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With support from the ATBL Transatlantic Fellowship Program, I was able to further 

my dissertation research on nineteenth-century American landscape representation. My 

interests are guided by Henry “Box” Brown’s moving panorama entitled Mirror of Slavery, 

which he performed in the United Kingdom after relocating from Massachusetts in 1850. 

For his panorama, Brown had American landscapes painted on a long stretch of canvas that 

would unfurl behind him as he narrated on stage. From written descriptions of the show 

printed in reviews and advertisements, historians have been able to identify the scenes 

Brown presented as popular landscape tropes that would have been immediately 

recognizable as “American.” Including plantation vignettes and images of specific geologic 

formations, Mirror of Slavery offered a survey of the formal conventions used to visualize 

America. 

My dissertation explores what it meant for Brown, who was formerly enslaved in 

Virginia, to re-present common American landscape images to English audiences. While 

written descriptions of these images exist in newspaper advertisements and reviews, the 

painted canvas itself is lost, and research at the British Library and other collections helped 

me establish a better idea of what the show may have looked like and how it was received. At 

the British Library’s Evanion Collection and at Bristol University’s Theatre Collection, I 

encountered ephemera from popular entertainments and Brown’s contemporaries that 

threw me into the culture of mid-century mass media. Moving panoramas were not simply 
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lectures on a stage. They were proto-cinematic, immersive spectacles that promised both 

entertainment and education. Brown did not qualify for the fame or relevancy of his 

archived white counterparts, but his success across Manchester and Leeds suggests he would 

have adopted similar strategies, such as offering viewing programs and live musical 

entertainment. This research also confirmed that there was an English appetite for scenes 

from America. As an American-born Black man, Brown offered his own perspective on these 

scenes, but he was responding to a broader demand for dispatches from the United 

Kingdom’s former colony. A late nineteenth-century program for Harry H. Hamilton’s 

moving panorama Britain’s Colonial Empire and Other Lands: 120,000 Miles in 120 Minutes, 

for example, promises to take its viewers through scenes of New York, Texas, and 

California.1 

Work in these ephemera archives furthermore revealed an English desire for minstrel 

content. In a program from Joseph Poole’s New and Colossal Myriorama, the lyrics of “Take me 

Back to Alabama” are printed for viewers to follow along during the song and dance 

performance by Carl Howlett’s Royal Marionette Minstrels.2 These findings, combined with 

evidence that Brown repurposed plantation spirituals for his own moving panorama show, 

support Hannah-Rose Murray and Martha Cutter’s contentions that Brown “personified” 

 
1 Theater program, “Britain’s Colonial Empire and Other Lands: 120,000 Miles in 120 Minutes.” Mander & 
Mitchenson Collection, University of Bristol Theatre Collection, MM/2/NT/1.  
2 Theater program, “Joseph Poole’s New and Colossal Myriorama.” Mander & Mitchenson Collection, University of 
Bristol Theatre Collection, MM/2/NT/1. 
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himself in the service of commercial success.3 Brown capitalized on the popularity of 

minstrelsy and used his Mirror of Slavery platform to forge a caricature of himself to be 

consumed by white audiences.4 Murray, Cutter, Daphne Brooks and others who have argued 

in this vein are informed by theater and performing arts disciplines in which Brown’s 

moving panorama is considered an extension of his later stage work. In 1857, Edward 

Gascoigne Burton wrote three plays that were tailored to Brown as an actor and I was able to 

read these manuscripts at the British Library, which now houses them in Lord 

Chamberlain’s Plays Collection.  

As an art historian, I was at first skeptical of the value of reading these scripts: 

certainly, I would not have anything to add to theater histories and besides, what could 

Burton’s plays reveal about Brown’s use of American landscapes? It was not until the fifth 

scene of the second act from Burton’s The Nubian Captive that my research began to coalesce. 

The scene opens with Brown’s character, Hameh, in “A wild and Dismal Swamp” 

illuminated only by a partial moon and “glimmering star [seen] very low in the heavens”5 

(fig. 1). The “Dismal Swamp” environment is one that Brown presents in Mirror of Slavery, as 

a marshland scene situated at the border of North Carolina and Virginia. Burton’s swamp 

 
3 Murray, Hannah-Rose. “‘Death or Liberty’: Brown ‘Personificating’ Himself in Edward Gascoigne Burton’s ‘The 
Fugitive Free’ and ‘The Nubian Captive.’” Journal of American Studies. Dec. 2021, pp. 1071-1097. Cutter, Martha 
J. “Will the Real Henry ‘Box’ Brown Please Stand Up?” Journal of Early American Life. Fall 2015. 
4 Brooks, Daphne. Bodies in Dissent: Spectacular Performances of Race and Freedom, 1850-1910. Duke University 
Press, 2006. Pp. 66-130. 
5 Burton, Edward. The Nubian Captive, Act 5, scene ii, 52.  
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was a location in Havana, Cuba, but in both contexts the “Dismal Swamp” was a site 

traversed by people trying to escape the geographic bounds of enslavement. The concept of 

“dismal” specifies the particular inhabitant of the environment rather than its location, 

something I also found in a score from 1860 that sets Longfellow’s “The Slave in the Dismal 

Swamp” to music (fig. 2).  

Although I had known that the “Dismal Swamp” was geographically amorphous in 

American imagination, these examples confirmed how the terrain was used to corroborate 

connotations of fugitivity. My fellowship research made it clear that landscapes were 

leveraged across media to make certain claims about subjecthood and belonging. English 

audiences were served scenes of America and minstrel vignettes—often on the same stage—

to satisfy an appetite for the foreign. Brown’s success at the intersection of geographic and 

racial difference reveals that these valences informed one another and points to the viability 

of further research on landscape and the making of racialized American identities in the 

nineteenth century.  
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Figure 2:  Title page of “The Slave in the Dismal Swamp” by Sarah A. H. Harbord. 

1860. Music Collections, British Library, London. H.1771.h.(12.). © British Library Board. 
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