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Alexander and Irving

Walter Carrington
A short note written in 1990 for private circulation following watching a play about Sir Henry Irving. Walter Carrington
here recounts his memories of F. M. Alexander talking about
his meeting with Sir Henry Irving.

Last night, May 5th, we were taken by Glyn [Macdonald] to see a one-man
show about Sir Henry Irving by Christopher Godwin at the Young Vic
Theatre. He played Walter [Collinson], Sir Henry’s valet and then gave
impersonations of Sir Henry himself.
From the small amount that I know about it, FM [Alexander] had
worshipped Irving from his boyhood. He must have read about him, and
heard others talk; especially when [Sarah] Bernhardt was touring in Australia. Almost certainly, [James] Cathcart would have spoken about him
also. Anyway, when he came to London in 1904 FM longed to meet Sir
Henry.
He had sailed from Australia on 13th April and so presumably it was
mid-June when he arrived. Almost immediately he made contact with
Lilly Brayton and then with Harry Irving and it was Harry who spoke to
his father and persuaded him to send for FM to visit him.
At this time Irving was already a very sick man. The Lyceum days were
over and he was doing some touring. His London home was in Grafton
Street and no doubt that is where FM went to see him.
Whether, at this point, FM had seen him perform, I do not know; but I
do know that he did see him in the role of Mathias in The Bells, because he
used to give a very graphic description of his entrance as the frozen man
(he said; ‘the temperature would drop a couple of degrees; he was the frozen man’) and then he would go on to point out how that manner of use
affected his breathing and his voice and to demonstrate the constriction of
the chest and its serious consequences. He attributed Sir Henry’s illness
very much to this. In his view the demand made on his voice could not
be met without causing severe damage to a respiratory mechanism placed
under such an intolerable stress.
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However, it was about three months after he first met Harry Irving
(possibly in early September 1904 – Irving started another tour in Wales
in mid-September) that FM received his invitation. He was shown in to
Irving’s presence by Walter; and Walter was on hand during some of the
interview because FM reported Irving as saying at one point ‘Oh Walter,
Mr. Alexander used to know that delightful scoundrel, Bentley’. ([Walter]
Bentley had made a name for himself on the London stage but they had
met on board ship between Australia and New Zealand. Bentley had had
been interested in Alexander’s success as a dramatic reciter and proposed
some sort of a partnership. It was then that he declared – according to
FM: ‘I’ve been stamped on all my life; but now I’m a stamper and, by
God, I mean to stamp!’)
FM said that he spent ‘a lot of time’ with Irving and showed him what
he had discovered and considered that he could help him. He gave him
lessons and said that they got on very well together and understood each
other very well. Sadly, when Irving left London FM could not go with
him, and I suspect that they did not meet again before he died. FM used
to give the impression that this had happened after a last performance
of The Bells, just as the final curtain came down; but this was not exactly

Sir Henry Irving as Thomas à
Beckett in Becket. (https://commons.wikimedia.org).
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the case. The play on the fatal night was [Lord Tennyson’s] Becket; and
although Irving partially collapsed on the stage at the end of it, he did
not die until he was returning to his lodgings with Walter, his valet and
Shepherd, his assistant and messenger. This was on Friday, October 13th,
1905. However, he had played The Bells on the previous night and almost
collapsed after it and decided not to play it any more.
FM was thirty-five when he met Irving who was born in February
1838; and so there was a difference of about 30 years in their ages. One
was at the beginning of a successful career, the other at the end. We can
only guess at the nature of their relationship, but there was friendship
and probably affection on both sides. FM would have felt diffidence
about meeting a man that he so greatly admired but at the same time he
had a strong conviction that he could help him – although he must have
acknowledged that whether Irving now could or would help himself was
another matter. On Irving’s side, I think he would have appreciated the
help given and the friendly intention but he was probably feeling by this
time that help came too late. FM must have pointed out very clearly what
he was doing to himself when he played The Bells, but he still played it a
couple of days before he died. His death must have been a great sorrow
and disappointment.
WHMC May 1990
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