Hazel Waters on racism on the Victorian stage

A few days ago, I was at a marvellous reading, given by Shango Baku and hosted by Oku Ekpenyon, of Splendid Mummer – a monodrama on the life of Ira Aldridge. Aldridge, just about everybody here must know, was the great black actor of the nineteenth century, who performed in Great Britain and across Europe and Russia. And one of the passages of that monodrama reflected on what ‘Aldridge’ saw as the tension between the character of Othello – the servant of the state who is so blinded to his own interest, and so easily imposed on – and the character of Aaron in Titus Andronicus, who fights bloodily and single-mindedly to protect his own. Aaron is not fooled. Othello is. But how was it that Iago could impose so smoothly on Othello? Why hadn’t Othello, in all his ‘service to the state’ imbibed some of Iago’s cunning?

Well there is a character who did just that – and he is one of the more interesting of the Black protagonists on the English stage, though he is hardly known now. He is a character that Aldridge played throughout his career – which spanned from the 1820s to the late 1860s. He is Zanga in the Revenge, first played in 1721 – there’s a picture of Aaron as Zanga on the cover of my book. Zanga is Othello turned Iago – an African prince who has been made into a body servant by the all-conquering Alonzo. Alonzo believes he is Zanga’s friend – that Zanga should be ‘grateful’ for his privileged status. 

But vengeance, not gratitude is what Zanga wants and sets out to get. And he does so, triumphantly. He manages not only to get Alonzo to kill his best friend out of jealousy, but also to bring about the death of Alonzo’s beloved (she commits suicide). Of course, the play is preposterous in its plotting – and no one lives on the stage except Zanga (there’s no room for anyone else). But listen to this. Alonzo has killed his friend, lost his love and his belief in her, , and tried, and failed, to kill himself:

Alonzo: O Zanga!

Zanga: Do not tremble so; but speak.

Alonzo: I dare not.

Zanga: You will drown me with your tears.

Alonzo: Have I not cause?

Zanga: As yet you have no cause.

Alonzo: Dost thou too rave?

Zanga: Your anguish is to come;

You much have been abus’d.

Alonzo: Abus’d! By whom?

Zanga: To know, were little comfort.

Alonzo: O, ’twere much!

Zanga: Indeed?

Alonzo: By Heaven: – O give him to my fury!

Zanga: Born for your use, I live but to oblige you: –

Know, then, ’twas I.

Alonzo: Am I awake?

Zanga: For ever.

Over a hundred years later, the enslaved African is still voicing his anger. This is another character that Aldridge played. Here, he is Karfa or ‘Three finger’d Jack’ – the play, titled Obi, was based on a real rebel leader who had escaped slavery and led an uprising in the eighteenth century, Jack Mansong.

In the play Karfa – Jack is his slave name -- has murdered his master’s wife in revenge for the murder of his own ‘… can I forget? can I forgive? Never ... As Africa receded from my gaze I swore that the first white man who purchased Karfa’s services should also feel his hate.’ 

Karfa goes on to kidnap both his master’s daughter, Rosa, and her husband to be, and keep them prisoner in his hideout. To Rosa he makes the following speech:

Jack [Karfa] Your white man, I am told, can soar into the air, fathom the deep, ransack the mine, and enslave in every clime where his accursed arts find access. Here, here alone, no white man finds an entrance, but as Karfa’s slave ... obey me! the times have changed, and the white man must now labour for the black.

Of course, such black villains met swift and bloody ends - in Jack’s case, extremely bloody – he was despatched on stage with a blunderbuss and two swords, and it took three ‘loyal’ plantation slaves to kill himFor all the stereotyping – and they were stereotypes – these characters did have a certain presence.

So how did we get from that to -- some twenty years later – this. This is Uncle Tom, the most famous slave of all. Uncle Tom was a massive hit on the London stage in the early 1850s.

Tom thinks his ‘massa’ whom he ‘lubs’ will’ nebber tink to part Tom from him childers. 

But when he does find out he is going to be sold and parted from his family, this is how he takes it:
Tom... I must be sold to pay masser’s debt, or all tings, maybe, go to rack an ruin: Poor Massar and Missis, turn’d out o’ their comforble home ... Masser ant to blame Chloe; he’ll take care o’ you an the childer when Tom’s gone: and if Masser’s in trouble Tom’s willin to go – to die for m (Dashing away tears)

Needless to say, it’s not quite like that in Beecher Stowe.

Now what you did have between Karfa and Tom were two utterly pernicious ‘comic’ fashions -- one English, one American. Together these helped to change radically the whole perspective through which whites saw blacks. In the 1820s, Charles Mathews, the greatest English comic actor and impersonator of the day, visited America and incorporated into his massively popular one-man act a travesty of a black theatrical performance he’d seen in New York at the black-owned and black run African Theatre. A black actor is playing Hamlet. 

Quote ‘Mr Mathews enters as he is proceeding with the speech, ‘To be, or not to be? That is the question; whether it is nobler in de mind to suffer, or tak’ up arms against a sea of trouble, and by opposum end ’em.’ No sooner was the word opposum out of his mouth, than the audience burst forth, in one general cry, ‘Opossum! opossum! opossum!’ and the tragedian came forward and informed them, that he would sing their favourite melody with him greatest pleasure; when he gave them ‘Opossum up a gum-tree.’ 

That was one version of the American black to hit the London stage– and a pretty mild one compared to some of the stuff . For the ‘black tragedian’ came to feature frequently in comedies written by English dramatists. In Yankee Notes for English Circulation, set in an American hotel, there is a general black factotum Hickory – and Washington and Caesar and any other classical name you care to throw in. Hickory is Hamlet and Othello (with perhaps a hint of Lear thrown in) – ‘I shall go mad’, ‘Golley, I’m mad’. ‘I’ll hab revenge – like de colored gentleman in a play, I’ll hab revenge’ Golley, ma loife! [sic] I hab a mind, like Massa Ot-ello in da trashedy to give you a slockdologer’.

In fact, Hickory was the offspring not just of Mathews’ travesty of a black actor – but of that grotesque parody of the black American – Jim Crow. The first and most notorious blacked-up minstrel, Jim Crow was the stage persona of T.D. Rice and took English audiences by storm in 1836, with his jumping, wheeling and spinning, his weird language, his threadbare swagger and his absurd pretension. A cross between a child and a zoological specimen, Crow was robbed of any of the threat that underlay earlier portrayals of enslaved black characters. He flattered and pandered to his audiences. In England, one of Crow’s popular songs was 'Jim Crow's trip to France'. In the style of the old joke, a Yankee, a Frenchman, an Irishman and an Englishman are debating which country is the best. After listening to it all, Crow chips in:

Now, I says, look here, white folk,


De country for me,



Is de country whar de people


Hab make poor nigga free


Wheel about, and turn 


about, an do jist so,


Ebery time I wheel about, I jump Jim Crow
And that really was the nub of it -- the struggle between slavery and freedom that went this way and that from the last half of the eighteenth century till the 1860s and beyond, and in which Jim Crow was just one way of keeping the lid on the pressure cooker of rebellion and injustice. Jim Crow had to be a joke – and the cruder the better – because if he wasn’t, what was he? Was he Jack Mansong? Was he Denmark Vesey? Was he Nat Turner? Was he Sam Sharpe, whose last words were ‘I would rather die on yonder gallows than live in slavery’?

Now we’re hearing an awful lot in 2007 about the abolition of the slave trade and its importance – all sorts of initiatives are taking it as their starting point. But what I realised while I was doing the research, of which I’ve given you just a taster here, is that slavery didn’t just underdevelop Africa, as Walter Rodney showed, it fundamentally and in ways that we’ve not even begun to consider, distorted, crippled and underdeveloped the cultural imagination of white people and society. Because what I realised is that the crucible out of which all these images were formed, from Zanga down to Hickory, is the practice of and justification for, slavery. It was slavery that determined every attribute that black-skinned people were deemed to have. And slavery’s cultural impact, its breeding of race ideologies and attitudes, has long, long outlasted the fact itself. In some of the later plays, mixed-race characters express their despair at their status – at that one ‘drop of black blood’ that determines who they are but which they can never be rid of. But it is the stain that slavery engendered that still, in many ways, deep dyes white, western society.
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