SLIDE 1(Title):

 Moor or Less? 

Othello Under Surveillance, Calcutta, 1848: 

(see with accompanying slides on this site)
A Paper by Sudipto Chatterjee


SLIDE 2 (Lyceum) Wherever the British went, in pursuit of their imperial enterprise, their theatre went with them. Theatre-going was an integral part of British life in the colonial Calcutta of the 18th century, as much as it was in London. It was part of a larger endeavor on the part of the British East India Company to build a life in Calcutta that would still reflect London. SLIDE 3 (Old Playhouse series) And Calcutta was indeed the colonial London — being the capital of the Indian empire, one of the largest trading points in Asia, with an inland harbor and a vast hinterland, just like the grand city on the Thames. Architecturally, too, Calcutta was built mimetically along the grand lines of being the center of the empire, after the eminence of London itself. And theatre in Calcutta was for the best part a prime supplier of a compensatory buffet of homely remembrances and nostalgia for the expatriate English. Plays and the theatres were a persistent way of “bringing back,” re-living some of London life, despite the incongruous geographic differences. Professional actors from the homeland mixed with local English civilians living in Calcutta, the “amateurs,” to form acting companies, modeled on London prototypes. They even dared to imitate their London role models.  
But the English theatres of Calcutta were performing for a somewhat different kind of audience that comprised not only of Englishmen, but Europeans as well as some Americans, along with a section of the rich natives. SLIDE 4 (Chowringhee)The expectation of this audience was somewhat different from its London counterpart, especially when the productions dealt with certain subjects that meant more in the colonies than at home. The Calcutta Journal reported on the costuming of a production of Zanga, also known as The Revenge: A Tragedy, by Edward Young,
 an 18th century writer. This play, according to its publisher, was “a variation upon the theme of Othello”. Originally performed at London’s Theatres-Royal, Drury-Lane and Covent-Garden, it was produced in Calcutta by the locally famous Chowringhee Theatre. This is what the Calcutta Journal had to say about the production on October 26, 1819 SLIDE 5 (Interior): 


[…] The entrance of Zanga…impressive as it was, was scarcely yet sufficient to prevent us from being struck with the want of dignity as well as of propriety in the costume. It was neither princely, nor Moorish, and we are satisfied that if a person in such a dress had been seen (not now, but at any past period however near or however remote) in the streets of Tripoly, Tunis, or Algiers, notwithstanding the variety of dresses to be met with in these Moorish cities, he would have been as much regarded as an object of curiosity as an Englishman in the heart of Fez.


This departure from African costume is scarcely pardonable here, surrounded as we are by the Mohammedans of Asia, from whom at least our amateurs, whether managers or performers, might have learnt, that for a Moorish prince or peasant to appear in any place or at any time, with his head uncovered, would be a departure from propriety which nothing could excuse. [….] This was not the only fault. The large red shawl or gold-edged cloth which so encumbered the shoulders as to require every moment the use of the hands to adjust it and keep it in its place, the stoop of the shoulders, and the extended elbows of bent arms, were as contrary to the simple habiliments, the erect attitude, and the graceful walk, not only of the Moors of Africa, but of those by whom we are every day waited on and surrounded, that however, pardonable it might have been for Mr. Kean, who had not models before him, to have so dressed and walked on the London stage, we think that truth and nature would be more worthy of imitation here, than such an Actor, however great in some particulars; and we are satisfied, that a departure from costume, unimportant as it may be deemed by some, like every thing else which breaks the charm of the illusion, in which, after all, the chief source of Dramatic pleasure lies, is always to be regretted, as detracting considerably from the delight and enjoyment which an observance of it would leave pure and unalloyed.

SLIDE 6 (Black Face) The author of this critique is effectively talking about the performance of colonial authenticity in the colony — that the “native” of the colony ought to be represented as the “native”. It is of no concern that the actor performing the character is actually an Englishman. The concern is for how “authentic” the representation is. The Moor is to carry himself like those “by whom we are every day waited on and surrounded” and yet have the “erect attitude, and the graceful walk” becoming the stereotypical Moor. Also, it is interesting to note the quality of homogenization in the collapsing of the Moor with the Asiatic Mohammedan, Africa with India, colony with colony. The “correctness” of mimesis here, then, rests on an alterity that, paradoxically, covers over difference to make the Other what it “is” (and, therefore, “is not”). Mimesis makes the impossibility of the Other possible and possessable, recognizable and manageable. The question then is, who is the “real” Moor? Does the colonial idea of the Moor, then, make him real and grant him performative corporeality? How did the “spirit and matter, history and nature” of Zanga’s Moor-ness, the real and the represented, “flow into each others’ otherness” as authentic?


In 1822, a similar incidence of “white” actors playing “Moors” was witnessed in a production at the Dum-Dum
 Theatre “well filled with Visitors of Fashion from Calcutta, to witness the exhibition of The Mountaineers
….”, as noted in the Calcutta Journal. The critic’s description of it suggests that it contained “representations of the race that occupied Grenada at the period of the history described.” The critic noted positively that “the whole of the Moorish department of the piece, in music, scenery, dress, processions, &c. was well got and well supported, doing equal credit to the liberality and good taste of the managers and the attention and discipline of the actors.” But the “well got and well supported” scene had its blemishes — once again, it was the problem of authenticity. The critic cites two examples to prove his point: the characters of Zorayda and her father Bulcazin Muley.

Zorayda had great bashfulness and timidity, though her complexion prevented our seeing the blushes which usually accompany these in the Fair Sex. Bulcazin Muley, her worthy father, was well dressed, and well coloured; the only defect we remarked was the bushy ringlets and side whiskers, neither of which were ever worn by Moors, we believe, as they shave their heads, and either have full beards or mustachios on the upper lip only.
The chance to make a dig at the impossibility of the darker Moorish pigmentation to represent the red-cheeked bashfulness of the fair sex (who cannot but be un-fair as a Mooress) must have been impossible for the critic to pass up. But the “well coloured” father of un-fair Zorayda is marked for the factual ethnomorphic inaccuracies of having facial hair on the side only and an unshaven head. Thus, even while generally commending the performances for their representations of the Other with liberal concessions, these reviews of both Zanga and The Mountaineers also affirm the impossibility of accounting fairly for racial Otherness in performance. But there was no other way. It was unspeakable for the Other to represent himself. Hence, despite the problem of anthropomorphic inaccuracies that this sort of representation contained, the English had to be happy with the black-faced non-Other/Self as the “Other”. Entertaining the idea of Indian natives’ as potential presenters of English drama must have been quite as unthinkable for the English theatre-lovers (and -makers) of Calcutta, even if it came to portraying roles ethnically better “suited” to them. 


The eighteenth century Dutch scientist Petrius Camper (1722-89) had done some comparative work on racial anatomy. The subtitle of the English translation of Camper’s works claimed that he based his work on “the natural difference of features in persons of different countries and periods of life, and on beauty as exhibited in ancient sculpture: with a new method of sketching heads, natural features, and portraits of individuals, with accuracy.” The first English translation of Camper’s work had appeared in 1794. A new edition was published from London in 1821. This was dubbed as a treatise “on the connexion between the science of anatomy and the arts of drawing, painting, statuary.… Illustrated with seventeen plates….” In the same year, the Calcutta Journal reproduced a report and a diagram SLIDE 7 (Skulls) published by the Liverpool Mercury that presented a study of the shape of human skulls among various races of the world based on the works of Petrius Camper. Placed in a hierarchy moving from the primate to the homo sapien, the diagram consisted of a series of engravings showing the development of the human skull away from that of the apes. The order observed the following progression: (A) Monkey, (B) Oran Outang, (C) Negro, (D) American savage, (E) Asiatic, (F) European, (G) Beau Ideal of the Roman Painters, and (H) Grecian Antique.  The following note appeared with the diagram: “According to Professor Camper, the facial line of the Monkey makes an angle of 42 deg. with the horizontal line; that of the Oran Outang, 58; the Negro, 70; the Chinese, 75; European, 80, or 90; the Grecian Antique, 100. If above 100 it begins to grow monstrous….” The judgment made in the inference is clear: while the European facial line was at a safe distance from the 100+ degree monstrosity, the Negro was just a few degrees away from primate bestiality. Placement of the Chinese/Asiatic at a median of 70 degrees left it at a comfortable mean. The “degree” placed on the Asiatic placed him far enough from the Negro, the American Savage and the Monkey. At the same time, he was not too close to the European, but at a safe neighboring distance, allowing the latter a superior remove. Obviously, the hierarchy presented in this rearticulation of Camper’s hypothesis is built on the assumption of the superiority of European culture that is exemplified by the Greco-Roman “facial lines” pinnacling simultaneously on the risky verges of perfection and abomination. This hypothesis averages out the European facial line and normalizes it as the standard, metonymically representing the civilization itself. In Camper’s ordering, the “face” (read civilization/culture) of the Greco-Roman, while signifying the perfection of the numeral 100, also flirts with the “monstrous”. This makes it unsafe, because, the note to the diagram from the Liverpool Mercury said, “with a greater angle, the head must resemble that of a child labouring under hydrocephalus.” Hence, the European’s 10/15 degree remove from classical Greco-Roman “perfection” actually makes the European category safe (read civil). The European is some distance away from the perfection of the Greco-Roman, but that same distance also grants him pragmatic normalcy. But the European’s distant remove from the African and the primates is far less ambiguous and grants the European homo sapien nobility/superiority by placing the African so close to the primate. The distance between the Asiatic and the European, however, registers a different set of meanings, endowed with its own kind of ambiguity. Unlike the difference between the African Negro and the European, the variance here is no more than 15 degrees. This closeness allows for a certain degree of comparability between the two faces (again, read civilization/culture), but, at the same time, also a sufficient distance of superiority. 


However, it would be wrong to assume that this theory was accepted monolithically by all Englishmen in India. Even the suggestion, however cautious and double-edged, that the Asiatic was actually not too far in “facial lines” (yet again, read civilization/culture) from the English was absurd and abhorrent to some Englishmen in India. This is clearly reflected in a letter about “Hindoo Craniology” to the editor of the Calcutta Journal written, presumably by an Englishman, on February 16, 1822. The reader responds with satirical vitriol to an earlier article in the journal that advocated the idea that it may not be wrong to conclude from phrenological evidence that the English and the “Hindu” are racial relatives. The respondent builds his retort around the stereotypical binary notions of the hard-working, empire-building, missionary Englishman as opposed to the slothful, servile Indian.

Sir,


I have been much amused and edified by that part of the Asiatic Society lucubrations which regards Hindoo Craniology.


We shall get on now: Happy Hindoo! No more shall thy skull bleach useless on the banks of thy Ganges, a play thing for Jackalls and Tiger cubs.


Cheer up, ye benevolent labourers in the vineyard: Diocesan, Independent, Baptist, or whatever ye be
! A disciple of Spurzheim
 tells ye, that ye have heads to work on which when the brains were in them, were fit for constructiveness, that is no doubt construing—acquisitiveness—that is acquiring—secretiveness—that is the offspring of prudence—cautiousness—that is the first cousin of secretiveness—and Hope which ye all know too well to require demonstration.

Johann Gasper Spurzheim collaborated with Franz Joseph Gall (1758-1828) between 1800 and 1813 on neuroanatomical research from which phrenology was conceived as a system of psychology. Gall believed behavior was organized hierarchically in the nervous system, that the brain was the organ of mental function, that moral and intellectual capacity were innate, and that all emotions and mental faculties are localized in different parts of the brain and may be described by the shape, especially size and irregularities, of the skull. In 1813, Spurzheim made a professional break with Gall and further elaborated on phrenology's claims, presenting it as a system capable of accounting for and solving social problems; he wrote on applications of phrenology to education and to psychiatry. The epistler in the Calcutta Journal, obviously, notwithstanding the popular claims of Spurzheim and cranial shapes, could not accept the notion that the Indians who are now “servants” of the Englishmen could ever have been “castle-builders”.


These things seem quite well beyond the range of an untutored mind; and there is a well known fact which militates strongly against the supposition. The Hindoos are invariably most excellent Sleepers: now the castle-building man is never a good Sleeper.


It is the same idea that must have informed the world of performance. Although many contemporary scientific findings (especially those of phrenologists and orientalists) were proclaiming the supposed racial relatedness of the Asiatic to the European, it was impossible within the scope of the colonial imaginary to see them as equals at any level. The empire had to have its dominant and the dominated, the mighty master and the servile servant. Even the Moor of the theatre, thus, had to be mimetically recreated, although with an astute eye for anthropological detail, by the English actor. The somnolent native could never partake of the great English theatrical tradition. It could not be otherwise. By the 1840s, however, the impulse to situate the real Moor had moved towards a more genuine concern for replicating observed social realities. English education had gained some ground among the natives. Could the “Moor” now represent the “Moor”? Could the native now be made to stage himself? In 1848 something unheard-of happened. Producer Manager James Barry, the umpteenth owner of the San Souci Theatre in white Calcutta, desperate to keep his theatre going, decided to try something new with his production of Othello. He ventured to cast a native gentleman for the title role, one “Baboo Bustomchurn Addy” [Bengali Vaieq \O(s,.)

eq \O(n,~)av Caraeq \O(n,.) eq \O(A,-)

eq \O(d,.)hya]. A number of newspaper advertisements in August, 1848, announced the one night performance only, with “a Native Amateur” playing Othello and Mrs. Anderson, daughter of Esther Leach, a famous English actress of Calcutta, as Desdemona. In this endeavor, the Sans Souci was to be supported by a group of native patrons as well. The Calcutta Star published a notice on August 4 with the following information SLIDE 8 (Notice, w/out sound):


On Thursday Evening, August 10th, 1848, will be acted Shakespeare’s Tragedy of ‘Othello’. Othello...the Moor of Venice...By a Native Gentleman.... (Mitra: 197)

The Moor and the Bengali native had collapsed into one for Shakespeare’s sake, for novelty’s sake, for the colony’s sake, and for money (Barry’s sake). This was not the black-faced white actor at the Chowringhee Theatre. This was now the “real” Othello. But the stage appearance of this unpainted “real” Moor was not fated to remain untainted with other affects. A certain Mr. Cheeks wrote a letter to the editor of the Calcutta Star, published on August 12, that contained an intriguing account of what had transpired on Park Street the night before in front of the San Souci. I quote almost in its entirety SLIDE 9 (Notice, w/ sound):


Last night I of course went the ‘way of a flesh’ to the Theatre, expecting no end of a treat at the debut of the real unpainted nigger ‘Othello’, who had for so many days set the whole world of Calcutta agog; everybody was asking everybody who he was, etc. etc. Well, Mr. Editor, I started full of pleasant anticipations of enjoyment and being rather late, ordered coachee to ‘Judee jou’ [Go faster]. Soon reached Park Street. [....] ‘Chulao Soor’ [Move, Swine] — devil a bit, there we were, blocked in among a lot of vehicles…. [....] [A]t last we crept on inch by inch and people began to wonder if their seats were kept for them. How full it must be — By Jove! Barry and the Nigger will make a fortune! The curtain was to rise, precisely at 8 — to be rung up! ‘It will be all over! etc. etc.’ — them and a thousand other expressions greeted us as we slowly paced on — at last one stout gentleman stood up in his buggy, and proposed a telegraphic communication with the house as to the reason of the stoppage, etc. etc. — all ears and eyes in the vicinity of the stout gentleman wide open for responses. What do they say? — No play, said stout gentleman — What? said the multitude. Othello’s sick!! no — he ain’t painted! Gammon! ask again — Desdemona inebriated! Barry drunk! Iago not come — one gentleman in the white choker roared out, how could you expect him when his very name tells you Aye a go? Ha ha!! The choker’s turned Joker — no, but what is it? — ‘an incident — Othello in drawing his sword stuck himself instead of Desdemona, and so now they’ve stuck the public’ — no, no, it is not a laughing matter, I paid for my ticket; — dere’s de money said another. ‘What’s that they say?’ Gates shut! What! Won’t they let us in? — asked a lady in pink. ‘White choker’ with the pink of politeness said, I think madam they have let us in already! Ha, ha, ha — stout gentleman at last was enabled to get a reply from the foremost ranks, and informed me, (with a request I would not metion publicly) that Emilia had eloped at Dum Dum with the Great General Fast, who was reported to have kept all fast at Dum Dum and the stage dumb and the doors fast in Park Street and so forth; these and many other remarks — remarkable but not to be remarked upon to ears polite, were flying about, but there was no getting in — no mistake about the gates being shut....  (Cue Media Person for Fade Out) DO NOT CHANGE SLIDES!!
 (Mitra: 199-201)

What did actually happen, that warranted such an abrupt abortion of the project? Mr. Barry offered an explanation and even showed evidence to the Calcutta Star, in which appeared the very next morning, on August 11:

Mr. Barry called on us a little after Six P.M. and shewed us a letter, in which it was stated that the Commanding Officer at Dum Dum had refused permission to such of the men under his command as were concerned therein, to fulfill their engagements. We are bound to believe that [the] distinguished Officer had good reasons for the extreme measure that he deemed it necessary to adopt, entailing as it did great disappointment to this community, and pecuniary loss, in addition to that of time and trouble, to Mr. Barry. It is much to be regretted, however, that the decision was not arrived at till the eleventh hour. Still the decisions of the Commanding Officer, like the laws of the Medes and Persians, are immutable.... (Mitra 201-202)

The question then assumes even larger proportions — why this sudden military intervention to prevent something as innocuous as a one-shot-only dramatic performance and that too at such short notice? What was really at stake here? Was it that the Brigadier had lost no love for Barry, from some previous personal encounter? Or was it that he would/could not tolerate the idea of a “real” Othello enunciating Shakespeare for real, in a company of English actors (some of them soldiers), with a white woman as his beloved Desdemona (whom he could kiss in public)? We do not know. No evidence has been found to verify conjectures of any kind. But we do know that the Brigadier in Dum Dum had, indeed, responded very strongly. Not only had he the sent Barry his prohibitionary epistle backed with military authority, he had also sought police assistance. The Bengal Harkaru [Post] confirmed that in a report published the day after, on August 12:

[M]oreover, the police were in attendance, having received military notice to arrest the well known amateurs should they have attempted to make their appearance. (Mitra: 203)

In other words, the matter was serious. However, Barry’s spirit was undaunted and he managed to re-organize the production within seven days, with an altered cast, devoid of army-men. The lights at the Sans Souci were lit again on August 17 and this time, the curtain went up without fail and on time. The Bengal Harkaru, in a favorable and lengthy review of the performance on August 19, described Othello’s entrance in the following words:

Othello’s entry was greeted with a hearty welcome, and the first speech, ‘Let him do his spite’, evidenced considerable study and the absence of that timidity so constantly the concomitant of a first appearance. Slim, but symmetrical in person, his delivery was somewhat cramped, but, under all circumstances, his pronunciation of English was for a native remarkably good. (Mitra: 206-207)

Save his slender native body, his inexperience as actor, and his “somewhat cramped” accent, Bustomchurn Addy earned an ostensibly favorable set of responses from the Harkaru reviewer who thought Addy “can have no cause for complain” since the curtain had “dropped literally amid thunders of applause” which evinced an “indulgent approval of the audience.” However, a closer reading of the review brings to light a few other points of consternation. The reviewer’s praise is seldom unqualified; even the thunderous applause of the audience at the end of the show is for the reviewer tinted with “indulgent approval”. But there is more. 


The Harkaru reviewer is chary in expressing his veneration for the native actor. Almost every acknowledgment of Addy’s success is countered with general, often patronizing, imputations of failure. The very first line of the review sets the tone:


Othello, of Shakespeare’s plays the latest and the best, was the great attraction on Thursday night — the player, however, but not the play. Performed by Baboo Bustomchurn Addy, with Barry for his Roscius, all expectations were, of course, centred in the young aspirant for dramatic fame, who has gallantly flung down the gauntlet to the rest of the members of the native community. (Mitra: 205-206)

From the very beginning the cross is for Addy to bear, it is his onus to prove the discerning assemblage at the Sans Souci wrong. But what aspirations lay ahead of the “young aspirant for dramatic fame”? What blazing trail of roles was available to him, in the repertoire of the English plays that came and went from the English stage of Calcutta in the mid-19th century, other than Shakespeare’s two Moors — Othello, and Aaron in Titus Andronicus?  SLIDE 10 (Aldridge 1) Earlier in the nineteenth century, America and Europe had seen the rise of the Black actor, Ira Aldridge (born 1807), who was the first actor of African descent to play Othello, in 1828, in the United States. Aldridge was popularly referred to as the “Black Roscius,” after the Roman slave Roscius who had been able to free himself from slavery for his acting talents. SLIDE 11 (Aldridge 2) Aldridge’s fate was similar. Theatre allowed him a free life. Although he was not able to remain in the United States,  his career as a Shakespearean actor in Europe flourished. He owned a home in London and was buried in Lodz, Poland, in 1867. SLIDE 12 (Aldridge 3) In addition to Othello, Aldridge also played Aaron, Shakespeare’s other Moor, and even went on to play Shylock as well as the other “non-black” tragic heros of Shakespeare. Addy, the “Brown Roscius,” had no such luck. SLIDE 13 (Notcie w/out sound) Unlike the celebrated African-American thespian’s professional success, Addy’s crossing never launched a flourishing career. In fact, there is nothing known about his life – date birth, date of death. Nothing. He vanished from the Calcutta stage as mercurially as he had materialized.


But, however brief, his career (if one can call it one!) is well-documented, amibiguously and otherwise. The Harkaru reviewer acknowledges that “the performer had substantial demonstration that the feelings of the audience were fairly enlisted on his side.” But in the very next line he renders spurious the “fairly enlisted” response of the audience: “As might have been expected, [Addy] was far from being a proficient in the art of bye-play which was painfully remarked throughout the piece.... [A] better knowledge of stage-business would be a great desideratum.” Immediately after, though, as if to balance the act he proposes to cite “some startling exceptions to be taken” from “a general charge of tameness” — a charge Europeans often leveled at natives in general. The citation, however, is the solitary example of Othello’s bombast, “the lofty tone of authority” in the second act “wherewith he quells the brawl bids fair for better things”. Right away he counterposes Addy’s incompetence in the third act which “was very poor and the utterance of the finest passage: ‘Farewell the neighing steed and the shrill trump’ etc. was a dead failure”. However, faithful in depicting the uneven-ness of the performance, he turns coat yet again to say: 


This act was more or less relieved by the vitality infused into the part where Othello seizes Iago by the throat, and shortly afterwards by the energetic full toned declaration of 


‘Arise black vengeance....!’ (Mitra: 207)

So continues the rest of the review in the “loves-me/loves-me-not” mode. Upon closer inspection the suspicion congeals further: how could the same actor with such scant knowledge of “bye-play” and “stage-business” infuse himself with sufficient “vitality” to seize Iago “by the throat” and then give “energetic full toned” justice to the heaving pentametric iambs of Shakespeare’s blank verse, despite a “delivery...somewhat cramped”? 


The reviewer yet again voltefaces from ovation to opprobrium when he laments the inexperience of the native actor and his consequent inability “to depict the ravages of the whirlwind of jealousy which overpowers the soul of the Moor”. He mends himself yet again to laud Addy’s “success” where “racked with the tortures of an agonized heart he gave full vent to his suspicions, ‘Come, swear it, damn thyself’.” The Harkaru reviewer crowns the ambivalence of his reading of the performance with the following comment on the final act:

Of the last act we cannot conscientiously speak so well. In the beautiful soliloquy ‘It is the cause, it is the cause, my soul’, the actor was scarcely audible, and that vile lack of turning his back upon the audience told greatly to his disadvantage. (Mitra: 208)

Why, may we ask, was Addy’s back turned to the audience in these final moments of the great tragedy? Did the unpainted native actor, made however lofty with the license to play Shakespeare, have something to hide? One cannot but propose a conjecture. Mrs. Anderson, the daughter of mother-actress, Mrs. Esther Leach (who had died from burns in a stage fire at the same Sans Souci five years ago, in 1843), who played Desdemona — whose acting that night was hailed by the Calcutta Star as “a feeling performance” — was a married white woman. Could the true native Addy, despite the license of drama, be seen by the public to kiss and hold Desdemona, breathe her “balmy breath”? These and many other questions shall remain in the realm of conjecture and continue to suffer the educated supposition of theorizing historians. But what we have for sure are the printed words of the reviews.


The Englishman, another English language daily, was less than thorough in their appraisal of the production and Addy’s performance, although they too noted the unevenness of the performance. It was the same seared concern, fluctuating between complimenting the Native actor’s occasional “good” delivery and physical acting, on the one hand, and castigating him for the lack of the same merits, on the other. The general tone in both reviews seems to be to acknowledge Addy’s efforts to be brave and daunting but never quite upto it. But while the Harkaru reviewer goes to great lengths to prove his point, The Englishman’s reporter yields little in his allowances for the Native actor:

In the delivery, however, the effects of imperfect pronunciation were but too manifest. This was to be expected, but not to the extent it occurred. Scarcely a line was intelligible, and this did not arise from the low tone of voice; Othello spoke quite loud enough, but he ‘mouthed’ too much. Had he spoken in his natural tone, he would have succeeded far better. His action was remarkably good in some parts, and once or twice when he delivered himself in a modulated tone, we were much pleased with the effect produced. Taking it as a whole, we consider the performance wonderful for a Native. It reflects great credit on his industry and performance. (Mitra: 210)

Both reviews, thus, while trying to delineate an uneven performance, also exemplify a certain ambiguous ambivalence of the reviewers themselves — stranded between a certain lip-service, patronizing “political correctness” of sorts (“[W]e consider the performance wonderful for a Native”) and reproach. The strife seems to stem out of the fact that while Addy was a native, he was also an English educated native who represented the good that the company thought its rule had done to Bengal, but at the same time he still remained the irreducible, irreconcilable, unpardonable Native. Any compliment accorded to him, thus, would at one and the same time compliment the English education system instituted for the native and obscure (if not erase) some lines of difference — racial, cultural and political — between ruler and ruled. Therefore, the Native as the Other was not good enough to represent the famous Shakespearean Other — Othello, the Moor. 


But the saga of the native “Othello” did not end there, moving from anxious ambiguity towards a more conclusive definition. Barry’s success with the venture enthused him sufficiently to attempt a reprise night on September 12. In order to ensure success of the reprise, Barry reassured in newspaper insertions his prospective audience member “that on the 12th instant, he will have an opportunity to attend in person to the arrangements and comforts of the visitors in front of the Theatre.” (Mitra: 211) The memories of the first night’s abortive performance must have been still fresh in Barry’s mind, when his soldier actors were pulled out of the show. But this second performance was shot down, too, though with a different weapon this time. The same Englishman that had less than a month ago placed “great credit on [Addy’s] industry and performance”, wrote on September 14:

We went reluctantly and came back sad.... The ‘piece’ is one of the sublimest efforts of the master genius of Shakespeare, and requires the highest histrionic talent to render any one of its passages properly. Whether our Native friend juggled wisely or well in selecting so difficult a task we will not venture to discuss, but that he failed, in every sense of the word, both in conception and execution, we think everybody present must admit. It is not, however, our intention to expatiate with hair drawn minuteness on the demerits of this gentleman as an actor, let it suffice for us to observe that the performance was tame, languid, affected, tedious and imperfect, and a cruel infliction, undeservedly imposed upon a kind hearted and indulgent public.... (Mitra: 211-212)

The tone of anxious ambivalence has disappeared. The inevitable inference is pronounced at last — the project was, indeed, an “imperfect, and a cruel infliction”. It was altogether an impossible undertaking. The Native could not speak, even through the garb of theatrical verisimilitude that a Native playing the Moor potentially presented. Addy was always already doomed to failure, from the very onset, even before going on stage. His first performance had been recorded favorably despite his undeserved imposition “upon a kind hearted and indulgent public”, but the second round, perhaps, was too much to wring any further clemency from the same bleeding hearts. Shakespeare could not be allowed to become a norm among the native intelligentsia. The possibility had to be nipped at the very bud. Addy could well have mouthed the lines of the bard’s Moor to speak his own burdened Native mind — 

[....] Then must you speak...

Of one that lov’d not wisely but too well;

Of one not easily jealous, but being wrought,

Perplexed in the extreme; of one whose hand

(Like the base [Indian]) threw a pearl away

Richer than all his tribe; of one whose subdu’d eyes,

Albeit unused to the melting mood,

Drops tears as fast as the Arabian trees

Their medicinable gum. Set you down this.... 

(Act V, sc. ii)

Shakespeare’s reference to the base Indian turns ironic in the face of Addy’s “failure.” The Native actor had indeed thrown a “pearl”, his identity, “richer than all his tribe”, into question, “as fast as the Arabian trees” throw “[t]heir medicinable gum.” Despite the daring nature of the undertaking, its “medicinable” potential of bridging the gulf of racial difference, the colonial situation had rendered it Quixotic. The same lines that had been written about the Hindu Theatre by the Asiatic Journal in 1831 could be applied to Addy’s effort seventeen years later, that the native ought to “perceive the propriety of confining themselves to the representation of dramas to which their complexion would be appropriate.” (Seq \O(a,-)nyeq \O(a,-)l, K.: 45) The Shakespearean Moor, despite his complexion, was not dark enough for the Bengali native to play. It was Shakespeare, after all, and none but the white English could carry Othello, represent him in the best possible way.

But it was, perhaps, not all in vain. Addy’s “brown” Othello stood in for the mimetic excess, overbearing in the exactness of its verisimilitude, to point at another inevitability. By rendering impossible the probability of native participation in the colonizer’s theatrical endeavor, the colonial situation had made it impossible for the native not to have his own set-up, his own theatre. SLIDE 14 (National Theatre) Colonial mimesis had been nudged over, inadvertently or otherwise, to the realm of hybridity — the domain of mimetic alterity. The native had run out of options. Despite the strictures of racial difference and conservation, the colonial grounds had turned liminal the borderland between ruler and ruled, a gray area of the performance of colonial identity. For, as Michael Taussig has expressed it, 

[t]he border has dissolved and expanded to cover the lands it once separated such that all the land is a borderland, wherein the image-sphere of alterities, no less than the physiognomic aspects of visual worlds, disrupt the speaking body of the northern scribe into words hanging in grotesque automutilation over a postmodern landscape where Self and Other paw at the ghostly imaginings of each other’s powers. It is here, where words fail and flux commands, that the power of mimetic excess resides as the decisive turning point in the colonial endowment of the mimetic faculty itself. (Taussig: 249)

FLASH FORWARD

In wrapping up this presentation, let us take a leap forward. A hundred and sixty three years. 1961. Uttam Kumar and Suchitra Sen were at that time two of the biggest stars dominating the Bengali screen. In 1961, director Ajoy Kar cast them in a film called Saptapadi (based on a novel by Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay), in which a young Bengali man falls in love with a Eurasian woman. They meet under odd circumstances in a performance of Othello.  SLIDE 15 (Saptapadi) followed by SLIDE 16 (Voice Credits).  Could Addy’s performance with Mrs. Anderson have been significantly different from this? And what could he have been thinking at the end of each of his performances, as he rubbed off the make-up (like Uttam Kumar in the film) before the all-telling mirror? Or did he wear make-up at all?  There is no way to tell, except by means of conjecture. However, we do know for a fact that in twenty five years from Addy’s performance at the Sans Souci the SLIDE 17-22 (New National to Minerva – auto-transitioned) Bengali intelligentsia of Calcutta would have its own theatre as a playground of hybrid constructions, a democratic, Western-style Bengali “national” theatre. But then, hybridity knows no permanence or stability other than alterity. Bengali theatre, thus, if signs may indeed be taken for wonders, would have to be Bengali and not Bengali and not-not-Bengali — all this at one and the same time.


I have recently undertaken a project of turning Addy’s story into a bilingual play. The working title of the play is Othello’s Occupation.




Endnotes





� Young, Edward (1683-1765).





� A military post in the northern suburbs of Calcutta.





� A play in three acts written by George Colman (1762-1836). First performed at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket, London, on Saturday, August 3, 1793.





� Reference is being made here to the various kinds of English and European missionaries working amongst the natives in India.





� Johann Gasper Spurzheim (1776-1832), the Austrian phrenologist. Through public lecturing and publication, Spurzheim popularized phrenology to a wide audience; he died near Boston while on a lecture tour of the U.S.A.
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