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Preface and Acknowledgments

The study of American theatre and drama has never established itself securely
in academe. Histories of American literature have regularly assigned the most
marginal of roles to its accomplishments. Too few universities teach its devel-
opment over the centuries or consider its role in a developing social, political,
and cultural world.

It is as though American theatre came into existence as a sudden grace,
with Eugene O’Neill and his suitcase of plays its only begetter. In fact, Ameri-
can theatre has a history going back to the first encounter of Europeans with
what, to them, was a new continent and, in the form of Native American ritu-
als and ceremonies, a prehistory:.

The theatre, the most public of the arts, has always been a sensitive gauge
of social pressures and public issues; the actor has been a central icon of a
society that, from its inception, has seen itself as performing, on a national
stage, a destiny of international significance. For students of drama, theatre,
literature, cultural experience, and political development, the theatre should
have been a central subject of study. It has, instead, been seen as largely
eccentric to those concerns.

There are signs of change. New theatre organizations have been formed or
reformed (older ones are prospering as never before), new journals have
appeared, and national and international conferences now find space, as
once they did not, for American drama and theatre. The very few histories of
the American theatre, mostly published in the distant past, have recently
been augmented. These three volumes, therefore, build on this renewed
interest and are themselves an attempt to redress the balance.

The study of American theatre and drama, perhaps especially in the
United States itself, has been inhibited, in part, by an institutional division
between departments of theatre and departments of English, the one being
devoted to a performed art, the other to a concern with texts. Such a division
is logical, but it is also patently artificial. Drama is a performed art. It exists,
usually, though not inevitably, as a text, but that text itself exists to be per-
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formed. This may sound like a statement of the obvious, and indeed it is, but
the obvious often escapes attention.

For the purposes of this History we have chosen to use the word “theatre”
to include all aspects of the dramatic experience, including major popular
and paratheatrical forms. Contributors have been asked to address particular
aspects of that experience — whether it be theatre architecture, stage design,
acting, playwriting, directing, and so forth - but they have also been invited
to stress the wider context of those subjects. Indeed, they have been invited
to engage the context within which theatre itself operates. Hence, we have
set out to produce a history that will be authoritative and wide-ranging, that
will offer a critical insight into plays and playwrights, but that will also
engage the theatre as a performance art, a cultural institution, and a fact of
American social and political life. We have sought to recognize changing
styles of presentation and performance and to address the economic context
that conditions the drama presented. This approach may lead, on occasion,
to a certain recrossing of tracks, as, for example, a chapter on playwrights
invokes the career of particular actors, and a chapter on actors describes the
plays in which they appeared, but this redoubling of material is both
inevitable and desirable, stressing as it does the interdependence of all
aspects of this craft.

The theatre has reflected the diversity of America and the special circum-
stances in which the theatre itself has operated in an expanding country
moving toward a sense of national identity. The history of the American stage
and the making of America have been co-terminous, often self-consciously so,
and to that end each volume of this History begins with a timeline followed
by a wide-ranging essay that attempts to locate the theatre in the context of a
developing society.

The History could have run to many more volumes, but the economics of
publication finally determined its length. The precise division between the
three volumes and the strategies involved in structuring them, however, was
a matter of serious debate, a debate in which the editors were assisted by
others, in meetings that took place at Brown University in the United States
and at York University in Canada. It is proper, in fact, to pause here and grate-
fully acknowledge the financial assistance for the Brown meeting of Brown
University, its special collections, and Cambridge University Press. For the
York meeting we are indebted to Christopher Innes, who served as an adviser
to the editors, and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of
Canada, who helped fund the expenses. In Providence we were able to gather
a notable group of experts: Arnold Aronson, the late Frances BzowsKi,
T. Susan Chang, Rosemary Cullen, Spencer Golub, James V. Hatch, Warren
Kliewer, Brooks McNamara, Brenda Murphy, Tom Postlewait, Vera Mowry
Roberts, Matthew Roudané, David Savran, Ronn Smith, Susan Harris Smith,
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and Sarah Stanton. In Canada the editors were joined by Innes and the
authors of overview essays (Aronson, Postlewait, and Bruce McConachie).
Two individuals invited to Providence were unable to join the group because
of inclement weather (Mary C. Henderson and Tice L. Miller), but each sent
written recommendations. We are indebted to these experts for their
thoughtful and challenging ideas and recommendations.

Ultimately, of course, the editors accept responsibility for the present for-
mat, but without the preliminary discussions we would have doubtlessly floun-
dered. In the final analysis, that we have chosen 1865 and 1945 as defining
chronological parameters is, in part, an expression of our desire to relate the
theatre to a wider public history but in part also a recognition of certain devel-
opments internal to theatre itself. Any such divisions have an element of the
arbitrary, however, chronological periods doing damage to the continuity of
individual careers and stylistic modes. But division there must be, and those
we have chosen seem more cogent than any of the others we considered.

The organization of the three volumes does, however, still reveal a bias in
favor of the modern, which this preface began by deploring. Yet it does not
presume that theatrical history began with O’Neill but simply recognizes that
the story of the American theatre is one of a momentum that gathers pace
with time, while acknowledging the rich heritage and accomplishments of
American theatre during its earlier periods.

The History does not offer itself as encyclopedic. Given the restrictions of
space, this could never have been an objective. Those wishing to research
details not found in these pages should consult the Cambridge Guide to Amer-
ican Theatre (1993, 1996), edited by Wilmeth and Miller, and Theatre in the
United States: A Documentary History (Vol. I, 1750-1915), edited by Witham.
Both texts having been published by Cambridge, this History was planned
with them in mind as complementary to this effort. The reader will, however,
find detailed bibliographies of further reading at the end of each chapter.
What the History does aim to do is tell the story of the birth and growth, on
the American continent, of a form that, the Puritans notwithstanding, in river-
front towns, in mining settlements, in the growing cities of a colony that in
time became a country, proved as necessary to life as anything else originally
imported from Europe but then turned to serve the purposes of a new soci-
ety reaching toward a definition of itself.

Americans often had theatre before they had sidewalks or sewers. They
sat in tents, on riverboats, in the open air, or in formal theatres, to be enter-
tained, moved, disturbed, or reassured, by those who were often drawn to
the North American continent by the same dreams that animated their audi-
ences. A nation is constructed of more than a set of principles enforced by a
common will. It builds itself out of more than contradictions denied by
rhetoric or shared experience. The theatre played its part in shaping the soci-
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ety it served, as later it would reflect the diversity that was always at odds
with a supposed homogeneity. Inevitably derivative, in time the theatre
accommodated itself to the New World, and, in creating new forms, in identi-
fying and staging new concerns, was itself a part of the process that it
observed and dramatized.

Theatre is international. Today, an American play is as likely to open in Lon-
don as in New York and to find its primary audience outside the country of its
birth. Despite the restrictions imposed by Actors’ Equity, actors move between
countries, as do directors and designers. Film and television carry drama
across national frontiers. Yet the American playwright still addresses realities,
myths, and concerns born out of national experiences; the American theatre
still stages the private and public anxieties of a people who are what they are
because of history. The accomplishments of the American theatre are clear.
This is an account of those accomplishments as it is, in part, of that history.

This project was undertaken with the urging of Cambridge University
Press editors Victoria Cooper and Sarah Stanton, who, along with our press
editors in New York - first T. Susan Chang and then Anne Sanow - have been
a source of constant support and assistance. We are grateful for all their good
services. The editors are also indebted to their respective institutions for
financial and editorial support. At the University of East Anglia we are
pleased to acknowledge support from the research committee of the Schol of
English and American Studies. At Brown University we received generous
support from the faculty development fund of the office of Dean of the Fac-
ulty, the Dean of the College, and the Graduate School.

Finally, we are pleased to recognize the editorial assistance of Robert
Lublin, Jonathan Curley, and Diana Beck, who made many of our chores less
arduous.



Introduction

Christopher Bigsby and Don B. Wilmeth

On 15 September 1752, in Williamsburg, the capital of Virginia, the first play
performed in America by a fully professional company was presented. It was
Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice; its Virginia Gazette advertisement
ended with the formulaic phrase “Vivat Rex.” It is hard not to see a certain
symbolic significance in this production. First, company, play, and actors were
British, as, of course, was the audience. After all, this was a British colony, and
the Revolution was still more than two decades ahead. The influence of the
British theatre, indeed, would remain central, if a matter of growing con-
tention, throughout the period covered by this volume. Second, it was notable
that the performance took place in a southern colony, for the fact is that the-
atre did not find a ready home on a continent that to some was to be a new
Eden, a world in which God alone would have the prerogative of invention.
The only Word, the only authorized text, was to be the Bible, and man’s role
was to be obedient to He who alone was the author of the human drama. The
frivolous, the sensual, the illicit were to be shunned. Display was seen as
unseemly, the aesthetic as suspect. Boundaries were to be respected, not
transgressed, and the theatre, as the Puritans well knew, had always been
about transgression. Those on board the Mayflower had not suffered the pri-
vations of sea crossing and winter storms to worship Dionysus. They had
another God, who would not be mocked by those who seduced by their skills
of mimickry or claimed a license to portray the proscribed. The actor implied
a Protean world in which transformation was a central and vivifying principle.
Those who landed on Plymouth Rock looked to something more permanent.
Theatre in America was born into an immediately hostile environment -
physically demanding, philosophically suspicious, culturally uncertain. A
communal art, it found itself in a society whose priorities had to do with sub-
ordinating the natural world and enforcing covenents that foregrounded spir-
itual or commercial imperatives. This was a society busy constituting itself,
simultaneously attracted to and repelled by a mother country whose possi-
bilities — personal and civic — seemed depleted. The first formal playhouse, in
Williamsburg, was not built until over a century after the original settlement,
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whereas the first theatre in Boston, epicenter of Puritanism, was constructed
some fifteen years after the Revolution. Apart from anything else, a play-
house required a sizable population to support it, and before the Revolution
there were barely half a dozen centers with more than ten thousand citizens.
Boston itself could boast only twenty thousand in 1774. But theatre consists
of more than buildings. The impetus to perform, the need for public enter-
tainment, for a collaborative and social art, is plainly irresistable, and there is
evidence for such from the earliest days of exploration and settlement. The-
atre accompanied the colonizers. Even the Spanish took time out from their
search for golden cities to distract themselves from their failed utopianism
with dramatic performances.

Despite its origins in religious and civic ceremony, theatre has always been
a tainted art. In Imperial Rome any soldier turning to acting was instantly exe-
cuted, whereas actors were required to raise their children in the same pro-
fession to limit the spread of corruption. The Puritans attacked the theatre
for its presumption in challenging God’s power to create character, for its
licentiousness, and for its inconsequence. They recognized a certain lubri-
ciousness in a form that displayed intemperate emotions and placed the
body at the center of attention. Beyond that, theatre validated assembly and
provided the occasion for a promiscuous mixing of people. Nor were the Puri-
tans wrong. For whether or not sexual adventures were conducted on the
stage, they had certainly historically been conducted in the auditorium,
which in America continued to be a place of assignation, both amateur and
professional, until well into the nineteenth century. It is notable that we know
of one of the earliest performances in America, that of Ye Bear and Ye Cubb in
1665, because of attempts to baniit.

The fact is that despite the hostility that it encountered, theatre resisted
proscription and has always proved adaptable to shifting circumstances,
fashions, and values ~ adaptable to and expressive of such changes. Any his-
tory of theatre must therefore perforce be a history of the society that pro-
duced it. But such a history is not easily reconstituted, or not as easily as
other cultural forms.

The history of the novel is easily reconstructed. We can be reasonably cer-
tain as to the logistics of publication and the nature of its readership. Easily
carried, the book could survive sea crossings and frontier adventures, be
picked up and put down at will, integrated with ease into the shifting rhythms
of daily life. The price of purchase, provided that it or the form itself was not
seen as subversive (as the novel itself was in South America for several cen-
turies), was the only cost associated with an experience that could be public
but that was usually private. Being itself a new form, it could take the impress
of new experiences and prove adaptable to change. Beyond that, and cru-
cially, books themselves are permanent. They survive. The history of the the-
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atre is harder to establish. We have accounts of productions but not the thing
itself. Texts may have survived, but performances have not, and perfor-
mances are by their nature difficult to recuperate. We read accounts that
speak, for example, of “realistic acting” in the knowledge that definitions of
stage realism change with each generation. We acknowledge the dominance
of English playwrights, actors, and stage designers but know less of the cul-
tural, social, and even political uses to which such influences were put, since
each society transforms the products it acquires from abroad, making them
serve new purposes whatever the nature of their origin, whether it be British
working-class fish and chips repackaged as franchised fast food for the mid-
dle class of America or British soap opera transformed into “Masterpiece
Theatre” solely by virtue of crossing the Atlantic.

The form and nature of the novel remained open and unvalidated. It was,
as its name implied, a new form whose development was coterminous with
the settlement of America and in which America might be thought to have a
hand. Henry James’s “baggy monster” was by its nature undefined, suffi-
ciently loose and expansive to incorporate a shifting reality. The ambition to
create the “Great American Novel” may have been an act of hubris, but
implicit in that ambition was a recognition of the fact that the novel could
bend itself to new experiences, being fluid and without definable parameters.
The theatre, with the authority of a longer tradition, shaped by other necessi-
ties than those of an emerging society, and subject to the limitations implicit
in the form, was not so easily shoehorned into a novel environment, or, at
least, not at first. The conventions of theatre, while permitting an imaginative
expansion in time and space, constantly grounded that expansiveness in its
own conventions. America did in fact play a major role in defining the mod-
ern novel. The situation with respect to theatre was different. Its tradition
was external to the country. The early dominant playwrights were European,
as were the principal actors. Theatre buildings followed European models as
did styles of production. However, theatre changed as it necessarily adapted
to new priorities, new conditions, and new assumptions. Nation building is
not only a matter of political exhortation and physical exploration; it is a
search for and justification of distinctiveness. Pride in geography and the
new realities of the American continent eventually resulted in a call for
equally distinctive cultural products that spoke not of an abandoned world
but of a world in the making. An immigrant culture looks for justifications for
the abandonment of old personal and social ties. Nostalgia for familiar if relin-
quished places and habits is balanced by a need to insist on the self-evident
virtues of the new.

Certainly, revolution provoked a revolt against more than political values.
The surprise, perhaps, is that England contrived to exercise cuitural hege-
mony for as long as it did. Audiences who had just staged a successful revolt
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against the crown then took pleasure in plays that focused on the very princi-
ple of royalty they had supposedly rejected, just as in the twentieth century
Americans remained fascinated by a British royal family itself reduced to
largely theatrical significance.

In one sense the history of theatre in America recapitulates the history of
America itself, in the attempt to stage a drama of social change while retain-
ing a stabilizing sense of order. Just as the new topography was linguistically
assimilated to the old (New London being sited on the River Thames), so cul-
tural transformations were accommodated to familiar forms, styles, and char-
acters. Plays, actors, and companies were imported along with other necessi-
ties, being required to do no more at first than announce their port of origin
to establish their value. But they were also in time suspected to be incompat-
ible with a new sense of national identity and as such began to take on a local
coloration.

America was from the beginning a theatricalized environment, a space to
be filled with significant action. Americans stood self-consciously upon a
stage and prepared to perform exemplary actions. The Puritans knew the risk
implicit in theatre, with its personations and pluralism of voices, but, as
Nathaniel Hawthorne appreciated, they were hardly innocent of deploying its
power, and not merely in the dramatic monologues in which its ministers rev-
eled or the constructed dialogues they deployed in their published texts.
When the sinner Hester Prynne was to be publicly chastised for breaching
their codes, in The Scarlet Letter, she was made to costume herself and
offered a text to speak before an audience sensitive to the symbolic meanings
enacted before them. She was required to play out a drama of humiliation
and repentance on a stage devised and constructed for the purpose of
national consolidation. Encouraged to read the world symbolically, the Puri-
tans saw no event as arbitrary: Each was expressive of an imminent meaning,
each was staged by God for the enlightenment of man. The Quakers, likewise,
suspicious though they were of masquerade, nonetheless were equally aware
of participating in a drama greater than that staged in their own churches
when persons rose to their feet and declared themselves in possession of
their individual conscience and hence of their destiny.

When the theatre was banned, it cloaked itself in the very moral argu-
ments that had been invoked to secure the ban, just as moralists had bor-
rowed the techniques of a form they affected to despise. Theatrical perfor-
mances were forbidden? Very well, early audiences were invited to plays in
Boston and elsewhere under the guise of “moral lectures” or, later, informed
of a “Histrionic Academy,” where they would hear dissertations on subjects
“Moral, Instructive and Entertaining,” presumably in that order. Failing that,
they could enjoy “Moral Dialogues” of the kind Puritans themselves had
ostensibly engaged in. When David Douglass, who married Lewis Hallam’s
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widow and reorganized the Hallam Company, played in New England in 1761,
he presumably presented Othello as just such “a series of moral dialogues.”
Such a transparent subterfuge, however, can have fooled few, but moral sanc-
tions were often embraced at the level of legal injunctions and ignored at the
level of actual performance. Nor were bans ever really effective. In 1709 the
Province of New York banned acting, along with cockfighting. Six years later
Robert Hunter, governor of New York, published Androboros, a satire on the
Provincial Court and the lieutenant governor. Prohibitions, though, contin-
ued. In 1750 the General Court of Massachusetts banned the theatre. Nine
years later, in 1759, the House of Representatives of the Colony of Pennsylva-
nia passed a law forbidding the showing and acting of plays, with a penalty of
500 pounds. In 1762 the New Hampshire House of Representatives refused a
group of actors admission to perform in Portsmouth on the grounds that
plays had a “peculiar influence on the minds of young people and greatly
endanger their morals by giving them a taste for intriguing, amusement and
pleasure” (quoted in Hornblow, I, 24).

The first Continental Congress, meeting in Philadelphia in 1774, passed a
resolution in which its members committed themselves to discountenancing
and discouraging “every species of extravagance and dissipation, especially
all horse-racing, and all kinds of gaming, cock-fighting, exhibition of shews,
plays, and other expensive diversions and entertainments.” Revolution was
not, they thought, compatible with drama. More than that, the Congress
resolved that “any person holding office under the United States who shall
act, promote, encourage or attend such play shall be deemed unworthy to
hold office and shall be accordingly dismissed” (quoted in Moses, American
Dramatist, 41). This did not, however, prevent George Washington from
patronizing the theatre, or various colonies — most notably Maryland - from
continuing to enjoy plays. The British, meanwhile, determined that if the Con-
gress could close theatres, they could open them. General Burgoyne, himself
an amateur actor and playwright, sanctioned theatrical performances in
Boston’s Faneuil Hall during the Revolution. Others followed in New York,
where the manager of the company was Dr. Beaumont, surgeon general of the
British Forces, and Major Williams of the artillery played the tragic heroes
and his mistress the heroines. Theatre thus became the arena for a battle
otherwise fought in the streets and fields.

Two weeks before the soldiers opened their season at the John Street The-
atre, a notice appeared in the press announcing that the theatre would open
“for the charitable purpose of relieving the Widows and Orphans of Sailors
and Soldiers who have fallen in support of the Constitutional Rights of Great
Britain in America” (quoted in Jared Brown, 33). The connection between the-
atre and politics could hardly be clearer, even if the plays - including 7om
Thumb, The Beaux’ Strategem, and The Suspicious Husband - showed little evi-
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dence of that link. In Philadelphia, likewise, war and theatre came together as
the Southwark Theatre was used first as a hospital for the wounded before
staging, in January 1778, fourteen plays, including Henry /V. Reportedly, Major
John André, who was later sent to negotiate with Benedict Arnold - traitor or
loyalist depending on your nationality ~ painted the scenery at the South-
wark. This was the same André who was to become the subject of a play by
William Dunlap.

Theatre also had high-level support. As president, George Washington had
a regular seat, first at the John Street Theatre and then the Chestnut Street
Theatre in Philadelphia, as the nation’s capital moved relentlessly south.
Abraham Lincoln was also a keen theatregoer until his enthusiasm was
blunted by a bullet. John Wilkes Booth, an accomplished theatrical regicide,
killed the president of the United States and then justified himself in Latin,
thus dignifying the assassination with a touch of linguistic hubris and estab-
lishing a link to Shakespeare with the Latin tag from Julius Caesar. The killing
itself was thus offered as an act of theatre while proclaiming a natural rela-
tionship between the public arena and the stage. Where else should a
nation’s tensions be staged but in a theatre? Where more appropriate to ring
down the curtain on the Civil War?

Assassination was, thankfully, a rarity, but general disorder was for a long
time epidemic. Washington Irving’s account of his visit to the theatre, in 1801,
reveals it to have been a kind of bear pit (fittingly, since, back in England, the
bear pit and the theatre were usually situated next to one another and occa-
sionally in the same building), in which audiences displayed little interest in
the play and a great deal in themselves, a behavior common enough, to be
sure, in England. If Frances Trollope is to be believed, however, America took
this propensity to disruption to even greater heights, or depths. Reporting on
a visit to the theatre in Cincinnati, she objected to the audience’s habit of
spitting and bursting into choruses of “Yankee Doodle.” Because Cincinnati
only boasted a population of one thousand, and was the only western town of
any size until steam navigation opened up the Ohio and Mississippi rivers,
this might be thought to be evidence of a certain frontier rawness. But things
scarcely improved in Pittsburg, population twenty thousand, where she
heard the sound of tobacco juice hitting the floor as a counterpoint to the
declamation of actors, or in Washington, where the redoubtable Mrs. Trol-
lope observed a man in the pit who “was seized with a violent fit of vomiting,
which appeared not in the least to annoy or surprise his neighbors” (quoted
in Hewitt, 120-21). And why should it? Theatre was not a site of decorum or a
place to seek moral enlightenment or uplifting experiences. It was a source of
entertainment, a place of public display, a stage where local pride could cele-
brate its accomplishments, and a nation’s pretensions could find a form com-
mensurate with its new energies. Nor was the audience then, as now,



Christopher Bigsby and Don B. Wilmeth 7

expected to sit in reverential silence. People went to participate, albeit at
times overenthusiastically. Musicians in Boston once felt compelled to com-
plain to the newspapers at being singled out as the target for peanuts and
pieces of fruit, criticism being yet to establish a more formal language.

Perhaps such Dionysian behavior explains why, in 1824, the president of
Yale College remarked that “to indulge a taste for playgoing means nothing
more or less than the loss of that most valuable treasure the immortal soul”
(quoted in Hornblow, 1, 24). The theatre, however, predictably, survived.
What Dionysus proposes the president of Yale is unlikely to frustrate. He did,
however, have the virtue of precedent. In 1756 a memorandum from the Yale
faculty charged that a play had been acted and that students and townsfolk
had lingered “until after nine of the clock.” Such playmaking, it was declared,
“is of a very pernicious nature, tending to corrupt the morals of the seminary
of religion and learning, and of mankind in general, and to the mispence of
precious time and money” (quoted in Moody, Dramas, 2). Puritan afront and
Yankee prudence, it seems, were beginning to come into alignment. The stu-
dents were fined eight pence and the actors three shillings, as ever the actors
being required to bear the greater moral responsibility.

The question arises as to what is American about the American theatre at a
time when theatre was contested as a form and the uniqueness of the Ameri-
can experience was far from being fully articulated? America was, for more
than 170 years, a colony and displayed the characteristics of a colony, conced-
ing cultural primacy to an imperial center. Yet, even with independence, in the
world of theatre England was still liable to define content, style, and subject
matter. The British also had the advantage of boasting the preeminent play-
wright-poet in the English language, in the form of William Shakespeare, and of
offering superior roles for actors, nostalgia for an abandoned country, cultural
primacy for an educated elite, and moral sanction for a suspect art.

English theatre did, indeed, carry its own cachet, as did English actors, a
fact satirized by Mark Twain in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Not only
did Shakespeare predominate, but even new London plays made their way
quickly to America. Oliver Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conguer opened at the
American Company’s New York theatre less than five months after its London
premiere. The English theatre was also experiencing a revival at the very time
the American theatre was emerging, with Joseph Addison, William Congreve,
John Dryden, George Farquhar, and William Wycherley producing work of dis-
tinction. The British also had a vested interest in exporting their culture, not
to mention themselves. In a habit that has never entirely been abandoned,
they eyed America as a place where fortunes were to be made and culture
could be transmuted into gold. Beyond that, certain actors were driven out by
financial distress just as much as were people in other crafts and professions.
The elder Booth wrote from England to his father in America in 1826: “The dis-
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tress is so excessive . . . that men look upon each other doubtful if they shall
defend their own, or steal their neighbor’s property. Famine stares all England
in the face. As for the theatres, they are not thought of, much less patronized.
The emigration to America will be very numerous, as it is hardly possible for
the middling classes to keep body and soul together” (quoted in Graham, 10).

The Americans, for their part, demonstrated something of that “cultural
cringe” that Australians were later to accuse themselves of displaying toward
the “mother country,” ceding authority to those presumed to be guardians of
the flame.

From time to time American playwrights even presented themselves in the
guise of Englishmen, the badge of theatrical respectability. Even when Royall
Tyler wrote a comedy, The Contrast, for the Old American Company in which
he mocked the Anglophilia of one of his characters, he did so in a play whose
model was plainly English.

Writing in 1828, James Fenimore Cooper addressed the question of why
America had failed to produce playwrights of the stature of its novelists and
poets and why the theatre seemingly had less purchase on the culture than
other genres. His answer was that not only was competition more fierce but
the prevalence of foreigners meant that the theatre exerted “little influence
on morals, politics or anything else” (quoted in Henry Williams, 5). Such for-
eigners spoke out of alien experiences. Their art was generated out of other
necessities, reflected other priorities, engaged a social world distant in time
and space. For Edgar Allan Poe, the son of an actor and actress, the answer
was revolution: “We must discard all models. The Elizabethan theatre should
be abandoned. We need thoughts of our own - principles of dramatic action
drawn not from the ‘old dramatists’ but from the Fountain of Nature that can
never grow old” (quoted in Moses, American Dramatist, 86). When Poe
attacked Mrs. Mowatt’s Fashion as an echo of eighteenth-century English
comedy, she replied that American audiences seemed to find it an acceptable
“counterfeit of life.” Perhaps they did, but the feeling was growing that the
American theatre needed to discover its own form, its own subjects, its own
writers. In 1827 James K. Paulding called for a national drama that would cel-
ebrate the nation and the national character.

For Walt Whitman, the classic works of literature “had their rise in the
great historic perturbations,” which in part they reflected and embodied. The
problem was that they thus reflected times past and declared, if not their
irrelevance, then at least their unfitness to address what he called “the spiri-
tual and democratic, the sceptres of the future” (quoted in Moses and Brown,
67). The understandable power of Shakespeare failed only insofar as it fell
short of “satisfying modern and scientific and democratic American pur-
poses.” It was a drama that could not match “Yellowstone geysers, or Col-
orado ravines,” and when ordinary people made their appearance it was only
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“as capital foils to the aristocracy,” or as “the divertissement only of the elite
of the castle. The comedies,” thus, were “altogether non-acceptable to Amer-
ica and Democracy” (quoted in ibid., 68). There was, however, more wrong
with the American theatre than the failure of American drama to match the
stature of American geography or to address the concerns of a democratic
people.

In 1847, in The Brooklyn Eagle, Whitman wrote a piece under the title “Mis-
erable State of the Stage — Why Can’t We Have Something Worth the Name of
American Drama!” Largely denouncing the coarseness of the New York the-
atres, he attacked even the best — the Park - for being “a third-rate imitation
of the best London theatres” offering “the cast off dramas and unengaged
players of Great Britain,” dramas in which “like garments which come second
hand from gentleman to valet, everything fits awkwardly.” Beyond that, how-
ever, he attacked a system that was to survive, in another form, into the
twenty-first century - the star system, by which some “actor or actress flits
about the country, playing a week here and a week there, bringing as his or
her greatest recommendation, that of novelty”. . . (quoted in ibid., 71). These
stars would travel the country where audiences, thin on the ground before
their arrival, “would crush each other to get a sight of some flippant well-
puffed star, of no real merit” (Hewitt, 145).

According to actor-manager William B. Wood, the chief characteristics of
such stars was vanity: “One star is very tall, and will play with no person of
diminutive stature. . . . The next is very short, and will play with no one of
ordinary height” (quoted in ibid., 152). The star would simply arrive in a
given community, and rehearsal would amount to little more than moving
people around the stage, ensuring that the star remained as close to center
stage as possible. Whitman took this as further evidence of British theatrical
corruption and called for “some American . . . not moulded in the opinions
and long established ways of the English stage” to take the high ground, “rev-
olutionize the drama . . . encourage American talent,” and “give us American
plays . . . fitted to American opinions and institutions” (quoted in Moses and
Brown, 72). But the fact is that the theatre did not attract the country’s lead-
ing writers. Sometimes their books were adapted - as was the case with
Washington Irving, James Fenimore Cooper, and Harriet Beecher Stowe.
Robert Montgomery Bird even flirted with the theatre, only to abandon it,
while William Gilmore Simms wrote Norma Morice (1851) and Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow John Endecott (1861) and Giles Corey of the Salem
Farms (1868). But there were no plays from Irving, Poe, Hawthorne, or
Melville. Bird had a simple answer. In 1831 he berated himself for turning to
drama: “what a fool I was to think of writing plays! To be sure, they are much
wanted. But these novels are much easier sort of things, and immortalize
one’s pocket much sooner” (quoted in Moody, Dramas, 236). One reason for
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this was that the actor Edwin Forrest purchased Bird’s plays, whose owner-
ship thereby passed directly to the actor, who subsequently made a fortune
with them. But beyond such concerns, no play did what The Last of the Mohi-
cans, The Scarlet Letter, or Moby Dick could be said to have done: define the
nature of the culture, its ambiguities, tensions, and codes.

This was not, however, for want of trying. Royall Tyler’s The Contrast
(1787), produced by the American Company at the John Street Theatre, was
very self-consciously designed to Americanize British forms. “The sentiments
of the play,” observed the reviewer of The Daily Advertiser, “are the effusions
of an honest patriot heart” (quoted in Moses and Brown, 24). It was a play
that, for all its English origins, introduced a figure, in the form of Jonathan,
who was to appear in many more plays over the years as the embodiment of
American common sense and the democratic spirit. Tyler graduated from
Harvard in the year of American independence, saw military service, and
rose to be chief justice of the Supreme Court of the State of Vermont. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, patriotism was his strong suit. The program for The Contrast
at the Charleston Theatre in 1793 carried the subtitle The American Son of
Liberty, and the author was given as “Major Tyler, a citizen of the United
States.” When the play had first been performed, he had omitted his own
name. He rectified this swiftly when success became apparent. When it was
published, the list of subscribers was headed by President Washington, fol-
lowed by the secretary of war and the attorney general.

America, thus, entered the theatre at least at the level of character
and subject matter. The Revolution was restaged, with its confused motives
adjusted and its heroes brushed down and placed at center stage in such
plays as Mercy Warren’s The Group (1775) and The Defeat (1773) or John Lea-
cock’s The Fall of British Tyranny; or, American Liberty Triumphant (1776). The
Native American became a protagonist of the theatre even as Native Ameri-
cans were relegated from history in the emerging national drama: Major
Robert Rogers’s Ponteach; or, The Savages of America (1766), John Augustus
Stone’s Metamora; or, The Last of the Wampanoags (1829), Robert Mont-
gomery Bird’s Oralloosa, Son of the Incas (1832), and George H. Miles’s De
Soto, the Hero of the Mississippi (1852). According to Richard Moody, seventy-
five Indian dramas were written in the nineteenth century.! But more often
than not, the plays were self-consciously offered as works whose chief virtue
lay, at least in part, in their national origin. Thus, when Metamora was first
staged, the actor Edwin Forrest, who had effectively commissioned it, hired
Prosper M. Wetmore to add a prologue, which read:

Tonight we test the strength of native powers,

Subject, and bard, and actor, all are yours -

'Tis yours to judge, if worthy of a name,

And bid them live within the halls of fame! (Moody, Dramas, 201)
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The man usually identified as America’s first playwright, William Dunlap
(1766-1839), however, predated John Augustus Stone by several decades. He
came from a Loyalist family and, in 1777, at the age of eleven, attended the
New York theatre run by British soldiers. Later he made up for such youthful
indiscretions by painting Washington’s portrait and working at the John Street
and Park theatres in New York. His numerous plays were frequently composed
by freely appropriating whatever caught his eye, but he put an American spin
on his works which attracted praise from those looking for nativist drama.
Critics praised The Father; or, American Shandyism (1789) for its “allusions to
characters and events, in which every friend of our country feels interested
.. .7 (quoted in Moses and Brown, 26). When the president appeared in the
audience of Darby’s Return (1789), an inconsequential piece, political patron-
age achieved what the piece itself could not as “the audience rose, and
received him with the warmest acclamations — the genuine effusions of the
hearts of Freemen” (quoted in ibid., 27). He wrote a number of patriotic inter-
ludes to mark the Fourth of July, including The Glory of Columbia, which
opened on Independence Day, 1803. The setting for this play, based on his
André, was the Revolutionary War. Setting and action compelled attention:

Yorktown - at a distance is seen the town, with the British lines and the
lines of the besiegers - nearer are the advanced batteries . . . cannonading
commences from the besiegers on the town — explosion of a power maga-
zine . . . the troops advance and carry it at bayonet’s point — while this is yet
doing, the nearest battery begins to cannonade and the American infantry
attack and carry it with fixed bayonets, striking the English colors — shouts
of victory. . . . A transparency descends, and an eagle is seen suspending a
crown of laurel over the commander in chief, with this motto - “IMMORTAL-
ITY TO WASHINGTON.” (Quoted in Moody, Dramas, 90)

The play was carefully calculated to appeal to the American mood. When it
was presented in 1812, it was given a subtitle: “What we have done, we can
do.” As ever, patriotism paid 110 cents on the dollar.

In 1828 Dunlap wrote A Trip to Niagara, which existed largely to serve the
interests of the scene painter and a new scenic device called the Moving Dio-
rama, which unfolded a moving panorama of the Hudson River in which eigh-
teen scenes were portrayed over an area of 25,000 feet. Here, before Whitman
saw fit to complain, was a theatre event precisely designed to celebrate the
American scene, albeit in a drama that could hardly be said to have chal-
lenged the preeminence of contemporary British playwrights, let alone
Shakespeare. The play itself included an array of characters who together
constituted a cross section of Americans or proto-Americans, from a French-
man and an Irishman to a Negro, a Yankee, and a Leatherstocking, the last
dressed “as described in J. F. Cooper’s Pioneers,” showing the degree to
which art fed on art rather than life.
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Only the year before, the writer James K. Paulding had called for some-
thing very like A Trip to Niagara, though it is doubtful that he had moving
wallpaper in mind. He called for a national drama and then helpfully defined
precisely what he meant:

By a national drama, we mean, not merely a class of dramatic productions,
written by Americans, but one appealing directly to the national feeling -
founded upon domestic incidents - illustrating or satirizing domestic man-
ners, and, above all, displaying a generous chivalry in the maintenance and
vindication of those great and illustrious peculiarities of situation and char-
acter by which we are distinguished from all other nations. We do not hesi-
tate to say that, next to the interests of eternal truth, there is no object
more worthy the exercise of the highest attributes of mind than that of
administering to the just pride of national character, inspiring a feeling for
national glory, and inculcating a love of country. (Quoted in Moses, 83)

In the context, resisting the temptation to relegate eternal truth to second
place seems like an act of genuine humility. Nonetheless, for all the brashness
that then and now can send non-Americans into fits of self-congratulatory
laughter, what else had Shakespeare been to the British but a celebrant of
national values? Even during World War Il the British government made
money available for Laurence Olivier, whose knighthood itself allied theatre
and country, to make a film version of Henry V, on the basis that although the
military victories in that play were at the expense of the French, the sight of
the British beating anyone at all at that stage of the war was felt to be a helpful
boost to the war effort. No wonder, then, that a country so sure of its national
purpose and yet so uncertain of its identity should see the theatre as a mecha-
nism for defining that identity and, as a communal art, a means to unite its citi-
zens who were uncertain about many things but clear about their national
superiority — if someone would only spell out the nature of that superiority.
Democracy, certainly, had something to do with it, and democratic ways were
frequently celebrated on the stage as the ways of the nobility were mocked.
But there was surely something else: a geography that challenged and pro-
voked an adaptable character, native inhabitants who on the one hand offered
a glimpse of Rouseauesque virtue and on the other a challenge to civilized
ways, the melodrama of physical privation and moral conflict, the excitement
of novelty, the emergence of new ways of thought, new ways of being. The
novel took us into this territory. Could the theatre not do likewise?

Poe, writing in 1845, on the occasion of a production of Mrs. Mowatt’s
Fashion, proposed another reason for the paucity of good American drama,
one of which H. L. Mencken would have approved, when he suggested that
“the intellect of an audience can never safely be fatigued by complexity”
(quoted in Moses and Brown, 61). This, presumably, prompted his complaint
that the author had an evident and objectionable desire to explain the
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actions of her own play. His judgment that it “is a good play — compared with
most American drama it is a very good play,” is deliberately two-edged, sug-
gesting a continuing sense of defensiveness, the more especially when he
concluded his review in The Broadway Journal by adding that “by the natural
principle of dramatic art, it is altogether unworthy of notice” (quoted, ibid.,
63). He lamented, moreover, that dramatic art had remained stationary
“while all of its sisters have been making rapid progress” (quoted in Moody,
Dramas, 309). In his view, drama had been stultified for a hundred years.

Eighty years later, and with the supposed advantage of considerable hind-
sight, Montrose J. Moses, one of the first critics to attempt a history of Ameri-
can drama, observed that “we have not yet fully learned to meet life in our
own way on the stage. We are still bringing the European mould and trying to
make it fit American expression” (7). Surveying two hundred years of play-
writing, he could find no play that would endure or take its place in the body
of literature. Indeed, he insisted that:

We would sacrifice our whole native heritage in drama now for one Shake-
speare, for one Moliére, for one Sheridan. Insomuch as we have no such sin-
gle example, we content ourselves by watching the hesitant way in which
American Drama has felt for its native life. And it has felt for it in its own
way, an unsophisticated way, a childish way - fearful lest its soul be seen,
its hunger and inadequacy stand confessed - putting on a brave front — the
front of extreme youthful mentality. (9)

Noting that the American theatre had necessarily been dominated by Eng-
lish playwrights and English actors who had access to a heritage once com-
mon and still dominant, Moses characterized the struggle of the American
theatre simultaneously to learn by imitation and to adapt to new values and
circumstances. To him this had had unfortunate consequences insofar as
American audiences

have always wanted the square deal, have always wanted conventional
virtue to conquer. The large heart rather than the evasive thought, the
tense answer rather than the veiled meaning have always compelled sym-
pathetic interest in an American crowd. . . . The quality of “uplift” has often-
est been associated with the word “American” . . . and so in many of our
plays our ethics become doubtful, our manners become vulgar.

We have, he insisted, “never seriously dealt with history . . . never dealt with
politics . . . never seriously faced our business problems” (quoted in Moody,
Dramas, 10). The complaint is familiar, if not entirely justifiable. There had
been very serious attempts to address an unfolding American experience.2 A
competition for an American play produced the hugely successful Metamora;
or, the Last of the Wampanoags, by John Augustus Stone, which in turn pro-
voked further plays about the relationship between whites and Indians. The
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adventures of Davy Crockett made their way onto the stage, as did the ques-
tion of race, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin being adapted for the
stage and running successfully for many years.

Indeed, it is possible to find evidence of enlightenment in the theatre not
always evident in the society to which it appeals. In A Dialogue Between an Eng-
lishman and an Indian, by John Smith, dating from 1779, the Indian — Joseph
Yannhoontough - denounces the cruelty of Spanish and British alike in a man-
ner that must have sat increasingly uneasily with those who chose to present
the Indian as cruel and wanton, and this long before James Fenimore Cooper:

Did not the Spaniards exercise such acts of cruelty towards the Indians of
Mexico and Florida, and South America, as must make every humane mind,
that attests to their horrid massacres and devastations, shudder? They
wantonly butchered near twenty millions of those natives, and plundered
their countries of almost infinite wealth. Without provocation, they would
cut off the noses and ears of the Indians and give them to their dogs. . . .
Were the Indians ever guilty of barbarity superior to this? . . . In case it is
decreed, by Divine Providence, that the Indians must be extirpated, ought
not those who have opportunity and ability, to use vigorous efforts, to save
them? (Quoted in Moody, Dramas, 8)

To be sure, there is condescension in tone, voice, and subject but the
spirit of the piece is clear enough. Robert Montgomery Bird’s The Gladiator
(1831) showed a similar sympathy. Bird himself recognized the mood that
increasingly favored native products — “An American feeling was beginning to
show itself on the theatrical matters. The managers of the Arch St. Theatre
were Americans, all the chief performers were Americans and the play was
written by an American” (ibid., 233) ~ but he was aware that his drama of
slave rebellion in Imperial Rome was not without its significance to slave-
owning America. As Richard Moody has observed, Bird knew that if it were
played in a slave state he and all involved would be likely to end up in jail, not
least because when he was writing it, “six hundred rebelling slaves under Nat
Turner [were] murdering, ravishing and burning in Virginia.” As Bird sug-
gested, “If they had a Spartacus among them to organize the half million of
Virginia, the hundred thousand of the other states, and lead them in the Cru-
sade of Massacre, what a blessed example might they not give to the world of
the excellences of slavery!” When Spartacus calls out, “Ho, slaves, arise! it is
your hour to kill! / Kill and spare not - For wrath and liberty! — / Freedom for
bondmen - freedom and revenge!” (quoted in ibid., 240), it was an injunction
whose ambiguous force must have been felt by many even as it was claimed
as a new classic of native drama and a new vehicle for America’s p