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Five Points, Manhattan, 1821

To white eyes every black man is Othello. A creature of ungovernable desires, lusting after white women and liable to murder. This is why you stay silent in the presence of white folks. When the trustees pay their annual visit to the African Free School, you’re not one of the boys who stick up their hands to recite the scripture passages your teachers have made you memorize. Rather than put yourself on display, you prefer to watch the white men enact their own performance. Puffed up and red-faced, quoting Latin mottos whose only purpose is to remind you: know your place.

Philip Bell

We spent our schooldays together but we weren’t close. I always had the impression of him holding back. Ira rarely shouted or wrestled with the rest of us and sometimes, when I was walking down the road with him, I would hear him sigh to himself. You couldn’t pick his face out in a crowd and that seemed to be how he preferred it. The peculiar thing was that we were each of us supposed to stand out.

The trustees called us the future leaders of our race, the first black generation in New York born to freedom. But our school was a sorry thing. Five hundred children crammed into dilapidated buildings. Teachers coming and going so often you hardly knew their names. And the pupils themselves turning up in ragged clothes, going back to squalid homes at the end of each day. The trustees said they’d make us into ‘men of distinction’. They lined us up at our public examinations and gave out prizes for the best Bible recitation. We offered ‘our feelings of warmest gratitude and tenderness’ – that was the phrase – to the trustees, as they sat looking on. Receiving a prize was a great honour and there was plenty of vying for the right to speak. I never once saw Ira volunteer. Looking back now, I think he had a better idea than the rest of us.

What was our future to be, as leaders of our race? Boys were taught to be tailors or carpenters, shoemakers or blacksmiths. Girls learned to sew and knit. Or else they said, go and work the land so that our nation may be cultivated by intelligent and industrious coloured persons. In the year of our graduation, the best of our class, aged fifteen, long-limbed and light-skinned, stood before us to give his valedictorian’s address. The trustees sat in a row behind the stage, wearing smiles of expectation. But the boy failed to strike the anticipated note of optimism. ‘What are my prospects?’ he said. ‘To what shall I turn my hand? Shall I be a mechanic? No one will employ me; white boys won’t work with me. Shall I be a merchant? No one will have me in his office; white clerks won’t associate with me. Drudgery and servitude, then, are my prospective portion.’ Across the hall I spotted Ira, face blank, shoulders bowed, and I thought of him then as flotsam, about to be swept out into the tumult of the city, once the doors shut behind him for the last time. As we all were.

* * *

At dawn. Your father asleep on the other side of the basement room. Your brother beside you in the bed. The winter morning is so cold that you can’t bear to move, so you lie still trying to preserve the pocket of heat beneath the blanket while the city grumbles to life outside. Carriages rattle over rutted streets. The cries of the baker’s boy with his basket of spiced gingerbread and fresh-baked tea rusk. Then two pedlars pushing a wheelbarrow and a Dutch churn, calling out, Sour buttermilk. A scratching sound inside the room shakes you out of your reverie. In the half-light, a mouse explores the wooden floor. Torn between lassitude and revulsion, you watch its staccato movements, nosing the ground for scraps of food wedged between the floorboards. Your disgust flares at the temerity of the creature. Its interloper presence. Its thin, flickering tail.

You spring out of bed, fetching the broom from the corner and, raising the handle, slam its brush head down in the direction of the mouse, which goes skittering behind a wooden chest. Joshua jolts awake and across the room Father sits up. By the time they are on their feet you’ve pushed the chest aside but the mouse has disappeared into a knothole in the floorboards. It’s the third time this week. The endless repetition of the morning, waking to the same four walls, hemmed in between Joshua’s sleeping body and the noise of the street outside, the vermin indistinguishable one from the next. You long to be someplace else. At least Joshua is free to come and go as he pleases. He, being five years older than you and employed as a labourer, regards himself as a man of the world, departing the basement at night dressed up in his coat and long watch chain, leaving you alone with Father, who sits reading scripture aloud by candlelight at the end of every day.

Father is a lay preacher at Old Zion, on the corner of Frankfort and William, and carries himself stiff-backed like he’s ready to deliver a sermon, even though every day except Sunday he’s out on the streets as a straw vendor. It’s his white, broad-brimmed hat you see first, coming down the road as he sits mounted on his cart, the skinny horse pulling his wares and him required to shout, Here ’s straw, like every other Negro jostling for attention in Five Points. You can tell the time in this neighbourhood, day or night, by the sounds of the street. The later the hour, the more raucous the cries. Women parade the sidewalk, banging tin pails and shouting, Come-get-your-lily-white-hot-corn-just-out-of-the-boiling-pot. Oystermen steer horse-drawn carts down the street. Stalls materialize along the sidewalk for vendors selling Rockaway clams until the early hours. After dark, an army of tubmen emerges. They work in pairs, bawling back and forth to each other, as they push their carts down to the wharves to dump the waste from the city’s privies in the Hudson. The men spend their earnings from each cartload on rum to help them endure the night’s labour, and thus the commotion gets worse as the hours progress. They take to singing or shouting abuse, the contents of their carts splattering on to the streets as they become more careless, and the houses along their route filling with the reek of their passing.

But inside the apartment itself, the nights are terribly quiet compared to the nocturnal hubbub outside. Once Father has finished reading there’s little you have to say to each other. When you and Joshua were small, Mother would sing in the evenings. You remember sitting, one on either side of her, while she recited an exquisitely sad hymn that was only bearable because it gave you an excuse to squeeze close to her in the candlelight. You can recall her voice lilting the words to ‘Leaning on the Everlasting Arms’, more readily than you do her face now. Five years after her passing, the time you spend with Joshua and Father is a daily reminder of her absence.

It is viciously cold when you climb the steps to the street. A layer of ice coats the sidewalk. Carriage wheels have shaped the horse muck on the cobblestones into grooves frozen hard as iron. You are apprenticed to your father’s brother, a shoemaker. Already you’ve spent more time at the foul-smelling tannery than you think you can stomach for the rest of your life. You’re early this morning so, before you submit to another day in the over-hot workshop, you turn in the opposite direction and begin walking through the streets without destination.

New Yorkers say Five Points is the city at its most fetid. Its red-brick tenements harbour every kind of wickedness and degradation. Mr Foster calls the neighbourhood ‘a sad, an awful sight – a sight to make the blood slowly congeal and the heart grow fearful and cease its beatings’. You read his book in school and were angry that someone could dismiss your home so ungraciously. ‘The very type and physical semblance of hell itself.’ To your mind Five Points is not much different to any other poor, rough district of New York City. Its benighted reputation is more to do with white folks’ disdain for a neighbourhood where black people have gathered together in numbers. A place where they walk free from the shadow of slavery.

Despite what is said about it, Five Points is not all whorehouses and gambling dens. You pass Old Zion, where every Sunday the whole neighbourhood comes together, and, walking west through the cold streets, you think of how the cooks and domestics and day labourers in the congregation transform themselves weekly into creatures of marvellous plumage. And the way that, in the evening, after church is done, Negroes gather from all across lower Manhattan to parade along Broadway, the ladies in hats abundant with ribbons and flowers, the gentlemen wearing striped trousers and kid gloves, swinging gold-headed canes, extravagant lengths of watch chain in their waistcoat pockets. Negroes are barred from the city’s pleasure gardens, and many of its finer establishments, but during the Sunday promenade you would think New York City belonged to them.

Not that the white folks will have it that way. The newspapers carry letter after letter protesting that the ‘black dandies and dandizettes’ have taken over the streets. They complain about black folk walking in groups, arm-in-arm, and not stepping off the sidewalk to let white folk pass. The lot of black people in this country is so abysmal that you revel in the complaints. Each anecdote is a small victory. Sometimes you pick up old newspapers from the street and scour them for stories of outraged white people. On Broadway, reported the National Advocate, a black woman was heard to say ‘she wished the yellow fever would kill all the whites, that the blacks might have the sidewalks to themselves.’ In another edition of the same publication, a black man was quoted exclaiming, in a peevish tone, as he elbowed a lady out of her way, ‘Damn these white people, there’s no getting along for them.’ The Gazette and General Advertiser described one Mr Isaiah Kip assailed by four black women who ‘spoke to him in a very vulgar obscene manner, calling him Blue Bollocks’.

You blink against the wind, eyes moistening. Reflected in the window of a hat store you see a thin boy with his head bowed and his collar raised, swimming up the street on this frigid morning. The prospect of another day of paring, rasping, scraping, hammering shoes with only another day and then another of the same after that makes you sigh aloud. You pause at the corner, lifting your face to a shaft of pale sunlight that has broken through the clouds. Once again you wish that you could be Joshua instead. After he’s done with work for the day, he’s out to the dance cellars, returning home in the early hours wreathed in the scent of tobacco and sweat. You picture the room, packed with bodies, hot and noisy with fiddle, drum and trumpet, and the dancers crossing their feet, stamping their heels, beating their hands against their legs, spinning and dropping to the floor.

Without noticing where you’re headed, you have walked to the Hudson River. Your feet often lead you here. You like to stand at the edge of the water, gazing out at the open horizon, the three-masted packet ships gliding out from the docks. Isaac Wright & Son. Jeremiah and Francis Thompson. Goodhue & Co. Sailing out of view, New York to Liverpool in forty days. Do black people live better abroad than here? Can they be much worse off?

The cold is severe enough this morning to have iced over parts of the water, just thinly. Last winter, the whole river set hard like a pavement. The packet ships were stuck in place. Terns and herring gulls paced impatiently across the ice, pecking at its surface. Boys amused themselves by throwing stones across the frozen expanse, and occasionally at the birds too. In your mind, you saw yourself walking out on to the motionless river, walking until you had left New York behind and were quite alone, advancing across the sea, mile after mile over the creaking ice, fragile as it was.

2

The play is Macbeth. The actor, Edmund Kean. You watch from the gallery of the Park Theatre, trying to make sense of what you’re seeing. There is an elemental vigour to Kean’s movements. The unexpected pauses. His mercurial shifting from the mundane to the spectral. Each transition is a shock, a lightning strike in the dark. Joshua has been coming to the Park for years but it’s only lately you’ve joined him. Father regards the theatre as a cesspit of immorality. You come anyway, in secret, choosing the liveliness of the playhouse over another night with him and his verses.

But until now you’ve never seen anything like Kean. He is an Englishman and the finest Shakespearean actor of his generation. Where other classical performers are grandiose and declamatory, Kean is alarmingly naturalistic. He hardly looks as if he belongs onstage. He is small, dark, with a grating voice and, it’s widely known, a heavy drinking habit. His characters are dishevelled and mumbling, as if they’ve wandered in off the street. Yet his presence throws the rest of the production into shade. Even the raucous atmosphere in the gallery is not enough to distract you from his performance.

All around you, bodies are crushed in close, talking loudly, coughing and spitting, drinking gin. Cigar fumes sting your eyes and cloud the view below. A man next to you is trying to eat a steaming meat pie, balancing the hot pastry on the tips of his fingers as, with each bite, its soft base collapses further, and chunks of meat and gravy slide on to his pants. Behaviour in the third-tier gallery is absent the illusion of refinement. Up here whites and blacks mix together and the idea that the former are members of a superior race is readily contradicted by the boorish conduct on display from all parties.

In the interval, the musical numbers are met with hooting and loud jeers. Apples and roast chestnuts are hurled on to the stage. You squeeze back through the crowd, past a whore and her client rutting in a half-lit corner near the bar, and down the stairway to the alley. No Joshua with you this evening. As you lean against the wall, trying to ignore the stink of piss, you wonder how it is that the rest of the audience aren’t lined up beside you, so dazzled by Kean’s performance that they also need to breathe in the night air and recover themselves.

Unprompted yet fully formed, the thought comes: you want to stand in his place, on the stage, to know the fullness of that alchemy, the mystery of his performance. The notion is as unlikely as it is compelling. You, who have always hidden away and refused attention. Yet it seizes you so hard you lose your bearings for a moment, dazed, standing out in the noxious alley, as a white man pushes past you through the narrow doorway and up the stairs.

On the African Theatre

Before he founded the African Theatre, William Brown was a ship’s steward, working aboard the transatlantic passenger packets between Manhattan and Liverpool. A steward was one of the most important figures on the ship. He was the solicitous attendant to the passengers’ needs, the ship’s discreet go-between and fixer, who saw all and knew all. Brown, charming and self-assured, born a free man in the Caribbean, earned enough from his salary and generous tips to quit the sea and settle in New York.

In August 1821, he launched a venture in the yard behind his house, which stood on Thomas Street at the dividing line between Manhattan’s affluent West Side and the raucous Five Points. The African Grove was a tea garden, catering to black gentlemen and ladies who were unwelcome in the city’s other fashionable ice-cream parlours and cafes, and the tone was firmly refined. Visitors were entertained with vocal recitals and a string quartet. Gentlemen dressed in wide pantaloons and shining boots. Ladies wore pink kid gloves, silk parasols hooked on their arms. There were cakes and roast meats to eat and a bar offering brandy and gin toddies, strong ale and mulled wine.

The African Grove was a victim of its own success. Less than a month after opening, it was shut down by the patrolmen of the watch after Brown’s West Side neighbours complained about the excessive noise. By September, Brown was back with a new business. Opening the upstairs of his house to the public, he launched the country’s first black drama company: the African Theatre.

The company debuted with Richard III. It was a production of variable quality. The actors were amateurs who worked by day as servants and tradesmen; each member of the small cast played several roles. On the frequent occasions they forgot their lines they resorted to ad-libbing. Props and costumes were rudimentary: Richard III wore a robe fashioned from a red velvet curtain. But many of the company had previously been enslaved and the mere fact of their being onstage, performing Shakespeare, was a powerful refutation of the idea of black benightedness.

From among the cast, James Hewlett, a Caribbean ship’s steward like Brown, emerged as the troupe’s star performer. In The Drama of King Shotaway, an original play written by Brown, he performed several songs and danced in a ballet, in addition to taking the title role. Led by Hewlett, the company was popular enough with black New Yorkers for Brown to make an audacious move in January 1822 to new premises at the Hampton Hotel on Park Row, next door to the Park Theatre, one of the city’s foremost venues. From there, Brown, the impresario, and Hewlett, the virtuoso, set themselves up as a mirror image to their storied neighbour. When the Park announced the American debut of the great English tragedian, Junius Brutus Booth, in Richard III, Brown countered with a revival of his own production, starring Hewlett. Where black visitors were confined to the third tier of the Park, white attendees to the African Theatre were likewise seated in the far reaches of the house.

The calculated irreverence of the theatre matched the growing assertiveness of black New Yorkers across the city in the waning days of slavery. Newspaper court reports echoed the same irritation with impudent blacks as the readers that wrote in complaining about haughty dandies and dandizettes on Broadway. The Courier and Enquirer reported that Diana Dixon, a young black woman, responded with derision when given six months in prison for stealing two teaspoons and a fan. ‘Six months is nothing,’ she told the judge. ‘I would not care if you added ten more to it.’ Eliza Hazard, a mulatto given fifteen months hard labour for theft, uttered ‘an audacious laugh’ and told the judge to ‘go to hell’. A young black man sentenced to six months ‘burst into a loud laugh, and remarked that six months to him was only a breakfast spell’. From the ‘boisterousness of their manners’ to ‘the disgusting indecency of their language’, wrote the New York Enquirer, free black people were ‘impudent and offensive beyond all precedent’, and ‘a nuisance incomparably greater than would be a million slaves’.

Leasing a space right next door to the Park signalled the level of Brown’s ambition. But it also brought him into direct conflict with the Park’s intimidating manager, Stephen Price, the most powerful figure in the New York theatre world. Price was also known as King Stephen, a title that inevitably brought to mind the English tyrants America had fought so hard to escape only decades earlier. Plainly put, he was not someone you wanted for an enemy. In May 1816, Price’s youngest brother, Benjamin, was killed in a duel with a British army officer, who subsequently fled to England. A few years later, an army captain from the same regiment visited New York and boasted of being ‘instrumental in goading’ his fellow officer into the duel. Price, who was confined to his bed with gout, forced himself up, hobbled to the Washington Hotel and issued a challenge to the visiting captain. They duelled on Bedloe’s Island, where Price shot his opponent dead with a single bullet.

By relocating to Park Row, Brown made himself Price’s latest adversary. For years New York theatres had been entertaining audiences with plays featuring an array of simple-minded blacks. The Park itself had presented The Disappointment; or, The Force of Credulity, in which a black man named Raccoon – inevitably shortened to Coony – was the ready target of swindlers. At the City Theatre, Triumph of Love; or, Happy Reconciliation featured Sambo, a doltish former plantation slave, followed by The Irishman in London; or, The Happy African, pairing a black man and a ‘wild’ Irishman, two races united in their subhuman nature. Brown’s company had given the lie to that popular notion of black people as overgrown children. Mounting productions of Shakespeare, and even directly competing with the Park to stage the same play, suggested a parity between black and white – Hewlett and Booth, Brown and Price – that Price could not stand for.

He sent hecklers to join the white theatregoers at the back of the African Theatre. They talked over every performance and threw chestnuts and apple cores at the actors. When Brown persisted in staging his performances, airily observing that ‘whites do not know how to conduct themselves at entertainments for ladies and gentlemen of color’, Price went further. At his instigation, a dozen members of the watch raided a performance of Richard III, storming the stage midway through a soliloquy by Hewlett, who was hauled off, along with the rest of the cast, and locked up at the watchhouse. The actors were released only after swearing to the magistrate never to perform Shakespeare again.

Little Africa, January 1823

You learn the history of the African Theatre belatedly, when you finally become a member of its troupe. This is after you quit the tannery, to the anger and disappointment of Father, who hoped you’d eventually follow him into preaching instead of taking up the sinful business of acting. After Hewlett decides the rest of the company is holding him back from fame and leaves to star in his own one-man shows. And after you, at no one’s invitation, have made yourself an inconspicuous but constant presence backstage, sweeping up, carrying costumes, running errands. The company has moved to a new home, out of town, a roughly built wooden playhouse on a vacant lot on the corner of Bleecker and Mercer, in the free black community known as Little Africa. Brown is casting around for a leading man and you are ready.

You are sixteen when you perform Shakespeare for the first time: an earnest Romeo, smooth-cheeked and slender. When you speak blushingly to Juliet it sounds as natural as any adolescent fumbling with grown-up words of desire. Where Hewlett would dominate the stage, bullying his way through a part, you are softer, more sinuous. You take your cue from Kean. His Macbeth felt like an inevitable presence, as if the play would fall apart without him. There was no thundering or stomping about but rather a stillness so that, once he began to speak, there was nowhere you wanted to be but listening, rapt before him. Maybe acting is not like winning a prize at school for declaiming the loudest. Perhaps it is more like silencing the room with your whispering voice.

This, more than any school, is your true education. You discover how to twist and transform yourself for the night, becoming a nobleman in Verona, a rebel chief defying British rule in the Caribbean or a Native Indian on the plains of Chippewa. Sometimes you think it is too great a pleasure to be permissible. But once you have known this feeling, it is impossible to let go of the idea that the whole of life is a performance. Watching the well-dressed black patrons take their seats with such a show of dignity, heads high, looking neither left or right, it seems to you that they must know they’re taking part in a masque. No less than the white folks with their feigned superiority, which reveals itself so easily as an illusion when you see how they behave at close quarters.

On the inimitable mimic

The Englishman Charles Mathews is known as the ‘inimitable mimic’. His one-person At Home shows are a cavalcade of impersonations, ventriloquism, facial and physical contortions, character sketches and comic songs lampooning his English countrymen and figures from further afield, such as the Scots, French and Flemish. Everyone is fair game in a Charles Mathews entertainment.

At the invitation of Stephen Price, Mathews has been touring theatres in North America while developing material for a new production. He is fascinated by the accents and customs and the ‘broken English’ of black America. A visit to a black church in Boston was particularly enlightening. ‘The pranks that are played in the “nigger meetings”, as they are called, are beyond belief. Yelling, screeching, and groaning, resembling a fox-chase much more than a place of worship.’ The new show will be based on his research. It will be ‘rich in black fun’.

True to his pledge, Mathews’s Trip to America opens in May and features an array of comic characters. These include Colonel Hiram Peglar, a Kentucky shoemaker; Jonathan W. Doubikin, a slow-witted Yankee; ‘a runaway Negro’ named Agamemnon who is played in blackface as ‘a fat, unwieldy fellow’; and, most strikingly, Caesar Alexander Hannibal, a ‘Black Tragedian’ who Mathews claims to have seen at ‘the Niggers Theatre’ engaged in the ‘preposterous’ act of performing Hamlet.

The Hannibal sketch opens with the tragedian delivering a soliloquy. ‘To be, or not to be, dat is him question; whether him nobler in de mind to suffer or tak up arms against a sea of trouble and by opossum end ’em.’ Then Mathews breaks character to explain to the audience the extraordinary response he witnessed when Hannibal accidentally substituted ‘opossum’ for ‘oppose them’: ‘At the word opossum, the whole audience burst forth into one general cry of “opossum, opossum, opossum”. On enquiring why, I was informed that “Opossum up a Gum Tree” was the national air, or sort of God Save the King of the Negroes, and that being reminded of it by Hamlet, there was no doubt but that they would have it sung. The cries increasing, the sable tragedian comes forward and sings their favourite melody to great cheers before proceeding with the play.’

The target of Mathews’s mockery is the African Theatre, with the character of Hannibal based crudely on Hewlett. The show is supported by Price, sending a clear message to Brown, who he still has in his sights. A warning in the National Advocate, written by an ally of Price, is yet more explicit. ‘It is rather hazardous for Mr Brown to continue with his theatrical experiment this summer. The thermometer is at 85 and the mercury is rising.’

August 1823

It is nine o’clock and you are backstage when the commotion starts. You are not performing tonight but you hear men shouting and the tumble of furniture. The screams of ladies. You rush front of house to see a mob of fifteen white men charging through the theatre. Black patrons are scrambling out of their way. A woman in a peach-coloured dress is shoved to the floor. The white men break up the benches, turning them into clubs with which they smash the lamps. Some of them climb into the boxes, others on to the stage. They cut the cord holding up a circular frame of candles and send it crashing downwards. They slash the scenery and rip down the curtain. They tear the costumes off the struggling bodies of the actors.

And even as you watch, paralysed in horror, someone punches you, catching the side of your face, and you collapse to the ground. An overweight man with ginger hair stands over you. From the floorboards you briefly consider the flapping sole of the man’s boot as he launches a kick at your head. You shut your eyes and you can hear the man exhaling with the effort of each kick, and further away, running feet, cries, a burst of guttural laughter.

Later, as you sit amid the wreckage of the theatre, William Brown, his face bruised and swollen, his white shirt torn, is adamant that he recognized the thugs. Price’s men. Brown rises stiffly and goes to the watchhouse to bring action against them. He insists you come with him. But it is a forlorn endeavour and you both know it. The men are charged with assault and battery but the case is dismissed before arriving in court. Brown’s patrons are too frightened to come back to the theatre. His venture is thoroughly broken.
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London, 1825

George Davidge

The boy turned up at my door knowing no one in London and barely able to look me in the eye. Even before he spoke I’d decided to put him on the stage. You just had to look at him. His movements languid like he was swimming. Eyes blinking so slowly he might have been dreaming. And the colour of him. Skin that caught the light and held it. Actors, they come to you hungry to please, like panting dogs. He gave you nothing and you couldn’t get enough of it.

Our theatre, the Royal Coburg, is a handsome one, with gilt cherubs watching from the ceiling and a 36-foot-high curtain. But it is Lambeth, the wrong side of the Thames. Hazlitt was unjust to compare us to a ‘brothel filled with Jew-boys, prostitutes and mountebanks’. But all the same, the better class of patron is reluctant to pay the toll to cross Waterloo Bridge for the privilege of being robbed by the pickpockets of the Marshes.

As manager this past year I have tried to raise our sights. There’s less of the regular fare, the farces and melodramas. Dr Preston and his demonstration of nitrous oxide will not be booked for this season. Instead we have King Lear and Hamlet, albeit abridged and with musical interludes. And now, The Revolt of Surinam; or, A Slave’s Revenge, ‘a most faithful Portrait of the horrors that arise out of the dreadful traffic of slavery, as depicted in its principal role by A Man of Colour’.

* * *

The wonders of the London stage are various and magical. Every day is a chance to see the greatest performers of their generation. To be an actor yourself in their midst is like inhabiting a dream within a dream. You watch Macready as Lear, G. F. Cooke in Richard III and Sarah Siddons’s mesmerizing portrayal of the sleepwalking Lady Macbeth. Then, once the curtain is down, you’re a witness to the complicated drama of their personal lives in the private clubs of Soho and Covent Garden, where actors gather after hours. Cooke, drunk one night and slumped in a corner, descending so fully from exuberance to melancholy that he’s unaware of the wet patch blossoming at his crotch and spreading down his breeches. Master Bailey, despondent enough at losing a part at the Covent Garden Theatre that he tries to cut his own throat. And Kean himself, notorious for arriving late onstage because he’s too busy making love to an actress in his dressing room, eventually sued by the husband of Charlotte Cox, another performer who he’s having an affair with.

Theatre managers know their stars are made of volatile matter. Cooke is sometimes too inebriated to leave his dressing room when the curtain goes up. Worse yet are the occasions when he does arrive onstage but is unable to recall which character he’s playing – declaiming ‘Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow’ while the rest of the cast bravely tries to make it through the first act of Lear. An audience, scenting disarray, will be pitiless, hurling fruit and storming the stage.

To ameliorate the threat of a riot from an unsatiated crowd, London plays are spectacular affairs. For the Battle of Waterloo at the Royal Garden, the Vauxhall promises ‘A Grand Military Fete; Ballets, minuets, quadrilles, fireworks and an American aerialist enveloped in fire’. There are shipwrecks, earthquakes, volcanoes, burning houses, aquatic dramas, and animals of all kinds. Lions, tigers, elephants. A horse cast as the lead in a production of Richard III. A dog so versatile it plays the cat in Dick Whittington.

One night, at the Westminster Pit, you see a fighting monkey called Jacco Macacco pitted against Puss, the favourite bull terrier bitch of the prizefighter Tom Cribb. You stand in the swaying crowd of sweeps, lamplighters, dog-meat men and drunken sons of nobility pushing and jostling to stay on your feet as the animals claw and bite each other until the dog’s carotid artery is severed and Jacco’s jaw has been torn away and they both lie, twitching and bleeding and whining for it to end. To your shame, you allow yourself to be carried onwards with the crowd, roaring in search of the night’s next distraction.

There are times when you wake with a pounding head and puke-spattered pantaloons, clawed creatures and shapeless debaucheries swimming monstrous in the dark of your memory. It is too easy to be swept along in the lurid entertainments of this city at night. Better perhaps to stand apart, as you learned to do at school, than follow the pack. From two o’clock to five o’clock every afternoon, the city’s fashionable people show themselves on Bond Street. Fancy shops and splendid equipages and the self-conscious haut-ton desperate to give the impression that they do not care whether or not heads turn at their passing. Sometimes you join that throng, enjoying the effervescent novelty of the spectacle. You are watching an unfolding performance. The city, both backdrop and leading character. London, playing itself. You could never tire of it. There is a kind of splendour in every detail, even in the flight of a pigeon. Watch it glide. Hollow bones and a grey body against a grey sky. A flash of iridescence, green and purple, as it turns and catches a shaft of sunlight on its wing.

* * *

It is five months since you first arrived in London and here you are rushing through the streets of Lambeth with a script stuffed in your jacket pocket, on your way to play the lead at the Coburg. Heads turn as you hurry by and you like to imagine that the barrow boys and shopkeepers recognize you from the stage, that they shout eager greetings in your wake. And if they are simply staring at the novelty of a black man not dressed in livery or pulling a cart, well, you will still accept that.

The playbills for the Coburg announce you as Mr Keene, the name you’ve adopted in homage to the great actor. Its familiarity is intended to catch the eye of theatregoers. Maybe it will also silence some of the sceptics in the press who say a black man doesn’t belong onstage. ‘We have endured the spectacle of theatrical dogs, horses, and elephants before,’ said the Sunday Monitor in response to the bills. ‘And now, for a more monstrous exhibition than all the rest, we are to be treated with a Black Actor, a right earnest African Tragedian.’

The idea that your presence onstage is inherently ridiculous has been shaped in part by Charles Mathews’s return to London. His show, A Trip to America, has proved wildly popular here, and the conjunction of his performance with your recent arrival from New York has convinced many theatregoers that you must be the real Caesar Alexander Hannibal. In advance of your debut the English press hasn’t troubled to hide its preconceptions. ‘Mr Mathews gave us a man who looked like a devil and danced like a baboon, whose language was eew massa, and me kill him Brute, and whose voice was like the bellowing of a townbull. We confess, Mr Mathews’s description has prejudiced our minds and we expect to see a mere burlesque on acting, by some sooty child of ignorance.’

October 10th. Standing in the wings on opening night, there’s a ringing in your head, a jangling through your body. From beyond comes the sound of chattering voices, coughing and laughter, as the audience settles in place. You are nervous and excited and afraid. You close your eyes, breathe deeply, and try to still time. Then, as the curtain rises, you step out on to the wide stage.

The Revolt of Surinam calls itself ‘a Grand West Indian Melodrama’ and an actor might be tempted to wail and smite his breast in the role of Oroonoko, a noble prince tricked into slavery. You forgo bombast for sorrow. In your interpretation, Oroonoko clings to dignity despite his subjugation. His choice of suicide over slavery at the climax of the play is a symbolic act of liberation. When you finally take your bow, you are met by the experience – unimaginable in America – of the all-white crowd joined in applause for you. The morning after, you arrive at George Davidge’s office to find his desk already scattered with newspapers. The manager watches you with an arch smile as you leaf through them, afraid to see the critics’ verdict, and already berating yourself at the foolhardiness of standing on a stage exposed to the judgement of strangers.

‘This is, we believe, the only case in which one of “Afric’s swarthy sons” has in Europe aspired to the honours of the buskin,’ reports the Globe. ‘The part of Oroonoko, which Mr Keene performed last night, is so characterised by rant and affectation, that it is almost impossible for a performer to avoid falling into these defects. However, on the whole, his conception of the character was very judicious and he rarely overstepped the modesty of nature.’ Your heart gives a little jump as you read. London is so large, its theatregoers so opinionated, that you’d feared only a cold response to your debut. But here instead is pure happiness. A vindication of the temerity of your decision to cross the ocean. ‘His conception of his part is decidedly good, his action rather graceful, his step firm, and his attitudes dignified,’ says the British Press. ‘He has evidently studied the tricks, the starts, and the hems and ha’s of his namesake but he is by no means deficient in original talent. We do not hesitate to express our opinion that his acting will gratify many and astonish all.’

Davidge, keenly attuned to the power of novelty, extends your stay at the Coburg from a fortnight to seven weeks. In addition to Oroonoko you take on an array of dark-skinned roles, from a fierce Moor in The Castle Spectre and a rebellious slave in The Death of Christophe to an imperious soldier in The Divan of Blood! The parts all share the broken speech and supposedly brutish demeanour of a black man as imagined by a white playwright, but you strive to surmount the flimsiness of the characters as they’re written and bring them to nuanced life. Sometimes you think of those abolitionist medallions illustrated with a kneeling slave: whenever you see one, you want to break the man out of those chains and pull him up to his feet. But you have no quarrel with the legend beneath the image: ‘Am I not a man and a brother?’ You pose the same question to the audience every night you perform.

On slavery

The humanity of a black man is a timely and controversial subject in the Britain of 1825. After two hundred years during which the trafficking, bondage and barbaric treatment of millions of Africans was accepted as the price of sugar and cotton, the public is finally sickening of slavery. Parliament abolished the trade in 1807 but it is still legal in the colonies, with more than 700,000 enslaved Africans labouring on plantations in the West Indies. But William Wilberforce, hero of the 1807 abolition bill, is ailing. The emancipation cause is now led by more cautious figures, like Thomas Fowell Buxton of the Society for the Mitigation and Gradual Abolition of Slavery. Nevertheless, a grassroots movement is building. Campaigners circulate pamphlets throughout the country describing how, in the Caribbean, ‘the most disgusting sights that any part of the world can produce’ are to be witnessed daily. Dozens of ladies’ anti-slavery associations are formed across the nation. In Leicester, the radical Quaker Elizabeth Heyrick is calling for a boycott of ‘the deadly bane’ of Caribbean sugar.

Pitted against the abolitionists are the powerful interests of the pro-slavery lobby. The aristocrats and men of business that run this country. Among them are dozens of MPs with financial ties to the colonies. In the House of Lords, Prince William, third in line to the throne, calls himself ‘an attentive observer of the state of the Negroes’, by which he means he is a frequent visitor to the Caribbean, where he is a friend to plantation owners and is known to have contracted a sexual disease at a mulatto whorehouse.

In the West End, the hit of the summer season is Presumption; or, The Fate of Frankenstein, an adaptation of Mary Shelley’s novel staged at the English Opera House. T. P. Cooke plays the monster as hulking and baleful, his hair lank and skin coloured an unnatural blue, the bestial antithesis to the cool and rational Victor Frankenstein. Hisses sound from the audience at his presence. A lady has to be helped out of the theatre after becoming faint at the sight of him.

There are significant differences between the play and the novel. Notably, the monster onstage is a mute creature whereas the book derives its pathos from the fact that he speaks more eloquently than his creator and is able to narrate the horror of his condition with moving sincerity. Did Mary Shelley have in mind the plight of the enslaved, yearning to free themselves from a life that is not their own? In Presumption, the monster’s reflection on his suffering is missing. He is reduced to a childlike brute. A caricature of a black man as a simple-minded savage.

In Parliament, soon after the production opens, Foreign Secretary George Canning, a wily and influential supporter of pro-slavery interests, reaches for this version of the monster to press the case against abolition. ‘In dealing with the Negro,’ Canning tells MPs, ‘we are dealing with a being possessing the form and strength of a man, but the intellect only of a child. To turn him loose in the manhood of his physical strength, but in the infancy of his uninstructed reason, would be to raise up a creature resembling the splendid fiction of a recent romance.’

* * *

You’d think that after seven weeks headlining the Coburg, the theatre world would take note. But the Adelphi will not book you. Nor the Pantheon, the Globe or the Egyptian Hall. Even that dust hole of a playhouse, the Prince of Wales, turns you down when you go begging for work. You crossed the Atlantic to escape New York’s bigotry but it seems the sentiment travels with you. Even Stephen Price is here, now running the Drury Lane in Covent Garden. As he did at the Park in New York, he still seems to regard the idea of a black thespian as an affront to social dignity. What you realize following a raft of fruitless meetings is that no theatre manager in London will hire you for fear of offending him.

Neither does it help that although much of the press has supported you, The Times, the most influential national publication, remains hostile. Just last week, the paper ran a supposedly humorous sketch devoted to ‘theatrical novelties’. ‘At the Surrey Theatre there’s a man who plays a monkey in the most natural manner possible and at the Coburg they’ve brought out a genuine nigger.’ On other occasions the paper has derided your ‘woolly’ hair and your lips which are apparently so thick theatregoers can’t follow your words. They even complain that your skin is not the authentic shade of a real African, your complexion being ‘but little darker than a dun cow’. Perhaps Mr Keene should be replaced by the ‘blackamoor who sweeps the crossings at Fleet Street’, quips the paper. Or else the problem could be easily solved with a generous application of Day and Martin boot polish.

In honour of your talents, the paper sneers, you should be known as the African Roscius, recalling the great Garrick who used to be called the English Roscius. These days the title is more cliché than tribute. There is a Hibernian Roscius, a Manchester Roscia (the female honorific), the occasional Infant Roscius and even, by way of a performing horse called Buttermilk, an Equestrian Roscius. ‘African Roscius’ is another way of telling you you’re not welcome in this city among these people. Maybe then, as you’ve done before, it’s time to move on.

Exeter, February 1826

You are hungry each night as you fall asleep and cold every morning when you wake. You travelled here by carriage, across the raw Wiltshire Downs, past groups of women dressed in rags and pale as ashes, bent over, working fields strewn with flint. There is employment for an actor in the provinces but it is thin fare. You’ve played Brighton, Portsmouth and Chichester in the past weeks. Devizes, Devonport and Penzance are still to come. At each town, there’s a draughty room in a boarding house, no money for coal and your breath visible in the room’s chill air. In the streets, you try to ignore the gawking locals and their predictable jokes about how you’ve left your greasepaint on.

At these local theatres you’re expected to do two or three plays a night, plus songs in between, and to supply your own costumes to boot. The bill changes every day and there are never enough copies of the script to go round, so that you’re often looking at the part for the first time during rehearsal on the day of the performance. Even with a Macbeth or a Hamlet, actors are liable to resort to mugging and pratfalling to cover forgotten lines. It’s like going back to the early days of the African Theatre.

Maybe the stress of living in this piecemeal fashion explains why last month in Brighton, midway through playing Rolla in a production of Pizarro, the stage began to feel like it was rocking beneath you and you crumpled to the floor. For a while, the other actors continued oblivious, perhaps imagining that you’d also strayed into a temporary spell of improvisation. You could move your eyes to watch them but your limbs would not obey your commands, instead jerking strangely of their own accord. Eventually someone realized you were convulsing and dragged you into the wings. The following week in Portsmouth the same thing happened, although you were able to escape offstage before collapsing. Nothing like it has occurred since, but the uncanny nature of the experience has left you wretched.

You haven’t mentioned these fainting spells to anyone in Exeter, but bad news travels fast. Before you take your leave of the city, you read a gloating review in the Theatrical Observer. ‘It is with regret that we acquaint our readers that the celebrated Mr Keene, who arrived in England a year ago, on a theatrical speculation, has so completely failed in his object, as to be now in the greatest distress. The public are now most respectfully appealed to for aid to free him from immediate want, and to supply him with the funds to return to his native country.’

Liverpool, 1826

The laughter starts as soon as they see you in the costume and that’s how it should be. In his red-and-white-striped silk suit, Mungo is the charismatic centre point of Bickerstaff’s comedy, The Padlock. The play is sixty years old but the character still feels fresh. Mungo is a type of black man otherwise unknown on the English stage; a sly trickster of an enslaved man who plays his master for a fool. The proposition is so novel that the character has taken on a life of his own. In stores, you can buy Mungo prints and Mungo tea caddies. He’s even made it into the Oxford English Dictionary: Mungo, meaning ‘a Negro’. And also, ‘a person of position, a swell’.

To your knowledge, you are the first black person ever to play the character. You stage The Padlock as a double bill: in the first half of the show, you demonstrate your range as a serious actor with scenes from Othello or The Revolt of Surinam, then you lift the mood after the interval by bounding onstage as Mungo. It’s a role you’ve become increasingly associated with, especially since you decided to try your luck in the north of England. They like you better up here and much of that is due to Mungo. Sometimes you can’t get through the first half without the crowd shouting for him. They call his name out to you in the street and occasionally you’ll catch a person doing a double take, as if to say, what’s Mungo doing at large without his striped suit?

Sometimes, though, a heaviness seizes your body as the second half approaches. For all that Mungo is smarter and more self-possessed than any of the white characters in The Padlock, he will never be their equal because he is black and enslaved. In the end he’s just a fool, confined to performing songs that the audience demands: ‘Negro Boy’ or even ‘Opossum up a Gum Tree’. You know there’s a queasy parallel here with your own life. By playing the tragic and the comic in succession, you want the audience to recognize your versatility as a performer. Maybe they might also see that neither of the two roles is your real identity – Othello and Mungo both are the fictions of white men, not the thing itself. Or perhaps this is simply your attempt to explain away the cul-de-sac you now face as a performer. To eat, you must act. Perhaps it’s inevitable, then, that you must act the fool.

All blacks in this country are condemned to be performers. The maid, the footman, the dutiful cook – each is playing a role. But if you eschew household service, or the part of day labourer, you face the much more precarious challenge of living by your wits. As singers, trapeze artists, French horn players, lion tamers and bare-knuckle boxers, the blacks here survive by clinging to a threadbare and treacherous fame. Pablo Fanque – acrobat, rope-walker, circus master – is known for his ability as the loftiest jumper in England. Watch and wonder as he leaps lengthwise over a carriage with a pair of horses between the shafts. The bare-knuckle boxer James Wharton, ‘Jemmy the Black’, is feted for sinews of steel and the punch of a hammer. He is undefeated against all opponents, including his infamous fight with Tom Britton of Liverpool, which went to two hundred rounds over four hours.

Back in your London days, your route to the Coburg sometimes took you through Seven Dials, where the street-sweeper Billy Waters, ‘King of the Beggars’, and his fellow blackbirds roost. The blackbirds are black men and women, most of them former sailors or servants, who cluster together in the warren of overcrowded houses at St Giles Rookery. Among them are a dustman known as Nasty Bob, and African Sal, who gets about legless on a wheeled trolley. Billy has a peg leg and a military-style bicorn hat festooned with ribbons and feathers. He cleans the crossing outside the Adelphi Theatre in the Strand, clowning and singing and playing the fiddle as he does so. At the height of a song – usually his signature tune, ‘Kitty, Will You Marry Me’ – he is liable to kick away his wooden leg and spin round on the spot, to the great amusement of onlookers.

This is the life that waits for you if you leave the stage.

1829

The African Roscius was a title meant to shame but you have made it your own. It is another character to play and you have created an entire biography for him. The African Roscius was born in Senegal, the son of a Fullah prince who converted to Christianity and tried unsuccessfully to end his people’s involvement in the Atlantic slave trade. Usurped as leader, the prince and his family escaped into exile in America, from whence he came to Britain. This story of royal birth, and the noble father who fought against heathenism and slavery, enables you to make a contrast between the enslaved figures you play onstage and your own distinguished background. With Britain divided on the subject of slavery, it casts you as a noble outsider, a moral force as much as an accomplished performer. Not a person to be compared to Caesar Alexander Hannibal.

John Cole

On Friday evening, the African Roscius visited our theatre in Scarborough. I closed up my bookshop and arrived early to my seat because in truth we do not often have the cream of the acting profession here in our town. To see a man of colour, onstage, in Shakespeare’s Othello no less, is a spectacle we’re rarely accorded.

The African Roscius has a complexion deeply tinctured by the sun. His figure is tall, manly and muscular. His Moor was imposing, sublime. What struck me was the elegance of his gestures. The strange and affecting tone of his voice, by turns impassioned and then dropping to a melancholy cadence at what he imagines to be Desdemona’s betrayal. He is only twenty-five years old, in the very vigour of manhood. He is a performer enriched with the brilliancy of genius.

Afterwards, my daughter, who sat beside me through the performance, showed me the poem she wrote in her notebook. It is a poem about the evils of slavery inspired by the nobility of the African Roscius. Mrs Cole and I read it through twice and shed tears on both occasions.

* * *

Sheffield, Halifax, Newcastle, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Hull, Swansea – many are the towns you have toured since being shut out of London. You are no longer a stranger in the provinces. They call you ‘radiant’ in Nottingham. Sheffield hails you as ‘a genius in his profession’.

As Othello in Dublin, there are cheers through the last three acts. When the play is over the audience rises to its feet and won’t sit down till you come back out. The curtain call is a contentious innovation, derided by traditionalists, but to be celebrated by a crowd this way is an overwhelming feeling. To cap the night, you are met backstage by Edmund Kean himself, who is in Dublin to play Richard III. Kean is expansive. Throwing his arm around your shoulders, he declares to the clustered cast members that ‘this man is one of the finest performers on the British stage.’

When news of this meeting spreads, a petition is got up among Dublin’s theatre-lovers for the two of you to appear together in Othello. But when Kean embraced you, you smelled the brandy fumes on the man’s breath. Years of unruly living have left him with bloodshot eyes and a fragile constitution. He can barely get through his own dates, let alone add extra nights.

* * *

In Manchester, you are invited to sit for a portrait by James Northcote, who, at eighty years old, is one of the truly venerable figures in British art. A butler leads you through dark, panelled passageways to a large studio at the back of the house with a glass skylight. Paintings are propped against the walls, five or six deep, all of them facing inwards so it’s impossible to tell whether they’re still in progress or Northcote has simply lost interest in them.

Above the skylight, clouds pass in front of the sun, the light bright then muted. A slight corruption in the window glass lends the view a provisional quality, like it too is waiting to be finished by the artist. Northcote stays seated when you enter. There’s a walking stick beside his chair, so maybe the effort to stand is too great. He already has a canvas set up and he points with his brush for you to take the stool opposite him. Muscular hands, you observe, the veins standing out in them thick and green, even while the rest of him is bent over in the chair. He peers at you from behind his easel without speaking, and then swaps the brush for a stick of charcoal and starts to sketch in long, elegant strokes, barely lifting his hand from the canvas.

The sable prince. The man of colour. A child of the tropical sun. You wonder what hoary fantasy Northcote will conjure. Perhaps the African Roscius holding a spear or dressed in a turban and silk coat like a Moorish prince.

When you return to his house a fortnight later to view it, the portrait is a shock. Northcote has caught something unexpected of you. He has dressed you in white, against a darkening sky. Your eyes glance to the left, out of the frame, with a wariness that you’ve never seen before, even in a mirror. But you know the painting shows the truth. Somewhere in this face is the five-year-old boy mourning his mother. The fifteen-year-old fearful for his future. It’s the face you thought you’d masked beneath the antic Mungo and the noble Roscius, stripped bare, looking back at you. As you gaze at it, the painting blurs, and it takes you a moment to realize your eyes are wet with tears.

Leeds, 1830

You are in Leeds for The Revolt of Surinam, the story of a tragic and dignified enslaved man. The second play on the bill is, inevitably, The Padlock, and after the audience has hooted its way through Mungo’s jesting and you’ve taken your bow, you visit the private box of your friend, John Henry Alexander, the Scottish actor-manager.

Alexander has been watching the play with a half-dozen guests but he’s so boisterous that he takes up practically all the space in the box himself. This is a man who has the startling habit of scolding his own audiences in the middle of his performances. You’ve seen him break off during Rob Roy and call out beyond the footlights, ‘Madam, will you please stop that wean’s crying.’ Alexander talks as much as ever tonight, and you hardly have a chance to speak to the woman called Margaret Gill who he introduces as one of his guests. But you are conscious of her at the edge of your vision. A jade evening dress, with a low-cut bodice and bouffant sleeves. The black pupils at the centre of her pale blue eyes give her gaze a particular intensity. You can feel her watching you and how, in response, you talk and laugh too loudly at Alexander’s jokes, as if you’re still onstage.

The following day you call on Margaret and the two of you sit in the front parlour at her guest house, making stilted conversation while the tea cools in your cup. Six weeks later you’re married.

It’s a small wedding breakfast, just Alexander, Davidge, a few other friends from the theatre. On an impulse you send an invitation to Kean, who replies with his apologies and his compliments to Mrs Aldridge. Margaret has no one present. She is ten years your senior, reserved in public, but when you’re alone she becomes playful and mischievous. Her family comes from Northallerton, Yorkshire. Her father is a stocking weaver. Her mother raised Margaret and her seven younger siblings in a dank little house filled with the sound of their bawling and squabbling, the memory of which makes Margaret shudder visibly. She says she wants a future that doesn’t look like her parents’ past.

You are both aware of what it means for a black man and a white woman to marry. Where you come from, you say, you’d be killed many times over for such a thing: for looking at a white woman, for daring to speak to her, for the mere thought of intimacy with her, let alone performing the act. In this country you’ve seen the anger and jealousy that follow when you share a stage with one. At the Theatre Royal Dublin, the husband of your co-star, Madame Céleste, refused to let her perform with you. J. B. Howe, a middling actor you once appeared with in Hull, has just published a memoir, scorning ‘the repugnant Desdemonas’ in the audience excited by your presence in a play. ‘It shocks a sensitive nature to see a pure blonde with almost angelic features and form, putting on a most bewitching smile and using every art of feminine blandishment to win the notice of the true bred “African Nigger”.’

The impropriety of your union is a thrill that binds you together and inspires you both to further mischief. Margaret is introduced to company as the daughter of a Member of Parliament. Sometimes she elaborates on the story, declaring with an immaculately sober expression that her father is a man of high standing in a northern English county, who successfully opposed Mr Lambton, the present Earl of Durham, in a strongly fought election.

She encourages you to play the African Roscius to the full. Don’t hide away, she says. Give them something to really look at. If they don’t want you in London, make your mark in every other town until you can’t be ignored. So now, as you travel with her, you do so in style, with a top hat, frock coat and servants, hired for the occasion, both of you delighting in the scandalized looks you draw. A letter from Dingwall, Scotland, to the British Press is outraged but also grudgingly admiring. ‘He arrived here (would you believe it) – in a hired Carriage, a smart Chariot & pair, mounted Postilion, flashy Livery, Black Velvet Hunting Cap trimm’d with Gold Lace & a Lady (White) inside – and his footman in the Rumble – Is that not going it?’

On the Moor

Picture this. A man bestrides the stage. He is brave and proud. A primitive who has found his way into civilization but might yet relapse to barbarism if provoked. This ‘lascivious Moor’ spellbinds a maiden. In the coupling of his blackness and her fair body only the grossest images come to mind. A girl mounted by a horse. An old black ram fucking a white lamb. Onstage, the couple’s marital bed is hidden from view but is never far from thought. The bedchamber is the site of the play’s bloody climax. Etchings of the scene linger on its erotic charge. Desdemona lies asleep among the dishevelled bedclothes, lips parted, her head lolled back and a breast exposed outside her nightdress, while the jealous and enraged Othello rears over her, a dagger unsheathed in his hand.

The idea of their congress is ‘extremely revolting’ writes the author Charles Lamb. The notion is so intolerable that the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge insists Shakespeare can’t have meant Othello to be ‘a veritable Negro’ from tropical Africa. Rather, he must have imagined ‘a gallant Moor, of royal blood, combining a high sense of Spanish and Italian feeling’. Coleridge’s view is influential. When Kean debuts his groundbreaking ‘tawny’ Moor, he wears a toga of vaguely Roman origin, bare arms decorated with bracelets, and a plumed headdress. Backstage, he prepares himself by reciting passages from the Qur’an. Despite these leavening touches, the prospect of a sexual encounter across lines of race can still be distressing for audiences. In a different production, William Macready chooses to poke his head out of the awnings of the bed during the climactic murder scene. The shock of seeing him ‘thrust his dark despairing face from between the white curtains’ is enough to send at least one lady into a ‘hysterical faint’.

John Henry Alexander

Of all the roles I’ve seen Ira play, it is Othello that most stirs the crowd. For a man who is truly black to play the part, it’s something. This is a role that he’s performed up and down the country but every time you feel the tension. And I fear that some enraged gentleman will see him up there more as a primate than man, and look to take his revenge on behalf of all respectable ladies in the theatre.

Ira played the Moor for me just these months ago in Leeds. The next morning, I got a letter from a lady who had been watching. ‘A full-blooded Negro, incarnating the profoundest creations of Shakespeare’s art? One’s spirit cannot accept it. The African jungle should have been filled with the cries of this black, powerful, howling flesh, not the Leeds Playhouse. By the very fact that that flesh is so powerful – that it is genuinely black – this natural black Othello, pardon me, causes only revulsion.’

I showed him the letter, I don’t mind telling you, with some nervousness. Ira read it carefully and then looked up laughing, as if it was some joke. I think he enjoys stirring a reaction. There’s the moment in the play when Othello has to say, ‘Your hand, Desdemona.’ He makes a great show of placing her palm in his, then holding up their paired hand so you can’t escape the sight of white skin on black.

January 1832

In the limbo of some small town, far distant from Margaret at home in London, sometimes you do take another woman. At first it was disorienting the way ladies approached you with such directness. But where, once, you turned away in embarrassment, you’ve learned to look back at an interested gaze. A night spent with an actress or a woman you meet after a performance feels like a game. At the boarding house in Worksop run by a retired apothecary and his wife, where you stayed after a production of The Revolt, you signed the register as ‘Mr Aldridge, Comedian’. Madge Kendal, your co-star, wrote beside you, ‘Sarah, wife’.

Letters pursue you after you’ve left a town. ‘Oh God, is it possible that
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