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Ira Aldridge The Last Years, 1855-1867, the fourth volume of Bernth Lindfors's definitive
biography, places on record Aldridge's remarkable achievements and experiences in the final
phase of his life, when he performed at theaters throughout Europe. His first Continental tour in
1852-1855 had been a spectacular success, and though he returned to Britain periodically
afterwards, he spent much of the remainder of his career entertaining audiences in central and
eastern Europe, mainly in Ukraine and Russia. His Shakespearean performances in St.
Petersburg in 1858 and Moscow in 1862 were among his greatest triumphs and led to numerous
appearances elsewhere in provincial cities and towns.During his forty-three years on stage in
Europe, Ira Aldridge traveled more widely and won more honors, decorations, and awards than
any other actor of his day. He is remembered not only as a talented thespian but also as a very
visible representative of his race, someone who changed European perceptions of black people
through the sheer brilliance of his artistry on stage. And by doing so, he helped to humanize the
image of Africans andtheir descendants in Europe at an important transitional moment in history,
when the movement to abolish slavery was gathering force and winning international
acceptance.Bernth Lindfors is Professor Emeritus of English and African literatures at the
University of Texas at Austin.

Lindfors's four-volume biography is destined to become the standard life of Aldridge, without
equal in the future. Highly recommended.--CHOICEThrough his thorough mining of a vast array
of European archives, Lindfors surpasses all previous studies in recounting the actions of, and
wildly contradictory viewpoints towards, this seminal figure ... his absolute mastery of the
sources and deep understanding of Aldridge and the period lead to probing insights.--THEATRE
JOURNALWinner of the Theatre Library Association's 2015 George Freedley Award Special
Jury Prize--.With Ira Aldridge The Last Years, 1855-1867, Berth Lindfors concludes what will
surely remain the definitive biography of the great nineteenth-century African American actor, Ira
Aldridge, for many a decade ... Through an exhaustive search of local reviews and commentary
he is able not only to follow Aldridge on his travels, but also to provide a wide range of
observations on the actor's technique and artistic success.--RESEARCH IN AFRICAN
LITERATURE --This text refers to the hardcover edition.About the AuthorBernth Lindfors is
professor emeritus of English and African literatures, University of Texas at Austin. --This text
refers to the hardcover edition.
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Ira AldridgeIra Aldridge The Last Years, 1855-1867, the fourth volume of Bernth Lindfors’s
definitive biography, places on record Aldridge’s remarkable achievements and experiences in
the final phase of his life, when he performed at theaters throughout Europe. His first Continental
tour in 1852-1855 had been a spectacular success, and though he returned to Britain
periodically afterwards, he spent much of the remainder of his career entertaining audiences in
central and eastern Europe, mainly in Ukraine and Russia. His Shakespearean performances in
St. Petersburg in 1858 and Moscow in 1862 were among his greatest triumphs and led to
numerous appearances elsewhere in provincial cities and towns.During his forty-three years on
stage in Europe, Ira Aldridge travelled more widely and won more honors, decorations, and
awards than any other actor of his day. He is remembered not only as a talented thespian but
also as a very visible representative of his race, someone who changed European perceptions
of black people through the sheer brilliance of his artistry on stage. And by doing so, he helped
to humanize the image of Africans and their descendants in Europe at an important transitional
moment in history, when the movement to abolish slavery was gathering force and winning
international acceptance.Bernth Lindfors is Professor Emeritus of English and African literatures
at the University of Texas at Austin.Winner of the Theatre Library Association’s 2015 George
Freedley Award Special Jury Prize.“Lindfors’s four-volume biography is destined to become the
standard life of Aldridge, without equal in the future. Highly recommended.” CHOICERochester
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Library, Yale UniversityIntroductionThis book, focusing on the final twelve years of Ira Aldridge’s
life, follows the pattern established in Ira Aldridge: The Early Years, 1807–1833 and Ira Aldridge:
The Vagabond Years, 1833–1852, both published in 2011, and Ira Aldridge: Performing
Shakespeare in Europe, 1852–1855, published in 2013. Aldridge’s subsequent travels as an
itinerant actor in Britain and on the Continent are traced in some detail, recording how he was
received by audiences and critics who saw him enact roles that had made him a famous and
popular performer in a wide range of tragedies, melodramas, and racial farces. He was now a
seasoned veteran of the stage, having for thirty years plied his trade in venues large and small
as a versatile “African” thespian capable of successfully representing white as well as black
characters, especially Shakespearean heroes. His perseverance and talent had enabled him to
rise from near invisibility in London to international celebrity throughout Europe.His first
Continental tour, from 1852 to 1855, had been a spectacular success. He had hoped to begin in
Paris with a sizable troupe of experienced British actors and actresses he had recruited to
support him in a succession of Shakespearean classics, melodramas about slavery, and a farce
featuring a comical Negro servant, but when he failed to secure a contract there, he took them
all to Brussels, where they performed for four nights in mid-July before very small audiences.
Press reviews were favorable, but Aldridge, realizing he could not support so many players on
such meager returns, sent half his troupe home and proceeded to Prussia and Germany with the
rest. There they met with far greater success, largely because German theatergoers loved
Shakespeare and were eager to see a black actor perform as Othello. Aldridge’s energy in this
and other roles impressed them, and the lavish praise he received led to a string of
engagements that kept him and his company busy every week for the rest of the year. In January
1853, he was invited to perform in Berlin, where his spirited portrayals of Othello and Macbeth
prompted a dispute among theater critics about the strengths and aesthetic shortcomings of this



unusual foreign actor. The issue appeared to have been settled in his favor when King Wilhelm
Frederick IV of Prussia awarded him the Gold Medal (First Class) for Arts and
Sciences.Thereafter Aldridge and his troupe were in demand at major theaters throughout
Europe, and they embarked on a six-month tour that took them to Vienna, Budapest, Prague,
Bratislava, Dresden, Hamburg, and other cities with strong theatrical traditions. Along the way it
became clear that Aldridge was the main attraction and that his much-reduced supporting
troupe was regarded as inferior to the professional acting companies attached to the theaters in
which he performed, so he began to experiment by teaming up occasionally with local artistes
who rendered their roles in their own language while he continued to deliver his lines in English.
This bilingual collaboration worked so well that after his first full year on tour he dismissed his
British companions and carried on with actors and actresses he encountered as he made his
rounds. He also hired a few of them to tour with him and manage his business
arrangements.One of these assistants, Karl Rémay, an accomplished Hungarian actor fluent in
English and German as well as his own tongue, was very helpful in securing engagements for
Aldridge in parts of the Austro-Hungarian heartland. However, because Rémay had been
imprisoned for several years for his role in the Hungarian Revolution and War of Independence
in 1848–49, his activities during his association with Aldridge were carefully monitored by the
secret police, who suspected that Aldridge might share some of his radical ideas. As a
consequence, these authorities started to take steps to ban Aldridge’s appearances in cities and
towns under their control, including Budapest and Vienna, where he had been very successful
earlier.Aldridge therefore decided to part with his Hungarian helper and spent nearly all of 1854
touring parts of Germany, Prussia, Switzerland, and Poland that were beyond the boundaries of
the Austro-Hungarian empire, but toward the end of that year, when he petitioned King Wilhelm
Frederick IV for permission to perform again in Berlin, his application was turned down, with no
explanation given for the rejection. However, circumstances suggest that Aldridge may have
remained under a cloud of political suspicion even there. It was after this disappointment that he
began making concrete plans to return to Britain. He finally did so early in April 1855, after a
lucrative six-week tour of theaters in the Netherlands and a pair of farewell performances in
Dusseldorf.Aldridge’s first Continental tour had lasted nearly thirty-four months and had earned
him more honors, awards, decorations, and medals than any other actor of his day had ever
received. These were his glory years, but his career was not yet over. He continued touring
relentlessly, at first alternating between Britain and the Continent. However, his reception in St.
Petersburg in 1858 and Moscow in 1862 was so extraordinarily rewarding that he chose to
spend several of his remaining years in Russia and surrounding territories, sometimes
performing in distant provincial cities and towns. In his final year he also toured parts of France
for six months before moving on to Poland where, after a brief illness, he died in Lodz on August
7, 1867. He had been planning to return to the United States for the first time since his departure
in 1824, in order to play at theaters in New York and Chicago, but his death precluded that
historic opportunity.On his travels after his first Continental tour, Aldridge had many memorable



experiences, both good and bad. These will be recounted in as much detail as surviving
documentation permits, but much still remains unknown about his activities and adventures,
particularly in remote locations. My hope is that future researchers will discover additional
sources of information that will help to fill in gaps in our knowledge of the life and career of this
remarkable man.To avoid redundancy, I shall not continue to provide extensive plot summaries
and background information on the many melodramas and comedies Aldridge chose to perform
at earlier stages in his career, even though some of these remained in his repertoire when he
resumed touring in Britain. Descriptions of them can be found in the previous volumes in this
series that concern his development as an actor. However, new additions to his repertoire will be
discussed at some length, and an attempt will be made to explain why such ventures attracted
him. He took on new roles at a much slower pace than before and only when he felt the occasion
suited him particularly well.I shall also deal with changes in Aldridge’s personal life in some
depth, for they are an important part of the story of his last years, a time of profound losses but
also of offsetting gains that led to greater domestic happiness. His life offstage during this period
was as interesting and dramatic as his life onstage.1Readjusting to BritainIra Aldridge may have
agreed to give his final performances on his first Continental tour at Dusseldorf’s City Theater
because the manager there was Theodor Eberhard l’Arronge. L’Arronge, when he was the
manager of a theater in Aachen thirty-two months earlier, had given Aldridge his first opportunity
to appear before a German-speaking audience that knew and appreciated Shakespeare.
Aldridge’s success there as Othello, Shylock, and Mungo (in Isaac Bickerstaff’s play The
Padlock) had immediately led to engagements elsewhere in Prussia and Germany, culminating
five months later in a series of performances in Berlin that won him a gold medal from a king as
well as opportunities to appear in theaters elsewhere in Europe. To repay the debt he owed
l’Arronge for setting him on this lucrative course, he repeated his original program—playing
Othello on March 31 and Shylock and Mungo on April 3, 1855.Aldridge apparently left for
London the next day, for one of his admirers in the Netherlands received a letter from him on
April 6, stating that he and his wife had fallen seriously ill on their return to England. Judging
from the tenor of her immediate reply to his message, one suspects this correspondent may
have been, or may have imagined herself to be, rather more than merely a “true friend” of the
famous actor:My dearest Ira,The news of your severe illness makes me wretched. I am beside
myself with pain and heartrending. My foreboding has not vanished, you are ill my dear Ira, and
must suffer so much and I cannot be with you. While here I am twiddling my thumbs day and
night and not able to do anything for you except to pray for you with my whole soul. When I read
your last lines to me, my heart almost breaks with sorrow and anguish, because I cannot be by
your side to help you; it makes one most unhappy. Who will take care of you since your wife is
also ill. God alone can help you, my true friend, he will not forsake you, he will hear my prayers
and restore your health. We will count upon his aid. Do not worry on my account, my Ira, though I
am far away, my heart and thoughts are ever with you, my love grows daily deeper and more
tender, the longer I do not see you more clearly I see that you are everything to me, and that my



love will only end with my death. I have never believed what those who despised you have said. I
do not ask what the world says; if you love me nothing else matters, and you are my world. Your
son’s letter gave me great pleasure[. W]hen I know that you are better[,] I will write to him as well,
but not yet, for I am too sad. Greet him and kiss him for me many times. My mother also sends
you her kindest regards and hopes for your speedy recovery. I send you my best heart’s desire,
my well-beloved Ira, could I only be with you, my true care would soon bring you back to health.
When you are better write to me if you have the time to spare if only a couple of words. I do not
ask any more. My dearest friend, I am so miserable and sad that I could die with crying. I shall
not be happy until I have news of you. May God bless you, heal your pains, strengthen you,
soothe your sufferings and send you support. He can uphold you. Nothing else can. Farewell, my
dearest Ira. My love will always await you.Your trueAnnaP.S. I received your letter yesterday 6th
April.1Joost Groeneboer has suggested that this Anna may have been Anna Louisa Geertruida
Bosboom-Toussaint, “one of the most respected and popular female Dutch writers of the
nineteenth century.”2 She had seen Aldridge perform as Shylock at the Royal Dutch Theater in
The Hague on March 16, 1855, and his appearance there had made such an impression on her
that for two days she was bedridden: “Deeply moved, Anna sent Aldridge a copy of her most
recent book, Het Huis Lauernesse (The House of Lauernesse), with an explanatory
letter.”3Aldridge did not acknowledge receiving this gift until many weeks later, and he may not
have understood that it was from Anna, for he wrote in a formal manner, addressing his letter as
follows:London, 22 Judd Place, Euston Square, 29th May/55Sir,—I fear you have thought me
exceedingly uncourteous by delaying so long to acknowledge your very elegant present
consisting of two Vols, entitled “Het Huis Lauernesse.” My time was so fully occupied during the
last days I was in Holland, and the serious illness of Mrs Aldridge and myself after our arrival
here must plead in excuse. I am but now enabled to leave my bed and the first and most
pleasing duty is to thank you sincerely for your sympathy and complimentary approval of my
humble abilities. My great ambition has been to prove that my fellow countrymen are not
deficient in intellectual ability but that circumstances and prejudice have been almost
insurmountable obstacles. Oh that the time may hasten on when all distinctions may cease,
when man may be estimated by his individual worth, and not by consideration of Caste or
Colour. Once more sincerely thanking you, and with kindest regards to the dear friends the
Ballanfante family individually and collectively, I Remain yourVery much Obliged Sevt,Ira
Aldridge4Of course, it is possible that Aldridge had not been able to decipher Anna’s letter of
April 7 or fully understand the explanatory letter accompanying the book because they were
written in German, a language he had not mastered.5 Only his remarks concerning his “great
ambition” responded in any sense to Anna’s declaration of having “never believed what those
who despised you have said.”According to Anna’s biographer, Hans Reeser, she “kept
Aldridge’s letter along with the program of Shylock carefully tucked in a red velvet folder that
Queen Sophie had given her.”6 In addition, Groeneboer tells us that “Inspired by Aldridge’s
interpretation of Shylock, Anna Bosboom-Toussaint did begin to make plans for a historical



novel about Willem II and the Portuguese Jews. Because of her own ill health during this period,
however, this book was never completed.”7In April Aldridge posted two other letters to
Amsterdam, both apparently addressed to Samuel Kapper, one of the directors of the Neues
Hochdeutsches Theater (New High German Theater) who had organized Aldridge’s tour of the
Netherlands and had arranged for his stage biography to be translated into French.8 Aldridge
evidently was still hoping for an engagement in Paris, and he was also trying to interest a British
theater manager in bringing to London a German troupe that would include at least two
members of Kapper’s company, Fräulein Ernestine Schneider and Herr Mayfahrt, who had
played various roles opposite Aldridge in the Netherlands.9London. 22, Judd Place20th
April/55My Dear Sir,Your favor of the 17th came to hand last evening, enclosed I beg to
acknowledge one also from Dear Fraülein [sic] Schneider. I would have written immediately in
answer to your last but I could not speak decisively on one point or the other. On Wednesday
next it will be definitively settled as to Paris and on the same day I will be informed if a German
troupe will be brought over. Herr Carl Formes is at the Royal Italian Opera and not with the
German Opera as last season. The German Opera is at Drury Lane together with an Italian
Opera and it is not yet decided whether they bring a Deutsch Gesellaschaft [sic] [German
company] to co-operate. In making my best and kindest regards to my dear Desdemona, tell her
that her interests are ever uppermost in my thoughts, and that if a troupe is decided on every
effort shall be made on my part to obtain for her a Contract, it is not Mr Mitchell of the St. James
who speculates in the matter or I could speak positively in the matter. Directly I ascertain I will
write most probably on Wednesday next. I am very grateful to you and Fraülein Schneider for the
kind inquiries respecting the health of myself, Mrs. A., and my dear Ira. Mrs A. is still very weak
indeed, Ira quite well, and I am still indisposed, being under the daily care of a Physician and not
leaving the house only on urgent business, and then in a close Carriage, so I have not partook of
the gaieties of this week from the visit of the Emperor and Empress, who to use a theatrical
phrase have been received with great applause. The weather is beautiful. Will you tell Hr
Mayfahrt that I will have an antwort [answer] for him which will be enclosed in my next brief to
you. I will also trouble you with two or three commissions. I have not yet been well enough to go
a book hunting but hope to have the Bilds [pictures] and books in ordnung [order] and left at your
friends by the latter part of next week, my best respects to yourself, your family individually, and
all friends. I will thank you to tell me if Mad. Toussaint would accept of my bild, I do not remember
but I think I gave one to dear Madame Belifante to whom and the family remember me kindly,
write me if you can in reply, do not pay postage, I will write to Mad. Toussaint. I hope Herr Van
Biene is perfectly recovered, and until I again hear from you I remain, truly yoursIra Aldridge“Ich
bin sehr Krank” [I am very sick]10A week later Aldridge wrote again with disappointing
news:LondonThursday MorningMy Dear Sir,Late yesterday evening it was decided that under
circumstances the idea of bringing a German troupe to London this season should be
abandoned; Mr Mitchell has declined embarking in the speculation as all the gentry are
expected to visit Paris during the summer, and coupled with the war he does not think a



proportionate return could be depended upon, even the German Opera is postponed until the
next year, a troupe from the Theatre de la Gaite [sic] are acting here at present, but,
notwithstanding the entente cordiale they have failed to create a sensation. Make my sincere
respects to dear Fraülein [sic] Schneider, and express my regrets that I have not been enabled
to accomplish what I so ardently hoped for, but hope that the next season I may be more
fortunate in her behalf, tell her also to rest assured that I will not lose sight of it, and will through
you, always know her locale; Pray give my best respect to Herr Mayfahrt and tell him the
foregoing, and when a Deutsch troupe is determined on, I will use what little influence I have in
the endeavour to serve him. Now with respect to myself, I do not go to Paris at present, I could
not agree as to terms, besides my health is unsatisfactory, and I am recommended quiet. Under
these circumstances I decline having the biography published at present, I will therefore thank
you to give rest me [sic] in French, together with the Zeitungs [newspapers’] notices S.P. also the
letters of introduction you promised for Paris, and on their receipt, I will acknowledge them, in
the mean time I will endeavour to procure the work respecting Cambridge. Send all to your friend
in the Minories through whom I will also make my communications. I hope all your family are in
the enjoyment of that inestimable blessing health, remember me most kindly to them in which
feeling Mrs A. and Ira join. They are both better in health than I am. With sincere respects I
RemainVery truly yours,Ira Aldridge11There is no indication in these letters of the nature of
Aldridge’s illness, but in one he wrote on May 21, 1855, to P. Diederichs, a proprietor of the
Algemeen Handelsblad, he offered a few details on what was ailing him and his wife:London, 22
Judd PlaceNew Road 21 May/55My Dear Sir,I regretted exceedingly that I had not an
opportunity previous to my departure from Amsterdam of speaking my thanks for your kind
attentions during our sojourn in your interesting City, but I do hope yet to have that pleasure. I am
sorry to inform you of my ill state of health occasioned by cold, and which has confined me to my
room for the last four weeks, but I am happy to say I am better. Poor Mrs Aldridge however has
been ill ever since we left Holland, and last week she was attacked with inflammation which for
some hours was feared might prove fatal, but thank god she has had a favourable change. Both
she and Ira desire their kindest regards to you in which I most cordially join. My Dear Sir I write to
ask the following favor, you kindly said you would use your interest respecting the publication of
my biography in The Revue Brittanique, will you please tell me if it has yet appeared, and if not
whether it will. [three lines scratched out] The weather here is still most unseasonable,
consequently a great deal of sickness prevails. Hoping to hear from you at your earliest
convenience, I Remain My Dear SirTruly yoursIra AldridgeTo P. Diedrich [sic] Esq12The cold
weather, plus perhaps exhaustion from the strain of his travels, may have left Aldridge in need of
a lengthy rest. However, as his attempt to secure a contract in Paris makes clear, he was not
content to remain in England if he could find remunerative employment abroad. We should
remember that at the height of his success on the Continent, not long after his appearance in
Berlin, he had written from Vienna to William Cullenford, Secretary of the Royal Theatrical Fund
in London, stating:Here an actor is estimated according to his ability, and they the Artistes are



gentlemen generally, and received and treated as such by the Public, the management of
theatres is so essentially different from those of England where men of straw are the
representatives. I need not regret my visit to this country as prejudice and cliques were
insurmountable barriers to my advancement. I hope never to act in England again.13This may
have been the reason that Aldridge, while touring the Continent, refused a number of invitations
to appear again in London. The Britannia Saloon, as early as October 1852, had sought to
reengage him for a series of representations.14 A month later, the Theatrical Journal reported
that “the present proprietor of Drury Lane has offered him an engagement; but it is impossible he
can accept it for the next six months.”15 This “most munificent” offer came from E. T. Smith, who
wanted him to star as Uncle Tom in Edward Fitzball’s adaptation of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
bestseller Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which was scheduled to open at Drury Lane on December 27.16
However, this was a role that Aldridge, throughout his career, steadfastly refused to
play.Nonetheless, British theater managers, reading press reports of the remarkable honors he
was receiving abroad, may have remained eager to employ him. Even before he returned to
England, a rumor again began circulating, this time claiming that he had agreed to an
engagement for six months at Drury Lane.17 This proved to be untrue, but one wonders if
Aldridge had later withdrawn his acceptance of such an opportunity because Drury Lane, like
the theater in Paris with which he was negotiating in the spring of 1855, was unwilling to agree to
his terms. Aldridge was now accustomed to being paid very handsomely for his services, and he
may have made financial demands that E. T. Smith, still the lessee at Drury Lane, felt he could
not afford. It may be significant that no other London theater manager at that time managed to
engage Aldridge. Perhaps some of them, out of prejudice, never sought to do so. Or perhaps
Aldridge, having been denied opportunities to perform in London for most of his career,
regarded all of them as “men of straw” with whom he now refused to negotiate.Of course, one
reason that he may have chosen to remain in England for the time being was that he wanted to
establish a stable home base for his family. They had been touring with him for nearly three
years, and his son Ira Daniel, now eight years old, needed proper schooling. Also, his wife
Margaret, now fifty-eight years old, had fallen ill several times on their travels and was no longer
in robust health. If Aldridge were to travel again, he could leave them at the boarding house at 22
Judd Place, London, where they had lived before his first Continental tour. There is evidence that
they remained in residence there for the next two and a half years while he made his
rounds.18Aldridge resumed touring in Britain in mid-August 1855, accepting a two-week
engagement at Plymouth’s Theatre Royal, where he was called on to perform not just his
standard Shakespearean roles—Othello, Macbeth, Shylock, Richard III—but also some of the
characters in popular melodramas, comedies, and farces that he had played earlier in his
career: Gambia in Thomas Morton’s play The Slave, Bertram in Charles Robert Maturin’s
Bertram; or, The Castle of St. Aldobrand, Karfa in John Fawcett’s Obi; or, Three-Fingered Jack,
Mungo in Isaac Bickerstaff’s play The Padlock, and Ginger Blue in T. D. Rice’s The Virginian
Mummy—nine different roles spread over ten days.19 The theater’s lessee and manager, J. R.



Newcombe, who may have performed with Aldridge in Dublin in 1832 and 1833,20 proudly
trumpeted on playbills and in newspaper advertisements the achievements of this “celebrated
African Roscius” abroad, noting that he had returnedafter an absence of Three Years from
England, during which period he has had the distinguished honour of appearing before
Frederick William, King of Prussia; the Queen, Prince, and Princess Royal, of Prussia, and the
Court; Francis Joseph the First, Emperor of Austria; the Arch-Duchess of Austria, and the
Imperial Family; Frederick Augustus of Saxony, and the Queen Maria; the King and Queen of
Holland; the Duke and Duchess of Saxe Cobourg Gotha; the Queen of Sweden; General
Jellachich [sic], Ban of Croatia; from whom he has received the most flattering Encomiums for
each and every Performance honoured by their presence.21A version of the same bill was used
by other theaters as Aldridge made his rounds (see fig. 1).Large crowds turned out for his
performances. Those who remembered having seen him in Plymouth three years earlier felt that
his time abroad had been well spent, for there was “manifest improvement observable in his
delineations of certain of Shakspere’s [sic] leading characters,” especially Othello, in which “the
entire conception of the character was perfect.”22 “His massive frame, his expressive
countenance, his commanding mein, give him the outward configuration that will ever make
Othello a rôle peculiarly his own.”23 Indeed, his acting “entirely removed any doubts which might
have been entertained of the mental capacity of the black race for dramatic representations of a
high order.”24Of his lighter roles, Mungo was by far the favorite, beingthe farthest possible from
the coarse grimmace [sic] and screaming buffoonery of the burnt cork professors of the negro
department of the dramatic art. There is something so hearty and free, so perfectly unlike
anything of the ‘merry andrew’ style of acting in Mungo, that one sees at once that it is a
veritable representation of negro peculiarities which it is far easier to caricature than to
represent.”25Aldridge’s “extraordinary versatility” was also displayed in his convincing portrayals
of Macbeth, Shylock, and Gambia, in each of which he had to represent a character unlike the
others and very different from Othello or Mungo.26 Reviews of his performances continued to be
enthusiastic. His reentry into the British theater world was a resounding success.At the end of
his first week in Plymouth, Aldridge placed an advertisement in the Era advising that “Managers
who wish to secure his Services previous to his departure for Germany, via Paris, in January,
1856, are requested to address him at No. 22, Judd-place West, New-road, Euston-square,
London.”27 He still was hoping to embark on another Continental tour, but until he could make
firm arrangements to do so, he was now prepared to act again in the British Isles provided he
could negotiate directly with theater managers interested in employing him.Meanwhile, rumors
were beginning to circulate on the Continent about his eventual reappearance onstage there. A
Swiss paper reported that he was about to return for good to his homeland of Senegal with his
wife and son but would perform again in Switzerland before doing so.28 Aldridge felt obliged to
correct such reports so he sent a letter to a German theater journal clarifying his plans for the
future:The report that I intend to visit Germany again is correct, but the additional remark
regarding my return to Africa is a “licentia poetica.” I love my fatherland and will always preserve



my love for it, but my habits, my connections have become so European that I cannot but take up
permanent residence there. As you quite correctly point out, a permanent stay in Germany, for
example on the banks of the beautiful Rhine, where I could live in the company of several dear
and select friends and raise my darling son, would most harmonize with my taste. I love
Germany and its people, their warmth, their high level of education and the great respect in
which they hold art in all of its forms. Because of the characteristics of its people, Germany has
become one of those green patches of earth where the cosmopolitan likes to live, and I am
planning to spend my life there when I retire from my artistic career.29However, until that happy
day, he still had work to do and a family to support.After his performances in Plymouth, a month
passed before his next engagement—a three-night stand at Worthing’s Theatre Royal, where
“Business was better... than at any prior period of the season.”30 Aldridge opened in Othello and
The Padlock on a Monday, performed a selection of Shakespearean plays on Wednesday, and
appeared in Bertram and The Virginian Mummy on Friday. The public response to him was
positive, but two spectators who were present on Wednesday night, September 26, were not
impressed with his performance. In a letter written to a friend in Coventry almost a year and a
half later, one of them said: “We saw Ira Aldridge at Worthing in some scenes of Shylock,
Macbeth, and Othello, and we cannot help marvelling [sic] at your admiration. He seemed to us
pitiably bad. But Shakspeare [sic] moves one through the worst actor that can pronounce
English.”31The woman writing was Marian (Mary Anne) Evans, who had just started publishing
her first short stories under the pseudonym George Eliot. She was then living with the
philosopher and literary critic George Henry Lewes, an unhappily married man with whom she
had established a liaison a few years earlier. They were on a two-week holiday at Worthing when
Aldridge began performing there.32Both Evans and Lewes loved Shakespeare and frequently
attended productions of his plays. In a study of George Eliot and other women novelists,
Marianne Novy reported that Eliot’s “novels, essays, letters, and journals record an extensive
involvement with Shakespeare. In her collected letters, for example, there are far more
quotations from Shakespeare’s writings than from any other literary source except the Bible and
also far more than appear in the works of other women novelists of her time.”33 In a letter to the
same friend written nearly three years after seeing Aldridge perform, Evans said,In opposition to
most people who love to read Shakspeare I like to see his plays acted better than any others: his
great tragedies thrill me, let them be acted how they may. I think it is something like what I used
to experience in old days in listening to uncultured preachers—the emotions lay hold of one too
strongly for one to care about the medium.... I like going to those little provincial theatres. One’s
heart streams out to the poor devils of actors who get so little clapping and will go home to so
poor a supper.34Lewes, an established author who had already published biographies of
Goethe and Robespierre, two novels, a dozen plays, and books on philosophy and drama, was
engaged in writing a series of incisive essays on Shakespearean actors which he later reprinted
in a volume entitled On Actors and the Art of Acting.35 Before he met Evans, he had also acted
in a number of plays, including an amateur production of The Merry Wives of Windsor organized



by Charles Dickens as well as three professional productions of The Merchant of Venice in
which he had played Shylock.36 During their many years together, Lewes and Evans enjoyed
spending evenings reading Shakespeare aloud to each other.37However, both were rather
exacting critics of Shakespearean acting. Even some of the leading actors of their day did not
live up to their expectations. Lewes dismissed Charles Kean as “essentially a melodramatic
actor,” “weak in tragedy,” whose effort to portray real emotion, particularly as Hamlet or Macbeth,
“leaves us cold.”38 He also considered William Charles Macready’s Hamlet to be “bad,” his
Othello irritable and lacking in grandeur,39 and his Macbeth “essentially unheroic” and devoid of
“a certain largo of execution.”40 Moreover, Lewes thought “both Macready and Charles Kean
played Shylock incorrectly: Charles Kean represented Shylock as the personification of
vindictiveness; Macready made him into an abject, sordid, irritable, argumentative Jew.”41 But
Lewes did not just condemn. He also praised these and other actors for effective acting in some
of their roles. Charles Fechter is an interesting case in point; Lewes found his Hamlet splendid,
“one of the very best, and his Othello one of the very worst I have ever seen.”42Evans agreed
with Lewes’s assessment of Fechter’s performance of Othello, finding it “lamentably bad” and
“positively injurious to the half-cultivated people who make up the mass of his audiences. That a
tragedy like that, should produce a series of small titters in its moments of highest pathos, is an
outrage on Shakespeare and is demoralizing to the titterers.”43 When Lewes saw Ludwig
Dessoir, the leading actor at Berlin’s Court Theater, play Othello in London in July 1853, he
disliked him in the role, calling him “small, ungraceful, monotonous in his gestures, monotonous
in voice, and his Othello was consequently neither grand nor powerful. I regard his performance,
therefore, as unsatisfactory.... Herr Dessoir was not equal to the part.”44 A year later Lewes and
Evans saw him perform the role again in Berlin and “still could not like it.”45 Evans was put off
even more by Dessoir’s interpretation of Shylock, which she found “perfectly disgusting.”46If we
compare these assessments with what was said about Aldridge’s performances of Shylock,
Macbeth, and Othello at approximately the same period that Lewes and Evans were visiting
Worthing, we may be able to discern why they considered his acting in these roles as “pitiably
bad.” When he had performed on the Continent, commentators in Prague, Vienna, and
Budapest had remarked on the consistency with which he played his standard roles with
“astonishing precision,” handling “the smallest nuance in the same way” every time.47 We may
therefore assume that he continued this practice when reenacting these roles in Britain.Given
this kind of consistency in performance, it is difficult to imagine what objection Lewes and Evan
could have had to his interpretation of Shylock, for it differed profoundly from what they deplored
in representations of this character by Charles Kean and Macready, who played him as a sordid,
vindictive Jew. Aldridge humanized the role, making Shylock a sympathetic figure who deserved
the audience’s compassion for all he had suffered at the hands of cruel, prejudiced Christians.
This is similar to what Lewes himself had attempted to do when playing the same role in 1848–
49. On writing about Macready’s misrepresentation of the character, he had declared, “I say if
Shylock be not represented as having the feelings of our kind, The Merchant of Venice becomes



a brutal melodrama.”48 Lewes had tried to prove his point onstage, but had failed, possibly—
according to one of his biographers—because “he had not the strength of voice or physical
presence to persuade an audience to accept his interpretation.”49 Another biographer
suggested that “Perhaps it was simply his physical smallness: the large spaces of the theatre
made him seem waiflike and ineffective.”50 A contemporary observer said, “His best friends
were obliged to admit that Nature had not intended for him to be an actor.”51One expects Lewes
would have welcomed and applauded an actor who saw Shylock as he did and had sufficient
physical and vocal power to impress audiences with his vigor in the role. It is clear from
published reactions to Aldridge’s performances that he was very successful as Shylock.
Worthing had no newspaper in September 1855,52 and the Era issued only a perfunctory notice
of the plays in which he had appeared in his week there,53 but the playbill for his final night at
Theatre Royal, Worthing carried a blurb stating that “Nothing could possibly exceed the
approbation with which Mr. IRA ALDRIDGE has been received in the various characters he has
personated, during the two nights he has had the honor of appearing.”54 In Plymouth a month
earlier he was reported to have performed Shylock “in a manner that proved highly gratifying to a
good house.”55 Another paper provided fuller details:On Thursday we witnessed his
personation of Shylock, and we have seldom seen the part more faithfully depicted. In the trial
scene, particularly, Mr Aldridge exhibited high histrionic talents;—the calm, subdued tone
observed was, in our opinion, in strict keeping with the position of the wily Jew in his demands
for justice,—which he finally obtained to his utter mortification. The applause, from a well
attended house, was generous.56In Belfast, the week after his appearance in Worthing, the
response was even more enthusiastic:Mr. Aldridge acted with ease and grace, representing the
original of the great poet’s creation with a natural truthfulness rarely to be met with. His Shylock
was a masterpiece of acting. The mean, relentless Jew, at the beginning of the trial scene,
became, without an effort, a hero at its termination. The dignified scorn of the Israelitish usurer
was pourtrayed with a dramatic energy and poetry of action we have never seen
surpassed.57There was also an awareness that this was a new kind of interpretation but one
that was entirely justified: “We cannot say that it was either a truthful delineation or a faithful
impersonation; but, as a just conception of the character—a full embodiment of the author’s
conception, and as an accurate and energetic delivery of the same by reading and acting, the
performance demands our warmest commendation.”58 Another Belfast paper exclaimed: “His
personation of the revengeful Jew was an extraordinary effort, in which his genius was fully
displayed. His distinct enunciation, his passionate energy, free from all rant, his delicate
perception of the author’s meaning, were particularly remarkable, and thoroughly appreciated by
the audience.”59In Dublin later in the year Aldridge met with the same high degree of public
acceptance:The part of Shylock was sustained by Mr. Aldridge, and with much of originality and
vigour of manner and expression. In the pathetic passage, where he mourns over the loss of his
daughter, his voice was wanting in melody, but then there were broken expressions very
significant of emotion, and the passion of revenge was pourtrayed with an earnestness and



fierceness that failed not to arrest the attention and secure the repeated plaudits of the
house.60If Lewes and Evans did not like what they had seen of Aldridge in a truncated version of
this role, they evidently remained a small minority among the crowds who flocked to see his
unconventional but enlightening interpretation of Shylock.During this period there were not
enough comments in the press on Aldridge’s Macbeth to enable accurate comparisons to be
drawn with the actors Lewes and Evans had found disappointing in this role, but there was
plenty of discussion of Aldridge as an interpreter of Othello, remarks positive and negative that
may help to explain why Lewes and Evans did not like this sample of his acting. Continental
audiences had been astonished and thrilled by the intensity of his portrayal of Othello. They
often described his manner of playing the part as “lurid,” for they were unaccustomed to seeing
such strong emotion as Aldridge displayed in the second half of the play, when Othello has been
persuaded to believe Desdemona has been unfaithful to him. The younger critics in Germany, in
particular, found such ardent passion exciting, whereas their elders condemned it as excessively
melodramatic.Though audience reactions in Britain to Aldridge’s Othello now tended to be
overwhelmingly favorable, there were still some critics who faulted him for minor transgressions:
“If we were disposed to be fastidious, we might say that in the passionate passages he is rather
too energetic—somewhat savouring of the melo-dramatic school”;61 “In one or two instances
we noticed that he altered the text of the Dramatist, and once we thought not judiciously.”62
Buthis faults can never be chargeable to the want of an intellectual appreciation of the character
he plays. They rather arise from a mannerism which may be corrected. For instance, his abrupt
conclusion to some of his sentences, raising his voice at the last word, and “chopping off” the
stops does occasional violence to the euphony, and is an outrage upon the evident correctness
of his own perception.63Even in Belfast it was admitted that “He has defects, and they are many,
(and where is the actor who has not his defects?) but [his virtues] may fairly be set against
whatever defects he possesses, and rate him at once as an actor of considerable power.”64 “His
voice is not now possessed of its former depth and volume; it has become reedy; and,
occasionally, when it should be like the thunder, is only a scream. [However], we are happy to
say that there is, throughout, a determination of purpose, a sincerity of feeling, and a terrible
earnestness that cover a multitude of blemishes.”65In Dublin, too, Aldridge’s perceived defects
were thought to have compensatory benefits for the integrity of his performance as a
whole:There is in some portions of his acting in this fine play a terrible truth and a too vivid
naturalness, which strikes even painfully on the feelings of the audience. For instance, one
almost trembles for the life of the actress who plays Desdemona, so fearfully in earnest does the
talented African appear in that most harrowing, frightful, and unpoetic scene of the wife-
murderer. His acting throughout the play was characterized by the sole charm of vividness and
undeniable natural passion, simulated with an effect rarely equalled. But the impression left after
all is painful and, perhaps, the highest praise of the actor is, that we lose sight of the artist in the
contemplation of the jealous Moor, whose highest virtues are brute courage and impulsive
passion, from which love turns to murderous phrenzy at the instigation of the wily fiend, Iago.66It



may have been this “too vivid naturalness” that displeased Lewes and Evans. They wanted an
Othello who was grander, more powerful, and more heroic than what they had seen in the
performances of Fechter, Dessoir, and Macready, but perhaps Aldridge’s melodramatic
approach, his own “largo of execution,” went well beyond what they considered appropriate for
this role.It is perhaps worth noting that Lina Fur, the actress who played Desdemona opposite
Dessoir’s Othello in London in 1853, offered a different explanation for this German actor’s
failure to please a British audience: “He decided to compete with the English actors themselves
and heard how Aldridge and Macready were supposed to have rolled their eyes, whetted their
knives and thirsted and cried for blood,” so he attempted to do the same. By the third act, “he
was so frothing with rage that I took fright. And now this exaggeration and distortion knew no
bounds. The audience grew increasingly restless, and at the end of the act drummed their feet
and, to anger Dessoir, called my name ‘alone!’” in praise.67 In other words, Aldridge may have
been partly responsible for Dessoir’s debacle. And it may follow that Lewes and Evans disliked
Aldridge’s Othello because it reminded them of Dessoir’s earlier misguided effort to imitate
Aldridge’s melodramatic style of acting.But there could have been a deeper reason why
Aldridge’s Othello did not appeal to them. In a lengthy analysis of Fechter’s interpretation of this
character, Lewes refers twice to the fact that Fechter played him as a mulatto rather than a black
man: “Instead of the heroic, grave, impassioned Moor, he represents an excitable creole of our
own day.”68 Later, he remarks: “Othello is black—the very tragedy lies there; the whole force of
the contrast, the whole pathos and extenuation of his doubts of Desdemona, depend on this
blackness. Fechter makes him a half-caste, whose mere appearance would excite no repulsion
in any woman out of America.”69Lewes regarded this change of color and race as an error, a
vulgarization of the depiction of Othello because it cheapened him, depriving him of the dignity,
gravity, and honor Shakespeare meant him to possess. His noble passion was thus reduced to
the excitability considered characteristic of nineteenth-century creoles. It would have been
impossible for Aldridge to have escaped being seen like this, for he too was light-complexioned
and did not choose to black up to play the Moor. Lewes may have been incapable of viewing him
as anything but another creole vulgarizer of Othello.Aldridge’s next engagement was for six
nights at Belfast’s Theatre Royal, where he mostly played selections from his Shakespearean
repertoire, supplemented by a few melodramas and farces. He attracted “immense
audiences”70 and consequently was reengaged for a second week during which he performed
only in melodramas and a few farces. They were equally well attended and well received and
may have been what led immediately afterward to a series of contracts at theaters in Preston,
Oldham, Yarmouth, and Norwich in the weeks that followed. Before arriving in Belfast, Aldridge
had received a note from D. Corbet Cooke, manager of the Theatre Royal, encouraging him to
seek help from a local paper in publicizing the success he had had elsewhere:Theatre Royal
BelfastSept. 14Dear Sir,Write to Mr Simms proprietor of The Daily Mercury, and send him clips
and extracts he was formerly a friend of [yours].Yours trulyD. Corbet Cooke71Except for a
mishap in Preston when an actress performing in Obi; or, Three-Fingered Jack was wounded by



wadding from a gun that accidentally misfired, things continued to go well for Aldridge as he
moved from place to place.72 Crowds filled the theaters regardless of what role he happened to
be playing, and they enjoyed what they saw. In towns he had visited years earlier, he was
welcomed back with enthusiasm. The Norwich Mercury admitted that “the spectacle of a man of
colour taking upon himself the arduous task of sustaining some of the finest creations of the
mind of Shakespere [sic], was not in itself so perfect a novelty, as if he had now made his
appearance here for the first time. Still the strong desire to witness the efforts of Mr. Aldridge
proved the actor was regarded with a considerable, and a newly-awakened interest.”73Aldridge
spent the first two weeks of December in Dublin, performing at the Theatre Royal, Hawkins
Street. This was one of his favorite cities, where he had enjoyed great success on frequent visits
in the 1830s and 1840s, but eight years had now passed since his last appearance there.
Nevertheless, theatergoers remembered him and welcomed him back with such enthusiasm
that he thanked them during a curtain call on his opening night: “Ladies and Gentlemen.—I
should deem myself wanting in proper respect if I did not at once respond to your hearty
summons. Your applause is peculiarly Irish. My early efforts in this city were fostered and
encouraged by your kind applause; and I feel happy in again meriting your approbation.”74At this
theater, more than at any of the others at which he had been appearing, Aldridge was called on
to play Shakespearean roles principally, including even that of Aaron in an adaptation of Titus
Andronicus that he had co-authored and occasionally produced elsewhere in Britain before
leaving for the Continent.75 Since nearly all the objectionable passages in the play had been
expunged and the poetical and beautiful ones retained, this radically reformed version was
accepted in Dublin as judicious and tasteful, and Aldridge was praised for his “vigorous, truthful,
and effective” portrayal of Aaron, whom he had transformed from a villain into a hero.76 His
acting in Othello also won him much applause.77Aldridge spent most of the month of January
1856 in Cork, entertaining audiences at the Theatre Royal, George’s Street, but here there was a
greater demand for popular melodramas and farces than for Shakespearean tragedies, so he
reverted for the most part to some of his older stock roles, which he played in rapid succession:
Gambia in The Slave; Zanga in The Revenge; Rolla in Pizarro; Fabian in The Black Doctor!; or,
The Fated Lovers of Bourbon; Bertram in Bertram; or, The Castle of St. Aldobrand; Antoine in
Father and Son; or, The Rocks of La Charbonierre; Karfa in Obi; or, Three-Fingered Jack;
Alessandro Massaroni in The Brigand; or, Massaroni; and his three farcical characters: Mungo in
The Padlock, Ginger Blue in The Virginian Mummy, and Jeronymo in Stage Mad.78 During this
period Aldridge played Shakespearean roles only six times: Othello (thrice), Shylock, Macbeth,
and Richard III.Despite complaints about the inadequacies of the actors supporting Aldridge in
these plays79 and the “noise and ill conduct of the occupants of the gallery,”80 the theater was
crowded every night he performed,81 and he was commended for every role he played. On
January 15, the night of his benefit, his performance of The Brigand was honored by the
patronage of the Freemasons of Cork.82 Aldridge had been inducted into the Masonic fraternity
on earlier visits to Ireland. In Londonderry on March 26, 1838, he was made a Brother Mason of



the Grand Lodge of Ireland, and in January 1839 an Excellent Brother of the Grand Royal Arch
Chapter of Ireland in Dublin.83 It was the custom of Masons to turn out in large numbers
whenever a “Brother” was performing at the local theater.84The following week,On the last
evening of Mr. Ira Aldridge’s performance at the Theatre Royal, after the fall of the curtain Mr. R.
C. Burke, accompanied by a numerous and respectable deputation, waited upon him, and
presented him with a masonic jewel, beautifully wrought in the shape of a star. On the reverse is
the following inscription:—“Presented by Brother R. C. Burke, Proprietor of the Theatre Royal,
and a deputation of the Cork Freemasons, to Brother Ira Aldridge, at the close of his last
performance, January 21st, 1856.85This was reported in the press as analogous to the many
fine gifts Aldridge had received from eminent Europeans during his Continental tour.86In
addition, “Before Mr. Aldridge left Cork, J. F. Maguire, M.P. for Dungarvon, invited him to dinner,
at which more than twenty gentlemen connected with Literature and the Arts were present.”87
As in the past, Aldridge evidently was again winning new friends and admirers among the Irish
gentry.2Crim. Con.The Freemasons who had patronized Aldridge’s benefit performance in Cork
on January 15 would have been surprised the following morning to read a lengthy report in the
Cork Examiner describing a court case in London involving him. The story had appeared in the
London Times and Daily News the day before and was reprinted verbatim with no editorial
comment:1BAIL COURT(Sittings of Nisi Prius, before Mr. Justice ERLE and a Common
Jury)STOTHARD V. ALDRIDGEMr. Edwin James and Mr. P. Thompson were counsel for the
plaintiff, and Mr. Serjeant Wilkins for the defendant.Mr. JAMES, in opening the plaintiff’s case,
said that the plaintiff sought to recover compensation in damages for the seduction of his wife by
the defendant. The plaintiff was a very young man—he had been educated for the business of a
surgeon at Hull. The defendant was a person who had acquired considerable reputation as an
actor, acting under the name of the “African Roscius,” and he was well calculated to play certain
parts, being “coloured” by nature, and he had amassed a considerable sum of money. The
plaintiff was now carrying on the business of a surgeon-dentist, but in 1849 he had taken a fancy
to try his fortune on the stage, and, having heard of the celebrity of the defendant, he went to
Liverpool, where the defendant was then “starring” it as the African Roscius. He introduced
himself to the defendant, and it ended in his offering to teach the plaintiff the profession for a
sum of 50£. The plaintiff sold a reversion to which he was entitled for a small sum of money, and
he gave the defendant 50£. The young man was sent to Hull, Liverpool, Wales, and other places.
Soon after this, upon the introduction of the defendant, the plaintiff was induced, at the age of
18, to marry a young girl who resided where they lodged, at 22, Judd-place, New-road. They
were married on the 15th of August, 1849. The defendant was present, and gave the young
woman away. After the marriage the defendant sent the plaintiff upon a theatrical engagement to
Wales. He took his wife, and she remained there with him for some few months, when, finding he
could not afford to take her the different circuits with him, he sent her to her mother’s at
Tonbridge [sic] Wells, and during the separation the defendant had taken advantage of the
opportunity and had seduced the wife. He had conducted himself with all the arts of a practiced



seducer, and the consequence was that, in March, 1853, the girl gave birth to a child. At the time
of the pregnancy the defendant, who was performing in Germany, wrote this letter to the wife:
—“My dear Emma,—Your letter has just now reached me, and I am very much surprised at its
contents. You may be mistaken. You say William (the husband) has been with you, and is it not
likely that his visits have occasioned this mischief? However, write me particulars immediately—
tell me everything—what you intend doing and where you mean to go, and I will make a
remittance. Has Mrs. A. questioned you in connexion with me? and if so, what passed? How is
your aunt? Where is William—what brought him to town?Yours sincerely,Ira”After Mrs. Stothard
was confined his tone became altered and he wrote her this letter:—“Dear Madam,—You would
not have been neglected but I had some communications made to me of most imprudent
conduct on your part which very much annoyed me and caused me not to address you again. I
do so now, however, and if you give me the assurance that the child is ‘of colour’ and that the
father is the person you name (himself)—you understand me—both you and your child shall not
be neglected. Is it a boy or a girl? Write by return, enclosing the same in the envelope I send you.
Seal mine up and then direct it to me. Do not pay the postage. Tell me, does your mother know
whose child it is, and is she unkind to you? Did your aunt leave you anything?Yours
faithfully.Ira”He would prove that the child was “of colour.” The child was now dead. He would
produce the evidence before them, and would ask them to give such damages as would mark
their sense of the defendant’s conduct.The formal proofs of the marriage on the 15th of August,
1849, were put in.It was proved that the defendant acted under the name of the African Roscius.
He was a black star, but rather a desirable one. He played both tragedy and comedy well.Mrs.
Ingledew.—I am the mother of Mrs. Stothard. She is now 30 years of age. I saw the plaintiff just
before they were married. She was then with me at Tonbridge Wells. The plaintiff came down to
take her to be married. I was unfavourable to the marriage. In seven or eight months after the
marriage she returned to me. I objected to the match on account of the plaintiff being a
performer. She had previously been residing with her aunt in London. The defendant lodged with
her aunt, and it was there the plaintiff first saw my daughter. Her aunt died, and I then went to
London, and my daughter I then found had been confined on the 15th of March, 1853. I saw the
child; it was a coloured boy. My daughter lived with me after her marriage, because her husband
could not support her, he earned so little. She took in needlework. She still remains with
me.Cross-examined.—I opposed the marriage very strongly. My daughter had resided for some
years with her aunt. Mr. and Mrs. Aldridge lodged in the same house. A Mrs. Groom kept the
house. My daughter has only had two children; the first was by her husband, and was born ten
months after the marriage; the other child was the one of colour. My daughter never complained
of the treatment of her husband. I have not seen the plaintiff since the summer. My daughter is
not living with him; nor has she done so for the last six years. She works at her needle for a living.
She upbraided him for neglecting her, but he said he had written letters to her which she had not
received. I am in indigent circumstances. She was confined of her first child in the Lying-in
Hospital. I don’t know where her husband was at the time. He wrote to her in the hospital, saying



that his aunt wished to know whether he was married, and if inquiries were made he requested
his wife to say they were not married.Re-examined.—When she wrote to him complaining of
neglect, he answered that he earned so little he really could not send her money.Susannah
Burgess.—Mrs. Stothard came and lodged with me in 1853, and during the time she was
confined of a coloured child. I know the defendant. I saw him and said to him, “Do you remember
Emma Stothard?” He said, “Perfectly well.” I said she had a child, of which he was the father. He
seemed confused, and asked me why I said he was the father? I said, “Because it is so much
like you.” He said, “She is married.” I said “I know that, but white men don’t beget black children.”
He said, “Are you a mother?” I said I had had nine children, but I had never had a black one. She
was confined at my house, and told me Aldridge would remunerate me. He said he could not
give me anything just then, but if I would leave my address he would send to me. Shortly after
that I wrote to him, and he sent word that I was to go to his house. I went there on the 19th of
May, and he gave me 5s. He said “I don’t give you that on Emma’s account, but for your family.” I
had not applied to him before because he was not in England. The child was born on the 15th of
March, 1853. I was godmother to it.Mrs. Matthews.—I had this child to nurse when it was five
months old. It was a coloured child. It died with me. Mrs. Stothard went to the funeral.Mr. Smelly.
—I am a surgeon living in Judd-place, New-road. The child was brought to my house. It died of
dysentery, and I certified the cause of death. It was coloured, and had wooly hair.Mr. Dillon.—I
am a theatrical agent. I know the defendant, and have done so for 30 years. He is about 50. I
have repeatedly made engagements for him. He is now in Cork.Richard Newman.—I am an
actor at the Surrey Theatre. I know the plaintiff. He went by the name of Stewart. He was acting
with me at the minor theatre in Liverpool for nearly 12 months. I should say he earned about a
guinea a week. He played “utility” parts in anything. He was a little fair man, about 22.Mr.
Serjeant WILKINS then addressed the judge for the defendant, contending that there was no
proof that these parties were the persons who were married.The learned JUDGE thought the
evidence was sufficient to go to the jury.Mr. JAMES then summed up the evidence he had
called. He thought the plaintiff was entitled to their sympathy and consideration. The defendant
had pleaded that the act he had done was with leave and licence, which, as no evidence was
offered to support it, was adding insult to injury. It had been shown that the plaintiff had not the
means of supporting his wife. His career was a most precarious one—it was notoriously so. The
defendant had taken advantage of this, and had seduced the wife. It was to be urged on behalf
of the plaintiff that he had not dragged his wife about with him to share his miserable poverty, but
had sent her where he thought she would be safe—to her mother; and there she would have
been secure had it not been for the arts of the defendant. The plaintiff had written to his wife, and
addressed the letters to her at Judd-place, and, no doubt, the defendant had intercepted those
letters. Was it not, then, a case for damages? The defendant had given the girl to the plaintiff at
the altar, and he had every reason to place confidence in the defendant; but the defendant had
caused the separation by intercepting the letters, and had then poured the poison of jealousy
into her ear and seduced her.Mr. Serjeant WILKINS then addressed the jury for the defendant.



Mr. Justice Williams, when at the bar, had addressed a Welsh jury, and then said he would call
witnesses in support of his speech, but was interrupted by the jury, who said he need not trouble
himself, as they believed every word he had said. If, therefore, they believed Mr. James, this was
a very bad case. But how was that speech supported by the evidence? Many things had been
stated, but little had been proved. There was no proof of the defendant having introduced the
plaintiff to his wife, or that he had given her away. There was no proof of the plaintiff having paid
the defendant 50£. There was no evidence of his having sold a reversion. It was clear that his
friend was wrong in his facts, for what was there to show that the plaintiff had written any letters
to his wife at Judd-place? What right had he to infer that Mr. Aldridge had intercepted the
letters? What evidence was there of any seduction? Let them look at this heart-broken husband.
Why, he had never lived with his wife for six years. According to the evidence of her mother, he
had left her to the mercy of the world. Had he not sworn to take her for better or worse? and yet
he had sent her from him, and there was no proof of his having ever sent her a farthing. Was it
true that he had written to his wife, telling her to deny the marriage, and hold herself out as a
woman of shame? Was that true? Her mother said it was. How could it be said that Aldridge had
kept the husband from his wife when she [sic] was in Germany and the plaintiff in Liverpool? He
regretted that the plaintiff could not be called, as he might have told them in what way and in
whose society he had passed his time. The wife was first delivered of a child, and where? In a
lying-in hospital; left, deserted by her husband, and without a farthing given her by him. Where
was the proof of their having lived on terms of affection? What loss had the plaintiff sustained?
The proof of adultery was very slight. Aldridge was not the only man of colour. Othello was a
Moor—a handsome man; but Aldridge was an African. What would they say of a lady who would
fall to the arts and devices of a “nigger?” The moment a woman yielded to those desires which
were a curse of her nature, then the word “seduction” was introduced. When the treasure was in
the plaintiff’s hands he had thrown it away and trampled upon it. Where, then, was the claim for
damages?The learned JUDGE summed up.—The child had strong indications of the paternity,
and he thought that it must be considered to be the offspring of a negro. They were not to award
a punishment, but to compensate the plaintiff for the loss which he had sustained, and he would
caution them to beware how they were led away by the statements of a powerful advocate, when
they were not borne out by the evidence in the case. A great deal that had been stated was
certainly unfounded. The moral conduct might be heavy, but he saw nothing of artifice or an
endeavour to pour poison into her mind. The letter of the defendant seemed to infer that he
would bear his share of the burden. The defendant was not to be classed among persons of
artful guilt, but he said she might expect assistance from him. What, then, was the loss the
plaintiff had sustained? He did not see any indications of the plaintiff intending to pass the noon
and evening of his life in happiness with his wife. From the first separation the wife was left in
solitude, without money, in the lying-in hospital. She complained of all this, and no support was
rendered her. There was no proof of any letters having been intercepted by the defendant. There
was nothing to show that the plaintiff had attached any value to the situation in which he had



stood. They must say what comfort of married life had been invaded, and what was the amount
of loss the plaintiff had sustained.The jury returned a verdict for the plaintiff, damages 40s.The
verdict obviously went in Aldridge’s favor. He had lost the case, but Stothard had not won much
from it.2 A persuasive defending attorney had undercut the arguments of the plaintiff’s advocate,
and the presiding judge, in giving instructions to the jury, cited the lack of evidence supporting
the case against Aldridge as sufficient reason “not to award a punishment,” but to compensate
the husband only for the loss he claimed to have suffered from the alleged seduction of his wife.
Given William Stothard’s record as a neglectful husband, the jury evidently decided that he
deserved very little.Aldridge had been sued by Stothard for having had a “criminal
conversation” (i.e., sexual relations) with his wife that resulted in her pregnancy and the birth of
an illegitimate child. Under statutes governing “crim.con.,” a husband was entitled to sue for
damages to his personal property—namely, his wife. According to Lawrence Stone, “In the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries [in England], there began a slow process of
redefinition of loss of male honor thanks to which the fact of having been branded a cuckold was
transformed into an injury which could be compensated for by monetary damages publicly
awarded in a court of law.”3 This became an increasingly popular form of legal action between
1770 and 1830, partly because sums amounting to as much as £10,000 were sometimes
awarded by juries to the aggrieved husband.4 In 1825, the actor Edmund Kean was successfully
sued for £800 for an affair he had with the wife of the alderman Robert Albion Cox.5 William
Stothard, a poor man, may have been hoping for a similar result in his action against Aldridge,
who was said in the trial to have “amassed a considerable sum of money.” Had he been a better
husband, he might have had a stronger case.How this scandal was regarded in Cork while
Aldridge was still performing there is unknown. The Freemasons went ahead and awarded their
Brother a Masonic jewel the following week, and J. F. Maguire, MP for Dungarvon, did not cancel
the dinner party he had organized so that twenty local gentlemen could socialize with this now
even more famous visiting star prior to his departure. Perhaps they were willing to forgive his
adultery.The incident did not affect Aldridge’s popularity elsewhere either, for he was heavily
booked at theaters throughout the British Isles for the next fifteen months, and there was never
any mention of his criminal conversation in the provincial papers that subsequently reported on
his visits. However, he was not reengaged in London until April 1857 and then only at the
Britannia Saloon, where he had last appeared five years earlier. There still seemed to be a
prejudice against him at major theaters in the capital, and one wonders if this had anything to do
with his relationships with women. After all, his wife was British, he had fathered children by two
other white women, and he may have been known to have had additional affairs.6 Aldridge
clearly must have been seen as a womanizer—and a miscegenating womanizer at that. Could
this have been the primary reason that he was kept off the London stage for most of his career?
Was he being blackballed for his sexuality?3On the Road AgainDuring the first six months that
Aldridge resumed touring in Britain, he is known to have performed at least 109 times in three
types of plays: melodramas (40), farces (35), and Shakespeare (34).1 In his remaining fifteen



months on tour, the pattern remained roughly the same, except that the melodramas (107) and
farces (104) now outnumbered the Shakespearean productions (78) by a ratio of approximately
three to one instead of two to one. This was a profound change from what Aldridge had
experienced on the Continent, where he had been called on to specialize in playing
Shakespearean roles almost exclusively. British provincial theaters could not survive on
Shakespeare alone. They had to offer a wider variety of entertainment to their customers.The
melodramas Aldridge performed most frequently were Thomas Morton’s play The Slave,
Edward Young’s play The Revenge, and Aldridge’s own adaptation of The Black Doctor! or, The
Fated Lovers of Bourbon, a French play by Auguste Anicét-Bourgeois and Philippe François
Pinel Dumanior.2 The first two of these were old chestnuts dating back to the struggle to end
slavery. The French drama offered a more romantic treatment of race and class in a different
national setting. Reactions to Aldridge in these roles reveal how provincial theatergoers in the
middle of the nineteenth century regarded him.Gambia in The Slave was a role demanding a
great variety of emotions and attitudes, some of which ran counter to conventional notions of
African temperament and character. Gambia is a slave who serves his master faithfully, saving
his life, suppressing an insurrection among his slaves, rescuing his child, and later selling his
own freedom to secure his master’s release from debtor’s prison. He is a wholly admirable
paragon of virtue who sacrifices himself for those he respects, loves, and serves.A reviewer in
Plymouth observed that Aldridge’s portrayal of Gambia showedhow the fierce passions of the
savage African can be subdued to softness, pity, and the noblest generosity, by touching with
kindness the latent springs of his better nature. It is a part which gives a wide scope to the
display of various feelings. Wrath, revenge, indignation, pride, love, pity, gratitude, and heroism,
are all in turn called into life, and hence it will be understood that the proper personation of the
part demands a great variety of talent. Mr. Aldridge showed himself competent to the arduous
undertaking.3A commentator in Norwich held a similar opinion: “Of Gambia we can speak with
high pleasure and satisfaction. Mr. Aldridge proved himself an actor of great force, much
originality, and considerable feeling.... The rude and untutored nature of Gambia was well given,
but the delicate gradations of his devotion towards his master... were those points in which Mr.
Aldridge excelled.”4 And in York, Aldridge sustained the part “in a style of excellence. He brought
out in bold relief the nobler qualities of the human heart—gratitude, affection, disinterestedness,
self-denial—with consummate skill, enlisting the sympathies of mankind on behalf of the
oppressed negro.”5 In Manchester, too, it was said that “Mr. Aldridge has many natural gifts that
fit him for the embodiment of such a character [as Gambia]: great physical power, dignified and
manly bearing, a voice of great range and power, where his African blood enables him to
delineate the more powerful passions with force and effect.”6 More than anything else, it
apparently was Aldridge’s display of versatility in enacting this role that most impressed
spectators.Zanga in The Revenge was a different kind of character. The son of a Moorish king,
Zanga has been captured and enslaved by a Spanish general, and for six years he serves his
master well, gaining his confidence and respect, but all the while he harbors a desire to avenge



the humiliating wrongs he has suffered as a slave, especially a slap on the cheek his Christian
master had once given him. When Zanga ultimately succeeds in exacting his revenge, he exults
over the prostrate body of his enemy, revealing the deep hatred he has always felt toward
him.Aldridge was impressive in this two-faced role, playing the part with “glowing energy,
tempered by that towering dignity which marks the high-born and implacable son of Afric.”7 In
Cork, “His delineation of that terrible passion [i.e., rage] was forcible and striking; and the deep
dissimulation of the Moor in following out his dire purpose, his savage joy and exultation when
he beheld it at length within his grasp, and the remorse which succeeded, when the excitement
of his passion had passed away, and he beheld his victim dead at his feet, were all well and
admirably pourtrayed.”8 A reviewer in Belfast remarked that Zanga was a “ruthless but noble
avenger,” one in whom “we see a certain hidden nobility breaking out occasionally.... Mr. Aldridge
acted the Royal Moor in slavery superbly. Amidst all his plottings it was impossible to utterly hate
him, and at the close of the piece he was deservedly called before the curtain to receive the
plaudits of the house.”9Fabian in The Black Doctor! is a slave and medical doctor who, by saving
the lives of his master’s family, gains his freedom but is not regarded as their equal in society. He
falls in love with Pauline, a daughter in the family, but hesitates in making his feelings known until
their lives are threatened in a storm, at which point she confesses that she too is in love with him.
They marry secretly afterward, but when her mother learns of this, Pauline is sent off to a
nunnery and Fabian to a dungeon in the Bastille. He goes mad there, but on being released,
reunites briefly with Pauline and dies saving her from an angry mob.Unlike the other two
melodramas, this one was a love story across racial lines, requiring Aldridge to display a range
of sensations quite different from those he expressed when playing a loyal or rebellious slave.
One observer in Belfast noticed the difference immediately:In the delineation of the sterner
passions of human nature, Mr. Aldridge has few equals on the stage. At times, by the natural
action of feeling, he becomes almost sublime in his sudden transitions; and we are startled by
the extraordinary contrast of varied emotion which his genius enables him to pourtray. Last night,
in “The Black Doctor,” it was astonishing to observe with what power he delineated the
tenderness of love, the agony of wounded pride, and the dignity of offended manhood. The
audience testified their delight by long continued plaudits.10Other commentators regarded this
as his “best melodramatic part”;11 “his masterpiece, and most ably did he sustain it.”12 In
Coventry, “Mr. Aldridge’s personation of Fabian was truthful to nature, indeed nothing could have
displayed the pathetic and physical powers of this gentleman to greater advantage.”13 He was a
romantic hero.Mungo, the drunken servant in Isaac Bickerstaff’s play The Padlock, continued to
be Aldridge’s favorite farcical character, and for good reason. Audiences loved him in this
character, which he deliberately played after a heavy tragedy or melodrama in order to end the
evening on a light note and demonstrate that he was equally talented as a comedian. It was said
that he had “a genius for broad farce” as Mungo “that could not certainly in the same character
be surpassed by any actor on the stage.”14 “His Mungo is an immense piece of acting. Every
line is a point, and elicits rapturous applause and screeching laughter throughout. With the full



recognition of Liston upon us, we have no hesitation in pronouncing his Mungo one of the
greatest pieces of comic acting to be seen on the present stage.”15 A Manchester paper singled
out the drunken scene as “one of the richest bits imaginable, from the comfortable excitement of
the first draught to the obfuscation which leads him to put the candle into his mouth instead of
the bottle.”16 But this wasn’t just low clowning. Aldridge’s “natural acting is a decided treat,
compared with the forced farce, often running into buffoonery, which one so often has to lament
over in actors of less merit.”17Aldridge had developed a second farcical role that was just as
popular as Mungo. This was Ginger Blue, an “independent head waiter” in The Virginian
Mummy, which Thomas Dartmouth Rice had adapted from a farce by William Bayle Bernard.18
A review in the Norwich Mercury summarizedthe natural comicality with which it abounds. The
cunning and avarice of the negro waiter, who consents to enact the part of a mummy, and run
the risk of being poisoned by a professor who meditates the experiment of resuscitating
“Cheops defunct,” by forcing an elixir of life down the mummy’s throat, was the perfection of
acting, and his fear that he had at last poisoned himself by stealing the draught—judging that it
was only brandy—was so excellently expressed as to be beyond description.19The Jersey
Independent nevertheless offered a few more descriptive details, saying Aldridgepourtrayed [sic]
the Mummy with a rich vein of comic humor, without straining after effect, or burlesque
extravagance, but displaying pure, perfect, and natural genius, throwing life and soul into the
piece—at one time electrifying his audience with his unrivalled song—“Opossum up a Gum-
tree”; and at another throwing them into convulsions of mirth with his inimitable drolleries and
correct impersonation of the eccentric but cunning and greedy Ginger Blue.20Commentators
were in agreement that “in his Negro Farces, the African Roscius is truly inimitable. No
exaggeration, no buffoonery, no vulgarity, stains the comic humours of Aldridge in the parts of
Ginger Blue, or the Mungo—it is nature, and very amusing nature, too.”21On leaving Cork at the
end of January 1856, Aldridge performed at a succession of widely separated English and
Scottish cities and towns he had visited several times, earlier in his career: Leeds, Aberdeen,
Hull, Dundee, Edinburgh, York, Norwich. He then played for nearly two months at neighboring
venues in parts of Yorkshire: Sheffield, Huddersfield, Bradford, Halifax. During this period he was
also reengaged at York and Leeds and made a side trip to appear at Manchester for a week. By
now J. W. Anson, a theater agent who also served as secretary of the Dramatic and Sick Fund
Association, was making bookings for Aldridge, a change that appears to have helped him keep
down travel expenses.22 Anson had good connections throughout the theater world and
arranged to get Aldridge invited to places he had never been before—notably the Channel
Islands of Jersey and Guernsey, where he was well received by both the English and the French
residents.23For the rest of the year Aldridge continued performing his usual roles in towns that
were fairly close together—Oldham, Doncaster, Hanley, Worcester—as well as some that were
rather far apart—Yarmouth, Shrewsbury, Hull. It was not until he reached Belfast in early
December for what was billed as a “Farewell Visit to Ireland previous to his return to the
Continent,”24 that he attempted an entirely new role, that of Dred in an adaptation of Harriet



Beecher Stowe’s novel Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp, which had been published only
a few months earlier in both the United States and the United Kingdom.25Four years earlier,
Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin had been a smash hit not only as a novel but also as a play.26
Numerous adaptations for the stage were immediately written and played before very large
audiences on both sides of the Atlantic. Dred generated the same kind of public excitement.
Within five weeks, two adaptations had opened at London theaters, the first by H. Young at the
Victoria on September 24, the second by Mrs. Denvil at the Britannia Saloon on September 26.
A few weeks later, a version by Frederic Laurence Phillips and J. Colman was playing at the
Surrey, and another by William E. Suter was being mounted at the Queen’s. In addition, a one-
act burlesque in rhyming couplets was amusing audiences at the Bower Saloon, and an
equestrian adaptation was playing at Astley’s Royal Amphitheatre.27 Not all of these
adaptations were praised by critics but they remained popular, and by early December the Court
Journal could report that “Dred, that was declared to be so undramatic by the leading critical
journal, is now playing at no less than seven houses.”28Some of these adaptations as well as
brand-new ones also began running in provincial theaters in the last months of 1856, notably in
Hull, Sheffield, Bradford, and Manchester—cities in which Aldridge had appeared earlier in the
year.29 The adaptation used in the Belfast production in which Aldridge starred as Dred appears
to have been written expressly for him by D. Corbet Cooke, the manager there,30 but judging
from one of the reviews, it may have resembled the Phillips and Colman version playing at the
Surrey, which has been described as “much more faithful to the novel” than the others.31The
problem with being faithful to the original text was that the novel was excessively didactic,
weighed down with heavy moral messages drawn from scripture, and inhabited by characters
who were either wholesomely good or thoroughly evil. Prominent among the evildoers were
most plantation owners and Southern Christian clergy who opposed the abolition of slavery. In
contrast, all the blacks and mulattos were depicted as good, decent people,32 even those who
suffered most grievously under harsh racial oppression.Dred, the eponymous hero, does not
enter the tale until chapter 18, but when he does, he arrives larger than life:He was a tall black
man, of magnificent stature and proportions. His skin was intensely black, and polished like
marble. A loose shirt of red flannel, which opened very wide at the breast, gave a display of a
neck and chest of herculean strength. The sleeves of the shirt, rolled up nearly to the shoulders,
showed the muscles of a gladiator. The head, which rose with an imperial air from the broad
shoulders, was large and massive, and developed with equal force both in the reflective and
perceptive department. The perceptive organs jutted like dark ridges over the eyes, while that
part of the head which phrenologists attribute to the moral and intellectual sentiments, rose like
an ample dome above them. The large eyes had that peculiar and solemn effect of
unfathomable blackness and darkness which is often a striking characteristic of the African eye.
But there burned in them, like tongues of flame in a black pool of naphtha, a subtle and restless
fire, that betokened habitual excitement to the verge of insanity. If any organs were predominant
in the head, they were those of ideality, wonder, veneration, and firmness; and the whole



combination was such as might have formed one of the wild old warrior prophets of the heroic
ages.33Moreover, Dred is said to be the son of Denmark Vesey, who had been hanged in South
Carolina for planning a slave rebellion, so he has a revolutionary pedigree.34Dred is different
from almost all the other blacks we see in both the novel and play because he is not enmeshed
in plantation life. He is a free spirit, a runaway slave who has chosen to live in the Great Dismal
Swamp, where his expert hunting, fishing, and farming skills are sufficient to sustain him, his
wife, and any other runaway slaves who come to him for assistance or shelter. He also happens
to be an insightful, intuitive visionary with a deep knowledge of the Bible, which he is fond of
quoting to justify actions he takes in struggles against injustice. But the characteristic that most
strikingly sets him apart from all other blacks, physically and symbolically, is that he always
carries a gun.Stowe introduced Dred into her narrative when she decided to strengthen the
political thrust of what she was writing. Dramatic events taking place in the United States in the
middle of 1856 affected her profoundly. Not only was there violence culminating in a raid on two
antislavery newspapers in Lawrence, Kansas, as well as a retaliatory massacre of five
proslavery men by John Brown, but also Stowe’s friend Senator Charles Sumner had been
viciously assaulted on the floor of the Senate and was seriously injured. In a letter to the
Duchess of Argyle, Stowe said her novel was being “written under the impulse of our stormy
times.... How the blood & insults of Sumner and the sack of Lawrence burn within us I hope to
make a voice to say.”35 Dred thus became a well-armed avenger of Southern outlawry and
brutal inhumanity. The novel ends with his killing the worst of the racist plantation owners and
simultaneously losing his own life in the effort to defend his people from further attacks and
abuses. Hazel Waters notes that in the adaptations staged by Phillips and Colman at the Surrey
and by Suter at the Queen’s Theatre, Dred is “turned almost into a kind of deus ex machina.”36In
Belfast, the responses to the play and to Aldridge’s insurrectionary role in it were mixed. The
Belfast Daily Mercury, while admitting that the novel was “devoid of interesting details and wholly
unsuited to the general reader, the same cannot be said of the dramatic version [which was]
most successful.... We must congratulated Mr. Aldridge on his acting in the principal character,
‘Dred.’ It was all that could be desired; and he seemed endued with an enthusiasm even
uncommon with himself.”37 However, the Northern Whig was of a different opinion:The manner
in which [Dred] was put on the stage—the dresses—the scenery—the decorations—does the
greatest credit to Mr. Cooke, who seems to have spared no pains to make the most of his
adaptation of a popular novel. But the play was not altogether worthy of his enterprise. “Dred” is
the reverse of a dramatic novel, and has procured its renown for reasons which have very slight
reference to its merits in any way as a work of art. And, when the tedious dialogue, which is a
long whine, is put on the stage, in the mouths of characters who have no action to perform, the
thing sounds like a sermon under irrelevant circumstances. As much as possible has been done
to turn a “situation” here and there in the story into a good theatrical tableau—the final one,
indeed, reminding us, in its pantomimic peculiarities, that we are near Christmas; and Mr.
Aldridge acted his best in a repulsive part, the exertions of the company generally to give bustle



to the affair being most praiseworthy. But “Dred” did not go off well; and we doubt if it can be
made, even temporarily, attractive.38The Ulsterman, having initially reported that “the acting of
Mr. Aldridge and the rest of the company was good,”39 complained a week later about “the
unnatural enthusiasm which permeates the latest mass of methodism and rant” in Dred.40When
Cooke took his company to Cork at the end of the month and staged the play again, the
Constitution, or Cork Advertiser said that “the dramatized version of Dred... abounds in stirring
tableaux, and affords scope for the display of histrionic talent of a high order.”41 London’s
Sunday Times also reported that Aldridge’s “reception on Boxing-night, when he made his
appearance in the character of Dred, was most enthusiastic. The theatre was filled to the roof.”42
But the critic for the Cork Daily Reporter, who had seen Aldridge only as Othello, was less
impressed with his abilities, suggesting that his deficiencies “become unsparingly, perhaps
unfairly, revealed” when badly supported by an inferior stock company like the one from
Belfast.43 Reading such opinions, Aldridge perhaps lost his enthusiasm for playing Dred.
Having performed the role only four times—twice in Belfast and twice in Cork—he gave it up and
never appeared as Dred again.On January 4, 1857, the Sunday Times reported that “Mr. Ira
Aldridge is playing a farewell engagement of six nights, at [Cork], previous to his departure for
Berlin, where he has been commanded to perform before the King of Prussia.” There turned out
to be no truth to this rumor, for three weeks later Aldridge resumed touring in England for the
next two months, stopping in such places as Sunderland, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, South Shields,
Coventry, Portsmouth, and Leicester, in all of which he played an assortment of his standard
roles before large, enthusiastic audiences.During this period he received only a single negative
review in the press, the critic for the Newcastle Chronicle grumbling thatThe manner in which Mr.
Aldridge played [Othello] was not on the whole satisfactory. If the published account of his life
had not excited in us the hope that we were about to see an actor of extraordinary genius, we
should have been better able to appreciate Mr. Aldridge’s real merits. A powerful actor he is not;
he has taste and enthusiasm for his profession, and declaims elegantly enough; his voice is
musical, but rather fitted to utter accents of tenderness, than of wrath or the other more violent
passions of tragedy.44This appears to have been a case of heightened expectations, a reaction
to the claims made on playbills and advertisements about Aldridge’s repeated triumphs abroad
when playing before royalty on the Continent. But the rest of the Newcastle press came down
solidly on Aldridge’s side, the Newcastle Journal exclaiming that Aldridge “performed in a
manner to justify the high encomiums passed upon him by the London and foreign press, as one
of the most eminent tragedians of the day.”45 The Newcastle Guardian went further, asserting
that in the role of OthelloMr. Aldridge is particularly successful;—his conception of the part is
truly Shaksperian [sic], and his acting throughout is characterized by great ability; it is, according
to the requirement of the scene, chaste and refined without tameness or monotony, and spirited
and vigorous without an excess of declamation or “rant,” and whether we consider his vivid
portraiture of the lover, the soldier, or the jealous husband, in each phase of the character there
is palpable evidence of deep study, discriminating intelligence, and peculiar aptitude for the part,



which, combined with a style ripened and mellowed by large experience, enable him to give a
very complete and effective representation of Othello—a character which excites the ambition of
our best tragedians, although few of them have been able to enact it with success.46In March,
Aldridge was finally invited back to London to perform again for four weeks at the Britannia
Saloon,47 where he had last been seen five years earlier, prior to embarking on his first tour of
the Continent. Before taking up this assignment, he attended the first-anniversary festival of the
Dramatic, Equestrian, and Musical Sick Fund Association, run by his agent, J. W. Anson. Among
the nearly one hundred friends and patrons of the association who sat down to dinner were
leading figures from the entertainment world. In the postprandial oratory by the chairman that
evening numerous toasts were proposed, first to the Queen, Prince Albert, and the royal family,
then to the army and navy, next to the Sick Fund Association itself as well as its president and
officers, and finally to the theater managers and stars connected with the association. In the
latter category, two individuals were singled out as exemplary representatives: Nelson Lee as a
manager,48 and Ira Aldridge as a star.Each then rose to acknowledge the honor. After Lee
spoke,Mr. IRA ALDRIDGE, who was also enthusiastically greeted, said: Mr. Chairman, I assure
you that I feel most deeply indebted to you for the honor you have conferred upon me by
associating my name with the toast which you were so kind as to propose, and to the assembled
company for the very flattering manner in which they have been pleased to respond to it.
(Cheers.) I certainly cannot pretend to any active part in the formation of this noble and most
excellent institution, but in its earlier stages I predicted its entire success, from the broad basis
upon which it was founded. Its objects and intentions have been so beautifully and eloquently
pourtrayed [sic] by you, Mr. Chairman, in proposing what you most aptly termed “the toast of the
evening,” that it would only be a work of supererogation were I for a moment to attempt by any
observations of mine to allude to the very beneficial and happy results which I cannot do
otherwise than think will necessarily follow from the institution of this society. (Loud cheers.) I
beg again to return you my most sincere and grateful thanks for the honour you have done me,
and only hope that the efforts to establish the society and carry out in their integrity its noble
objects will be crowned with glorious success (Cheers.)49This was an elegant impromptu
response to an unexpected honor, and the repeated cheers Aldridge received suggest that
many who were eminent in the theatrical profession now accepted and respected him as an
equal.Aldridge opened his campaign at the Britannia by performing only Othello in the first
week, only Titus Andronicus and The Padlock in the second week, splitting the third week
between Titus Andronicus and Pizarro with The Padlock remaining each night as the afterpiece,
and filling his fourth week with a medley of melodramas—Titus Andronicus, The Black Doctor!,
and Pizarro—supplemented by The Virginian Mummy and Three-Fingered Jack as afterpieces.
Samuel Lane, the manager of the Britannia, who had staged a two-act version of Dred for a
month in September–October 1856, may have wanted Aldridge to participate in a revival of that
play, but if so, Aldridge refused the role.Othello opened on Easter Monday with the usual fanfare
about Aldridge’s successes on the Continent, where he performed “before some of the most



Illustrious Personages of Europe.” As proof, the playbill quoted ecstatic reviews gleaned from the
press in Berlin, Danzig (Gdansk), and Vienna, hailing him as “the greatest Dramatic Artist we
have ever seen,” “without exception, the Greatest European Stage Actor that ever lived,” and “not
to be surpassed” in the part of Othello.50News of so celebrated an actor’s reappearance at the
Britannia drew large crowds as well as more attention in the local press than this theater—
located in Hoxton, a rather grubby industrial corner of the capital—normally received. Some of
the reporters were surprised that residents there, thought to be a “swinish multitude,” would turn
out in such numbers and be “eagerly attentive auditors” of a play by Shakespeare instead of the
“blood and blue-fire melodrama, [and] congeries of ribaldry” believed to be their ordinary
preferences. “The rough and hardy Hoxtonians [were] a more judiciously appreciative audience
than would perhaps be expected.”51 Another paper said, “We were gratified to perceive... a
greatly advanced state of refinement in the inhabitants of this remote district.”52Members of the
press were also duly impressed with Aldridge’s performance, saying he “reads with great
appreciation of his author, and with a force and vigour of enunciation entirely free from rant.”53
He “has great power, and he possesses the faculty—a very rare one by-the-bye—of judiciously
applying it.”54 “He painted the Moor’s jealous rage in striking colours,” for, being an African, “he
knows how to pourtray the violent passion induced by the hot blood of the South.”55 Amid all this
journalistic excitement there was not a single negative critique.Titus Andronicus was a different
matter—a play that had not been seen for more than a century until Aldridge, in collaboration
with Charles A. Somerset, created a version of it that eliminated all the horrors in the original
Shakespearean text and transformed the leading character, Aaron the Moor, from a bloodthirsty
villain to a noble hero.56 Aldridge had started performing this purified role in December 1849
and continued doing so occasionally for the next few years at well-established provincial
theaters in Aberdeen, Southampton, Leeds, Belfast, Edinburgh, and Plymouth that were curious
to stage such an experiment. Aldridge had his longest run as Aaron when he brought the
radically revised play to the Britannia Saloon in March–April 1852. Theatergoers who
remembered that occasion looked forward to repeating an exciting theatrical experience: “The
part of Aaron gives full scope to [Aldridge’s] fiery genius; and his delineation of the character is a
masterpiece of powerful and impressive acting. Those who were fortunate enough to see this
piece when first produced at the Britannia, five years since, will remember that, in his delivery of
some of the passages, Mr. Ira Aldridge was fearfully grand, while he threw into others a frantic
and thrilling energy that was perfectly electrifying.”57Reviews of the revival were on the whole
quite positive, commending Aldridge for his “extraordinary power and ability,”58 as well as his
“judgement and force of expression.”59 The Era, as usual, gave the fullest account of the merits
of his performance:Mr. Aldridge’s conception of the part of Aaron is excellent—gentle and
impassioned by turns; now, burning with jealousy, as he suspects the honour of the Queen;
anon, fierce with rage, as he reflects upon the wrongs which have been done him... ; and then all
tenderness and emotion in the gentler passages with his infant.... He thoroughly appreciates the
recondite beauties of the author wherever they exist, and every syllable is uttered with a



meaning. He rants less than almost any tragedian we know—he makes no vulgar appeal to the
gallery, although, at such a house as this the occasion is a tempting one—he is thoroughly
natural, easy, and sensible, albeit he has abundance of physique at his command when the
exercise of it is required. In a word, he evidently knows what he is at, and there is as little
“fustian” about him as in any one on the stage.60However, there were a few naysayers, critics
who were not entirely pleased with what they saw. One of them raised a racial objection: “It may
be considered an advantage in this locality to obtain a gentleman of colour to play the part of an
African; but Africa is a Continent, and her sons come of many races. Mr. Ira Aldridge is of negro
extraction, and, therefore, his features are not those of the Moor, and illusion, if any was
anticipated in this respect, failed.” He was also “defective, irrespective of place, in passages of
this curious play, which stir the passions into violent commotions, but was more at his ease in
the expression of tenderness to his child.”61 A far worse assessment appeared in Figaro in
London, a revived satirical paper that had been Aldridge’s nemesis when he first stepped
onstage at London’s Covent Garden Theatre twenty-four years earlier.62 Here is a sample of
what was said to amuse and abuse:
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