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constructed by two unlikely candidates: Laura Keene and P. T. Barnum. While
Edwin Booth and the members of Lester Wallack’s company stuck to Shakespeare
and the standard repertory, these purveyors of lowbrow entertainment offered topical
pieces that made manifest the carnivalesque spirit of pre-war New York and served
as a corporeal mirror reflecting texts that redefined the body politic and produced
multiple meanings (possibly pro-South, possibly pro-North, possibly both
simultaneously—this is who we are, this is who the Union is). Yet such carnivalesque
expressions ceased as the outbreak of war in Charleston in April served to “fix”
American identity, and the theatre became a manufactory of “myth,”
propagandistically working to construct “‘the cause,” as opposed to a site for more
playful investigations. Indeed, once this myth-making begins, performance is
[dis]embodied and the artifact—the flag, statues of Washington, relics from Fort
Sumter—figuratively replace the polymorphous mirror. Thus, I would like also to
discuss how the use of the body in lowbrow performance (as it constructs and
reconstructs) serves to elucidate “high brow” notions of national identity.
Furthermore, [ will explore the conditions under which the material body, as a
reflection of culture, becomes threatening to a hegemony bent on going to war.

Lincoln’s first inaugural address, delivered in March 1861, offered two possible
ways to envision the American republic in the wake of secession: as (1) “an
association of States in the nature of contract merely” or (2) a “government proper.”
And while Lincoln was convinced of the right way, the inhabitants of New York
City were not so sure. James McPherson describes pre-war New York as a “nursery
of pro-Southern sentiment™ evidenced by newspaper editorials, Mayoral statements,
and cultural expression. “The City of New York belongs almost as much to the
South as to the North,” wrote the Evening Post in February 1861—and with good
reason.’ The financial health of New York City depended upon the cotton industry:
Five southern states alone created $200 million worth of business annually. Yet a
precarious credit system threatened this “pot of gold” as roughly ninety percent of
this potential gain was outstanding.® Talk of imminent war engendered uncertainty
and near panic in the city as 1861 dawned. In March, the New York Clipper wrote,
“The uncertain state of our political affairs renders it difficult to make calculations
for the future. . . . [W]e are all abroad in our reckonings, floating about in wild
disorder.””” Indeed so poignant was local bewilderment over national affairs that
mayor Fernando Wood called for the secession of New York City on January 7%
and, while unsuccessful, enjoyed moderate support. “Were we at the North only
united, of one mind, loyal to government, I should not fear civil war,” George
Templeton Strong confided to his diary; his reflections suggest the decided lack of
any collective city consciousness; New Yorkers were unhinged and anything seemed
possible in these “disjointed days.”®

New York City’s quandary of alliance was relatively unique, which is why it
becomes such a good site for analysis. Other Northern cities—Philadelphia,






32 Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism

This new second act followed upon the decorative (and also mutable) heels of
the “Grand Triumphal March of the Corps Des Zouaves” performed by Laura’s
company of cross-dressed soldiers at the end of act one. Prior to the addition of
“Uncle Sam’s Magic Lantern,” this faux military review was the highlight of The
Seven Sisters and attracted a great deal of attention from New York Theatre critics
(perhaps because its transvestite militia communicated a material category crisis
in microcosm and foreshadowed a national category crisis in macrocosm). The
Zouaves were a New York infantry regiment organized by Union Colonel Elmer
Ellsworth, a personal friend of Lincoln’s, who gained experience in this seemingly
eccentric form of soldiering by training a volunteer group in Chicago prior to the
war. Ellsworth’s soldiers imitated certain French military units who themselves
borrowed the idea for their flamboyant uniform from Algerian mountain tribes.
After Fort Sumter, Ellsworth organized a group of New York firemen as the “Fire
Zouaves,” officially the Eleventh Regiment of New York State Volunteers. New
York papers commented on the appeal of Keene’s “regiment”:

The Zouave drill takes the shine out of the crack company of the
Seventh Regiment; on a clear day Laura’s Zouaves would fill
Broadway and cram the Battery. We would respectfully suggest,
in consideration of the prevailing political troubles, that the
gallant Carolinians get Laura’s Zouaves down to Charleston, and
let them draw Maj. Anderson out of Fort Sumpter [sic], he would
never fire on such a corps, and couldn’t stand a charge from
their eyes and muskets.!”

Keene’s cross-dressed representation of the Zouaves proved more than a spectacular
and titillating leg show, however; it may also be read as a reversal of order, a comic
inversion of Ellsworth’s regiment of Bowery toughs. For Keene, women became
the protectors in a seemingly Aristophanic “Happy Idea” that identified wartime
anxieties; yet her female troupe also assuaged burgeoning concerns by introducing
such ludicrous Yankee defenders. In their billowing trousers, loose tunics, and fez,
Keene’s corps sought to defend a nation struggling with secessional crisis, their
transvestism identifying, as Garber would argue, an “irresolvable conflict or
epistemological crux that destabilizes comfortable binarity, and displaces the
resulting discomfort onto a figure that already inhabits, indeed incarnates, the
margin.”'® Despite democratic, pre-war New York’s almost desperate celebration
of compromise between North and South (the “comfortable binarity”)," “Uncle
Sam’s Magic Lantern”—Tlike the femme Zouave—surveyed the margin, for within
this performance text, the destabilizing female body, a signifier of category crisis,
becomes also a site for various expressions of nationhood. Through representations
of the female body, crisis is both identified and subsequently investigated.
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“organize a world without contradiction.” The events of April 12% and 13%, 1861
profoundly altered representations of Union identity in New York City. Almost
immediately after Major Anderson’s wearied federal garrison surrendered to General
Beauregard after thirty-three hours of bombardment by four thousand shot and
shells, carnival began to turn to myth as news of Fort Sumter galvanized the North.
This almost bloodless engagement in Charleston harbor signaled an end to theatrical
identity exploration and rather became the catalyst for a mythic construction of
American nationhood. As Civil War historians Mark E. Neely, Jr., and Harold Holzer
explain, “The Union presence in Charleston may have died when Fort Sumter
surrendered, but with its death the Union image was born.”*

Former (more protean) definitions of country would no longer serve; the North
would conceive of itself anew. No longer adrift, “floating about in wild disorder,”
the Union became, according to a reporter for the Tribune, “like a ship getting
ready for action, she wants to get all the lumber overboard; or it is like a merchant
winding up his old affairs to commence a new business, he wants to get rid of all
the old debts, and entanglements, and affairs, that he may give his undivided
attention to his new relations.”* While American Studies scholars Neil Campbell
and Alasdair Kean argue that American identity is “a constant shifting territory™
that denies “fixity and stasis,” this moment in American history required fixity, or
at least supposed fixity, mythic fixity, a cause.

“Everyone’s patriotism is rampant and demonstrative now,” Strong remarked
in his diary; “God be praised for the unity of feeling here. It is beyond, very far
beyond, anything I hoped for. . . . The national flag flying everywhere; every cart
horse decorated.”* The American flag and likenesses of Washington saturated public
discourse, these icons ushering in a “New Eden” or “New Creation” as the Union
had now become. New York newspapers and trade periodicals established new
regular columns with titles like “Our Flag, Our Country, and the Constitution” that
featured weekly poems such as “Our Flag” and “The New Birth.” “Our nation hath
been born again, Regenerate by a second birth,” sounded one contributor, while
another described the Union as the “Sampson of nations” and called upon “Mount
Vernon to awaken its dead.”3¢

Both civic and theatrical demonstrations testified to the ubiquity of this Union
myth through the performance of artifact. On April 20", over a quarter of a million
people crammed Union Square for a pro-Union rally, presided over by Sumter’s
hero Major Anderson (lauded despite his surrender), to celebrate the New York
Seventh Regiment’s departure for the capitol. Strong describes it as a “mass-
meeting,” Barnum as a “monster Union meeting”; penned Strong, “Few assemblages
have equaled it in numbers and unanimity.”>’ At this event, the statue of Washington
that ornamented Union Square was made to “share its pedestal with a new
adornment: the same great banner of the conquered Fort Sumter.”?® On the same
day, Barnum ran an add in the New York Tribune stating that the museum had a
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of the grotesque lurking behind both Barnum’s Virginia dwarfs and Uncle Sam’s
imposing figure, for Barnum’s Dixie visitors serve both as signifiers of hegemonic
order (Union as strong/Confederacy as weak) and of potential disorder as the battle
of Manassas would soon prove. Similarly, Keene’s burletta never lost its final grand
transformation scene, the “Birth of the Butterfly in the Bower of the Ferns,” which
followed “Uncle Sam’s Magic Lantern” and concluded The Seven Sisters.*® This
spectacular final image perhaps suggests an overarching carnival performance text
that controls all Civil War theatricals: as the Butterfly strains to emerge from her
chrysalis and glories in her metamorphosis, “a new nation, conceived in liberty”
looks somehow forward to receiving—in the midst of certain agony and death—a
“new birth of freedom.”
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