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1. Introduction 
 
Ira Aldridge was the first Black actor to establish a successful career on the British stage. Born in New 
York, he came to England in 1824, first appearing at a London theatre the following year. At first, 
Aldridge received a mixed reception. Starring in Othello at the Theatre Royal in Bath in 1832, local 
contemporary reviews praised his talent. A year later, Aldridge made his West End debut. London 
audiences responded positively but critics were shocked by the idea of a Black actor and the play was 
soon cancelled. Later in his career, Aldridge successfully toured Europe, establishing a reputation that 
led to his triumphant return to the London stage in 1855. He died on tour in Poland, having become 
one of the highest paid actors in the world.  

Best known for his Shakespearean roles, this portrait depicts Aldridge as Othello. It is an anonymous 
copy after a painting by James Northcote. The original portrait was considered the ‘best executed’ 
work in the 1826 exhibition of the Royal Manchester Institution, now in Manchester City Art Gallery, 
where the Northcote painting can be seen on display today.  

2. Participants 

 Families  

 Black Families Education Support Group Project: Young people aged 12-15  

 Young people aged 11-18  

 MA Students  

 Adults 
 



3. Activity 

 

    

 
Black Families Education Support Group project  
This project with 11 young people aged 12-15 from the Black Families Education Support Group was 
the main focus of activity during the portrait loan. A collaboration with Bath Spa University
, the young people  took part in drama and portrait- painting workshops,  inspired by Aldridge ’s

 story and the positive role model he presents.  The drama  workshops were led by one of 
the University’s Acting graduates.  
 
The Museum also worked with Theatre Royal Bath. The final drama session was held there so that the 
participants could ‘tread the boards’ on the very stage where Ira Aldridge had performed in 1832.  
 
Participants learnt about: 

 Aldridge’s story 

 Aldridge as a role model for young black people and for anyone aspiring to be an actor 

 How to ‘read’ a portrait 

 What home might mean to an actor who was always travelling 

 Acting warm-up techniques 

 Drama skills – combining poses from other theatrical portraits in the collection with the 
delivery of facts about Ira Aldridge 

 About the history of the Theatre Royal where Ira performed 

 About ‘behind the scenes’ at the Theatre Royal 

 How to draw and paint a portrait: line, tone, shadow, colour mixing 
 
 
Family Workshop 
During the February half-term holiday, the Museum held free family drop-in mornings, inviting 
families to view and find out more about the portrait and to create early 19th century-style theatre 
posters featuring themselves in a Shakespearean role. 
 
Participants learnt about: 

 Aldridge’s story 

 How to ‘read’ a portrait  



 19th century theatre posters 

 Some famous Shakespearean characters 
 

 
Art Masterclass 
11 - 18 year-olds studied the portrait of Ira Aldridge to learn about portraiture and create their own 
self-portraits. 

 
Participants learnt about: 

 Aldridge’s story 

 How to ‘read’ a portrait 

 How to draw and paint a portrait: line, tone, shadow, colour mixing 
 

 
‘Up Late’ event 
The portrait also inspired the theme of a ‘late’ event, where MA Acting students from Bath Spa 
University performed ‘pop-up’ scenes from Shakespeare throughout the galleries. 
 
Participants learnt about: 

 Aldridge’s story 

 A variety of Shakespeare’s plays - from comedy to tragedy  
 

 
Throughout the loan period, visitors were encouraged to leave written or drawn responses to the 
question ‘What does home mean to you’?  These responses were collected in a ‘post-box’ close to the 
painting.  
 
 

Drama workshops for schools were also advertised, but with no take-up – possible due to short lead-

in time.  

An ‘in conversation’ event with Lolita Chakrabarti (author of Red Velvet – a play about Ira Aldridge) 

was cancelled due to low ticket sales. 

 
 

4. Outcomes and reflections 

 
The work with the Black Families Education Support Group was particularly significant for the 
Museum.  They had contacted the Museum around three years previously, to ask if any positive Black 
role models were depicted in the displays (beyond slavery). At the time, the Museum was unable to 
offer them anything in response, so this loan was the ideal opportunity to engage with them and to 
begin to address this. 
 
The collaborations with Bath Spa University Acting Department and the Theatre Royal help to ensure 

the delivery of a really high-quality project, with in-depth engagement, rather than just a ‘one-off’ 

visit.   

 



5. Selected feedback 

  
Responses collected in the ‘post-box’ included: 
 
“To me, home is the smell of South Tel Aviv in the summer, when there is always sounds of liveliness 
buzzing and sweat drips off you. It’s my mother’s essential oils and a bare tile floor. Flowers in spring 
at night. It’s my dad’s smell and books I remember being read to me.” 
 
“Family” 
 
‘’Home’ means to me a place of refuge, safety and love - but also a place from which one can go forth 
into the world. It is entirely appropriate, therefore, that Ira Aldridge should be displayed in Bath where 
his work was acclaimed and from which he toured Europe. (Interesting to note reactions to a black 
actor at a time when slavery was abolished).”  
 
“Somewhere you feel comfortable to be you” 
 

 

 

 

 

 


