The Famous Vincenzo Lunardi: Rise and Fall of an Eighteenth-Century Aviator

Introduction

In my paper I will concentrate on the Italian Vincenzo Lunardi who carried out the first manned balloon ascent in England on 15 September 1784. He was one of the most prominent balloonists during the 1780s in Britain, but today, he is only known as a minor historical character, although he was a celebrity during the early years of flight. Before I go into detail I would like to give you an overview about the structure of my paper. First of all I will give you a short introduction into the beginnings of ballooning in 18th century Britain. Then, I will concentrate on Lunardi’s first balloon ascent and the effects of this aerial voyage. At the end of my presentation I will illustrate why Lunardi sank into obscurity after 1786, although he had been a celebrity in the years before.
The beginnings of ballooning in 18th century Britain

When the news about the first balloon experiments in France reached London in 1783, Lunardi was fascinated by the new technical invention, but more than one year went past before he finally managed to ascent with a balloon himself. At first people in Britain were suspicious about the balloon experiments of their continental neighbour. An excerpt from the Gentleman’s Magazine nicely shows Britain’s dilemma in the second half of 1783:
The whole story has been represented in a most ridiculous light by the French wits; but we have chosen to mention it, as some of our eminent philosophers have already put in their claim to the invention.

On the one hand people tried to distance themselves from the French invention and dismiss it as a toy. But on the other hand, some British scientists were already eager to participate in the new technological development so it could hardly be ignored any longer. 

Against this background it is not surprising that the first manned balloon ascent in Britain, carried out by the Scotsman James Tytler, the editor of the second edition of the Encylopaedia Britannica, was not a breakthrough in the development of ballooning in Britain. Tytler, who ascended from Edinburgh in August 1784, covered a distance of approximately 800 meters with his balloon. Compared to the first motor flight attempt of the Wright brothers in the early 20th century it should have been assumed that Tytler’s short aerial voyage was regarded as a milestone in the development of ballooning, but exactly the opposite was the case. After his landing he had to face an angry crowd of people which was terribly disappointed about his balloon ascent. In the people’s opinion it was far too short in comparison with the entrance fee for the spectacle.

Lunardi fared much better in London than Tytler had previously done in Scotland. He felt that the general attitude towards ballooning was reserved. Therefore he decided to organize an intensive advertising campaign which lasted from July until September 1784 and shed light upon his preparations for the balloon ascent. At the same time he opened an exhibition in the Lyceum in July 1784. In the exhibition people could look at the oars, the sail and the gallery of the balloon as well as inform themselves about Lunardi’s progress in preparing the balloon ascent. In addition to his own efforts, newspapers started to report on him as well. The first article that dealt with Lunardi in the London Magazine for example appeared in August 1784:

In defiance of all these misfortunes [here it is referred to Tytler’s balloon ascent in Edinburgh] a person, who calls himself M Lunardi, now absolutely exhibits an air-balloon, at the Lyceum in the Strand.

We can see that Lunardi at that point in time was still practically unknown to the public because of the phrasing “a person who calls himself M Lunardi”. 

Just a few days before his balloon ascent, which he had announced for 15 September, the exhibition in the Lyceum was closed and the exhibits were brought to the Artillery Ground, the launching place. Lunardi’s first balloon ascent passed without any major incident. His aerial voyage lasted two hours and a quarter and brought him from London to Ware in Hertfordshire. The news of his successful balloon ascent quickly spread and he became a celebrity practically over-night. 
A souvenir industry developed that focused on the successful balloonist. The first artefacts in remembrance of Lunardi’s balloon ascent in England were drawings and broadsheets which started their circulation almost immediately after the successful aerial voyage. Most of the prints concentrated on the balloon instead on Lunardi, but there were also a few pictures that showed the balloonist either on his own or together with his companions during the first aerial voyage, namely a cat and a dog. 
In addition to prints there are many other souvenirs that show the great popularity of Lunardi and his means of transport. These are in particular pieces of china, snuffboxes and fans, which depicted Lunardi’s balloon. Although the balloonist was not depicted himself, his means of transport on the artefacts can easily be assigned to him. In this way Lunardi indirectly left his mark on art. 

The situation is different in the case of a memorial medal that was issued after Lunardi’s first balloon ascent. The medal shows the profile of the balloonist on one side and his means of transport on the other. Interestingly the medal was not coined by the Royal Mint in London. It is unknown were it was actually produced, but it has to be assumed that it went back to a private initiative. In France medals with the portraits of the first famous balloonists already circulated at the end of 1783. Most of them were produced by the Royal Mint in Paris. So if the medal in honour of Lunardi was not coined by the Royal Mint in London, the question arises, what the State’s, respectively the king’s attitude towards the Italian balloonist was. Contemporary sources show that George III interrupted a council meeting on 15 September 1784 in order to follow Lunardi’s aerial voyage from his office. Nonetheless the Italian balloonist did not seem to have made a great impression on the king, because the latter did not show any ambitions to support Lunardi in his further projects. 

A final artefact which illustrates the balloonist’s great popularity not only in England but also in Scotland is the so called “Lunardi-bonnet”. It was designed after Lunardi’s first balloon ascent from Edinburgh in 1785 and was worn by Scottish women during his following ascents in Scotland. 

Not only did the souvenir industry pick up Lunardi’s balloon ascents but also literature. The first literary reactions on Lunardi and his aerial voyage on 15 September 1784 can be found in broadsheets, which were written almost immediately after the remarkable event. The balloonist was in every respect assessed positively. In one broadsheet he is even called a “man of true science”, although he was not a scientist at all but just an amateur in the field of ballooning. Lunardi’s nationality either did not play a role in the broadsheets at all, or writers tried to connect him to Britain as closely as possible, which an example from the broadsheet “Lunardi’s Grand Air Balloon” illustrates:


To your surprise did appear in the


atmosphere,


Lunardi with his Grand English Balloon

It was impossible to call Lunardi an Englishman, so that the author of the broadsheet needed to find another way to express the Italian’s close connection with Britain. In this case it is realized by stating that Lunardi’s means of transport was in fact an “English Balloon”. 

Not only do the broadsheets reveal a lot about Lunardi’s popularity in Britain but also other literary documents which were produced since Lunardi’s first balloon ascent in September 1784. An example is Frederick Pilon’s farce Aerostation, or, The Templar’s Stratagem, which was first performed on 29 October 1784. In the centre of attention is the pseudo-scientist Scrip who is very interested in ballooning. Scrip and his sister, Mrs. Grampus, try to persuade their friend Quarto to undertake an aerial voyage in the balloon Scrip has lately constructed. Quarto knows that Scrip’s balloon can only raise a small amount of weight. Therefore he argues that he would only undertake the aerial voyage under the condition that he would be allowed to be accompanied by a couple of friends:

Scrip. A couple of friends! Why, did you suppose we were such savages as to send you up quite alone? no, man; Nicolini, our fine, large, black tom cat, shall go with you.

Mrs. Gram. And my sweet little shock spaniel, Nero.

Quart. (Aside) Oh, damn your little Nero! You have the heart of Nero, or you wou’d not press me to this undertaking.

Mrs. Gram. How I shall envy you when I see you above.

Quar. And how I shall envy you when I see you below.

The contemporary audience will have recognized the allusion to Lunardi’s aerial companions immediately. In addition to this reference a lot of other allusions can be found in the play that refer to Lunardi’s first balloon ascent. It is remarkable that his name is not mentioned in the play at all. Obviously Lunardi was such a famous person after his first balloon ascent that only a tiny reference to his aerial voyage sufficed in order to identify the balloonist. The characters of the play try to copy as many elements as possible of Lunardi’s aerial voyage in order to make Quarto’s balloon ascent a success. Quarto for example, who is very much interested in returning safely to the earth, has provided himself with a warm nightcap in order to protect himself against the sleepiness that Lunardi had encountered on his first aerial voyage. 
Another detail of Lunardi’s first balloon ascent is discussed later in the play when Quarto, Scrip and Mrs. Grampus talk about a suitable landing place. Scrip insists on Ware in Hertfordshire, although Quarto has a completely different view on that:

Quar. Why, I was thinking when I had got as far as Highgate, it wou’d be a pretty little voyage; then I cou’d stop at the Horns and take a little refreshment to revive my old heart.

Mrs. Gram. What, go no farther than Highgate. 

Scrip. I pique myself your pitching at least as far as Ware, in Hertfordshire. 

Most of the literary reactions that centred on Lunardi appeared shortly after his respective balloon ascents, which he undertook at different places in Britain. An exception is the anonymously published novel The Balloon, Or Aerostatic Spy from 1786, which is at the same time the last literary text that focused on Lunardi at all. The novel looks back on Lunardi’s grand successes in earlier years, because when the text was written, Lunardi did not conduct any important balloon ascents any longer. His former successes are presented in time-lapse and cover the period between 1784 and 1785. One of the longest descriptions is devoted to Lunardi’s first balloon ascent, which is described as the following:

[…] I observed that new Notices were given of the intended ascension of another aerial traveller […] To his Notice I attended, and the rather, as I understood the Adventurer was an Italian. […] This was Mr. Lunardi, since so famous in London, and in general so well received by the English Nation, as introducing a new Science into our Country.

On the 15th of September, 1784, this Gentleman ascended, in every respect fulfilling his promise to the public. […] About 150,000 people assembled on this occasion, and they did not go away disappointed.

The quotation shows that numerous details of Lunardi’s first balloon ascent found its way into the novel, among them for example the number of spectators which corresponds to the reported number in the newspapers of 1784. 

The end of Lunardi’s career as a balloonist in Britain
A balloon ascent from Newcastle in late summer 1786 proved Lunardi’s undoing. The problems already started before the actual ascent. The balloon, which was secured by a couple of volunteers, was hit by a gust of wind so that the people who were holding the ropes had to let the balloon go. One of the volunteers got tangled up and was unable to get free in time so that he ascended with the balloon but fell from a height of 300 feet and died immediately. This accident marked the turning point in Lunardi’s career as a balloonist in Britain. He never carried out any further balloon ascent in Britain but retreated to Italy a couple of months after the incident in Newcastle. His popularity rapidly declined. Neither did he play a role in literature any longer nor did the souvenir industry continue to put out souvenirs on the Italian balloonist.

Lunardi returned only once to England in the spring of 1787, not to perform a balloon ascent but to display his latest invention, the so-called Aquatic machine, on the Thames. The Aquatic Machine was a kind of small lifeboat, which should prevent sailors from drowning after a shipwreck. Lunardi used a similar strategy to draw the public’s attention to his latest invention as he had done before in the case of his balloon ascents. The newspaper The World: Fashionable Advertiser published an announcement of Lunardi on 2 June 1787, in which the latter reported about an upcoming exhibition of his new invention in the Pantheon. In a further notice he stated on 6 June, that he was so delighted about the great public interest in his invention that he was planning to carry out an experiment on the Thames, which would be open to the public. It is remarkable that Lunardi himself constantly avoided reference to his former balloon ascents, maybe out of fear that people could be reminded of the former accident in Newcastle. The World: Fashionable Advertiser on the other hand did not fail to mention his attachment to ballooning. The headline of an article from 28 June reads: “The Water Balloon, Or, perhaps more properly, LUNARDI in the THAMES”. Lunardi’s close connection with ballooning is also emphasized at the end of the article:

At any rate, the ingenious inventor is entitled to encouragement and reward – he has explored the elements, for the information and security of mankind.

Here, Lunardi’s entire achievements are honoured, which included ballooning as well, because the article stresses that he explored the elements. Despite the fact that the public seemed to have been friendly toward Lunardi, he did not take up his career as a balloonist in Britain again but left London shortly after the experiment on the Thames. At first he went to Spain and became the first balloonist there. After that he continued his balloon ascents in Portugal, another country in which manned balloon ascents had not been carried out before. Lunardi always enjoyed being the first to do something, and that is maybe also the reason, why he did not take up his career as a balloonist in Britain again. He had managed to become the first aviator in England, but since then a lot of rivals started to carry out balloon ascents in that country as well, among them for example Jean-Pierre Blanchard and James Sadler. The Frenchman Blanchard was the first balloonist to cross the English Channel together with the American John Jeffries in January 1785. Their aerial voyage was regarded as far more spectacular as Lunardi’s first balloon ascent in 1784 so that Lunardi’s achievement was pushed into the background. Apart from Blanchard, who had carried out several less spectacular balloon ascents in England before he crossed the Channel, James Sadler developed into a serious rival not only for the Frenchman but also for Lunardi. Sadler succeeded in launching a balloon from Oxford in November 1784 and with this became the first Englishman to carry out a manned balloon ascent in his own country, which made him very famous. If Lunardi had remained in Britain, he would have had to deal with a serious amount of rivals in the field of ballooning, because Blanchard and Sadler were only two successful balloonists and a lot more followed in the second half of the 1780s. 

After Lunardi finally had left Britain in 1787 the British press did not follow his further journey through life. So the reputation of the Italian balloonist soon declined and he was more and more forgotten, which can nicely be illustrated by the news of his death in 1806. Only the European Magazine reported on it and devoted a short note on the death of the former celebrity: “Deaths Abroad. At Lisbon […] Vincent Lunardi, the celebrated aeronaut.” The shortness of the report shows how insignificant Lunardi’s death was in Britain at the beginning of the 19th century. The former balloonist was still remembered, but his status as a celebrity had already faded and the newspapers did not view his death as important as one might have thought. Not even an obituary on Lunardi was published. 

Let me conclude. The case study of the Italian balloonist Vincenzo Lunardi showed how somebody could become a celebrity within a very short period of time, but it also demonstrated that a celebrity could quickly sink into obscurity if the successes stayed out. 

The souvenir industry which focused on Lunardi in 1784 and 1785 demonstrated that the Italian was made a celebrity by the public, because the initiatives to merchandise Lunardi’s balloon ascents either came from private persons or industrialists. Yet the State itself had an indifferent attitude towards the balloonist and did not support him in any way. 

Furthermore broadsheets were responsible that the news about Lunardi’s successful balloon ascent quickly spread. They tended to glorify the aviator so that the reservations of the public with regard to ballooning were overcome very soon. Britain developed into a nation that was enthusiastic about the new invention and consequently celebrated the balloonist. Between 1784 and 1786 a lot of literary texts appeared which focused on Lunardi. It is remarkable that all genres dealt with him and his balloon ascents in England and Scotland. 

In 1786 ballooning was not a novelty in Britain any longer but became part of everyday life, a development to which Lunardi had greatly contributed. As soon as other balloonists succeeded in carrying out remarkable balloon ascents, Lunardi’s status as a celebrity declined and his achievements in ballooning were pushed into the background. The end of his career as an aviator in Britain was triggered by an accident which happened during the preparations of a balloon ascent from Newcastle, when one of the helpers got killed. Lunardi retreated to Italy only a couple of months later. Consequently his popularity soon declined. Although Lunardi came back to London in 1787 to display the Aquatic Machine, he did not remain in England for a long time but went to Spain and Portugal instead in order to carry out balloon ascents there. During the following years Lunardi became increasingly unimportant in Britain. A commemorative stone which was erected by William Baker near Ware in Hertfordshire has survived until today and reminds people of the first balloon ascent in England:

On this rude Monument

For Ages 

That wonderous enterprise, successfully achieved

By the powers of Chymistry

And the fortitude of Man

Unfortunately the balloonist who contributed to the breakthrough of ballooning in Britain had already been forgotten at the beginning of the 19th century. 
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