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Reconstructing Early Circus: Entertainments at Astley’s 
Amphitheatre, 1768-1833 (Research) 

Names of entrant: Leith Davis 

Affiliation/Organisation/Company: Simon Fraser University 

Job title(s): Professor 

 

URL: https://dhil.lib.sfu.ca/circus/ 

Summary: “Reconstructing Early Circus” features digital images and searchable transcriptions of 

newspaper clippings and other materials from sixty years of performances at the first circus venue, 
Astley’s Amphitheatre, offering a new perspective on this neglected form of mass entertainment as 
well as fresh insight into 18th- and 19th-century politics and culture. 

Abstract: “Reconstructing Early Circus” features digital images and transcriptions of the contents 

of the three-volume collection, “Astley’s Cuttings From Newspapers, 1768-1833” held at the British 
Library (Th. Cts. 35-37). This material, chiefly newspaper advertisements and other materials 
regarding the performances at the first circus, Astley’s Amphitheatre, allows us to trace the genre 
back to the equestrian performances of Philip Astley and his wife, Patty, at Ha’penny Hatch, 
Lambeth in the late 1760’s. It offers a window into the history of circus in order to help us learn more 
about this neglected popular entertainment and about the age in which it flourished. As the data 
indicates, the first spectacles at Astley’s consisted largely of feats of horsemanship. But the nightly 
entertainments soon came to incorporate other acts such as acrobatics, musical automatons, a 
“learned horse,” trained bees swarming around their trainer in the shape of a wig, pantomimes, 
fireworks, hot air balloons, shadow puppets and comic songs. Political events such as the siege of 
Quebec, the storming of the Bastille and the Battle of Trafalgar all made an appearance onstage at 
Astley's, while British colonial global encounters were also represented in performances such as the 
death of Captain Cook, displays of weaponry by "Catabaw INDIANS" and exploits by a character 
impersonating "Tipoo Sultan”. In short, the performances at Astley’s offered a public space which 
re-mixed current events along with the latest novelties, including a variety of astonishing physical 
entertainments (Astley’s son performed a minuet on the backs of several galloping horses). Given 
Astley’s huge popularity, it was small wonder that it inspired rival circus sites within London and the 
rest of the British Isles as well as in Europe and North America. 

https://dhil.lib.sfu.ca/circus/
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“Reconstructing Early Circus” makes the performances and performers of early circus easily 
searchable for scholars and members of the general public. It offers new opportunities for research 
into the politics and culture of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, including a wide variety of 
subjects such as: popular culture, advertising, the history of public spaces, women acrobats and 
British colonialism. It also provides data which can be usefully combined with data from other 
projects such as the British Library’s “In the Spotlight” project in order to provide a deeper 
understanding of theatre and popular entertainment. 

Research Question: Scholars agree that the growth of popular theatrical entertainment in the 

long eighteenth century was a huge cultural phenomenon. It is estimated that more people attended 
theatre than read novels or poetry. But how do we study the content and impact of those ephemeral 
theatrical entertainments? The history of the theatrical performance we know now as circus in 
particular has faded from view due its later history and to its falling between the cracks of different 
academic disciplines. In an effort to better understand the politics and culture of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century and to learn more about the role of circus in re-presenting political and cultural 
events of the time, I started combing the archives of the British Library during a research trip in July, 
2017, looking for playbills and any ephemera that might yield clues to this problem. My researches 
were rewarded with the discovery of a remarkable but little-known resource housed at the BL: 
“Astley’s Cuttings From Newspapers, 1768-1833” (Th. Cts. 35-37). “Astley’s Cuttings From 
Newspapers, 1768-1833” holds the key to the research question I was posing in that it represents 
the performances held at Astley’s Amphitheatre during its first sixty years. It offers direct insight into 
how Britons consumed national and international events night after night during this important time 
period. 

How does your project showcase British Library digital content? 

“Reconstructing Early Circus” represents newly digitized content from the British Library’s 
collections: specifically, 2948 images and transcriptions of newspaper clippings and other materials 
from the three volumes labelled “Astley’s Cuttings From Newspapers, 1768-1833” (Th. Cts. 35-37). 
These materials were originally collected by the theatre manager and author of The Theatric Tourist, 
James Winston (1779-1843) around 1817 in preparation for a history of theatre which he never 
wrote. They were obtained by the British Library in the late nineteenth century. They constitute what 
we might think of as an early database of material. My project, “Reconstructing Early Circus,” brings 
Winston’s collection into public view for the first time.   

In addition to including newly digitized material from the British Library’s collections, “Reconstructing 
Early Circus” also draws attention to future research which I plan to conduct, including a comparison 
of the data featured on "Reconstructing Early Circus" with the data from in the British Library's "In 
the Spotlight" project. The "In the Spotlight" data includes references to individual performances and 
performers as well as themes that also occur in the entertainments at Astley's. "In the Spotlight" 
includes, for example, numerous references to  "Harlequin"; a comparable search for "Harlequin" 
on the "Reconstructing Early Circus" site returns 1088 hits for this term. Comparing data between 
the two datasets can shed light on what critic Jane Moody calls the “permeable boundaries” between 
the minor and patent theatres of the eighteenth and nineteenth century (Illegitimate Theatre in 
London, 1770-1840, 6) and can further enhance the perspective of both digital projects. 

What was your approach (methodology)? 

Research methods for this project suggest the symbiotic relationship between material and digital 
culture, as they run the gamut from the traditional to the DH-oriented. Over the course of a week in 
late July, 2017, my research assistant and I took separate digital photos of the all items in the three 
volumes of ““Astley’s Cuttings From Newspapers”. With funding from the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada and internal funding from the English Department at Simon 
Fraser University, I was able to hire and train four undergraduate students to complete transcriptions 
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of the all the separate printed items. Then, working with the team from Simon Fraser University’s 
Digital Humanities Innovation Lab, I created the “Reconstructing Early Circus” to showcase the topic 
of early circus and to make the data available to students, scholars and interested members of the 
public. This involved creating meta-data for each item (including Handwritten Number, Written Date, 
Date, Category, and Source) and making the transcriptions searchable. Important aspects of the 
display of the data include the normalization of dates and the creation of a taxonomy of categories 
for the clippings. The project was shared publicly in January, 2020. The documentation for the 
project is available at: https://dhil.lib.sfu.ca/circus/docs/sphinx/index.html 

Did you face any challenges, and if so how did you overcome them? 

The biggest challenge I faced with this project was finding a way to digitally organize and present 
the data that I obtained in a way that would make it accessible to other researchers. I do not have a 
background in DH, but I have been very fortunate to have been able to work with the Digital 
Humanities Innovation Lab at Simon Fraser University. They helped me realize the vision that I had 
for the project. Finding funding for the project (particularly for the transcriptions of 3,000 items) was 
also a challenge. The intensive transcription work of the project would not have been possible 
without generous funding from SFU’s Department of English and the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada. 

Impact your project has made 

To date, the project has led to one academic publication in a major journal in my field: Leith Davis, 
“Between Archive and Repertoire: Astley’s Amphitheatre, Early Circus, and Romantic-Era Song 
Culture” (Studies in Romanticism 58:4 [Winter, 2019], 451-479). This research will also be included 
in the monograph on circus in the transatlantic arena on which I am working ("National Routes and 
Transatlantic Routes of Early Theatre"). 

The project has also been shared on two blogs: the "Romantic National Song Project" blog 
(https://rnsn.glasgow.ac.uk/blog/) and the British Library Lab's Digital Scholarship blog 
(https://blogs.bl.uk/digital-scholarship/).  

I have also presented the project in two public talks: at the "Song and the City" workshop organized 
by King’s College, London and Notre Dame University Global Gateway in London, England (Oct., 
2017) and an invited talk at National University of Ireland, Galway (Dec., 2019). In addition, I shared 
information about the project at a Digital Humanities workshop in Washington DC (March, 2019) in 
conjunction with the “Women in Print Culture” conference held at the Folger Library.  

The project has been supported and enhanced by funding from the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada 2017 Small SSHRC Grant and from Simon Fraser University’s 
Department of English FIC Grants in 2017 and 2018.  

"Reconstructing Early Circus" has also been used as an example by SFU’s Digital Humanities 
Innovation Lab for project consultations, particularly those involving transcriptions, and it has also 
served to showcase interface options for navigation. The project also featured this year in the DHIL’s 
annual report to suggest the way that DH encourages a rethinking of traditional ways of doing 
scholarship.  

Plans for future impact for the project include an expansion of the data in project to include 
transnational routes of early circus; use of the project for courses on eighteenth-century culture; as 
well as several public outreach events, including a (post-COVID) circus arts workshop (depending 
on additional funding). 

https://dhil.lib.sfu.ca/circus/docs/sphinx/index.html
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Background information of submitter (or team) 

As a professor in the Department of English, I research and teach long eighteenth-century literature, 
culture and media history. My published works include: Acts of Union: Scotland and the Negotiation 
of the British Nation (Stanford UP, 1998) and Music, Postcolonialism and Gender: The Construction 
of Irish Identity, 1724-1874 (Notre Dame UP, 2005); two co-edited editions: Scotland and the 
Borders of Romanticism (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2004) and Robert Burns and Transatlantic 
Culture (Ashgate, 2012); and many articles in academic journals. I am currently completing a 
monograph entitled Mediating Cultural Memory in Britain and Ireland, 1688-1745 which explores 
sites of cultural memory in the British archipelago within the context of the shifting media ecology of 
the eighteenth century. As the Director of Simon Fraser University's Centre for Scottish Studies 
(http://www.sfu.ca/scottishstudies.html), I have extensive experience with mobilizing research 
between the university and the general public, including combining community outreach with the 
academic program for the World Congress of Scottish Literatures in Vancouver in June, 2017 
(https://dialoguesanddiasporas.wordpress.com). 
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