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CHAPTER I. 

ARGU1.lliNT I N FAVOR OF THE DRAMA 





state. They found the theatre to have a double 

value in the life of the people. It not only pro

vided the amusement and relaxation, but in the days 

when books were not available to all it was the best 

means of educating the people. 

11 In Athens the superintendence of the annual 

dramatic performances was just as much a part of the 

public administration of a f fairs as was the repair of 

the dock yards, the equipment of fleets, or the dis

patch of armies. Poets and actors were selected by 

the state •••• The cost of the performance was a tax 

upon the richer classes. Every wealthy citizen had 

in his turn to defray the expenses of a tragedy or a 

comedy, just as he had to pay f or one of the ships of 

the fleet, or perform any other of the state burdens. 

The theatre was a public institution for the benefit 

of the whole people. Every Athenian citizen of what-

ever de gree was entitled to be present at the annual 

dramatic performances; and if he was too poor to pay 

the entrance fee, he received the price of admission 

from the state. The audience consisted practically 

of the whole body of the people. The theatre of 

Dionysus a t Athens was capable of containing nearly 
( 1) 

twenty thousand people. 11 

(1) A. E. Hai gh--The Attic Theatre, page 2. 
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The theatre is not only a place of amusement, 

it is a place of culture, a place where people learn 
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to think, act, and feel. nFacts are diverse, unordered, 

only partially related. We become their masters not by 

fitting them into a classification, but by becoming 

conscious of them. A drrunatic author becomes impressed 

with this or that fact, an anomaly in the marriage re

lation or in the war of labor and capital, and casts it 

into dramatic form in order that it may better come to 

consciousness. It may or may not accord with our view 

of what the world ought to be; he truces no responsibility 

for that. It is simply one of the influences that is 

shaping the world and must force itself on dramatists 

if they are alive and open-minded. It is the willing

ness to accept facts as their own authority, rather than 

a zeal for the general reformation of the world, which 

make s modern dramatic literature se em so wildly bent on 

changing things. The life about us is violently in pro

cess of changing and any art so close to life as the 
( 1) 

drama is bound to reflect its disordered violence. n 

As an .l!.:nglish playwright has said, "The theatre 

is literally making the minds of our urban population 

today. It is a huge factory of sentiment, of character, 

of points of honor, of concepts, of conduct, of every-

(1) Moderwell--r:l.! he Theatre of Today, page 317. 









quality of t he generation. The rene\ting of a nation 

depends upon t he welfare of the common :people• The men 

of genius will t ake care of themselves, but the racial 

s:piri t depends upon the common mind. 1ivhat better educa

tion f or the common mind is there than an uplifted 

drama? 

9 



CHAPTER II. 

HISTORY--1767 to 1850 









serve all that is left of the drama of the Revolution. 

Of their significance, therefore, as social hi story there 
( 1) 

can be no shadow of doubt." 

The fir st native comedy to be produced by a pro

fessional company was"The Contrast" by Royall Tyler. It 

was first played in New York, April 16, 1787. Tyler tells 

us that Sherida.n1 s "The School for Scandal" was one of 

his models , and the i nfluence is clearly to be seen. In 

this play he creates as its chief comic character a carica

ture of the New England Yankee that has been a prototype 

for over a century. 

The influence of "The Contrast" both as a book ru1d 

a play was widespread. It is told how the book was memor

ized by an inhabitant of New Lebanon, New York. Probably 

its present rarity is due to its wide popularity at the 

time it was written. Mo st important, however, was the 

influence of the play upon the first author-manager, 

William Dunlap. 

nDuring the last decade of the eighte enth century 

and the first of the nineteenth, the dominating force in 

the American Drama was the interesting figure of William 

Dunlap. From the pages of his "History of the American 

Theatre" and his. "Arts of Design" emerges a real person

ality, an artist to his finger tips--enthusiastic, tempera

mental, and proud of his craft, whether it be that of the 

14 

(1) A. H. Quinn--History of the American Drama , page 60 . 



dramatist, or the painter, yet capable of smiling even 

at his own performances, which never reached the shin-

ing level of his desires. Especially keen was his sense 

of the impertinence of patronage, and. in his sojourn in 

En gland he had seen a good deal of it. Therefore, to 

him America was the hope of the artist of the future, 

where, unhampered by caste or the dead hand of prestige, 

the painter, the writer, the musician could develop on 

the firm basis of his intrinsic worth. His belief in 

democracy as a stimulant of art is expressed with a 

hopefulness that not even the bitter experience of years 

could quite disillusion, for he saw, beyond the accom-

plisrunent of democracy, the great principle that survives 
( 1 ) 

even the hard disap pointments of fact. n 

The first attempt at native tragedy was "Andren 

presented by him March 30, 1798. The play was one of 

his best. Its structure is admirable especially from 

the point of view of unity. 

Dunlap produced more than fifty identified plays, 

twenty-nine of which were entirely or partly his ovm. 

He was very well acquainted with the drama of England. 

He was well informed as to the French and German drama 

and it was with careful discrimination that he chose 

material for his adaptations. 

(1) A. H. Quinn --History of the American Drama, page 60. 
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borrowed into a ne w life and form . Thre e of his plays 

stamp him as a genius at adaptation: "Brutus" , "Charles 

t he Second n, "Therese". Washington Irving collaborated 

on more than one play vvi th John Howard Payne, but i nsisted 

on his share being concealed. 

Another dramatist of this ty1)e , ri-ting at the 

sarne time , ·was Sheridan Knowles , but h e lacke d the vi gor 

of Payne . Knovrles made history domestic , Payne ma de it 

h eroic and at the same time romru1tic. 

About 1830 the social , political , and economical 

condition of the co11ntry f orced a chan ge in the nature of 

the a.rarna . Boston was now only three days from Washington. 

Thi s enla r ging of t he neighborhood revolu tionized industry 

and brought to t he front pe ople who heretofore had be en 

outside the i nterests of t he drama. New York became the 

leadi ng theatrical centre of the United States, due to 

its geographical posi tion as a port of entry. To her 

came the for eig1:1 stars , and their i nfluenc e upon our drama 

vms great . The American stage lacked the artist , and the 

dTamatist turned as PaJme turned , to forei gn i ns piration. 

Among the dramatists it is seldom tbat we find a 

man who is so scholarly ana versatile as :Dr. Robert rvront

gomery Bird . Perhaps the play by which he is best remem

bered is "The Gladiatorn . It has the virtues and faults 

of romantic tragedy, but it must be judged by its effect 

19 







CHAPTER III. 

Hi story--1850 to 1918 



One of the most significant dramas of this 

period is nFashionn by Mrs. Mowatt. Although this 

play is faulty in construction and is lacking in lit

erary merit, it is one of the few native pieces which 

has stood the test of time. Only recently it was re

vived with considerable success by the Drama League. 

The dialogue contains local allusions of the 

street and parlor of the t i me, introduces the conven-

tional English dialect, makes use of the "parvenu" 

at t empt to use French phrases, and of an exaggerated 

negro Cli ale ct. 

"At the time this play was written all society 

drama seemed to know but one situation: the mad rush 

after money and soci al prestige at the moment when 

financial ruin threatened a family. It sought to be 

aatire aimed particularly at the effort to be English, 

f or the Americru1 is introduced breezily and roughly,--

note "Adam Frueman", the farmer, in 'tFashionn. Lower 

Broadway was the promenade, with its busses, and carri-

a ges rolling ou t into the country--possibly to Central 
( 1) 

Park--carrying parties for recreation." 

Edgar Allen Poe was not in accord with the 

"modern drama" of his day. He writes, "The day has at 

length arrived when men demand nationalities in place 

(1) Mont rose J. Moses--The American Dramatist, page 53. 
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fore, thiifting has to a great extent the power of action. 

Every character and every incident in the play serve to 

set forth concretely this abstract truth. "Alabama" was 

produced at a time wh en the country was tired of sectional 

strife, and when it was believed there should be a reco n -

ciliation. Colonel Henry Watterson said in two public 

speeches and also editorially, that up to the time of the 

pro duction of rrAlabama" he had had no assistance of any 

ki nd to bring about this reconciliation between the sec-

ti ons, and t hat !!Alabama!! did more in one night than he 
( 1) 

had been ab le to do in ten years. 

William Gillette has done much to prove the le giti

macy of the melodrama. He believed the fundamental pur

pose of the theatre was to amuse, that life had worries 

and tro ub les enough. He appealed to the thirst for ex

citement which is inherent in both child and adult. In 

"Sherlock Holmesn he made melodrama acceptable to the 

best audiences through his excellent workmanship, and 

peculiarly i ndividualistic acting. 

The most prolific writer of his time was Clyde 

Fitch. Though he died at the age of forty-four, he has 

to his credit some forty or fifty plays. "Mr. Fitch was 

a born playwright, in t he double sense that in expressing 

himself he perforce had to use dialogue, and in viewing 

life he i nvariably felt compelled to estimate it in terms 

11) Mont rose J. Moses--The American Dr amatist, page 162. 
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Chapter IV. 

History--Present Day 









O'Neill wrote this without regard_ to whether or not his 

audience would be pleased. He has written a s t ory of 

sheer misery , of dreams ctenied , and love unrequited , of 

love that wanes , and poverty , death , and disease, and of 

people who grow old. I t is a story in which every char

acter ages and every character changes . It is a reflec 

tion of life, but of a side of life that most peop l e 

avoid seeing , though they know it exists. 

His latest play , ''Desire Under the Elms", has 

caused much discussion , and has received considerable 

condemnation . Agaj_n, as in 11 Beyong the Horizon" , h e 

deals with the farmer characters, the very narrovvness 

of whose l i fe i ntensifies the desires of human nature. 

Desire is the key note of the play; desire for gold, 

f or the f arm; t he desire of Eben for his father's wife ; 

the desire of the aged Cabot for an hei r . A play that 

is ruthless and bitter , without humor , vJi thout a sug

gestion of pity or· gent leness, i t has the rigor and 

pace of the Greek tragedies, and at times thei r diV1ity . 

Of course there are those , a very few to be sure, 

who l ook upon the play as immoral,and refrain from dis 

cussing it. 

He re ari s es the question, wh ere shou l d the play

wri ght draw the line in his portrayal of human life ru1d 

human passions? Human nature is so constituted that it 

has i nherent the natural elements of logic , an under-
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standing of the laws of cause and effect; and when once 

the premises are set forth, the result is pretty sure 

to be adequately arrived at. Experience is largely the 

teacher of complex matters ; and, as the opportunities 

of civilization and the serenity of domestic life do 

not usually allow of the experience of the more rugged 

and dominating passions of our nature, which are never

the less latently existing, it is wise in the economy of 

things that a fitting knowledge of evil potentialities 

as well as go od should be afforded. Warning-posts have 

their place as well as sign-posts in the many cross

roaded highways of life. Nevertheless, questions of 

passion should in all imaginative work be very carefully 

dealt with; and it is here that we may fear for the 

effects of that luxuriro1t and reckless quasi-realism at 

which certain imaginative writers, both far the stage 

ro1d library, aim. 

In discussion of the type of play which is largely 

being forced upon the American public today, the follow

ing editorial appared in the 11 Theatre Magazine", March, 

1922: 

"The drama today is a reflection of the condition 

of the world left as an aftermath of the Great War . In 

every fie 1a. of human activity, in political , industrial, 

f inancial, and social orders, there is the same debacle. 

1f\fhy not in the theatre? 
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inte-lli gence, by a persistent and consistent boycott of 

those managers and those theatres that continue to offend 

against good taste and good morals. No manager can con

tinually defy arouaed public opinion and prosper. After 

all the vast majority of the people are clean and ri ght 

thinking. If this were not true the wor ld would have 

gone to the devil long ago. 

As to the libidinously inclined minority, the 

less intelligent and less decent theatre-goers, he must 

be taught to stop thinlcing along prostitute lines, wan 

tonness, prodi gality, waste, jazz , gambling, drunkenness, 

all that is part of Satan's cuTriculum. A certai n class 

of women play goers lilce to see the prostitute on the 

stage . Perhaps they see in the hectic heroine what they 

might have "b ecome in other circumstances. Themselves 

weak, unmoral , barren of princi p les, they let their 

empty headed flapper daughters imitate the harlot in dress 

and mru1ner, and their sons go to ruin for her. 

"The world is suffering from moral indi gestion 

brought on by over-indulgence. The cure is a siege of 

hard times. We are feeling it now. The conditions are 

terrible, but the world won ' t go under. A change vdll 

come . There will be a wave of ideals of spirituality , 

and a wave of bette r living and better thinking. The 

playwri ghts will welcome the new era; the theatres 
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reflect it. The managers vdll float on the crest of it. 
{ 1} 

I t wi 11 come." 

Let us now consider what is being done toward 

developing a national drama, a drama that is truly and 

typically American. 

Very little is done, outside of our uni-wersi

ties, to teach our American public to take the drama 

seriously as an art. Walter Pritchard Eaton says that 

after the Equity Players announced that they were going 

to produce native plays the manuscripts "piled up 11
• The 

one p1ay discovered and produced was nvvhy not?" by 

Jessie Lynch Williams. Two other plays were produced 

by Equity, both written by young Americans. The first 

was nHospi tali tyl!. The second was the much discussed 

expressionistic drama rrRoger Bloomern. Neither play was 
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ready for the stage technically, but both had intellectual 

solidity and meant something , and nRo ger Bloomern was 

strangely imaginative. 

nThe Rise of Silas Lapham11
, which was produced by 

the Guild, was a dramatization of a piece of historic 

realism , but it did not belong to the drama of our day . 

''Ambushn was a good modern play , but it was not American , 

it was more of an imitation of continental drama . "The 

Adding Iv'Iachin en was obviously selected by the Guild , 

because it represented an effort toward a new and freer 

tl) Theatr e Magazine , March 1 22--Editorial. 





"The Adding Machine" , not because they are funnier, but 

because I thi nlc them better Arne ri can :plays, far more 

truly :reflecting American life, even if they make no 

attempt a t conscious criticism of that life, o:r have 
( 1) 

little i ntellectual body. 11 

(1) Walter Pritchard Eaton--Theatre Magazine, Oct. 1 23. 
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Chapter V. 

The Future of the Drama 


















