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Abstract
Lydia Thompson, the nineteenth-century British dancer and comedienne, had an active following in America and achieved immense success there – more so than in her own country, in terms of fandom and remuneration. The impact of Thompson’s performances on audiences is considered here, in order to reveal the parasocial relationships her public persona inspired in her female fans in the United States. This essay relies on the life writing of Thompson and one of her fans to evidence the ways in which celebrity culture mediated transatlantic cultural exchange in the mid to late nineteenth century. Focus is cast on the encounters and parasocial interactions – interactions that occur across a significant social distance – between Thompson and her fans and how this exposed her cultural consumers to new constructions of public and private identity. It explores how, and on what terms, Lydia Thompson became an ‘intimate stranger’ (Schickel, 1985) to her female fans, and in what ways, she was a ‘celebrity’. 
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Introduction

Recent scholarship has demonstrated that during a time of shifting social norms in mid-nineteenth-century America celebrities such as Lydia Thompson became important because they offered ‘illusory personal relationships in an increasingly impersonal world; celebrities people[d] a sensational fictional community accessible to all, [b]ut they also function[ed] as a sort of social mirror.’ (Sentilles, 2003: 6) What this article posits is that nineteenth-century celebrities also functioned as aspirational figures with whom fans could identify. Thompson, I argue, did just this – too well, perhaps because she attracted several obsessive fans. Her celebrated persona says much about the era in which she operated. Thompson had an ardent American fan base of both sexes at a time when women’s participation in and relationship to the popular theatre and popular culture more generally was substantial, though inaccurately reported in or absent from current celebrity studies scholarship. This article seeks to redress this, and to show that Thompson was not merely a popular female performer but one of those ‘notable nineteenth-century women’ that may have led the field as ‘an early example of the ‘“star” model of celebrity that looms so large today’ (Berlanstein, 2004: 83). Further, Thompson’s example justifies Berlanstein’s comment that ‘historians have overlooked a noteworthy feature of bourgeois culture in the nineteenth century’ by not accounting for the popular culture and cultural producers that appealed to so many people with limited social standing or education in new ‘mass-consumer, media-saturated democracies’ (2004: 82). In discussing Thompson’s appeal, this article carefully examines the type of parasocial relationships her fans had with her during her first American tour (1868 – 1874) by focusing on the diary of one of her ardent admirers, Emma Waite.  Parasocial relationships (PSR) are unilateral relationships formed between viewers and celebrities and are ultimately illusory; they are ‘internal private relationships affecting only the viewer’ (Giles, 2000a: 128). Giles discusses the substitutive properties available to the fan who becomes involved in PSR, (60-67) agreeing with Rojek (2001:52) and Elliot (1999:139) in acknowledging that PSRs are increasingly seen in a society where family and community relations have ‘fragmented’ and where individuals are increasingly isolated (148), which was very definitely the case with Waite – a free woman of colour newly arrived in New York City with no stronghold of family to support her. 
A Marketable Celebrity 
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Figure 1: Lydia Thompson, The Pet of the Public or the ‘I’m Looking at You’ Poster c. 1865
.

Lydia Thompson was born Eliza Hodges Thompson on 19 February 1838. Her father passed away in her infancy and her mother remarried a publican. She grew up above a pub near Euston in London. She took to dancing at an early age and on the strength of this began to tour the continent as a teenager. She claims she was 4’6’ at this time, and that she never grew taller than 4’11’ (Thompson, 1893: 12), but that she supported her stepfather and her mother’s other children on the strength of this touring (1893: 11). Before the age of 16 Thompson was shouldering the responsibilities of an adult male breadwinner through international touring. Her memoirs are littered with the name-dropping and sensational tales that publicists would later use to pre-advertise her American tours. But the gifts and the gossip were much more than frivolities; they offered her a certain protection and freedom from her working-class childhood – something Roof (2009, 122) observes as ‘fame’s aura’ acting as a ‘self-corrective’ – by validating her despite her working-class beginnings. Evidence suggests she would have been more than happy to have terminated her career at twenty-five and remained a posthumous footnote in the annals of the popular stage, were it not for the tragic death of her first husband months after the birth of her only daughter, Zeffie, in 1864. Moreover, Thompson’s memoirs attest to her conflict at maintaining respectability while earning a living as a touring artist. As her business relied on her public and its investment in her mediated image, she often obscured aspects of her private life to offer. spectators what they wanted to see. A direct example of this was Thompson’s keeping her second marriage to her manager Alexander Henderson, in late 1869, a ‘secret’ because Thompson would prove a much bigger draw at the box office if it were not public knowledge that she was a married woman. Hiding a husband would have also helped her to obscure her age – she was thirty-two, not at all in the first flush of youth – when she arrived in America with her troupe for a limited East Coast engagement. 

On Monday, 28 September 1868 the Lydia Thompson Troupe opened in the burlesque of Ixion at Wood’s Theatre in New York City. Nineteenth-century burlesque should not be confused with, as is often the case, modern burlesque. Thompson’s burlesques were not, strictly speaking, a ‘liberal unabashed girl display’ (Zeidman, 1967:23) or a ‘leg-show’ (Estevan, 1939), nor did they contain overt sexual themes. This distinction is crucial as the evidence suggests that Thompson did not personally commit to a campaign of overt sexualisation in her career (Thompson, 1893: 82). Dancing – Thompson’s strong suit – was a big feature in burlesque and dances were the highlight of her heavily costumed performances. Her performances also relied on satire, japes, subversive mockery, and rhetorical fun derived from quick assimilation of topical and local news – much more like the vestiges of pantomime that remain in Britain today. In 1868, burlesque was (with the possible exception of a performance called The Black Crook that premiered in New York a year previously) an entirely new form of entertainment in the United States. This new form of popular theatre that featured women dressed as men, sharp-tongued repartee and a scandalous show of leg was an immediate success and by the end of 1868, it became clear that her tour would extend indefinitely. As early as February 1869, New York advertisers were referring to the company, more familiarly, as ‘The British Blondes’. Thompson’s agency and complicity in this branding is largely irrelevant as quite quickly copycat burlesque troupes (both American and British) made an emphasis on the British Blonde Brand essential in order to profile and authenticate Thompson’s Tour as the ‘first and original’ British Blonde product, and not an imitation. 
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Figure 2: Lydia Thompson and her British Blondes, Studio Portrait, 1869

Extant portraits (figure 2) indicate that not all of Thompson’s troupe were, in point of fact, blonde (1893: 112; also, Burnham, 1917: 34) – nor, indeed were all of them British (1893: 97); however, such cultural and material specificity did not prevent the creation of a branding strategy. Thompson was herself blonde and British and these attributes provided her troupe with specific and distinguishable cultural capital that differentiated them and their performances within the popular culture marketplace and on all three of her consecutive tours. Her first tour, between 1868 and 1874, was the longest and took her across the American Midwest as far as California, down to New Orleans, and up through the South on her way back to the North East. This was followed by a second, more limited tour in 1876 that took her South from the North East, North to Chicago, and back out East and home again. A final farewell tour of the burlesque in 1882 was cut short due to her illness and frustration with the change in popular tastes away from political japes and toward a risqué sexualised performance – something she was adamant to distance herself from (1893: 82). From 1885 she would return to the United States, where she admitted she had an interested and ardent fan base, and performed in various farces and drawing room comedies, but she ceased performing burlesque in 1882.

Because Thompson was a foreigner, negative commentary and press directed at her character and persona did not occur immediately on her arrival in the US, but it did occur a few months later when she had made it clear that she would be touring much longer than originally anticipated. Critics of Thompson and those on or associated with her tour used aspects of her celebrity and her performances that she marketed (her blondeness, her Britishness, and her burlesque) to denigrate her. Olive Logan was perhaps the most vocal and ardent of her detractors in the US. She criticised Thompson for spoiling the market and threatening the integrity of the classical American actress with her popular brand of satirical pantomime that offered fleshy limbs for ocular consumption. Logan describes Thompson and her troupe as: 

brazen faced, clog-dancing creatures, with dyed yellow hair and padded limbs, who have come here in droves across the ocean; blonde-haired burlesque women of ‘perfidious Albion’; British novelties…with a very good imitation of an English accent; and, an army of burlesque women taking ship to America (Logan, 1870: 585 and 586, emphasis added).
This kind of commentary is both negative and positive: negatively, Thompson was xenophobically victimised by Logan; but one significant positive implication of Logan’s critique was to produce in Thompson’s foreignness a frame for allowable transgression. (Gundykunst, 1985: 167–168). Thus, Thompson could afford to be seen as more transgressive, both on and off stage, than any respectable American dancer by virtue of her foreignness. Even before she arrived in the United States, Thompson’s publicist, Archie Goodwin, was well aware of the marketability of his client’s transgressiveness. He specifically marketed her via the talked-about-ness of her attractiveness, her career, her success in Europe, and, in particular, her ardent admirers. He made it known that one of her male fans committed suicide (Thompson, 1893:13) and another was threatened with police arrest (18-19); that she dined with Princes (1893: 14, 20, 21, 26, 36); was showered with money and handsome presents (41); was pursued by a police spy (18-19); danced with Roma Gypsies (39), and had a “female stalker” (51-52). His intention to stir up interest based on insinuated transgressiveness was a typical strategy for the construction of celebrity by ensuring that ‘at every post-house [the would-be celebrity]  must run the gauntlet of a crowd’ of admirers (Boyce et al, 2013: 3). A scandalous profile originating on an overseas continental tour meant that she had pre-advertising potential that other local (non-European) headlining performers may have lacked. Importantly, none of this assumed scandal was orchestrated as publicity for her in Britain – where a publican’s dancing daughter sought social acceptance via talent and respectability, not scandal. The pre-publicity of Thompson’s tour in America is therefore understood here to be a ‘pseudo-event’ based entirely on innuendo and rumour; it was an ‘event planned and staged entirely for the media, which accrues significance through the scale of its media coverage rather than through any more disinterested assessment of its importance.’ (Boorstin, 1961: 57). 

Touring the United States took a great deal of time and communication, and the pace of nineteenth-century transportation had an effect on Thompson’s availability to her fans. Borrowing from Schickel’s observations about access (1985: 25) and considering the size and remoteness (in some parts) of America, I think it is fair to assume that by the time Thompson’s American audiences saw her, they were acutely conscious that they had been given (sometimes literally) a once in a lifetime opportunity – and expectation increased longing. This differed from her work in Britain, where she did not so much as ‘tour’ but headline in prolonged runs at various populous regional venues easily travelled to, as a jobbing dancer and comedienne. If the show she was in was well received in British regional theatres it was easy enough to add additional performances, or audiences could either see her again a short time later on a return booking or promises could be struck for a return engagement in a season’s time. Not so in the US, where some towns were so far removed from the railway system or otherwise cut off – in 1882 she cancelled her final tour of the Southern States due to an outbreak of Pellagra – that they might never see her and when they did see her it was an event to be savoured.  Sensationalism also played a role in the marketing of her celebrity, and by far the most extreme case her astuteness to the marketability and power to be gained from creating a sensation was the ‘Storey Affair’, in which scandalous bad press was positioned, perhaps intentionally, at the geographic and temporal mid-point of her lengthy tour. This immediately translated into good box-office receipts in Chicago and whetted audience’s appetites further west. The incident began when Thompson suffered criticism in The Chicago Times, similar to Logan’s, but with a much more personal and direct attack of her off-stage respectability, by the paper’s editor Wilbur F. Storey (Smith, 1931: 33). This resulted in her and others from the troupe approaching Mr. Storey at his offices; after a brief exchange of views, Goodwin restrained Storey while Thompson and Pauline Markham purportedly took turns at horsewhipping him. A painted carte de visite (figure 3) is the only illustration produced of this incident, and it is significant that the reality of Goodwin restraining Storey is not represented here – rather Lydia is drawn attacking an unrestrained Storey. 
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Figure 3: ‘Chicago Cow-Hiding’, c. 1870

If the illustration had shown Storey being restrained by a man, his whipping would have translated as a punitive ‘punishment’ for despoiling a woman’s honour. Instead, the drawing shows us a woman – who until this sole incident had only ever exercised a voice in her own affairs by writing open letters to the papers and taking interviews – spontaneously take action in an aggressively public way, to physically fight for space in her own narrative.  As Dudden (1997, 1-4) notes, an actress’s on-stage performance could transform and/or objectify a woman who then had to navigate the discrepancy between the ‘seeming’ and the ‘being’ of her identity. This is a discrepancy that Thompson confirmed in her memoirs where she takes pains to emphasize her sorrow at having to take such drastic action but, as she reluctantly confesses, ‘a line needed to be physically drawn’ (1893: 100-101) between this ‘seeming’ and ‘being’. 

Rein, Kotler and Stoller define a celebrity as ‘a person whose name has attention-getting, interest-riveting, profit-generating value’ (1987: 15), and it would appear that Thompson’s name certainly did this as well as demarcate a brand. Yet there is, I pause to note, a certain democratisation in this marketing strategy, which Spivak (1998: 23) addresses as existing within the contestations of innuendo and rumour. Spivak’s critical consideration of Ranajit Guha’s Elementary Aspects of Insurgency in Colonial India raises issues that are related to our understanding of Thompson’s celebrity as being available to any reader/listener that could fill the space of rumour with their own consciousness. Whether Thompson’s fans aspired to be her or merely fantasized about having a relationship with her, a free market ‘democratisation’ of fame existed wherein Thompson was validated and valorised in the terms that Blanc (1851:92) first identified as a rising ideology, foundational to future society: ‘De chacun selon ses faculties, à chacun selon ses besoins’ (‘from each according to his ability, to each according to his needs’).  Reflecting the socio-political ideology and markets of the time, Thomson’s fans had both a right to choose to idolise her according to their individual abilities and needs, as much as they had a right to choose to find her performances alienating or offensive. This, in turn, had both a democratising and transformative effect for Thompson herself – a person of low birth (a publican’s daughter) rising to challenge the monopoly the elitists held over ‘distinction’ and ‘taste’ (she was distinct in her celebrated-ness) and achieving this on her own merits and outside her home country. (see Bourdieu, 1984) That she achieved distinction and celebrity in America – an ideological and cultural meritocracy – is significant, even though scholars, such as the proceeding ones I have relied on to map the democratic relationship, do not single out America as prime example in their work. For Thompson’s audiences, sharing seemingly personal information made her available to all social classes through a shared humanity which superseded class. Like Sentilles’ assessment of Adah Isaacs Menken, the suggestion here is that Thompson was an ‘ideal celebrity’ in that the whole of her public – inclusive of her detractors – could look at her ‘and say “this is who we are” (fun, glamorous, sincere) or “This is who those people are“ (sensational, exhibitionist, uncultivated)’ (Sentilles, 2003: 6). Despite the presumed and publicised glamour of Thompson’s life her fans, be they Mr Jones, the butcher, or the Prince of Wales – both of whom, purportedly, wrote her fan letters (Thompson, 1893: 88 and 132) – had equal rights of access to her and permission to feel ‘that they were on an equal footing with her’ (Sentilles, 2003: 6 and ref. Buckley, 1984: 502). 

In the main, parasocial behaviour from her American fans was confined to letters (Berenson, 2010: 21-40) that offered the experience of non-reciprocal intimacy at a distance, or was found in one-off gift giving from fans whom she would most likely never see again. Newspaper commentary, legal proceedings, Thompson’s memoirs, and presumptions made in Emma Waite’s private diary all reveal that Thompson valued this idolatry from her fans precisely because it was democratic – she was especially grateful when those who had very little gave very generously (Thompson, 1893: 119, 122) or when members of the working class chose to ‘unburden their hearts’, as was the case with Mr Jones: 

Deer Miss Thompson, 

- I am a butcher. But I ‘ate it, and I love hactin. I go to the gallery 3 times a weak – for I thimk your plaing is luvly in A night of terror and in the burlesk. I knou sum of Hamlet by hart. Will you inform me how to becume a actor – and oblidge, 


Yours treuly, 



R. Jones. (Thompson 1893: 88)
True, we have the benefit of her memoirs in which she was palpably pandering to her American fans, but Thompson’s recognition and admiration of her fan base is a rare nineteenth-century example of a popular performer’s awareness and cultivation of the celebrity/fan camaraderie.  Furthering this thought, I return to Spivak, who also notes rumour’s democratic propensity towards camaraderie as well as disruption: rumour is democratic ‘because it belongs to every “reader” or “transmitter”. No one is its origin or source. Thus rumour is not error but primordially (originally) errant, always in circulation with no assignable source. This illegitimacy makes it accessible to insurgency’ (1988: 23-24 and ref. Guha, 1983: 256, 260). While this can be seen as universal in application, it was perhaps more fertile when one is, as Thompson was in the United States, viewed as a foreigner or, to use Logan’s words, an ‘invader’ (1870: 586). Here, conservative and xenophobic Americans, such as Logan, were exercising their choice to consider celebrities such as Thompson dangerous not only because she took jobs away from home-grown American dancers, or threatened to glut the market with irreverent performances of the Can-Can (‘The Spirit of the Times’: 1868), but also because she threatened to disrupt society via the primordial errant mechanism of rumour. This coupling of individual achievement, rumour and criticism, and the power of the American press (Berlastein, 2004: 66; Friedman, 1999) worked together to achieve notoriety and a lasting fan base for Lydia Thompson.
Fanatical Fans and the Case of Emma Waite
The lives of the celebrity are not ‘normal’. Opposing the loss of privacy and stress of an incessant schedule during periods of sustained working, a celebrity can be equally unable to cope with periods of extended free time (Rein, et. at., 1987: 331) and suffer feelings of personal entrapment (Braudy, 1986: 8-9; 22-23; 373 – 374). Thompson’s lament on New Year’s Eve implies that she experiences the lows as well as the highs of celebrity:  
I was often asked if I ever got homesick. The only times I ever used to feel homesick or sad were the New Year’s eve’s [sic] I generally spent at the Southern Hotel in St. Louis. I dare say many will laugh, and be surprised at my having any sentiment in my composition, but I have, and a great deal, and although I was a very fortunate woman then, I was not a very happy one. (Thompson, 1893: 117-188)
This is the point in her life-writing at which her interior life is entirely foregrounded and it reminds us to consider the inordinate loneliness that celebrity entails. But it does not account for what the proximity of her fans may have done to her feelings of oppression. Dangerous parasocial behaviour among Thompson’s fans began with a single event in London (1883: 51-52), but such incidents were incessant in the US where, I have argued, the aggressive and pervasive marketing of Thompson was central to establishing her celebrity and increased the likelihood of parasocial behaviour. Wishing to have a relationship with a celebrity contains a positive and negative double bind in that celebrities – especially as they become more celebrated and visible – present the public with increasing opportunity to come in contact with them. In Thompson’s case, this was particularly true as she was a live performer who also took part in public and promotional events (parades, benefits, civic events, etc.) to market her presence and her product. Increased publicity meant an increase in visibility, which translated into an intensification of idolatry. But ‘[w]hile the strategy behind making a celebrity visible and knowable is to increase their commercial value, it also permits the obsession-prone to dwell on them, fixate on them, and sometimes even make them the centre of their hallucinating world’ (Rein, et. al., 1987: 329) to the degree that the celebrity fears for his/her safety. Thompson claimed her share of stalkers on her US Tour. A cross-dressing female who first observed her in New York followed her on her tour as far as Chicago before she was eventually apprehended (Thompson, 1870: 94). There was also a male who, believing her to be the spirit of his dead wife, approached her more than fourteen times and broke into her hotel room thrice in New Orleans. (1870: 127 – 128).  These admirers are seen as losing themselves in a parasocial relationship that contributed to their overall psychopathology (Leets, et. al., 1995).  And while Thompson admitted that she appreciated idolatry and that ‘nothing was more flattering than the admiration of one’s own sex, in moderation’ (1870: 94), idolatry to the point of obsession signals a dangerous pathology in the compulsive pursuit of an unrealistic direct connection. 
The case of Emma Waite, on the other hand, is slightly different, far more complex and represents an excellent study of PSR in female fans at mid-century. Significantly, Thompson’s most overzealous fans were nearly all women (1893: 89; and Thompson in The New York Sunday Herald, 26 May 1901: 11), which chimes well with Jenkins (1992) who traces the public use of the term fan back to the mid to late-nineteenth century when women theatregoers began over-frequenting theatricals not for the play, but for the performers. Emma Waite was one such woman, who, in 1870, wrote in her diary of her fandom.
  It is important to state upfront that Waite was a devotee, not a stalker. The difference between a devotee and a stalker is that the latter carries an implied threat of violence – or at least of extremely unpredictable and/or disturbing behaviour (Giles, 2000a: 143).
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Figure 4: Image tucked into the front cover of Emma Waite's Diary, presumed to be her.

Emma Waite was a working-class woman of colour who was employed by various prominent people in hotels, first in Saratoga Springs, New York (a spa town) and later in New York City. It was in New York City that she went to the theatre and became fascinated with Thompson. Her diary reveals her to be an intelligent woman with cosmopolitan and intellectual interests beyond those of some of her colleagues. On Wednesday, 5 October, 1870 Waite moved from Saratoga Springs to New York City, and fourteen days later she wrote: ‘Went to Wards [sic] Museum tonight to see the Blunts [sic] Lydia Thompsons troupe. I tell you they can’t be beat’ (Wednesday, 19 October). Two days later she attended a suffragette meeting and then on Monday 24 October she went to see Thompson again, announcing that she has ‘fallen in love with Mrs Blonds [sic]’ (Tuesday, 25 October). In parasocial fan-based scenarios, everything hinges on desire and that desire is not necessarily for the celebrity but for a sense of belonging – or, in this case, on ‘falling in love’. For Waite, a dislocated woman of colour new to New York City and without family or friends, fandom became, it would seem, ‘conceived as a chronic attempt to compensate for a perceived lack of autonomy, absence of community, incomplete identity, lack of power and lack of recognition.’ (Jenson, 1992: 17) In her parasocial relationship with Thompson, Waite could be immediately seen to be living vicariously through her, idolising her, or focusing on her as a point of identification. 

Waite’s admiration begins in October, and by November she admits that ‘every time [I] see her [I] fall deeper and deeper in love with her’ (Saturday, 5 November). She begins to worry what will happen to her when Thompson’s tour moves on: ‘I am content to see her in anything I don't know what I shall do when she goes away. I suppose I shall be almost crazy’ (Thursday, 17 November). By the end of November, she discloses her frustration because she ‘can’t think of anything else but her day or night’ and admits she is ‘stuck badly’ (Saturday 26 November). Having accidentally spied her on her way to the theatre – ‘They looked lovely and – no mistake – I actually got a rush’ (Wednesday 30 November) – and becoming excited, she begins to record when she sees Thompson in public (01 December; 06 December; 10 December; 12 December; 13 December; 14 December – note the acceleration) until mid-December when she admits she is purposely seeking her out each night (Friday, 16 December). Waite attends Thompson’s performances in New York at least seven times. This represents a significant amount of time spent in a darkened theatre – a liminal secret space – where a ‘loss’ of one self for a ‘loosening of oneself’ could occur (Stacey, 1991:151), and this not only suggests a denial of self-expression in Waite’s everyday life, it most likely fed the obsession to – as she put it – experience a ‘rush’ (Wednesday 30 November). This came at quite a cost. Her diary has notations of her incomings and outgoings at the back, and this illustrates her spending $1 in October on Thompson, at least $2.55 in November, which represented 20% of her salary, and although her expenditure on her is unknown in December she does spend $30 that month and receives only $15 in wages. Thompson, it would seem, was quite a costly obsession for her to keep up.

Waite’s status as a fan can be set against Rein, Kotler and Stoller’s hierarchy, which they determine based on the fan’s ‘interest, involvement with, and dependency upon celebrities’ (Rein, et. al., 1987: 115). Waite first inhabits the status of seeker, by ‘feeling a strong attraction to Thompson whom she seeks out, but is not intentionally involved with, to the degree that she spends her money orchestrating contact with her’ (Rein, et. al., 1987: 116). Waite then, on Tuesday, 1 November, becomes a collector when she buys two cartes de visite. That is to say that she not only attended events to ‘make contact with her celebrity, but spent money on consuming physical reminders of both Thompson and the event, because she desired a physical manifestation of her remembered experience, that would afford her a lasting physical closeness to her’ (Rein et. al., 1987: 116). Such items ‘created and maintained an illusionary relationship between public figures and their admirers, manufacturing identities and ‘forms of consciousness’ for celebrated figures as well as their devotees’ (Boyce et al, 2013: 2). Possessing one, would have increased Waite’s perceived feelings of physical proximity to Thompson. 
Parasocial relationships are gratifying because the illusion creates desire, connection and identification between the spectator and the performer. In its darkest form, it can create the kinds of problems Thompson encountered with her ‘stalkers’. By mid-December, Waite admits to inclining this way: 
‘I saw her again tonight in fact I see her every night for I watch and wait for her no matter how cold or windy the weather I don’t mind it if I can only see her. She is the only one I care to see now...oh if she only knew how much I thought of her she would surely bestow some of her regard on me. (Friday, 16 December). 
Rubin and McHugh (1987) suggest that a relationship is formed when the interaction continues after the stimulus stops – or in our case, once Waite left the theatre. If the viewer re-engages, and clearly Waite did, then the potential for an on-going relationship to develop is evident. Her extra-theatrical activities (going to talks, seeing her first Panorama, buying a new ribbon) seem to increase as her ‘relationship’ with Thompson, and this implies that her self-aspiration and confidence grew as a result. 

Unhappy with her jobs with various families residing seasonally in New York City hotels, Waite entertains a scheme to get a job working for Thompson as her maid. Not only is this showing a newfound bravery in Waite to even contemplate approaching her idol, it indicates that she seems to be ready to increase her status as fan to the next level up, to go from collector to that of insider. As a maid she would be able to move in Thompson’s circle and play a significant role in organising her life. This privileged role would legitimate her and authorise her in a way few fans achieve. Waite is greatly disappointed when her endeavour fails: ‘I had some hopes of getting a situation with Lydia – but this evening I have no more. They have faded like the mist before the sun such is my life’s misery and disappointments’ (Wednesday, 07 November). As Rubin et. al. (1985) suggest of parasocial interaction, Waite may have used her connection to Thompson to replicate ‘real-time’ relationships or fill important gaps that otherwise existed in her limited social circumstance. Later research (Cohen, 1997) indicates that parasocial relationships assist those with a limited social repertoire to practice feelings of greater control and agency over their expressions of attraction and their desire for intimacy. Parasocial relationships give the control to persons who ordinarily feel unable to control their relationships or form lasting bonds, either due to mobility issues, gender or racial boundaries, or psychological reticence. We can see that Waite, as a migrant and woman of colour, may very well have epitomised this character. In truth, from her writing, it is not clear if she ever even approached Thompson. My thought is she did not. Waite’s feelings for her were different than, say, a romantic friendship in that they flowed only from Waite to Thompson. In all probability Thompson was entirely unaware of Waite’s existence. This type of behaviour is strikingly similar to the psychological tactic of obsession in limerance, a term coined by Tennov in 1979. Limerance is an involuntary state of mind that seems to result in an attraction for another person, but this will be a person that is unattainable. It is the state of being completely carried away by unreasoned passion even to the point of addiction but it will always remain unrequited, as fear of rejection and shyness preclude the subject from ever approaching his/her object – a reality that Waite neatly expresses here: ‘Passed the Idol of my Affections tonight. Oh, if she only knew how much I thought of her she would surely bestow some of her regard on me. But she will never know what a true heart I have for her’ (Wednesday, 14 December). This behaviour is often classed as a coping mechanism to deal with stress and insecurity and it differs from parasocial relationships in that the object of affection can be anyone; it is not confined to public people. Further, with limerance, the projection is involuntary and unrelated to cues from the object of the infatuation nor does the subject of the infatuation ever become so lost in the compulsion of their feelings that they forget that this is a fantasy. For Tennov, sexual attraction is also an essential component of limerance and that the limerent object represents a potential sexual partner with whom the subject practices having feelings of intimacy from a safe distance.

Scholarship on celebrity suggests that it is the lower middle classes – an aspirational but downtrodden group who desire status, distinction, and glamour – that are the most susceptible to the aura of celebrity (Berlanstein, 2004; Giles, 2000b; and Rein, et. al, 1987). Some fans (Vermorel 1985 and 1990) view their celebrities as ‘guardian angels’ who watch over them or protect them. The trepidation with which Waite faces the New Year – ‘My eyes were gratified by a sight of my darling tonight. I shall not have much longer time to gaze upon her’ (Saturday, 31 December) – suggests a certain element of this may have been present for her. Yet, I do not see Thompson performing as a moral authority for Waite as an angel or a saint would. Although Waite’s church attendance lapses as her passion for Thompson grows, she still attends and makes it clear she maintains faith in a more prominent Christian-Big Other (Žižek: 1997). If any worship did occur, it was a worshipping of what Thompson represented – hope and aspiration (Giles, 2000a: 133). My argument therefore is that if Lydia Thompson had a purpose in Waite’s life it was as an important tool for identity construction. Waite’s reflection on her was constructed within Waite’s own questioning of contemporary women’s issues of both freedom (civil rights) evidenced in her apparent membership of the forerunner of the NAACP (24 October), and power (suffrage), evidenced in her attendance at suffrage meetings (21 October, Elizabeth Cady Stanton speaking). Quite a few of these involvements were associated with the movement called ‘Uplift’. ‘Suffrage’, as Clark notes, ‘for black women became the political expression of the persistent yearnings to be free’ (1986: 231), as those making the argument for female inequality were echoing the same dialogues as those that marked the history of emancipation. Ultimately, Waite’s writing falls within the canon of African-American woman’s life-writing and demands a separate study that accounts for it in terms of ‘testifying to the fact of [her] existence’ (Foster, 1993:2), but I have involved Waite’s material here to specifically denote the power and reach that Thompson had among her female spectators. For Waite, this power, I argue, was couched in a dialogue of ‘otherness’ relative to Waite’s own marginal positioning. Identification has been seen as a key mechanism for the production of identity, and has its roots in psychoanalysis and Freud, who recognised identification as the original form of the emotional tie which first substitutes and then equivocates by referring to the commonality of aspiration or desire (Freud, 1959). Waite never mentions Thompson’s whiteness, nor does she compare herself to Thompson directly or specifically admire traits of hers that could be construed as ‘white’. Nor was she engaging in any of the ‘extra-identificatory practices’ (copying, resembling, imitating, etc.) that Stacey (1991) identifies in her research on female fandom. I acknowledge that, following Lacan, Thompson could have recognised the fetishized Other of herself, punctuated by her whiteness, yet to a woman like Waite it is far more likely that the idolisation was slightly more extrinsic. In the Freudian construct, ‘any body becomes an opportunity for an identificatory investment, a possible suit for the substitution/misrecognition of self’ (Friedberg, 1982: 50) and I.believe that encountering Thompson as she did, in a period of transition when Waite moved from Saratoga to New York, Thompson became that substitution for Waite. Thompson ‘stood for pecuniary independence, authenticity, the possibility of self-transformation, beauty, fame and desirability’ (Dudden, 1997: 184), and Waite counted on her to run the risk and reap the rewards that were denied or otherwise unobtainable to her. Waite may have felt about Thompson as Schickel suggests the public more generally feels about celebrity:  that they level the score for those who have ‘bargained away our freedom too easily’ (1985: 259). For a black woman in American society there may have been a certain amount of identification and wish-fulfilment in viewing an empowered female who was, similar to herself, a social ‘outsider’. Yet, as Richard Wilkinson’s (2001) research suggests, there are often wider relative inequalities that undermine any perceptions of a shared fate: Thompson may have seemed as marginal to the American polity as Waite was, but she could do and could be what Waite could not.
Conclusion: 
In this essay I have understood Thompson as a celebrity whose cultural reception in America plays what Hans Robert Jauss would have termed ‘a “socially formative” role in the identification of aspirations, needs, and desires within a society against the background of the everyday experience of life’ (quoted in Marshall, 1997:67
), Placing Thompson in Marshall’s discussion of celebrity power, we might suggest that she is ‘constructed by these apparatuses to contain the public – in effect, to represent the public’, then she performed as a mirror to the transformative changes in society, precisely because she was the ‘public representation of individuality in her own contemporary culture where her movements and personality transformations were significant’ (1997:242). These negotiations suggest power and agency on the part of Thompson and when such an actress displayed this in public, women watching them might imagine new ways of behaving in their own lives. 

Thompson’s private concealment strategies, her complicity in marketing rumour, and the censure and sensation that she performed in public, were all exchanges that marked her performance of self – of the type Mead called the ‘veridical self’ – that divided the private persona from the celebrated one. Chris Rojek (2001:11) uses Mead (1934) to contend that celebrity status implies a ‘split between the I (the ‘veridical’ self) and the Me (the self as seen by others). Interviews and encounters with the public often rest on how closely the public face of a celebrity accords with the veridical self. This is especially complex in the case of Thompson, whose trade was in the creation of identities and it raises questions about the very construction and use of public identities. Naturally, sensational public women, such as Thompson, were at odds with the separate sphere ideology, and there were always dissenters with whom Thompson did not sit comfortably and for whom her private and celebrated self needed to negotiate. I have argued that Thompson was aware of this and actively participated in producing a private life for public consumption and performed as a ‘veridical’ self to satisfy and perpetuate fandom.
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