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ABSTRACT 

This project examines the lives and legacies of Mary Robinson (1757-1800) and Marie 

Grosholtz, later known as Madame Tussaud (1761 -1850), as protofeminist figures of their time. 

While Robinson and Tussaud lived in different cultural and social context – Robinson as an 

actress of the stage, a writer, and a feminist activist, and Tussauds as a sculptor and a 

businesswoman - my paper will investigate ways in which they each carved a place for 

themselves despite their gendered social, political, and economic restraints of their time. Most of 

all, this study will concentrate on how they shaped future feminist thought by fighting for female 

agency and challenging patriarchal expectations through their understanding and capitalization of 

the public’s appetite for spectacle and celebrity obsession. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

This project examines the lives and legacies of Mary Robinson (1757-1800) and Marie 

Grosholtz, later known as Madame Tussaud (1761 -1850), as protofeminist figures of their time. 

While Robinson and Tussaud lived in different cultural and social context – Robinson as an 

actress of the stage, a writer, and a feminist activist, and Tussaud, as a sculptor and a 

businesswoman - my paper will investigate ways in which they each carved a place for 

themselves despite their gendered social, political, and economic restraints of their time. Most of 

all, this study will concentrate on how they shaped future feminist thought by fighting for female 

agency and challenging patriarchal expectations. The motivating question for my paper will be: 

“How did Mary Robinson and Marie Tussauds navigate the constraints of their time – gender, 

social, political, and personal – and in what ways did their life and legacy contributed to the 

feminist thought? I will frame their lives’ work and legacies between events of the Restoration 

and moods of the Romantic era, and I will explore their lasting influence on today’s cultural and 

feminist interpretations.  

The Restoration of the English monarchy in 1660, after a tumultuous period of the 

English Civil War and Oliver Cromwell’s debauched governing, marked a true transformation in 

not only the political and religious arena that saw codes and acts reestablished with the return of 

King Charles II, but in the revival of the arts and sciences, specifically in the flourishing of the 

theater. The Restoration giants of the stage, such as John Dryden and Aphra Behn, supported by 

the monarch, as well as by the people’s desire for more entertainment, ushered a golden age of 

English theater. Robinson’s achievements, a century later, as actress and writer had roots in this 

period; the theaters were staging plays of the new playwrights, including the female power 

houses such as Aphra Behn and Susanna Centlivre of the Restoration and early eighteenth 
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century. These women playwrights explored themes of sexuality, gender, and social satire, 

explorations of which ideas continued throughout the Romantic period, during which my paper’s 

subjects lived, struggled, and fought against the most prevalent patriarchal beliefs of the time.  

Moreover, two of the most noteworthy events that grew in importance and acceptance 

during the Restoration period were the explosion of spectacle and the introduction of women 

actresses. The concept of spectacle, an impressive and captivating display, has been part of any 

historical and cultural event that aimed to entertain, impress, or emotionally manipulate its 

audience. We encounter spectacle during royal coronations, religious rituals, military parades, 

halftime Super Bowl shows, political rallies, and even in our daily life of consumerism through 

influencer marketing and social media posts. Historically, spectacle has been central to theater, a 

medium where people could see, hear, and feel the thrill of being someone else or be someplace 

different from their real lives. The Restoration period with the return of King Charles II and the 

overthrow of the Puritan suppression saw theater change its purpose from moral instruction to 

lavish entertainment, designed to impress, astonish, and yes, manipulate the audience’s 

perceptions. Furthermore, just like Charles II sought to restore his monarchy’s power and glory 

through visible and tangible displays of culture and pleasure, theater used its elaborate sets, 

costumes, special effects, and later celebrity actors and actresses, to not only become part of 

public’s fascination, but to introduce and develop progressive ideas about class, gender, and 

reputation. The theatrical spectacle during the Restoration period opened the door for new ideas 

on the social order and facilitated the birth of social mobility. 

One of the most remarkable features of Restoration theater was the introduction of 

women actresses on the English stage. This performance shift gave rise to a new species in 

public perception – that of the celebrity. Up to this point, the public’s fascination was linked only 
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to royalty. This continues to this day; however, during the emergence of women actresses and 

the explosion of theatrical spectacle, the public switched their attention to theatrical 

performances. These women actresses were not only performers; they became public 

personalities, whose lives, bodies, and talent were observed, desired, criticized, and portrayed in 

pamphlets, portraits, and gossip articles. Initially, as much as these women celebrities fascinated 

the public, they also were feared and criticized as they threatened the social order of the time. 

Women’s place was in the home, with husbands and sons being the breadwinners or men of 

business. Having women actresses that portrayed noble characters gave the appearance of 

nobility without being aristocrats themselves. Earning their own money made these women 

independent and created a new group of individuals that bent gender roles. Thus, the social 

prejudice against these women performers was abundant; they were sexualized for their bodies 

and seen as public properties. Further, they were stereotyped as “fallen women,” usually 

equating them to courtesans and mistresses.  

However, intelligent actresses and women, such as Nell Gwyn, Anne Oldfield, Sarah 

Siddons, and many others, whose lives and achievements span over a century, through their 

professionalism, wit, refinement, integrity, charity work, and above all, a clever manipulation of 

their public image, shifted the public perception of actresses from mistresses and public 

curiosities to dedicated mothers, respectable professionals, and virtuous women. Nell Gwyn 

(1650 -1687) was one of the first women actresses that emerged at the reopening of the theaters 

in London after the Puritan ban. She became an early example of a celebrity actress and made 

being on stage acceptable, though still controversial. Although she was thought to have been 

illiterate, Gwyn, through her relationship with King Charles II and by using her wit, beauty, and 

charm, not only intertwined theater, sexuality, and power, but also created class mobility and 
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independence for women not born in the aristocracy. Anne Oldfield (1683 – 1730) was an actress 

during the early Georgian period, during which period theater saw a shift from the Restoration’s 

bawdiness to a more polished experience and stage culture. Oldfield was known for her skill in 

both comedy and tragedy and through her serious professional performance brough a sense of 

refinement and merit onto the stage. It was during her acting career that London’s print culture 

rose, and Oldfield capitalize on this new venue to shape her respectability. Sarah Siddons’ (1755-

1831) acting career overlapped with the Romantic period, which helped her construct her image 

as a noble, virtuous woman, despite her public profession. Sarah Siddons played a variety of 

tragic roles, like that of Macbeth, and this gave her persona an emotional depth which she used 

to shift the cultural narrative that surrounded women actresses. Through her powerful tragic roles 

and the respectability she molded into her image, Siddons elevated acting to a higher art and 

signaled to the audience that women actresses can be appreciated and valued not only through 

their ties to royalty, but especially through their own merits and intellect. These women 

transformed the female visibility and reshaped the celebrity image through their charm, artistic 

talent, emotional depth, and professional intelligence. 

When Mary Robinson entered the world of theater, she inherited this more complex 

image of women actresses. Robinson had read the classics, as well as the contemporary feminist 

works of Wollstonecraft, whose clear ideas on gender and society, although seen with a critical 

eye today, were progressive for the time. Such ideas shaped who Robinson would become and 

what she would fight for, despite personal heartbreaks, political and cultural hardships, and 

economic struggles.  

However, it was the legacy of her artistic predecessors abovementioned that laid the 

groundwork for Mary Robinson’s powerful public life as an actress, royal mistress, poet, 
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novelist, and political thinker. Robinson started her career as an actress known for her beauty and 

her relationship with the Prince of Wales. However, in her later years she emerged as a serious 

intellectual voice expressing her political and feminist ideas through her words. The lives of the 

first actresses had trained the public to hunger for stories about women’s lives and they read, 

admired, and criticized them in newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets. Robinson capitalized on 

this obsession with celebrity by making herself the most painted actress of the time (she 

continued to have her portraits made as a young Perdita even after she was paralyzed), and later 

by using the press to shape her legacy as a writer and political voice. Her predecessors’ lives and 

work had taught Mary Robinson to use the power that came from being a celebrity in a theatrical 

spectacle to navigate a male-dominated world, and ultimately, to manipulate the public 

perception to achieve intellectual and financial independence.  

Maire Grosholtz, later known to the world as Madame Tussaud, was born in Strasbourg, 

and spent much of her early life in France, where she honed her artistic skills that would define 

her legacy. Like Mary Robinson, Tussaud’s early life was shaped by close connections to royalty 

and the aristocracy, though her relationships were not formed through performance and courtly 

favor, but through the craft of wax modeling. Under the tutelage of her guardian and mentor, 

Philippe Curtius, a learned doctor and a skilled wax sculptor, Marie was introduced to various 

aristocratic families, as well as numerous remarkable key figures of the French politics, arts, and 

letters. This connection to the wealthy and the intellectuals of the time became stronger when she 

was appointed art tutor to princess Elisabeth, the younger sister of King Louis XVI. This 

appointment placed Marie at the heart of the Bourbon royal household and gave her the 

opportunity to be an eye-witness to the unraveling of the Ancien Regime.  



6 

Marie Grosholtz spent her youth living and understanding political, economic, and 

cultural upheavals of Louis XVI’s rule, Robespierre’s revolutionary zeal, and Napoleon’s ego. 

Much like Robinson, who leveraged her beauty, charm, and her performative and literary talents 

to navigate and benefit from the fickle world of fame and have an influential voice in the 

intellectual world, Marie used her impressive personal experiences, her artistic labor and talents 

to position herself within the dramatic social upheavals of the late eighteenth century. She is 

truly a fascinating figure, who despite having almost been guillotined, survived and through her 

artistic skills and wisdom earned (from her personal experiences during these significant events), 

left a legacy of art and history, as well as a lasting commercial empire, that challenged 

limitations placed on women in the society of her time. 

Like Robinson, Marie Grosholtz learned at an early age the public’s appetite for spectacle 

and celebrity; she was present in Versailles where the public would come and observe King 

Louis XVI and Queen Mary Antoinette eat at Grand Couvert, as well as when all the same 

masses flocked to see the Grand Couvert life-seized likeness converted into wax figures at her 

mentor’s, Dr. Curtius, popular wax attraction at Boulevard du Temple in Paris. Madame 

Tussaud, while experiencing first-hand the revolutionary changes that France was going through, 

also understood the power that these waxworks held with the public: they were more than 

curiosities; they were tools that could shape public’s ideas on culture, fame, politics, and social 

identity. Her wax death masks of the guillotined Maire Antoinette and Louis XVI in her London 

exhibitions (just like we have today the wax figures of present-day royalty) satisfied the public’s 

curiosity and morbid fascination with death by turning a political trauma into public 

entertainment.  
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Additionally, she gave the masses the illusion of being close to various celebrities by 

charging them a small fee to encounter the likeness in wax of their favorite celebrity (I myself 

became all giddy while taking a picture with the wax figure of Timothe Chalamet). Also, like 

Mary Robinson, who wrote her own autobiography in an attempt to shape the public’s perception 

of her, Marie Grosholtz, who had established herself as Madame Tussaud at this point to appeal 

to the royal-loving British people, turned herself into a celebrity by marketing her personal story 

accompanied by many anecdotes about various key figures of the French royalty and revolution.  

She used her understanding of the power of celebrity and spectacle to establish herself as an 

artist, businesswoman, and cultural historian. This allowed her to achieve financial independence 

and create agency for herself in a space dominated by men. 

Both Robinson and Tussaud utilized the public’s fascination with celebrity to not only 

make a place for themselves as women, but to write their own narratives, establishing on their 

terms who they were and who they wanted to be seen as: strong, independent, talented, and 

fearless women. It is this understanding of the spectacle that Robinson and Tussaud used to bring 

about their agency to survive and ensure power, despite their circumstances and social norms, as 

well as the many ways they fought to leave a legacy in their own terms, despite their limitations, 

that are explored in this paper. 

1.1 Primary Texts and Methodological Approach 

The primary text for this study includes Memoirs of Mary Robinson, “Perdita,” written 

by Mary Robinson and edited by her daughter, M. E. Robinson. This autobiography will serve as 

essential material to discuss and analyze how Robinson navigated her personal life and how 

specific events in her life and central people in the crossroads of her decisions influenced her 

growth and outlook on politics, societal norms, family, gender, and above all individuality. 
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Furthermore, in an effort to have a clearer perspective on her thoughts and ideals, I will discuss 

and analyze Robinson’s novels, poetry, and specifically, her feminist manifestos, “Letter to the 

Women of England on the Injustice of Mental Subordination with Anecdotes” being the most 

important one.  

For Marie Grosholtz, I will use as a primary text Geri Walton’s biography Madame 

Tussaud: Her Life and Legacy. This biography provides insights into the historical context that 

Marie grew up in, her associates and important individuals that made an impact on her 

principles, skills, decisions, and personal experiences. It also facilitates a discussion on her life-

changing move to England, alone and with children. This period is important to analyze as it 

shows how she crafted her public persona and established her legacy, economically and 

financially, through her waxworks by utilizing her personal history and her understanding of the 

public’s unquenched thirst for spectacle. 

My approach combines feminist literary criticism and historical analysis, dissecting how 

Robinson and Tussaud responded to the political maneuvering of their time, the societal norms 

and the gender prejudices of their environments, and I will examine how these women used their 

respective cultural and professional achievements to shape their public images.  I will situate 

both primary texts within the socio-political landscape of the 18th century and beginning of the 

19th century. Lastly, I will analyze how historians and scholars have interpreted these women’s 

lives, work, and legacy.  
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2 CHAPTER 2: MARY ROBINSON: THE EMERGENCE AND STRIVINGS OF A 

PROTOFEMINIST 

Mary Robinson, a fascinating figure of the late 18th century, emerged as a beacon of 

proto-feminism, challenging the societal norms and gender expectations prevalent during her 

time. Although history has long remembered Mary Robinson by the nickname “Perdita” – a 

reference to the beautiful and virtuous shepherdess from Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale, the 

role that launched her fame on the London stage -  and though she remains infamous in the 

public imagination as the mistress of the Prince of Wales (the future King George IV), 

Robinson’s life and achievements extended far beyond the superficial labels of a pretty actress or 

an outrageous flirt.  She was in fact a prolific writer and intelligent political commentator. Mary 

Robinson lived a powerful life marked by hardships and heartache, which although limited her, 

didn’t stop her from triumphing, due mostly to her determination to succeed, her strength to 

overcome obstacles by self-promoting and reinventing herself and her image, and due to her 

ever-evolving intellectual pursuits. Her career defied the societal limitations placed on women of 

her status and her commitment to live her life in her own terms gave her courage to succeed in 

transitioning from celebrity of the stage to a serious intellectual voice using her pen to reflect on 

themes of gender, power, and identity. Her life and work provide a fascinating lens through 

which to explore early expressions of feminism. This essay explores the intricate layers of 

Robinson's life, dissecting her personal experiences, acting career, literary endeavors, and the 

lasting impact she left on the feminist landscape.  
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2.1 Historical and Social Context 

To understand the proto-feminist essence of Mary Robinson, it is crucial to delve into the 

historical and social milieu of the late 18th century. During this era, women were relegated to 

traditional roles, their agency restricted by societal norms. Robinson's defiance of these norms 

becomes even more significant against this backdrop. Robinson's life unfolded during a period 

when women were often confined to domestic spheres, devoid of opportunities for intellectual 

and artistic pursuits. The societal expectations placed on women were restrictive, defining their 

worth based on marital status and adherence to prescribed roles. The home was the woman’s 

place. Her identity was connected directly to that of her husband. She was there to serve him and 

reproduce, and as limited as this sounds, it was the only way to have a respectable, and most 

importantly secured life. Whether married or single, however, women had very little economic 

freedom (Barker-Benfield 156). Anything out of the societal norms was deemed immoral and 

because they all depended on some kind of male support, be that a father, a cousin, or a husband, 

women were defined by gender inequality and lived in an oppressive patriarchal society. 

It is in this world, albeit the “enlightened country” as Robinson sarcastically calls her 

England in her treatise “A Letter to the Women of England” when referring to women’s 

treatment (4), that Mary Robinson, at a very early age, learns three invaluable lessons, which 

shaped her latter feminist views. Through the example of her reckless, selfish father and her 

weak mother (a product of her circumstance and the conditioned thinking of the time), Mary 

learned the importance of being independent and self-sufficient in a world governed by men. Her 

father, Nicholas Darby, a naval officer, decides to invest in several risky schemes losing the 

family’s savings in those ventures, and then leaves his family for America accompanied by his 

mistress. And when her mother attempts to support her family by opening a school for girls, in 
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which Mary starts teaching herself at age 14, her father upon his return demands that they close 

the school. Robinson recounts in her Memoirs: 

The number of my mother’s pupils in a few months amounted to ten or twelve, 

and just at a period when an honorable independence promised to cheer the days 

of an unexampled parent, my father unexpectedly returned from America. The 

pride of his soul was deeply wounded by the step which my mother had taken… 

At the expiration of eight months my mother, by my father’s positive command, 

broke up her establishment and returned to London. (15) 

In one short paragraph, Robinson reveals the fragile nature of female independence and the 

patriarchal right of husbands to reclaim authority over women’s lives at any moment and without 

regard. This passage subtly critiques 18th-century gender norms. Even as Mary Robinson’s 

mother attempts to earn a livelihood based on education and hard work, her absent father can 

destroy that little autonomy she exercised to help her family survive. This lesson of learning to 

navigate a system designed to limit female independence by relying on education and personal 

strength will guide Mary Robinson as she negotiates her survival throughout her marriage to Mr. 

Robinson and her affair with the Prince of Wales. 

The second lesson that young Mary learns while still a young child is the transformative 

power of knowledge. In the midst of her family’s financial and emotional instability, it is through 

studies of art, literature, and music that she discovers not only intellectual stimulation but also a 

lasting sense of solace from her circumstances. Through her learning, Mary is able to aid her 

mother in the school that they were managing before her father’s return. In her Memoirs, she 

speaks with admiration about her boarding-school teachers, the Moore sisters and their breadth 

of knowledge (5), her love for poetry and music (6), and her inclination towards writing her own 
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verses (12). These artistic pursuits would not only offer her emotional refuge but later would 

become central to her career as an actress and a writer. These early experiences helped shape her 

belief in self-expression, intellectual independence, and artistic ambition, and would help her 

navigate her adult life. 

The third crucial lesson that young Mary learns, and one that would shape both her 

personal life and public identity, is the realization of the power of her own beauty – both of mind 

and appearance. This combined grace, her physical charm and her sharp intellect, not only 

attracts the attention of men of various ranks, but it provides Mary with an opportunity to 

achieve her goals (18). Mary recognized that her beauty was not simply a gift but a key to enter a 

world where women had more influence, a social capital she could use to pursuit opportunities 

and social mobility. Nowhere is this more evident than in her infamous role as Perdita, the 

character from Shakespeare’s Winter’s Tale whose name would become Robinson’s lasting 

pseudonym. This role, and the romantic liaison it sparked with the Prince of Wales, allowed her 

to not only captivate audience with her beauty and artistic performance, but taught her how about 

public spectacle and public’s obsession with celebrity and scandal. Even after Robinson’s 

romance with the Prince dissolved, she continued to draw the public’s attention by having artists 

paint portraits of her, costumed as Perdita, with a melancholy and pure look on her countenance. 

Robinson learned how to use her charm and sharp intellect as strategic assets to secure power 

and financial stability. Furthermore, this early recognition of her allure, fame, and gendered 

spectacle would lay the foundation for her later work as a writer, literary critic, and social 

commentator. 

Mary Robinson will learn to navigate the patriarchal society in which she is born and 

raised by continuously applying these three lessons. Through one adversity to another, Robinson 
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will use her knowledge, her grace, her resilience, and her determination to be independent in 

order to break free from the traditional roles that society has assigned to women. Her refusal to 

conform to the expectations placed on women paved the way for future generations of female 

artists and intellectuals to challenge the status quo. While recognizing the constraints of her time, 

it is essential we appreciate Robinson’s role in laying the groundwork for the feminist movement 

that would follow in the centuries ahead. 

2.2 Mary Robinson’s Personal Life 

Mary Robinson faced tumultuous challenges in her life – the loss of a child, financial 

depravity, partial paralysis, ruined reputation – however, none as difficult as the handling of her 

disastrous marriage and dealing with the Prince of Wales ’fickleness. And yet, even amidst of 

such difficulties, Mary Robinson showed herself to be a strong, independent woman, someone 

who wasn’t afraid to work hard, reinvent herself, and stand up for her own freedom. 

At a time when marriage was the only vehicle for financial freedom, Mary got the wrong 

end of the bargain. Robinson got married at age sixteen, out of a mixture of parental pressure and 

gratitude. After marrying Thomas Robinson, she realized he was a liar, a drunkard, a gambler, 

and a man of loose morals. Robinson's marriage to Thomas, a man with such dubious reputation 

and financial troubles, proved to be a source of significant strain. Thomas's financial 

mismanagement and profligate lifestyle led to the couple for a while living in a debtor’s prison, 

marking the beginning of Mary Robinson's personal and financial struggles. Yet what it is 

particularly remarkable about this early chapter in her Robinson’s life is initial adherence to the 

ideal of marital loyalty. Despite her husband’s immoral and reckless behavior, Mary chose to 

remain with him in the debtors’ prison. Her decision to stay by his side was even more 

significant given that she was not without alternatives. David Garrick, who appreciated her talent 
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and beauty, had offered several times to bring her back to his theater, offers that might have 

helped her out of her miserable and unstable existence. The fact that she chose to honor the 

social and moral expectations of a wife, regardless of how much of a profligate her husband was, 

points to the strength of Robinson’s belief in the institution of marriage. She was a product of a 

society who offered women few protections outside of marriage. Whether Robinson really 

believed in the sanctity of marriage, or whether she simply knew the dangers to her reputation 

and stability as a divorcee with a child, one thing we know for sure is that she gave it all to 

provide emotional and financial stability for her family. 

 Faced with financial ruin and the responsibility of caring for her infant daughter, 

Robinson's response was remarkable in its determination to regain control of her destiny. In an 

attempt to support her family and find a solution to their present situation, Mary began to write 

poetry. It was her way out of her grim existence in the debtor’s prison as well as her failed 

marriage. Her first published volume of poems, titled Poems by Mrs. Robinson, contributed to 

their release from prison. She then encouraged her husband to work, and upon his rejection of a 

job as a legal document copier, Mary took it herself. After an acquaintance with Georgina 

Cavendish, Duchess of Devonshire, Robinson was able to publish, with the Duchess’ support, 

another volume of poems, titled Captivity. Once her husband was released from prison, and they 

found a place to live, and after realizing her husband would never stop living a rakish lifestyle, 

Robinson was more determined than ever to take hold of her own life. She began to make 

preparations to get back to the theater and make a living as an actress. In her Memoirs, Robinson 

says: “The conscience of independence is the only true felicity in this world of humiliations” 

(78). Once the marriage’s failure became undeniable, Robinson was determined to regain control 

of her destiny and provide for her daughter and began the difficult process of carving out an 
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independent life for herself by using her talents in performance and later in writing her essays, 

poetry, novels, and political commentaries. Before her ill-fated marriage to Thomas Robinson, 

Mary Robinson's stage career had shown great promise. She had been discovered by the 

celebrated actor and playwright David Garrick, who upon recognizing her natural talent coached 

her in both classical and contemporary roles, offering her one of the best teachings that the 

London stage and professional theater could offer. Mary Robinson remembers with fondness, 

“Garrick was delighted with everything I did. He would sometimes dance a minuet with me, 

sometimes request me to sing the favorite ballads of the day, but the circumstance that most 

pleased him my tone of voice…Never shall I forget the enchanting hours which I passed in Mr. 

Garrick’s society” (Robinson 19). For a young actress like Robinson, these words meant more 

than just praise; they were affirmation of her talent, a strong belief in her that built her 

confidence, an extraordinary thing for a young woman and actress with very limited options in 

life. Garrick trained Robinson to be an actress by teaching her how to use her voice in expressing 

language and refined her stagecraft to express herself artistically. All these skills allowed 

Robinson to understand her power as an actress, and as a woman. No wonder she speaks so 

tenderly of her time with Garrick; that experience with him did not only offer an education and 

mentorship in becoming a skilled actress, but it showed her a glimpse of what life could be when 

talent and charm are combined to achieve public recognition and appreciation. The skills that she 

learned from the training she received from Garrick before her marriage would continue to help 

as she made the big step of returning to the stage.  

Returning to the stage was an unconventional move for a woman in the late 18th century, 

especially one who had faced the challenges of a failed marriage and financial ruin, two stigmas 

that could tarnish anyone’s reputation. At a time when a woman’s reputation and respectability  
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bound her to domestic roles, Robinson's decision to re-enter the public sphere demonstrated her 

resilience and determination to forge her own path. She strategically used her talents, her beauty, 

and her charm as an actress to secure financial stability, showcasing her ability to navigate a 

male-dominated industry and challenging societal expectations regarding women's roles. 

Robinson was determined to use the lessons she learned in her youth, and through her striking 

beauty, emotional intelligence, and artistic skills, she was able to reestablish herself as more than 

a wife and mother, but also as a professional woman in her right. She awed the audiences and 

captivated the critics with her portrayal of Perdita and helped her secure financial stability.  

Robinson’s theatrical career not only provided financial independence but also served as 

a means of reclaiming her public image. By returning to the stage, she actively engaged with the 

public narrative surrounding her, challenging the societal norms that often stigmatized divorced 

or separated women. Her successful comeback as an actress underscored her refusal to be 

defined by the limitations imposed by her disastrous marriage. In this way, Robinson 

transformed the narrative around her personal life and harnessed the power of her professional 

achievements to reshape public perception. She showed that she was her own woman, and 

equipped with grace, talent, and intelligence, she was able to take care of herself financially and 

write her own destiny. 

Alas, long-term stage fame and financial freedom were not in the cards for Mary 

Robinson. After she enjoyed portraying a variety of Shakespeare characters and receiving praise 

and positive support for her portrayals, Mary Robinson encounters another stumbling block to 

her happiness. While playing sweet Perdita in David Garrick’s Florizel and Perdita, an 

adaptation of Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale, Prince of Wales believed himself to have had 

“strong and lively passions” for her (86). Thus started a short, but passionate love affair between 
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Robinson and the Prince. They exchanged a myriad of letters, and the prince gave her a 

miniature portrait inscribed with the words Unalterable to my Perdita through life. In the words 

of Robinson as found in her Memoirs:  

The unbounded assurances of lasting affection which I received from his Royal 

Highness in many scores of the most eloquent letter, the contempt which I 

experienced from my husband, and the perpetual labor which I underwent for his 

support, at length began to weary my fortitude. (91) 

Mary, or Perdita, as the Prince called her and as she was known throughout the affair in the 

public and gossip columns, didn’t relent in agreeing to meet with him, until the Prince offered 

her a bond of 20,000 pounds paid when he came of age (Ledoux 1). This was meant to 

compensate Robinson for her loss of income and other professional opportunities while having 

an affair with him.  

Robinson's affair with the Prince, who was showing already to have an erratic behavior, 

became a subject of public fascination. Despite the initial allure of being associated with royalty, 

Robinson's relationship with the Prince ultimately proved to be a source of both adulation and 

adversity. Robinson was variously portrayed by her contemporaries through conflicting and often 

reductive lenses. She was cast as a calculating courtesan — “If Mary Robinson was a whore, 

what was her husband? A cuckold obviously, but also, in the eyes of the popular press, a pimp 

and even a blackmailer” (Mellor 277). Others framed her as an overlooked and neglected wife, 

seduced by circumstance: “She attracted the notice of an illustrious character; and, being 

peculiarly unfortunate, as has been generally reported, in her matrimonial alliance, after a long 

series of such attentions from a lover such as, we apprehend, few hearts could resist, whether we 

consider his rank, his figure, or his accomplishments, she, in an unhappy hour of deep 
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resentment, quitted her profession in favor of one so armed at all points to captivate and 

conquer” (Mellor 283). Alternatively, Robinson herself presented the image of a woman 

genuinely in love, writing: “…the irresistible sweetness of his smile, the tenderness of his 

melodious yet manly voice will be remembered by me till every vision of this changing scene 

shall be forgotten” (Robinson 96). 

Whether she was either one of those women or all of them isn’t the point I want to bring 

out. The fact that even after having fallen in love with the Prince, Mary Robinson kept her 

understanding of human nature to herself and didn’t jump into the fire (meaning her passionate 

affair with the Prince) without having a plan for her independence and financial stability. 

Furthermore, even after the affair was over, Perdita, broken hearted or not, continued to leverage 

her connection with royalty first by negotiating her silence and the return of the love letters to the 

monarchy by asking for the promised settlement, and secondly by making a name for herself in 

part by not being shy about her royal affair (Ledoux 4). Even though Robinson wasn’t able to 

receive the promised settlement (she got only a quarter of what the Prince has negotiated), she 

never portrayed herself at the victim. She took charge of her narrative once again and sought 

legal remedies to secure financial stability for herself and her daughter.   

Mellor emphasizes the hardships that women of the 18th century, represented by Mary 

Robinson in this case, had to go through while trying to follow society’s rules: 

Modern feminist readers of the narrative of Robinson's life could equally well see 

it as the script of patriarchal privilege, in which the husband as well as the royal 

lover impoverishes, deceives, betrays and abandons his wife. In this political 

narrative, then, sexual as well as class politics are written over the body of Mary 

Robinson. (282) 
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Robinson's response to the Prince's fickleness showcased her ability to navigate the complexities 

of a relationship with a powerful and capricious figure. The affair brought her into the spotlight, 

with the media closely following the details of their liaison. Robinson's resilience in the face of 

public scrutiny and her refusal to be defined solely by her relationship with the Prince 

demonstrated her agency and determination to maintain control over her own narrative. 

Furthermore, Robinson's response to the Prince's betrayal was marked by her refusal to 

be defined solely by her relationships with men. In the aftermath of their affair, she continued to 

pursue her literary career, showcasing her resilience and commitment to her craft. Robinson's 

determination to rebuild her life and career in the wake of personal challenges stands as a 

testament to her strength and tenacity. Her responses to personal adversity not only demonstrate 

her strength as an individual but also contribute to a broader conversation about women's 

autonomy and the complexities of maneuvering relationships in a patriarchal society. 

2.3 Publicity – A Powerful Feminist Weapon 

Mary Robinson used publicity to further her career and create her own brand, exploring 

her roles in the theater, her engagement with the media, and her adept use of public image. In 

addition to her theatrical pursuits, Robinson actively engaged with the media of her time. Print 

culture in the late 18th century was burgeoning, with newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets 

becoming essential sources of information and entertainment. Recognizing the power of the 

press, Robinson strategically courted media attention to shape her public image and further her 

career. Ledoux shares an interesting anecdote that demonstrates how well she knew her audience 

and how fast she could manipulate the media: 

Robinson read the scandal sheets and actively responded to their critique. For 

example, When the Morning Herald used military imagery to characterize her 
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rivalry with her successor, Elizabeth Armistead, Robinson showed in a military 

imagery-inspired costume to a masked ball attended by the Prince. It signaled to 

the Prince, the press, and the public Robinson’s awareness of the characterization, 

demonstrated her ability to rise to the occasion – to be “in” the joke – and 

appropriated the discourse for use in fashion, an area in which she was adept. (7) 

Another notable example of Robinson's media engagement was her collaboration with 

leading caricaturist and social commentator James Gillray. Gillray created satirical prints that 

featured Robinson, using her image to comment on contemporary social and political issues. 

While this form of publicity might seem unconventional, it showcased Robinson's willingness to 

embrace different mediums to increase her visibility. She also worked as a poetry editor in the 

Morning Post, for which she was a regular contributor. Her editorial role not only placed her at 

the heart of London’s literary scene but also offered her a platform to shape public taste and to 

stay in tune with contemporary debates about politics, art, and society (Poetry Foundation). 

This active participation in both satirical art and print journalism illustrates how 

Robinson understood the public’s appetite for spectacle. It also reveals that rather than passively 

allowing the public to pass judgement and enjoy a laugh on her behalf, Robinson, recognizing 

the cultural power of visibility, manipulated it to continue to be relevant, despite her life’s 

events.   

However, beyond the traditional media of the time, Robinson also utilized her public 

image in unconventional ways. For instance, she posed for portraits, leveraging the visual arts to 

craft a specific persona. These portraits, distributed widely, contributed to the creation of an 

iconic image of Mary Robinson as a beauty and a talent, reinforcing her status as a public figure. 

In an era before the widespread use of photography, these visual representations played a crucial 
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role in shaping public perception. Ledoux emphasizes the fact that as a woman in a men’s world 

and fighting against the public opinion and gossip sheets, “it is possible that Robinson’s 

willingness to be depicted as Perdita was a calculated public relations strategy meant to bolster 

her celebrity after she had lost her royal connection” (6). Mary Robinson was in high demand in 

having her portrait painted; not only was she a beautiful woman, but as an actress, she was taught 

how to present herself in gesture and facial expressions. Artists knew the public’s enchantment 

with actresses and celebrities, and they were happy to exploit it, especially since these portraits 

would be showing at the Royal Academy, as well as be sold quite easily. Most importantly, 

however, artists like Joshua Reynolds and Thomas Gainsborough, knew that painting Mary 

Robinson would allow them to showcase their artistic skills and garner publicity for them. Mary 

Robinson also understood the power of advertisement, having been in show business as an 

actress and writer; she knew that having a portrait hung at the Royal Academy not only would 

enhance her visibility in a noble way, but it could also help her social aspirations. 

From her early days in the theater to her engagement with the media, literature, and 

visual arts, Robinson actively shaped her public image. Her ability to steer through the 

complexities of the public sphere, coupled with her willingness to embrace unconventional forms 

of publicity, contributed to her success as an actress, poet, and novelist. Robinson's legacy lies 

not only in her artistic contributions but also in her adept handling of the publicity machinery of 

her time, which paved the way for later celebrities and public figures to navigate the intricate 

relationship between personal life, public image, and career advancement, and specifically for 

women to know that they too can shape their image and stand up for their rights. 
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2.4 Literary Contributions and Intellectual Pursuits 

Robinson's literary works provide a rich tapestry of proto-feminist themes, offering a 

deeper understanding of her intellectual contributions to the feminist discourse. From poetry to 

novels and essays, Robinson utilized her literary skills to articulate the complexities of gender 

roles, women's rights, and societal expectations. Far beyond her reputation as a celebrated actress 

and royal mistress, Robinson embodied the very essence of a Renaissance woman.  

Over the course of her career, she authored more than 100 poems, several novels, and 

numerous sharp political and intellectual essays and satires that reflected both wit and bold social 

critique. She also ventured into drama, penning stage plays such as Nobody (1794) and The 

Sicilian Lover (1796), which addressed themes of identity, morality, and class with striking 

modern sensibility. Her feminist treatise, A Letter to the Women of England (1799), directly 

challenged the gendered double standards of her era and advocated for women's autonomy and 

moral agency. Loved not only for her beauty but for her brilliant mind, Robinson cultivated 

friendships and intellectual exchanges with many of the great literary and philosophical figures 

of her time, including William Godwin, Mary Wollstonecraft, and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. 

Through her writing and her social presence, Robinson carved out a space for herself as both a 

cultural icon and an enduring voice in the early feminist movement.  

One of Robinson's notable poems, "Sappho and Phaon" (1796) engages with the 

complexities of love and desire, drawing inspiration from classical mythology. The narrative 

follows the love affair between the Greek poet Sappho and the ferryman Phaon, addressing 

themes of passion, rejection, and the consequences of unrequited love:  

And can'st thou give my days to endless woe,  

Requiting sweetest bliss with cureless pains?  



23 

Away, false fear! nor think capricious fate  

Would lodge a daemon in a form divine!  

Sooner the dove shall seek a tyger mate,  

Or the soft snow-drop round the thistle twine;  

Yet, yet, I dread to hope, nor dare to hate,  

Too proud to sue! too tender to resign! 

Robinson's choice to focus on a female poet as the central figure challenges traditional gender 

roles in literature. By portraying Sappho as a complex, passionate woman who defies societal 

norms, Robinson contributes to the feminist literary canon by creating multidimensional female 

characters who exist beyond the confines of conventional expectations (Rumens 1). 

In the novel, Vancenza; Or, the Dangers of Credulity (1792), Robinson continues to 

address issues of marriage and fidelity, portraying female characters who grapple with societal 

expectations. The novel explores the complexities of love and relationships, providing a nuanced 

examination of women's experiences in a patriarchal society. Stephanie Russo, in her article, 

“Where Virtue Struggles Midst a Maze of Snares,” shares her thoughts on this Gothic novel and 

its message of societal limitations for women: 

Vancenza is a profoundly pessimistic novel in its representation of the social 

codes and conventions that bind its heroines. Vancenza is unique among 

Robinson’s novels for its portrayal of the lack of options available for women, 

and especially for transgressive women. In this novel, Robinson cannot imagine 

a happy ending for her heroine, despite her personal virtue. Elvira is doomed 

to die in despair, unable to escape from the tragedy of her mother’s seduction. 
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Unlike Robinson’s later novels, where she suggests that women would and could 

be rewarded for their beauty, intelligence and virtue, Vancenza allows women no 

opportunities to control their own narratives. Almost every woman in the novel 

meets an unhappy, or at least unsatisfying, end. Robinson allows women a voice, 

only to demonstrate their utter powerlessness in the face of patriarchal power.” 

(588)  

This passage highlights Vancenza as one of Robinson’s most strikingly bleak commentaries on 

the limited agency afforded to women within patriarchal society. Unlike her later works, where 

Robinson entertains the possibility of female empowerment through virtue, intellect, or beauty, 

Vancenza offers no such consolation. The novel’s heroine, Elvira, embodies the tragic 

consequences of transgressive femininity — her personal virtue proves insufficient to shield her 

from social ruin, inherited shame, and ultimately, death. The fact that Robinson withholds the 

possibility of a redemptive ending reflects her deep skepticism about the real-world 

consequences of female autonomy in the face of rigid social codes.  

Through Vancenza, Robinson exposes the brutal reality that, even when women are 

granted a voice, they remain trapped in a system that silences their agency and dictates their fate. 

The novel becomes not just a critique of individual moral failings, but a broader indictment of 

the social structures that render female virtue and intelligence irrelevant in a world governed by 

patriarchal dominance. By weaving feminist themes into her novels, Robinson contributes to the 

emerging feminist literary canon by presenting multidimensional female characters and 

critiquing societal norms. 

After Robinson’s death, her daughter saw to the publication of her mother’s memoir, 

"Memoirs of the Late Mrs. Robinson." This autobiographical work offered a candid account of 
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her life, relationships, and the challenges she faced. Many scholars have criticized Robinson’s 

intentional omissions, specifically of her many liaisons and in particular of her relationship with 

the Prince of Wales. Robinson will always be followed by her early days’ scandals; however, 

thorough her writings she was able to secure herself “a position as the main architect of her own 

celebrity afterlife” (Civale 192). Civale has given a different perspective into Robinson’s 

Memoirs. She is of the idea that Mary did not omit the specifics of her life in order to censor her 

narrative. On the contrary, Civale states that Robinson knew what she was doing: by omitting 

those details and feelings and changing scenes abruptly, she draws the audience more closely. 

Robinson’ purpose is to stay in the mind of the reader: “Robinson’s strategy of self-

representation follows partial confession with concealment in order to win compassion. 

Robinson does not so much censor her negative emotions as find innovative ways of expressing 

them…Robinson reveals just enough of herself to affect and to titillate, conceals just enough to 

remain both virtuous and coy” (198-199).  

This difficulty in understanding who she truly is “neither a confusion nor a deficiency on 

her part, but a literary innovation that manages to “shape and resist the dominant cultural 

constructions of women’s lives” (200). In sharing her personal struggles, Robinson contributed 

to a growing conversation about women's experiences and the societal expectations that shaped 

their lives. The memoir, while not explicitly framed as feminist, revealed Robinson's agency and 

her refusal to conform to the idealized narratives imposed on women. 

One of the most important writings of Mary Robinson, which advocates the feminist 

movement’s primary call for equal opportunities as women and men, is her treatise titled “A 

Letter to the Women of England.” Robinson’s essay questions the societal expectations placed 

upon women and challenges the notion that their primary roles are confined to domesticity and 
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motherhood. Robinson encourages women to seek intellectual fulfillment, asserting that they are 

not limited by their gender. This defiance against societal norms aligns with feminist ideals of 

breaking free from restrictive gender roles and advocating for equality. Robinson opens her 

treatise using the lines from a fellow writer’s work, - “The Fair Penitent”- (1632) by Nicholas 

Rowe. Although Robinson uses only two lines from Calista’s proto-feminist monologue, the 

words below, which Robinson must have read and reread, evoke the lessons that she learned 

while a young girl. She was older when she wrote this essay, so these words must have given her 

courage to share her strong opinions on the equality of women and the importance of educating 

oneself in order to fight for your own rights and dignity, as she had done throughout her life:  

"How hard is the condition of our sex, 

Thro' ev'ry state of life the slaves of man! 

In all the dear delightful days of youth 

A rigid father dictates to our wills, 

And deals out pleasure with a scanty hand. 

To his, the tyrant husband's reign succeeds; 

Proud with opinion of superior reason, 

He holds domestick bus'ness and devotion 

All we are capable to know, and shuts us, 

Like cloyster'd ideots, from the world's acquaintance, 

And all the joys of freedom. Wherefore are we 

Born with high souls, but to assert our selves, 

Shake off this vile obedience they exact, 

And claim an equal empire o'er the world?"  -The Fair Penitent (1632) 
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The poem’s lament over women’s lives — marked by submission first to a controlling father, 

then to a domineering husband — directly echoes the central argument of Robinson’s treatise: 

that women are trapped in a cycle of patriarchal control that denies them intellectual and 

personal freedom. The poem’s final lines, which urge women to "assert ourselves" and "claim an 

equal empire o'er the world," serve as a call to action, aligning perfectly with Robinson’s proto-

feminist vision. By invoking this earlier text, Robinson roots her argument in a longer tradition 

of women’s resistance, using the poem both as evidence of women’s historical confinement and 

as inspiration for contemporary women to demand autonomy and equality.  

Robinson then takes her pen to share the responsibility of stating and analyzing the 

importance of equal rights, enlightening oneself through education, fighting for independence 

socially and economically, and participating fully in the society.  By advocating for financial 

independence and self-sufficiency, Robinson urges women to free themselves from societal 

expectations. She might have never thought herself as a leading feminist, but these powerful 

ideas align with feminist principles that emphasize women's autonomy and agency in making life 

choices without being beholden to male dominance. Also, by advocating for women's education, 

Robinson aligns herself with feminist ideals that recognize knowledge and intellectual 

development as essential tools for women’s empowerment and self-determination. In her treatise 

A Letter to the Women of England, she directly challenges the deeply entrenched belief that 

women are destined only for domestic subservience, writing: 

I shall remind my enlightened country-women that they are not the mere 

appendages of domestic life, but the partners, the equal associates of man: and, 

where they excel in intellectual powers, they are no less capable of all that 
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prejudice and custom have united in attributing, exclusively, to the thinking 

faculties of man. I argue thus, and my assertions are incontrovertible. (4) 

Here, Robinson not only asserts the intellectual equality of women but positions her argument as 

undeniable, signaling her refusal to entertain the notion that women are naturally inferior. She 

frames this claim as both logical and self-evident, appealing to reason as a means to dismantle 

gendered prejudice. Robinson continues throughout the treatise to persuade both her female and 

male readers of the moral and social injustice inherent in viewing women as the weaker sex — 

not only physically, but in mind and spirit. By rejecting these limiting assumptions, Robinson 

encourages women to reclaim their intellectual agency and challenges society to recognize 

women’s rightful place as equal participants in public, cultural, and intellectual life 

Throughout her pages, she carries on the discussion on the brilliance and strength of 

women by questioning past societal rules and expectations and by introducing the amazing 

qualities of bright minds and generous hearts of many of her female counterparts. In a direct and 

unapologetic voice, Robinson declares: 

The fact is simply this: the passions of men originate in sensuality; those of 

women, in sentiment: man loves corporeally woman mentally: which is the nobler 

creature? Yet, the present era has given indisputable proofs, that WOMAN is a 

thinking and an enlightened being! We have seen a Wollstonecraft, a Macaulay, a 

Sévigné; and many others, now living, who embellish the sphere of literary 

splendour, with genius of the first order. (12) 

By making this argument, Robinson flips the script on traditional assumptions about gender. She 

insists that women’s emotional depth and mental engagement are not signs of weakness, but 

proof of their superior capacity for meaningful connection and intellectual thought. Listing 
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respected writers and thinkers like Wollstonecraft, Macaulay, and Sévigné, Robinson shows that 

women are — and always have been — active participants in the world of ideas, fully capable of 

shaping culture and society. 

Later in the treatise, she quotes a well-known geographer who claims that “the best test of 

civilization, is the respect that is shewn to women” (63). Including this observation strengthens 

her case by linking women’s rights and social standing to the broader progress of civilization 

itself. At its core, A Letter to the Women of England is a clear, persuasive reminder — both in its 

own time and even today — that education and intellectual freedom are key to women’s strength, 

self-worth, and independence. 

2.5 Mary Robinson’s Legacy 

In conclusion, through the study of her life, her written word, and her artistic legacy, 

Mary Robinson emerges as a proto-feminist figure whose choices and contributions reverberate 

through history, laying the groundwork for future feminist thought and action. By examining her 

personal life, acting career, literary achievements, and lasting legacy, this thesis has illuminated 

the nuanced layers of Robinson's proto-feminist identity. When we study and celebrate flawed, 

but powerful women such as Mary Robinson, we acknowledge the greatness of our gender and 

the power of resilience in the face of hardship, and of education as a light toward the path of 

equality and empowerment.  
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3 CHAPTER 3: MADAME TUSSAUD – FROM SALONS TO SPECTACLE: 

MADAME TUSSAUD’S ARTISTRY IN A MAN-MADE WORLD 

In the narrative of European artistic and business endeavors, there is one name that stands 

out, not only because it embraces fully both worlds, but also because of its enduring and 

controversial legacy. Marie Grosholtz, known to the world as Madame Tussaud, transformed her 

personal adversity, artistic skill, and understanding of human nature into a commercial empire 

that transcended borders, then and now. Her journey from the gilded court of Louis XVI to the 

intellectually vibrant drawing rooms of the enlightened men of the period to the bloody streets of 

Paris, and ultimately to commercial success in Britain mirrors her inner evolution as a woman 

who loved much, lost many dear to her, sought knowledge, developed continuously, and 

survived personal and national tragedies. As a businesswoman in a male-dominated world and a 

female artist and pioneer of a meticulous, innovative, and technical art such as wax portraiture is, 

Marie Grosholtz encountered many challenges placed on her path by the patriarchal societal 

norms and the more orthodox artistic views. However, her wax sculpting, with its illusionistic 

realism, attracted people spanning every social class, and placed Grosholtz on the crossroads of 

art, spectacle, and historical documentation. The life and work of Marie Grosholtz, despite her 

personal and professional challenges, demonstrates the power of a woman who through creative 

resilience, entrepreneurial instinct, and artistic talent immortalized not only her subjects, but 

most of all, the fabric of human existence with all its complexities. 

3.1 Royal Courts and Progressive Drawing Rooms  

Marie Grosholtz was born in Strasbourg, France, in 1761, into modest circumstances. 

What we know of her father, we only have from her memories as written and told in her memoir. 

Her father, Joseph Grosholtz was a soldier who died on the battlefield two months prior to her 
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birth. His death forced Marie’s mother to seek work as a housekeeper, which brought Marie to 

the household of Dr. Philippe Curtius, a physician turned wax sculptor (Berridge 11-12). Various 

records, Marie Grosholtz’s memoir included, give different accounts of the relationship of 

Marie’s mother and Dr. Curtius – some say that he was her brother, some say her employer. 

Marie sure calls him her uncle in her memoir and mentions that he later adopted her as his own 

daughter (Walton 16). Whatever the truth may be, Dr. Curtius became one of the most important 

people in young Marie’s life. He mentored Marie throughout her youth, introducing her to the 

world of art, business, and independent thought, skills that she will use in her life to build her 

legacy.  

 In the late seventeenth century, the surgeons and professors of the medical world 

were demanding wax models to facilitate training exercises. Dr. Curtius, who was trained in the 

medical field himself, seeing the fervor desire of the medical community to learn more about 

human anatomy, jumped onto the ‘wax model making’ band wagon himself. A profitable 

patronage with the Prince of Compti, a wealthy patron of the arts and a cousin to King Louis XV, 

made Curtius quit his medical practice and move to Paris, permanently dedicating himself to wax 

sculpting (Walton 20). This particular art utilized Curtius’s medical background in that it 

required an acquaintance with human anatomy. His wax models were an expression of scientific 

study and artistic skill, and by making them accessible to the public, they also became part of the 

public spectacle.  

 Curtius recognized Marie’s inclination for details and taught her at a young age 

the intricate techniques of wax sculpting (Berridge 55). When Marie moved to France with her 

mother to join Dr. Curtius at age four, she became his apprentice. Dr. Curtius trained her in the 
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process of wax sculpting, from molding and casting to painting and hair insertion, each discipline 

requiring a tireless combination of patience, precision, and artistry. Walton explains: 

During her early years in Paris, Marie’s curiosity about Curtius’ waxworks 

grew. She acquired a love and appreciation for art, and over time, Curtius taught 

her his secrets to wax-figure making. Mary was a good student and a quick study. 

She developed perfection in creating her own wax figures and, in 1977, began 

working for Curtius. Although Curtius’ name remained on everyone’s lips, Marie 

worked behind the scenes as his apprentice. (27) 

For a young girl in humble circumstances, without a father and with no money, having a loving 

influence of a father-figure like Curtius was rare. Receiving instruction in developing a skill that 

could give Marie options beyond domestic service or marriage was monumental. Catapulting her 

career as a young female artist in a male-dominated field was revolutionary and will 

fundamentally alter Marie’s life. Dr. Curtius’s guidance offered Marie a stable home, but, more 

importantly, it gave her access to his mentorship and artistic and scientific knowledge. 

This apprenticeship did more than hone Marie’s technical ability; it allowed Marie to be 

part of a different world, that of royal courts and private salons. Dr. Curtius arranged for her to 

be an art tutor to Madame Elisabeth, the princess and younger sister to King Louis XVI. Marie 

became fast friends with Elisabeth, walking along the gardens of the Palace of Versailles, 

passing from one opulent room to another, or learning how to refine making wax creations and 

figures together. Later, when Marie returned to Dr. Curtius’ residence, she encountered a 

different kind of world – that of progressive thinkers like Voltaire and Robespierre who often 

frequented her mentor’s drawing rooms. Whether at the royal court or listening to the heated 

intellectual conversations amongst her uncle’s guests,  Marie observed three very important 
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details from the lavish life of the court in Versailles, the vitalized energy of Paris, and the 

enlightened conversations in her uncle’s room: the public was mesmerized and fascinated with 

the royals and celebrity, individuals from all walks of life, encouraged and led by the 

philosophers and politicians, were starting to think for themselves, and that life is precarious for 

everyone, but financial security makes it less so. 

3.2 A Culture Captivated by Spectacle 

When Marie became Madame Elisabeth’s art tutor, she took up residence at court — an 

arrangement that offered her a rare opportunity to observe both the royal family’s private 

interactions and their public appearances. She was particularly struck by the public’s fascination 

with the spectacle of royalty, where even the most mundane aspects of the royals’ daily lives 

became a source of entertainment for the masses. One such ritual was the nightly dining 

ceremony known as the Grand Couvert (Walton 3), where crowds gathered after strolling 

through the royal menagerie to watch the King and Queen dine, as though it were a theatrical 

performance. 

Marie’s early understanding of this hunger for celebrity spectacle deepened when, back 

in Paris, Dr. Curtius recreated that very same dining ritual using his wax figures. By paying for 

admission to his exhibition, visitors from all corners of France could witness the royal "dinner 

scene" in wax, lingering over the tranquil tableau at their own leisure (Walton 9-10). Another 

event that Curtius was quick to immortalize was the visit of the Indian ambassadors to the French 

court. Marie had the rare opportunity to create life casts of their faces, and once their official 

visit ended, Curtius installed the wax models in his exhibition in the Salon de Cire. The display 

drew eager crowds, offering them a glimpse of the world beyond France’s borders (Walton 11). 
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Dr. Curtius proved himself not only a skilled artist but a shrewd businessman, with an 

acute awareness of the political and cultural transformations unfolding around him, and this was 

portrayed in his exhibitions. As Walton puts it “Moreover, he could replace the Grand Couvert 

of Louis and Marie Antoinette with a new table filled with the latest revolutionaries” (Walton 

48). He remained consistently attuned to the key figures and shifting ideas that defined his era, 

ensuring his collection evolved to reflect the moment — “to include some of the best and the 

worst characters of the times” (Walton 11). Paris during the late eighteenth century was a city 

steeped in spectacle – a world where visual display and self-fashioning were as important as 

intellect or social status. The streets, salons, and public gardens overflowed with elaborate 

hairstyles, powdered wigs, rouged cheeks, sumptuous clothing, and a stylized language that 

blended with performance. Beyond appearances, the public’s appetite extended to the cult of 

personality, embracing figures as diverse as Madame Du Barry, whose extravagant shopping 

habits and carefully cultivated image kept her at the center of public gossip, and Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, the philosopher whose radical ideas about society and individual freedom stirred 

imaginations across class boundaries. 

This cultural hunger for novelty and spectacles did not go unnoticed by Dr. Curtius. 

Always alert to the shifting tides of public taste, he ensured his wax figures and displays 

remained as fashionable and topical as the world around them. When he sculpted Marie 

Antoinette, for example, he enlisted the Queen’s personal dressmaker, Rose Bertin, to ensure the 

figure wore the latest design fresh from court — transforming his waxworks into both artistic 

representations and reflections of contemporary celebrity culture. 

Curtius was also acutely aware that public interests were as fleeting as fashion trends, 

particularly as Enlightenment thought began to reshape the intellectual and political landscape of 
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France. He regularly updated his catalog to mirror the evolving cast of “waxen beauties, 

aristocrats, artists, and villains,” as Berridge notes, for “in the new marketplace, fame was 

transient” (24). Curtius also recognized that alongside this hunger for the glamorous, there 

existed a darker fascination with violence, crime, and the macabre. At his exhibit on the 

Boulevard du Temple — a hub of popular entertainment — he cleverly paired celebrated heroes 

with infamous villains. One of his most popular attractions, the Cave of the Great Thieves, 

featured lifelike models of murderers and criminals staged with theatrical flair: dim lighting, 

eerie blue glows, and artfully staged blood designed to thrill, frighten, and captivate his audience. 

For young Marie, who learned her craft and business astuteness under Curtius’s guidance, 

this constant interplay between spectacle and human curiosity became a crucial lesson. She 

observed not only how Curtius anticipated the desires of his audience but how he skillfully 

balanced artistry with commercial appeal. Marie followed in his footsteps in appealing to the 

audience’s curiosity; she “secured original artifacts to embellish her graphic tableaux – from the 

pram used to transport the dismembered remains of the 18900 Hamstead murder victims to King 

George IV’s glittering coronation robes” (Khan paragraph 4). This chameleon-like adaptability 

— the ability to read social shifts and mirror them through her art — would become central to 

her own future as both an artist and an entrepreneur. Through Curtius’s mentorship and her own 

sharp observations, Marie developed a nuanced understanding of human nature and of the 

public’s curiosity — insights that would form the bedrock of her enduring success. 

More importantly, Marie came to recognize a simple but powerful truth: whether royal, 

revolutionary, or philosopher, people did not like being told what to think — they wanted to be 

entertained. She understood the public’s insatiable appetite for personally encountering both the 

celebrated and the notorious. Her wax figures allowed visitors to stand face-to-face with 



36 

monarchs, murderers, revolutionaries, and cultural icons, indulging the darker side of human 

curiosity — the thrill of voyeurism and the fascination with fame and downfall. As historian 

Kate Berridge observes, Tussaud’s waxworks emerged during a period of immense social and 

political upheaval, when democratic ideals were actively dismantling the old regime and 

reshaping the cultural landscape. She writes: 

In times effervescent with change, and a period of history in which democratic 

currents were destabilizing the status quo, the waxworks exemplified an emerging 

culture of impermanence. They highlighted the mutability of fame, and the 

shadow side of human nature that is reflected in our propensity to topple those 

whom we have placed on pedestals. The waxworks were and are a brutal index of 

our voyeuristic fascination with the fall as well as the rise of celebrities, and of the 

waning of our loyalties that make us fickle fans. 

This perceptive understanding of fame’s momentary status and the public’s desire to witness 

both the creation and fall of reputations shaped Marie’s approach not only as an artist but also as 

an entrepreneur. She learned these lessons firsthand: when Curtius’s drawing rooms shifted from 

hosting noblemen to revolutionaries, when royal effigies were repositioned from revered icons to 

vilified relics or shipped off to foreign exhibitions, and when Curtius himself joined the Jacobin 

militia, Marie quietly absorbed the deeper implications of these changes.  

She internalized these lessons further in moments of personal and political gravity: when 

the severed, pale head of Madame Elisabeth rested in her lap, she steeled herself and performed 

her task without outward emotion; when the revolution stripped away the spectacle of lavish 

dress and hairstyles, replacing it with an insatiable hunger for political news, she responded with 

wax portraits of contemporary figures like Robespierre and Marat, offering the public visual 
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commentary on their volatile times. When the Reign of Terror ended, she acquired one of the 

guillotines used during the bloodshed and placed it at the heart of her Chamber of Horrors, 

understanding its grim appeal. And when Napoleon’s rise forced her to leave behind a France 

scarred by revolution and massacre, she reinvented herself in England — adopting the name 

Madame Tussaud and skillfully curating her exhibits to appeal to the monarchy-loving British 

public. 

Her models evolved alongside her audiences. She exhibited artifacts and wax figures that 

retold the story of France’s violent transformation, while continuously updating her collection 

with contemporary English political, literary, and social personalities. Among these were 

representations of Queen Victoria’s coronation (Walton 187), the notorious Mary Anne Clarke, 

mistress of the Duke of York, whose affair led to the duke’s public disgrace damaged 

professional reputation (Berridge 243), and the Italian count Bartholomew Bergami, whose 

alleged affair with Princess Caroline was scandalously publicized through accusations 

engineered by her estranged husband, the Prince Regent, later King George IV (Berridge 244). 

At the heart of her work was an understanding that people — regardless of class or 

education — were driven less by ideological instruction than by emotional engagement and 

visual spectacle. The waxworks, as Kate Berridge aptly describes, became a mirror for the 

“mutability of fame” and the darker instincts of human curiosity. Tussaud’s work capitalized on 

this tension between reverence and revulsion, allowing her audience to confront history’s heroes 

and villains at close range, to observe their features frozen in a moment that symbolized either 

triumph or downfall. 

Her evolving business strategy also reflected this adaptability. Marie’s experience under 

the mentorship of Curtius, as well as her own direct encounters with the revolution’s violence — 
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from crafting death masks of the executed to adjusting exhibits as political tides turned — taught 

her the importance of reading the public mood. Whether the public was fascinated by royals, 

revolutionaries, or scandalized lovers, Tussaud offered them a visual narrative that helped them 

process and participate in the spectacle of history. Her waxworks served as a form of 

democratized historical memory, accessible to all, regardless of class or literacy. 

In addition, beyond crafting lifelike models and offering a visual commentary of their 

world, her exhibitions also offered visitors an unspoken but powerful mirror, prompting them to 

reflect on their own precarious place in a world where fortunes, power, and social standing could 

vanish as swiftly as they had been secured. Madame Tussaud didn’t just recreate famous faces; 

she curated a visual snapshot of contemporary history and celebrity. Her waxworks included 

monarchs like Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, revolutionaries like Robespierre, and later, 

British royals and military leaders. These weren’t random — they were selected to represent the 

shifting tides of power, fame, and notoriety. The very act of placing such figures side by side 

created an implicit historical and social dialogue. The waxworks weren’t just passive displays — 

they invited visitors to imagine themselves in relation to these figures. Whether they were 

viewing the lifelike heads of decapitated aristocrats in the "Chamber of Horrors" or the serene 

images of royalty, the exhibition subtly reminded the audience that these once-untouchable 

people had met radically different fates. The message was clear: no status was truly secure. The 

exhibit quietly asked its visitors: What separates me from them — luck, birth, or circumstance? 

This deep grasp of spectacle, human longing, and the psychological undercurrent of 

public entertainment remained the cornerstone of her success. For example, Tussaud capitalized 

on public fascination with violence and political upheaval by exhibiting the death masks of 

guillotine victims, including Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette — relics she had cast herself 
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during the French Revolution. Later, she deepened her appeal to Victorian audiences by curating 

the "Chamber of Horrors," a macabre collection of notorious criminals and murderers, offering 

visitors both a thrill and a stark reminder of society’s fragility. Continuously adjusting her 

displays to reflect new political climates and popular obsessions — from revolutionary icons to 

imperial heroes like Napoleon — Tussaud not only ensured the enduring relevance of her 

exhibition but also solidified her position as both a groundbreaking female artist and a 

remarkably astute businesswoman. 

3.3 Madame Tussaud and the Business of Financial Stability 

Another crucial lesson that Marie learned through her observation and that she used 

throughout her life was that whether one was a royal, a philosopher, or a domestic servant, life 

revolved around money. As Berridge recounts from Marie’s own memoirs, Louis XVI was 

known to approach his sister Elisabeth for loans from her allowance, and the pious princess even 

helped settle some of Rousseau’s debts — an act of charity directed toward one of the 

Enlightenment’s most influential, if financially troubled, thinkers (65). Whether this story is 

entirely accurate or softened by memory, the lesson was clear to young Marie: needing money 

was not confined to the fatherless or the impoverished. Though her realization might strike a 

modern reader as somewhat cynical, it reflected a sharp and pragmatic understanding of the 

world — a world where status offered little insulation from financial vulnerability, and where 

survival and success were both measured in currency.  

This early understanding of money and power was sharpened even further when young 

Marie witnessed the Women’s March on Versailles — known as the October March — firsthand. 

Though spurred on by revolutionary agitators, the march was led by working-class Parisian 

women, many of them market vendors who sold fish, vegetables, and bread. Their anger over the 
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scarcity and soaring price of bread quickly transformed into a political uprising, aimed squarely 

at the royal family, who continued to live in extravagant comfort within the gilded halls of 

Versailles. Marie watched as what began as a protest over hunger swelled into a full-scale 

revolutionary demonstration, with thousands of women armed with kitchen knives and pikes 

storming the palace. Walton describes the event with a dose of humor and theatrical flair, yet the 

chilling reality of the mob’s violent intentions — particularly the moment when they "stabbed at 

the bedding hoping to kill the queen” (Walton 51) — is impossible to overlook.  

The aftermath of the march forced King Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette to abandon 

Versailles and return to Paris under heavy guard, effectively becoming prisoners of the people at 

the Tuileries Palace. This moment marked a turning point in the collapse of the monarchy and 

left a powerful impression on Marie’s young mind in regard to the power of the individual, 

despite their gender or class. The march also revealed something even more profound: women, 

once celebrated at court primarily as fashion icons in the mold of Marie Antoinette, were now 

emerging as visible political actors. For Marie, this event reshaped her understanding of both 

power and gender, offering her a striking new perspective on the roles women could occupy in a 

rapidly changing world. Equally significant was the realization that traditional markers of status 

— noble birth and aristocratic privilege — were beginning to erode, while wealth and public 

influence, regardless of pedigree, were becoming the new currency of power. Money, rather than 

lineage, was increasingly capable of granting access, mobility, and even protection in a world 

where rank had once been unshakable. She specifically capitalized on this understanding 

financially: her business model didn’t rely on royal patronage or the elite, but on the growing 

middle class, whose disposable income and social aspirations made them the perfect audience. 

Tussaud offered them not only entertainment but proximity to power and fame — for the price of 
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an admission ticket, anyone could stand face-to-face with kings, queens, revolutionaries, and 

celebrities, collapsing the old divides between social classes in a way that mirrored the broader 

shifts of her era. 

3.4 Enlightenment Influence on Tussaud’s Craft and Perspective 

This understanding of power and gender was made more evident as she listened to the 

forward-thinking philosophers and politicians that frequented Dr. Curtius’s home. Beside 

noblemen and women of the court, Dr. Curtius would invite various eminent men and women, 

the thinkers of the new age. Walton mentions that some of “the illustrious guests” that convened 

regularly at Curtius home were the Enlightened writer Voltaire, the brilliant orator Count of 

Mirabeau, the passionate philosopher Rousseau, and the French Revolutionary Robespierre (24-

25). These men would converse, debate, argue, and express their thoughts on Locke’s natural 

rights and personal freedom of the individual. Most of all, these educated minds talked about 

their belief in human beings as capable of rational thought on their own, without relying on 

religious dogma or inherited political governments. Berridge states,  

A letter from Diderot to Voltaire reveals the agenda: “It is not enough for us to 

know more than Christians; we must show we are better.” Each volume, like a 

secular manifesto, presented a different way of thinking about the world based on 

reason rather than religion…with a common emphasis on the power of the 

individual for self-advancement on earth. (13) 

This quote from Diderot perfectly captures the intellectual spirit of the Enlightenment — a 

movement that sought not only to outthink the old religious and monarchical order but to offer a 

more just and rational vision for society. These thinkers, including Rousseau, Voltaire, and their 

transatlantic counterparts, directly challenged the idea of divine-right monarchy and championed 
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class equality. Rousseau proposed that laws should reflect the collective will of the people, while 

Voltaire fiercely defended freedom of speech and the separation of church and state (Walton 25). 

Added to this erudite mix were figures like Franklin, whose easy charm and sharp intellect 

reflected both American ideals and personal wisdom, and Lafayette, the celebrated hero of the 

American Revolution, who embodied the age’s revolutionary zeal. (Later, after having endured 

imprisonment during the Revolution and witnessed the horrors of the Reign of Terror — 

including the executions of many acquaintances and friends — Marie would come to hold the 

latter two in deep contempt, blaming them for inciting the Revolution by indoctrinating French 

intellectuals and politicians with their ideas.) 

In this distinguished company, Marie found herself at the threshold of evolving ideas. 

She came to understand that individuals had a right to make their own success and happiness by 

using knowledge, rather than birthright, to achieve it. These powerful notions increased her 

confidence in building a life for herself based on her skill and abilities. Equally important, these 

conversations allowed her to understand the importance of appealing to the public, to all layers 

of the society, rather than a select few. Marie would continue to think about her years with the 

royals with fondness and appreciation, but she will also accept the truth that all men and women 

should be treated equally, and education should be given to all. Her exhibitions started in Paris, 

and continued on throughout America, and today in various parts of the world they continue to 

appeal to the wealthy and the poor and to allow each individual to find something to get excited 

or reflect on. Berridge says of Marie’s business approach: 

By catering to the crowd as consumers, not patronizing them as philistines or 

fearing them as a serious threat to public order, she took a radically different 

stance from the custodians of culture in Georgian and early Victorian England. 
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Instead of fearing the barbarians at the gate, she charged them admission and sold 

them catalogues. (3) 

Rather than dismiss the public as unrefined or unworthy—a common attitude in many museums 

and libraries of the period—Marie Tussaud recognized and valued popular curiosity as a 

meaningful form of engagement with history, celebrity, and the human condition. The radical 

ideals of the Enlightenment had shaped her worldview, offering her both the intellectual tools 

and entrepreneurial vision to reimagine her livelihood. Her business model was not built on 

exclusion or elitist gatekeeping, but rather on accessibility and, above all, spectacle. Marie 

intuitively understood the delicate balance between high culture and mass entertainment. Given 

the illusionistic nature of her art and the wide-ranging subject matter on display—from royalty to 

revolutionaries, from fashion icons to criminals—she might rightly be called “the original tabloid 

journalist” (Berridge 2): an innovative artist, a sharp cultural commentator, and a shrewd 

psychologist. 

In addition, Marie’s close and continuous contact with many of these celebrated 

personalities offered her an education that extended well beyond technical artistry. She observed 

not only how they dressed and spoke, but how they powdered their wigs, rouged their cheeks, 

adjusted their posture, and — perhaps most tellingly — how their expressions shifted in 

moments of anger, amusement, or quiet contemplation. Marie describes Robespierre in the 

following manner: 

In dress he was neat, and even elegant, never failing to have his hair in the best 

order. His features had nothing remarkable about them, unless that their general 

aspect was somewhat forbidding: his complexion was livid and bilious, his eyes 

dull, and sunk in their sockets. The constant blinking of the eyelids seemed to 
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arise from convulsive agitation, and he was never without a remedy in his pocket. 

(Walton 46) 

These intimate and detailed observations sharpened her ability to capture more than mere 

physical likeness; they trained her eye to register the subtle, often fleeting markers of identity, 

mood, and social status. Over time, Marie became an astute and empathetic student of human 

nature, able to translate a subject’s personality into wax with a rare combination of realism and 

narrative depth. This cultivated familiarity with her subjects gave her a distinct artistic 

advantage. Since many of the figures she sculpted were not strangers but acquaintances and 

friends, she could infuse their likenesses with nuances that went beyond the surface — telling a 

story about who they were, not only what they looked like, and thereby ensuring their memory 

lived on through her art. 

3.5 Madame Tussaud – A Recorder of History and Humanity 

In 1789, when events in France were heading toward the path of no return for the 

monarchy, Marie witnessed protestors coming to the door of Dr. Curtius and demanding the wax 

busts of the King, the Duke of D’Orleans, and Jacques Necker, the finance minister. Marie was 

intrigued at this demand, and later learned that these demonstrators used them to express their 

frustration with the current leaders of the monarchy. Two days later, these same demonstrators 

headed to the Bastille, the medieval fortress-prison that came to symbolize royal oppression, to 

protest the monarchy and launched an attack that marked the official start of the French 

Revolution.  

In the days that followed the storming of the Bastille, the violence and symbolic fervor of 

the revolution took an even more macabre turn. The severed heads of those executed during the 

uprising were brought directly to Dr. Curtius’s workshop so that death masks could be made — a 
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chilling fusion of revolutionary spectacle and historical preservation. Walton recounts one such 

moment: 

Marie maintains that after their heads were removed from the pikes, both showed 

up at Dr. Curtius’ and she was forced to make casts of them. She claimed that she 

dared not refuse, and not wanting to let the mob into the house, she took a chair 

and placed it in the doorway telling the mob they could watch her work. Philip 

Astley…witnessed the event and wrote about it in his diary, noting that he had 

seen Marie in her doorway taking the bloody heads, placing them in her lap, and 

making the death masks. (14) 

For Marie, this grim encounter confirmed that people craved tangible connections to history. 

Whether through admiration, morbid fascination, or the desire for collective remembrance, the 

public was drawn to these likenesses because they offered a way to engage with the past, to 

reflect on the uncertainties of the present, and to anticipate the future. This was not the first or 

last time Marie would touch severed heads and make death masks out of them. Right after 

Voltaire’s death, Marie was able to use his death mask and recreate a model of the most beloved 

philosopher. Among the many other guillotined heads, Marie recorded that king Louis’ severed 

head was brought to her right after his execution, even though she didn’t dare show his likeness 

in her exhibition for fear of being executed. Perhaps the most unsettling example of the death 

masks Marie was asked to create was that of Robespierre. As Berridge recounts: 

His dramatic death head, the jaw still bandaged from his suicide attempt, is one of 

the gruesomely realistic in the collection. It is this head that Marie refers to many 

times as having been take immediately after execution by order of the National 

Assembly. For maximum effect, in England Marie displayed his death head in 
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isolation. A catalogue for Cambridge in 1818 stated, “The enemy of the human 

race we have put by himself as undeserving of a place amongst men.” (160) 

This moment reinforced for Marie a profound realization — that her art could operate not only as 

a form of entertainment but also as a visual archive of national trauma and political events. These 

death masks were far more than grim souvenirs; they were silent witnesses to a world caught in 

constant transformation. Through them, Marie preserved the faces of both triumph and terror, 

marking her growing role as both an artist and an acute observer of human nature.  

With this understanding in mind, Marie strategically combined her business acumen with 

her talent for storytelling, turning her exhibition into both an entertaining spectacle and an 

educational experience. She introduced printed catalogues that offered biographical information 

on each of her wax figures and artifacts — a shrewd move that not only enhanced the public’s 

engagement but also encouraged repeat visits. These catalogues impressed upon visitors the 

historical significance of the exhibit, teaching them detailed facts about prominent figures from a 

wide range of eras and nations. Moreover, they allowed guests to explore the exhibition at their 

own pace, lingering over the displays that captivated them most, and leaving with a deeper, more 

personal understanding of history. As Walton notes, the catalogues gave Madame Tussaud the 

opportunity to emphasize the cultural and educational merit of her collection, elevating it beyond 

mere entertainment (Walton 154). 

The press of the period echoed this sentiment. One newspaper urged parents to bring their 

children, claiming that “a view of the figures will awaken in their minds a desire to open the 

pages of history and biography, and be the means of their deriving much useful knowledge as 

well as rational amusement” (Walton 154). Another publication, the Morning Chronicle went so 

far as to assert that a single visit to Madame Tussaud’s could provide, “in an hour, by looking at 
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various characters, more insight into character and biography than by months of study” (Walton 

173). Such endorsements reveal how deeply embedded Tussaud’s exhibition became in the 

social and intellectual life of 19th-century audiences. At a time when formal education was still 

inaccessible to many, her wax museum offered an informal, visual “curriculum” that blended 

historical learning with mass entertainment. The catalogues and displays together democratized 

knowledge in a way that aligned with Enlightenment ideals: the belief that the pursuit of 

understanding should be available to all, not only the elite. For children, the exhibits sparked 

curiosity; for adults, they offered the illusion of intimate proximity to power, celebrity, and 

infamy. In this way, Madame Tussaud’s Waxworks became both a mirror and a molder of public 

consciousness, offering a cultural space where education, spectacle, and commerce converged. 

Another meaningful attempt at recording history came later in life, when Madame 

Tussaud, by then living in England, established as Madame Tussaud, and well into her seventies, 

undertook the writing of her autobiography. Marie was a phenomenal artist with a sharp eye for 

detail — whether in portraiture or sculpture — a keen observer of people, and a brilliant 

businesswoman. She was also known to be a captivating storyteller, with a natural flair for the 

dramatic. However, having never received a formal education, her writing was neither polished 

nor grammatically precise. A family friend, Francis Hervé, stepped in to help her shape and edit 

what became Madame Tussaud’s Memoirs and Reminiscences of France, Forming an Abridged 

History of the French Revolution. 

Given the scarcity of official records about Marie Grosholtz’s early life, her memoir 

remains one of the few sources that offer insight into the first half of her remarkable journey. The 

lack of documentation, combined with occasional discrepancies in dates and places, has fueled 

skepticism over the years, leading some to question the accuracy of her stories. Yet, whether it 
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was King Louis’ brother supposedly flirting with her, Voltaire offering a compliment to a wide-

eyed young Marie, or whether age blurred her recollections, and a bit of embellishment crept in 

— the historical value of her memoir is not diminished. Kate Berridge explains: 

If history is about fabricating the past in the present then it is plausible that Marie 

artfully crafted a story with a cast and a plot that would be guaranteed to woo her 

audience and moreover complement the relics and figure in the exhibition. Her 

exhibits and her story mutually reinforced themselves. She let people get close to 

the famous both physically and also via her personal narrative, which rich with 

anecdote, was a form of celebrity gossip – inside information about clothes, 

hairstyles and private moments. (321) 

Her autobiography stands as a collection of vivid anecdotes and personal encounters that offer a 

unique, humanized perspective on some of the most turbulent and pivotal moments in French 

history. Beyond the facts, her reflections capture the shifting attitudes of a society in transition 

— toward politics, royalty, fashion, and culture. The portraits she paints of these key figures do 

more than retell events; they invite the reader into the texture of a vanished world, making the  

philosophies, anxieties, and ambitions of the age both tangible and deeply personal.  

3.6 Marie Grosholtz’s Legacy 

In studying the life and work of Marie Grosholtz, known to all of us as Madame Tussaud 

(a name she embraced upon her arrival in London), it became clear that she was far more than a 

gifted wax sculptor — she was an attentive observer of human nature, a savvy businesswoman, 

and a recorder of history. Through her early exposure to the Enlightenment’s bold ideals of 

individual rights, reason, and self-determination, she came to understand the importance of both 

intellectual freedom and financial independence. She recognized early on the public’s fascination 
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with spectacle, the hunger for entertainment, meaning, and connection, and she shaped her art 

and her livelihood around this understanding. Her waxworks offered audiences not only the 

exciting opportunity of standing face-to-face with kings, murderers, revolutionaries, and cultural 

icons, but also a way to witness history — its tragedies and triumphs — made personal and 

unforgettable by her attention to detail and understanding of human nature. 

Her catalogs and autobiography worked much the same way. Both served to educate and 

preserve, offering future generations a window into the shifting ideas, faces, and stories of a 

world caught between old monarchies and modern democracies. Whether sculpting a figure, 

arranging an exhibit, or dictating the memories of her long and storied life, Marie understood the 

weight of documenting human experience. In doing so, she left behind not just a business, but a 

living, breathing archive of a vanished world, one shaped by the Enlightenment, tested by 

revolution, and remembered through the lasting power of her art. 
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4 CONCLUSION: MARY ROBINSON AND MADAME TUSSAUD: BEYOND 

SPECTACLE – THE POWER OF FEMINIST INDEPENDENCE AND INFLUENCE 

Virginia Woolf, a powerful 20th century writer known for her stream-of consciousness 

style and feminist perspective, stated in her essay “A Room of One’s Own, “All women together 

ought to let flowers fall upon the tomb of Aphra Behn, for it was she who earned them the right 

to speak their minds”(69).Woolf’s statement about Aphra Behn honors Behn as one of the first 

modern women who never allowed society to dictate her life’s purpose, and who, through her 

intellectual living, professional writing, and economic agency, weaved not only an independent 

tapestry for herself, but symbolically for all women who followed.  

The lives and accomplishments of Mary Robinson and Madame Tussaud stand as a 

powerful continuation of Behn’s legacy. Like Aphra Behn, Mary Robinson and Madame 

Tussaud defied patriarchal and societal limitations by using art – stage, literary, or sculptural – as 

a platform for displaying their artistic skill, earning a living, and leaving a lasting influence. Both 

women navigated the personal and national challenges with remarkable ingenuity and self-

determination, using not only their artistic talents, but also their sharp understanding of public 

appetite for image, celebrity, and spectacle. Furthermore, just like Behn, they stand as a 

testimony of women’s intelligent thought and powerful abilities which they used to shape both 

their own identities and the cultural landscape around them. Their artistic achievements and 

personal triumphs reflect the intellectual strength, agency, and innovation that Woolf so deeply 

valued in Behn. In this way, Robinson and Tussaud are not only the beneficiaries of Behn’s 

legacy but also active participants of the evolving feminist tradition — women who moved 

beyond mere survival to leave a deliberate and lasting imprint on history.  
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Even though both Mary Robinson and Madame Tussaud emerged from distinct personal 

and professional backgrounds, they shared the ability to reinvent themselves in various stages of 

their life through their profound understanding of the public’s fascination with spectacle, 

continuous development of their artistic skills, and a sharp business acumen. Most of all, they 

shared a strong sense of their own worth and independent strength through which they were able 

to subvert the limitations of their gendered society and leave a powerful legacy of empowerment 

for all future women. Mary Robinson and Madame Tussaud used their resistance to personal 

hardship and societal marginalization to reclaim their narrative and craft their public personas on 

their own terms. For example, Robinson transformed public scandal into a prominent literary and 

political voice by publishing poetry, plays, novels, and her memoirs to define her image, while 

Tussaud turned personal and national trauma – her proximity to the violence of the French 

Revolution – into a profitable traveling wax exhibition by capturing the French and British 

audience’s attention, and in doing so, securing her financial independence. Both artists through 

their legacy of creative vision and values carved out cultural space for latter women in the arts 

and sciences field to be seen, heard, and remembered according to their own design. 

4.1 Childhood Lessons 

Both Mary Robinson and Marie Grosholtz were raised by single mothers in a world 

dominated by male authority. In Robinson’s case, her father was technically present but 

emotionally and physically absent—he left for America with his mistress and played no 

meaningful role in her upbringing. Grosholtz’s father, a soldier, is known only by name; 

according to her mother, he died before Marie was born. From an early age, both women 

witnessed the struggles of households dependent on unreliable male figures or precarious 
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domestic labor. In this environment, they quickly learned the necessity of self-reliance, diligence, 

and preparation. Both devoted themselves to developing their talents and receiving an education. 

Robinson studied the arts, literature, the classics, and music from a young age. She 

attended a girls’ boarding school and, in time, also taught others—earning a living at a moment 

when her family was in financial difficulty. Her talent and education eventually caught the 

attention of the celebrated stage director and actor David Garrick, who personally mentored her 

and nurtured her artistic and intellectual development. Under his guidance and through her own 

aptitude for learning, Robinson not only became an accomplished actress but also gained insight 

into the political and cultural spheres of her time. This invaluable early experience helped 

Robinson build a foundation that later empowered her to become not just a stage presence but a 

published author, political commentator, and voice of her generation. 

Similarly, Marie Grosholtz received both education and artistic training under the 

guidance of her mentor, Philippe Curtius, who introduced her to the intricate skills of portraiture, 

painting, sculpture, and wax modeling. Like Robinson, Grosholtz used her growing expertise to 

teach others—securing a prestigious position at the royal court as a tutor to Madame Élisabeth. 

These early professional opportunities allowed her to refine her artistic abilities, gain confidence 

in her self-sufficiency, and observe first-hand the personalities and tensions of a nation on the 

cusp of revolution. Dr. Curtius also introduced her to the intellectual climate of the 

Enlightenment, bringing her into the vibrant discussions in his drawing room, where figures like 

Voltaire, Rousseau, Franklin, Lafayette, and Robespierre gathered to exchange ideas. These 

formative experiences deeply shaped Grosholtz’s worldview and would influence her future 

business and artistic decisions. As she grew older, she continued to develop her wax-working 

craft, building a successful enterprise and drawing upon the inner strength forged in her youth. 
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For Grosholtz, as for Robinson, early life instilled the conviction that neither gender nor 

nationality should limit one’s destiny—and that, through creativity and resilience, individuals 

could alter the course of their lives. 

4.2 Marriage Challenges  

Both Robinson and Grosholtz made disastrous choices in marriage—unions that would 

bring profound disappointment, financial hardship, and emotional turmoil. Mary Robinson was 

barely fifteen when her mother, concerned that an acting career might tarnish her daughter’s 

reputation, encouraged her to marry Mr. Robinson. The match, meant to secure respectability, 

instead revealed itself as a trap: Mr. Robinson had misrepresented his wealth and social standing, 

and he quickly exploited Mary’s beauty and ambition to support his own indulgent lifestyle of 

gambling and revelry. His debts eventually landed the young couple and their daughter in 

debtor’s prison. Determined to provide for her family, Mary sought work for her husband, but he 

refused. It was during this time of desperation that she encountered the progressive writer and 

patron Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, who helped Mary publish her first volume of 

poetry. The modest earnings were enough to free the family from prison—a pivotal moment in 

Robinson’s journey toward self-belief and financial independence. 

Realizing that she could no longer rely on her husband, Robinson resolved to return to the 

stage. With encouragement from her former mentor, David Garrick, and an invitation from 

playwright Richard Brinsley Sheridan, she debuted as Juliet at Drury Lane. Her return was 

triumphant: Robinson dazzled audiences with her beauty, intelligence, and emotional depth. Yet, 

despite her success, she continued to suffer mistreatment at home. Her husband remained 

unfaithful, squandering her earnings and degrading her dignity. Amid these struggles, she 

endured the loss of her second daughter, Sophia, who died in infancy. Grieving and unsupported, 
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Robinson faced a period of deep sorrow without the family structure to help her weather the 

emotional storm. 

Marie Grosholtz’s marriage offered no greater solace. At thirty-four, she wed François 

Tussaud, and within days found herself negotiating a loan to cover his gambling debts. Like 

Robinson’s husband, François was irresponsible, opportunistic, and indifferent to his family's 

wellbeing. He gambled away portions of Dr. Curtius’s wax collection, threatened Marie over her 

earnings, and proved himself a poor partner and father. During the Reign of Terror, Marie 

endured profound personal and professional traumas: she was imprisoned, forced to create death 

masks of people she had known and served—including her friend and former student, Madame 

Élisabeth, and the royal family—and eventually lost her beloved mentor, Dr. Curtius. Around 

this same time, she also suffered the death of her first child at birth. By the time she reached 

thirty-five, Grosholtz had already weathered extraordinary grief and loss. 

4.3 The Spectacle of Life 

Despite personal heartbreak and the absence of supportive families, both Mary Robinson 

and Marie Grosholtz overcame immense obstacles by learning to trust themselves and rely on 

their own talents. Mary Robinson continued to achieve success on stage, gaining such acclaim 

that she caught the eye of the Prince of Wales while playing Perdita in The Winter’s Tale. Their 

affair became a public spectacle, and though it was short-lived—once again at the whim of a 

capricious man—it left Mary disgraced, burdened with debt, and effectively exiled from the 

acting world. 

Yet, as she had before, Robinson reinvented herself. Knowing the Prince had cost her a 

livelihood, she ensured he signed a contract to pay her an annual allowance. While he never paid 

the full amount, she secured a yearly sum of £500—enough to support her and her daughter. In 
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the wake of scandal, Robinson traveled to France to regroup and strategize, eventually returning 

to England with a new understanding of how to navigate celebrity culture. Drawing on her 

theatrical instincts and acute awareness of public fascination with notoriety and fame, she 

commissioned portraits by renowned artists like Joshua Reynolds to maintain her public image. 

She began writing cultural and political commentaries for newspapers, surrounding herself with 

Enlightenment thinkers who valued her insights on society, art, and human nature. 

Even after becoming partially paralyzed from the waist down at age twenty-four due to 

severe rheumatism, Robinson continued to write and publish. It was during this physically 

limiting time that she flourished intellectually and artistically, producing poetry, novels, plays, 

and political essays. Her work reflected a mature feminist consciousness and a commitment to 

truth-telling. Though she had been betrayed by the men in her life—her father, her husband, and 

her lovers—Robinson emerged stronger, having learned to place faith in her own ability and 

voice. Her prolific writing and keen public persona influenced fashion, politics, and literature, 

establishing her as a force far beyond the boundaries of her personal tragedies. 

Likewise, Grosholtz transformed grief and adversity into opportunity. As France 

descended into economic and political chaos, she accepted an invitation from Paul Philidor to 

exhibit her waxworks alongside his magic show. But Grosholtz was more than an artist—she had 

learned to read people, spot business opportunities, and protect her worth. When it became clear 

that Philidor was profiting from her talent without fair compensation, she dissolved the 

partnership and set out on her own, touring Scotland and Ireland with her four-year-old son in 

tow. Unable to return to France due to the Napoleonic Wars, she was separated from her infant 

son, who remained in the care of her husband. 
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During these early tours, Grosholtz came into her own as both an artist and entrepreneur. 

She created new figures, including notorious criminals for her Chamber of Horrors, and 

continued to craft lifelike portraits of royalty and revolutionaries. Ever attuned to the public’s 

appetite for drama and history, she added timely figures like Napoleon and Josephine Bonaparte 

to her collection. She also promoted her exhibitions with ingenuity—designing announcement 

posters, advertising in newspapers, and printing pamphlets with historical commentary for each 

figure. When she was finally reunited with her youngest son, she reinvented herself once more. 

Stepping onto British soil, she became Madame Tussaud. 

With the help of her two sons, Madame Tussaud toured England for over thirty-three 

years, building a reputation and empire grounded in realism, spectacle, and cultural curiosity. In 

1834, disaster nearly struck when the Great Fire of London threatened to destroy her entire 

collection. Thanks to her sons’ swift action, the figures were saved, and the incident inspired her 

to open a permanent exhibition on Baker Street the following year. There, she continued to 

satisfy the public’s obsession with fame and infamy—through wax, through story, and 

eventually, through her own memoir. 

Madame Tussaud’s legacy endures. The fascination with royalty, celebrity, and spectacle 

has only intensified with the invention of photography, television, and digital media. Today, wax 

replicas of pop stars, monarchs, and murderers fill the halls of her museum, alongside historical 

icons like Churchill, Einstein, and Madame Tussaud herself—a testament to a woman who 

turned the tragedies of her life into a triumph of art, business, and vision. 

4.4 Their Powerful Legacy 

Both Mary Robinson and Madame Tussaud endured deep personal loss, heartbreak, and 

hardship throughout their lives. Navigating worlds where men dominated the political, literary, 
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and domestic spheres, they learned early to work hard, cultivate their talents, and trust in their 

own abilities. Equipped with artistic and intellectual insight—and an astute understanding of the 

public’s fascination with spectacle—Robinson and Tussaud continuously reinvented themselves 

in response to the shifting demands of their societies. Each transformation marked a moment of 

intellectual growth, economic independence, and creative expression. 

 Robinson, drawing on the intellectual inheritance of Restoration’s women 

playwrights like Aphra Behn, Susannah Centlivre, Hannah Cowley and on the important 

influence on the transformation of the public’s perspective of women actresses by the 

mesmerizing stage actresses such as Nell Gwyn, Elizabeth Barry, Kitty Clive, Sarah Siddons, 

and others, wielded her artistic skill, her beauty, and intelligence to be an active instrument of 

strength and authority in women’s strive for self-reliance and recognition. Her literary voice, 

which ranged from romantic, but poignant poetry, to feminist plays and novels, to sharp political 

essays, allowed her to challenge the constraints placed on women’s intellect and authorship in 

the public sphere, and made her an influential figure for feminist writers of the future. 

 Similarly, Madame Tussaud, shaped by Enlightenment principles of equality and 

individual thought as encountered in her conversation with Rousseau, Voltaire, and Robespierre , 

and early artistic training by her loving mentor, Dr. Curtius, used her waxworks to turn royal, 

revolutionary, and criminal figures into accessible cultural icons – and in doing so, she carved a 

place for herself in her society, and today’s narrative, as both artist and entrepreneur. 

Robinson, through her poetry, essays, plays, and novels, and Tussaud, through her wax 

sculptures, public exhibitions, and written memoir did more than produce art: they claimed 

intellectual space and cultural relevance in male-dominated arenas. Both women also understood 
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the commercial power of their craft, turning art into both livelihood and lasting legacy — a direct 

reflection of the pioneering path Woolf credits Behn for initiating. 

In a way, Robinson and Tussaud are the “flowers” Woolf imagines women scattering on 

Behn’s grave — living testaments to the intellectual and creative freedom Behn helped make 

possible. They took the right to "speak their minds" even further, expanding it into the right to 

shape their own public images, author their personal histories, and leave a visible mark on 

cultural memory. Their impact on history made it easier for women like Virginia Woolf, 

Gertrude Stein, Simone de Beauvoir, Octavia Butler, Maya Angelou, Toni Morrison, and many 

more, to share through their artistic skills an abundance of brilliance and independent thought. 

Robinson and Tussaud did not merely navigate the patriarchal frameworks of their time — they 

reimagined the possibilities for women in the public eye, proving that art, intellect, and self-

authored legacy are enduring forces of power. Their stories remind us that the path to equality is 

paved not only not only by resistance but by the fearless assertion of one’s own voice and vision.  
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