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Anna Maria Barry examines a notorious 
court case that casts a fascinating  

light on sex, marriage and the stage  
in Georgian England

The case of the 
philandering 
opera singer
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to divorce her husband if she was able to 
prove life-threatening cruelty. Only a 
handful of women ever managed to do this. 
It was not possible for a woman to bring a 
criminal conversation case to court. 

Tabloid tales
The period in which criminal conversation 
trials occurred most frequently was from 
around 1770 until 1830, during which time 
there were many high-profile cases. A 
consequence of bringing such action to A
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court was that the protagonists’ lives were 
laid bare and dissected in public. The press, 
of course, had a field day reporting on all the 
scandalous details that came to light in the 
court room. Illicit affairs and betrayal sold 

newspapers, especially 
because the trials 
often involved 
prominent society 
figures. Cheap 

pamphlets were also sold recording all of the 
evidence verbatim so that nobody missed 
any of the details. So well-known were such 
trials that the abbreviation ‘crim con’ 
became a phrase used to describe illicit 
behavior amongst the well-heeled classes. 

One of the most notorious cases arose in 

D
uring the first half of the 
19th century, John Braham 
(1777-1856) was one of  
the most famous men in 
Britain. An opera singer  

of international renown, he had appeared at 
theatres across Europe. But on 23 July 1816, 
he attracted an audience for all the wrong 
reasons. This crowd packed a courtroom at 
London’s Court of Common Pleas in order 
to hear the case brought against Braham  
by Mr Wright, a purser who worked in the 
naval service of the East India Company.

Journalists waited with their pens poised, 
ready to report the details of the trial. 
Braham’s counsel paced, eager for the 
opportunity to make the singer’s case. 
Wright’s counsel glared at them, wondering 
what their defence would be. But just what 
had Braham been accused of? This was a 
trial for criminal conversation. 

Criminal conversation
Criminal conversation was essentially a 
euphemism for adulterous sex. Criminal 
conversation trials, then, were a legal 
mechanism which enabled the husband of 
an adulterous wife to claim damages from 
his spouse’s lover. This was based on the 
understanding that a wife was her husband’s 
property. As she had been defiled, her 
husband was able to seek financial 
compensation from her defiler. Such trials 
were notorious in Georgian and early 
Victorian Britain. In the late 17th and early 
18th century, cuckolded husbands had 
tended to deal with infidelity through 
personal violence – most typically through 
duels. However, from the middle of the 17th 
century there was a growing culture of 
litigation as more wronged husbands turned 
to the courts for revenge and compensation.

Criminal conversation convictions did 
not amount to divorce. Divorce in the 
modern sense only came into existence in 
1858, although it remained too expensive for 
many until after the First World War. Prior 
to 1858, divorce could only be granted 
through an Act of Parliament. This was an 
expensive and embarrassing procedure, so 
cases were rare; there 
were only 314 acts 
passed between  
1700 and 1857. As 
Parliament would only 
pass an act if a husband could prove his 
wife’s adultery, a criminal conversation trial 
was often the first step for men who wished 
to obtain a divorce. In 1809 this became 
mandatory, and the transcript of the initial 
trial had to be submitted to Parliament with 
all requests for divorce. A wife was only able 

The press had a field day reporting on all 
the scandalous details that came to light

Sir Richard Worsley allowed a friend to spy on his wife, Lady Worsley, while she was changing
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1782 when Sir Richard Worsley took his 
wife’s lover George Bisset to court, in the 
hope of claiming £20,000 in damages –  
an astronomical sum. However, his action 
backfired on him when it became clear that 
Lady Worsley had enjoyed a string of affairs, 
which her husband had known about and 
even encouraged. When it came to light that 
Sir Worsley had once lifted a friend so that 
he could watch his naked wife undressing 
through a high window, it became obvious 
that he was no wronged husband. His 
reputation was in tatters and he was only 
awarded a shilling in compensation. This 
trial is reconstructed brilliantly in Hallie 
Rubenhold’s recent book, Lady Worsley’s 
Whim: An Eighteenth-Century Tale of Sex, 
Scandal and Divorce. It is easy to see why 
such cases captured the imagination of the 
public. When a famous figure like Braham 
was involved, interest was especially high.

Rags to riches
John Braham was perhaps the most famous 
British opera singer of the 19th century, with 
a career that spanned a remarkable 65 years. 
His life story was a rags to riches tale which 
itself reads like the plot of an opera. He 
started life as a Jewish orphan on the streets 
of London’s East End, selling pencils in 
order to make ends meet. A cantor at the 

local synagogue took the young Braham 
under his wing, training him as a choirboy. 
With the support of a wealthy Jewish family, 
Braham continued to receive musical 
training, eventually establishing a career  
on the London stage. 

In 1797, he began a tour of Europe with 
the British soprano Nancy Storace. Together 
the two singers performed for Napoleon’s 
family in Paris, also singing with much 
success throughout Italy. It was so unusual 
for British singers to prove successful in 
opera’s homeland that Storace and Braham 
returned to London as stars. At around this 
time, the singers became lovers and in 1802 
they had an illegitimate son, Spencer. 
Storace would live with Braham as his 
common-law wife until his trial of 1816. 

I first came across details of Braham’s 
court case when conducting research for my 
PhD, on male opera singers of the 19th 
century. I was alerted to it by a report I 
stumbled upon when searching for Braham’s 
name in newspaper databases. Further 
tailored searches (using the names Braham 
and Wright and the year 1816) produced a 
raft of additional reports and editorials 
about this case, which was quite unusual. 

“Using the same search terms in Google, 
I was also able to locate a number of 
pamphlets which were printed about the 
case. These were held in various libraries 
across Britain. Sold for two shillings, these 
pamphlets, typically included a biography  
of Braham, an editorial condemning his 
behavior and a complete transcript of all  
the evidence offered in court. To my 
surprise, I discovered that modern reprints 
of two of these pamphlets were available on 
Amazon. These sources were complemented 
by a collection of Braham’s correspondence 
held at Sir John Soane’s Museum in London. 
His letters offered further insight into the 

Nancy Storace (1765-1817)
When Braham began his affair with Mrs Wright, he was 
living with his common-law wife Nancy Storace. The 
couple had been together for almost 20 years. 
Though Braham was the greater celebrity of the 
two, Storace was also an opera singer of 
considerable renown. Born in London in 1765, 
Anna Selina Storace (known as Nancy) had an 
English mother and an Italian father. Stefano 
Storace, who hailed from Naples, was a double 
bass player at London’s Italian Opera and he 
encouraged the musical talent of his young 
daughter. The young Nancy was trained by various 
Italian masters, making her first public appearance in 
1773. Not long after this she travelled to Italy, where 
she performed in cities including Naples and Florence. In the 
latter city the young singer caused a sensation when she out-performed a celebrated 
Italian singer – much to his annoyance. 

In 1783 Nancy joined the operatic company at the court of Emperor Joseph II in 
Vienna. During this period she became good friends with Mozart, appearing as Susanna 
in the 1786 premiere of the composer’s famous opera Le Nozze di Figaro. Returning to 
London in 1787, Storace established herself as one of the most popular singers of the day. 
Not long after this she met Braham, and the two spent several years touring Europe 
together. The couple returned to England in 1801, and the following year Storace had 
their illegitimate son, Spencer. She continued to perform until 1808 when she took her 
formal leave of the stage, retiring to her house in suburban Herne Hill. 

PERSONAL FILE

A woman catches an amorous couple by surprise, she says: “Get our of my house, you hussey.”
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was pregnant. Nancy Storace was equally 
shocked to find herself jilted by her partner 
of almost 20 years.

Before it even came to court, this case 
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circumstances and consequences  
of his trial in 1816. 

“Using all of these materials, I was able  
to build a surprisingly detailed picture  
of Braham’s affair and the resulting trial 
which took place in 1816.” 

Wright Vs Braham
The trial arose because Braham had an  
affair with the wife of his former friend,  
Mr Wright. Braham and Storace had long 
been friends with the Wrights, often staying 
at their London home. When Mr Wright 
was required to spend time in India for 
work, he had left his wife in the care of his 
musical friends. He had no idea what would 
happen next. On his return to London,  
he was horrified to find that his wife had 
taken up residence with Mr Braham, 
abandoning her children. Furthermore, she 

scandalised society. The audience hissed at 
Braham when he performed, and newspapers 
printed comical cartoons which depicted the 
tenor fleeing London with his new mistress 
in his arms. Mr Wright turned to the courts 
to avenge this great embarrassment, hoping 
that he would be awarded damages of 
£5,000 – a significant sum.

The trial began with a statement from  
Mr Wright’s counsel. They explained that  
he had been a model husband to his wife, 
who had been a widow when he met her.  
Mr Wright had taken in the children from  
her previous marriage, before the couple  
had more of their own. Various witnesses 
were produced to prove that the Wrights  
had been happily married prior to his 
departure for India. 

The trial took a more interesting turn 
when the time came for Braham’s team to 
make their case. Their defence was most 
unusual, and it was this that made Braham’s 
case so unique. Mr Wright, they argued, was 
to bear some responsibility for his wife’s 
actions as he had allowed her to associate 
with Braham and Storace – dissolute singers 
who had long been known to live in sin. 
They said: “It is impossible for a virtuous 
woman to be frequently in the company  
of a kept mistress, and not to catch some 
portion of the profligacy that necessarily 
belongs to such a state of life. […] If [Mr 
Wright] allows his wife to become familiar, 
by associating with another man and his 
kept mistress, he has no great right to 
complain if she in her turn becomes  
a mistress also.” 

This extraordinary defence placed the 
blame for Braham’s affair on the husband 
whose wife he had stolen. Furthermore,  
it cannily spun commonly held prejudices 
about the disreputable lifestyles of theatrical 
performers to Braham’s advantage. The 
singer’s counsel then produced a string  
of witnesses, including servants and friends, 
who proved that he had long enjoyed  

In Georgian Britain, theatrical personalities were not held in high esteem. Actors,  
singers and other performers had long been viewed with suspicion, and were  
typically characterised as disreputable bohemians, prone to promiscuity and excess.  
There was also a long-standing association between acting and prostitution: both  
actors and prostitutes were objects of desire whose services were advertised publically 
and exchanged for money. Furthermore, acting and prostitution were two of the only 
professions that enabled women to be self-sufficient during this period. In addition  
to these prejudices, performers were also seen as vagabonds and outsiders because  
they travelled from town to town and kept unconventional hours. It is easy to understand, 
then, why stage folk were seen as disreputable. These sentiments are evident in some  
of the reports that were published about Braham’s trial. A typical example dramatically 
proclaimed: “Few and evil are the days of most theatrical characters”.

But there was something of a double standard operating here. Many were quick  
to condemn the bad behaviour of performers like Braham, but they also flocked to see 
him sing in their thousands. While aristocrats patronised singers and dancers, employing 
them as entertainers and music teachers, these professionals were seldom accepted  
into polite society in Georgian Britain.

Nevertheless, over the course of the 19th century attitudes slowly changed. Leading 
actors and singers worked hard to present themselves as respectable people, establishing 
training schools and professional societies that helped performers gain respect and 
recognition. These efforts culminated in two important events. In 1895, Henry Irving 
became the first actor to be knighted, while the operatic baritone Charles Santley  
became the first singer to be knighted in 1907. These landmarks signify that, by the  
turn of the 20th century, attitudes towards performers had changed significantly.

SOCIAL HISTORY

This cartoon shows a wife being cross-examined during a criminal conversation case
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KEY SOURCES

The National Archives 
Criminal conversation trials were held  
at the Court of Common Pleas or Kings 
Bench. The National Archives holds  
the trial records. However, these 
documents are very difficult to navigate 
as they are not digitised, indexes are 
incomplete and some records have  
been destroyed. The National Archives 
website offers much detailed advice  
in its ‘Divorces: further research’ guide, 
which is the best starting point when 
attempting to locate any surviving  
legal records. 

Historical newspapers 
Because court records are so tricky  
to navigate, newspapers offer the best 
chance of finding information about 
criminal conversation trials. The British 
Newspaper Archive (britishnewspaper 
archive.co.uk) is a good starting point 
(also available at findmypast.co.uk)  
and is freely available at most public 
libraries where you can also get access  
to The Times Online. Search for the 
names of those involved in cases. If  
you get too many irrelevant hits, then  
add “criminal conversation” to your 
search. Results will range from verbatim 
accounts of evidence given in court,  
to editorials chastising the behaviour  
of the guilty parties. The Times is  
a good place to start, as it reported  
on many ‘crim con’ cases.

Published accounts 
Pamphlets were published detailing more 
high-profile cases. A handful of examples 
have been reprinted in modern editions, 
available on Amazon. Others are 
scattered throughout various libraries. 
Searching Google for ‘Wright Braham 
1816’ reveals that one such pamphlet 
about the Braham affair is held in the 
Somerset Records Office, while another 
can be located at Leeds University Library.

a suspiciously intimate relationship with  
Mrs Wright in the full knowledge  
of her husband. It was revealed that  
Mr Wright had often allowed  
them to stay up late 
unaccompanied and  
had even permitted  
them to take trips 
together. Furthermore, 
they had been in the 
habit of sleeping in 
adjoining bedrooms 
during Braham’s 
increasingly frequent 
visits to the Wrights’ 
house. Remarkably, 
Braham’s defence was 
successful. He escaped 
with damages of £1,000 
only – a fraction of what 
Mr Wright had hoped for. 

What happened next?
It has sadly not been possible to trace what 
became of the disgraced Mrs Wright or her 
husband after this trial. One wonders what 
became of her unborn child, which the trial 

records imply was Braham’s. 
Braham went on to marry a socially 

ambitious 17 year old, quietly converting 
from Judaism to Christianity. This new 
domestic arrangement helped to restore  
his reputation, and the affair was forgotten 
quickly. Storace did not fare so well. She  
was devastated at Braham’s betrayal and 
moved out of their home, taking almost 

everything with her. In correspondence, 
Braham complained that she had left him 

without so much as a plate to eat from  
or a bed to sleep in. Storace died not 
long after this. Her son, Spencer, 

claimed that she died of a broken 
heart. She had not had  

time to change her will, 
so Braham inherited  
all her money. However, 
he passed this on to 
their son. Embarrassed 
by his parents’ scandal, 
Spencer changed his 
surname and eventually 
became a clergyman  
in rural Essex. Braham 
had a further six 

children with his new 
wife. His eldest daughter 
became a society figure  

of some note after a string of four 
advantageous marriages. She became  
Lady Waldegrave, and eventually inherited 
the gothic mansion at Strawberry Hill, 
which had once belonged to Horace 
Walpole. How far this family had come 

from the Jewish East End and the operatic 
scandal of 1816!

Researching crim con trials
Braham’s trial was unique as it involved 
both a high-profile performer and a 
particularly unusual defence. This means 
that the singer’s trial attracted wider 
coverage. However, many other ‘crim con’ 
trials were reported in detail in newspapers 
and periodicals. It may be that an ancestor 
was involved in such a trial – if not as a key 
protagonist, then as a witness. Trial reports 
may include details of living arrangements, 
habits, personalities and relationships. This 
is the sort of colour that can make a distant 
ancestor much more than a name and a set 
of dates on a page.

These reports also shed light on life in 
Georgian England. In Braham’s case, his 
trial indicates much about attitudes towards 
women, the role of the husband and the 
status of performers. The trial was every bit 
as dramatic as the stories Braham performed 
on stage. It ended, like so many operas, with 
tragedy for the women involved – one 
disgraced and the other fatally scorned. 

Mr Braham’s daughter, Victoria, was a society 
figure who married four times

A picture of Mr Braham in The 
Illustrated London News, 1852
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He had long enjoyed a suspiciously 
intimate relationship with Mrs Wright 


