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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines representations of Native peoples during the British 

Imperial Age of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  It concentrates 

specifically on diplomatic Go-Between figures, individuals who performed a 

mediating role between their own indigenous communities and the colonizers.  The 

dissertation examines images and objects within a postcolonial framework, engaging 

notions of hybridity and mimicry in order to interrogate more traditional readings of 

colonial power and representation. The images of Native peoples that appeared in 

ethnographic studies, paintings, and prints, as well as in objects of material culture 

such as games, books, and toys, reveal a dislocating indigenous agency within their 

colonial contexts.  By offering new considerations of artistic process and the role of 

late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century British theatrical culture, the 

dissertation suggests that these Native figures were mediated by the tropes and 

conventions of contemporary theater through pose, gesture, and other dramaturgical 

allusions.  In its exploration of the theatrical dimensions of imperial diplomacy and 

Go-Between representation, including evidence of performative mimicry by Go-

Betweens themselves, my dissertation reveals an even more subtle interplay of 

identities in the context of colonial image-making than art historians have hitherto 

recognized.   In addition to using theater history and performance theory to situate 

Go-Between images in relation to the contemporary English stage, the study also 

implicates the creative process and resulting artifacts themselves in the Go-Between 

status, affording the material object itself a hybridity that can become the site of 

ideological dislocation. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

This game, containing 116 little prints of the most interesting objects in 
Geography, is designed to familiarise youth with the names and relative situations 
of places, together with the manners, customs and dresses of the different nations 
in the habitable globe; and as curiosity will naturally be excited by the scenes 
which present themselves, and the observations likely to occur, it is presumed that 
these, with an occasional reference to the Synopsis herewith given, will prove a 
continual source of amusement to young people of both sexes, and will furnish 
such a fund of geographical knowledge, as may prove equally beneficial in 
reading and conversation.1 

 – John Harris and Henry Bryer, A Geographical Recreation 

 

Geographical Recreation; or a Voyage Round the Habitable Globe, is a colorfully 

illustrated English board game published by John Harris in London in 1809. Two or more 

players move their markers around the board’s four quadrants, each of which represents a 

distinct corner of the globe: Europe, Asia, the Americas, and Africa. While the text 

quoted above from the game’s instruction booklet cites education and amusement as the 

primary aims, a look at the representations of the “different nations in the habitable 

globe” reveals much about the way English audiences perceived the ideal relationship 

between themselves and the rest of the world. In the cartouche at the center of the game 

board, Europe is personified as a woman seated atop the globe, while representatives of 

the other three continents are grouped deferentially at her feet (Figures 1.1 & 1.2). The 

ostensible subject is the conquest and trade between Europe and the rest of the world. 

                                                

1 John Harris and Henry Bryer, Geographical Recreation, Or, A Voyage Round the Habitable 
Globe (London: By John Harris, at the Juvenile Library, corner of St. Paul’s Church Yard, 1809). 
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Europe holds up a sword, and is framed by a billowing ship’s sail as each of the other 

continents offers up as tribute gifts from her native land – America a stalk of maize, Asia 

precious gemstones, and Africa an ivory tusk. In this representation, the real individuals 

with whom Europe traded and communicated are reduced to an accommodating cast of 

generic characters.  

While the allegorical figures symbolize what the world can offer Europe, the 

images in the rest of the game characterize the non-European inhabitants of the rest of the 

globe. As the player moves his or her marker from station to station, a small picture 

describes a location, or a typical inhabitant, or activity of that place, such as “Dresses of 

the inhabitants of Greece,” “A man and woman of California returning from fishing,” or 

“A man fighting with a tiger before the Great Mogul in India.” A spin of a tetotum (a 

multi-sided spinning top with numbers on its faces) advances the player’s marker around 

the game board by continent – first Europe, followed by Asia, the Americas, and then 

Africa. The first player to return to Europe after this trip around the world is the winner, 

the station of which is represented by a floral heraldic badge from the Georgian coat of 

arms. This game, made in London at the beginning of the nineteenth century, thus 

represents the voyage of the English around the globe at that time, surveying, observing, 

and benefitting from the people and resources of the rest of the world.  

The game presents global exchange as a relatively simple affair as suggested by 

the figures in the center that impassively proffer their natural resources. The gameplay 

itself portrays the relationships between England and the other continents as easily 

navigated and maintained as the players place their markers over the images of the 



 

 3 

locales and people with whom the Empire interacted, obscuring the complex relationships 

and cultural negotiations taking place between European imperial powers and their 

colonial subjects during this time.  

In this game about English dominion, these representations of Native figures who 

are made to appear pliant and accommodating might easily be overlooked. However, they 

provide rich insight into the true cultural complexity of this historical moment. Such 

images of indigenous individuals made during the British Imperial Age of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries often, in fact, encode the mutuality and 

reciprocity of cultural influence during this time. Stephen Greenblatt, Simon Schaffer, 

Sebastian Jobs, among others, have described these individuals charged with operating 

across national and cultural boundaries as “Go-Between” figures. Greenblatt usefully 

deployed this term to discuss La Malinche, the controversial woman in the Spanish 

conquest of Mexico, whom he sees as a figure of transculturation. The essays in 

Schaffer’s edited volume The Brokered World: Go-Betweens and Global Intelligence, 

1770-1820, broaden the definition of the Go-Between beyond that of an individual to 

include also objects. The concept of the “Go-Between” is useful for Sebastian Jobs and 

Gesa Mackenthun in understanding the complex roles played by people such as 

diplomats, negotiators, traders, or translators. These individuals were brokers of culture 

who could bring together separate, often conflicting worlds. 2 Go-Betweens acted as 
                                                

2 See Stephen Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of the New World (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991), 119-151; Simon Schaffer, The Brokered World: Go-
Betweens and Global Intelligence, 1770-1820 (Sagamore Beach, MA: Science History 
Publications, 2009), ix-xxxviii; Sebastian Jobs and Gesa Mackenthun eds., Agents of 
Transculturation: Border-Crossers, Mediators, Go-Betweens (Münster: Waxmann Verlag, 2013), 
7-24. 
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mediators in a global “brokered world,” making important contributions to imperial 

knowledge. 

This dissertation project examines images and objects within a postcolonial 

framework, engaging notions of hybridity and mimicry in order to interrogate more 

traditional readings of colonial power and representation. I argue that the images of 

Native peoples that appeared in ethnographic studies, paintings, and prints, as well as in 

objects of material culture such as games, books, and toys, reveal a dislocating 

indigenous agency within their colonial contexts. For example, Classical allusions in the 

costumes and gestures in representations of indigenous people were often employed by 

European artists to safely Westernize the “other”; however the effortlessness with which 

the colonial subjects were able to adopt those very costumes and manners suggest 

anxieties about cultural displacement. By offering new considerations of artistic process 

and the role of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century British theatrical culture, I 

suggest that these Native figures were mediated by the tropes and conventions of 

contemporary theater through pose, gesture, and other dramaturgical allusions. Recent 

examinations of eighteenth-century theater such as those by David Worrall and John 

O’Brien have investigated the complicated power relationships that reveal themselves in 

stage productions, but art historians have largely ignored the destabilizing implications of 

references to the stage and performance in contemporary visual culture, particularly as 

they engage the Go-Between.3 
                                                

3 David Worrall, Harlequin Empire: Race, Ethnicity and the Drama of the Popular 
Enlightenment, The Enlightenment World (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2007), 139-70; John 
O’Brien, Harlequin Britain: Pantomime and Entertainment, 1690-1760 (Baltimore, MD; 
London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 30-59. 
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Theater and performance theory can help to clarify the real-world position of Go-

Between figures in the social world of the British Empire. In addition, the objects of 

material and visual culture that depict Go-Betweens themselves often held the status of 

intercultural interlocutors. Furthermore, this study moves away from the familiar Center-

Periphery model as it compares places and cultures that are rarely discussed together in 

art history. The dissemination of theatrical conventions in works of art and material 

objects produced in far-flung parts of the empire reveals the rich web of diffusion and 

transmission of ideas, and visual and material forms among the colonial spaces 

themselves. Representations of these Go-Between figures are analyzed here in three 

different colonial contexts of British engagement with Native peoples: first, that of land 

acquisition in North America; second, the pursuit of commerce and trade in India; and 

third, the interest in science and exploration in the South Pacific. A comparative approach 

to the three major British imperial objectives in these locales, and the visual culture 

associated with them, will disclose the reciprocity of cultural influence between 

colonizers and colonized across global geographies.  

From the Seven Years’ War to the War of 1812, the English negotiated with 

American Indians over land, trade, and relations with colonists. Representations of Native 

North Americans– from East Coast Indian delegations to Northwest tribal fur traders – 

created by English artists and intended for consumption by their contemporaries captured 

the imagination of colonial English artists, politicians, and members of the public because 

of their perceived savagery. In South Asia, representatives of the East India Company 

interacted with local nawabs in complicated and often tense negotiations over land and 
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commerce. British artists at home and abroad made images of these indigenous 

negotiators and their interactions with colonial authorities in a way that reveals these 

complexities of culture and identity. Finally, representations of South Pacific Islanders 

encountered during voyages of exploration were wildly popular with European 

audiences, especially depictions of those who served not only as cultural specimens, but 

also as representatives of their people on visits to the imperial center. Representations of 

Go-Betweens in a variety of media demonstrate the visual and material complexities of 

colonial identity and power relations in this transnational historical context. The visual 

and textual descriptions of the Go-Betweens in multiple colonial loci of the British 

Empire, and the malleable materiality of the associated visual objects themselves, 

functioned in a way that upset assumptions of imperial authority and early modern 

identity, especially in the deployment of theatrical language in their descriptions. By 

providing a mode of resistance and refusal, the representations of the subjects, along with 

the material objects themselves, had the capacity to disrupt imperial power and notions of 

the self. It was the association with the theater that permitted the English artists and 

writers to stage their Native subjects in a way that allowed them to examine this cultural 

anxiety safely, to navigate the global interactions more easily, as in moving a playing 

piece around a gameboard. In order to manage the possible disruption of imperial power, 

cultural difference was translated into the safe spaces of fiction and play. 

A number of studies have proved invaluable in making the connections among 

visual culture, colonialism, identity, and global exchange. Edward Said’s groundbreaking 

work in Orientalism and Culture and Imperialism revealed imperialism to be the 
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formative condition in the history of Western culture.4 Yet Said’s interpretive reliance on 

simple binary oppositions—colonizer/colonized, oppressor/oppressed—masked subtler 

complexities in colonial power relations. In his influential collection of essays titled The 

Location of Culture, Homi Bhabha revised Said’s model of postcolonial critique.5 

Abandoning top-down Manichean oppositions in favor of a more fluid, psychological 

approach to cultural interpretation, Bhabha examined mimicry and hybridity in colonial 

relations as dynamic forces capable of destabilizing assumptions about power and 

identity. In other words, the ability of the colonized subject to mimic the culture of the 

colonizer is potentially subversive because it reveals the artificial nature of the 

expressions of power. This restores a measure of agency and the capacity for resistance to 

the Native subject. Building upon these ideas, Mary Louise Pratt theorized that it was in 

the colonial “contact zone” that the strict binaries of power and identity loosened.6 It is in 

this zone that Go-Betweens operate, and Pratt’s assertion that the process of 

“transculturation” – the merging and converging of cultures – that occurs there is central 

to the understanding of the individuals and objects in my case studies. Reinserting 

“empire” as a fundamental category for art historical analysis, Tim Barringer, Geoff 

Quilley, and Douglas Fordham suggested in their book Art and the British Empire that 

the concept of empire belongs at the center, rather than at the margins, of the history of 

                                                
4 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1979); Said, Culture and Imperialism 

(New York: Vintage, 1993). 

5 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London; New York: Routledge, 1994). 

6 Mary Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London: Routledge, 
1991), 1-14. 
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British art. The essays in their collected volume conceived of empire as a process of 

complexity and contestation, one that is mediated by many and varied forms of culture.7 

Thus this examination of written and visual descriptions of the Go-Between figures with 

which the Empire came into contact is able to reveal in new ways insecurities and anxiety 

about colonial power and English identity as well as suggest ways in which this anxiety 

was mediated. 

In addition to these insights from postcolonial theory, my dissertation draws 

particular inspiration from recent historical scholarship in performance studies. For 

example, Joseph Roach interpreted the construction of colonial identity as part of a 

transcontinental, transoceanic sphere of circulation and display in his book Cities of the 

Dead.8 In the network of goods and performances described by Roach, ideas and people 

cycled in a fluid dynamic, embodied in sacred public rites or stage plays. His focus on the 

intercultural exchange that manifests itself in performance, and that then moves about the 

imperial sphere, expands the site of transculturation into the theatrical realm and offers an 

additional way to consider Go-Between actors. Other scholars of theater history, notably 

David Worrall and John O’Brien, examined public performances within this global 

context in order to revise older, Orientalist constructions of imperial power in the 

eighteenth century. Worrall and O’Brien examined Native characters and themes of 

                                                
7 Tim Barringer, Geoff Quilley, and Douglas Fordham, eds., Art and the British Empire 

(Manchester, UK and New York, NY: Manchester University Press; Distributed in the U.S.A. by 
Palgrave, 2007), 3. 

8 Joseph R. Roach, Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1996). 
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global exploration and exchange in popular theater at this time as well as the stage plays’ 

ability to undermine prevailing colonial ideology to some extent, making one-

dimensional portrayals of them inadequate.9 The disruptive potential of stage plays that 

feature indigenous characters is useful in thinking about performance and the theater as a 

place where the anxieties about Native hybridity can both be expressed and contained. 

This approach will be extended here to visual representations of Go-Between figures and 

the cultural apprehension that could be managed in the way they are staged. 

A few recent publications have explicitly explored visual images of Native Go-

Between figures within an imperial context. For example, William Truettner examined 

the changing ways in which Native Americans were depicted during the early U.S. 

national period in his book Painting Indians and Building Empires in North America, 

1710-1840.10 He argued that “noble savage” iconography, including images of hybrid or 

“cross-dressing” figures such as the Mohawk Joseph Brant, ultimately served the goals of 

American imperialism. Elizabeth Hutchinson viewed Brant’s hybrid identity in a more 

empowering way by interpreting his ability to manipulate visual codes, and mimic 

English manners as a challenge to colonial authority.11 

Jocelyn Hackforth-Jones had already addressed such agency in the Pacific 

colonial context, in her essay on the famous portrait of Mai by Joshua Reynolds, the most 

                                                
9 Worrall, 139-170; O’Brien, 30-59. 

10 William H. Truettner, Painting Indians and Building Empires in North America, 1710-
1840 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010), 18-27. 

11 Elizabeth Hutchinson, “‘The Dress of His Nation,’” Winterthur Portfolio 45, no. 2/3 (June 
1, 2011): 209–28. 
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eminent British artist of the period. “Mai/Omai in London and the South Pacific: 

Performativity, Cultural Entanglement, and Indigenous Appropriation,” examined the 

ways in which Mai successfully mimicked gentlemanly aristocratic behavior in two 

cultures for his own ends.12 Hackforth-Jones used several visual representations 

(including Reynolds’ portrait) as well as first-hand accounts of Mai’s interactions with 

both English and Polynesian society to make her case for this Polynesian’s complex 

imitation and appropriation of cultural conventions. Hutchinson’s and Hackforth-Jones’s 

analyses have been helpful in that they credit indigenous subjects with a degree of agency 

and power to skillfully negotiate colonial power. 

Little has been written about the Go-Between figure in art produced in the Indian 

colonial context. Hermione de Almeida and George Gilpin examined some of the early 

paintings of nawabs by English artists in India in the context of exoticism and 

Romanticism. The authors’ primary claim is that the subjects English artists found in 

India inspired the Romantic movement in British art and culture.13 A volume of essays 

edited by Douglas Peers and Nandini Gooptu, India and the British Empire, took an 

interdisciplinary postcolonial approach in examining issues of cultural production and 

identity, though only one chapter focused on the visual arts.14 Christopher Pinney’s essay 

                                                
12 In Joanna Sofaer, ed. Material Identities, New Interventions in Art History (Malden, MA; 

Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007). 13-30. 

13 Hermione de Almeida and George H. Gilpin, eds., Indian Renaissance: British Romantic 
Art and the Prospect of India, British Art and Visual Culture since 1750, New Readings 
(Aldershot, England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2005). 

14 Douglas M. Peers, Nandini Gooptu, eds. India and the British Empire (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012). 
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in this volume, “The Material and Visual Culture of British India” spans more than a 

century of artistic production in its discussion of the visual arts in the Indian colonial 

contact zone.15 Recent scholarship by Natasha Eaton and Romita Ray has done much to 

ameliorate the dearth of art historical criticism, with their examination of cross cultural 

exchange and material culture between England and South Asia in the second half of the 

eighteenth century.16 The work of scholars of English art in India will be complemented 

by this project’s attention to the moment at which artists painted those figures in a 

position of mediation between their people and the colonizers. 

Although Truettner, Hutchinson, Hackforth-Jones, de Almeida, Gilpin, Peers and 

Gooptu, and other art historians have enriched our understanding of some of the 

complexities in colonial depictions of Native figures, by working principally within a 

visual context, these scholars have largely elided the role of late eighteenth- and early 

nineteenth-century British theatrical culture. Even Hackforth-Jones, in discussing Mai, 

failed to historicize her notion of “performativity” in relation to the imperial stage, an 

institution that can provide a rich body of research material for understanding period 

conventions of representation, especially relating to colonial portraiture, exploration, and 

diplomacy. My dissertation demonstrates that first-hand British descriptions of Natives 

                                                
15 Christopher Pinney in ibid., 231-261. 

16 Natasha Eaton, Mimesis across Empires: Artworks and Networks in India, 1765-1860 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), 19-62, 151-194; Romita Ray, Under the Banyan Tree: 
Relocating the Picturesque in British India (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 201-260. 

 

 



 

 12 

encountered on voyages of discovery and on diplomatic missions to England often 

employed the vocabulary of the stage. Furthermore, the poses and gestures used by 

British artists to depict these subjects in paintings analogously recall the conventional 

movements and theatrical postures of eighteenth-century actors. While Truettner, 

Hutchinson and Hackforth-Jones have considered the destabilizing possibilities of 

Natives’ ability to mimic “Englishness,” their consideration of this kind of public 

performance does not include a comparison to the abundant examples of theatrical 

performances with similar themes—not only legitimate stage but genres that enjoyed 

extraordinary popularity at this same time. By exploring the theatrical dimensions of 

imperial diplomacy and Go-Between representation, including evidence of performative 

mimicry by Go-Betweens themselves, this analysis promises to reveal a previously 

overlooked facet in the interplay of identities in the context of colonial image-making. 

 Of particular importance to my exploration of period theater is the genre of 

pantomime. It was in pantomimes that the Native body could be staged in a way for the 

English to scrutinize this destabilizing interplay of identity. Pantomimes became wildly 

popular on the Georgian stage earlier in the eighteenth century as a form of 

“afterpiece.”17 Afterpieces followed that night’s mainpiece tragedy, or comedy, providing 

a one-act diversion at the end of the evening. Beginning in the 1720s, pantomimes 

became the favored genre of afterplay. Though known since ancient and medieval times, 

this English dramatic form, which was similar to Commedia dell’Arte, became known as 

pantomime in the eighteenth century. It featured stock characters, such as Harlequin, who 

                                                
17 Worrall, 1-10.  
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was a comic persona often engaged in improvisational slapstick physical comedy. These 

characters functioned as stereotypical, stylized representations with whom audience 

members could identify, and whose actions usually had the intention of collapsing the 

distinctions of high and low culture. For example, among the standard plotlines in a 

pantomime was the ability of Harlequin to transform a character, even himself, into 

another character, or into a completely different person—a queen into a servant, or an old 

woman into a judge.18 One of the features of pantomime was satire; social conventions 

and hierarchies were often mocked in these farces by modifying the stock plot to address 

issues of the day. 

Harlequin’s transformative powers can be thought of in concert with the Go-

Between’s ability to inhabit multiple and often contradictory spaces. Popular pantomime 

plays of the day included Native characters (played by English actors) in which the role 

of Harlequin was merged with cultural attributes of the Native American, the Indian, or 

the South Pacific Islander, for instance. I propose that merging these multiple cultural 

identities provided a crucial strategy for English audiences to examine and manage 

anxieties about transculturation.  

Investigating the complicated relationships between art and politics in multiple 

Anglophone imperial contexts circa 1800, this project combines postcolonial theory, 

material culture studies, art history, theater history, and performance studies to unpack 

the complexities of identity and power. While my examination draws on the important 

                                                
18 See John O’Brien, “Pantomime,” in Jane Moody and Daniel O’Quinn, eds., The 

Cambridge Companion to British Theatre, 1730-1830, Cambridge Companions to Literature 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 103-114. 
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themes of studies of the Enlightenment period (for example the impulse for discovery, 

mapping, categorization, etc.), it avoids identification with this label, since the 

characteristics associated with the Enlightenment, especially those that privilege reason 

and empiricism, do not account for the concurrent hesitancy or resistance to 

contemporary Enlightenment rationality. Rather, I consider visual negotiations between 

people (artists and sitters, viewers and viewed) in dialogue over land, commerce, and 

identity in an attempt to demonstrate that the power relationships among the players in 

the British Empire were multivalent, in which the Native subjects possessed a measure of 

destabilizing agency. This study examines the representations of Go-Betweens formally, 

stylistically, and iconographically, and engages the very objects themselves as products 

of negotiation and mediation. As such, I engage in close readings of the objects, but also 

consider the paintings, the prints made from them, and the material culture objects 

surrounding them as mobile “things” with a kind of agency that have their own 

epistemological and disruptive political potency.19 

The first of my case studies, in Chapter Two, reexamines images and fictionalized 

representations of the head of the Cherokee embassy to London in 1762 in order to 

decode the deliberate ambiguities in identities as the English engaged with the Native 

                                                
19 See Bill Brown, Things (Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, 2004), 1-22; Jonathan 

Lamb, The Things Things Say (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 201-229; Ileana 
Popa Baird and Christina Ionescu, eds., Eighteenth-Century Thing Theory in a Global Context: 
From Consumerism to Celebrity Culture (Farnham, Surrey, UK: Ashgate, 2013), 1-28. 
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American visitors. The performative nature of these representations of Ostenaco and his 

delegation – not only in the theater, but also in the scriptive potential of material objects 

such as the Harlequin Cherokee metamorphosis book of 1772 – reveals a growing 

instability in the conception of English identity on the eve of the American Revolution. 

English voyages of exploration and discovery provide the framework for the next 

case study in Chapter Three, which examines Joshua Reynolds’s iconic portrait of Mai 

(called “Omai”) of 1776, and also considers the circumstances in which Mai himself 

arrived in England with Captain Cook and became the subject of a blockbuster 

pantomime play in London. These indigenous imperial “subjects” asserted forms of 

agency previously unconsidered by scholars, especially in light of the theater’s influence 

on the representation of Native figures generally and of Mai specifically. A consideration 

of the movement of objects – artifacts collected on the Pacific voyages as well as the 

paintings and the published prints – will demonstrate that these “things” themselves 

functioned as Go-Betweens with a kind of negotiated semiotic agency of their own, and 

the capacity to destabilize systems of authority and identity. 

The third case study in Chapter Four takes another approach by looking at these 

operations from the point of view of one of the image creators, Tilly Kettle, a largely 

overlooked artist of British descent.20 Kettle traveled to India in 1768 where he received 

numerous portrait commissions both from British officials and from local nawabs, or 

Mughal rulers. Kettle’s portraits employ many of the dramaturgical conventions of the 

Georgian theater of gesture and manners. This examination of a hitherto understudied 

                                                
20 Mildred Archer, “Tilly Kettle and the Court of Oudh” Apollo 95, no. 1 (1972): 96-106. 
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aspect of Kettle’s portraits and the visuality of the related objects of material culture, 

demonstrates how Native agency in India was endorsed through associations with 

performativity and contemporary English theater. This in turn illustrates how the practice 

of negotiating identity through such means was pervasive in the larger strategies of 

empire, as the British forged new roles and relationships throughout the maritime world. 

By drawing together postcolonial theory, performance history, and visual studies 

of Go-Between figures, this analysis allows for a more nuanced understanding of Native 

agency and the epistemological potency of the material objects that moved throughout the 

global British Empire. It provides a new perspective on depictions of indigenous people 

in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and advances our understandings of 

early modern identity and the roles that Go-Between actors and objects played in its 

formation. By expanding and interrogating existing scholarship on British encounters 

with Native peoples, an examination of visual and material culture through the lens of 

theories of theater and performance reveals that Go-Between portraits played complex 

roles as they were used by both artists and sitters to negotiate the epistemologies of 

difference. These differences were staged in the representations of the Native body in 

terms that could be comprehended outside formal diplomatic channels, and which were 

disseminated publicly for widespread consumption by the populace within and without 

the metropole. Previous scholarship on Native representations in art history and literature 

has enriched our understanding of the complexities in colonial depictions of Native 

figures, while eliding the role of late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century British 

theatrical culture. In contrast, this project examines the representations of Go-Betweens, 
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historicizing the notions of performativity, embodiment, and materiality in relation to 

their operation in staging the actions of empire.  

The performance of empire in the Geographical Recreation described at the 

beginning of this chapter alludes to some of the exchange that occurred between England 

and the rest of the world, especially as seen in the central cartouche. The carefully 

regulated movement of the players through the quadrants of the game itself suggests an 

uninhibited one-way gaze of an English observer of the customs, habits, locales, and 

costumes of the world’s inhabitants. Of course the exchanges and gazes of global 

encounter were never so simple. In the contact zones of the periphery, as well as at the 

center of empire, Go-Between figures and objects embodied a transculturation that could 

call into question the stability of identity and authority. It was in the theater, and through 

the use of dramaturgical visual and textual vocabulary, that allowed English artists and 

writers to stage these mutual and reciprocal interactions in an environment where they 

could safely observe and unpack them. 
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CHAPTER 2 

HARLEQUIN CHEROKEE AND THE “COMPLICATED DANCE” 

 

On the eve of the Treaty of Paris in May of 1762, when North American Indian alliances 

were still crucial to Britain’s victory in the Seven Years’ War, a delegation of three 

Cherokees visited London. Ostenaco, Cunne Shote and Woyi toured the principal sites 

and monuments of the city, participated in social activities, and had an audience with 

King George III. As had been the case with the Indian delegations during the preceding 

decades, the visitors caused a sensation almost everywhere they went. They became the 

subjects not only of portrait paintings, but also of prints and popular literature. While 

these works by English artists often reflected an exoticization of their subjects, they did 

not always express English cultural hegemony over the visitors, demonstrating some 

uncertainty regarding the effect of cultural “others” in their midst. The Cherokee 

delegation’s presence in visual culture is significant, because it portrays the Indians not as 

generic stereotypes but as figures with a mutable identity – one with the potential to 

destabilize the conception of the essential superiority of English identity.1 

Though it is neither the earliest Cherokee delegation nor the most discussed by 

modern scholars, the 1762 delegation was unique in the variety of visual material it 

inspired and in the degree to which these objects reflected the English perception of the 

ambassadors. A few scholars have examined the reception and representations of the 

                                                
1 See John Oliphant, Peace and War on the Anglo-Cherokee Frontier, 1756-63 (Baton 

Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2001), 191-207. 
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Cherokees of the 1762 embassy, and how they speak to a contemporary understanding of 

the visitors. Even so there remains considerable debate regarding how these perceptions 

might best be interpreted. Troy Bickham has argued that at mid-century, Cherokees were 

seen as players in the British Empire, and as “real peoples living in real places.”2 Kate 

Fullagar’s work on Ostenaco has introduced more complexity in regard to the 1762 visit, 

perceiving that “some cracks in the eighteenth-century story of receiving New World 

people were … starting to appear”; however, she mines primarily the literary, rather than 

the visual record, for confirmation.3 Stephanie Pratt, in examining the satirical prints of 

the delegation, claims that these images of Ostenaco and his men were largely recycled 

from earlier prints and thus reduced to “generic Indians.”4 A comprehensive and careful 

analysis of the visual record of the delegation has been missing from these previous 

attempts to understand the changing conceptions of Native identity at this historical 

moment. A more thorough art historical intervention yields new evidence that the English 

recognized a greater measure of Indian influence in the diplomatic transactions of the 

time, and stands against interpretations that reduce images of the Cherokees to generic 

stereotypes. Furthermore, the relationship between the prints and paintings of the 

delegates, and English conventions of gesture and theatrical performance is something 

                                                
2 Troy O. Bickham, Savages Within the Empire: Representations of American Indians in 

Eighteenth-Century Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 5. 

3 Kate Fullagar, The Savage Visit: New World People and Popular Imperial Culture in 
Britain, 1810-1795 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2012), 97. 

4 Stephanie Pratt, American Indians In British Art, 1700-1840 (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 2005), 58. 
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that has been overlooked in previous scholarship. An analysis of this connection, 

however, informs and enhances an understanding of the embassy, recuperating a latent 

Native voice, activated by the eighteenth-century viewer. Here notions of agency, 

exchange and superiority become entangled in a rich, performative interplay of word, 

image, and action. Ultimately, this reveals ambivalence in representing the Native body 

that belies an underlying insecurity about English supremacy in the late eighteenth 

century. 

The 1762 delegation itself arose from an effort to bolster the connection between 

the British and Cherokee peoples. Relations between the Cherokees and Colonial leaders 

had been close and strategically significant for several decades prior to the 1762 embassy. 

The British viewed the Indians as important allies in their defense of the southeastern 

colonies. Before — and especially during — the Seven Years’ War, friendly Cherokee 

settlements served as important buffers against invasions by the French from the Ohio 

and Mississippi valleys. In exchange, the British provided the Cherokees with European 

items such as cloth, beads, firearms, tools, and other manufactured goods, such as the 

English trade shirts commonly worn by this time by Indians in the Eastern colonies.5 

However, between 1760 and 1761 several bloody conflicts between the Cherokees and 

the British (sometimes called the “Anglo-Cherokee War”) had caused the formerly 

amicable relationship to sour. The two sides signed a peace treaty late in 1761, after 

                                                
5 See Oliphant, Peace and War on the Anglo-Cherokee Frontier, 191-207; Oliphant, “Lord 

Egremont and the Indians: Official, Educated, and Popular Reactions to the Cherokee in 
London,” in Anne F. Rogers & Barbara R. Duncan, Culture, Crisis & Conflict: Cherokee British 
Relations, 1756-1765 (Chapel Hill, NC: Museum of the Cherokee Indian Press, 2009), 121-138. 
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which the Cherokee elder Kvna Katoga (Stalking Turkey) requested that an ambassador 

be sent to Overhill country as a sign of good faith. Henry Timberlake, a Virginia-born 

junior officer in the 2nd Virginia Regiment, volunteered for the task.6 Timberlake, along 

with Thomas Sumter and their interpreter John McCormack, spent nearly three months 

living in the Overhill town of Tommotley, in the home of the chief Ostenaco.7 After this 

time Ostenaco demanded to accompany Timberlake on his return trip to Williamsburg, 

Virginia. During a dinner party at William and Mary College, the Cherokee chief 

announced that he wished to meet the King of England, and his request was approved by 

Lieutenant Governor of Virginia Colony Francis Fauquier. Ostensibly the trip would be 

in the service of reaffirming the 1761 peace treaty, though both parties stood to gain 

political status — Timberlake by organizing and overseeing the visit, and Ostenaco by 

being received and recognized by King George III, which would enhance his standing at 

home among the Overhill Cherokees.8 

                                                
6 Henry Timberlake and Duane H. King, The Memoirs of Lt. Henry Timberlake: The Story of 

a Soldier, Adventurer, and Emissary to the Cherokees, 1756-1765 (Chapel Hill, NC: Museum of 
the Cherokee Indian Press, 2007), xxv. 

7 Sergeant Sumter would later become the celebrated Brigadier General in the South Carolina 
militia during the American War of Independence. See Robert Bass, Gamecock: The Life and 
Campaigns of General Thomas Sumter (NY: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1961). 

8 Timberlake and King, xxvi. 



 

 22 

On May 15, 1762, the sloop Epreuve departed Hampton, Virginia, arriving at 

Plymouth, England four weeks later.9 Even before their arrival in London, the delegation 

of Cherokees was heralded to the English public in newspapers that reported on their 

arrival, and their journey over land to London. Accompanying Ostenaco (also known as 

Utsidihi, or Man Killer) on the journey were two other distinguished Cherokees: Cunne 

Shote (Standing Turkey) and Woyi (Pigeon), along with the Englishmen Ensign Henry 

Timberlake, Sergeant Thomas Sumter, and an ill-fated interpreter, William Shorey, the 

only man to perish during the voyage to England. 

While they were still crossing the Atlantic the British newspapers anticipated the 

Cherokees’ arrival, and after they landed, their every movement was reported by the 

London press, from where they would take up residence to what they would wear. The 

Gentleman’s Magazine reported that “a house is to be taken for them in Suffolk Street, 

and cloaths given them in the English fashion….”10 Much attention was paid in reports to 

their appearance and manners while they visited London, which emphasized the 

Cherokees’ painted faces and bodily adornments. The Duchess of Northumberland wrote 

about Ostenaco and his companions in her diary:  
The Chief had the tail of a comet revers’d painted in blue on his forehead, 
his left Cheek black & His Left Eyelid Scarlet his Rt Eyelid Black and his 
Right Cheek Scarlet, all of his teeth were cut through like Rings, He had a 

                                                
9 No images of the Epreuve are known to survive, but the National Maritime Museum in 

Greenwich has the 1761 plans in its collection, which indicate that the vessel had been modified 
to fit her as a 16-gun Ship Sloop at Plymouth following her capture in 1760 from the French. 
“Epreuve (Captured 1760),” National Maritime Museum, accessed April 28, 2017, 
http://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/84274.html. 

10 “Historical Chronicle,” The Gentlemen’s Magazine and Historical Chronicle 32 (1762): 
293. 
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Blue Cloth Mantle laced with Gold & a silver Gorget. The second had 
nothing particular except his Eyelids were painted Scarlet, the 3d had 
painted in Blue on his cheeks and a large pair of wings which had an odd 
Effect as he look’d directly as if his Nose & Eyes were flying away. The 
last two were in Scarlet with Silver Gorgets.11 

The press also reported at length on the Cherokees’ audience with the king: 
 
Three Cherokee Chiefs, lately arrived from South Carolina in order to 
settle a lasting peace with the English, had their first audience with his 
majesty. The head chief is called Outacite or Mankiller, on account of his 
many gallant actions, was introduced by Ld. Eglinton, and conducted by 
Sir Clement Cotterell, master of ceremonies. They were upwards of an 
hour and a half with His majesty, who received them with great goodness, 
and they behaved in his presence with remarkable decency and 
mildness….Ostenaco dressed for the occasion in a mantle of rich blue 
covered with lace. On his breast he wore a silver gorget-engraved with His 
Majesty’s arms. The other two Cherokees wore scarlet richly adorned with 
gold lace, and gorgets of plate on their breasts12 

In these news accounts the exotic aspects of the Cherokees’ physical appearance 

are repeatedly emphasized, from their facial painting to their elaborate clothing. The 

visual representations of the Cherokees also highlighted the embodied exoticism of the 

American visitors. A full-length print of Ostenaco from The British Magazine similarly 

accentuates these aspects (Figure 2.1). Ostenaco stands with his weight on the back foot, 

and the forward foot extended. His head is turned to one side, while he gestures with the 

opposite hand, the arm of which extends toward the ground. He gestures toward a 

tomahawk-like weapon that lies at his feet, his other arm is bent toward his chest, and he 

holds a long staff that crosses his body diagonally. Exotic physical adornments are 

                                                
11 James Greig, ed., The Diaries of a Duchess: Extracts from the Diaries of the First Duchess 

of Northumberland (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1926), 47. 

12 Edmund Burke, “The Annual Register, Or, A View of the History, Politics, and Literature 
for the Year...,” Dodsley’s Annual Register, vol. 5 (1762), 92-93. 
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featured — the face paint, the feathers, the arm bands, the wampum. Repeatedly in both 

verbal and visual descriptions, bodily characteristics become markers of the exotic and 

the “other.” 

This exoticization is evident in other images as well, such as that printed in 

Century Illustrated Magazine (and attributed — probably falsely — to Joshua Reynolds 

in Francois-Xavier Charlevoix’s 1766 A Voyage to North America)13 (Figure 2.2). In this 

bust portrait Ostenaco’s head is again turned to the left so the viewer may see the details 

of his painted face, with several lines crossing his right cheek and forehead. The plucked 

scalp is all the more noticeable because of the strands of hair from the back of his head 

that fall toward his brow. With his head turned, the viewer may also see the beads that 

adorn his hair in the back. Such added details highlighted the exotic aspects of the 

Cherokee, and emphasized his otherness. 

This bust portrait was, in fact, likely taken from a print published earlier in the 

visit by the popular engraver and print-seller George Bickham (Figure 2.3). This print, 

entitled The Three Cherokees, came over from the head of the River Savannah to London, 

1762 shows the three Indians in full length, with an Englishman entering the composition 

at the left. This figure cast in shadow represents William Shorey the translator, who had 

perished on the trans-Atlantic voyage. The figures are numbered, and the subtitle of the 

print reads, “1 Their Interpreter that was Poisoned.” Shorey had, in fact, perished from a 

                                                
13 Pierre-François-Xavier de Charlevoix, Journal of a Voyage to North-America: Undertaken 

by Order of the French King.: Containing the Geographical Description and Natural History of 
That Country, Particularly Canada: Together with an Account of the Customs, Characters, 
Religion, Manners and Traditions of the Original Inhabitants: In a Series of Letters to the 
Duchess of Lesdiguieres (London: Printed for R. and J. Dodsley, 1761). 
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likely case of pneumonia, and the misinformation continues in the rest of the notes at the 

bottom of the print.14  

 
2 Outacite or Man-Killer; who Sets up the War Whoop, as, (Woach 
Woach ha ha hoch Waoch) with his Wampum. / 3 Austenaco or King, a 
great Warrior who has his Calamet or Pipe, by taking a Whiff of which, is 
their most Sacred emblem of Peace. / 4 Uschesees ye Great Hunter; or 
Scalpper; as the Character of a Warrior depends on the Number of Scalps, 
he has them without Number.  

Ostenaco was known by many names including Outacite, which translates as Man 

Killer, a military rank among the Cherokees. Even “Austenaco” may have meant “great 

warrior” and may not have been a proper name at all.15 

In any case, the head of the figure at the left of the Indian group, identified in this 

print as “Outacite,” clearly served as the model for the print bust of Ostenaco, and was 

available for purchase from George Bickham at Mays Building, Covent Garden. Again, 

all three Cherokees are set on an indeterminate stage in stylized stances and with 

mannered gestures, one foot of each extended in a theatrical stance. The leftmost figure 

                                                
14 Henry Timberlake, The Memoirs of Lieut. Henry Timberlake (Who Accompanied the Three 

Cherokee Indians to England in the Year 1762) Containing Whatever He Observed Remarkable, 
or Worthy of Public Notice, during His Travels to and from That Nation; Wherein the Country, 
Government, Genius, and Customs of the Inhabitants, Are Authentically Described. Also The 
Principal Occurrences during Their Residence in London. Illustrated with an Accurate Map of 
Their Over-Hill Settlement, and a Curious Secret Journal, Taken by the Indians out of the Pocket 
of a Frenchman They Had Killed (London: Printed for the author; and sold by J. Ridley, in St. 
James’s-Street; W. Nicoll, in St. Paul’s Church-Yard; and C. Henderson, at the Royal-Exchange, 
1765), 114; Timberlake and King, 57-58, 153 fn. 

15 See Stephanie Pratt, “Reynolds’ ‘King of the Cherokees’ and Other Mistaken Identities in 
the Portraiture of Native American Delegations, 1710-1762,” Oxford Art Journal 21, no. 2 
(January 1, 1998): 141; Douglas McClure Wood, “‘I Have Now Made a Path to Virginia’: 
Outacite Ostenaco and the Cherokee-Virginia Alliance in the French and Indian War,” West 
Virginia History 2, no. 2 (October 1, 2008): 55-56n. 
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looks to his left and extends a length of wampum toward the middle figure with his left 

hand. In his right he holds a small tomahawk with its blade turned harmlessly upward. 

The stance of the middle figure appears to have been based on the British Magazine print, 

but in this image, the figure holds a pipe in one hand, while making with his left hand a 

nearly identical gesture to that seen in the earlier print. The figure on the right is not 

shown with any scalps, despite the description printed below the grouping. The faces of 

all three men are painted, and the two figures on the right have peacock feathers in their 

hair. Gorgets hang around the necks of all three, though only the figure in the middle also 

wears a medal. The gorgets and the medal represent the Cherokees’ friendship with King 

George, and one can make out the letters G and R for “Georgius Rex” engraved on the 

gorgets.  

The exoticism, even savagism of the Indians is emphasized in this representation, 

both in the visual, as well as in the written descriptions. The presentation of their faces in 

three-quarter view allows the viewer to see the elaborate painting on both the front and 

the sides of their faces, while the familiar appearance of the Englishman is shown in strict 

profile, and even cropped out of the composition. This fascination with physical 

appearance, and the embodied actions of the Cherokees is mirrored in the text below the 

image. The Cherokee’s “War Whoop” is invoked aurally, as the transcription Woach 

Woach ha ha hoch Waoch fairly requires this to be pronounced by the viewer of the 

image. The middle figure not only holds the pipe, but is described as “taking a Whiff” 

from it. And the third figure who reportedly has scalps “without number” must be 

imagined by the viewer to have engaged in the action of scalping innumerable times. This 
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representation demands performative action by the viewer as it invokes the sounds, the 

smells, and the dangerous deeds of its Cherokee actors. This potential danger to the 

English body is emphasized by the savage snarling dog who is presented pictorially as an 

extension of Ostenaco’s body and as if actively attacking the sole Englishman in the 

image. 

The emphasis on the physical and embodied otherness of the Cherokees 

permeated not only print culture but could also be seen in the paintings made during their 

visit. Joshua Reynolds recorded in his 1762 notebook having painted a portrait of 

Ostenaco, which is the sole extant oil representation of him (Figure 2.4). Here the artist 

makes the plucked scalp more noticeable by painting a few strands of hair trailing over 

his forehead from the back, and a feather curls forward from the back of his head. The 

light falls brightly from the upper left, reflecting noticeably on the chief’s forehead and 

nose. His shirt is open wide at the collar, revealing the dark skin of his neck and chest as 

he holds his bare right hand close to his body. Previous theories of difference have 

suggested that an emphasis on Indians’ physical otherness was a design of British 

imperialism, and that Britons’ notions of a common cultural identity were defined 

explicitly as they contrasted with that of the “other.” This “other” often entered the 

contemporary English imagination through newspaper and magazine accounts as savage, 

fierce and cruel.16 
                                                

16 See, for example, Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837 (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2003); Tim Fulford and Kevin Hutchings, eds., Native Americans and 
Anglo-American Culture, 1750-1850: The Indian Atlantic (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009); Catherine Molineux, Faces of Perfect Ebony: Encountering Atlantic Slavery In 
Imperial Britain, Harvard Historical Studies 175 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 
2012); William H. Truettner, Painting Indians and Building Empires in North America. 
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An oil portrait of Cunne Shote, executed by Reynolds’ contemporary Francis 

Parsons, stresses even more strongly the Cherokee’s potential savage nature (Figure 2.5). 

A news account reported that Cunne Shote had sat for this portrait in Parsons’s studio.17 

The Indian gazes directly at the viewer from the left corners of his eyes, his head turned 

slightly to the right. His jaw is set and his chin juts forward. He wears the metal gorget 

engraved with “GR III” and royal medals around his neck. As in the Bickham print, the 

artist emphasizes the relationship between the Cherokees and “George Rex III,” yet the 

most prominent attribute in the painting is the sharp knife Cunne Shote wields, which he 

clenches tightly in his right hand, his arm bent at the elbow. Again, the exotic bodily 

adornments are highlighted by the artist as in the light reflecting off the large feather in 

his hair, plucked smooth to the crown of his head. Despite the European accoutrements 

such as the cape and gorget, Cunne Shote embodies for the British viewer of the portrait 

the potential not just for violence, but also for savagery.  

This fascination with the savage and the grotesque in these representations of the 

Cherokees serves to contrast the English body with the Native body. These prints and 

paintings can be understood as signifiers of cultural and colonial notions of superior 

English identity and sensibility, with their emphasis on the Indians’ embodied otherness. 

However, this is not the entire picture. This oversimplified notion fails to take into 

account how the Cherokees themselves might have understood these representations as 

vehicles for their own stature and importance. While precious little evidence survives, 

there is some indication that Ostenaco and his companions conceived of their own actions 

                                                
17 Quoted in Timberlake and King, 134. 
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and images as conveying a kind of destabilizing agency that allows for a more nuanced 

understanding of how the Go-Between role was performed by the Cherokees in London. 

Even before their departure from America, Ostenaco appears to have been keenly 

aware of the significance of portraiture as a means of fashioning a public image. Henry 

Timberlake recounted that upon having been escorted by a Cherokee party back home to 

Williamsburg, Ostenaco saw a portrait of King George III.18 According to Timberlake, 

“The chief viewed it a long time with particular attention,” and declared that having seen 

the king’s resemblance that he was determined to meet him in person.19 While in London, 

both Ostenaco and Cunne Shote sat for their portraits by Joshua Reynolds and Francis 

Parsons. A contemporary publication recounted Cunne Shote’s sitting in this way: “One 

of the Cherokee Chiefs sat for his picture to Mr. Parsons in Queens Square. He expressed 

much pleasure to the interpreter on this occasion, saying, ‘His friends would now have 

something to remember when he is gone to fight the French’”20 Here we have some 

                                                
18 Many copies of Allan Ramsey’s coronation portrait of George III were made by his studio, 

though the painting that would hang at the Governor’s Palace would not arrive until the late 
1760s or 1770. Perhaps what Ostenaco saw in 1762 was a print copy. See Graham Hood, The 
Governor’s Palace in Williamsburg: A Cultural Study, Williamsburg Decorative Arts Series 
(Chapel Hill, NC: Colonial Williamsburg Foundation; Distributed by University of North 
Carolina, 1991),184; Colonial Williamsburg Online Collections, “Portrait of George III,” 
emuseum.history.org, 
http://emuseum.history.org/view/objects/asitem/Objects@30849/0?t:state:flow=fac0ffc1-6a3d-
4eeb-8108-d2ee78eea628 (accessed August 21, 2017). 

19 Timberlake, 112. 

20 Quoted in Timberlake and King, 134. As the Cherokees did everywhere they went, Cunne 
Shote caused a sensation at the painter’s studio. According to this same article, in “a throng of 
ladies coming out of Mr. Parson’s room from seeing the pictures of the Cherokee Chief, one of 
them had the misfortune to fall down the Stairs and dislocate her knee; two surgeons were sent 
for, and she was carried home in a [sedan] Chair.” 
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indication that Cunne Shote’s likeness was seen — perhaps by the Cherokee, or by his 

interpreter, by the author of the article, and perhaps by all three — as functioning much in 

the same way as the portrait of King George that Ostenaco had seen while in 

Williamsburg. 

Thus it would be an oversimplification to view the representations of the 

delegation as one-sided and chauvinistic; in actuality many of the visual representations 

of the Cherokees are often quite sympathetically rendered. In the Reynolds oil, the 

subject gazes out of the picture plane and just slightly to the right, very nearly making 

eye contact with the viewer. His broad, illuminated visage appears unmenacing — even 

friendly — with his facial muscles relaxed, and his mouth closed lightly. He stands 

before an indistinct, softly rendered landscape. The fact that Cunne Shote seems to have 

approved of the portrait of him by Francis Parsons also indicates that he did not perceive 

the work to encode English condescension. 

An ambivalence about the Cherokee body is borne out in texts during the time of 

the delegation’s visit as well. In addition to the many breathless newspaper and magazine 

accounts of the Cherokees’ face paint and body piercings, there appeared some more 

philosophical reflections on savagery and civility, on subjectivity and agency. During the 

Indians’ visit Edinburgh Magazine published a condemnation of the use of the term 

“barbarian” in an article titled “A Pleasant Story of an Indian” which read, in part, “There 

is nothing more reasonable than to style the disposition of doing good to our fellow-

creatures, merely because they are so, humanity; and at the same time there is nothing so 

strange, as the vice opposite to this should be so common even amongst the civilized 
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nations.”21 In his unpublished memoir, John Trusler recalled his conversations with 

Indian visitors to London, to whom he ascribed a superior lifestyle and moral code. 

Trusler recalled one of the Indians stating, “you Civilized Man are Confined in prisons 

bound in Chains shut up in garrisons, & there left to starve or be Slaughtered. The 

Enjoyment of property is lost in the anxious care of it – ‘Cherokee know no taxes; no 

arbitrary mandates – no servitude.’”22 And invoking theatrical language directly, a letter 

in the London Chronicle criticized the way in which the delegation was regarded as a 

spectacle for public consumption: “These poor creatures make no more than theatrical 

figures, and can be seen with no satisfaction by a throng: why then are people mad in 

their avidity to behold them? …. I doubt not but [the Cherokees] think [the British] stupid 

and unnatural.”23 These authors called into question, then, whether the English were 

essentially superior to the Native inhabitants of America, even suggesting that in some 

respects the Indians were more civilized. 

Indeed, the classicizing tendencies visible in the two previously discussed prints 

might be read in this way as well. The bust of Ostenaco, close-cropped and set into a 

roundel as it is, calls to mind the many centuries-long convention of military portraiture, 

from Roman marble busts, to the more contemporary portrait of Philip Stanhope, the 4th 

                                                
21 “A Pleasant Story of an Indian,” Edinburgh Magazine vol. 6, (August 1762), 376-8. 

22 John Trusler, “Memoirs,” Part 2. The Lewis Walpole Library, Yale University. While 
Trusler attributes the descriptions and his philosophical musings to the 1762 Cherokee delegation, 
he was, in fact, remembering the 1766 visit of Wappinger Indians to London. Nevertheless, the 
ambivalence about the superiority of English culture remains. Many thanks to Paul Grant-Costa 
of the Yale Indian Papers Project for bringing Trusler’s error to my attention. 

23 “To the Printer,” London Chronicle, July 24-27, 1762. 
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Earl of Chesterfield, which is noticeably similar in the pose, the cropping, and the 

draping of the subject (Figure 2.6). The pose in the full-length engraving titled 

“Austenaco” evokes noble and historical visual traditions. The artificial pose of the hand, 

and stance of the subject make allusions to classical oratorical attitudes, or to ancient 

sculpture. Many eighteenth-century portrait painters employed these mannered poses in 

their commissions. The subject of Joshua Reynolds’ portrait of Augustus Keppel, 

Commander-in-Chief of the North American Station in the Seven Years’ War bears 

resemblance to that of the engraving (Figure 2.7). The right arms and hands of both 

figures perform a dramatic gesture, and each is posed with one foot forward and the other 

to the side. The left hands clasp an object held close to the body, and we see their torsos 

frontally as each looks off to the side. Thus, while these images of Ostenaco highlight his 

potentially menacing otherness, connotations of sympathy, even nobility appear as well. 

A number of written accounts also bear this out, referring to the “gallant actions,” the 

“decency” and “majesty” of Ostenaco and his fellow ambassadors.24 

One explanation for this duality might be the hybrid nature of the figure himself. 

As a representative of his people Ostenaco acted as a Go-Between in London. Dressed in 

clothing both Cherokee and English in style, the chief literally embodied both worlds as 

he moved through the spaces of the cosmopolitan city. This is clearly evident in the 

visual representations of the time. In each of the works already discussed, Ostenaco 

wears traditional Cherokee clothes together with a white English shirt. Attributes 

                                                
24 Annual Register or a View of the History, Politics and Literature for the Year 1762, vol. 5, 

92-93, and Gazetteer or London Daily Advertiser, July 9, 1762. 
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associated with each cultural sphere appear as well, whether tomahawk-pipe and 

wampum, or a silver gorget and medals with the Royal Arms. This “cross-dressing” can 

be seen as a documentation of the very clothes worn by Ostenaco, but it also reveals 

ambivalence about how to make sense of the bodies of these alien visitors. While the 

presence of familiar adornments such as the shirt and gorget serve to domesticate 

Ostenaco, the face paint, the wampum and pipe remain, potentially threatening and 

dangerous in their reminders of the “other.” The hybrid Ostenaco is familiar, yet foreign, 

ostensibly threatening and also possibly savage. Written accounts repeatedly comment on 

this hybridity as well. A contemporary described Ostenaco as being 
…of good size, much better made than the rest of the Indians. He strongly 
resembles the Marquis of Granby, and I assure you in many instances 
gives masterly strokes of great courage, a sense of true honour, and 
generosity of mind. This great warrior I am now mentioning, most 
certainly makes an appearance that strikes one with horror.25  

Here the author at once describes the horror evoked by the physical appearance of 

Ostenaco while at the same time comparing his body to that of a civilized gentleman. He 

first notices Ostenaco’s resemblance to the Marquis of Granby (who was Commander-in-

Chief of the British Forces in the Seven Years’ War), and seemingly only afterward calls 

to mind with effort the fact that he is a warrior.  

A kind of insecurity or ambivalence about how the delegation could be 

understood, then, permeates the written and visual representations of the Cherokees. 

While a clear fascination with the Indian body, its physical adornments, modifications, 

                                                
25 Quoted in Martin Postle, ed., Joshua Reynolds: The Creation of Celebrity (London: Tate 

Publishing, 2005), 214. 
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and the potential for savagery captivated the public on the one hand, at the same time 

those representing the visitors endowed them with a measure of civility, even nobility, by 

making reference to Classical and contemporary English attributes. 

The artists who pictured the Cherokees faced distinct challenges in making their 

likenesses. Most were clearly not taken from life — only Reynolds and Parsons can be 

documented as having had the sitters before them — the others seem to have been one a 

copy of the other, or have taken on a standard classical or military pose, appended with 

“authentic” details. This kind of double translation of the Native body – from familiar 

pose to exoticized presentation – points to the struggle by writers and artists to make 

sense of and translate the embodied actions of these Native people for their metropolitan 

audiences. And indeed, this reflects in many ways the complexity of the political 

relationship with the Cherokees near the end of the Seven Years’ War, when their 

cooperation with the British remained vital as the tensions in the American colonies rose.  

This cooperation between Cherokee and British interests was not a one-sided 

exchange however. The Cherokees were able to parlay their interactions with the English 

into greater influence among their home villages. Jace Weaver and Coll Thrush have 

argued convincingly for a richer understanding of both the material and cultural exchange 

across the “Red Atlantic,” as Weaver terms it.26 It is widely accepted that Ostenaco 

suggested that the delegation travel to London to advance his own standing and esteem 

                                                
26 Jace Weaver, The Red Atlantic: American Indigenes and the Making of the Modern World, 

1000-1927 (Chapel Hill: UNC Press Books, 2014) and Coll Thrush, “The Iceberg and the 
Cathedral: Encounter, Entanglement, and Isuma in Inuit London,” Journal of British Studies 53: 1 
(January 2014): 59–79. 
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among the residents of the Cherokee Overhill towns, especially in the face of his 

competition with his rival Attakullakulla (Little Carpenter). In addition to having acted in 

a diplomatic role between the Cherokees and the English in the tensions during the so-

called Anglo-Cherokee War, as a young man Attakullakulla had been a member of the 

1730 Cherokee delegation to London, and Ostenaco was able to gain respect among his 

followers by also traveling abroad and meeting with the King. 

The Cherokees’ engagement with the physical space of the metropolis was one 

that also represents a more complicated relationship that has heretofore been recognized. 

They viewed themselves as sovereign visitors, not as colonial subjects. While Ostenaco, 

Cunne Shote and Woyi were certainly the subjects of curiosity and extravagant fanfare 

(Timberlake was even accused — apparently falsely — of charging admission for 

Londoners to see the Cherokees at their residence), several accounts reveal that they did 

not see themselves as hapless victims.27 On the contrary, they appear to show the 

delegates as performing an active role during their visit, interacting with and mediating 

an understanding of the city and its inhabitants. On the way to London from Plymouth, 

where they had arrived, Timberlake attempted to amaze the Cherokees with the 

impressive overland sights, but the Indians were reportedly unimpressed: “We stopped at 

Exeter, where the Indians were shewed the cathedral, but, contrary to my expectation, 

were as little struck as if they had been natives of the place.” Not only were they 

unimpressed by some of the famous sights, they were apparently repulsed by the 

“colossal” classical sculpture of Hercules they were shown at the Earl of Pembroke’s 

                                                
27 Timberlake, 119; Timberlake and King, 64-65. 
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Wilton House. According to Timberlake they “thought [it] so dreadful that they begged 

immediately to be gone.”28 And in London, when the delegates saw the rotunda at 

Ranelagh House, they compared it to the round townhouse at Chota, one of the Overhill 

Cherokee towns. Thus the actions and reactions of the 1762 delegation to spaces and 

sights of the metropolis provide evidence that the Cherokees were actually shrewd 

viewers who were not the colonized subjects the English expected or desired. These 

images, then, attempt to depict them wishfully as passive innocents.29 

Much has been theorized about the ways in which Native Americans were 

understood and represented by Europeans, and the unique roles played by Native 

diplomats or other Go-Between figures. From Richard White’s “middle ground,” to 

James Merrell’s American Woods, and to Beth Fowkes Tobin’s pictures of imperial 

power, the complexity of the interactions between Native negotiators and representatives 

of the crown have received much attention in recent decades.30 More recently, William 

Truettner has examined the changing ways in which Native Americans were depicted 

during the early U.S. national period in his book Painting Indians and Building Empires 

                                                
28 Timberlake, 115-116, 118. 

29 Coll Thrush writes about a 1772 visit to London by five Inuit people, in which he 
challenges the notion that the visitors were necessarily “awed into submission by the urban 
landscape” and that they instead “understood it according to their own cultural logics.” See Coll 
Thrush, “The Iceberg and the Cathedral,” 59–79. 

30 See Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great 
Lakes Region, 1650-1815 (Cambridge University Press, 1991); James Hart Merrell, Into the 
American Woods: Negotiators on the Pennsylvania Frontier, 1st ed (New York: Norton, 1999); 
Beth Fowkes Tobin, Picturing Imperial Power: Colonial Subjects in Eighteenth-Century British 
Painting (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999). 
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in North America, 1710-1840. He has argued that “noble savage” iconography, including 

images of hybrid or “cross-dressing” Go-Between figures such as the Mohawk Joseph 

Brant, ultimately served the goals of American imperialism. Taking a different approach, 

Elizabeth Hutchinson views the hybrid identity of Joseph Brant in a more empowering 

way by interpreting his ability to manipulate visual codes, and mimic English manners as 

a challenge to colonial authority.31 

But there is also a third way of reading the representations of Ostenaco and his 

compatriots. It is precisely because of the struggle of visual translation that these images 

contain some further visual complexity, primarily in their emphasis on performance and 

theatricality. For instance, in the British Magazine print of Ostenaco we see the subject 

pushed to the very front of the picture plane, standing on the bare ground as though on a 

stage, indisputably mannered, even theatrical (Figure 2.1). Its emphatic lack of any 

backdrop foregrounds the figure like an actor downstage. The indicative gesture he 

makes with his left hand points to the prop-like tomahawk at his feet.  

The exchanges between the Cherokees and the English — on both sides of the 

Atlantic Ocean — depended on performed diplomacy and negotiations, of course, but our 

understanding of these interactions is enhanced by an examination of the biases 

embedded in the written and visual representations of their embodied performances of 

song, dance, and other stage entertainments. This evidence of their encounters provides a 

unique kind of documentation, one that offers insight not only into the operations of 

cross-cultural interaction, but also into the complex ways contemporary observers 

                                                
31 William Truettner; Elizabeth Hutchinson, “‘The Dress of His Nation,’” 209–28. 
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perceived them. These descriptions, both the written and the visual, explicitly deploy 

conventions from the eighteenth-century English stage, and subtly reveal insecurities 

about British colonial identity. 

Exoticized Natives had been the subjects of stage performances for over a 

century, though it was not until the second half of the eighteenth century that British 

theater audiences saw characters depicting North American Indians.32 Three years after 

the Cherokees’ return home, American loyalist and colonial frontiersman Robert Rogers 

(who had journeyed to England to capitalize on his fame following the hard-won defeat 

of Chief Pontiac at Fort Detroit) penned a tragic play entitled Ponteach: or the Savages of 

America. 33 Although Rogers had met the Ottawa Chief Pontiac, the play’s narrative was 

pure fiction. In this complicated plot of love, treachery, and revenge, the chief, his sons, 

and his allies find themselves in constant conflict with English governors, garrison 

commanders, fur traders, and hunters. Although apparently the play was never staged, it 

was published for purchase and reviewed by a number of contemporary journals, which 

praised the authenticity afforded it by the author’s first-hand knowledge, while also 

criticizing its form and literary qualities: “This strange Production is as wild as the 

Scenes it exhibits, and the Persons it introduces. Tho’ the Reader of this Piece must 

struggle thro’ a tedious Quantity of Rubbish, yet he will find some bright and shining 

                                                
32 Jane Moody and Daniel O’Quinn, eds., The Cambridge Companion to British Theatre, 

1730-1830, Cambridge Companions to Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2007), 175-188. 

33 Tiffany Potter, “Staging Savagery and Fictionalizing Colonialism in Robert Rogers’ 
Ponteach: A Tragedy,” introduction to Ponteach, or the Savages of America: A Tragedy, by 
Robert Rogers (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010), 4. 
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Passages in it.”34 In describing the plot of the tragedy, The Gentlemen’s Magazine 

describes the deceitfulness of Pontiac, explaining, “[Ponteach] engages the other Indian 

chiefs to join him in opposing the English, under the specious pretence of procuring for 

them freedom & independence, and at the same time intends as soon as they have served 

his purpose, to throw off the mask, and assume an universal tyranny himself.”35 

The author here makes an allusion to the theatrical mask in his magazine review, 

which the character in a play may remove to reveal his true self. This current of disguise, 

or acting a part, is present in the play itself as well. In fact the author in The Gentlemen’s 

Magazine may have taken his description from the play, from Act II Scene II, in which 

Ponteach announces his plan to his sons and his advisor: “Then from my Face, the sly 

Disguise I’ll cast/ And shew them Ponteach to their Surprize.”36 Elsewhere in the play, 

Ponteach’s sons acknowledge that they must “act” a “part” and speak of emotions as a 

“disguise.”37 These dramaturgical references underscore the multiplicity of identity and 

the mediated performance of identity on the stage, one which the Indians may perform 

uncomfortably well. Some writers apparently believed that Rogers’s Ponteach showed 

the English in too unfavorable a light. A review appearing just after the play’s publication 

worried, “For the honour of the English nation, we would willingly hope some of the 

                                                
34 “To the Printer of the Public Advertiser,” The Public Advertiser, March 6, 1766. 

35 “List of Books Published; with Remarks,” The Gentlemen’s Magazine, February 1766, 90. 
Emphasis in original. 

36 Robert Rogers, Ponteach: Or the Savages of America. A Tragedy (London: J. Millan, 
1766), 35. 

37 Ibid., 207, 208. 



 

 40 

circumstances related are the work of imagination; because, if true, they are a disgrace to 

the justice and humanity of Englishmen.”38  

Interestingly, theatrical language was often used in the very real interactions 

among English and Indian negotiators. Henry Timberlake’s account of his exchanges 

with the Cherokees is rife with the metaphor of theater and performance. He comments 

repeatedly on the “entertainments” provided to him and his men by the Indians while they 

were staying with Ostenaco in Tommotly, and visiting nearby Settico and Chilhowey.39 

Timberlake, in his “remarks upon the country and inhabitants” of the Overhill Cherokee 

also used vocabulary particular to the contemporary Georgian stage, such as when he 

described the Cherokees’ dexterity at “pantomime dances,” several of which he found 

“very diverting.”40 While they were still in America, a piece of broadcloth disappeared 

suspiciously and was then recovered in an implausible coincidence by a man Timberlake 

suspected of having had a hand in the theft. Timberlake recounts that he rewarded the 

“conjuror,” who recovered the stolen goods with two yards of the cloth for “playing the 

fool,” again invoking images of acting a role and performing as on the stage.41 Not only 

                                                
38 “Ponteach: Or the Savages of America. A Tragedy,” The London Chronicle, February 8, 

1766. 

39 Timberlake, 30, 39, 76. 

40 Ibid., 80. Timberlake recounted: “In one of these, two men, dressed in bear skins, came in, 
stalking and pawing about with all the motions of real bears: two hunters followed them, who in 
dumb shew acted in all respects as they would do in the wood: after many attempts to shoot them, 
the hunters fire; one of the bears is killed, and the other wounded; but, as they attempt to cut his 
throat, he rises up again, and the scuffle between the huntsmen and the wounded bear generally 
affords the company a great deal of diversion.” 

41 Ibid., 108-109. 



 

 41 

did the actors in these diplomatic performances play roles that appeared multilayered, or 

mutable, they seem also to have been able to play the roles of those with whom they 

negotiated. Timberlake noted that in America the Indians often were inclined to side with 

the French, “who have the prudence, by familiar politeness (which costs but little, and 

often does a great deal) and conforming themselves to their ways and temper, to 

conciliate the inclinations of almost all the Indians they are acquainted with.”42 We see 

here an emphasis on the ability of one group to take on the characteristics, manners, or 

practices of the other. This slippage of identity calls attention to the ease with which these 

identities may be assumed by either side, creating the potential to destabilize the 

hegemony of one over the other, and carries with it an inherent critique of that assumed 

to be superior. On the diplomatic stage, where the Cherokees were more active and 

confident than what Timberlake was confortable with, the deployment of theatrical 

language served both to express the anxiety over their hybridity and agency while 

simultaneously confining or mitigating his apprehensions. 

Even in stage plays in which there appears to be no overt criticism of the 

established social order, it is possible to read a subtext of cultural critique. This is 

especially true in the genre of pantomime in which these Native figures most prominently 

appeared. With its history of cultural and social critique, this genre served the interests of 

British colonial anxieties perfectly. Only a few months after the Cherokees’ return to 

America in October 1762, James Dance, using the nom de plume “James Love,” wrote 

“Harlequin Cherokee,” which was staged at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, beginning on 

                                                
42 Timberlake, 73. 
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November 23, 1762 (Figure 2.8). The play was designed as an “afterpiece” – a short and 

humorous production that followed the evening’s full-length play. Love’s work is a 

pantomime, or harlequinade, a theatrical genre that had become wildly popular on the 

English stage earlier in the eighteenth century.43 According to the December 1762 

London Magazine, “Harlequin Cherokee” opens “with a scene of a wild and craggy 

cavern” in which a witch sings an incantation invoking a chorus of witches to appear.44 

After throwing various ingredients into the bubbling cauldron at the back of the stage, the 

witches all engage in a “grotesque dance” before singing together two Airs that call upon 

Harlequin, who magically rises from the steaming cauldron. A triumphant procession 

with Harlequin hoisted aloft by the witches follows. The play then takes on a traditional 

harlequinade plot, which usually involves a variation on the theme of Harlequin’s 

romantic interest in Columbine, with various characters (often Columbine’s father 

Pantaloon, a mischievous Clown, and Pantaloon’s servant Pierrot) that conspire to keep 

the lovers apart.  

Pantomimes almost always end in a wild pursuit, with Harlequin and Columbine 

emerging victorious. In this instance however, Harlequin spies Columbine — already 

betrothed to another — at her window, and after having being turned away by her father 

disguises himself as a fiddler at the wedding party in an attempt to abscond with the 

object of his affection. With the assistance of bridesmaids and bridesmen, and a magical 

                                                
43 Worrall; John O’Brien, Harlequin Britain. 

44 “Account of the Witches, or Harlequin Cherokee; performed at the Theatre Royal in Drury-
Lane,” London Magazine, or Gentleman’s Monthly Intelligencer 31 (December 1762), 652. 
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hedge that overwhelms the other attendees and their servants, Harlequin and Columbine 

and their two servants make off together, with the jilted bridegroom, the father, and the 

clown in hot pursuit. Numerous magical transformations occur that allow the lovers to 

remain together: just when it seems that the lovers will be overtaken by their stalkers, 

Harlequin transforms with his magic bat the arbor where they rest into a school full of 

rowdy boys who fight off the pursuers with sticks; when Columbine is, in fact, captured, 

a friendly witch secretly takes her place so that she may remain with Harlequin; when 

again the lovers are overtaken, the clown and the Pierrot characters become befuddled 

when in the commotion of the apprehension a table overturns to reveal four “Lilliputians” 

in exact resemblance to Harlequin, Columbine and their servants, who now become the 

objects of pursuit, while the real Harlequin and Columbine have taken on the forms of a 

peacock and a hen and escape unnoticed. The Cherokees of the play’s title finally make 

an appearance at the end of the play, when the cathedral in which the lovers have taken 

refuge magically transforms into a view of:  
…the country of the Cherokee Indians, with a view of the sea at a 
distance…. A great number of Indians both male and female now enter, 
dressed in the habit of the [Cherokee] country, and preparing with great 
joy to receive the three chiefs who had been in England, and are seen 
landing from a large vessel, attended by English sailors, and decorated 
with the gorgets, bracelets, &c presented them here. The piece then ends 
with a complicated dance of English sailors and Cherokees.”45 

While the play was very popular with the public, it did not meet with universal 

critical approval. In addition to providing a detailed account of the plot and tricks of the 

pantomime, London Magazine pronounced that “The Witches, or Harlequin Cherokee” 

                                                
45 “Account of the Witches,” 652-655. 
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was a “grotesque medley…consisting of inconsistencies, made up of noise and dumb 

shew [sic], dance and song….” The author of the review accused the playwright of 

plagiarizing from Shakespeare, and complained that the title of the pantomime was a 

“misnomer,” since Cherokees only appeared onstage in a dance at the end of the 

performance.46 

If the critics panned the pantomime, it was very popular with the public at large. It 

was performed at least a dozen times in the years following its premiere in 1762, and 

even a decade later in 1772, remained vivid enough in the public imagination for 

publisher Robert Sayer to print a “harlequinade” or “turn-up book” with the same title 

(Figure 2.9). This book offers a vision of what some of the original production of the play 

may have looked like, as it also suggests how the Cherokees’ performance as cultural 

diplomats was dramatized and reimagined by the British. 

Sayer, a publisher and print merchant, is widely credited with popularizing this 

interactive narrative form during the 1770s. Turn-up books were made from two single 

sheets, each printed with four vertically-oriented scenes. One sheet was then glued over 

the other at the top and bottom edges, cut through horizontally, and both were folded 

accordion-style into fourths, with the top sheet also cut on the vertical folds. This created 

an object with four distinct views when the flaps of the top sheet were folded toward the 

center, and two additional views of each page as the flaps of the top sheet were folded up 

and down. The complexity of this format meant that surprising transformations could 

take place in the scenes, as the viewer lifted one flap to reveal the image below, which 
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often was designed to line up in amusing ways with the half of the top sheet still visible. 

The unexpected combinations that could take place in this book form engage with a 

similar sense of delight from the transformations that would take place on the stage in 

pantomime plays, where Harlequin was able to transform (through the use of his magic 

bat) a character, even himself, into another character, or into a completely different 

person.47 

While the Cherokees appeared only briefly in the stage play, Sayer’s Harlequin 

Cherokee featured the Indians prominently. In fact, one or more of them appear on each 

of the pages, as the plot of the harlequinade follows their movement around the London 

metropolis during their 1762 visit. On the third page, for example, a throng of people is 

gathered in animated observance of each other (Figure 2.10). Two Indian figures appear 

among well-dressed Londoners, both men and women in a setting that suggests the 

popular Vauxhall pleasure gardens. The picturesque ruins and their arches near the top of 

the image likely represent the trompe l’oeil painting of the ruins of Palmyra much 

admired by contemporary visitors, which was positioned to look like actual ruins looming 

above observers approaching along the tree-lined South Walk (Figures 2.11 & 2.12). This 

is borne out when the flaps of this page are opened, to reveal the Vauxhall orchestra 

pavilion, recognizable from contemporary prints published by Sayer himself (Figures 

                                                
47 See John O’Brien, “Pantomime,” in Jane Moody and Daniel O’Quinn, eds., The 

Cambridge Companion to British Theatre, 1730-1830; O’Brien, Harlequin Britain and Worrall. 
George Speaight has written on the history and practice of metamorphosis books. See “Georgian 
Home Amusements” in The History of the English Toy Theatre (London: Studio Vista, 1969). 
More recently, Jacqueline Reid-Walsh has examined these as well in “Pantomime, Harlequinades 
and Children in Late Eighteenth-Century Britain: Playing in the Text,” Journal for Eighteenth-
Century Studies 29:3 (2006), 413-425. 
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2.13 & 2.14). In this case too, Sayer’s harlequinade is based upon actual events. The 

Cherokees visited Vauxhall several times, always to great attention and fanfare. On their 

last visit to the pleasure gardens it has been estimated that 10,000 people gathered to see 

them.48 Henry Timberlake recounted that “The uncommon appearance of the Cherokees 

began to draw after them great crowds of people of all ranks; at which they were so much 

displeased, that home became irksome to them, and they were forever teizing [sic] me to 

take them to some public diversion.”49 Timberlake took them to performances at Sadler’s 

Wells Theatre and also to Vauxhall Gardens. Both of these entertainment venues staged 

pantomime plays, and Vauxhall especially was known for illusion and the blending of 

theatrical spectacle with everyday life. Thus, Sayer’s harlequinade design reflects not 

only the sights and attractions of contemporary London, but dramatizes actual events 

during the delegation’s visit, presenting them with the same kind of visual, theatrical 

delight in surprising transformations as Vauxhall spectacles and pantomime plays.50 

The very first page of Sayer’s Harlequin Cherokee clearly demonstrates the 

connection between documenting the Indians’ visit to London and invoking important 

features of pantomime theater (Figure 2.15). It shows the “Indian Chief,” looking 

reminiscent of another depiction of Ostenaco published upon the delegation’s arrival in 

London in The Royal Magazine or Gentleman’s Monthly Companion (Figure 2.16). He 

                                                
48 Timberlake and King, 94. 

49 Timberlake, 117. 

50 For a comprehensive overview of the history, structures and representations of Vauxhall, 
see David Coke and Alan Borg, Vauxhall Gardens: A History (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2011). 
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gazes to one side, stands with one foot before the other, one arm extended, and the other 

bent toward his waist. In his extended right hand he holds a tomahawk. He looms, larger 

than life, in front of what appears to be Temple Bar. Though Sayer has taken some 

liberties with the architectural form, the sculpture niches, the side arches, and especially 

the three spikes at the top clearly recall the famous London monument. Further evidence 

that this is meant to be Temple Bar is the sign marking the side street as Chancery Lane. 

Indeed, at the time, Temple Bar spanned Fleet Street, which intersected with the nearby 

Chancery Lane. The Cherokee delegation is known to have visited Temple Bar on one of 

its many excursions through London.51 (Figures 2.17 & 2.18) 

The page of the book is cut just at the Indian’s waist, and as the flaps of this first 

page of the book are turned up, and then down, the figure is transformed into the colorful-

costumed Harlequin, with his familiar lozenge-patterned ensemble (Figure 2.19). The 

background having been transformed as well, Harlequin stands “at his full length/ With 

all his magic Power and Strength,” in front of St. Paul’s Cathedral, another place visited 

by the delegation, as the other two Indians gaze on. The tomahawk held by the Indian has 

become Harlequin’s magic bat. The transformation of Ostenaco into the Harlequin 

character endows the Indian with a greater complexity than other interpretations have 

allowed. One of the features of stage harlequinades was satire; social conventions and 

hierarchies were often mocked in these farces by modifying the plot to address 

contemporary social or cultural issues. By casting Ostenaco in the role of Harlequin here, 

Sayer gives the Indian a mutable identity with the power to critique and change, rather 

                                                
51 Timberlake and King, 97. 
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one that is fixed and limited. Just as Harlequin can undermine hierarchies with a touch of 

his bat, so too might Ostenaco with his tomahawk. 

Indeed, that the tomahawk becomes the magic bat assigns a power and authority 

to an attribute that often otherwise signifies savagery, making this exotic cultural object 

itself an instrument of transformation. Furthermore, the contemporary English reader of 

the book is also implicated in the embodied transformations that take place here, as he or 

she is an actor in this performative action. This action seems to endorse an awareness, or 

anxiety about the mutability, even interchangeability of English and Indian identity.52 

Sayer’s metamorphosis book, then, offers a representation of Ostenaco, Cunne 

Shote and Woyi that chronicles some of their actual movements around London and their 

interactions with the people and places of the metropolis. At the same time, however, the 

conflation of the Indian with Harlequin creates a hybrid actor whose ability to transform 

affords him a powerful destabilizing agency. This is reflected in the printed text as well, 

which in some stanzas democratizes the Londoners and their visitors, as in the scene at 

Vauxhall: “See here in ample pleasures round/ The strange Americans are found/ Tho’ 

they seem odd to stare & Grin/ Yet we as Wildly stare at them/ It is the Custom of each 

Nation/ Which causes all the Consternation.”53 The Cherokees are no more exotic and 

savage to the English than the English are to them. The fluidity of identity suggested — 

                                                
52 Although examining objects from the 19th century, Robin Bernstein reads material artifacts 

as “scriptive things,” for embodied behavior, or prompts for performance. See Racial Innocence: 
Performing American Childhood from Slavery to Civil Rights (New York: New York University 
Press, 2011), 69-91. 

53 Harlequin Cherokee (London: Published by Robt. Sayer, Map & Printseller, no. 53, in 
Fleet Street, Feb 24th 1772), 3. 
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perhaps commanded — by the book, then, reflects a contemporary insecurity about the 

essential superiority of English manners, politics and culture. 

Harlequin Cherokee, then, offers a way for the reader of the turn-up book to 

imagine these American Indians as authors of their own visit, with the power to 

undermine, or at least destabilize the expected social order, though doing so in a way that 

is safely contained within the fantasy of theater. We might even see the material format 

of this hand-manipulated object as providing the reader the opportunity to subvert the 

narrative about the Native, allowing him or her to control a situation that might be the 

source of cultural anxiety. Although the printed text on each page instructs the reader in 

which order to raise the flaps, he or she of course is under no imperative to comply. 

Indeed, some startling and revealing changes to the narrative result when the flaps 

are turned out of order, if the reader does not follow the instructions of the printed verse. 

For instance, on the first page, in the closed state, the “savage” presence of the Indian is 

balanced by the English market woman and her customer at the bottom of the image. By 

the time both flaps are turned, the figure of Harlequin stands where Ostenaco had, and the 

English figures are replaced with Ostenaco’s two compatriots. However, if the reader 

turns the bottom flap first, instead of the top, he or she sees the torso of the “chief” and 

also the two Indians at the bottom (Figure 2.20). Suddenly there are three Cherokees and 

no Englishmen at Temple Bar, and the association between Harlequin and the Cherokees 

becomes even stronger, as it is Ostenaco’s face we see together with Harlequin’s lower 

body, rather than the other way around. In other words, the Native figure becomes even 

more emphatically associated with the theatrical prankster who has the ability to 
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transform himself and those around him in subversive ways. His two countrymen look 

on, all three of them now the sole, self-possessed occupants of Fleet Street, and not 

dependent subjects. 

When the third page of Sayer’s harlequinade, depicting Vauxhall Gardens is 

opened, we see the two Cherokees standing before the famous “cascade,” an optical 

illusion of a waterfall made of tin, toward which an Englishman gestures theatrically. 

Each night at nine o’clock a bell rang at Vauxhall to announce the raising of the curtain 

that revealed a miller’s house with a wheel that turned with what appeared to be water, 

but was instead strips of tin illuminated with hidden lighting.54 Though the verse 

describes the Indians as “struck dumb” with “astonishment” at the attraction, a sole 

pointing finger and a slightly open mouth is all that indicates any wonder at all by each of 

the two visitors. Indeed, the cascade was widely ridiculed by contemporary Londoners, 

rather than admired.55  

If the flaps on the third page are turned out of order, another interesting 

juxtaposition occurs. In this instance, the trompe l’oeil Palmyra ruins remain at the top of 

the image, while the “cascade” illusion appears at the bottom of the scene (Figure 2.21). 

In neither half of the image is the backdrop what it appears to be, as the reader 

contemplates the optical spectacles and illusions at Vauxhall, where so many Londoners 

thronged to see the Cherokees during their visit. The verse in the previous state had 

                                                
54 Richard Daniel Altick, The Shows of London (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1978), 95. 

55 Ibid., 95, 190. 
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alluded to the relative fascination and “wildness” of the English to the Indians. That 

Harlequin Cherokee offered a way to picture the Americans in this completely artificial 

context points to the possibility that just as visitors to Vauxhall might be fooled by the 

representations of the ruins, or of the cascade, so too might the Cherokees as seen by the 

English be an illusion. This slippage of illusion and reality reveals a kind of ambivalence 

about the ability to rely on one’s faculties to apprehend the world, those inhabiting it, and 

the relative civility/savagery of the two. 

In fact, looking closely, the poses and gestures of the Indians throughout 

Harlequin Cherokee adhere to many of the conventions of the Georgian stage. If we 

return again to the third page of the turn-up book in its closed state, the positions of the 

Cherokees’ hands appear nearly identical to the description and illustration of proper 

“Positions and Motions of the Hands” as described by Gilbert Austin. Austin, in his 

comprehensive manual of oratory and acting, described appropriate gestures, as well as 

very specific positions for actors’ limbs and extremities. The right hand of the man on the 

right appears with the palm “Prone (p) when the palm is turned downwards,” while the 

left hand of his companion reflects the “Vertical (v)” pose, “When the plane of the palm 

is perpendicular to the horizon, the fingers pointing upwards.”56 (See the middle 

illustration and the one at the bottom right in Figure 2.22.) These gestures and poses 

conform to the proper comportment of the orator, or an actor on the stage. Significantly, 

the gestures of the Cherokees in the open state of this page, as they stand before the 

                                                
56 Gilbert Austin, Chironomia; Or, A Treatise on Rhetorical Delivery: Comprehending Many 

Precepts, Both Ancient and Modern, for the Proper Regulation of the Voice, the Countenance, 
and Gesture (London: Printed for T. Cadell and W. Davies; by W. Bulmer, and co., 1806), 338. 
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“cascade,” do not. Austin quoted the Roman rhetorician Quintilian, who emphasized the 

impropriety of using the left hand for gesture alone, and when not used in support of the 

right hand.57 Austin concedes that a principal gesture with the left hand is acceptable in 

limited circumstances: “When the persons addressed are on the left side, the left hand 

naturally performs the principal gesture, in order to avoid the awkwardness of 

gesticulating much across the body.” This could explain the gesture of the Englishman to 

the left who also points to the cascade with his left hand, but the cascade is to the right of 

the two Cherokees, yet still they motion across their bodies with a principal gesture with 

their left hands. One can read this particular image that subverts the usual rules of pose 

and gesture as reflecting the same autonomy of the delegation in response to the 

expectations of their London hosts. In the same way that Ostenaco and his compatriots 

were unimpressed by Ranelagh or the statue of Hercules, here they can be seen as 

resisting the anticipated embodied response to the sights of the metropolis.  

The insecurity and instability of identity is manifest in the visual representations 

of the time as well, especially in their associations with stage performance. Furthermore, 

conventions of the Georgian stage encoded in the depictions of Ostenaco and his 

companions serve to reinforce notions of the Cherokees’ performative agency. The 

engraving titled “Austenaco,” which appeared in The Royal Magazine or Gentleman’s 

Monthly Companion resembles a depiction of theatrical performance in its use of gesture 

                                                
57 Ibid., 398-399. 
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(Figure 2.16).58 The representation of the delegation’s leader utilizes some telling 

conventions of pose and gesture that would have been familiar to the English public. The 

chief is shown at full length, his moccasin-clad feet on an unidentifiable ground, an 

extremely foreshortened shadow falling behind him to the right, as though he is a highly 

lit actor on a stage. His right leg bears his weight and his left leg and foot are pointed 

forward in a rather stilted stance typical of conventional court portraiture. He wears 

deerskin leggings and a light-colored cotton English trade shirt, cuffed at the elbow and 

wrist, underneath a heavy fur cloak, which he holds to his chest with his left hand. He 

extends his right hand theatrically toward the ground, his fingers spread apart. Around his 

neck he wears the wampum beads of his homeland as well as the British Army gorget 

presented to him by King George III. We notice immediately the emphasis on Ostenaco’s 

face paint, the plucked scalp and the feather, as the Chief turns his head to the left for a 

fuller view of his bodily adornments. The chief gazes out of the picture plane, his lips 

pressed together and the corners of his mouth turned slightly downward in a mannered 

expression.  

It reveals other, subtler signs as well: the chief’s gesture and pose reflect 

conventions of movement in eighteenth-century European theater. Jonathan Barber, in his 

actors’ manual, advised performers on the fine points of bodily comportment and 

                                                
58 This print was available for purchase and was advertised in The Manchester Mercury (and 

Harrop’s General Advertiser) on August 3, 1762, no. 550: “King of the Cherokees, In the 
ROYAL-MAGAZINE for July, Published the first Day of August, And Sold by Messrs, 
NEWTON, CLARK, and HARROP, Booksellers, in Manchester, Will be given a Copper plate at 
full length of the King of the Cherokees; or AUSTENACO, Great Warrior, Commander in Chief 
of the Cherokee Nation. This Number of the Royal Magazine will also be Embelished with a 
curious Frontispiece, an engraved Title, and another Copper-Plate curiously Coloured.” 
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bearing: “To render a gesture magnificent the hand and arm must move through ample 

space, the arm must be detached from the side and extended to its limit, the action must 

be flowing and unrestrained, the preparations made by a graceful curve, and the retired 

arm must, on proper occasions, accompany and sustain the advanced one.”59 Gilbert 

Austin advised that the actor should stand with one leg bearing most of the body’s 

weight, while the other leg should be ready to relieve that weight when the actor moves.60 

Again, the position of Ostenaco’s right arm with respect to his body, and his posture – in 

which his right leg bears his weight, the left ready to engage should he move – conform 

to the instructions for actors. 

Ostenaco’s mannered comportment not only bears striking similarities to 

theatrical gestures, it even recalls the popular representations of actors in stage roles that 

appeared in printshops at the time, such as the mezzotint of the actors in Covent Garden’s 

1767 production of King John (Figure 2.23). Here we see a moment from Act V, Scene 

III: the ailing King John clutches at his chest, as the messenger at right points toward the 

battlefield which the king has left for the safety of Swinstead Abbey, to which Hubert 

behind him motions. The bodily positioning and the gestures of the figures conform very 

closely to the descriptions in Georgian acting manuals. Hubert holds the thumb and 

fingers of his right hand in a way that is remarkably similar to Ostenaco’s right hand in 

the Royal Magazine print. 

                                                
59 Ibid., 340–341. Emphasis in original. 

60 Ibid., 114. 
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The theatrical connotations of the visual and textual representations of the 

Cherokee delegation — whether or not they were self-consciously invoked by their 

authors — endow the Native actors with a potentially subversive agency. While the 

visual and textual representations of the Cherokee delegation are rife with exoticism, 

these representations nonetheless possess an active subjectivity — a role for the 

embodied actor in “a complicated dance.” This actor plays a role in which he participates 

in the staging, and also in the formation of identity. At the same time, his hybrid 

character functions to call into question the fundamental stability of identity. By casting 

Cherokees as harlequins in one costume or another, representations of the delegation 

became a locus for grappling with issues of modern British identity. The representations 

of the Cherokees then, reveal a complex set of aesthetic relationships. On the one hand, 

they clearly reflect the Eurocentric fascination with the exotic “other” that privileges the 

Enlightenment intellectual over the adorned, modified physicality of the primitive. At the 

same time, through costume and gesture, and the evocation of tropes of the Georgian 

stage, the Cherokees also appear to extend to Native people a performative agency that 

exposes slippages between English and American Indian identity. This kind of 

ambivalence regarding the non-European body is reflected in the framework of embodied 

theatrical conventions. In grappling with the seeming incommensurability of familiar 

visual vocabulary with indigenous subjectivity, an examination of Harlequin Cherokee 

encourages a new reading of these representations that reveals contemporary anxieties 

about modern identity and the role of image-making in a colonial context.  
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CHAPTER 3 

“VOTIVE ISLANDER, THY FATE IS MINE”:  

OMAI AND THE SOUTH PACIFIC 

 

Perhaps the most famous visitor to London from a remote part of the world in the second 

half of the eighteenth century was the Polynesian Mai, called Omai by James Cook and 

his men when they met him in 1769 during Cook’s first circumnavigation of the globe.1 

Much has been written about him, especially in regard to his reception in London society 

and the celebrated full-length portrait made of him by Joshua Reynolds. Scholars have 

noted the ways in which Mai’s public image was constructed, both by European 

intellectual and colonialist forces, but also by the man himself. These studies have 

demonstrated Mai’s skill in adapting to, and manipulating the social conventions of both 

contemporary English society, and his own Native culture.2 Yet while recent studies offer 

a fascinating analysis of Mai in a British milieux none offers close visual analysis of his 

portrait within the context of other period representations of Polynesians, overlooking an 

important way in which the British conceived of Native peoples and represented their 

relationship to them through paintings, prints, and other objects of material culture. This 

                                                
1 Because Cook met Mai in Tahiti and not in his homeland of Raiatea, Mai was referred to as 

Tahitian by contemporary writers. Tahiti and Raiatea are among the fourteen islands in the 
archipelago then called the Society Islands, now part of French Polynesia. 

2 See Jocelyn Hackforth-Jones, “Mai/Omai in London and the South Pacific: Performativity, 
Cultural Entanglement, and Indigenous Appropriation,” in Joanna Sofaer, ed., Material Identities, 
13–30; Kate Fullaghar, The Savage Visit, 126-149. 
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chapter, then, examines representations of Mai and other Society Islanders to determine 

what they can reveal about the dynamics of power and identity in the context of the 

colonial encounter. In their emphasis on physicality and gesture and their relationships 

with the theatrical conventions of late eighteenth-century England, these representations 

reflect the ambivalence of contemporary attitudes toward the Native Go-Between figure. 

On the one hand, these indigenous subjects were viewed with cultural condescension; at 

the same time, they were exoticized and sometimes ennobled for their “primitive” habits 

and appearance. Underlying these conflicted attitudes was an insecurity produced by the 

hybridity of the Go-Between, and his role as a cultural interlocutor. Employing the 

vocabulary of the Georgian stage offered a strategy for understanding the Go-Between in 

a more nuanced way than merely in direct comparison to European habits and customs. 

The use of written and visual language in which theatrical vocabulary appears served not 

only to make the bodies and movements more familiar to an English audience, but also 

afforded a greater embodied agency to the Native actors in the transoceanic sphere. Far 

from simply Anglicizing their physical appearance and gesture, employing dramaturgical 

language and visual conventions in fact dignified Native bodies, complicating previous 

readings of these descriptions as merely condescending exoticizations. While this at first 

appears to contradict what one might presume about colonial depictions of indigenous 

people, this approach allowed the English observer to express the destabilizing potential 

of the hybrid Go-Between body in a way that she or he could safely scrutinize it. 

 In May 1776 the Morning Chronicle and London Advertiser reviewed the Royal 

Academy exhibition in Pall Mall: “Sir Joshua Reynolds Portraits are, as usual, the best 
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pictures in the rooms, in point of grace, elegance and style. It is difficult to say which is 

the strongest likeness, his portrait of Mr. Garrick, the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire, 

Lord Temple, or that of Omiah [sic].”3 (Figures 3.1 & 3.2) By the time this review 

appeared, Mai was already well known in the circles of fashionable London society. 

During his first expedition – the one on which he made Mai’s acquaintance – Lieutenant 

Cook spent three years making astronomical observations from Tahiti. He also 

discovered the Society Islands, circumnavigated and charted New Zealand, and charted 

the eastern shores of Australia. On his second voyage Captain Cook was charged with 

determining whether or not the elusive Terra Australis, believed to lie even further south 

than Australia, existed. Two ships departed Plymouth in July 1772, Cook’s the 

Resolution, and the Adventure, captained by Tobias Furneaux. Over the course of the 

three-year expedition, the explorers would venture from two bases — one in Tahiti and 

one in New Zealand, from which the ships would sweep the ocean in search for the great 

unknown Southern Continent that was presumed to balance the lands of the Northern 

Hemisphere. It was during this second voyage, to the Society Islands, that Captain 

Furneaux took on board the young man they called Omai, and brought him to London. 

Furneaux’s ship arrived (ahead of Cook’s) on July 14, 1774, and Mai remained in 

England for two years before returning to his homeland. During this time, he was warmly 

received by the society of London and the surrounding countryside. He visited the 

                                                
3 “News,” Morning Chronicle, May 29, 1776. 
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theater, joined foxhunts, had an audience with the King and Queen, attended parties, and 

generally mingled with polite society.4 

While the portrait of the Duchess of Devonshire and that of Mai share certain 

similarities – both show the subjects at full length in an outdoor setting and, according to 

the newspaper review, both were faithful likenesses – the painting of Mai encodes an 

ambivalent attitude toward the Polynesian body. Standing nearly life-sized, the figure of 

Mai dominates the composition. His right leg bears his weight, the elegance of his 

contrapposto pose reinforced by the sensitive bearing of his hands, one of which gestures 

toward his right while the other rests on cloth tied around his waist. Mai gazes out of the 

composition toward his left, presumably at a continuation of the expansive landscape of 

the imagined South Pacific we see behind him. The composition at the left is bordered by 

dark, roughly defined greenery that extends to the full height of the picture plane. The 

view to the right, however, extends into the far distance, where a volcano releases steam 

into the hazy sky, filled with threatening clouds. A river flows in the direction of the 

viewer, carrying the eyes forward. It runs through a verdant landscape, over a small 

waterfall and into a placid pond, passing by palms, but also by trees that look rather more 

like the species of Reynolds’s native England than those of Polynesia. The landscape is at 

once exotic, perhaps slightly frightening, but ultimately tamed by the familiar trees and 

figure of Mai, who exists comfortably in this natural space. 

                                                
4 While not highly theoretical, the most detailed and comprehensive biography of Mai 

remains E.H. McCormick, Omai: Pacific Envoy (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1977). 
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Mai wears the voluminous tapa robes and turban associated with the aristocratic 

Ari’i class of his homeland.5 The thickness, texture, and light color of the barkcloth 

drapery draw the viewer’s eye to the relative smoothness and dark color of Mai’s skin. 

His youthful, square-jawed face is accented by his full lips and broad, slightly flat nose. 

His feet are elegant and bare, but the most prominent features of Mai’s skin are the 

tattoos on both hands and arm (Figure 3.3). Even, regular lines of black marks adorn the 

length of the fingers, and across the back of his left hand, and around the wrist and along 

the inside of the forearm on his right. 

In Reynolds’ depiction of Mai, the corporeal aspects which link the man to his 

“primitive,” or “savage,” background are clearly highlighted. The bare feet, the 

physiognomy of the face, and of course the tattoos, all mark him as “other.” His bodily 

adornments, including the exotic drapery locate him outside the sphere of the European 

embodied norm. This was a common attitude toward the Polynesian body. Following 

Cook’s second voyage, naturalist Johann Reinhold Forster wrote at length about the 

bodies of the Polynesians in his Observations Made during a Voyage round the World, in 

a section entitled “On the Causes of the Difference in the Races of Men in the South 

Seas, their Origin and Migration.”6 In this section Forster discusses “the organic part of 

man….the corporeal varieties, consisting in, 1st, colour; 2nd, size; 3d, form and habit; and 

                                                
5 Caroline Turner, “Images of Mai,” in National Library of Australia, ed., Cook & Omai: The 

Cult of the South Seas (Canberra: Antipodes Books and Beyond, Ltd., 2001), 27. 

6 Johann Reinhold Forster, Observations Made During a Voyage Round the World, ed. 
Nicholas Thomas and Harriet Guest (University of Hawaii Press, 1778), 172–90. 
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4th, peculiar defects or excesses, or modifications in certain parts of the human body.” 

Here he describes not only the physiognomic characteristics of certain islanders which 

gave them the appearance of “monkies,” but also the habits of body modification, such as 

ear stretching. The Anglo observer of the unfamiliar adornments on the bodies of the 

Polynesians he encountered recorded them with not only his own prejudices in place, but 

within a scientific framework that could locate the adorned body below that of the 

European.  

At the same time that Reynolds, in his portrait, emphasizes the exotic embodied 

primitivism of his subject, he also presents Mai’s body in a positive light. Many scholars 

have noted the classical allusion of his barkcloth drapery, which calls to mind the ancient 

toga. In addition, the adlocutio gesture made by Mai, as though an orating Roman 

senator, might also be interpreted as a positive statement about his intellect. Certainly the 

educated British public was familiar with the Rousseauian notion of the Natural Man.7 

For Rousseau and other romantic primitivists, the goodness of man in the ideal state of 

nature was at risk from the corruption of the civilized state. Scholars such as Kate 

Fullagar understand this depiction of the Native visitor to England as one that both 

romanticizes the exotic while also emphasizing the primitive, in a way that ultimately 

idealizes Mai.8 However, there are references to performance and the theater that can take 

                                                
7 Anthony Pagden, European Encounters with the New World from Renaissance to 

Romanticism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 117-140. 

8 Kate Fullagar, “Reynolds’ New Masterpiece,” Cultural and Social History 7, no. 2 (June 1, 
2010): 191–212. 
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us further than this interpretation. Though there is certainly common ground between 

oratory and performance, Mai’s gesture can be more fully understood in a theatrical 

context. Gilbert Austin, in his comprehensive eighteenth-century manual of oratory and 

acting, described appropriate gestures, as well as very specific positions for actors’ limbs 

and extremities. 
The hand, when unconstrained in its natural and relaxed state, either 
hanging down at rest or raised moderately up, has all the fingers a little 
bended inwards toward the palm; the middle and third fingers lightly 
touch, the point of the middle finger resting partly on the nail of the third. 
The fore finger is separated from the middle finger, and less bended, and 
the little finger separated from the third, and more bended. The extremity 
of the thumb bends a little outwards, and in its general length and 
disposition, is nearly parallel with the fore finger. When raised horizontal, 
the hand is held obliquely between the positions inwards and supine.9 

The mannered pose of Mai’s right hand is remarkably similar to Austin’s 

description of the ideal actor’s relaxed hand, making it appear much less like an 

oratorical gesture, than one performed on the theatrical stage. During the eighteenth 

century, the link between art and the stage was a strong one. Actors at this time were 

encouraged to study painting and sculpture for their lessons in posture and gesture. The 

London playwright Charles Gildon wrote that “studying History-Painting would be very 

useful on the Occasion, because the Knowledge of the Figure and Lineaments of the 

Represented will teach the Actor to vary and change his Figure.”10 Other scholars have 

pointed out that the figure of Mai in Reynolds’s portrait bears some resemblance to the 

                                                
9 Gilbert Austin, Chironomia, 336. 

10 Charles Gildon, The life of Mr. Thomas Betterton: the late eminent tragedian, quoted in 
Barnett, The Art of Gesture: The Practices and Principles of 18th Century Acting (Heidelberg: 
Carl Winter Universitätsverlag, 1987), 123. 
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famous Apollo Belvedere, considered at this time to be one of, if not the most excellent 

examples of ancient art (Figure 3.4). Reynolds himself wrote about this sculpture in his 

Discourses, stressing the ideal proportions and countenance of the Apollo.11 Again, 

however, it is significant that even here eighteenth-century theatrical conventions relate 

to this painted evocation of the classical. At this time actors and singers often copied on 

stage a particular gesture or attitude from a famous work of art. In 1753 the English actor 

Theophilus Cibber remarked of one of his contemporaries that he “had a good Taste for 

Statuary and Painting…. These he frequently studied, and sometimes borrowed Attitudes 

from…. He fell into them with so easy a Transition, that these masterpieces of his Art 

seemed but the Effect of Nature.”12 Roger Pickering wrote at about the same time, “As to 

the politer Stages of the Classical ANTIENTS, I conceive their chief Power of pleasing 

lay in their Attitudes, and the management of their Limbs. They had the most finish’d 

Paintings and Statues, obvious to their Inspection; and by producing these Attitudes 

express’d by them, upon the Stage, could not fail to give great satisfaction to their noble 

and polite Audiences.”13 William Cook was even more explicit in his acting manual, 

writing “we would recommend him to be well studied in some of the most celebrated 

Greek and Roman statues,” with the Apollo Belevedere listed as one of “those we would 

                                                
11 Joshua Reynolds, Seven Discourses Delivered in the Royal Academy (London: Printed for 

T. Cadell, 1778), 81-81. 

12 Theophilus Cibber, The Life and Character of That Excellent Actor Barton Booth, Esq., as 
quoted in Barnett, The Art of Gesture, 127. 

13 Roger Pickering, Reflections upon Theatrical Expression in Tragedy, as quoted in ibid. 
Emphasis in the original. 
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particularly recommend.”14 Thus the theatrical conventions that appear in Reynolds’s 

image of Mai provide an aesthetic framework not considered by previous interpretations 

of this painting. The actions, poses, gestures, and affectations suggested by contemporary 

actors, and mirrored in this painting of Mai, allowed Reynolds to manage his society’s 

ambivalent attitudes toward the Polynesian body. 

At the same time, Mai’s performance in this portrait also projects the impression 

that Mai himself, the exotic stranger in English society, wished to achieve. The hope for 

actors to achieve “easy transitions,” to achieve the “effect of nature,” to satisfy and to 

raise thoughts in “noble and polite audiences” was fulfilled by Mai, according to the 

contemporary accounts of his actions. As a man who needed to navigate the upper strata 

of British society as well as his own, Mai’s embodied performances, whether described 

textually or visually, reflect an English strategy to make sense of his otherness while at 

the same time affording him a measure of agency and self-determination of Native 

identity not sufficiently considered in previous art historical scholarship. 

Other European artists and writers struggled with their ambivalent attitudes 

toward Mai. William Hodges, shipboard artist on the second Cook voyage, sketched Mai 

after he joined the expedition. While the sketch does not survive, midshipman John 

Elliott, an amateur artist himself, found it altogether too complimentary to the subject and 

                                                
14 William Cooke, The Elements of Dramatic Criticism: Containing an Analysis of the Stage 

under the Following Heads, Tragedy, Tragi-Comedy, Comedy, Pantomime, and Farce. With a 
Sketch of the Education of the Greek and Roman Actors; Concluding with Some General 
Instructions for Succeeding in the Art of Acting (London: Printed for G. Kearsly [etc.], 1775), 
199-200. 
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“the only time I ever knew Hodges flatter in drawing.”15 Hodges later painted a head and 

shoulders portrait of Mai in oil for surgeon John Hunter, whose anatomical specimens 

and art collection formed the basis for the Hunterian Museum at the Royal College of 

Surgeons in London (Figure 3.5). If this likeness “flatters,” the artist surely could have 

gone further to idealize the sitter. Mai’s head emerges somewhat awkwardly from the 

voluminous folds of his cape, his neck craned uncomfortably to the left. Though the light 

falls most brightly on the right side of his face, the visage is dominated by his large broad 

nose, whose nostrils flare such that they create large deep holes. Regardless of this 

painting’s veracity to the sitter’s true appearance, the artist’s compositional choices seem 

to emphasize the foreign physical characteristics of the islander. 

Contemporary written accounts of Mai echo this fascination with his exotic body 

and adornments, also often reflecting a distinct bias. The Reverend Sir John Cullum met 

Mai on two occasions in 1774, recording his impressions of the man in letters to a friend. 

Cullum deemed Mai’s face to be “on the whole…not disagreeable,” noting his 

“somewhat flat” nose, his thick lips and his ears “bored with a large Hole at the Tip,” his 

swarthy complexion, his tattoos in rows of “distinct bluish spots.” He also noted that he 

did not find “that any Steps have been taken towards giving him any useful Knowledge, 

Mr Banks seeming to keep him, as an Object of Curiosity, to observe the Workings of an 

untutored, unenlightened Mind.”16 In the following year Banks and Mai joined the 
                                                

15 John Elliott, “Memoirs of the Early Life of John Elliott,” n.d., Add MS 42714, British 
Library, London, as quoted in E. H McCormick, Omai: Pacific Envoy (Auckland: Auckland 
University Press: Oxford University Press, 1977), 53. 

16 John Cullum to Michael Tyson, January 2, 1775, as quoted in E. H. McCormick, 128–129. 
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playwright George Colman and his son in York for a trip to Scarborough on the North 

Sea coast. The younger Coleman later recounted his swim in the ocean with Mai: “The 

early sunbeams…heighten’d the cutaneous gloss which [Mai] had already received from 

the water: — he look’d like a specimen of pale moving mahogany, highly varnish’d; — 

not only varnish’d, indeed, but curiously veneer’d; — for, from his hips, and the small of 

his back, downwards, he was tattow’d with striped arches, broad and black… according 

to the fashion of his country.17 In these written accounts, as in the visual representations, 

the fascination with Mai’s body and its adornments reflects a cultural bias that privileges 

the enlightened scientific European mind over the modified, “veneered” Polynesian 

“specimen.” 

Other visual representations of Mai during his time in London also clearly 

emphasize his unfamiliar physical characteristics. William Parry’s group portrait shows 

Mai together with Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander, the naturalists who had 

accompanied Cook on his first voyage, and who hosted Mai during his stay in London 

(Figure 3.6). Here again Mai’s exotic physical features are highlighted – he wears the 

massive tapa robes, from beneath an emphatically bare foot protrudes rather awkwardly 

as though Parry has dispensed with anatomical naturalism in order to show the foot. The 

face is illuminated brightly, calling attention to the high cheekbones and broad nose. Here 

Banks gestures directly toward Mai’s hand. Caroline Turner does suggest that the 

painting originally may have included the depiction of Mai’s tattoos, but that because 

                                                
17 George Colman, Random Records (London: H. Colburn and R. Bentley, 1830), 163. 
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they were painted in top glazes of color they were inadvertently removed in a past 

conservation.18 Not only does the artist call attention to the unusual and clearly non-

European physical features of Mai, but he also creates a compositional juxtaposition 

between the corporeal exoticism of the Native on the left, and the scientific 

intellectualism at the right, in the figure of Dr. Solander. Solander sits at a table, pen in 

hand, clothed conservatively with stockinged legs and shoes on his feet, in clear contrast 

to Mai’s bare feet, on the same visual plane as Solander’s. While Mai’s body is 

surrounded by darkness, Solander is in the light, a window opening up into the wider 

world behind him, an enlightened and educated scientist who seems to be making notes 

about Mai, to whom Banks points as at a specimen. At the same time, however, each man 

is shown at full length, each occupying approximately the same amount of compositional 

space. And Mai is the sole figure addressing the viewer with a direct gaze, creating a 

sympathetic connection with the observer of the painting. It would be a mistake to read 

the written and visual records as simply racist exoticism, scientific dispassion, or pure 

condescension toward the other.  

While such examples certainly reflect a Eurocentric standpoint, the contemporary 

fascination with Mai’s adorned body becomes complicated by the visual and written 

evocation of performative gesture. In Parry’s and Reynolds’s portraits, the large, brightly 

illuminated, gesturing figure, posed on a predominantly flat surface calls to mind an actor 

on a stage, and indeed other images of Mai also present him in this theatrical way. The 

                                                
18 Turner, 26. 
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earliest published representation (from the August 1774 issue of London Magazine) of 

Mai shows him — barefoot and tattooed — gesturing with his right hand in a similar way 

to the Reynolds painting, and holding a traditional, Polynesian head rest in his left 

(Figure 3.7). In a widely circulated print by Francesco Bartolozzi after a 1774 sketch by 

Nathaniel Dance, Mai again holds the head rest in his left arm, and a feather whisk in his 

right (Figure 3.8). Despite the absence of a background setting to provide context, these 

two images of Mai seem much less like an ethnographic description of a “specimen,” and 

much more like portraits of a sympathetic protagonist in a performative narrative. The 

attention to individuality in terms of likeness and costume in these works also make the 

subject appear more like a real person, rather than a type. The mannered gesture in the 

London Magazine print, and the dramatic shadow on the ground create the impression of 

the performance of a featured actor. The repetition of motifs in the images such as the 

head rest gives the impression that these artifacts of Native culture are props that can be 

appropriated by a performer playing a role – suggesting and supporting a vague otherness 

without clarifying the particulars of Native identity. In fact, Richard Michael 

Connaughton suggests that the head rest used in the Nathaniel Dance drawing came not 

with Mai from his homeland, but from Joseph Banks’s personal collection of Polynesian 

items, making it even more like an actor’s prop.19 Thus Mai becomes an active performer 

in these representations, rather than a passive specimen, or type. 

                                                
19 Richard Michael Connaughton, Omai: The Prince Who Never Was (Timewell Press, 2005), 

138. 



 

69 

Another early print, which depicts Mai’s introduction to the King and Queen, 

emphasizes the performative gesture of a deep bow before their majesties, as the scene is 

presented to the viewer in a shallow space that closely resembles a brightly lit stage 

(Figure 3.9). Contemporary written accounts also make use of theatrical vocabulary when 

describing Mai’s gestures and bodily comportment. “He makes remarkably good bows,” 

noted novelist Fanny Burney, “not for him but for any body, however long under a 

Dancing Master’s care.”20 George Coleman remembered that the swimming Mai 

“appear’d as much at home as a rope-dancer upon a cord.” 21 Here Burney and Coleman 

describe Mai as a confident and talented performer, as proficient and used to performing 

embodied European gestures and customs as any Englishman.  

In several instances Mai is described in written accounts as explicitly acting out a 

role. In recounting a visit to a school that he had made, Fanny Burney describes Mai 

putting his hands up to his eyes to imitate reading a book, then saying “ ‘Boys here, — 

boys there, — boys all over! One boy come up, — do so!’ (again imitating reading) ‘not 

well; — man not like; man do so!’ Then he showed us how the master had hit the boy a 

violent blow with the book on his shoulder.”22 Here Burney describes Mai as physically 

performing the roles of the boy and his teacher. Burney was apparently very impressed 

                                                
20 Lars E. Troide, ed., The Early Journals and Letters of Fanny Burney (Kingston: McGill-

Queen’s University Press, 1988), vol. 2, 60. Emphasis in the original. 

21 Coleman, 165. 

22 Annie Raine Ellis, ed., The Early Diary of Frances Burney, 1768-1778. With a Selection 
from Her Correspondence and from the Journals Other Sisters Susan and Charlotte Burney, 
(London: G. Bell and sons, 1907), vol. 2, 132. 
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with Mai’s ability to impersonate characters in a story. When he acted out a song from 

his homeland she noted with admiration the “grimaces, minauderies, and affectation” he 

assumed in his performance.23 In John Cullum’s observations of Mai he noted, “When he 

wants you to understand something he has seen, he uses very lively and significant 

gestures; and is in truth a most excellent Pantomime.”24 These English observers of Mai’s 

performance repeatedly compare him to a skilled performer and actor, and praise his 

ability to mimic and play a role. This reveals a complex set of motivations: the desire to 

understand the “difference” of the exotic foreign body in the familiar context of theater, 

as well as a recognition that mimicry of English speech and gestures revealed a man with 

the capacity for intercultural fluency, self-fashioning, and individual agency. 

This theatrical framework for understanding difference, along with the 

perceptions of Native agency they suggest, appear not only in the representations of Mai, 

but also in written and visual descriptions of other Pacific Islanders with whom Cook and 

his men came into contact on their three voyages. On the first voyage to the Society 

Islands Cook and his crew recorded carefully the physical characteristics and customs of 

the inhabitants. Upon his first encounter with these Islanders, Cook noted in his journal: 

“The inhabitants are rather of a fairer Colour than the generallity of the natives of 

Georges Island, but more especially the Women who are much fairer and 

                                                
23 Ibid., 133. 

24 Quoted in Edward Smith, The Life of Sir Joseph Banks, President of the Royal Society: 
With Some Notices of His Friends and Contemporaries (London: John Lane, 1911), 42. 
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handsomer….”25 Joseph Banks was also fascinated with the physical characteristics and 

adornment of the Natives of “Otaheite,” describing at length their size, judging their 

facial features, teeth and hair, as well as their tattooing practices:  
They are of the larger size of Europaeans, all excellently made, and some 
handsome both men and women, the only bad feature they have is their 
noses which are in general flat, but to balance this their teeth are almost 
without exception even and white to perfection. … Their hair is almost 
universaly black and rather coarse: this the women wear always cropt 
short round their ears, the men on the other hand wear it in many various 
ways, sometimes cropping it short, sometimes letting [it] grow very long 
and tying it at the top of their heads or letting it hang loose on their 
shoulders &c.26 

Sydney Parkinson, naturalist and botanical illustrator on the first Cook voyage 

noted that the Society Islanders “in general are very fond of ear-rings, and will exchange 

for them what they deem the most valuable of their effects. Some of their ear-rings are 

made of mother-of-pearl cut into various figures, which are tied to their ears by human 

hair, curiously plaited by the women. They also tie three pearls together with hair, and 

hang them on their ears.”27 It appears that what primarily fascinated Cook’s men on their 

first visit to the Society Islands (and to the other South Pacific Islands) were the physical 

                                                
25 James Cook, “James Cook's Journal of Remarkable Occurrences aboard His Majesty’s 

Bark Endeavour, 1768-1771” (digitized manuscript, National Library of Australia, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-cook_remarks-041), 103. 

26 Joseph Banks, “The Endeavour Journal of Joseph Banks, 1768-1771” (digitized 
manuscript, State Library of New South Wales, http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-banks_remarks-
089 passim), volume I, 334-36. 

27 Sydney Parkinson, A journal of a voyage to the South seas, in His Majesty's ship, the 
Endeavour. Faithfully transcribed from the papers of the late Sydney Parkinson, draughtsman to 
Joseph Banks, Esq. on his late expedition, ... round the world. Embellished with views and 
designs (London: printed for Stanfield Parkinson, the editor: and sold by Messrs. Richardson and 
Urquhart; Evans; Hooper; Murray; Leacroft; and Riley, 1773), 18. 
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characteristics of the Islanders’ otherness — their skin tone, their physiognomy, their 

bodily adornments and modifications. Furthermore, they were preoccupied with the ways 

in which their culture was performed in movement, gesture, and dance. Although 

primarily a botanical illustrator, Sydney Parkinson made some figure studies while on the 

first voyage, among them a series of drawings depicting dancers of Raiatea, Mai’s home 

in the Society Islands (Figure 3.10). Parkinson had recorded his impressions of the 

ceremonial dance he witnessed with Joseph Banks: 
On the 7th in the afternoon, Mr Banks and myself went to see an 
entertainment called an Heivo….A large mat was laid upon the ground, 
and they began to dance upon it, putting their bodies into strange motions, 
writhing their mouths, and shaking their tails, which made the numerous 
plaits that hung about them flutter like a peacock’s train….These motions 
they continued till they were all in a sweat; they repeated them three times 
alternatively, and, after they had done, the girls began. In the interval, 
between the several parts of the drama, some men came forward, who 
seemed to act the part of drolls; and, by what I could distinguish, they 
attempted to represent the Conquest of Yoolee-etea by the men of 
Bolobola; in which they exhibited the various stratagems used in the 
conquest, and they were very vociferous, performing all the time to the 
drum. In the last scene, the actions of the men were very lascivious.28 

Cook himself in describing a performance in Raiatea noted:  
They made very little use of their feet and legs in dancing, but one part or 
a nother of their bodies were in continual motion and in various postures, 
as standing siting and upon their hands and knees, they would sometimes 
make wry and very odd faces, ^ 

makeing strange contorsions their Arms hands and 
fingers they move'd ^with great agillity and in a very extraordinary manner and 
altho they were very exact in observing the same motions and gestures in all 

their movements yet neither their Musick or dancing were att all calculated to 
please a European….29 

                                                
28 Ibid., 74. 

29 Cook, “James Cook’s Journal,” (http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-cook-17690804), 100. 
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The above observations, with their repeated emphasis on both the appearance and 

habits of the Society Islanders, reflect a consistent fascination with skin color, hair, and 

bodily adornments. Furthermore, the heiva and other dances seem to have served as a 

locus for the sustained gaze of the sailors, in which they could observe the performance 

of the Native bodies. This performative practice was repeatedly the subject of detailed 

observations by Cook and his men, despite (or perhaps because of) what they perceived 

to be its “lascivious” nature and it not being “calculated to please a European.” They 

struggled to make sense of the performative Native body in relationship to European 

bodies and conventions, and mapped everything they encountered against a European 

standard, despite being in the cultural minority in the islands. 

When Cook and his men encountered Mai on their second visit to the Society 

Islands, they continued to remark with fascination about his embodied otherness as well 

as that of the other Native islanders. Georg Forster, son of Johann Reinhold Forster, the 

naturalist on Cook’s second voyage, and who accompanied his father on the expedition, 

noted Mai’s small hands and described him as having “the darkest hue of the common 

class of people.”30 Captain Cook himself first described Mai as “dark” and “ugly.”31 The 

younger Forster, Georg, recorded in his journal that in Tahiti “both sexes were adorned, 

or rather disfigured, by those singular black stains, occasioned by puncturing the skin, 

                                                
30 George Forster, Voyage Round the World, ed. Nicholas Thomas and Oliver Berghof 

(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1999), 211. 

31 James Cook, The Journals of Captain James Cook, ed. J. C. Beaglehole, vol. 2 
(Cambridge: The Hakluyt Society, 1955-1967), 428 n. 2. 
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and rubbing a black colour into the wounds.”32 Again, as on the first voyage to the 

Society Islands, this approach to apprehending the Natives through their physical 

characteristics and adornments reveals a preoccupation with the embodied “other.” 

And again on this second voyage Cook’s men were especially taken with the 

dancers of the heiva, their movements, gestures, expressions and adornments. The elder 

Forster recorded in his journal, “Their dress is singular and remarkable: on their heads 

they had a high twist of turban of plaited hair; on the crown in the circle between ye 

plaited hair all was filled with Cape Jasmin flowers & the front of the bunch of plaited 

hair was ornamented with three or four rows of the white flowers of the Morinda 

citrifolia, which looked so pretty as if the head had been set of by pearls.” 33 A primitive 

pen and ink sketch by Forster shows a Raiatean dancer in profile, her arms outstretched in 

dance, with the “turban” of braids set atop her head (Figure 3.11). Her facial features are 

not defined, yet her costume and adornments are much more clearly rendered. 

Language that evoked European theater performance was also repeatedly used by 

Cook’s men to describe the Natives of the Society Islands on both of their preceding 

voyages. These types of descriptions were certainly not limited to Mai, and took on 

separate gender connotations when women were involved. Even when the Society 

Islanders were involved in a performative activity Cook’s men deployed heightened 

theatrical language. Writer and editor John Hawkesworth, who had been commissioned 

                                                
32 Forster, Voyage Round the World, 144 

33 Johann Reinhold Forster, The Resolution Journal of Johann Reinhold Forster, 1772-1775, 
ed. Michael E. Hoare, vol. 2 (London: Hakluyt Society, 1982), 360. 



 

75 

by the Admiralty to edit Captain Cook’s papers pertaining to the first Pacific voyage 

described a “troop of female natives” of the Society Islands dancing and noted how their 

“long petticoats … [were] managed with as much dexterity as our opera dancers.”34 Also 

on the first voyage, Joseph Banks described the heiva he observed together with Sydney 

Parkinson: “The dancing was exactly the same as I had seen it before except that another 

woman was added to the two I saw before. The interludes of the men were varied, they 

gave us five or six which resembled much the Drama of an English stage dance.”35 

And on the second voyage, Georg Forster observed the dancers at the “heeva” and 

recorded that:  
their attitudes and gestures were much varied, and sometimes might admit 
of being construed into wantonness; but they were entirely free from that 
positive degree of gross indecency which the chaste eyes of English ladies 
of fashion are forced to behold at the opera. The movement of their arms 
is certainly very graceful, and the continual gesticulation of their fingers 
has something extremely elegant.36 

In these cases, the Anglo observers of the adorned and performative body of the 

Native present it in an approving way, comparing it favorably to the European equivalent, 

resisting a reading of the images as purely ethnographic condescension.  
                                                

34 John Hawkesworth, An Account of the Voyages Undertaken by the Order of His Present 
Majesty: For Making Discoveries in the Southern Hemisphere, And Successively Performed by 
Commodore Byron, Captain Wallis, Captain Carteret, And Captain Cook, In the Dolphin, the 
Swallow, and the Endeavour: Drawn up from the Journals Which Were Kept by the Several 
Commanders, and from the Papers of Joseph Banks, Esq; By John Hawkesworth, LL. D. In Three 
Volumes...., vol. 2 (Dublin: Printed for A. Leathley, J. Exshaw, W. Sleater, M. Hay, D. 
Chamberlaine, J. Potts, E. Lynch, J. Williams, W. Wilson, J.A. Husband, J. Porter, J. Milliken, T. 
Walker, J. Vallance, W. Colles, C. Ingham, R. Moncrifffe, L. Flyn, C. Jenkin, and T. Todd, 
1773), 94. 

35 Banks, “The Endeavor Journal” (nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-banks-17690807), vol. 1, 322. 

36 Forster, A Voyage Round the World, 216. 
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After Mai had been away from the Society Islands for two years, the HMS 

Resolution and the HMS Discovery set sail in July 1776 for Cook’s third Pacific voyage. 

The repatriation of Mai was not the sole purpose of the expedition, of course. The 

Admiralty had charged Captains Cook and Clerke to find the elusive Northwest Passage, 

which would allow for commercial traffic over and around North America, through the 

Arctic Sea and the straits that were suspected to exist between the Asian and North 

American continents. On this expedition John Webber was the shipboard artist, and like 

those who made images on the previous voyages, the adorned bodies and performative 

movements of the indigenous people he encountered were a subject of fascination. It was 

in the summer of 1777 that Cook’s ships finally arrived in the Society Islands, where they 

left Mai. During the time they were in Mai’s homeland, Webber made numerous sketches 

and drawings, many of which would become engravings in the folio volume of the 

official account of all three voyages published in 1784. Among these was a series of 

depictions of Tahitian dancing girls. In a pen, wash and watercolor work entitled A Dance 

at Otaheite we see two women and two men dancing in front of a hut with musicians 

behind the dancers, and spectators to either side (Figure 3.12). This is another heiva, 

perhaps one witnessed as recorded by Cook himself, or by William Anderson — 

naturalist and surgeon on this voyage — or perhaps Webber describes a depiction of a 

generalized dance. Anderson described a heiva he and Cook’s men witnessed on 2 

September 1777:  
We landed in the evening and walk’d through a great part of Parre, a 
pleasant fertile district near Mattavy, meeting in our road with a kind of 
private Heeva or amusement, which consisted of about a hundred of the 
inhabitants of the neighborhood who wer[e] sitting in a house and in the 
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midst of them two women with an old man behind, each beating very 
gently upon a drum, and the women at intervals singing in a softer manner 
than I ever heard at their other diversions. The assembly listened with 
great attention and were seemingly almost absorbed in the pleasure the 
music gave them, as few took any notice of us and the performers never 
once stop’d.37 

Later that same day, Cook witnessed another heiva at the house of Otoo, a high 

chief of Tahiti at which “Otoo’s three sisters were the principal performers….Their dress 

on this occasion was truly picturesque and elegant.”38 A few days later, Cook recorded 

that, “The next Morning a party of us went down to Oparre, where Otoo treated us with a 

Play, his three Sisters were the actresses and appeared in a new and elegant dress.”39 

As suggested by Joppien and Smith, Webber’s drawing could have been made on 

either of the days described by Anderson and Cook, or Webber might have intended to 

show the appearance of a heiva in general.40 In any case, just as it had the artists on 

previous expeditions, the bodies, adornments, and gestures of Mai’s compatriots 

fascinated Webber. He developed this scene and its components over the next several 

years — on site in Tahiti, but also in the preparatory drawings for the engravings that 

would be published in the 1784 account of Cook’s three voyages.41 
                                                

37 Anderson in Cook, The Journals of Captain Cook, 985. 

38 Ibid., 985-6. 

39 Ibid., 208. 

40 Rüdiger Joppien, and Bernard Smith, The Art of Captain Cook’s Voyages (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1985), 359. 

41 James King, James Cook, and Great Britain Admiralty, A Voyage to the Pacific Ocean. 
Undertaken, by the Command of His Majesty, for Making Discoveries in the Northern 
Hemisphere, to Determine the Position and Extent of the West Side of North America; Its 
Distance from Asia; and the Practicability of a Northern Passage to Europe. Performed under 
the Direction of Captains Cook, Clerke, and Gore, in His Majesty’s Ships the Resolution and 
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Webber’s “A Dance in Otaheite” would become Plate 28 in the account, engraved 

by J.K. Sherwin (Figure 3.13). The composition and the individual elements remain 

largely the same over the three states, with the dancing group on stage in the foreground, 

the drummers within the hut behind the dancers, and a seated audience to either side. 

Webber made some slight changes between the drawing made in Tahiti, and the one he 

designed for the engraver, which only serve to reinforce the fascination with the 

embodied performance of the dancers. The unusual squatting poses of the male dancers 

are emphasized by their isolated position to either side of the female dancers, the 

drummers in back are frozen mid-beat, and the exotic dresses of the female dancers strain 

against their moving legs, the tassels of which appear to sway with their movements. 

Here again, though the initial visual description appears foreign, exotic, even awkward, 

we can see in the evolution of Webber’s heiva an ambivalence toward the embodied 

“other.” The visual depictions become more graceful, their bodies more fluid and natural 

in the final drawing and the print made from it (Figure 3.14). Rather than staring directly 

out at the viewer with identical faces, the two women tilt their heads to the side, each one 

slightly different from the other. Webber has also varied the positions of their torsos — 

one woman leans slightly to her right, the other to her left. Where in the original drawing 

the heads of the two male dancers seem too small for their barrel-like torsos, in the later 

drawing Webber depicts their bodies in more natural proportion. The squatting pose of 

                                                                                                                                            
Discovery, in the Years 1776, 1777, 1778, 1779, and 1780 (London: Printed by W. and A. 
Strahan, for G. Nicol, & T. Cadell, 1784). 
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these dancers in the early drawing has an awkward, unnatural appearance, whereas in the 

later drawing the men appear more balanced, their poses more elegant. 

We may see a similar development in two versions of a young Tahitian woman 

dancing. This depiction shows just one female figure, dressed and posed in a very similar 

way to the women in the scene described above. In the original drawing by Webber, 

inscribed “Otaheite Dancing Girl,” the young woman looks down and to her right, her 

lips pressed together in a serious or concentrated expression (Figure 3.15). Her right arm 

crosses over her torso, the back of her hand facing outward toward the viewer, her left 

arm extended down at a 45-degree angle with her left hand bent somewhat awkwardly at 

the wrist. Joppien and Smith suggest that this drawing is the one Webber made for the 

engraving, which was again executed by J.K. Sherwin (Figure 3.16). Sherwin appears to 

have Anglicized the girl’s facial features somewhat, and a slight smile plays on her lips. 

She holds her gaze higher than in the Webber drawing, nearly making eye contact with 

the viewer. It is the positioning of her arms and hands, however, which has been altered 

most significantly. In Sherwin’s engraving, the girl holds her right arm much closer to her 

body, and the right hand is flexed so that the viewer sees it obliquely, rather than the view 

of the back of her hand as in the Webber drawing. She extends her left arm at a much 

higher angle in the engraving, with the left hand flexed much more elegantly, her fingers 

more emphatically mannered and slightly bent, whereas in Webber’s drawing the fingers 

of the left hand are less clearly delineated. 

As on earlier expeditions, Cook’s men held a complex, ambivalent attitude toward 

the bodies of these Society Islanders. On the one hand, their depiction reveals a clear 
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fascination with the unfamiliar and the exotic, with the foreign bodies that do not “take 

any notice of us.” At the same time, in both the written and the later visual description of 

the heivas, the dancers become “picturesque and elegant” in both costume and gesture. 

And again, it is worth noticing the theatrical language used to describe the dancers; the 

heiva, of course, was often a ritualized narrative performance recounting a past event. 

Cook’s language reflects this aspect of the dance as he calls it “a Play,” with Otoo’s 

sisters as “the actresses.” Interestingly, in Webber’s Catalogue the drawing of the single 

dancing girl is listed as “A Heiva Girl in her Theatrical Dress.”  

Similar to Reynolds’s portrait of Mai, hand gesture operated in these drawings as 

a visual cue of theatrical status. In his actors’ manual devised mainly from Gilbert 

Austin’s guide, written in the late eighteenth century, Jonathan Barber advised 

performers on the fine points of bodily comportment and bearing: “To render a gesture 

magnificent the hand and arm must move through ample space, the arm must be detached 

from the side and extended to its limit, the action must be flowing and unrestrained, the 

preparations made by a graceful curve, and the retired arm must, on proper occasions, 

accompany and sustain the advanced one.”42 In Sherwin’s engraving, the Tahitian 

dancer’s elegantly extended arms indeed resemble the theatrical gesture suggested by 

Barber, while her hands correspond closely to the “vertical” position described by Austin 

                                                
42 Jonathan Barber, A Practical Treatise on Gesture, as quoted in Dene Barnett, The Art of 

Gesture, 340–341. 
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(Figure 3.17), “When the plane of the palm is perpendicular to the horizon, the fingers 

pointing upwards.”43 

Beyond the theatrical allusions of these travel documents, these South Pacific 

Native actors were embodied quite literally on the stage in the pantomime “OMAI: or, a 

trip round the world,” which premiered at Covent Garden in December 1785 (Figure 

3.18). The afterpiece boasted a libretto by the famed Irish actor and dramatist John 

O’Keeffe and scenery designed by Philippe-Jacques de Loutherbourg, who had already 

achieved fame for his scenery and stage machinery at Drury Lane under David Garrick, 

but who would later be better remembered for his academic naval paintings.44 The plot 

was based on the familiar Harlequin and Columbine tale but featured the character of 

Omai and Londina, as parallels to the traditional pantomime lovers. Part I of the 

pantomime begins in “Otaheite,” with the fictional father of Omai making incantations 

and invoking the Genii of his ancestors that Omai might ascend the Tahitian throne. 

Omai enters and receives from one of the Genii a talisman to protect him from harm. 

Brittania appears, bringing with her Londina and proclaiming 
Mark, votive Islander, thy fate is mine, 
For mine 
The Queen of Isles, the mistress of the Main! 
Upon my sea-girt shore, by Neptune fenc’d, 
Kind greeting, pleasure, welcome sweet receive: 
Still shall my sons, by Cook’s example taught. 

                                                
43 Gilbert Austin, Chironomia, 338. 

44 See especially Christopher Baugh, “Philippe de Loutherbourg: Technology-Driven 
Entertainment and Spectacle in the Late Eighteenth Century,” Huntington Library Quarterly 70, 
no. 2 (June 1, 2007): 251–68; Ralph Gilmore Allen, “The Stage Spectacles of Philip James de 
Loutherbourg” (PhD Dissertation, Yale University, 1960), 264-302. 
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Thy new-found world protect and humanize. 
In soft alliance bound, this British maid 
Be thine, and Love, a radiant throne shall fix 
First as my rock, where sits bright Liberty.45 

Omai, with Harlequin as his servant, departs Tahiti for England in pursuit of 

Londina, who happens also to be the object of Don Struttolando’s affections. Omai and 

Harlequin encounter Londina and her maid Columbine in Kensington Gardens and plan 

the elopement of the lovers. Of course the rival Don Struttolando, with Clown as his 

servant, attempts to thwart the couple’s plans and — predictably — a slapstick pursuit 

ensues in Part II.  

This pursuit leads the four main characters around the world, as the chase takes 

them through some of the locales explored by Captain Cook, and which were fresh in the 

minds of the English public with the publication in 1784 of A Voyage to the Pacific 

Ocean, which reported on all three of Cook’s voyages and included an “atlas” volume 

with eighty-seven plates.46 As Omai and Londina attempt to shake Struttolando and 

Clown from their track, they travel through summer and winter habitations in Kamchatka, 

an unnamed “Ice Island,” the Friendly Islands, the Sandwich Islands, and finally back to 

Tahiti, where Omai ascends the throne and takes the hand of his betrothed.47 

                                                
45 John O’Keeffe, A Short Account of the New Pantomime Called Omai, Or, a Trip Round the 

World; Performed at the Theatre-Royal in Covent-Garden with the Recitatives, Airs, Duetts, 
Trios and Chorusses and a Description of the Procession. A New Edition (London: Printed for T. 
Cadell, 1785), 4. 

46 James King, James Cook, and Great Britain Admiralty, A Voyage to the Pacific Ocean. 

47 O’Keeffe, 12-19. 
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The play ends with a grand procession, as pantomimes often did. The published 

playscript describes the final scene: 
A view of the Great Bay of Otaheite at Sun-set. On one side a Magic 
Palace — the Bay filled with ships and boats, bringing the Deputies from 
the different quarters of the globe that have been visited by Capt. Cook 
&c. Bearing presents and congratulations to Omai, on his advancement to 
the throne of his Ancestors, and who afterwards approach him dressed 
characteristically, according to their several countries, in the following 
PROCESSION.48 

The procession is led by “A dancing Girl of Otaheite.”49 De Loutherbourg had a 

keen interest in the Cook voyages, and he received the assistance of both William Hodges 

and John Webber in preparing the new scenery for the pantomime play. David Worrall 

suggests that he may have received directly from Joseph Banks a drawing of the prow of 

a New Zealand canoe.50 The National Library of Australia holds the remarkable 

watercolor sketches de Loutherbourg made for many of the Omai costumes, including 

that of the dancing girl (Figure 3.19). The sketch bears a close resemblance to Webber’s 

sketch for the engraving that appeared in the folio volume of the 1784 Cook account. The 

skirt is shorter, and the voluminous fabric at the back has disappeared, presumably to 

facilitate the actor’s movements. Many of the other costume sketches match closely 

images that appeared in the Cook account. The sets also were based on prints in the 

recently published volumes, and those mostly by Webber. 

                                                
48 Ibid., 20. 

49 Ibid., 21. 

50 Worrall, 169. 
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The pantomime was wildly popular — by the end of 1786 “Omai” had been 

performed at Covent Garden around 54 times, seen by roughly 110,000 people, to near 

unqualified published acclaim.51 The following enthusiastic review appeared in the 

London Times a few days after the premiere: “The numerous tricks, drolleries, and 

farcical situations introduced into the new Pantomime of Omai, performing at Covent 

Garden, have communicated to it fresh spirit and vigour, and it is but Justice in us now to 

say that the stage never exhibited such a combination of superb and various scenery— 

enchanting music and sheer fun.”52 

David Garrick, one of the most famous English actors of the eighteenth century, 

had imagined “Omai “as a revival of the 1721 “Arlequin Sauvage,” which had originally 

been staged in Paris. In this earlier work, which also had an indigenous man as an out–

of–place visitor to Europe, the Native American “savage” lampoons Parisian customs and 

manners in an overt satire of “civilized” French society and culture. While the script for 

“Omai” was not so overtly satirical — in the end, Garrick more or less discarded his 

original plan to make “Omai” a revival of the earlier play — several scholars have read 

this play as a subtle critique that “challenges … Britain’s civilizing influence on the 

Pacific.”53  

                                                
51 Ibid., 139. 

52 Quoted in Greg Dening, Mr Bligh’s Bad Language: Passion, Power, and Theatre on the 
Bounty (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 270. 

53 Christina Knellwolf, in National Library of Australia, ed., Cook & Omai, 21.  
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In a careful and detailed treatment of the “Omai” pantomime, David Worrall 

examines the afterpiece in the context of other pantomimes, as well as other 

contemporary dramatic representations of indigenous characters on the stage. He takes 

issue with Daniel O’Quinn’s reading of the play as purely performing the propagandistic 

work of empire, arguing that “O’Quinn’s neat paradox that ‘Tahitian magic must give 

way to the magic of British might’ in ‘a middle-class fantasy of colonial governance 

through military domination’ is not credibly supported simply by the pantomime’s 

juxtaposition of the South Seas and England.”54 Instead, Worrall makes the case that 

“[for] de Loutherbourg and O’Keeffe, their Omai probably began under an ethnographic 

impulse connected to their own interests in Native peoples; but, produced within 

London’s frenetic pantomime environment it quickly acquired overwhelmingly localized 

satiric agendas” — agendas which, claims Worrall, potentially destabilize the 

contemporary class structure and indeed even Georgian imperial ambitions.55 

Extending the theories of Worrall and John O’Brien suggests that the slippage 

between the ethnographic and destabilizing agendas occurs not only on the Covent 

Garden stage (in this case), but can be traced both to the encounter, and also to 

representations made for some time afterward. Cook and his contemporaries appear to 

acknowledge the interchangeability or the slippage of identity and agency among the 

                                                
54 Worrall, 155. 

55 Ibid., 170. 
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actors of empire — the explorers, the indigenous inhabitants of the places they visited, 

and finally those who enacted the scenes of contact on the stage. 

It was the performative gestures and movements of the Native body that seemed 

to fascinate Cook and his men so greatly. At a heiva observed by Cook, he wrote, “There 

were likewise some men who acted a kind of a Farce but this was so short that we could 

gather nothing from it only that it shew’d that this People have a notion of Dramatick 

performances.”56 Sydney Parkinson, in his description of the heiva at Raiatea quoted 

above, used the terms “drama,” “farce,” and “interval.”57 He also recorded that “They 

gave us two Heivos, in their canoes, which were very diverting. They beat time with their 

paddles, and ended all at once with the word Epaah; at the same instant striking their 

paddles on the thwarts: all which afforded a truly comic act.”58 This very specific 

language calls clearly to mind a contemporary West End stage performance. 

An example even more particular to the vocabulary of the afterplay appears in 

Joseph Banks’s journal when he arrived at Raiatea: “As we rowd gently along shore our 

defying champion was joind by another likewise armd with a lance and dressd with a 

large cap of the tail feathers of tropick birds and his body coverd, as indeed many of them 

were, with stripes of different coulourd cloths, yellow red and brown; he (who we now 

calld Harlequin) danc'd as the other had done only with much more nimbleness and 

                                                
56 Cook, “James Cook’s Journal,” (http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-cook-17690804), 100. 

57 Parkinson, 18. 

58 Ibid., 93. 
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dexterity.”59 The direct evocation of the pantomime hero Harlequin appears to confirm 

that the English observers of the heivas and other performances conceived of them as 

having some kind of equivalent on the London stage. In another example of this 

conflation, James Burney (brother of author Fanny Burney), who accompanied Cook on 

his second and third voyages, recounted a Raiatean heiva dance in which the performers 

had “a great deal of good action, one in whom we nicknamed Garrick expressed the 

passions so lively in his looks, Voice & actions that we easily dived into his meaning & 

understood the plots of most of their pieces.”60 

Thus long before the Raiatean Mai appeared as a character on the Covent Garden 

stage, Cook and his men appear to have understood the performances and bodies of the 

Society Islanders within a framework of theatrical conventions generally, and satirical 

London pantomime theater specifically. This reveals a relationship between the explorers 

and the indigenous people they encountered that has not previously been recognized, one 

that allows for a measure of agency and resistance in the performative Native body. 

The complex way with which the public engaged with the performative Native 

body that predated the appearance of the Native actor on the stage may also be seen in 

performative objects of popular material culture. A Geographical Panorama Exhibiting 

characteristic representations of the Scenery and Inhabitants Of Various Regions, a 

                                                
59 Banks, “The Endeavor Journal” 

(http://southseas.nla.gov.au/journals/banks/17690814.html), vol. 1, 325. 

60 James Burney, With Captain James Cook in the Antarctic and Pacific: The Private Journal 
of James Burney, Second Lieutenant of the “Adventure” on Cook’s Second Voyage, 1772-1773, 
ed. Beverley Hooper (,Canberra: National Library of Australia, 1975), 76. 
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remarkable object made by publishers William Darton and Joseph Harvey in 1822, 

consists of a wooden box with a sliding lid that when inverted becomes the stage for 

thirty pieces of scenery that can be fitted into grooves carved into the bottom of the lid 

(Figure 3.20).61 There are nine separate full background scenes from around the globe, 

with three or four smaller cut-out scenes that can be arranged in front of each. The toy 

was advertised in one publication as  
An Elegant New Year’s Gift: This day is published, price £.3 13s. 6d. A 
GEOGRAPHICAL PANORAMA; exhibiting characteristic 
Representations of the Scenery and Inhabitants of various Regions — The 
Panorama consists of nine Principal Scenes, each capable of various 
variations, correctly designed, and elegantly colored after Nature ; 
representing Scenery, Costume, &c. of Arabia, Hindostan, the Frozen 
Ocean, Italy, Kamtschatka, Otaheite, Lapland, and Turkey, with a Book of 
Directions. The whole contained in a neat Mahogany Box, with a splendid 
emblematical Title.62 

The images from the “scene in Otaheite” are taken nearly wholesale from the 

engravings after Webber in the 1784 Cook voyage account (Figure 3.21). The first piece 

conflates the drummers from the background of Plate 28 and the dancing girl of Plate 29. 

The instruction booklet describes this as “An Otaheitan dancing, while two of her 

countrymen are playing upon drums made of a block of wood….The dancer wears upon 

her head a cap composed of braids of human hair, adorned with the flowers of the Cape 

                                                
61 Geographical Panorama, London: Harvey & Darton, 1822, diorama in box, GV1199 G41 

Flat, Yale Center for British Art. I am aware of only four of these panoramas in public 
collections: The Yale Center for British Art in New Haven, CT; The Princeton University 
Library; The Victoria & Albert Museum in London, and the Musée de la Cinémathèque Française 
in Paris. A panorama from a private collection was loaned in 1992 to the Lilly Library at the 
University of Indiana at Bloomington, and it remains in the private collection of a retired rare 
book dealer. 

62 The Eclectic Review (vol. 19, January-June 1823), advertising section, p. 2. 
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jessamin. She advances sideways, keeping excellent time to the music….”63 The figure in 

the background is also taken directly from a Webber print in the Cook voyage account. 

This same figure also appears as one of the characters in the great procession at 

the end of the Omai pantomime. The performative aspects of this game go beyond the 

performances enacted by the printed figures on the cards, and even beyond the “scriptive” 

potential of the user’s interaction with the object, to allow for a kind of evocation, or 

reenactment of the O’Keeffe narrative. Certainly the gestures and poses in the Tahitian 

scene, as in others, endow the figures with an embodied elegance, as well as an agency as 

discussed previously. And, as in the interactive nature of the turn-up book examined in 

the previous chapter, the user of the geography panorama activates the narrative of each 

scene. Again the user is under no obligation to arrange the scenes according to the 

instruction booklet, and surely amusing juxtapositions might occur if he or she placed the 

Tahitian dancers in the “Frozen Ocean,” for instance. 

The performative possibilities are alluded to in the instructions for setting up the 

panorama as well. Included in the box along with the backdrops and cut-out figures were 

two posts to mount in slots on the side of the box and pieces of dark pasteboard, which 

were “slipped into the pillars: that with a hinge being placed at the top, will form an arch, 

through which the paintings are seen to the best advantage. When used by candle-light, a 

candle should be placed, in a low candlestick, on each side of the box, behind the 

                                                
63 Description of A Geographical Panorama Exhibiting Characteristic Representations of the 

Scenery and Inhabitants of Various Regions, London: Harvey & Darton, 1822, Toys 18497, 
Princeton University Library. 
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pasteboard skreen.”64 (as in Figure 3.22) This evocation of theatrical lighting, and a 

proscenium arch through which to view the scenes makes explicit the connection between 

this amusement for geographical instruction and the performance of the Native body on 

the Georgian stage. 

However, beyond this, it is worth noticing that the cut-out figures of at least three 

entire scenes are taken from Webber compositions that also made an appearance in the 

staging of the Omai pantomime. The narrative begins and ends in Tahiti, of course, but 

the whirlwind pursuit of Omai and Londina, Harlequin and Columbine, takes place 

through locales also described in the geography toy. Part two of the play begins in 

Kamtschatka, “where Omai and his Party are received by the native Kamtschadales.”65 

Scene 9 in the Darton panorama includes one of the “Kamtschadales [who] make use of 

dogs to draw their sledges,” (Figure 3.23) this taken from Plate 70 in the Cook account. 

An even closer parallel between the toy and the pantomime play occurs in Scene 5 of the 

panorama (Figure 3.24). The booklet describes the scene in part as “Shooting Sea-horses” 

and “The Polar Bear,” which is found, “as here represented, on floating masses of ice,” 

while also enumerating the great dangers these wild animals pose to humans in their 

environment.66 While the playscript of Scene III in Part II of the “Omai” play describes 

the setting only as “A dreary Ice Island, where the Parties encounter a Variety of 

                                                
64 Description of A Geographical Panorama. 

65 O’Keeffe, 12. 

66 Description of A Geographical Panorama. 
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Dangers, and escape…,” a newspaper account describes the action on the stage in much 

greater detail. The London Chronicle reviewer describes  
A view of the sea, and a ship at anchor; an elevated point of ice on one 
side and a rock on the other…. Londina on the top of the rock Is dis- 
covered, when the clown, attempting to get at her is attacked by a white 
bear, and the father and Struttolando by sea- horses . The clown, from the 
point of the ice, is relieved by the boat, which also takes in Londina; and 
after en- treaties by the lady for her father, the crew fire at the animals, 
and take the old man, Struttolando, the Clown and Columbine, into the 
boat.67 

Furthermore, not only do certain scenes in the Darton toy seem to reproduce events from 

the “Omai” pantomime, much of the grand procession at the end of the pantomime could 

be re-enacted using the figures from various scenes with the Tahitian backdrop. 

Thus, in the many appearances of the Society Islanders — in journal entries, 

published accounts, sketches, prints, paintings, on stage and in this remarkable toy, 

explorers, scientists, artists, and the observing public, all are entangled in such a way that 

the standard imperialist narrative is no longer able to be applied to the representations of 

them. All of the above actors are implicated in an epistemology in which identity is 

unstable, where cultural superiority is not only uncertain, but impossible. 

We must return, then, to the images of Mai. As with the other Society Islanders, 

representations of Mai reveal a complex set of relationships. On the one hand, they 

certainly reflect the English fascination with the exotic “other” that privileges the 

European body over the adorned, modified physicality of the primitive. However, 

                                                
67 “Account of the New Pantomime, Called OMAI, Or, A Trip Round the World, Performed 

for the First Time at Convent-Garden Theatre, Tuesday December 20,” Universal Magazine of 
Knowledge & Pleasure 77, no. 539 (December 1785): 332–34. 
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through costume and gesture, the subject also appears to embody the pre-Romantic ideal 

Natural Man, whose noble, unenlightened state has been untarnished by the ills of 

modern society. This kind of ambivalence regarding the non-European body is further 

reflected in a framework of embodied theatrical conventions. The theatrical, artificial 

construction of appearing natural seems to have been mastered innately by this visitor 

from the South Pacific, according to written accounts, and also to the images made of 

him. The aesthetic suggestion here that Mai is an actor, both on the English stage and in 

his own milieu, affords him an agency that neither the ethnographic description, nor the 

noble savage depiction does. 



 

93 

CHAPTER 4 

“HARLEQUIN NABOB”: TILLY KETTLE IN INDIA 

 

Tilly Kettle was the first professional British portraitist to travel to India. Born in London 

in 1735, he sailed to Madras (modern-day Chennai) in 1768 with the approval of the East 

India Company, where he remained for two years. From there he traveled to Calcutta and 

Faizabad, where he stayed for an additional five years, taking a commonlaw Indian wife 

and fathering two daughters. 1 During his time in India, Kettle made paintings of local life 

and culture, portraits of East India Company officers, as well as portraits of local nawabs 

and their courts. These works, like Kettle himself, became mobile, migratory objects – 

some making their way back to London, some remaining in India, some translated into a 

new form as they were copied by Indian artists. In the second half of the eighteenth 

century, when England’s foothold in India had recently been strengthened by military 

victories over the Mughal nawabs (though direct rule under the Raj was still almost a 

century away), England and India engaged in a robust, reciprocal cultural exchange.2 
                                                

1 The first comprehensive description of Kettle’s ouevre was James D. Milner’s “Tilly Kettle, 
1735-1786,” The Volume of the Walpole Society 15 (1926): 47–103. Mildred Archer built on 
Milner’s work first in “Tilly Kettle and the Court of Oudh,” Apollo 95, no. 1 (1972), and then in 
India and British Portraiture, 1770-1825 (London: Sotheby Parke Bernet, 1979). Recently, more 
in-depth and careful analysis of some of Kettle’s paintings appears in Natasha Eaton, Mimesis 
across Empires: Artworks and Networks in India, 1765-1860 (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2013), 51-56 and Hermione de Almeida and George H. Gilpin, eds., Indian Renaissance: British 
Romantic Art and the Prospect of India, British Art and Visual Culture since 1750, New 
Readings (Aldershot, England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2005), 67-76, but a 
comprehensive monographic study remains to be written. 

2 Michael Herbert Fisher, Counterflows to Colonialism: Indian Travellers and Settlers in 
Britain, 1600-1857 (Delhi: Permanent Black: Distributed by Orient Longman, 2004), 1-19. 
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While nawabs were adopting English customs such as taking tea, Londoners were 

wearing Indian muslins and silks. Indian characters were performed in London theaters, 

while Shakespeare was staged at the playhouse in Calcutta. Furthermore, the status of the 

people and the things that existed between the two spheres – both of them Go-Betweens – 

was the object of scrutiny from both sides. The life and work of Tilly Kettle offers a 

fascinating case study for this complex cultural exchange. Except for the recent work of 

Hermione de Almeida and George Gilpin, and Natasha Eaton, few critical histories of 

Anglo-Indian exchange have included Kettle. His life and his work are a record of the 

cross-cultural examination that shaped Indian Go-Betweens and their image in visual and 

material culture, and offers a way in which to view Tilly Kettle as a Go-Between himself. 

Here the understanding and treatment of the Go-Between is bi-directional in the move 

between the colony and the capital, providing a comparative view of two centers rather 

than a center and a periphery. 

The son of a house painter, Kettle first learned to paint from his father, and then 

studied drawing with William Shipley in the Strand, before continuing his training at the 

Academy in St. Martin’s Lane and the Duke of Richmond’s Gallery of Casts. He was 

introduced to Joshua Reynolds in the 1750s, and copied at least one of his portraits, 

indicating Kettle’s early professional interest in portraiture, and in the Grand Manner for 

which Reynolds was known. In his memoirs, the architect James Gandon, Kettle’s 

classmate at Shipley’s, recalled that Kettle borrowed from Reynolds’s studio the portrait 

Reynolds made of his new studio assistant Giuseppe Marchi immediately after their 
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return from Italy (Figure 4.1).3 Even at the start of his artistic career Kettle appears to 

have been interested in the “other,” and the exotic. Marchi was newly arrived from 

Rome, and might have seemed different and mysterious to Kettle. Certainly Reynolds’s 

painting of his assistant casts him this light. The portrait shows the young man at bust-

length and in a three-quarters view; Marchi’s brightly lit face turns toward his left, the 

space around him plunged in darkness. He wears a fur-lined red coat and a white tassled 

turban, underneath which Marchi’s curls emerge delicately to frame the left side of his 

face. While the fictive, exotic costume and striking lighting and pose in his painting show 

a penchant for casting the sitter as an ethnic “type,” as did a number of Reynolds’s works 

(the ‘Turk’ was a common example),4 Kettle’s no longer extant copy apparently took this 

exoticization even further. Gandon recalled that in his friend’s adaptation of Reynolds’s 

original: 
Kettle altered the draperies, and produced his copy in the costume of a 
Turk. When Kettle returned the original to Reynolds, and produced his 
copy, he was complimented on the merits of the copy by Reynolds, who, 
however, excused himself from lending any more pictures.5  

Based on this intriguing anecdote, one imagines Kettle’s painting with an even 

more exaggerated emphasis on the sitter’s exotic costume and fabric than in the original, 

                                                
3 James Gandon and Thomas J. Mulvany, The Life of James Gandon, Esq., with Original 

Notices of Contemporary Artists, and Fragments of Essays (London: Cornmarket Press, 1846; 
1969), 204. 

4 Mark Hallett, Reynolds: Portraiture in Action (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), 
97-98. 

5 Gandon and Mulvany, 204. 
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perhaps to such an extent that Reynolds would be loath to allow him to copy more of his 

paintings.6 

Kettle began to exhibit his work publicly beginning in the following decade. In 

1761, Kettle exhibited a work with the Free Society of Artists, and beginning in 1765, 

contributed annually to exhibitions sponsored by the Society of Artists, which preceded 

the Royal Academy of Arts, founded in 1768.7 During the first half of this decade, Kettle 

worked as an itinerant portraitist making his living by painting patrons in Oxford and the 

Midlands, but by 1764 he had returned to London.8 It was difficult to compete with the 

other painters of fashionable portraiture such as Reynolds, who had quickly become the 

most famous practitioner of Grand Manner portraits of polite society as well as the new 

genre of portraits of actors and actresses in their stage roles.9 Kettle did, however, attempt 

to take advantage of the popularity of this new genre. A few surviving prints preserve 

Kettle’s paintings of contemporary actresses, such as Ann Elliot in the roles of Minerva 

and Juno, and Drury Lane star Ann Barry (Figure 4.2). An oil portrait of the actress Mary 

Ann Yates in the role of Mandane in the tragedy The Orphan of China survives as well 

(Figure 4.3). She is costumed in an elaborate red and black brocaded silk dress, gold-

fringed slippers, and an intricately beaded and feathered cap. The tragic heroine gazes to 

                                                
6 Gandon reports Kettle’s copy was bought by Paul Sandby, though its current ownership is 

unknown. Gandon and Mulvany, 204. 

7 Milner, 52-3. 

8 Archer, India and British Portraiture, 67. 

9 Hallett, 138-143. 
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her right and gestures dramatically with her arms. It appears however, that Kettle was 

much more interested in painting her exotic costume than her facial expression or bodily 

pose. This theatrical veneer of Chinese identity (as seen through British eyes) is treated to 

lavish detail, while her pose is wooden and her face scarcely modeled. The painting of 

Mrs. Yates seems less like a portrait than a careful costume study. Perhaps this explains 

the harsh (if sarcastic) criticism with which the painting was reviewed when Kettle 

showed this work in the 1765 Society of Artists exhibition: “This is intended to represent 

Mrs. Yates…but Mr. Kettle has by no Means done Justice to the Beauty of Mrs. Yates. 

This Kettle is just the opposite Kettle of Medea, which renewed Youth, for the Copy 

appears Twenty Years older than the original.”10 The detractor of Kettle’s portrait of 

Yates refers to the line, “get thee Medea’s Kettle” in Scene IV of the 1695 tragedy Love 

for Love, which invokes the mythological Greek enchantress and her magic cauldron that 

restores youth.11 He implies that Tilly Kettle makes Mrs. Yates appear older, rather than 

younger, as Medea’s “kettle” would have done, as though Kettle had not carefully 

enough rendered her facial features. Though an archly worded defense of Kettle’s 

painting appeared in the paper the next day, and despite Kettle’s talent and skill, 

fashionable Londoners seemed to prefer the livelier, more animated portraits of 

                                                
10 “A Few Observations on the Pictures at Spring Garden,” Public Advertiser, May 10, 1765. 

11 William Congreve, Love for Love: A Comedy. As It Is Acted at the Theatre in Little 
Lincolns-Inn Fields, by His Majesty’s Servants (London: Printed for Jacob Tonson, at the 
Judge’s-Head, near the Inner-Temple Gate, in Fleet-street, 1695), 51. 
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Reynolds, Allan Ramsay, and George Romney over works like Kettle’s that seemed more 

concerned with the costume than the sitter. 

Nonetheless the political scene of mid-eighteenth century offered much to inspire 

a painter interested in exotic lands. In the same year Kettle exhibited his portrait of Mrs. 

Yates, the Treaty of Allahabad was signed by the Mughal Emperor Shah Alam II and 

Lord Robert Clive of the East India Company.12 This crucial document codified a 

political and financial agreement between the Company and the Mughal Empire. In the 

century following the Company’s founding, the primary interests for the British were 

trade, rather than territory. Over the course of the eighteenth century, the Mughal Empire 

began to decline in power, and the acquisition of land took on heightened urgency for 

maintaining the continued financial health of the Company. Following decisive battles at 

Plassy (1757) and Buxar (1764), in which British forces overcame those of the Nawabs 

of Bengal and their allies, Shah Alam granted Diwani rights to the East India Company in 

return for an annual tribute and the annexation of several districts (including Allahabad). 

This allowed the Company to collect taxes and essentially govern the territories of 

Bengal and Bihar in the east. Shah Alam’s ally, Shuja-ud-Daula, remained the Nawab of 

Awadh (then called Oudh), but was also obliged to pay a tribute to the Company and 

allow trade in Awadh in exchange for military protection by Company troops. The 

Mughal Empire would now be much more dependent on and under the control of the 

                                                
12 For histories of the Mughal Empire in general, and the Nawabs in the north in particular, 

see Michael Herbert Fisher, A Short History of the Mughal Empire (London: I.B. Tauris, 2016), 
219-225; Madhu Trivedi, The Making of the Awadh Culture (Delhi: Primus Books, 2010), 145 ff. 
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Company, and England became a major military and political power in India. This new 

sovereignty, perhaps coupled with his inability to secure sufficient patronage and the 

sting of not having been elected among the first forty members to the newly formed 

Royal Academy, may have been what prompted Kettle to petition the East India 

Company for passage to Bengal in 1768, the first professional painter to do so.13 

Kettle went first to Madras, however, before traveling to Bengal. Unlike the 

newly controlled territories in the east, Madras had been a Company center for some time 

already. Fort St. George, the first major English settlement in India, had been built there 

in 1640, and the city was the administrative center for the British territories in southern 

India. Kettle brought along with him from London an unfinished portrait of the former 

Governor of Madras, Lord George Pigot (who had returned to London in 1763 and was a 

Member of Parliament when Kettle began his portrait), likely with the intention of 

finishing it in Madras and using it to establish his reputation in the city. Soon he had 

painted the portraits of several officers, merchants and Company servants in Madras.14 It 

was in India that Kettle found the ready patronage he had always craved. While a few 

EIC soldiers and servants with some artistic ability had made portraits prior to his arrival, 

as a skilled professional painter, Kettle was himself strange and different in this artistic 

context. 

                                                
13 Archer, India and British Portraiture, 67, and Milner, 47. 

14 Archer, India and British Portraiture, 67-68. 
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Perhaps this is why news of Kettle’s arrival in Madras so quickly reached the 

Nawab Muhammad Ali Khan Wallajah. Surrounding Madras to the north, south, and east 

was the Mughal territory of the Carnatic. This province was also allied with the English, 

and when Kettle arrived it was Muhammad Ali who ruled the territory. Muhammad Ali 

enjoyed a friendly relationship with the Madras Company servants near his court at 

Arcot, and it is perhaps because of the proliferation of Kettle’s portraits of them that the 

nawab learned of the painter’s tenure in Madras. The Anglophile nawab had already 

allowed an army officer to paint his likeness as a gift for Lord Pigot, and around 1769-70 

he requested that Kettle paint a grand portrait of himself with his five sons for 

presentation to Charles Bourchier, the current governor, who was soon to retire (Figure 

4.4).15 The painting made its way back to England (presumably with Bourchier, as he 

returned there in 1770) and appeared in the 1771 Society of Artists exhibition, where it 

was the first oil painting of an Indian ruler and his family to be shown in London.16 A 

century later, while still in the collection of the Bourchier family, the large painting was 

cleaned and cut down, removing all of the sons, and leaving a much smaller painting 

consisting only of Muhammad Ali at half length.17 

As in his earlier work, Kettle’s portrait demonstrates a fascination with the exotic 

clothing and accoutrement of his subject. The nawab stands turned just slightly to his left, 

making eye contact with the viewer. His right arm is extended as he holds a sword whose 
                                                

15 Ibid., 70. 

16 Ibid. 

17 Milner, 90. 
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spiked pommel and grip we can just see at the bottom of the composition. Kettle depicts 

every detail of Muhammad Ali’s elaborate clothing and jewelry — he wears a bejeweled 

white turban, from which jewel-tipped feathers spring. A silk brocaded jacket covers his 

white silk robe (or jama) and numerous pearl necklaces with large pendants cover his 

chest. Palm trees frame the nawab on either side, and a blue sky with billowing clouds is 

behind him. Kettle later painted another large full-length portrait of Muhammad Ali by 

himself on a terrace, which was exhibited in the 1775 Society of Artists exhibition 

(Figure 4.5).18 

The portraits that the nawabs commissioned from Kettle offer a new way of 

thinking about the English representations of Natives in the late eighteenth century. For 

while the prints and paintings made of the 1762 Cherokee embassy, and those of Omai 

and other Society Islanders were created for and consumed by Europeans exclusively, 

these Indian commissions had to please the patron. That so many of the paintings were 

then offered back to the English as gifts of diplomacy highlights the complicated 

negotiations of exchange and elaborate display at work on the eve of complete British 

colonial authority in India, since they were painted in an English style by an English 

painter, but then also often translated into an Indian style by local artists to even greater 

approval by an Indian audience. In this way, the objects themselves function almost as 

transcultural collaborations. The nawabs adopted an English lens through which to 

                                                
18 Tilly Kettle, Muhammad Ali Khan, Nawab of Arcot, c. 1772, oil on paper, Victoria and 

Albert Museum, http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O136746/muhammad-ali-khan-nawab-of-
painting-kettle-tilly/  
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fashion self-images as imperial rulers, then gifting these visions back to the colonizing 

nation, sometimes keeping a more traditional Indian copy for themselves. These paintings 

are representations of indigenous negotiators with whom the English enjoyed an 

occasionally uneasy peace. But also, the portraits themselves function as a negotiation — 

as gifts from the nawabs to the English, and significantly then also for the artist to curry 

favor and fame in the art world at home.  

Kettle moved to Calcutta (present day Kolkata) toward the end of 1771, where he 

painted the portraits of many more Company servants. He obtained a letter of 

introduction to the Governor of Fort William at Calcutta John Cartier, who through his 

political connections was in a position to secure commissions for the artist. Cartier wrote 

to the Nawab of Awadh, Shuja-ud-Daula, “Having learned that the writer has ordered 

him to proceed to Fyzabad and thence to Allahabad after he has taken leave of the Nawab 

Wazir; says that he is a master of his art and hopes the addressee will be much pleased 

with him.”19 Shuja-ud-Daula, who had remained the Nawab of Oudh according to the 

Treaty of Allahabad, had moved the provincial capital from Lucknow to Faizabad, which 

by the time Kettle arrived was flourishing economically and culturally. Kettle is known 

to have painted at least seven portraits that included Shuja-ud-Daula, though only three 

can be located today. Among the first he painted was a full-length portrait of the nawab 

and his son, Asaf-ud-Daula, made at the request of Shuja (Figure 4.6). 

                                                
19 Calendar of Persian Correspondence: Being Letters, Referring Mainly to Affairs in Bengal, 

Which Passed Between Some of the Company’s Servants and Indian Rulers and Notables, vol. 3 
of 10 (Calcutta: Superintendent Government Printing, 1914), quoted in Milner, 67. 
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The painting depicts the two men at life size, standing under an arcade, with trees 

and sky in the background. The father stands somewhat stiff and formally, looking out of 

the picture plane, while his son, on his right, stands at a pace behind him and looks at the 

father. Shuja wears a long white silk robe over a green undergarment; over this is a green 

fur-trimmed coat embroidered with gold and silver. On his head he wears a turban with a 

bandeau, and in his right and left hands he holds the hilt of his tulwar saber and his kata 

dagger. Asaf wears a rose-colored robe and a silver coat with embroidered flowers. His 

turban also has a bandeau, around his neck are strands of pearls, and his left hand rests on 

his sash, into which is tucked an ivory-handled pistol. 

 The provenance of this painting underscores the robust and complex exchange of 

ideas and objects between London and India during this time. Two years after completion 

of the nawab’s commission, the French army colonel Jean Baptiste Joseph Gentil 

borrowed this and three other paintings of Shuja-ud-daula, so that he might have 

miniatures made of them by Indian artists, for he wanted to take these copies back to 

France with him. Gentil recalled that upon seeing the copy of the painting of himself with 

Asaf, the nawab refused to allow Gentil to have it, whereupon Gentil requested that he be 

allowed to keep the original instead, and Shuja acquiesced.  
I had these … paintings at home to have them reduced to a small size, in 
order to take them to France one day. The [nawab] having fallen ill, I 
wanted to show him the copy of the first painting, which he found well 
done and such a faithful likeness that he kept it. The next day having 
shown it to the English resident, [the nawab] gave it to [the resident] upon 
his praise. I expressed to the [nawab] the distress I felt at being deprived 
of it…. The [nawab] answered me at once: ‘Why do you need this 
painting, is my portrait not engraved on your heart?’ ‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘but 
how can I show you to my friends, if it can never leave my heart? … Since 
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you have given away my lovely copy, I will keep the original.’ That is 
how I possess this beautiful painting.20  

As evidenced in this exchange, despite having commissioned the double portrait 

from Tilly Kettle, Shuja-ud-Daula preferred the Indian artist’s miniaturization of the 

European-style original, and it was apparently not difficult for Gentil to convince the 

nawab to part with it. It seems that even though the nawabs whom Kettle painted desired 

to fashion their authoritative images by commissioning Grand Manner portraits, in the 

end they preferred the Indian aesthetic of the copies made by their court artists. In fact, 

the Mughal territories and their rulers embraced Europeans and their customs only to 

varying degrees. Muhammad Ali famously emulated English manners and customs, 

having furniture sent to him from England, sitting with his family on chairs at a table to 

eat breakfast and taking afternoon tea. His sons’ weddings were celebrated in English 

style.21 In the north, however, the Mughals regarded the English with somewhat less 

enthusiasm than did Muhammad Ali. Though dependent on the promise of military aid 

from British forces in the event of attack, and willing to engage in friendly interactions 

with them, Shuja-ud-Daula wished to preserve at least an air of independence. In Oudh, 

and at his capital in Faizabad, unlike the centers of Madras and Calcutta where Kettle had 

been previously, the only English residents allowed were members of the military 

garrison or visiting officials.22 

                                                
20 Jean Baptiste Joseph Gentil, Mémoires Sur l’Indoustan, ou Empire Mogol (Paris: Chez 

Petit, 1822), 311-12. Translation by the author. 

21 Archer, India and British Portraiture, 54-55. 

22 Ibid., 74. 
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Some members of the Awadh court did, however, adopt some English customs. 

The painter Ozias Humphry, an acquaintance of Kettle’s who traveled to Awadh a few 

years after Kettle’s return to London, executed some paintings of Shuja’s son Asaf, who 

was then the nawab. He recorded in his journal his impressions of the Awadh court and 

its affinity for and practice of English customs: 
June 19th Hussen Riza Cown [Hasan Reza Khan, minister to Asaf-ud-
Daula] sat again. I went to his own House early enough to Breakfast with 
him indeed I did it by invitation I [remarked] that himself the two 
gentlemen and the Table & all his attendants, together with the apartment 
assured me that I was in Indostan but that if I look’d no farther than the 
Tea Table I could persuade myself I was in London. He replied that for 
some years past their interest had been so connected & Interwoven with 
the English that they endeavored in all matters … to accommodate 
themselves in this Manner.23 

Hasan Reza Khan’s reply to Humphrey reveals, and Shuja-ud-Daula’s seeming 

preference for the Indian miniature underscores, that Mughal court officials recognized 

the utility of adopting certain English customs and practices (commissioning oil portraits, 

or taking tea with an English guest). Hasan Reza seems to imply in his explanation to the 

painter that practices such as these may have more to do with the “connected and 

interwoven” politics than pure admiration, let alone any suggestion of the superiority of 

such English customs. 

It appears that a number of Grand Manner portraits of Shuja were copied into 

miniatures by Indian artists. Another of Kettle’s portraits of the nawab shows him at 

three-quarter length against a column, again in his elaborately brocaded robe and knotted 

                                                
23 Ozias Humphry, “Travel Diary,” June 19, 1786, Osborne fc26, James Marshall and Marie-

Louise Osborn Collection, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University. 
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sash, a fur vest and cap, his hand resting on a bow, the composition opening up behind 

him to his right revealing a structure and several Indian men (Figure 4. 7). Indian artists 

such as Mihr Chand and Nevasi Lal had been attracted to the flourishing court at Awadh 

and their work at this time became influenced by the portraits made by Tilly Kettle in 

their portrait commissions from Shuja.24 In a miniature attributed to Mihr Chand, the 

nawab appears at full length, but in a pose and composed just as in Kettle’s earlier oil 

(Figure 4.8). His hand also rests on the same bow, and a populated landscape appears 

behind him. In Chand’s work, the portrait of Shuja is flanked by two profile portraits of 

young women looking out windows. All three are set into a decorative floral border in the 

style popular among Indian miniaturists. Kettle’s portrait, and Chand’s miniature inspired 

by it demonstrate the reciprocal relationship of inspiration and influence, and the true 

hybridity and mobility of cultural and artistic exchange at this historical moment in India. 

Epitomizing this complex relationship is a remarkable watercolor by an unknown 

Indian artist that shows Tilly Kettle quite literally as a Go-Between figure (Figure 4.9). In 

it, the Indian artist shows Kettle himself painting a group portrait of Shuja-ud-Daula and 

his ten sons. The artist shows the nawab and his children standing in a tessellated 

courtyard as Kettle sits before them and to one side, his canvas on an easel before him, 

brush raised to his painting, and looking to the side so the viewer of the watercolor may 

see his face. Kettle’s turned head allows the viewer to observe his long sideburns and 

                                                
24 Stephen Markel and Los Angeles County Museum of Art, India’s Fabled City: The Art of 

Courtly Lucknow (London: Prestel, 2010), 167. 
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spectacles, both of which set him apart visually from the men whom he paints. This 

extraordinary painting shows an English artist who is both staging a painting of Shuja and 

his sons, while at the same time he is scrutinized and translated by the Indian artist, who 

has transformed the medium and the aesthetic performance of the figures in the 

composition. Just as English artists represented the Indians in poses and styles that helped 

them to make sense of their subjects, so too, it seems, did this Indian artist – and Mihr 

Chand before him – do the same, by fashioning his representation of Kettle in a mode 

that was familiar to him. 

 As further evidence of the greater popularity in India of the ink or watercolor 

portrait over the European style oil, of the portraits known to have been made of Shuja-

ud-Daula, the majority appear not to have been kept or even commissioned by the nawab 

at all, but rather were commemorative or presentation paintings owned by British 

officials. One such work is Shuja-ud-Daula, Nawab of Oudh, and four sons with General 

Barker and military officers of 1772 (Figure 4.10).25 The painting was made for General 

Sir Robert Barker, who was Commander-in-Chief of India between 1770 and 1773. 

Barker had helped broker a treaty between Shuja-ud-Daula and the Rohilla commander, 

whose neighboring territory had been invaded by the Marathas, and who had fled to 

Awadh. The Rohillas agreed to pay the Nawab of Awadh 40 lakh of rupees in exchange 

for future military protection from the Marathas.26  

                                                
25 Milner, 90. 

26 The Rohillas were a Muslim highland tribe that occupied Rohilkhand, to the northwest of 
Awadh. A “lakh” is 100,000. 
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This painting commemorates the cooperation between Shuja and General Barker. 

The two clasp hands and look directly out at the viewer. Four of the nawab’s sons stand 

at the left, and his vizier, along with Barker’s interpreter and two aides-de-camp, appear 

on the right. The figures are arranged in the composition as though on a stage at curtain 

call, costumed elaborately and posing stiffly. Kettle sent this work to London to be shown 

in the Society of Artists exhibition in 1775.27 Still seeking acclaim at home, we might 

look at the paintings Kettle shipped to London as Go-Betweens themselves, works that 

could negotiate status and praise for the artist who was still away from home. And despite 

the fact that the painting depicts the cooperation between the two men, Shuja appears 

more imposing, and it is he who invites the viewer onto the diplomatic stage here. This 

further emphasizes the negotiating agency of the nawab, and the relative status of Barker 

and the Englishmen in the scene as outsiders. 

Kettle also painted some Indian genre or street scenes to send back to London for 

exhibition (Figures 4.11-13).28 These non-commissioned works feature unnamed exotic 

types created specifically for English consumption, in much the same way that Kettle’s 

copy of Reynolds’s portrait of Giuseppe Marchi had been. The Sati Scene is especially 

theatrical, which shows a Hindu woman taking leave of her family before she immolates 

herself on her husband’s funeral pyre. She stands at the center of the composition, her 

arms thrown outward, while at her feet, and in groupings at the left and right, men and 

                                                
27 de Almeida and Gilpin, eds., 70.  

28 Archer, India and British Portraiture, 71-72. 
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women bow, cry out and gesture melodramatically, enhancing the romantic and theatrical 

mood. Works like these show a kind of ethnographic exoticism — women on the street, a 

girl dancing with a hookah, a group dancing scene — and seem like generic Hindu or 

Muslim types. Kettle here has stripped out the Indian individuality that is represented in 

rich detail in the nawab portraits in favor of more stereotypical Orientalist genre scenes, 

likely intended for a solely British audience. 

The exoticizing taste for dramatic display, unusual costume, and theatricality seen 

in these paintings was also demonstrated on the contemporary stage, and absorbed into 

the harlequinade format in pantomime plays. A lavish and dramatic ethnographic parade 

brings to a close the pantomime “The Choice of Harlequin; or, the Indian Chief,” which 

premiered at Covent Garden on Boxing Day 1781. This exotic cavalcade was described 

in The Lady’s Magazine as “an exact representation of a procession at an eastern 

marriage.”29 In this pantomime, Harlequin is an “Indian prince,” and the play begins with 

the hero newly arrived in London from India. As with the Omai pantomime, the script of 

“The Choice of Harlequin” was published soon after its stage debut. It describes 

Harlequin’s arrival at an elegant hotel, as he “appears in a rich oriental habit, slaves, &c. 

Following and sailors, with baggage….”30 He is a rich prince, unlike the Cherokee 

                                                
29 “Account of the Choice of Harlequin,” The Lady's Magazine; or entertaining companion 

for the fair sex, appropriated solely to their use and amusement 12 (1781): 698. 

30 James Messinck, The Choice of Harlequin; Or, The Indian Chief. A Pantomimical 
Entertainment; in Two Parts; as It Is Acted with the Highest Applause, at the Theatre Royal, 
Covent Garden (London: Sold at No. 38, Clerkenwell Close, and by Mr. G. Riley, No. 73, St. 
Paul’s Church Yard, 1782), 9. 
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diplomats, and also unlike the character of Omai, whom Britannia had to urge to “protect 

and humanize” his native land.31 He is, instead, “endowed with affluence, and desirous to 

experience the different scenes and amusements of this quarter of the world.”32 This 

Harlequin, even more so than those in the pantomimes discussed in previous chapters, 

calls into question the primacy of contemporary English culture and customs. 

Immediately following his arrival, Virtue and Pleasure each attempt to convince 

Harlequin to follow her singular path. He at first follows Pleasure, and experiences 

numerous misfortunes: after losing all his money at gambling, he attends a masquerade 

and is seduced by a Venus who plots to rob and kill him. He manages to escape all these 

unscathed, but in the second act turns instead toward Virtue to be guided. He throws 

away the sword given to him by Pleasure and takes up the one proffered by Virtue. While 

in the first act the sword was useful to him only to defeat the grenadier set upon him by 

Venus, Harlequin makes quick work of the magical powers of transformation of the 

sword given to him by Virtue. Immediately he transforms the dark and gloomy cave, 

where he had despaired after his misfortunes, into the Ashton Lever Museum, by waving 

the sword. Here he first beholds the fair and virtuous Columbine, daughter of a sea 

lieutenant, who is admired by many men. When he sees that two of them have plotted to 

abduct her, he waves the sword again to bring the taxidermied animals to life. Chaos 

ensues, and the animals perform “a ludicrous dance.”33 Suddenly Columbine’s father is 
                                                

31 O’Keeffe, 4. 

32 “Account of the Choice of Harlequin,” 697. 

33 Ibid., 698. 
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arrested and hauled off to jail. Harlequin first consoles the devastated daughter and her 

mother, and then follows the father to the prison, where he is shocked by the horrible 

conditions. Following some slapstick antics, Harlequin finally again waves his sword, 

whereupon the chains of the prisoners fall off, and their clothing transforms to show that 

they are now sailors who “testify their desire to serve king and country.”34 Harlequin 

returns the lieutenant to his cottage and his family, giving food to a beggar woman along 

the way. The disguised Virtue throws off her rags and praises Harlequin for his 

generosity, announcing that she will transport him home to be married to Columbine. The 

cottage becomes an “Oriental Palace” and the wedding procession soon begins. 

Multitudes of musicians, dancers, spear- and standard-bearers, sepoys and porters (“in all 

three hundred persons,” according to the play script) usher in at first the groom — “most 

magnificently habited, seated on an elephant” and smoking a hookah — and then the 

bride “most superbly adorned and riding in a palanquin.”35 

Daniel O’Quinn has written briefly about the wedding procession in “The Choice 

of Harlequin,” asserting that its emphasis “is on the sheer number of eroticized bodies 

traipsing across the stage. The fact that Harlequin, Virtue and Pleasure are incorporated 

into the list suggests that the entire panoply is understood to be similarly fanciful.”36 

While it is certainly the case that most of the names of the roles of the participants are 
                                                

34 Ibid. 

35 Messinck, 30. 

36 Daniel O’Quinn, “Through Colonial Spectacles: The Irish Vizier and the Female-Knight in 
James Cobb’s Ramah Droog,” Romantic Circles, November 2000, accessed 5 May 2017, 
https://www.rc.umd.edu/praxis/containment/oquinn/oquinn.html. 
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untranslated from the Hindi in the play’s script, and that there is an exoticizing lack of 

cultural specificity in Harlequin’s “Indian” figure (it seems he is meant to be Hindu rather 

than Mughal, though the much more generic “oriental” and “eastern” are used to describe 

him as well), the play offers a surprisingly complex picture of this cultural Go-Between 

figure. In both acts, when Harlequin follows first Pleasure and then Virtue, certain 

English social institutions come under criticism through the hero. The audience is shown 

the perils of gambling, the potential dangers and vices associated with masquerades, and 

of course the deplorable conditions of contemporary prisons. These were concerns that 

preoccupied eighteenth-century society generally, as measures began to be implemented 

to curb gambling and other vices, and to reform prisons.37 

Pantomimes had similarly come under criticism as “irrational entertainments,” 

pure fancy and appealing to the senses rather than reason.38 Interestingly, the reception of 

“The Choice of Harlequin” was noticeably different in this regard. Three days after the 

pantomime’s debut, The Public Advertiser printed what it claimed was the prologue 

intended to be delivered before the play. This prologue suggested that pantomimes should 

transform themselves from “one unmeaning Jumble,” and instead “to add some Meaning, 

and a little Sense” to the genre, ending by declaring “The Choice of Harlequin” a “moral 

Pantomime.”39 It appears that “The Choice of Harlequin” was received as such, for the 

                                                
37 See Donna T. Andrew, Aristocratic Vice: The Attack on Duelling, Suicide, Adultery, and 

Gambling in Eighteenth-Century England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 1-14. 

38 John O’Brien, “Harlequin Britain,” 489–510. 

39 “Arts and Culture,” Public Advertiser, December 29, 1781. 



 

113 

morality of the play’s narrative is mentioned specifically in the press. The Saint James’s 

Chronicle reported in its review of the play that,  
Comedy and Pantomime are making Strides toward each other. While Comedy is 
substituting the Dexterities of Stage Tricks and surprising Situations for more 
essential Qualities, Pantomime appears with more probable Fables, and 
Characters well imagined, and judiciously grouped. The Choice of Harlequin may 
dispute the Palm with most modern Comedies, for Beauty and Probability of 
Fable; and as to Moral, it is much superior to any of them.40 

This reviewer suggests that “The Choice of Harlequin” might prove a competitor 

for “the palm,” the highest and most noble award for amusing stagecraft when judged 

against other contemporary comedies. He sees this pantomime as one that better than 

others was able to provide moral instruction. It certainly is noteworthy that the hero, who 

protects the honor of a young woman, remedies awful prison conditions, and feeds the 

poor, is in the guise of an “Indian prince.” More than merely an exoticized Native, this 

Harlequin is not only a trickster, but also and more significantly, a moral critic who blurs 

the distinctions between that which is essentially English and that which is Indian. Even 

more so than the inhabitants of North America or the South Pacific, it is the East Indians 

and the Englishmen’s engagement with them that represented a kind of moral barometer, 

a gauge against which to measure one’s authentic Englishness. While in the interactions 

with the Cherokees and with the Society Islanders the customs and manners of the 

Natives for the most part are measured with respect to the English, in South Asia the 

English also appear to be measured against the Indians, often with great uncertainty about 

which is superior, as evidenced in this case by the moral superiority of Harlequin as the 

                                                
40 “Arts and Culture,” St. James’s Chronicle or the British Evening Post, December 27, 1781. 
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Indian prince. This may be seen in some of Tilly Kettle’s paintings as well, as in the 

portrait of General Barker and Shuja-ud-Daula, or in Shuja’s preference for the Indian 

copies of the likenesses made of him by Kettle. 

In fact, another “Indian prince” was in London during the time that Tilly Kettle 

was in India. After signing the Treaty of Allahabad, Emperor Shah Alam II implored the 

British for military protection. Because Robert Clive was not authorized to allow British 

soldiers to serve a foreign court, he consented to dispatch a letter to King George from 

the Emperor along with a lakh (100,000) of rupees as a gift. The Emperor requested that 

an interpreter with facility in Persian ought to accompany the 1766 mission and Mirza 

Sheikh I’tesamuddin was chosen for the task.41  

Descended from Persians who had fled to India from the Mongol invasion of their 

homeland, and educated by an instructor of the court of the Nawab of Bengal in the 

1750s, I’tesamuddin was trained as a highly educated scribe. This made him invaluable 

both to the Mughal court, and to the East India Company, both of whom he served. It was 

Shah Alam II who bestowed upon him the title of Mirza, and I’tesamuddin assisted in the 

drafting and signing of the decree that gave the Diwani rights to the English to collect 

taxes, after which the Shah nominated him to accompany the embassy to London.42 

                                                
41 Fisher, Counterflows to Colonialism, 86. The Mirza’s name (Mirza being an honorific title 

for an educated man at court) in current scholarship is most commonly written as I’tesamuddin 
although I’tisam al-Din also occurs. 

42 For biographical information on I’tesamuddin see the introduction to I’tesamuddin and 
Kaiser Haq, The wonders of Vilayet: being the memoir, originally in Persian, of a visit to France 
and Britain (Leeds: Peepal Tree, 2002); Norbert Schürer, “Sustaining Identity in I’tesamuddin’s 
‘The Wonders of Vilayet,’” The Eighteenth Century 52, no. 2 (2011): 137–55. 
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Unbeknownst to the Mirza, Clive had withheld the letter from the Emperor and 

substituted another, and also kept the lakh of rupees, later giving them to King George in 

his own name.43 Thus, upon his arrival in London, I’tesamuddin found himself quite 

without diplomatic duties, and so he occupied his time by mingling with European 

society — he spent three months each in London and Oxford in addition to staying in 

France and Scotland. There he participated in the social and cultural life of each place, 

eventually returning home from the failed mission in 1769. A few years later — perhaps 

in 1784/5 — I’tesamuddin wrote in Persian a memoir of his time abroad entitled Shigurf 

Nama-e-Vilayet, or “Wonderful Tales About Europe.”44 

In addition to describing the geographical and political particulars of each region 

he visited, I’tesamuddin commented extensively on the manners and customs of those 

locales. While he described favorably British industriousness and the ready availability of 

printed books, he often compared English manners, religion, and knowledge of the East 

unfavorably with those of his own country. In describing King George’s residence, for 

example, I’tesamuddin wrote: “The exterior of the King’s palace is neither magnificent or 

beautiful. The outer walls are not even plastered. It could easily be passed off as the 

                                                
43 Schürer, 140. 

44 I’tesamuddin and Kaiser Haq, The wonders of Vilayet. 
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multi-storeyed residence of a merchant of Benares.”45 As with other indigenous visitors 

to London, not all of the sights could match up to those at home, and those they visited 

were measured in comparison to those with which they were familiar. 

The Mirza also visited many of the places of spectacle and entertainment in 

London, including the theater, where he saw a comedy, followed by a pantomime. 

Recalled I’tesamuddin: 
My pen lacks the ability not only to describe properly the many interesting 
things I heard and saw in such performances, but even to write a short 
panegyric Of all the spectacles, that of the curtains of seven colors is quite 
wonderful, for every instant the scene changes and a new painting is 
exhibited. Then people disguised as angels and fairies appear on stage and 
dance, and then suddenly disappear. There is an elusive man with a black 
face, a kind of devil, called Harlequin, who appears and then hides 
himself, and sometimes attaches himself to the dancing-girls, taking them 
by the hand and dancing with them, then scampers off and leaps through 
the window. At seeing his antics I laughed very heartily.46 

The dancing, the stunts and pranks of disappearing and reappearing, and the 

trickster nature of the pantomime hero Harlequin are easily recognized in I’tesamuddin’s 

enthusiastic description, first translated into English in 1827.47 

                                                
45 I’tesamuddin and Haq, 59. Note: Haq’s translation of The Wonders of Vilayet attempts to 

come as close as possible to the original Persian text by using a complete Bengali translation of 
the several extant manuscript copies of the original text. An incomplete and edited translation into 
English by James Edward Alexander was published in 1827. No modern and complete English 
translation from the original Persian exists, though Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi (Professor of 
History and Near and Middle Eastern Civilizations at the University of Toronto) has been 
working on this project. 

46 Ibid., 67-68. 

47 I’tesamuddin also took in the visual spectacles at the Haymarket (where he paid to see a 
“giantess”) and at Vauxhall, where he explicitly mentions the famed cascade, discussed in 
Chapter One. 
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The Mirza also found himself to be the subject of a performative spectacle while 

he was in London. Upon attending the exhibition of the “giantess” I’tesamuddin wrote 
As soon as she heard that a earl-skinned Indian man had come to see her, 
she came laughing towards me….We stared at each other for a while. 
Having never seen an Indian man dressed as I was, she contemplated me 
with wonder; and I, seeing her resplendent features and magnificent form, 
was quite confounded.48  

As we have seen before, these types of interactions underscore the fluidity of 

identity, as each party feels not only wonder or awe, but also confusion with respect to 

the superiority of one cultural order over the other. 

A further episode illustrates this two-way scrutiny even more explicitly, 

demonstrating the potency of performance as a liminal space in which these kinds of 

interrogations can take place. I’tesamuddin describes a “dance party” to which he had 

been invited: 
As soon as I entered, the music and dancing stopped. The assembled ladies 
and gentlemen thronged round me in wide-eyed amazement and examined 
my robe, turban, shawl and other parts of my costume. They concluded 
that it was the costume of a dancer or actor and invited me to join the 
dance….How ironic that I, who had gone there to enjoy a spectacle, 
became a spectacle myself…..Whenever I went abroad crowds 
accompanied me, and people craned their heads out of windows and gazed 
at me in wonder….Many children and small boys took me for a black 
devil and kept away in fear.49 

The fascination of the Londoners with the exotic appearance of the foreign visitor 

appears again here, but in this passage the Mirza explicitly equates the role performed by 

an ambassador with the role of an actor on the stage, in that he recognizes that the 

                                                
48 Ibid., 70. 

49 Ibid., 53-54. 
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English ladies and gentlemen mistake his courtly clothing for an actor’s or dancer’s 

costume. Furthermore, in using the term “black devil” for himself here, just as he did in 

describing the character of Harlequin, we might ascribe to I’tesamuddin the same 

capabilities as Harlequin to question authority and to reveal the slippages in identity and 

superiority. Similarly, some works by Kettle, in their expression of the experience of the 

cultural dislocation of the English in India, demonstrate the fragility of identity in this 

sphere. 

Even more so than in the case of the Cherokees or the Society Islanders, a robust, 

bilateral exchange of ideas, people and objects engaged the European and the Indian 

territories in a network that eclipses the familiar colony and metropole model. 

Nonetheless, the English public often seemed insecure about this level of exchange, 

especially as embodied in the figure of the “nabob.” As an alteration of the title nawab, in 

England the servants of the East India Company who returned to Britain were often 

referred to as nabobs. With this appellation came insinuations of dishonestly acquired 

wealth and a taste for extravagance. In an magazine essay called “The Complaint of a 

Country Gentleman Against a Nabob” the anonymous estate owner laments that a 

“Nabob has recently come amongst us, who has bought a considerable estate with the 

spoils of Asia,” and that “he obtained his riches in so sudden and easy a manner… he 

pays any price for dainties… This is a real and alarming grievance.”50 Another 

                                                
50 A. T., “The Complaint of a Country Gentleman against a Nabob,” The Weekly Magazine, 

Or, Edinburgh Amusement, 1768-1779 8 (1770): 335–36, quoted in Christina Smylitopoulos, 
“Portrait of a Nabob: Graphic Satire, Portraiture, and the Anglo-Indian in the Late Eighteenth 
Century,” RACAR: Revue D’art Canadienne / Canadian Art Review37, no. 1 (2012): 11. 
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anonymous detractor, writing for The Town and Country Magazine, defined this type of 

individual thus: “A Nabob, according to the modern acceptation of the word, is a person 

who in the East-India company’s service has by art, fraud, cruelty, and imposition, 

obtained the fortune of an Asiatic prince, and returned to England to display his folly, 

vanity, and ambition.”51 Here English identity becomes destabilized, and also potentially 

dangerously intertwined with Indian identity when foreign wealth is used at home and is 

expressed with egotism and imprudence.52  

Unease with the hybrid identity of the nabob was also borne out on the 

contemporary stage, as the nabob characters often became like the Harlequin characters 

of a pantomime. In the spring of 1778, “Eastern Magick: or, Harlequin Nabob” premiered 

at Sadler’s Wells. As expected, the play follows the antics and magical props and scene 

changes as the lovers meet and Columbine is pursued by Harlequin. Various forces 

conspire to keep them apart before they are inevitably joined in marriage, as in other 

plays, though this pantomime ends with the transportation of the couple to a “richly 

ornamented pavilion” in India by an “Eastern Magician,” in which “Harlequin is seated 

as a Nabob by the side of Columbine.”53 

                                                
51 Anti-Nabob, “To the Printer of the Town and Country Magazine,” The Town and Country 

Magazine, Or, Universal Repository of Knowledge, Instruction, and Entertainment 3 (January 
1771): 28. 

52 Dror Wahrman, The Making of the Modern Self: Identity and Culture in Eighteenth-
Century England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 166-197. 

53 “News,” Morning Chronicle, April 21, 1778. 
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Most of the action takes place in anonymous settings in London (a hotel, a street, 

a chamber), however the location of Harlequin and Columbine’s first encounter is 

“Exeter ’change.” This London structure had been built at the end of the seventeenth 

century of reused materials from the old Exeter House, which had stood on the same site 

in the Strand near Covent Garden Market. It housed small stalls on the ground level for 

shopkeepers such as milliners, seamstresses and the like; the upper floor was used for 

storage. Soon the ground-floor stalls came to be occupied primarily by “toy shops” for 

the sale of trinkets such as fans, snuff boxes, canes, watches and so on. In the early 1770s 

when Exeter Change was taken over by Thomas Clark, the large upper room became first 

used for theatrical entertainments, and then later as a menagerie of exotic and wild 

animals.54 

The onstage antics of the harlequinade pursuit brings the couple to a place of 

entertainment and amusement with activities and performances “the same as a 

Bartholomew Fair in Smithfield.”55 This annual summertime fair, the biggest and 

longest-running in London, was well known for the raucous drinking, gambling and 

brawling that took place, as well as the stunt performers and exhibitions of rarities.56 

While at the fair, Harlequin and Columbine are pursued “into the wild beast booth, a 

violent noise is heard within, and presently the parties run out, pursued by various 

animals.” Even though the scene changes, the Clown continues to be chased by “the 
                                                

54 For a history of Exeter Change, see Altick, 38-39. 

55 “News,” Morning Chronicle, April 21, 1778. 

56 Altick, 35. 
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master of the wild beasts, much enraged at him for having been the cause of his animals 

getting loose.”57 At last Columbine’s father catches the elopers, but the couple is 

protected by:  
…the interpolation of the Eastern Magician, who in recitative tells the 
company they must all take a short turn with him to India. They go off, 
and the scene changes, exhibiting a prospect of Eastern trees, &c. with 
several of the natives gaudily attired. The Magician, and those he had 
convoyed, some on, and after a supplicatory air to Columbine’s father had 
been sung in vain, the Eastern Magician addresses him in a commanding 
stile of musical address, upon which he joins the hands of his daughter and 
Harlequin. The scene then for the last time changes and exhibits a most 
brilliant representation of an open pavilion, richly ornamented, in which 
Harlequin is seated as a Nabob, by the side of Columbine; through the 
pavilion is seen a distant prospect of a silver lake and each side of the 
scene is filled with trees, dropping jewels of various colours.58 

We have here a harlequinade in which the hero inhabits both London and India. 

The specific London locales that feature in the play, notably, are ones associated with 

decadence and questionable morality. Toy-shops, such as those at Exeter Change, had 

long been associated with decadence and immorality. Philip Stanhope, the Earl of 

Chesterfield, warned his son in 1749: “A fool cannot withstand the charms of a toy-

shop….Snuff boxes, watches, heads of canes, etc. are his destruction.”59 Robert 

Dodsley’s play “The Toy-Shop; A Dramatick Satire” of 1735 features idle, superficial 

characters, whom the proprietor mocks and of whom he takes advantage. In one scene he 

tells his customers, “This Looking Glass, Madam, is the finest in all England. In this 
                                                

57 “News,” Morning Chronicle, April 21, 1778. 

58 Ibid. 

59 Philip Dormer Stanhope Chesterfield, Letters, as quoted in John Styles and Amanda 
Vickery, Gender, Taste, and Material Culture in Britain and North America, 1700-1830 (New 
Haven, CT: Yale Center for British Art; Distributed by Yale University Press, 2006), 5. 
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Glass a Coquet may see her Vanity, and a Prude her Hypocrisy….If a Beau was to buy 

this Glass, and look earnestly in it, he might see his Folly almost as soon as his Finery.”60 

In “Harlequin Nabob,” it is at Exeter Change where the hero first spies Columbine, who 

is there with her parents, “admiring what they have purchased.” Columbine and her 

family — and Harlequin as well — become associated with this place of “folly” and 

“destruction.” Rather than transforming the place, or remedying the immorality as he did 

in “The Choice of Harlequin,” this time Harlequin participates, or at least implicitly 

endorses Exeter Change with his presence. The same holds true for the scene of the fair, a 

place of spectacle and trickery; it is at Bartholomew Fair where Daniel Defoe’s Moll 

Flanders famously seduces and robs a gentleman of “a gold Watch, with a silk Purse of 

Gold, his fine full bottom Perrewig, and silver fring’d Gloves, his sword, and fine Snuff-

box.”61 Again, rather than ameliorating the dangers as he did in “The Choice of 

Harlequin” by transforming the place for the better, he changes the scene merely to a 

bridge over the Thames so he and Columbine may escape. 

At the end, Harlequin marries Columbine as expected, but this play ends with him 

enthroned as rich nabob, surrounded by trees “dropping jewels of various colors.” The 

pantomime, rife with imagery of London settings of immorality, deceit and materialism 

                                                
60 Robert Dodsley, The Toy-Shop. A Dramatick Satire (London: Printed for Lawton Gilliver, 

1735), 13-14. 

61 Daniel Defoe, The Fortunes and Misfortunes of the Famous Moll Flanders, &c. Who Was 
Born in Newgate, and during a Life of Continu’d Variety for Threescore Years, besides Her 
Childhood, Was Twelve Year a Whore, Five Times a Wife (Whereof Once to Her Own Brother) 
Twelve Year a Thief, Eight Year a Transported Felon in Virginia, at Last Grew Rich, Liv’d 
Honest, and Died a Penitent, Written from Her Own Memorandums (London, 1721), 277. 
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seems to reflect the uneasy position of Englishmen returning from India with their 

newfound wealth. 

Christina Smylitopoulos has argued that with his liminal status as an aspiring 

member of both the Indian and British elite, the nabob embodied imperial anxiety for 

British viewers. As evidence, she points to satirical print culture, as well as Grand 

Manner portraits in which the sitters wear a hybrid costume of English and Indian dress. 

This liminality, this unsettling ability of the nabob to “inhabit multiple and contradictory 

spaces,”62 can be seen in Tilly Kettle’s portrait of Colonel John Fortnum and Family 

(Figure 4.14). Kettle made a number of portraits of East India Company officers while he 

was in Calcutta, which is where he likely made this painting. John Fortnum was 

commissioned as an Ensign in the Bengal Army in 1763 and rose steadily through the 

ranks, becoming Lieutenant Colonel in 1775.63 In this large group portrait, Kettle depicts 

the members of the Fortnum family at about life size. The patriarch poses before a grand 

column and swag, his wife seated before him, two children standing to his right, and a 

third at her mother’s lap. The Colonel wears his Bengal Army officer’s uniform, and the 

two girls wear white dresses tied with a pink sash and mob caps or bonnets decorated 

with smocking in white and pink. The boy’s suit consists of a waistcoat and breeches 

made from blue cloth and embroidered with white stars, while his mother is costumed in 

                                                
62 Smylitopoulos, 13. 

63 Andrea Tanner, “The Last of the Fortnums,” Journal of the History of Collections 11, no. 2 
(January 1, 1999): 153. 
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a long white gown that has been embroidered with gold thread and is decorated with 

smocking at the neckline, the cuffs, and along the edges of the overskirt.64 

At first glance, Kettle includes few clues that this portrait was painted in India. He 

poses the family gathered on a classicized porch with the column and swag conventional 

to Grand Manner portraiture, and the trees in the background are not identifiably Indian. 

The only overt reference to India is the bird perched on the hand of the daughter at the 

left, which can be identified as a rose-ringed parakeet, indigenous to India (Figure 

4.15).65 Upon closer examination, however, details begin to emerge that place the family 

more firmly in nabob status, revealing a subtle hybrid role with a potentially dislocating 

capacity. Firstly, the fabric from which Mrs. Fortnum’s clothing, and that of her children 

is made appears to be silk, because of the weight and the way in which the light reflects 

off it. At the time that this painting was made, all foreign-made silk cloth, as well as 

ready-to-wear silk garments and accessories were prohibited to be imported to England 

by an act of Parliament, as a commitment to the protection of English manufacturers.66 Of 

course much silk was smuggled through the customs houses, sometimes by officers of the 

East India Company themselves, and was sold to mercers and tailors or to second-hand 

                                                
64 Many thanks to David T. Howard of the University of Rhode Island for his help in 

identifying the designs and fabrics of the Fortnum family’s costumes. 

65 I thank James Maley, Collections Manager at the Moore Laboratory of Zoology, 
Occidental College, for his confirmation of this identification. 

66 William Farrell, “The Silk Interest and the Fiscal-Military State,” in Aaron Graham and 
Patrick Walsh, The British Fiscal-Military States, 1660-c.1783 (Routledge, 2016), 115-116; 
William Farrell, “Silk and Globalisation in Eighteenth-Century London: Commodities, People 
and Connections c.1720-1800” (Ph.D. diss., University of London, 2014), 148. 
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dealers.67 Even the importation of silk garments from one’s own wardrobe was 

prohibited, though this type of small-scale infraction was difficult to detect.68 Thus it is 

noteworthy that Tilly Kettle costumes the members of the Fortnum family wearing 

clothing that they would not have been able to buy legally in London, but likely could 

have brought with them in their baggage. It was this kind of ill-gotten gain, or perceived 

fraud by nabobs in London to which so many objected. 

The taste for opulence, and lavish accessories or adornments is also evoked in the 

unusual gown of Mrs. Fortnum. While bearing some resemblance to the popular robe à 

l’Anglaise of the period, it does not have the close-fitted bodice one would expect. 

Instead, Mrs. Fortnum has tied a sash around the bodice, and under the overskirt. As a 

result, the gown is reminiscent of a jama, such as those worn by the nawabs whom Kettle 

also painted (Figure 4.16). In fact, the pattern of the gown bears a close resemblance to 

that of the younger child in Kettle’s own Two Children in Asian Clothing (Figure 4.17), 

in which the artist has dressed one of the children in the jama, sash and turban of a 

nawab. Mrs. Fortnum, then, becomes a hybrid as Kettle stages her mimicking Indian 

fashion and taste, perhaps not fully English in the way that nabobs were seen when they 

returned to England. Throughout this portrait, the artist stages the nabob Go-Between 

status, and the cultural dislocation it could potentially produce. 

                                                
67 Beverly Lemire, “‘Men of the World’: British Mariners, Consumer Practice, and Material 

Culture in an Era of Global Trade, c. 1660-1800,” Journal of British Studies 54, no. 2 (2015): 
297; William Farrell, “Smuggling Silks into Eighteenth-Century Britain: Geography, 
Perpetrators, and Consumers,” Journal of British Studies 55, no. 2 (2016): 287. 

68 William Farrell, “Smuggling Silks into Eighteenth-Century Britain,” 289. 
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Tilly Kettle was, of course, himself a nabob, having found great success in India 

with his commissions from both nawabs and their court as well as Company servants. 

Some Englishmen took Indian common-law wives (bibis) and had children in India, as 

Kettle himself did. Birth records indicate that he and his bibi had two daughters, who 

would have been about one and two years old when he painted this portrait. Kettle left his 

bibi and his daughters in India when he returned to London, never to see them again.  

Another instance in the Fortnum portrait of this potentially disturbing or 

unsettling cultural movement is invoked by the parakeet held by the elder Fortnum girl. 

Throughout its time in India, the East India Company exported exotic birds to England, 

and fashionable shops sprang up to sell them, as at the “Bird Shop” of Joshua Brookes at 

Haymarket and Picadilly. The menagerie at Exeter Change advertised “a Grand 

Collection of living Beasts and Birds.”69 Exeter Change had come to be associated with 

vanity and folly; that the red-ringed parakeet held by the girl (Psittacinae krameri) is able 

in captivity to mimic human speech seems to reflect the multiple forms of social 

constructions and expressions of fluid identity engaged in by those who made their 

fortunes in India. 70 

Master Fortnum, near the center of the composition, looks directly at the viewer 

as do his father and one of his sisters, though the boy’s is the most dynamic pose of the 

                                                
69 Caroline Grigson, Menagerie: The History of Exotic Animals in England (Oxford 

University Press, 2016), 85, 98. 

70 James A. Serpell and Tony Juniper, “Parrots, Lories, and Cockatoos,” in The New 
Encyclopedia of Birds (Oxford University Press, 2003), s.v. 
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Fortnum family members. He holds up what appears to be a bilbo ball game in his hands. 

He is in the process of stepping and turning on his left foot, which emerges from between 

the skirts of his mother and older sister. His pose strongly resembles the conventional 

way in which Harlequin appears in many printed images of the time (Figure 4.18). In 

fact, his pose is nearly identical to the pose on the first page of Harlequin Cherokee, after 

the flaps have been turned up and down (Figure 2.20). The Fortnum boy becomes, quite 

literally here, a “Harlequin Nabob.” Perhaps we might understand this child, with his 

dual-culture upbringing, as someone with the power to disrupt and judge British culture 

in the future, as Harlequin and the hybrid Go-Betweens were able to do. 

Tilly Kettle was very familiar with the conventions of the Georgian stage and 

with the theater. One of his early commissions was to restore the faded ceiling painting in 

the Sheldonian Theatre at Oxford, which had been executed about a century earlier by 

Robert Streeter, Serjeant Painter to King Charles II. As described earlier, Kettle made 

paintings of several actresses, at least two of which were popular enough to have been 

made into prints. Kettle certainly attended the theater in London, and he likely did so in 

India as well, at least in Calcutta. A playhouse that staged Shakespeare and other English 

plays had existed since the 1750s, and in 1775, just at the time when Tilly Kettle was in 

Calcutta, the New Playhouse was under construction. Upon its completion the founders 

wrote to David Garrick for help in making the theater more English, and he sent Bernard 

Messinck along with scenery from London, to assist in those early years.71 It was 
                                                

71 Parmita Kapadia and Craig Donne, Native Shakespeares: Indigenous Appropriations on a 
Global Stage (Routledge, 2008) 93; Sudipto Chatterjee, The Colonial Staged: Theatre in Colonial 
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Messinck, as we have seen, who would later pen “The Choice of Harlequin.” We know 

from an early history of Calcutta written from the collected memoirs and letters of 

Warren Hastings, Sir Philip Francis, and Sir Elijah Impey, that Kettle and Messinck were 

in Calcutta at the same time as they were both excused from serving on a jury.72 Russell 

Thomas has even suggested that the Indian scenery from Messinck’s “Choice of 

Harlequin” was taken from sketches by Kettle that he made while abroad, although I have 

been unable to verify this claim.73 

Whether or not Tilly Kettle was involved in some way with Messinck’s 

pantomime, he surely was aware of Harlequin’s role as the trickster who calls attention to 

the folly of aspects of modern society, and his ability to undermine the social order. That 

Master Fortnum’s stance so closely resembles conventional poses associated with 

Harlequin underscores a reading of this family portrait as an expression of the hybrid, 

                                                
72 Henry Elmsley Busteed, Echoes from Old Calcutta, Being Chiefly Reminiscences of the 
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liminal status of the nabob – and Kettle himself – and his ability to occupy many 

conflicting spaces in a way that produced anxiety about English identity. 

The mannered, dynamic pose of Harlequin performed by the Fortnum boy 

remained conventional in English print culture, and pantomime plays continued to be 

wildly popular. The two came together beginning in the early years of the nineteenth 

century in London in the toy theater prints published first by William West, and then by 

other publishers as well (Figure 4.19). Printed sheets of characters and scenes could be 

cut out and mounted on cardboard in order to perform on miniature wooden stages the 

popular plays of the day.74 The most beloved comedies and tragedies were available for 

sale “a penny plain and twopence colored,” as were the many pantomimes of Drury Lane 

and Covent Garden.  

Toy theaters were not originally intended as children’s toys, but rather as tools for 

professional stagecraft training. Eventually, though, they made their way into private 

homes.75 The toy theater prints came with the backdrops, the wings, props, and all the 

characters necessary to stage a miniature version of a particular play. Sheets of extra 

stock characters could also be purchased to supplement the cast with extra poses, as in 

West’s New Plate of Harlequins in Various Positions (Figure 4.20).76 The cut and 
                                                

74 David Powell, Printing the Toy Theatre (London: Pollock’s Toy Museum Trust, 2009), 8. 

75 The Miniature Stage: 19th century English toy theatre (Oxford: Christ Church Library 
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mounted props and set pieces lent themselves particularly well to the pantomime tricks of 

the harlequinades, and special sheets were printed to assist in the magical transformation 

that Harlequin always effected in the afterpieces (Figure 4.21). On this page are the 

makings of the transformation of an old woman into a grimacing bulldog or a chair. In a 

slightly later example, two large cans of milk become a milkmaid and a box of cigars 

becomes a smoking dandy (Figure 4.22). The dotted lines on some prints indicate how 

the pieces would align, and where they might be folded so that with a pull of a string 

from above, Harlequin could transform them with a tap of his magic bat. 

Few assembled toy theaters from the early nineteenth century survive, but several 

cut and mounted characters from a popular pantomime are in the Harvard Theatre 

Collection in the Houghton Library.77 “Harlequin and Padmanaba or the Golden Fish” 

premiered in 1811 at Covent Garden and remained popular for some years. Its great claim 

to fame was that it was the first play to have a live elephant on stage. The Indian 

pantomimes such as “The Choice of Harlequin,” with the Leverian elephant, and the wild 

animals that pursued Harlequin and Columbine at the fair, did not use live animals, but 

rather prop animals, or costumed actors. An exception was the headliner of “Harlequin 

and Padmanaba,” “Chunee” the elephant, who had been imported from Bengal in 1809.78 

Chunee “entered in the early part of the performance, and was very well received.”79 The 

                                                
77 Toy Theater Cut-Out Figure Collection, Undated, MS Thr 946, Harvard Theatre Collection, 

Houghton Library, Harvard University. 

78 Altick, 310. 

79 “THEATRE,” Morning Post, 27 December 1811. 
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elephant did not cross the stage on opening night as expected, however. It was the 

“Sultan of Cashmire,” who would become Columbine’s father in the harlequinade, who 

rode on Chunee’s back, and “who with little assistance managed him half way down the 

stage, but when he advanced closer to the spectators his confusion was so great …and 

nothing could prevail upon him to remain more than a few moments on the stage.”80 The 

play ended with the customary grand procession, with men carrying animals on poles, 

armed with shields and spears, and bows and arrows, and a standard bearer (Figures 4.23 

and 4.24).81 While the scenery does not survive, we can see the elephant and his rider, 

along with many of the characters from the procession. 

These cutout figures could be used to re-stage the play at home for entertainment, 

and many print sets included the script and stage directions. Of course the director of the 

miniature theater was under no obligation to adhere to these instructions, or the stage 

movements of the original play. Just as Chunee disobeyed the commands of his rider and 

handler in the opening night performance, so could the performer of the toy theater 

staging manipulate the actors according to his or her whims. While none of the 

pantomime trick props remain, there were a number of transformation scenes in 

“Harlequin and Padmanaba.” Again, as in the Harlequin Cherokee turn-up book and in 

the geography game, the “scriptive” material objects can disobey, resist, and destabilize 

the expected order. 

                                                
80 Ibid. 

81 Many thanks to Eddy Fawdry, director of Pollock’s Toy Museum in London, for his 
suggestion that Harvard’s toy theater pieces might be from Harlequin and Padmanaba. 
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“Harlequin and Padmanaba” ran for forty nights, after which Chunee was retired 

from his role, and instead entertained Londoners at Exeter Change.82 By this time the 

menagerie had been installed to great interest and excitement, though Exeter Change 

continued to have its detractors, who still considered it a place of questionable morality 

and ethics. Not only did writers to the newspapers complain about the jungle din and vile 

odors issuing from the Change, they also objected to the cruelty of the small cages used 

to house the animals.83 

Chunee remained at the Exeter Change menagerie almost fifteen years, when he 

suddenly became dangerously violent. He attacked one of his keepers, and later caused 

the death of another. As he grew more restless, threatening to break out of his cage, 

Edward Cross, who now owned the menagerie, decided that Chunee must be killed. The 

violence and barbarity of Chunee’s death caused an uproar among the public. When the 

elephant refused to eat his poisoned food, soldiers were summoned to shoot him, but 152 

musket balls still did not kill him. He was finally dispatched by a keeper who 

disemboweled him with a harpoon. Reports recounted the floor of Chunee’s cage covered 

in blood, and terrible cries by the elephant in his death throes. Newspaper correspondents 

reported on the gruesome execution, protesting the cruelty of Chunee’s treatment. The 

elephant was elegized in leaflets, prints, and eventually on the stage. 

                                                
82 Altick, 311. 

83 Jan Bondeson, The Feejee Mermaid and Other Essays in Natural and Unnatural History 
(Cornell University Press, 1999), 69. 
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Chunee’s popularity, first on the stage and then at the menagerie, his death and 

the reaction to it speaks to the complicated relationship between England and India at this 

time. While fascinated with the Indian exotic, eager to bring aspects of it to London, there 

arose an uneasiness when it became too uncomfortably intertwined with the English. All 

the while things Indian became able to illuminate the shortcomings, the moral flaws and 

the instability of English identity. The work of Tilly Kettle expresses the unique 

experience of Indian Go-Betweens – the Nawabs, his paintings, mobile objects that 

moved between India and London, the nabobs who negotiated their identity both in India 

and at home, and Tilly Kettle himself. These Go-Betweens reveal the two-way 

directionality of the colonial encounter and express the experience of cultural dislocation 

in a way that has not been examined before. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

On Friday, May 16, 1788, English maritime explorer and fur trader John Meares recorded 

his observations of two “Nootka” Indians in his journal:  
Maquilla appeared to be about thirty years, of a middle size, but extremely well 
made, and possessing a countenance that was formed to interest all who saw him. 
Callicum seemed to be ten years older, of an athletic make, and a fine open 
arrangement of features, that united regard and confidence….A present, 
consisting of copper, iron, and other gratifying articles, was made to Maquilla and 
Callicum, who, on receiving it, took off their sea-otter garments, [and] threw 
them, in the most graceful manner, at our feet.1  

Meares was clearly fascinated with the physical features and the “interesting” 

appearance of “Maquilla,” (called Maquinna by his own people), but he also took care to 

describe the performative way in which he laid his cloak on the ground. This was the first 

encounter between Meares and the chief of the Nuu-chah-nulth (whom Captain Cook had 

named Nootka), a people who inhabited what is now called Vancouver Island in British 

Columbia. During the last two decades of the eighteenth century, the chief performed a 

highly negotiated Go-Between role at the nexus of the complicated trade relationships 

between the nations of the Nuu-chah-nulth, the British, and the Spanish. Meares recorded 

a number of interactions with Maquinna in his voyage account, and the diplomatic role 

played by the chief echoes that of the Go-Betweens examined in the previous chapters, as 

                                                
1 John Meares, Voyages Made in the Years 1788 and 1789, from China to the North West 

Coast of America to Which Are Prefixed, an Introductory Narrative of a Voyage Performed in 
1786, from Bengal, in the Ship Nootka; Observations on the Probable Existence of a North West 
Passage; and Some Account of the Trade between the North West Coast of America and China; 
and the Latter Country and Great Britain (London: Sold by J. Walter, 1790), 113–114. 
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does the performance of that role on the Georgian stage and the objects of material 

culture produced afterward.  

Just as the English found with the Cherokee visitors to London, with the Society 

Islanders, and in India among the nawabs as well as the nabobs, these Go-Between 

figures performed a hybrid identity and transculturation that produced cultural anxiety. 

The ability of these “others” so easily to assume the costume, manners, and social habits 

of the English threatened the ideal order of empire as illustrated in the Geographical 

Recreation board game. By enveloping the Native body within the language and visual 

culture of dramatic performance, English artists and writers developed potent strategies 

for confining that anxiety to the realms of fiction where they might examine it safely. 

Descriptive theatrical vocabulary offered a way to do this in visual and textual culture, 

and the literal staging of those bodies treading the boards introduced these fictionalized 

Native subjects to a mass audience of English viewers. Furthermore, material culture 

objects such as games and toys provided yet another form through which to mediate the 

potentially disruptive power of the Go-Between. 

Maquinna’s story provides an ideal concluding example for this study. At a time 

when England was vying for global control of the lucrative Northwest fur trade, 

Maquinna was an important chief at center stage in a set of highstakes and often 

contentious negotiations. Maquinna served as a mediator not only between the 

confederated tribes of the area, but also between the English and the Spanish who 

competed bitterly over trading rights in the Pacific Northwest. Meares’s descriptions of 

Maquinna demonstrate his ability to perform this highly negotiated role with ease, as in 
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the trade encounter described earlier. Maquinna also staged a performance expressly 

intended to be viewed by his English audience, in which he and his fellow chiefs adopted 

the costume of their English visitors and mimicked their social behaviors. The account 

reveals a fascinating interaction in which the Nuu-chah-nulth cast themselves as 

European gentlemen, and bears quoting in full: 
On the 6th [of June] a messenger came on board from Maquilla, with the 
information that he was preparing to make us a very superb present, and to desire 
our attendance once more, in order to receive it. We immediately waited on the 
chief, and found him dressed in an European suit of clothes, with a ruffled shirt, 
and his hair queued and powdered: these decorations of his person were part of 
those presents which [his brother] had received from us, and were, with all their 
weight of copper ornaments, considered as a proud distinction of Nootka royalty. 
The king was surrounded with several chiefs, who were all adorned with some 
particular article of English dress, which appeared to afford an uncommon 
gratification to their vanity; and, on this occasion, they had cleansed their faces 
from all the oil and ochre with which they were usually bedaubed. Indeed, the 
metamorphosis was of such a nature, as, on our first entering the house, to puzzle 
us a little in the recognition of our friends. This circumstance afforded them 
considerable entertainment, which was followed by their rising up and imitating 
our mode of salutation. The manner of taking off their hats, the curious gestures 
they fell into, in scraping and bowing to each other, with a few English words 
which they had acquired, and now repeated aloud, without connexion or 
understanding, composed a scene with which they were delighted, and we could 
not be displeased. When these good-humoured ceremonies were over, the chief 
ordered several very fine sea otter skins to be produced before us, and afterwards 
sent on board the ship.”2 

Here Maquinna and his compatriots are able to perform English costume, speech, 

and gesture with ease. As before, the unity and superiority of the English body is called 

into question by the effortlessness with which the Nuu-chah-nulth are able perform the 

manners and habits of Meares and his companions. Furthermore, this remarkable 

performance suggests a reversal of the curious gaze the English directed at the alien ways 

                                                
2 Meares, 122-23. 
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of Maquinna and his tribe, demonstrating uncomfortably to Meares, accustomed to 

conquest and “Geographical Recreation,” that the cultural perspective of “other” could be 

just as easily assigned to the English. 

In order to manage the dislocating possibilities of the Go-Between figure, as we 

saw with the Cherokees, with Omai, and with nawabs and nabobs, writers and artists 

staged the Nuu-chah-nulth in a way that mediated that possibility. In a print that appears 

to illustrate the first encounter Meares recounted in his journal, the frontispiece to his 

published voyage narrative shows Callicum and Maquinna standing opposite each other, 

their right hands clasped (Figure 5.1).3 Some sources refer to Callicum as Maquinna’s 

brother, but it is uncertain whether they were related by blood. Callicum was the local 

Nootka chief at Tahsis, to which Maquinna’s Yuquot people made an annual retreat. 

Callicum’s head is bare, while Maquinna wears a hat depicting a whale hunt, into which 

are woven the abstracted figures of men in boats who aim spears at large whales. As most 

powerful chief of the Nootka confederation of nations, only Maquinna wears the woven 

plant fiber hat reserved for chiefs. Both men wear long cloaks made from sea otter furs. 

Lest the viewer overlook this, the skinned otter’s empty face is placed just below that of 

Callicum’s, and otter claws hang over Maquinna’s bare right shoulder, the hollows of 

eyes between his shoulders. On the ground, between the two men’s bare feet, are bolts of 

cloth and metal, perhaps copper rings. The men’s bodies are adorned with metal; they 

wear bands around their ankles and wrists, and their ears are pieced with many rings. In 

the distant right background appears a large ship, perhaps Meares’s, and the chiefs’ 

                                                
3 Meares. 
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joined hands obscure a rowboat drawn up on the beach. Nootka boats were long and 

narrow, with pointed bow and stern, like the one in the water behind Callicum, so the 

boat seen between the two men must belong to the ship in the distance. Maquinna points 

downward with his left hand in the direction of the rowboat and Callicum’s hand. 

While to some extent, the two are depicted with an exoticized condescension, 

with their bare feet, nude but for the otter furs, their bodies adorned and pierced with 

copper. At the same time, they could be seen as benign and friendly, confirming the two 

tribes’ trade agreement with the English with their handshake. Their joined hands over 

the rowboat at the center of the composition link the Nootka and their valuable pelts with 

the English traders, whose vessels brought the metal and cloth that lies at their feet. 

Furthermore, the artist has here rendered the encounter between the two important chiefs 

in a way that evokes the theater. Pushed as they are to the very front of the picture plane, 

the chiefs stand on the mostly bare foreground as though on a stage, indisputably 

mannered and theatrical. Little formal distinction is made between the middle- and 

background, causing everything behind Maquinna and Callicum to look somewhat like a 

backdrop or like stage scenery. Here again is a Go-Between figure presented to the 

viewer using the visual language of theater in order to mediate the unsettling potential of 

his hybridity. 

As we have seen, another way that the hybridity of the Go-Between could safely 

be scrutinized was by associating him with the stage character of Harlequin, who also 

possessed the capacity to transform – both himself and other people and objects. The way 

in which Maquinna and some of his compatriots staged a “metamorphosis,” according to 
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Meares, when they dressed in European clothing, performed gestures, and mimicked their 

speech and manners calls to mind the kind of dislocating transformation Harlequin would 

himself perform.4 

The Nuu-chah-nulth body was performed by the English as well, on the London 

stage as part of the “Omai” pantomime, in the grand procession at the end of the play. In 

this scene, the Tahitian dancers that bear gifts at the end of the procession are preceded 

by “Two Men of Nootka Sound; One Woman of ditto” and “Two Men of Oonalashka; 

One Woman of ditto.”5 John Webber had made many drawings of the inhabitants of 

Nootka Sound and of those of Unalaska, in the Aleutian Islands, across the Gulf of 

Alaska from Nootka Sound as he accompanied Captain Cook on his third voyage. In fact, 

Webber’s print of “The Inside of a House in Oonalashka” was adapted by de 

Loutherbourg for the “Omai” set, a model of which survives (Figures 5.2 and 5.3). 

Demonstrating the ease with which Native figures were interchanged in such mediations, 

the central figure in the Webber print is also used to illustrate station #73 in the 

Geographical Recreation, “The inside of a hut on the North-west coast of America.” 

                                                
4 Meares. 

5 O’Keeffe, 22. 
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(Figure 5.4). Here we have a direct link, though Webber’s drawings and prints, to 

Loutherbourg’s set designs and eventually this board game.6 

Of course it was not only people who were Go-Betweens, but things as well. 

Material culture objects mediated the relationship between Native people — whether 

those people were in London or at home — and the Britons with whom they came into 

contact. These objects provided a material locus for the comingling of Native and English 

identity. Reading these objects within the framework of theater and performance theory 

reveals the slippages, the instability, even the assimilation of these identities. In a flap 

book in which the Cherokee body becomes interchangeable with that of Harlequin, in a 

toy theater in which people are transformed into objects or animals, or in a geography 

game that can be arranged to recreate the whirlwind Pacific circumnavigation of 

Omai/Harlequin, the distinctions between the English and the Native body become 

blurred, and the essential unity and superiority of the English body is destabilized. 

A number of stations from the Geographical Recreation resemble scenes and 

representations of the Native people described in the case studies of the previous 

chapters. Station #41, “A Hindoo woman about to be buried alive in her husband’s 

grave,” although taken from print after Balthasar Solvyns (Figures 5.5 and 5.6), bears 

some similarities to Tilly Kettle’s Sati Scene in the drama and theatricality of the subject 

                                                
6 John Webber, “The Inside of a House in Oonalashka,” plate 58 from James Cook, A Voyage 

to the Pacific Ocean (London: Nicholl and Cadell, 1784); set model by Philip James de 
Loutherbourg for the Hut at Kamchatka in John O'Keeffe's pantomime Omai, pen and ink and 
watercolor, oil, on cut out cardboard, 1785, Theatre and Performance Collection, Victoria and 
Albert Museum; “The inside of a hut on the North-west coast of America,” Geographical 
recreation, or, A voyage round the habitable globe, (London: By John Harris, 1809), hand-
colored engraving, Yale Center for British Art. 
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(Figure 4.13). Station #79, “A Otaheitan girl carrying a present” is taken directly from the 

Webber print of the same subject, who also makes an appearance in the Tahitian scene of 

the Geographical Panorama. (Figures 5.7 and 3.21) And station #67 shows “North 

American Indians with a calumet, &c.” taken from a print in the 1803 Geography for the 

Use of Schools, and Young Persons in General (Figure 5.8).7 Though these “North 

American Indians” are not identified specifically by tribe, one cannot help but think of 

the satirical print of Ostenaco and his companions in which the leader is described as “a 

great Warrior who has his calumet” (Figure 2.3). The stations of the Geographical 

Recreation provide a seemingly straightforward way for the English gameplayer to 

occupy colonial lands, and to gaze upon the Native body.  

However, while the instructions of the game dictate that the players move through 

the world in numerical order, from Europe to Asia, and then North and South America to 

Africa, as with the other interactive objects discussed in the previous chapters, the 

consumer of the images playing the game might disrupt the voyage of discovery and 

occupation by performing a magical Harlequinade pursuit. He or she becomes the 

character of Harlequin, transporting a cast of characters around the globe in jarring and 

destabilizing ways, upsetting expected notions of cultural superiority and the essential 

nature of identity. Thus in this interactive game, the same performative and hybrid bodies 

that artists and playwrights worried over appear again to be examined and mediated by 

children of the next generation. The English Empire would continue to experience and 

                                                
7 R. Phillips, Geography for the Use of Schools, and Young Persons in General: Illustrated 

With Fifty Copper-Plates (London: printed for Richard Phillips by T. Gillet, 1803). 
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express the anxiety over the reciprocity of culture between herself and her subjects in the 

nineteenth century.  

The theatrical blending of Native and English identity and its embodiment in the 

objects of material culture are, of course, not limited to the case studies of this 

dissertation, as evidenced in the encounter between Meares and the Nuu-chah-nulth. For 

instance, evidence of Go-Between figures also exists in theatrical productions originating 

in the British West Indies during the fraught period of the slave trade. “Obi; or, Three 

Finger’d Jack” was a pantomime play that debuted at the Haymarket Theatre in 1800 and 

was based on the exploits of Jack Mansong, a Jamaican Maroon who led a slave revolt in 

1780-81. William Webb published a toy theater based on the popular pantomime, in 

which the dark-skinned character of Jack is embodied wielding a cutlass and wearing a 

leopard skin (Figure 5.9). The play included many of the expected pantomime antics and 

magic, in this case with Jack as a stand-in for Harlequin.8 As the free descendants of 

enslaved Africans in Jamaica, the maroons also possessed a hybridity that was quite 

literally dangerous to the British in Jamaica as they engaged in armed conflict with each 

other throughout the eighteenth century. Here again was a way to stage the anxiety over 

transculturation in a way that it could be safely scrutinized.  

In the case of the Cherokee delegation that visited London in 1762, both the stage 

play, “Harlequin Cherokee,” and the turn-up book made afterward represent slippages in 

identity between Ostenaco and Harlequin that provided space for questioning the 

                                                
8 See Peter P. Reed, “Conquer or Die: Staging Circum-Atlantic Revolt in Polly and Three-

Finger’d Jack,” Theatre Journal 59, no. 2 (June 18, 2007): 241–58. 
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valences of power between the English and the Indians. Similarly, Mai could also “go 

between” expectations of culture and status, perhaps in even a more complex way than 

Ostenaco and his compatriots did. For Mai not only performed the habits and manners of 

his London hosts, but also played the role of a member of the Ari’i class of his home 

while he was in England. This double manipulation of his identity, of which he was the 

agent, is reflected in the visual and material culture associated with his two years in 

London. This threat to the established order of class is best represented by the range of 

genres in depicting Mai from the Grand Manner portraiture of Reynolds to his 

appearance in popular ephemera. Many actors “go between” London and India in the 

second half of the eighteenth century. Tilly Kettle, as the first professional English artist 

to visit India, witnessed and recorded the complex interactions between the East India 

Company officers and servants and the local nawabs in Madras, Calcutta, and Faizabad. 

English plays and actors made their way onto the stage in Calcutta, and Native subjects 

and themes appeaed on the London stage. Newly rich nabobs also returned to England to 

a decidedly mixed response from London society. Kettle’s portraits negotiated both 

aesthetic and diplomatic performance as he staged them carefully for the consumption of 

his different audiences. 

These three case studies demonstrate the ways in which the English grappled with 

the cultural anxiety produced by the hybridity of eighteenth-century Go-Betweens. They 

did this by deploying theatrical vocabulary in their written and visual depictions of them 

in addition to staging the Go-Betweens quite literally at Drury Lane or Covent Garden. 

These hybrid figures with the capacity to call into question the essential English 
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superiority of empire could also be mediated through their appearance in material culture, 

from the dignity of Royal Academy portraits to ephemera such as toys and games. 

Containing the anxiety-producing power of the Native people with whom the Empire 

came into contact in the fictive space of theatrical convention provided a safe space in 

which to examine and understand them. 
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Figure 1.1 
 

 
Geographical recreation, or, A voyage round the habitable globe, London: By John 
Harris, 1809, hand-colored engraving, Yale Center for British Art  
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Figure 1.2 
 

 
Geographical recreation, or, A voyage round the habitable globe, detail, London: By 
John Harris, 1809, hand-colored engraving, Yale Center for British Art 
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Figure 2.1 

 
“Austenaco, Great Warriour. Commander in Chief of the Cherokee Nation” 
The British Magazine, July 1762, engraving 
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Figure 2.2 
 

 
Outacite, King of the Cherokees, Court Magazine, August 1762, engraving 
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Figure 2.3 
 

 
George Bickham, The Three Cherokees, came over from the head of the River Savannah 
to London, 1762, n.d., etching and engraving, British Museum  
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Figure 2.4 
 

 
Joshua Reynolds, Portrait of Syacust Ukah, 1762, oil on canvas, Gilcrease Museum 
Gift of the Thomas Gilcrease Foundation, 1964  
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Figure 2.5 
 

 
Francis Parsons, Cunne Shote, Cherokee Chief, 1762, oil on canvas, Gilcrease Museum 
Gift of the Thomas Gilcrease Foundation, 1955 
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Figure 2.6 
 

 
After William Hoare of Bath, Philip, Earl of Chesterfield, 1747-1781, engraving, British 
Museum 
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Figure 2.7 
 

 
Joshua Reynolds, Captain the Honourable Augustus Keppel, 1752-53, oil on canvas,  
National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London, Caird Collection 
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Figure 2.8 
 

 
The Witches; Or, Harlequin Cherokee playbill, 1762, Craven Playbill Collection 
Folger Shakespeare Library 
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Figure 2.9 
 

    
Harlequin Cherokee, 1772, Robert Sayer, publisher, hand-colored engraving, Beinecke 
Library, Yale University 
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Figure 2.10 
 

 
Harlequin Cherokee, pages two and three, closed state 
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Figure 2.11 
 

 
John Miller, A General Prospect of Vaux Hall Gardens, c. 1751, etching,  
Topographical Prints Collection, Lewis Walpole Library 
  



 

 158 

Figure 2.12 
 

 
Robert Wood, The Ruins of Palmyra, 1753, engraving, Lewis Walpole Library 
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Figure 2.13 
 

 
Harlequin Cherokee, page three, top flap open 
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Figure 2.14 
 

 
Vauxhall Gardens shewing the Grand Walk at the entrance of the Garden, & the 
Orchestra with the Musick Playing, 1750-55, Robert Sayer, publisher, etching and 
engraving, The British Museum 
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Figure 2.15 
 

 
Harlequin Cherokee, page one, flaps closed 
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Figure 2.16 
 

 
Austenaco, Great Warrior, Commander in Chief of the Cherokee Nation 
Royal Magazine, July 1762, engraving, Library of Congress 
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Figure 2.17 
 

 
Detail from A Plan Of The Cities Of London And Westminster, And Borough Of 
Southward, With The New Buildings, 1767, showing Temple Bar and Chancery Lane.  
Credit: David Hale and the MAPCO : Map And Plan Collection Online website at 
http://mapco.net/anon/anon.htm 
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Figure 2.18 
 

 
After Samuel Wale, Entrance into the Temple & Temple Bar, 1761, etching, British 
Museum 
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Figure 2.19 
 

     
Harlequin Cherokee, page one, all three states 
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Figure 2.20 
 

 

 
Harlequin Cherokee, page one, top flap closed, bottom flap open 
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Figure 2.21 
 

 

 
Harlequin Cherokee, page three, top flap closed, bottom flap open 
  



 

 168 

Figure 2.22 
 

 
From Gilbert Austin, Chironomia; Or, A Treatise on Rhetorical Delivery, 1806 
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Figure 2.23 
 

 
John Hamilton Mortimer, Robert Bensley as Hubert, William Powell as King John and 
Richard Smith as the Messenger in King John at Covent Garden, 1767, published 1771, 
mezzotint, Harry Beard Collection, Victoria and Albert Museum 
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Figure 3.1 

 
Joshua Reynolds, Omai, c. 1776, oil on canvas, private collection 
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Figure 3.2 

 
Joshua Reynolds, Georgiana (Spencer) Cavendish, Duchess of Devonshire, c. 1775-76, 
oil on canvas, The Huntington Library, Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens 
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Figure 3.3 

detail of Omai 

  



 

 173 

Figure 3.4 

Apollo Belvedere, Roman marble copy of lost Greek bronze, 4th century BCE, Vatican 
Museums, Rome 
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Figure 3.5 

 

William Hodges, Omai, a Polynesian, c. 1774, oil on panel, Hunterian Museum, London 
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Figure 3.6 

James Parry, Omai, Sir Joseph Banks and Daniel Charles Solander, c. 1775-76, oil on 
canvas, National Portrait Gallery, London 
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Figure 3.7 

 
Omiah, A Native of Otaheite, brought to England by Capt. Fourneaux, London Magazine, 
August 1774, engraving, National Library of Australia, Canberra 
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Figure 3.8 

 
Francesco Bartolozzi, Omai a Native of Ulaietea, 1774, engraving after a sketch by 
Nathaniel Dance, National Library of Australia, Canberra 
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Figure 3.9 

Omiah, the Indian from Otaheie presented to their Majesties, 1774, engraving, National 
Library of Australia, Canberra 
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Figure 3.10 

Sidney Parkinson, Sketches of Dancing Girls, 1769, pencil drawing, British Library 
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Figure 3.11 

 
Johann Reinhold Forster, Sketch of a woman in dance costume in Raiatea, 1769, pen and 
ink, Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin Preußischer Kulturbesitz 
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Figure 3.12 
 

 
John Webber, A Dance at Otaheite, 1777, pen, wash, and watercolor, British Library, 
London 
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Figure 3.13 
 

 
John Webber, A Dance in Otaheite, c. 1781-83, pen and watercolor, Dixson Library, 
Library of New South Wales, Sydney 
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Figure 3.14 
 

 
John Webber, A Dance in Otaheite, 1784, engraving by J.K. Sherwin, British Museum, 
London 
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Figure 3.15 
 

 
John Webber, Dancing Girl of Otaheite, 1777, pencil, pen, and wash, Dixson Library, 
Library of New South Wales, Sydney 
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Figure 3.16 
 

 
John Webber, A Young Woman of Otaheite, Dancing, 1784, engraving by J.K. Sherwin, 
British Museum, London 
 
Figure 3.17 
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Plate 7 from Gilbert Austin, Chironomia, Or, A Treatise on Rhetorical Delivery, 1806 
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Figure 3.18 
 

 
Omai playbill, Beinecke Library, Yale University, New Haven, CT  
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Figure 3.19 
 

 
Philippe-Jacques de Loutherbourg, Dancer, 1785, watercolor, National Library of 
Australia, Canberra 
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Figure 3.20 
 

 
A Geographical Panorama, published by Harvey & Darton, 1822, London, Yale Center 
for British Art, New Haven, CT 
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Figure 3.21 
 

 
“A Scene in Otaheite,” A Geographical Panorama, published by Harvey & Darton, 1822, 
London, Yale Center for British Art, New Haven, CT 
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Figure 3.22 
 

 
“The Royal Tiger,” A Geographical Panorama, published by Harvey & Darton, 1822, 
London, Princeton University Library  
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Figure 3.23 
 

 
“A Kamtshatchan travelling in his sledge…,” A Geographical Panorama, published by 
Harvey & Darton, 1822, London, Yale Center for British Art, New Haven, CT 
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Figure 3.24 
 

 
“The open sea. A Whaler in the distance,” A Geographical Panorama, published by 
Harvey & Darton, 1822, London, Yale Center for British Art, New Haven, CT 
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Figure 4.1 
 

 
Joshua Reynolds, Portrait of Giuseppe Marchi, 1753, oil on canvas, Royal Academy of 
Arts 
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Figure 4.2 
 

 
After Tilly Kettle, Ann Elliot as Juno, n.d., published by Robert Sayer, mezzotint, British 
Museum 
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Figure 4.3 
 

 
Tilly Kettle, Mrs. Yates as Mandane in ‘The Orphan of China’, exhibited 1765, oil on 
canvas, Tate Britain 
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Figure 4.4 
 

 
Tilly Kettle, Portrait of the Nabob of Arcot, c. 1770, oil on canvas, Norwich Castle 
Museum & Art Gallery 
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Figure 4.5 
 

 
Tilly Kettle, Muhammad Ali Khan, Nawab of Arcot, c. 1770, oil on canvas, Victoria and 
Albert Museum 
  



 

 199 

Figure 4.6 
 

 
Tilly Kettle, Shuja-ud-Daula and his son, Asaf-ud-Daula, 1772, oil on canvas, Château 
de Versailles 
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Figure 4.7 
 

 
Tilly Kettle, Shuja-ud-Daula, Nawab of Oudh, 1772, oil on canvas, Yale Center for 
British Art, Paul Mellon Collection  
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Figure 4.8 
 

 
Attributed to Mihr Chand, Portrait of Nawab Shuja-ud-Daula, after a portrait by Tilly 
Kettle, and Two Pictures of Beauty, c. 1780, ink, transparent and opaque watercolor, and 
gold on paper mounted on an album page with ornamented borders in ink, transparent 
and opaque watercolor, and gold, Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco 
  



 

 202 

Figure 4.9 
 

 
Unknown artist, Tilly Kettle painting a portrait of Shuja ud-Daula and his ten sons, c. 
1815, watercolor on paper, Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
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Figure 4.10 
 

 
Tilly Kettle, Shuja-ud-Daula, Nawab of Oudh, and four sons with General Barker and 
military officers, 1772, oil on canvas, Victoria Memorial Hall, Kolkata 
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Figure 4.11 
 

 
Tilly Kettle, Hindu Temple Scene, 1770-71, oil on canvas, Oriental Club, London 
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Figure 4.12 
 

 
Tilly Kettle, Dancers, 1770-71, oil on canvas, National Gallery of Modern Art, New 
Delhi 
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Figure 4.13 
 

 
Tilly Kettle, Sati Scene, oil on canvas, private collection 
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Figure 4.14 
 

 
Tilly Kettle, Colonel John Fortnum and Family, c. 1775, oil on canvas, The Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston 
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Figure 4.15 
 

 
From Georges Louis Leclerc de Buffon et al., “La Perruche à collier,” in Histoire 
Naturelle des Oiseaux, 1770, hand-colored engraving, American Philosophical Society 
Library  
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Figure 4.16 
 

 
Indian Jama, 18th century, cotton muslin embroidered with gold, faced with satin 
Victoria and Albert Museum  
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Figure 4.17 
 

 
Tilly Kettle, Two Children in Asian Clothing, c. 1780-86, oil on canvas, The Peabody 
Essex Museum 
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Figure 4.18 
 

 
Anonymous, Harlequin, c. 1768, etching and engraving, British Museum 
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Figure 4.19 
 

 
Anonymous, Trade-Card of W. West, c. 1815, engraving, British Museum 
  



 

 213 

Figure 4.20 
 

 
G. Skelt, West’s New Plate of Harlequins in Various Positions, early 20th century reprint 
of original engraving by William West, 1824, Victoria and Albert Museum 
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Figure 4.21 
 

 
West’s New Pantomime Tricks, 1813, engraving, “Sets and scenery,” Billy Rose Theatre 
Division, The New York Public Library 
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Figure 4.22 
 

 
Skelt’s New Pantomime Tricks, c. 1840s, engraving, Christ Church Special Collections, 
Oxford University 
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Figure 4.23 
 

 
“Harlequin and Padnamaba,” Toy Theater Cut-Out Figure Collection, Undated (MS Thr 
946). Harvard Theatre Collection, Houghton Library, Harvard University 
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Figure 4.24 
 

 
“Harlequin and Padnamaba,” Toy Theater Cut-Out Figure Collection, Undated (MS Thr 
946). Harvard Theatre Collection, Houghton Library, Harvard University 
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Figure 5.1 
 

 
Thomas Stoddard, Callicum and Maquilla. Chiefs of Nootka Sound, engraved by Robert 
Pollard, aquatint and engraving, 1790, Library Company of Philadelphia 
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Figure 5.2 
 

 
Set model by Philip James de Loutherbourg for the Hut at Kamchatka in John O'Keeffe's 
pantomime Omai, pen and ink and watercolor, oil, on cut out cardboard, 1785, Theatre 
and Performance Collection, Victoria and Albert Museum 
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Figure 5.3 
 

 
John Webber, “The Inside of a House in Oonalashka,” plate 58 from James Cook, A 
Voyage to the Pacific Ocean (London: Nicholl and Cadell, 1784). Graphic Arts 
Collection GA 106, Princeton University 
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Figure 5.4 
 

 
“The inside of a hut on the North-west coast of America,” Geographical recreation, or, A 
voyage round the habitable globe, London: By John Harris, 1809, hand-colored 
engraving, Yale Center for British Art  
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Figure 5.5 
 

 
“A Hindoo woman about to be buried alive in her husband’s grave,” Geographical 
recreation, or, A voyage round the habitable globe, London: By John Harris, 1809, hand-
colored engraving, Yale Center for British Art 
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Figure 5.6 
 

 
from Balthasar Solvyns, A catalogue of 250 coloured etchings: descriptive of the 
manners, customs, character, dress, and religious ceremonies of the Hindoos, 1799, 
etching, Yale Center for British Art. 
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Figure 5.7 
 

 
“A Otaheitan girl carrying a present,” Geographical recreation, or, A voyage round the 
habitable globe, London: By John Harris, 1809, hand-colored engraving, Yale Center for 
British Art 
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Figure 5.8 
 

 
“North American Indians with a calumet, &c.” Geographical recreation, or, A voyage 
round the habitable globe, London: By John Harris, 1809, hand-colored engraving, Yale 
Center for British Art 
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Figure 5.9 
 

 
“Webb’s Characters & Scenes in Three Fingered Jack,” c. 1850, engraving, Sammlung 
Berlin Archiv für Kunst und Geschichte. 
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