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When I first learned about the Fellowship Program at the American Trust for the 

British Library, I leapt at the chance to apply. My research on theater and spectatorship in 

the nineteenth century relies heavily on first-person accounts of performance from actors 

and audience members, and I knew that having the financial support to spend substantial 

time at the British Library and Houghton Library would allow me to build a much more 

textured archive of primary sources, including hand-written letters, draft manuscripts, 

theatrical scrapbooks, cabinet photos, and other materials that would not otherwise have 

been available to me. 

My time at both libraries fully satisfied this expectation, as I was able to pursue new 

avenues of investigation in my current book project, which explores how nineteenth-century 

British theater audiences helped shape imperial ideologies. One of the book’s chapters, for 

example, focuses on accounts of the brown-face roles performed by the celebrity actor 

Edmund Kean ꟷ and especially on his appearances as a “tawny-faced” Othello. In looking 

through the archival collections at the British Library, I was intrigued to discover several 

letters that linked the process of Kean’s “browning up” to the storied circumstances of his 

death, which occurred shortly after he collapsed on stage during a performance of Othello in 

1833. One of the records suggests that the process of applying the make-up was itself nausea-

inducing, and a doctor present during Kean’s final illness writes that the actor was so weak 

that the brown paint was left on his face for several days after his collapse. Given the weight 
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that many theatre histories place on Kean’s racial impersonation of Othello, I am fascinated 

by the repetition of this anecdotal connection between Kean’s exit from the stage and the 

materiality of his stage appearance. Here as elsewhere, spectators secure the resonance and 

staying power of Kean’s performance at the very moment when they seem to be narrating its 

disappearance. 

At the Houghton Library, I was able to spend time with artifacts from another 

structure of repetition integral to spectator experience: a series of twelve playbills 

announcing performances by the Black American actor Ira Aldridge at the Adelphi Theatre 

in Edinburgh in 1851. In my book chapter on how white audiences framed the significance 

of Aldridge's performances, I look in particular at what I call acts of narrative revision: that 

is, at the way spectators use both repeated viewing and retrospection to construct racial 

meaning. These revisionist strategies seem to me to be fully on display in the construction of 

the Adelphi playbills, which begin by counting the sequence of Aldridge’s appearances 

(from the “First Appearance this Season of the Celebrated African Roscius, Ira Aldridge, who 

is engaged for twelve nights!” to the “Fifth Appearance”) and then switch to marking time 

backward from the final night (from the “Last Night But Eight” to the “Last Night of His 

Engagement”). In the asymmetry between these two segments (five forward and eight 

backward), I see the Adelphi managers encouraging spectators to adopt an attitude of both 
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anticipation and premature retrospection ꟷ priming them to see Aldridge’s performance as 

something that is both new and already known. 

In the Adelphi sequence this tension between the unprecedented and the proleptic, 

which derives in part from the experience of serial theatergoing broadly, is also linked 

specifically to the construction of racial meaning through the rhetorical framing of 

Aldridge’s biography on the first, second, and twelfth playbills: 

As the African Roscius is the only actor of colour that was ever known, and probably 
the only instance that may ever occur and having been acknowledged by the Press of 
England, Ireland, and Scotland to possess histrionic talent of the highest order, the 
following sketch of his life may not be unacceptable.1 
 

The narrative stresses the originality and uniqueness of Aldridge’s performance ꟷ his status 

as first and only ꟷ at the same time that it positions his stage appearance as pre-established ꟷ 

his talent already “acknowledged.” And it is no accident that it is to the “Press” of England, 

Ireland, and Scotland that the authority to confer or withhold that possession of talent is 

accorded. At both the beginning and end of Aldridge’s appearances in Edinburgh, audiences 

are invited to re-view Aldridge through the framing of white spectator narratives.  

My research this summer has been enriched by these and other theatrical artifacts 

housed in the rich collections at the British Library and Houghton Library, and I greatly 

appreciate the opportunity to share my work as an ATBL Fellow. 

 
1 Adelphi Theatre (Edinburgh, Scotland) playbills, 1851 July 5-21, Bernth and Judith Lindfors collection concerning 
Ira Aldridge, Paul Robeson, African, and African American performers, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 


	LEriksCline_ResearchReport_2021_2022_CoverFinal.pdf
	LEriksCline_ResearchReport_2021_2022.pdf

