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My project, The Actual Sight of the Thing: Visualizing Blackness in Nineteenth-Century British 

Culture, explores how the approaching end of slavery sparked new consideration and wariness of 

black subjects and gave birth to persistent forms of anti-blackness centered in visuality. In it, I 

consider how the act of seeing can be a deliberate and strategic sociopolitical intervention, focusing 

on visual racialism as a reactive, systematized, and yet shifting way of seeing and pointedly not seeing 

race. The work I did at the British Library and Houghton Library has added to this project (and 

others) in a number of ways, all important and some unexpected.  

One aspect of my research that benefited from my time at the libraries was my work on 

theatrical understandings of blackness. At the British Library, I was able to explore a number of 

manuscript copies of plays submitted to the Lord Chamberlin, including multiple versions of Bleak 

House and other works that referenced or featured racialized subjects.1 I was able to see how the racial 

language of a play like Bleak House shifted in its journey from manuscript to print. I found similarly 

fascinating insights about theatrical racialization at Houghton Library, where I spent time looking at 

material relating to Edmund Kean, the actor who lightened the role of Othello on stage in 1814. 

Examining his correspondence revealed the ways Othello haunted his letters and life, from 

congratulations on his performance to a request to hear an audition in the role of Desdemona to a 

former Desdemona reaching out for financial aid. My time with an Extra Illustrated edition of The 

Life of Edmund Kean also provided me with insights into his relationships with race and people of 

 
1 THE LORD CHAMBERLAIN'S PLAYS AND DAY-BOOKS; 1851-1899, 1824-1903. Add 
MS 52929-53708. British Library. 
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color.2 (Figure 1) For example, in the aftermath of a scandal over Kean’s infamous adulterous affair, 

court records show testimony from “James Parker (a negro).”3 Parker seems to reappear, caricatured, 

in the satirical prints circulating at the time. A dramatic satire about the affair also features a black 

character, with the fictionalized Kean spouting lines referring to “the black hue of that vile negro’s 

face.”4 The life of Edmund Kean, both the illustrated biography and the actual life of the man, 

contained a number of unexpected intersections with racialized characters and real people of color 

which have added extra dimensions to my understanding of his work and its impact. 

There were numerous other finds that I could (and certainly will in the future) write pages on 

but I want to end this brief report with one extremely unexpected but exciting outcome of this 

fellowship. I read a letter fragment from Percy Shelley during my time in London complaining about 

handwriting: “Do you know I can hardly make out all your letter, you write such an Indian fist – I 

thought mine bad enough but ----”5 What first drew my eye was the phrase “Indian fist” – while I 

have some suspicions (perhaps a reference to ink, or a racial/colonial dig), I have yet to decipher the 

meaning of the slight. However, as I puzzled over its punchline, something else caught my attention: 

Shelley’s own “bad enough” scrawl, which in a rebuke about handwriting is itself barely legible. It is, 

in fact, “bad enough” to inspire a digital humanities project. I came away from my time at the British 

 
2 The life of Edmund Kean: from Published and Original Sources, Extra-illustrated (HEW 14.9.2). 
Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
3 The life of Edmund Kean: from Published and Original Sources, Extra-illustrated (HEW 14.9.2). 
Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
4 The life of Edmund Kean: from Published and Original Sources, Extra-illustrated (HEW 14.9.2). 
Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
5 CHARNWOOD AUTOGRAPHS. Vol. II. English literary autographs; circa 16th-20th cent. 
Add MS 70949. British Library. 
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Library and Houghton with notes, ideas, and some 5000 pictures of manuscripts that I now need to 

transcribe, all with various levels of legibility. I mentioned the vast number of primary source 

documents I came away with from the ATBL fellowship (and the challenges of transcribing Shelley’s 

handwriting, and that of countless other authors, diarists, and letter-writers) to Tom Lippincott at the 

Johns Hopkins Center for Digital Humanities. Long story short, we won a grant to explore, evaluate, 

and improve OCR (Optical Character Recognition) through machine learning and computer vision. 

Using material like my pictures of handwritten letters and manuscripts, we hope to help future 

scholars decode primary source material (from handwritten manuscripts to scanned typeface) with 

greater ease and accessibility.  

This fellowship has been immensely important to my research and career, and I want to 

extend a huge thank you to the American Trust for the British Library, especially to Seana 

[Anderson], Elizabeth [Berkowitz], and Winston Tabb, as well as the Johns Hopkins University 

Libraries and the staff at both the British Library and Houghton Library, all of whom who made it 

possible for me to step into the archives for the first time since 2019. It has been an absolute pleasure 

to get back to the reading rooms, in no small part due to the warm welcome of Evalyn Lee and Polly 

Russell in London and Peter Accardo, Matt Wittman, and Dale Stinchcomb in Cambridge. Thank 

you! 

 

 

 



 4 | P a g e  

 

Figure 1: “Box Company” in The life of Edmund Kean: from Published and Original 

Sources, Extra-illustrated (HEW 14.9.2). Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
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