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Document 24.6 William Winter, “Adah Isaacs Menken” (1866) 
 
William Winter prided himself on writing true critiques rather than puff pieces subsidized by the theater. His 
review of Menken’s performance after her return to the United States was the most vicious of her career, and also 
the one most often cited alongside her name. But Winter’s review was as much about the audience and the state 
of modern theater as it was about Menken. 
 
To announce that Miss Adah Isaacs Menken would appear at the Broadway Theater in the character of Mazeppa 
was to announce that a woman would exhibit herself, in public, in a condition closely bordering upon nudity; and 
such an announcement, of course, was calculated to draw together an immense concourse of spectators. Such a 
concourse greeted Miss Menken’s first appearance last evening. The Broadway Theater was densely crowded. The 
audience, composed chiefly of males, was the coarsest and most brutal assembly that we have ever chanced to see 
at a theater on Broadway. Every variety of dissolute life was represented in it. The purple nose, the scorbutic 
countenance, the glassy eye, the bull head, the heavy lower jaw, the aspect of mingled lewdness and ferocity—all 
was there. Youths, whose attire exhibited an eruptive tendency toward cheap jewelry, lolled upon their seats, 
champing tobacco, and audibly uttering their filthy minds. Old sports were abundant. The atmosphere fairly reeked 
of vulgarity. Long before the curtain rose, the galleries resounded with the clamor of the gods. Remarks, of a 
character complimentary to Tony Pastor, were frequently audible. Such was the audience to whom the stalwart 
proportions of Miss Menken were duly exhibited. It is unnecessary to say that the spectacle was cordially 
applauded. To speak of Miss Menken as an actress would be to waste words. She has not the faintest idea of what 
acting is. She moves about the stage with no motive, and, therefore, in a kind of accidental manner; assumes 
attitudes that are sometimes fine, and sometimes ridiculous; speaks in a thin, weak voice, and with bad elocution; 
exclaims “death!” and “vengeance” very much as a mild and hungry female might order tea and toast; and, in 
short, invites critical attention, not to her emotional capabilities, her intellectual gifts, or her culture as an artist, 
but solely to her physical proportions. These, we may as well say, at once—to have done with a trifling topic—are, 
in many respects beautiful. That any purpose connected with dramatic art is served by their public exhibition, 
however, we fail to perceive. That such an exhibition is offensive to good taste, we are distinctly certain. Miss 
Menken’s praises as an actress have been loudly sounded; but if artistic greatness is to be acquired by such means 
as Miss Menken has chosen for its pursuit, there would seem to be no good reason why the majority of females 
should not acquire it, if so disposed….It would be unjust to leave this topic without remaking that Miss Menken 
evinced not a little daring, in what we may describe as the horse scene. The horse, last evening, was remarkably 
spirited, and, as he dashed up the circuitous defile, with the woman bound upon his back, presented a lively 
spectacle of energy, courage and danger….The appearance of Miss Menken’s Mazeppa at a theater on Broadway is 
nothing less than a grievous discredit to the acted drama in this metropolis. 
 
Source: New York Tribune, May 1, 1866. 
 


