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Document 24.5 Mark Twain, “The Menken – Written Especially for Gentlemen” (1863) 
 
In 1863 Adah Isaacs Menken arrived in San Francisco prepared to take over the city with a month of performances 
of Mazeppa at Tom Maguire’s Opera House. One of her audience members was Mark Twain, who had headed 
west in 1861 Mark Twain to escape the war and mine silver but wrote so many funny letters to the Virginia City 
Territorial Enterprise that the paper’s editor convinced him to try something writing professionally. Twain routinely 
escaped the rugged towns of the Comstock for a break of city life in San Francisco. By the time that Menken 
performed in 1863, Twain had already gained the reputation of being a fierce theater critic. 
 
When I arrived in San Francisco, I found there was no one in town – at least there was no body in town but “the 
Menken” – or rather, that no one was being talked about except that manly young female. I went to see her play 
“Mazeppa,” of course. They said she was dressed from head to foot in flesh-colored “tights,” but I had no opera-
glass, and I couldn’t see it, to use the language of the inelegant rabble. She appeared to me to have but one 
garment on – a thin tight white linen one, of unimportant dimensions; I forget the name of the article, but it is 
indispensable to infants of tender age – I suppose any young mother can tell you what it is, if you have the moral 
courage to ask the question. With the exception of this superfluous rag, the Menken dresses like the Greek Slave; 
but some of her postures are not so modest as the suggestive attitude of the latter. She is a finely formed woman 
down to her knees; if she could be herself that far, and Mrs. H. A. Perry the rest of the way, she would pass for an 
unexceptionable Venus. Here every tongue sings the praises of her matchless grace, her supple gestures, her 
charming attitudes. Well, possibly, these tongues are right. In the first act, she rushes on the stage, and goes 
cavorting around after “Olinska”; she bends herself back like a bow; she pitches headforemost at the atmosphere 
like a battering ram; she works her arms, and her legs, and her whole body like a dancing-jack: her every movement 
is as quick as thought; in a word, without any apparent reason for it, she carries on like a lunatic from the beginning 
of the act to the end of it. At other times she “whallops” herself down on the stage, and rolls over as does the 
sportive pack-mule after his burden is removed. If this be grace then the Menken is eminently graceful. After a 
while they proceed to strip her, and the high chief Pole calls for the “fiery untamed steed”; a subordinate Pole 
brings in the fierce brute, stirring him up occasionally to make him run away, and then hanging to him like death to 
keep him from doing it; the monster looks round pensively upon the brilliant audience in the theatre, and seems 
very willing to stand still – but a lot of those Poles grab him and hold on to him, so as to be prepared for him in case 
he changes his mind. They are posted as to his fiery untamed nature, you know, and they give him no chance to get 
loose and eat up the orchestra. They strap Mazeppa on his back, fore and aft, and face upper most, and the horse 
goes cantering up-stairs over the painted mountains, through tinted clouds of theatrical mist, in a brisk exciting 
way, with the wretched victim he bears unconsciously digging her heels into his hams, in the agony of her 
sufferings, to make him go faster. Then a tempest of applause bursts forth, and the curtain falls. The fierce old 
circus horse carries his prisoner around through the back part of the theatre, behind the scenery, and although 
assailed at every step by the savage wolves of the desert, he makes his way at last to his dear old home in Tartary 
down by the foot lights, and beholds once more, O, gods! the familiar faces of the fiddlers in the orchestra. The 
noble old steed is happy, then, but poor Mazeppa is insensible – “ginned out” by his trip, as it were. Before the act 
closes, however, he is restored to consciousness and his doting old father, the king of Tartary; and the next day, 
without taking time to dress – without even borrowing a shirt, or stealing a fresh horse – he starts off on the fiery 
untamed, at the head of the Tartar nation, to exterminate the Poles, and carry off his own sweet Olinska from the 
Polish court. He succeeds, and the curtain falls upon a bloody combat, in which the Tartars are victorious. 
“Mazeppa” proved a great card for Maguire here; he put it on the boards in first-class style, and crowded houses 
went crazy over it every night it was played. But Virginians will soon have an opportunity of seeing it themselves, as 
“the Menken” will go direct from our town there without stopping on the way. The “French Spy” was played last 
night and the night before, and as this spy is a frisky Frenchman, and as dumb as an oyster, Miss Menken’s 
extravagant gesticulations do not seem so overdone in it as they do in “Mazeppa.” She don’t talk well, and as she 
goes on her shape and her acting, the character of a fidgety “dummy” is peculiarly suited to her line of business. 
She plays the Spy, without words, with more feeling than she does Mazeppa with them.  

 
Source: Territorial Enterprise, September 17, 1863. 
 


