended by most of the major literary
figures of the day, with the exception of Dickens who was celebrating his
birthday elsewhere and William Wordsworth who regretted not being
there to applaud Hunt’s success.> “At the finale many in the audience
were in tears, and when Hunt with his grizzled head and slight figure
appeared on stage, his face pale, calm and resolute, the audience went

Hunt started reading 4 Legend of

2 Hunt, 15 January 1840, in Hunt, Leigh Hunt: 4 Life in Letters, 357-58.

3 Leigh Hunt, MS Letter to Anna Cora Mowatt, 9 February 1841, Brewer-Leigh
Hunt Collection, U of lowa Libraries, MsL H94r, n.pag.
M Edmund Blunden, Leigh Huni: A Biography (London:
280.

Cobden-Sanderson, 1930)
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m; instead of which, it was only

continued to excite this enthusias
his, and is now only at rare intervals

performed some fifteen or twenty nig
revived for a night or two in the provinces.

The play was a triumph. It was not only well received by the audience
during its run of thirteen nights, which was noticeably more than the usual
three performances for other plays during the 1839-1840 season,’’ but also
by periodicals. The reviews praised Hunt’s writing and the performance of

Ellen Tree in particular. The Spectator announced, “The character of
Ginevra is exquisitely drawn, and its fine lineaments were most touchingly
brought out by Ellen Tree: the purity of the woman, and a high sense not
only of her honour but of the honour of her churlish husband.” In
accordance with Hunt’s own principles as a theatre critic, the newspaper
praised the actor’s ability to do justice to Hunt’s play. The Athenaeum
asserts that Hunt “produced a drama of romantic interest and beauty, in
which the incidents of the Legend are presented on the stage with
picturesque elegance; leaving an impression like the recital of the story by
an Ttalian improvisatore: in short, it is dramatic romance with a mixture of
poetical comedy.” As for the review published in The Times, it draws
attention to Hunt’s “good-natured,” “familiar” style found in his literary
essays: “With so much gentleness and with such good-nature were the
characters treated by the author, that it was to be seen he regarded them all
as familiar friends, and would not use one unkindly.”™ The following
month, John Wilson reviewed the print version of the play for
Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine and, at long last, commended Hunt
effusively: “LEIGH HUNT is now a successful dramatist, and we rejoice
in his success as cordially as his best friends can do—for he deserves it.
We are about to praise but not flatter him.”*

Though brief, the success of A Legend of Florence may also have gone
to Hunt’s head, as Thomas Carlyle, at whose house Hunt was a regular
visitor while living in Chelsea, implied in various letters at the time.** T.N.
Talfourd, himself the author of the successful 1836 play fon, which Hunt
had described in a presentation copy given to Mary Shelley as “a

40 plynden 282.
4! Robinson 41.
42 Robinson 129.
43 Robinson 138.

# Robinson 6.
4 [John Wilson], “Leigh Hunt’s Legend of Florence,” Blackwood's Edinburgh
f Wilson’s earlier attacks on

Magazine 47 (Mar. 1840); 303. For a discussion 0
Hunt, see Eberle-Sinatra 120-23.
46 Carlyle passim.

her Majesty at Windsor Castle’:
"}?};{een has been very gracious in'l
 m ulgﬁ)sa fogd-n?turqdly gdds, that the play was
- publimlred. Thxs b.emg a private communica
e ¢,—setting aside its being out of the q
. of the performance itself might possibly,

Michael Eberle-Sinatra 107

roducti
Eeedu:(t,ltotréll“;f:)rflhﬁ,osyflher l'1eart,”‘.'7 wrote Hunt on 12 February 1840: “I
carsr which o o }eﬁrﬂlyIrqmce in the new and splendid, and ha.
Florence.” Having gxngl'g before you on the success of ‘A ’Legendpl?)}é
of dratatic n ¢ ;IJ rienced—(how less worthy of it!) the intoxication
ot tie Suecs to’H Cal’l feel and'understand all your happiness.”*® To
oad hin i e t0 ant' ] alleged illusion of grandeur, Charles M;qthews
reasurer, Hon, ROberthlently 1mprf:ssed by Hunt’s play to direct their
ahts to s n ober stqn, to pay .hxm one hundred pounds to secure the
Dayorioht e atic production, a rather large sum for a first-tim
Lytron £ Who wa Igt a known ﬁction writer, like Edward Bulwere
oo ferenon. s 1 n top of this appraisal, Queen Victoria’s ow-
preterence for Utsptqy may have also contributed to Hunt’s feelin I}
e s he pO 11 ina lettt?r to a Miss Crossfield dated 27 April 1§4(1)'
o accebt a); 0u 1avfe ?enhoned Fhe Queen, take the liberty o[t)" beggin :
o o e hea;l).ty (01‘ the play which her Majesty, in the kind & gegn' gl
yours oo er fo[[(;w'ld me the honour of twice going to see.””* T\gvell\fle
. Windso; oo ;g% aslomvate performance of A Legend of Florenc
o o ste in '2, Hunt would still recall fondly the Quee ’e
1855, “Pothan youp 32 111110? El:i:,t;rretct)hAlexander Ireland dated 27 Octollalei
performance of the play at Covent Ga?;;f?l;: %uggg f;fth;\;lt‘gzssed tth?
, y out o

tlle theatle Sa[d to the stage managei ]hlS 1S a I)eautllul ])lay y()ll ave
* M g g 2 h

7 Hunt, Legend n.pag.

** T.N. Talfourd, MS
N. Talfourd, letter to Leigh H
gcﬁlgctlloHn, U of lowa Libraries, MgsliTllg}:’ 12 February 1840, Brewer
eigh i )
" HUE[ w:snzol\tllgnll,;t;rotodM;)ss Cr;)ssﬁeld, 27 April 1841, New York U Libr
but o 10t ud about the Queen’s request for i ane
planneg Ztrl;]:lnzmlg]y pragmatic about it. As a new edition o?hFi):vale performal?ce
plann Whether; yt hat tlmj:(,i Hunt writes to Moxon on 28 Januari)/o?;;Zwasl bdeIng
\ ou would think it advi i st o
e ter A : visable to ad j
ing that “this edition contains the Legend of FlorZiit;S?alg;; ggff?rsr J(:iStb nt(‘) v
. me
]t;ut Ikthought I might as well mention it.e’ﬁz
T ac nowledg‘ment pf my thanks; and Colonel
‘beautlfully performed and’ very
tloq ca{mot, of course, be told to
uestion in advertisements; but the

o verfol : I thought, b i i
submit this to your better Jjudgment” (MS Litter fodlzfi]vr\?e?rl; F\(')Imemloz%
oxon,

anuary 1852, Brewer-Lei .
94mox2-No.4). eigh Hunt Collection, U of lowa Libraries, MsL-

Hunt, Cdrrespondence 11: 304.

Leigh Hunt




108 Performing Leigh Hunt’s 1840 Play A Legend of Florence

Whatever praises and encouragement Hunt received, they certainly
reaffirmed his aspirations as a playwright. He announced to his actress-
heroine Ellen Tree in a letter dated 24 December 1840 what appears as a
wish to throw his claims of critical objectivity overboard: “Qh! If T had but
a hero as well as a heroine to stand by me . . . how I would chuck all
essay-writing and reviews &ec. &c. &c. fifty thousand miles into the region
of nothingness, and do nothing but write plays for them, and endeavour to
go merrily with all our three names together down to posterity.”
Ultimately, though, Hunt’s joy at being a successful playwright was not
meant to be repeated for nearly two decades, but it did inspire him, as
Lewes remarks, “with the hope that he had at last found his real vocation,
and a profitable mine. For some years he devoted himself to the
composition of plays, and had to endure the tortures of an unacted
dramatist, for not one of these plays could he get produced.”53 And sadly,
once again in Hunt’s life, a critical success did not mean a financial one,
even though the play went into a second edition with a new preface
praising the actors involved in the original production only a few weeks
after its original publication on 7 February by Edward Moxon. Instead, as
Anthony Holden comments, “3 disappointed Hunt had to fall back on
editing the plays of others. Old rivalries from the Regency era werc
forgotten with a preface, albeit lukewarm, to the comedies of Sheridan . . .
followed by an edition of Wycherley, Congreve, Vanbrugh, and Farquhar
for Moxon’s ‘Dramatic Library’ series.”>® Hunt did have the pleasure of
having another of his plays performed in a London theatre, although it
took considerable time and effort, when Lovers’ Amazements, first
published in Leigh Hunt 's Journal in 1850-1851, was finally produced by
Charles Dillon at the Lyceum Theatre on 20 January 1858, only eighteen
months before Hunt died at the age of seventy-five. By then, his life had

certainly seen its own share of dramatic events.

(lowa City: U of lowa P, 1938) 268.
53 Edmund Blunden, Leigh Hunt: 4

283.
54 Anthony Holden, Wit in the Dungeon: A Life of Leigh

Brown, 2005) 267.

52 Leigh Hunt, My Leigh Hunt Library: The Holograph Letters, ed. L.A. Brewer
Biography (London: Cobden-Sanderson, 1930)

Hunt (London: Little,
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