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Heather S. Nathans sets out to show her readers how African-American characters were presented on the American stage prior to the
Civil War (1861-65) and the abolition of slavery by amendment to the Constitution in 1865. From minstrelsy to open propaganda from
both sides of the abolition debate the author introduces the reader to a stunning kaleidoscope of Black characters and their varying
functions in the respective plays. She discusses how these characters were conceptualised to have the biggest possible emotional
impact on the audience.
In an endeavour like this, the question necessarily has to be whether one wants to pursue a chronological or a thematic structure.
Nathans has decided on a thematic structure which becomes the volume very well. Chapters 1 and 2 keep an interlinked
chronological development, but chapters 3 to 6 then have their own timelines. The author provides the reader with a very systematic
introduction which makes clear why she chose the topical focus points of the following chapters. It also serves the purpose of
introducing some of the most outstanding plays to be discussed later in the play. Furthermore, the introduction opens up the historical
background and elucidates the working question: not only is she interested in how Black/African characters were portrayed in
antebellum plays (the ‘bellum’ in question of course always being the Civil War, which – after all – was to be fought over this very
question) and what respective functions they had, but also how sentiment was employed to guide the audiences to an intended
message underlying the play. The author has to be applauded first and foremost for keeping the scope of her study wide and also
presenting plays and developments from the pro-slavery faction.
A second strong point of the study is its integration of a historical examination of the abolition movement. 711 footnotes may go as
proof of the thoroughness of the study. These footnotes are not necessarily only reserved for bibliographical annotations but very
often give interesting sidelines to the discussion at hand or draw the reader’s attention to parallel developments. This examination is
so thorough that even a reader who has not studied the history of slavery in the US in depth will find it reassuringly simple to follow
the developments, thereby also gaining a deep insight into the reasons for the secession of the Confederate States and the ensuing
Civil War. Alas, as shall be seen below, the historic discussion sometimes also proves to be more encumbering than beneficial.
The study draws on many plays which may not be known to the reader, which makes the book a particularly worthwhile read. As
many studies tend to present only all-too-well known material which makes them rather tedious to read, the reader of this volume is
confronted with lots of rather unknown plays with storylines not as familiar as some of the classics. This does not mean that the
author neglects well-known plays like for example The Octoroon or Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The author also reconstructs some plays of
which the manuscripts are no longer available through meticulous research in newspaper archives et al.
It is also amazing to see how many British plays were shown on US-American stages and how the aftermath of the War of
Independence and the at times very bad relations with Britain advanced the adaptation of British plays for the American situation on
the one hand and the writing of American plays dealing with this difficult topic on the other. This wide scope of the study also puts the
history of slavery into its international historical context. All too easily one falls for the dangerous simplification of reducing the
‘peculiar institution’ to a US-American phenomenon. But it has to be stated – and Nathans gratifyingly does so in detail – that even
after the abolition of the slave trade in Britain in 1807, slavery was very much on the agenda for British politics and society. Slavery in
the West Indies also affected the US directly. Nathans is very aware of this fact and integrates a discussion of these matters very
effectively.
Apart from plays, the author draws on novels, pamphlets, speeches and other materials which illustrate her point. Nine illustrations
serve the purpose of visualising the argument very well.

Chapter 1 examines the question of liberty and freedom. Nathans highlights that the motive of pity was used in many plays with an
abolitionist background and that these plays focused on the inhumane living conditions of slaves. She also draws the readers
attention to a rather puzzling eroticisation of the body of the slave as an instrument of elucidation that the slave is ‘as human’ as the
spectator of the play. The 15 pages of discussion of the ideologies of both sides of the debate serve the chapter very well and can be
seen as a foundation stone for the following discussion. The chapter ends with the formulation of the problem of how slaves would
have to be treated after a successful abolition of slavery.
Chapter 2 focuses on the politicisation of sentiment under exacerbating political conditions. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 is
highlighted as a particular breaking point in the relationship between the North and the South of the country. Nathans also discusses
some plays in this context which featured exclusively white dramatis personae who, instead of representing slavery on the stage,
discuss issues of slavery. This makes the whole impetus rather academic and mostly ineffective for the audience as the author rightly
states.
The third chapter than illustrates the image of Africa transported in the plays under discussion. The author shows very successfully
and impressively how the classical romantic and sentimental image of ‘the African’ was denaturalised and thereby deconstructed.
Impressive as this discussion is the author rather focuses on racial stereotypes but does not conclusively show how Africa was
depicted.
The interaction between Black and Yankee characters is thematised in chapter 4. The author shows that Black characters developed
from comic sidekicks to characters that could be taken seriously, sometimes even being partners in relationships with white
characters akin to friendship. This chapter links very well with chapter 5 which discusses how violence is used in abolitionist as well
as pro-slavery plays (violence against as well as by slaves, and violence against and by white characters). The author makes clear
that this is not the sentimental and sentiment-inducing depiction of violence against slaves which was discussed in chapter 1 but a
potential of violence that goes to show how explosive the whole issue of slavery was.
Both chapter 4 and chapter 5 suffer from a deficit in the discussion of plays. The historic account, which is otherwise a strong point of
the volume, takes over these two chapters and leaves hardly any space for the discussion of plays relevant to the topic at hand. While
this is not as important to chapter 4, it does hinder the development of chapter 5. This is an even greater pity as both chapters discuss
very articulately topics like ‘the content slave,’ ‘the magnanimous and benevolent slaveholder’ or the Spartacus motive. The staged
slave auctions of Henry Ward Beecher, brother of Mrs Beecher Stowe, the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, are given as examples of
non-theatrical performances. But this example is not really coherent as these occasions were not simulated but in the end real
auctions on which the life of a slave depended.
This desideratum can be disregarded again in chapter 6, which analyses in depth the connection of the abolitionist movement with
the temperance movement. Nathans shows how the stereotype of the drunken and insensible Black of the late 18th and early 19th
centuries is turned into the realistic image of a responsible and temperate human being who ‘deserves’ freedom. Plays discussing this
conjunction of two movements which were both highly important to the development of US-American society in the 19th century
sometimes even created the opposite stereotype of a very pious and absolutely temperate Black character who is the only safeguard
for a white character threatening to fall for ‘the demon drink’ and who thereby rescues his ‘master’ from certain ruin. A particularly
strong point of this chapter is that it does not only present single plays as objects of analysis but also the development of specific
theatres and acting companies. The outlining of the history of the Histrionic Club, for instance, is a particular achievement in this
context as the source material is rather scarce.
Two final desiderata must be stated. The first may be a minor point but proves nevertheless rather annoying to the reader. The stage
version of Mrs Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin is time and again briefly referred to. Although this does the play justice, it is
puzzling to find promises of an in-depth discussion of the play which eventually is not really given.
A second point is the lack of a concluding chapter. As the different topics discussed in the chapters are fascinating but very diverse,
the volume would need a concluding chapter which leads all the strands together and gives a concise summary of the findings of the
study.
Slavery and Sentiment on the American Stage 1787-1861 by Heather S. Nathans is an achievement which should not be

underestimated. The author has done some ground work on little known plays and in an area that had not been researched
conclusively before. She has presented a volume which satisfies the reader interested in the history of slavery in the US just as well
as the reader focusing on the history of drama. The in-depth outline of the history of the politics of slavery make the book a
compendium which can impressively shed light on the developments that – after all – led to a war which the United States has up to
our days not forgotten and which has an impact on modern relations within the Union. The desiderata mentioned may impair the
overall impression the study makes but does not gravely impair the joy the present reviewer has had in reading it. More work of this
academic density is definitely desired in this field.

Diese Nachricht wurde redaktionell betreut von Holger Suedkamp.
URL zur Zitation: http://www.theaterforschung.de/rezension.php4?ID=549
Copyright by www.theaterforschung.de

