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ZZ)glyi Preface
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The purpose of this study is to trace the relatively unexvlored
theatrical rudiments which led to a dual emplceyment of the Ilegro
type on the Americen stage by the end of the Eizhteenth Century: the
Hegro ec 2 dramatic character and as a minstrel. The former, in the
Eighteenth Century and, for the most part, in the HNineteenth, wes
the product of the white dramatists' conception of the legro—de-
picted in seriously conceived drama by white actors performing in
blackface for white audiences—and will hereafter be referred to as
the drematic Hegro. The latter—portrayed in the Eighteenth and Hine-
teenth Centuries by blackfaced whites or, occasionally, by l‘ezroes—
stemmed fron the performers' incorporation of plantation melodies
and dences &nd is called, as convention dictates, the Nesro minstrel.
Thesge two modes will be developed, noting both their similaritics and
dissimilarities, while pointing to their partial interminglinz by the
nid-Hineteenth Cenftury.

In order to effect this, some workable generalizations sbout the
Eighteenth Century American stage Negro (i.e., dramatic and minstrel)
will be made. These will form the basis upon which to begin an ordered
consideration c¢f the character type. A short discuscion of some im-
portent British drema which precedes and gives meaning to the eerly
imerican thectriczl productions will follow. YWith these bases firnly
establiched, the ensuing consideration of the American stage Fegro
should be clearer.

This study is not designed to develop the socio-historical import

of the lezro in Eirshteenth Century Americz except in co far es it is
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directly concerned with his role as it first eppezred on the Americen
stage. And while the development of the stage Negro in Nineteenth
Century America will be discussed briefly, it is only included to
show how this type was refired from a state which had begun to be

evidenced by about 1795.
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Section I: The Stereotyped View of the liegro in America and Its
Effects on the Theatre

A glance at a list of Nlineteenth Century Americen theatrical

productions reveals such titles as: Bad Breath, the Crane of Chow-

der; The Great Hutton Irail; Chameel; or, The Peet of a Go-Getter;

I11-True-Bad-Doer; Roman Nose znd Suet; Sarah-Heart-Burn; and many

other equally bizarre appellations. All of these plays belong to
the populaer era of the Negra Minstrel Burlesque which experienced
great and widespread success on the American stage by the mid-
Fineteenth Century.l Prior to the success of Negro minstrelsy
however, the dramatic Negro did not become a figure of major im-
portance on the American stzge.

Early American dramatists perpefrated a stereotyped portrayal
of the Negro. Barring one or two exceptions, he "...was not per-
nitted a place on the stase in a rcle other than that permitted to
him in real life. His position was that of a menial, and there he
stayed until late in the nineteenth century."2 This not only sus-
gests why the Negro remained a character of minorrimportancc, but
it gives every indication of how one could expect to see the drama-
tists of the Eighteenth Century use the dramatic Liegro type. Kegroes
were cast nrimarily as sérvants, maids or butlers.” The automatic
association of Negroes with servants can be illustrated even in en

2ll-vhite play like £he Contrast when Jonathan remarks: "Servent!

Sir, do\ydu take me for a neger....“4 lore importantly however,
vhile American playwrights did present their Negro characters in

roles vhich they occupied in real 1life, the dramatic Negro "...was
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never a close copy of the real-life Negro servant."S learly every
dramatist of the period who wrote a pnlay incorporating iiesro cher-
acters displayed a lack of concern for both. the Negro and his prob-
lems. The Negro was not viewed.as a real human being with a renge
of emotions. Instead he became a stock charecter who was often com-
’ic, such as the drunken servant, the clumsy servant, or what was in
minstrelsy to become "the most conspicuous figure,"5-the old dérky.
Moody provides = useful generzlization on this point: "The reslistic
conception of a slave, working day after day in the fields, deprived
of medical attention, scorned for zny sentimental devotion to his
own family, was completely overshadowed by the romantic stage-type
Negro: placid, full of good humor, not easily brought to anger, loy-
al, faithful, honest, and with a great respect for and a great de-
sire to emulate his master."’ -The general validity of this quote-
tion is unassailable. |

It is adventegeous to note that the last charsccteristic which
Moody attributes to the dramatic Negro, a respect for his master and
a2 desire to emulate him, is especiglly important since there is little
deviation from the use of this trait by =sny of the esrly American
dramatists, ard it is also a tool used by 211 of them to com&ent on
the slaves' masters. At times, the servant's desire to emulzste his
master is so strong that he equates himself wifh his master in his
own eyes and, more importently, ig_the eyes of the audience. Thus,

a good and noble master often possesses a good and noble slave; or
- H

as in John Leacock's ihe Fall of British Tyranny, tie ruthless Lord
Kidnapper holds violent slaves who ere willing to turn on their for-

mer master =nd kill him.
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The generalization thot the Americen dramatists of the period
ere not concerned with the problems of Fegro slaves is also true
in most cases. However, in the plays of John Murdock at the end
of the century, a real concern for the Nezro ¢nd a full recozsnition
of his horrible plight is menifest.

The psychology which underlies the dramatists' conception of
the Negro as a mere menial is certainly not so cold and biasedvas
a2 Twentieth Century critic might be led to believe. No one could
affirm that the Negro was not treated as a slave in Eighteenth Cen-
tury America, but the implications of slavery as zn accepted social
institution during that period sihed some illumination on the prob-
lem at hend. Francis P. Gaines sugzests that until 1900, berring
the short abolitionist period in the mid-Hineteenth Century, the
popular conception was that réce relations were fine and that the
Negro was quite hap@y in his station.® Thus, the esrly #fmericen
dramatists-did not have any reason to speak out egainst the horrors
of slavery Simply because they felt, for the nost pert, that tae
ilegro was indeed happy. This attitude led to their stereotyned
treatment of him. The result of this conception is that the Iezro
characters in the drema of the period mey at times have been in-
volved in.plot menipulation, but they never zttzined the status of
major characters in any Eighteenth Century hnerican pley.

With this backgrouﬁd established, = consideration of the British
dramatic tradition which preceded the first Americen liegro perfor-
mences cazn now be made. It will become immediately evident thet
the British had a somevhat different conception of the Kegro than

the Americans did. And the following scction will also go a long



way toward determining what can be expected from the later Eegro

minstrels.

Section II: British Antecedents to the Eighteenth Century
American Staze Negro

Laurence Hutton begins his study of the stage Hegro with a look
at Shakespeare's finest Negro character, Cthello, "...one of the
earliest of the stage negroes, and...one of the best."? Although
Othello was acted often in England end America and although many
interesting anecdotes surround the pley—not the least of which in-
volves the Farch 7, 1745 performance of the pley at Drury Laﬁelo
ir. which the famous Shakespearean éctor, David Garrick, was hooted
off the stzge because of the absurd turban which he wore and the
incongruous appearznce of his blackened facella—, this seens 1o be
an 211 too arbitrary end meaningless place to begin.

It would seem moreruseful to start by observing that the blzci-
ening of faces was a comnon occurrence in medieval drama and thzi
the practice continued into the Renzissance.l? Eldred Jones lists
spproximeately forty-five English stzge pieces dating from 1510 to
1638 vhich used African characters. Shakespeare was only one of
the Elizebethan and Jacobean contributors: Mariowe, Greene, Chspnen,
Dekker, Heywood, Jonson, karston, Hiddleton, Fletcher, Rowley, Veb-
ster, and Hessinger are sowe of the other notables wio are on the
1list.13 1Most of the ﬂegro characters which one finds in these plays
are sefious end noble; they are not servant types.‘ This is one of

the first indications that the British stzze Negro is goirg to be



in part distinct from the American stage legro, but similerities

do exist.

One of Mrs. Aphra Behn's plays, The Yidow Ranter; or, The His-

tory of Bacon in Virzinia is a Negro-Indien pleay set in the Colonies.

It was produced in 1690 a2t the Thestre-noyal in Drury Lene.l4 The
Negroes in the play appear as servanits for the English in colonizal
America, and their main duties in the play ere to fen 2 certain
Madam Surelove and carry punch to her perties. While they have no
speaking parts and are more ornamental than functional, they mzy te
the first American Fegroes in drema., IHowever, Mrs. Eehn, as the
authoress of The Widow Ranter, is of minor importance to this dis-
cussion. One of her novels though provided Thomas Southerne with
the material for his 1696 plszy, Oroocnoko, one of the two major in-
fluences on American Negro drama, 12
Oroonoko was "...the first plcy that zdopted the 'noble savege'
tradition for the stege Negro.“16 The protazonist, a "royzl slave"
nzned Croonoko, spegks lines that ring with naturel dignity:
Oroonokae. TLive still in fear; it is the Villain's Curse,

ind will revenge my Cheins: Fear e'en ne,

Who have no pow'r to hurt thee. HNeature abhors,

And drives thee out from the Society

And Commerce of Mankind, for Sreeach of Faith,

Men live and prosper but in futuel Trust,

A Confidence of one another's Truth:

That thou hest violated. I heve done.

I know my Portune, and submit to it.1l7
Later on he continues in a like menner: "2ut there's another, INobler
Port of ie,/ Out of your reach, whichi you can never teme" (p.16).
By the end of tae play, even his eneiies leud hin as a man of "ex-
elted Virtue™ (p.&4).

The plaﬁ was produced in Boston, Philcdelphiz, snd New York in
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the Bighteenth Century,i® but the effects of these American pro-
ductions were minimal at first. The early American dramatists
could not easily incorporate a princely figure like Oroonocko into
their plays since his type was fofeign not only to their drama,
but to their continent. Secondly, since Croonoko spoke in formal
verse rather than in a Negro dialect, his speech patterns did not
prove useful. Thus, this play had little immediate impact on the
fmerican dramatic llegro although it did affect the depiction of
some Nineteenth Century characters.

The real importance of Oroonoko for this study'is in the fact
thet the Song of the Kegro Boy sung by a certain Mr. Gottlieb Graup-
ner in Megro make-up at the end of the second act in a December 30,
1799 production of Oroonoko.at the Federal Theatre in Boston relates
directly to the Kegro minstrel tradition.19 Apparently Graupner
"...won such applause that he had to bring in his little bench and
sing his song over and over again."zo This performance is especial-
ly important since it follows shortly after several other movements
tovard minstrelsy in Boston as will be shown in a later section.

The Eritish production which had by far the greatest influence
on the dual American Negro tradition was Isazc Bickerstaffe's The
Padlock, a comic opera written in 1766 with a music score bty Chearles
Dibdin who in 1768 pleyed the part of Hungo, the legro servent, in
the first performance.?l One reason that this drema hed such great
impact on the American stege lezro is that "Fungo was essentizlly a
conic-type iezro who, like the lLegro of the minstrel show, freguent-
ly took over the stege for his own song-and-dance exhibitions."22

This must he true because the most prolific American drematist of
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tne period, Williem Dunlap, notes in his History of the American
Pheetre thot Lewis Hallam, in his representation of Mungo, "...wes
unrivalled to his death, giving the Hungo with a truth derived from
the study of the Negro slave character, which Dibdin the writer [bf
the music] could not have conceived."23 From this most lavish
praise, one must assume that Hallam, a member of the famous English
acting femily which came to America in 1752 and marked the "...
turning point in the history of the American theatre,"24 did in-
deed tzke over the stage by giving his impression of a Negro slave
", ..modelled...on what he had observed of Hegro trzits in Jamaica."25
Rearly fifty Eighteenth Century American performences of the
play are on record,26 g0 it is no wonder that one Boston playbill

refers to The Pzdlock as "the favorite Musical Entertainment."27

This huze number of performances speak for both the popularity of
the play and, more significantly, its impact in America.

Hurgo not only foreshadows the upcoming Negro minstrels, but
he paves the wey for the dramatic Negro as well. He is a Negro
servant who spesgks in a FKegro dialect and who wsnts to earn the
respect of his nmaster, Don Diego, but is instead rebukedé—end riznt-
1y so—by Don Diega for his drunkenness and irfidelity. Thus two
fecets of importance are immediately evident. Unlike the noble
Croonoko, Munzo speaks a more realistic dialect, and he has a close
relationship with his master. One of Mungo's traits that is not
typical of the American dreametic llegro though is his infidelity to
his moster. Host early American drematists were too predisposed

to their conception. of the romanticized, stereotyped Negro to nmake

hinn a rogue.



However, it seems more worthwhile to stress Mungo's positive
relationship to the American stese Negro, so consider the follow-
ing song:

Mungo. Dear heart, what a terrible 1life I am led,

4 dog hes a bhetter that's shelter'd and fed:
liignt and degy 'tis de sane,
My pein is dere geme;
e wish to de Lord me was dead.
What e'ers to be done,
Poor black must run;
tlungo here, Mungo dere,
Munzgo every vhere;
Sirrah come, Sirrah go,
Do so, and do so.
Ch! Ch!
e wish to de Lord me was dead,28
Clearly Munzo's speech pattern is not. perfectly natural since much
of it is rhymed and not written in a fully Fegro dislect, but it
is a movenent toward capturing a speech pettern that nearly every
Eighteerth Century American dramatist trying to portrzy =a Hesgro
would adopt. aAnd it is not hard to visualize Mungo captiveting
his sudience, much as the leber minstrels did, with this delight-
fully impassioned song.

Therefore, british drama did provide early American dramatists
and performers with some foundations upon which to begin develop-
irg the Legzro tyve. And, in the process, it afforded EZighteenth

Century American pleygoers a lot of entertainment.

Section III: The Negro in Eighteenth Century American Drama

Tnere cre orly eight Eighteenth Century /American ploys which

deal dirccetly with Kegro characters, and it his szlready been stated
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that the roles of these characters are invariably minor. Therefore,
this section is designed to trace the dramatic Negro character his-
torically and critically to the point where he shows the first
signs of becoming more than a completely stereofyped figure.

In 1770, Colonel Robert Munford wrote a play entitled The Can-

didates; or, The Humours of a Virginia Klection,29 but publication
did not take place until 1798. The prologue to the 1798 edition
gives a slight indication that the play may have been produced, but
no record of such a production exists. This is significant since
the pley introduces a Negro servent ramed Relpho who, while he was
",..probably the first negro character in American drama,"30 could
have made no considerable drematic impact on tne Eignteenth Century
American stage even though he does display some of the character-
istics of the typical dramatic Negro.

Ralpho appears in Munford's three-act comedy as a member of the
servant class as do seversl other Negroes who are of no real sig-
nificance since they have no speaking parts and only come into view
in one scene. He is more than happy to assist his kind master,

Mr. Wou'dbe, in ény way he can which includes helping him win a
seat in the Virginia general assembly. The following speech is
only one example of Ralpho's love for Wou'dbe: "God bless your hon-
our: what a good master! who would not do every tning to give such
a one pleasure?"3l

Ralpho and Wou'dbe héﬁe a mutual respect for one another, and
it is not hard to see why Vou'dbe feels the way he does about Ralpho.
He is truly sincere and, unlike the drunken Mungo, is not only con-

cerned with advancing in his master's eyes but with saving his mas-
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ter's household from finanecial ruin. Ralpho serves as a stabilizing
force for Wou'dbe who is zoinz all out to win an election:

Ralpho. Master, we ought to be careful of the rum, else 'twill
not hold out, (aside) it's always a feast or a famine with

usg; master just got a little Jamaica for his own use, and now
he must spill it, and spare it till there's not a drop left

(p.24).
Thus, Ralpho acts carefully to safeguard his master's possessions
and never has a malicious response for Wou'dbe. He possesses én
economic wisdom which gives him dignity as does the prose he speaks.
With the exception of his ennobled speech, Ralpho exhibits 211 the
qualities of the previously defined stereotype.
A much more realistic portrayal can be found in John (or Joseph)

Leacock's32 The Fall of British Tyrenny; or, American Liberty Trium-
phant. One of the editors of this 1776 play, Montrose J. Moses,
classifies it as "...the firsf exemple that we have of an American
chronicle play" and adds that it is "...the first literary piece
in which George Washington appears as a character."33 The intent
of this five-act chronicle play is to show the corruption aiid mean-
ness of the British officers as opposed to the heroism and nobility
of Generals Washirgton, Lee, and Putnam and their forthcoming re-
venge for "...the insult offer'd to the immortel Hontgomery,'and
brutal treatment of the brave Allen."34

The Hegroes in the play are runaway slaves who are scized by
one of the most scurvy British officers, Lord Kidnapper (in real
life, Lbrd Dunmore). The Negroes are more thar willing to fizht
for Xidnapper because he promises them emancipation and equality.
So, the "black regulars" join with Tories and convicte to fornm

Lord Kidnapper's force.
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In order to gain the herroes' total support, Kidnapper confers
the rank of major on Cudjo, the spoXesman for the twenty-{two le-
groes; and he makes Cudjo state that he would kill his forner mas-
ter, Colonel Thompson, if he saw him. Then, affter msking = slave
turn on his own mastér-—a deed incriminating enough-—, Kidnapper
shows the audience that he still does not trust the FHegroes in the
least or view them as his equals:

Kidnapper. Serjeant to-morrow begin to teach those black re-
cruits the exercise, and when they have learn'd sufficiently
well to load and fire, then incorporate them =zmong the regu-
lars and the other whites on board; we shell in a few days
have some work for 'em, I expect—be as expeditious as pos-
sible. (Aside to hlm.j Set a guard over them every night,
and take their arms from them, for who knows but they may
cut our throats (333). _

Lord Kidnapper is no Major André.

In trying to assess the distinct significance of these partic-
ular Hegroes, one must realize that they are atypical stage Negroes
and thet Leacock is using them to underscore the corrupting, scurvy
nature of Lord Kidnapper rather than comment on the average HNegro.
As Moody puts it: "The Negro slaves in this pley were kidnapped by
Lord Dunmore. Since they were ignorant and creduious, they readily
consented to kill their masters when they were promised release.
Hone of them was very clearly defined, and the entire group was
presented as savages with no redeeming quality.“35

Once azeain, there is no reason to conclude that the play wsas
produced, 2lthough Paul L. Ford did just that: "The piece is...ap-
parently hopeléss from a stage point of view; yet & prologue znd
epilogue, with the names of the speskers, indiczte that it was acted

before it was printed. The only contribution-it made to drametic

literature was in the introduction of the negro as a comic charac-
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ter."26 Onc nust agree with Ford's initial assertion; it is a
hoveless stage piece. Tyler went so far as to call it "...a huge
end very Gothic drama..." for which "...no claim of artistic merit
need be supposed."37 Ford's whole argument then rests on the fact
that the speaxers of the prologuec and epilozue were nezmed. Their
nemes are very telling indeed. The prologue was to be spoken by
Mr. Peter Buckstail, and the epilogue—which is about slavery—
wes spoken by none other thar lMr. Freeman. The author, who signed
the dedication to the play with the name "Dick Rifle" after having
addressed his readers as "My Lords and Gentlemen Euffoons," would
scarcely have counted on such a‘laeck of wit in any member of his
audience. It goes without saying that Bucksteil and Freeman ére
merely two more of the names concocted by the playful lMr. Leacock.

However, the American dramatic Negro finzlly stepned onto the
stage in 1777 in en anonymously written pley published in Danvers,
Massachusetts and "Lately acted in Connecticut" extitled The Dowm-

fall of Justice; arnd The Farmer just return'd from iieeting on Thanis-

giving Dey.’® It is a comedy containing only a prolozue and one
scene; yet, while it may not be the most lengthy and accomplished
drama of the Eighteenth Century, it is the Americen play in which
Jack, a llegro servant vho speaks in a distinctly Hegro disalect, is
introduced to the American stage.

An insight into the content of the plzy and into the attitude
of Jack's master toward Negroes may be gained by reading the follow-
ing section of the Prologue:

Father beinz fond of Jack,

Pernitted the poor puppy in,

To leap the gravy spilt—quite clean,
Master ard Jack always agreed,
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He ta2uzght him well to say his creed,

And a1l the words that e'er they had,

Was Paper kioney's being hzad.

Hester insists and makes it so0,

That Peper lloney would no do:

Jack he insists, and says no more

But such examples hurts the Poor. 39
Jack's status is not extraordinarily hizh, and he does indeed =zct
with no more force than to respond blandly in the effirmative to
everything his master says except when it comes to the subject of
kindness to the poor.

Jack's master, the Parmer, insists on selling his crops to the
tovmspeople at. premium prices, yet he claims to be a very religious
man. ¥When Jack suggests his hypocrisy, the response is explosive:

Jack., Vell Masser, I don't tink 'tis feir ting when poor fok

he canno get no noting in he belly; Masser got every ting, I
do no no whet Masser mean; he pray.... Lord pity poor ebery
vhere; he no give, he no selle; What he du? UMasser got rye
enuf, wvheat enuf, cyder enuf, ebery ting enuf; Jack he trash,
he trash, dis bin full, dat bin full, ebery bin full, poor
fok he no lefte have, what he du, vhat fok du; ah lasser!

Farmer. Why you black Bastard, haven't you victuals enough to

stop your mouth?

Jack. Yesse, Sir, only pity poor fok cause he got no round

dollar (p.7).
The hypocrisy theme is then carried to the peak of irony when the
Farmer defends himself by twisting the scripture which he has juct
heard cited a2t the Thanksgiving Day sermon: "'He that withholdeth
the corn the people shall curse him'" (».8).

Thus, while this pleaylet remains in form en insignificent di-
dactic sketch, a Regro who has some reasonably intelligent messaze
to comnunicate end who is as much a character as anyone else in the

play has appeared on the American stage speeking an American Negro

dialect by 1777.

Not until 1785, when Sans Souci, Alias PFreec and Easy; or, An
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Evening's Peen irto a Polite Circle was published in Boston, does

another Americen dramatist méke use of the Negro. The play is de-
scribed on its title page as an "Entertainment In Three Acts," and
it has been attributed by some historians to Mercy Otis Warren be-

n. No

cause one of the dramatis personae is a certéin Mrs., W
production of the play has been recorded, and the fact that there
was not a theatre in Boston until August, 1792 (which was not le-
gally sanctioned until 1797)40 provides one added reason to believe
that the play was never produced. |

Sans Souci is a satire which attacks the elite Boston society

cligue for their assimilation of English affectations and their
frivolous devotion to playing cards in public for money. Mrs, We———n
speaks out against the goings on of this group, and her saneness in
the matter seems to lend support to the view that she—Mrs. Warren
that is—is the authoress of the drama.
The Negro servants, Cuffy and Jack, appear in only one scene,
and they comment on the time spent by their masters on frivolity.
However, the use of the MNegro servants here, although sparse, is
unique and sophisticated. Cuffy is an 0ld servant who comments on
the past days of sanity while the youthful Jack is overjoyed by the
stylishness of his masters and the freedom afforded by their absence.
It seems that affected insanity has spread to the servent class too:
Cuffy. What clok Jack?
Jack. Pagss twelbe clok.
Cuffy. Dis be no lik ole Hacca times—ten clok, go bed—de gate
shot—g0 prarrs—all de serbonts go bed—liassa put out de fire,
Jack. Yesse, Cuife—but you be ole fello—TI like bery vel setin
up—hMassa and Hisse btroé—zgate open 211 nite—vwhy you fool,
what optunty for serbante? But when Massa a:d Misse kep honm

all de etning, zo bed ten clokx, what time for poor serbant

dronk. ”
Cuffy. Iassa and Messe corie hom twelbe eclok, scold and hangry—
y s



