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Frédérick Lemaltre.
A Self-Made Actor in 19th Century Paris
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Department of Humanities.and Social Sciences
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Frédérick Lemaitre (1800-1876) was an actor with enterprising spirit and indefatigable
curiosity. He started his career from lion’s paw at the Ambigiie, then played every rank of
soldier in Napoleonic era at the Cirque-Olympique, i.e., circus ground, and typical beau at the
Funambule, the famous seat of pantomime. As a disciple of Pierre Lafon at the Conservatoire,
he returned to the Odéon, the second most prominent national theatre, to play a soldier again,
this time, a guard in the ancient times. Frédérick would not show up at the Thédtre-Francais,
which still clung to privileges such as exclusive rights for classical plays and huge amounts of
pensions for members.

When the Thédtre de la Porte-Saint-Martin become a palace of romantic plays, Frédérick
and Mme Dorval gained public favour. Mlle Georges appointed him for the lover’s part in Tour
de Nesle written by Alexandre Dumas pére. Frédérick’s best plays were Robert-Macaire by him-
self and Ruy-Blas by Victor Hugo, who hoped to be a member of the Académie Francaise.
Honoré de Balzac, always in need of money, relied on Frédérick for the success of Vautran but
in vain. That is because the actor, willingly or unwillingly, neglected the moral code under the
July monarchy and satirically imitated features of King Louis-Philippe.

Frédérick’s last performance for retirement was Mme Angot, popular bouffon, at the
Opéra. He commented on men/women of ability as hommes d’esprit, among whom he could be
counted. Although novelists, play-wrights, and fellow actors/actresses could not evade his
cutting remarks, they enjoyed his impromptu actings and lines. Frédérick was proud enough to
be compared to Francois Joseph Talma, the most brilliant actor in the history of
Comédie-Frangaise. Certainly Frédérick had surpassed Talma in his progress from an abyss, al-

though he never reached his zenith.
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