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ABSTRACT

THEATRICAL CRITICISM
IN THE NEW YORK EVENING POST, 1801-1830

by

Armand Elroy Falk

The object of the present study is to give an account of

theatrical criticism in the New York Evening Post from its inception

to 1830. The "theatrical critic" is one to whom the drama exists
primarily as a performance in the theater. He is influenced in his
critical principles, his attitudes and his judgments by his presence
in the theater where he is subjected to all the arts of the playwright,
actor and producer. All the writings about current productions will
be examined, whether they deal with plays, new or old, or with the
acting and other aspects of the performances. At one extreme will be
the discussion of the financial and personal affairs of the theaters,
their managers and patrons; at the other discussions of drama in
general, its artistic principles and its social function. Theatrical
criticism, where it attempts to be criticism worthy of the name, will
reflect the contemporary ideas about drama, will give the historian
of the drama important information, and will afford vivid glimpses of
the living drama. Sometimes the theatrical critics will represent
the learned English critics who clung to the established theories;

at other times they will represent the common playgoers of New York.
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Occasionally, however, they will be seen striking out on new lines

themselves and demanding, through the very nature of their own task,

new ways of looking at drama and new principles by which to judge it.
Whatever the intrinsic merit of these reviews, there can be

little doubt, considering the central importance of the Evening Post,

its consistently moderate stance, and its gradual shift with the
political and social trends of the day, that they furnish a reasonably
accurate index to changing American tastes in the early nineteenth
century. With their different vocabularies, their different standards,
their different aims, these reviews have been as much the product

of their times as the theater has been which they have covered. The
present study attempts to deal exhaustively with the reviews contained
in one periodical during one period of the history of American theater.
It is intended to lead to a more comprehensive survey of the body

of opinion and information which remains untouched in early American

periodicals.
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CHAPTER I

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

A. THE AMERICAN SCENE

The period between the Revolutionary War and Andrew Jackson's
first term as President was marked by several distinct changes in
American letters. In retrospect the most important of these was a
shift from a derivative neo-classicism to the beginnings of a native
romanticism. In addition, the first internationally known American
writers made their appearance; the work of American poets, novelists
and playwrights appeared in quantity in England for the first time;
and English actors and actresses finally began to find the trip to
America financially and artistically rewarding.

Many of these cultural changes could not have been foreseen
during the Federalist decade, 1790-1800. Then the great men of the
American Revolution had set themselves to the task of political
consolidation, uncertain at the end of the Constitutional Convention
of 1787, and by 1800 had forged the nation's political framework.
But the tempering remained. In the decade following the ratification
of the Constitution, its originators and the implementers of its
theory had gone--Franklin, Hancock, Washington, Patrick Henry in the

1790's; Sam Adams, Hamilton, Robert Morris, Thomas Paine in the



early 1800's. To a new generation--Henry Clay, John C. Calhoun,
Daniel Webster, Andrew Jackson--fell the task of overcoming sectionalism
and infusing the country with a national spirit.

It has become commonplace to use as symbols of this change the
men who best represent the beginning and the end of the period,
Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson. The Federalists saw Thomas
Jefferson as a threat not only to their own power, but to society
and the nation. They viewed him as a man of illusions and "unbounded
power of evil." His own words seemed to bear out the fears of the
Federalists when he stated, in retrospect, "The revolution of 1800
was as real a revolution in the principles of government as that of
1776 was in its fbrm."l

But Jefferson's '"revolution'" was destined to be abortive, for
by 1815, under the pressure of British power, his position was
increasingly assuming the coloring of Federalism, and the rights of
the states were being sacrificed to the exigencies of war. Agrarian
t heories succumbed as the embargo stimulated the development of
domestic commerce and industry.

But in other and more important respects, the knell of

Federalism which Jefferson sounded was final. By 1821 that party had

1Richard Hofstadter, William Miller and Daniel Aaron, The
American Republic to 1865 (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall,
1959), p. 293.
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become the party of the past. New York State, earlier a bastion of
Federalism, found it expedient to replace its Federalist constitution.
Seven years earlier it had reversed the political structure of the
Assembly 74-38 and had sent Congress twenty-one Republicans and only
six Federalists.2 Only in New England, where the embargo forced it,
did Federalism survive.

Had the nation not already made great progress toward democracy
by 1820, the period from 1820-1828 might almost be considered another
revolution.”"” As it was, however, the election of Jackson in 1828
was only the climax of the strong impulse toward democracy that had
begun long before and had swept through the American states. The
crest on a breaking wave of human experience, Jacksonian democracy
went far beyond changes in political institutions. It underlined the
nationalistic tendencies of the United States, it increased individualism
and enterprise, it affected education, the professions, literature and
religion, and it made clear the differences between American society and
European society. Before 1815 America might still have become several
distinct nations, but between 1815 and 1828 the course of American
development became fixed and its divergence from older societies was
defined.

Political change had its counterpart in letters and the period

from 1776 to 1830 was broadly the transitional period during which

Henry Adams, The Formative Years (London: Collins, 19u8),
p. 874.




tﬁe

He:

L

e

Ver



literary neoclassicism was receding and nineteenth century

Romanticism was approaching. The neoclassicists were, for the most
part, those writers born prior to the Revolutionary War--Dwight,
Barlow, Brackenridge, Trumbull. They had much the same intellectual
orientation as the men who made the American Revolution. Their work
was nearly completed by the turn of the century. The next generation
consisted of the writers born after the Revolution, but prior to the
turn of the century--Irving, Cooper, Paulding, Bryant, Drake, Halleck.
They emerged from neoclassicism but worked some important modifications
upon it. These are the literary figures of the period of this study and
they bear comparison intellectually to Jefferson, John C. Calhoun,
Henry Clay, Daniel Webster and Andrew Jackson.

In addition, the growth of literary nationalism underscored
the distinctiveness of American culture. Complaints had been voiced
as early as 1729 that there was a need for an intellectual life
adequate to the time and the country, but the most important years in
the campaign for an American literature were post-1800.

In the midst of the period under examination, the Federalists
were accused of maintaining that American letters "must wait for all
improvements from abroad, acquire a literary tone from the mother
country . . . and wait for decision on its merits or demerits, from
the higher authorities of London. "3 On the other hand, the Democrats

felt that the transition to national letters should be easy. One

SNorth American Review, I(1815), 312-313.
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of the first proponents of radical, rapid change was Noah Webster,

who demanded no "American apologetics" and called for purely American
critical standards in 1800. Walter Channing found it lamentable

that the Revolution had not caused a confusion of tongues to facilitate
the formation of a national literature.”

The War of 1812 added impetus to the struggle and the periodicals
of the time gave expression to it. The Port-Folio made a typical
statement about this feeling in 1816.

We are yet without a name distinguished in letters. But
this reproach must also pass away. In forming their
style and manner, let our writers emulate the ambition,
diligence and zeal that have so eminently characterized
our gentlemen of the sword, and the object for which
they contend must be inevitably attained. Many years
cannot run their course, till our country shall have
become as renowned in literature, as she is in arms.

The attacks on America by such critics as Sydney Smith and
Mrs. Trollope brought strong reactions in the United States and
served to promote the cause of literary nationalism. One of the best
pre-Emersonian statements was that of William Ellery Channing in
1829, He found it fruitless to look to other civilizations, the
past, patriotism and romantic love for themes. American literary
accomplishments should be those which were distinctly American,
they should not be divorced from its institutions or life. Channing's

inspiration was a life in which man could rise to his full stature through

the release of all human potentialities in ways hitherto undreamed--

“Earl Bradsher, "The Rise of Nationalism in American Literature,"
Studies for William A. Read, ed. N. M. Cafee and Thomas Kirby (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1940), pp. 272-274.

5
Port-Folio, I(January 1816), 76.
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science, refinement of taste and imagination, moral and religious
truths.® Channing's vision of America's promise was seen by few in
the first three decades of the nineteenth century.

Against this background the theatrical criticism of the New

York Evening Post, one of the few bodies of criticism that spans the

period from 1800-1830, will be examined. Many studies have been
made before of American theaters and performers in New York and
elsewhere. In some of the biographies and histories, attempts have
been made to recover from old periodicals the contemporary opinions

about theaters, actors and plays. One work, The American Theatre as

Seen by Its Critics, 1752-1934 edited by Montrose Moses and John

Mason Brown, has attempted, in their words, to recapture a sense of
what our theater of the past was like when it still belonged to the
theater and not to the historian. But of their collection of 104
critical essays, barely a dozen were drawn from the years before 1852.
The present study attempts to deal exhaustively with the reviews
contained in one periodical during one period of the history of
American theater. It is intended to lead to a more comprehensive
survey of the body of opinion and information which remains untouched
in early American periodicals.

I have borrowed the distinction between 'theatrical criticism"
and "dramatic criticism" from Charles Harold Gray's Theatrical

Criticism in London to 1795. The "theatrical critic" is one to whom

6William Ellery Channing, "Remarks on National Literature,"
Works, I (Boston: American Unitarian Association, 1871) 2u43-280.
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the drama exists primarily as a performance in the theater. He is
influenced in his critical principles, his attitudes and his judgments
by his presence in the theater where he is subjected to all the arts
of the playwright, actor and producer. The "dramatic critic" may at
times dissociate the experience in the theater from that which he has
in his own private imaginative reading of the play.

Since the object of the present study is to give an account of

theatrical criticism in the New York Evening Post, all the writings

about the current productions will be examined, whether they deal with
plays, new or old, or with the acting and other aspects of the per-
formances. At one extreme will be the discussion of the financial

and personal affairs of the theaters, their managers and patrons;

at the other, discussions of drama in general, its artistic principles
and its social function. Theatrical criticism, where it attempts to be
criticism worthy of the name, will reflect the contemporary ideas about
drama, will give the historian of the drama important information,

and will afford vivid glimpses of the living drama. Sometimes the
theatrical critics will represent the learned English criticis who
clung to the established theories; at other times they will represent
the common playgoers of New York. Occasionally, however, they will

be seen striking out on new lines themselves and demanding, through

the very nature of their own task, new ways of looking at drama and
new principles by which to judge it.

Whatever the intrinsic merit of these reviews, there can be
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little doubt, considering the central importance of the Evening Post,

its consistently moderate stance, and its gradual shift with the
political and social trends of the day, that they furnish a reasonably
accurate index to changing American tastes in the early nineteenth
century. With their different vocabularies, their different standards,
Their different personalities, their different aims, these reviewers
have been as much the product of their times as the theater has been

which they have covered.

B. AMERICAN JOURNALISM

To determine the significance of the Evening Post and relate

it to drama, American journalistic and theatrical history must be
sketched. One of the distinctive features of American society at the
beginning of the nineteenth century was its already well-established
dependency upon the press. References to the newspaper reading
propensities of Americans were frequent in the early journals and
travel books of America's European visitors. Not only did these early
tourists comment on the appearance of a newspaper in the hands of
workingmen at all hours of the day, but some inferred that the
success of the American experiment in its early stages was due to the
newspaper. Alexis de Tocqueville stated, "Only the journalists strike
me as truly American. They are certainly not great writers, but they

speak their country's language and they make themselves heard."”

7Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. George
Lavrence (New York: Harper and Row, 1966) p. 439.
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At about the same time, another traveller declared, "The influence
and circulation of newspapers is great beyond anything ever known in
Europe. In truth, nine-tenths of the population read nothing else . . .
Every village, nay, almost every hamlet, has its press . . . Newspapers
penetrate to every crevice of the Union,"®
American newspapers had naturally taken their cue from the English
newspapers, but the development of the colonial newspaper had lagged
behind the English journals for reasons that are obvious: population
in America was too small and scattered, illiteracy remained quite high,
trade and commerce were undeveloped, and intercolonial communication
was slow. Consequently, the American Revolution brought about two
important changes in American journalism. Both of these were intimately
related to the development of the country, one politically and the
other economically.
Prior to the Revolutionary period, the American newspaper was
pretty generally made up of materials taken from London journals.
What space remained, usually about one-third of the newspaper, was
composed of items on ship arrivals, deaths, sermons, political appoint-
ments, storms, Indian depredations, piracy, counterfeiting, fires,
accidents, court actions, etc. In the beginning this material was
treated as orderly history, which gave rise to the situation of John
Campbell of Boston, who once fell thirteen months behind in the
printing of these news items. One of the earliest developments of

significance in American journalism was the conviction that the news

should be current.

8 homas Hamiiton, Mem and Manners in America, II (Edinburgh:
Blackwood, 1833), 73-7u4.
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Of much greater importance to American political growth was
the belief that the newspaper should be outspoken. The era of the
political press in America can be dated to the general resistance to
the Stamp Act in 1765. But Sam Adams' struggle against the coercive
bill epitomized an age which inherited a legacy dating from the

suppression of Benjamin Harris' Public Occurrences Both Foreign and

Domestick in 1690 and including James Franklin, Peter Zenger and many
others. By the end of the War of Independence, the newspaper press
had gained greatly in stature and possessed the confidence of the
political leaders.

The second major change in American journalism was concomitant
to the evolution of American commerce. Publication of the earliest
American newspapers was looked upon as a public service, frequently
in connection with the post office. Soon, however, the influence of
the English journals was felt, and advertising was introduced. In
time, it came to provide a substantial portion of the support of

jourmalism and by 1800 represented one-half the contents of many

newspapers.g Samuel Loudon's Mercantile Advertiser, founded in 1792,

and Noah Webster's American Minerva, later the Commercial Advertiser,

begun in 1793 were both portents of the time to come when, between
1810 and 1820, half the daily papers in America bore the word

. 0 sas
"Advertiser., " By 1830 sixty to eighty percent of many dailies

consisted of advertising.

9Fpank Luther Mott, American Journalism, 1690-1960 (New York:
Macmillan, 1962), p. 201.

lOBemard A. Weisberger, The American Newspaperman (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1961), p. 70.
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The typical paper during the period from 1801 through 1830
devoted three-fourths of the first page to advertising and the
remainder to literary miscellany or political essays; page two
contained foreign and domestic news or a political speech or letter;
page three, containing the editorial column and local items, was filled
out with advertising; and the last page was all advertising.ll
Before 1801 many newspapers maintained a column or two of comment
by the editor, in addition to the comments and letters interspersed
throughout the paper.

The divided nature of American journalism in the early nineteenth
century was well described in the comments of two Americans. As early
as 1816, John C. Calhoun had concluded that banks had "in great
measure, a control over the pr'ess."l2 Conversely, James Fenimore Cooper
was satisfied that the public press "as a whole'" owed "its existence

nl3 The truth

to the schemes of interested political adventurers.
lay somewhere in between. The dynamics of American journalism at
this time sprang from the dependence of political parties and
business enterprises upon public favor.

But while political and commercial matter dominated the news-

papers, other material was not excluded. The tradition of the

newspaper as a means of entertainment can be traced in America to

11
Mott, American Journalism, p. 202,

12John C. Calhoun, Works, ed. Richard K. Cralle, II (New York:
Appleton and Company, 1881), 162.

13Elwyn B. Robinson, '""The Dynamics of American Journalism from
1787-1865," Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, LXI
(1937), u435-445,
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James Franklin's New England Courant in 1721, which in turn had

taken its inspiration from the Spectator and Guardian. The newspaper's
contribution to drama also began early in the eighteenth century when
theatrical notices became common in the papers of Charleston and

other southern towns. In 1732 the New England Weekly Journal

published The London Merchant, or the History of George Barnwell.lu

After midcentury theatrical notices appeared in the Philadelphia and
New York newspapers. In 1782 theatrical criticism appeared in the

Maryland Journal. The self-appointed critic, "Philo-Theatricus,"

wrote a review of "The Tragedy of Venice Preferr'd" on March 9th
of that year. Thereafter reviews appeared regularly during the life
of the paper.ls
Newspaper editors were consistent publishers of poetry through
the nineteenth century, but the tendency after the appearance of the
magazine in the mid-eighteenth century and the expansion of book
publishing in the early nineteenth century was toward less purely
literary offerings in the daily or weekly journal. Nevertheless, as
shall be shown, the newspaper remained quite prominent in entertainment
and arts simply because the magazine was exceedingly unstable.
The newspaper was only slightly more stable, however, and a
reflection of the tumultous state of American journalism may be found

in a statistical analysis of the New York City press. Of seventy-eight

luSidney Kobre, The Development of the Colonial Newspaper
(Pittsburgh, 1944), p. u47.

5
1 Ibid., 163.
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13

newspapers of all types, weekly, monthly and daily, which appeared in

New York City between 1801 and 1820, only five, the Commercial Advertiser,

the Evening Post, the New York Gazette, the Mercantile Advertiser, and

the Spectator spanned the period. Three of these, the Evening Post,

the Commercial Advertiser, and the New York Gazette, were the only

dailies to survive out of the twenty-one founded during the period.16

It is necessary to note also that at least one historian found two of
these newspapers to be important in the 1820's. Payne stated, "with
the exception of Mordecai M. Noah of the New York Advocate,

William L. Stone of the Commercial Advertiser, and William Coleman

of the Evening Post, the papers were unimportant and the editors too
17

much given to personal and futile abuse."
The early newspaper editor had been in reality a printer first

and an editor later. It was only with the Revolutionary War that he

assumed a function distinct from that of the printer. Of prime

importance to the intent of this study is the fact that during this

period the printer-as-editor gave way to the editor-as-man-of-letters.

As a consequence of the newspaper's avowed intent to mold public opinion,

the editorial column gained prominence during this period and its author

became increasingly cultured, if not genteel. The partisan newspaper

of Jefferson's day was apt to be under the control of an educated man

with a firm point of view which he was willing to put at the disposal

16Clarence S. Brigham, History and Bibliography of American
Newspapers, 1690-1820 (Worcester: American Antiquarian Society, 1947),
pp. 606-706.

17George H. Payne, History of Journalism in the United States
(New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1920), p. 2u2.
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of a like-minded individual in public life. Money might be involved,
but only to keep the paper operating, not to buy ideas. The finest
examples of the new breed of editor in the post-war period were

probably Philip Freneau of the National Gazette in 1791 and William

Coleman of the Evening Post in 1801. Both men were on a cultural level

far superior to that of the ordinary printer who learned to read and
write at the font.

In addition to being cultured, the head of a newspaper in the
early national period was also forced to be a man of action. Most
editors would probably have subscribed in part to the statement of

William Cobbett in his Porcupine's Gazette in 1797, "Profession of

impartiality I shall make none . . . I have not descended from the

Censorial chair merely to become a newsmonger . . . I have not taken

up that cut-and-thrust weapon, a daily paper, without a resolution

not only to make use of it myself, but to lend it to whomsoever is

d isposed to assist me .18 Henry Adams referred to William Duane of

the Aurora as "a scurrilous libeler" and went on to add, 'but so was

Cobbett; so was William Coleman; so was Joseph Dennie of the Portfolio."
Perhaps the contrast between the newspaper about to be examined

and that of a later day is best illustrated by two statements of

purpose. The first is a summary of the prospectus of the Gazette of the

United States, April 15, 1783. The editor here claimed his ambition for

leWeisberger, p. 47.

19
Adams, p. 61.
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the paper to be the organ of the government, to print debates and
important papers and to contain serious and thoughtful articles on
government. He wished for the patronage of the people of wealth and
culture and offered them such reading as would please them. He also
wanted the good will of the "mechanics."

The second statement is that with which Benjamin H. Day in-
troduced the New York Sun on September 3, 1833. "The object of this
paper is to lay before the public, at a price within the means of
everyone, all the news of the day, and at the same time offer an
advantageous medium for advertisements."

While the American newspaper appeared by the end of the
eighteenth century to be firmly established as a molder of opinion
and purveyor of partisan politics, the American magazine was
struggling merely to survive. Of the forty-five magazines founded

prior to 1794, only one, the New Hampshire Jounal, or Farmer's

Weekly Museum saw the nineteenth century. In New York City, of the

thirty-nine magazines which appeared between 1801 and 1830, not one

existed continuously throughout the period.20

The nature of these magazines was as varied as the society in
which they were created and their circulation was limited: the

Port Folio never published more than 2,000 copies, the North American

Review had five or six hundred subscribers in 1820. They combined

205tatistics are drawn from Frank Luther Mott, A History of
American Magazines, 1741-1850 (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1930).
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politics with literature and borrowed freely from all sources, a
characteristic they shared with the newspapers. The periodical essay
was the staple for magazines throughout this period. Later, fiction
became the chief reliance for the weekly miscellanies and the women's
magazines. Another common source of material was biography and
biographical anecdote.21
Until the rapid rise of the theater took place in New York

toward the end of the third decade of the nineteenth century, little
theatrical criticism appeared in magazines. The attitude toward the

theater in America prior to 1794 was typified by a remark in the

American Magazine and Monthly Chronicle. Speaking of "Operas, Plays,

Ridottos, Masquerados, etc." the writer said, "If, in this detach'd
quarter of the globe, we are, as yet, strangers to these names, and
to the things meant by them, 'tis one circumstance of our felicity.

May we always continue to be so."?2

Even so, by the end of the
century notices of plays appeared, as they had been appearing for

decades, and the New-York Magazine included a department called the

"Theatrical Register" which ran for a year and a half. Probably
written by William Dunlap, it was the most important body of dramatic
criticism in an American magazine in the eighteenth century. One

theatrical magazine, the Thespian Oracle in Philadelphia, lasted one

issue.

2lid., pp. 173-174.

22American Magazine and Monthly Chronicle, I (December 1757),

117.
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Under such circumstances, periodicals devoted entirely to the
theater would seem to be inconceivable, but following the turn of
the century seven theatrical magazines appeared before 1830. The

Theatrical Censor in Philadelphia lasted almost one year. John

Howard Payne's Thespian Mirror in New York survived for three months

in 1806. Another Theatrical Censor in Philadelphia lived for three

months. The Thespian Monitor persisted throughout the 1809 season,

as did the Rambler's Magazine and New York Theatrical Register for

the Season 1809-1810. The last of the post-1800 drama magazines to

appear before 1830 was Whim, published for a season (1814) in
Philadelphia. Perhaps the most important of the mgazines was the

Mirror of Taste and Dramatic Censor, in four volumes of six numbers

each, which appeared during 1810 and 1811 in Philadelphia. It con-

tained portraits of actors and interesting and valuable criticism

of the stage and of theatrical life.23
Some general magazines also wrote about the theater. Prior to

1801 two magazines in New York City had given some attention to the

theater, the Monthly Magazine published from April 1799 to December

1800, and the Weekly Magazine published from July 1, 1795, to

August 23, 1797. Outside of New York, the Philadelphia Monthly

Magazine carried an article on the actress Mrs. Merry in 1798.
With the founding of the Port Folio in Philadelphia in
January 1801, the most significant periodical devoting a portion of

its space to the theater appeared. For the first eight years of its

23
Mott, American Magazines, pp. 165-166.
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existence, the Port Folio contained almost everything produced in
light literature in the United States. It represented the literary
efforts of the time and excluded neither the meritorious nor the
dull. Although it was noted for its conservatism, it showed in-
consistencies. At times it was ready to welcome innovations con-
tradicting every established canon.zu The magazine had a regular
department of drama and had a longer life than any previous American
magazine, surviving until December 1827,

In Boston, the Boston Weekly and its successor the Emerald ran

consecutively from October 30, 1802, until October 15, 1808, and after
the first issue regularly devoted space to a "Thespian Department."
Also in Boston, the Polyanthos carried theatrical notices and its
editor, Joseph T. Buckingham, incurred the wrath of Edgar Allan Poe's

father for his remark, "Little Pickle, by Mrs. Poe, if we may be

2
allowed the use of a pun, was a very green Little Pickle."

Buckingham later gave special attention to Boston theaters in his

New England Galaxy, 1817-1834.

In Baltimore, the Portico, which stressed literary criticism,
divided its attention among poetry, fiction and drama from January
1816 to June 1818, A weekly record of the New York theater appeared

in the New York Mirror after its founding in August 1823, This

week-by-week story of productions was supplemented by editorial

commentary and theatrical sketches. William Leggett's Critic also

2y
Adams, p. 1010.

25
Polyanthos, IV (March 1807), 281.
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appeared briefly in New York from November 1, 1828, to May 2, 1829,
and contributed some theatrical criticism.

Other magazines usually remained silent in regard to the
theater and broke out only in criticism of abuses. Biglow's American

Monthly Magazine in May 1817 found it necessary to apoligize for

beginning a department called the "Thespian Register" and the

Monthly Anthology was critical of some female patrons of the theater

in February 1810. The Portico, although devoting considerable space
to theatrical criticism, found it necessary to sum up the theater in
1817 as "Nought but ignorance and vulgarity clamorously enjoying the

lowest obscenity and farce "8

C. AMERICAN THEATER

In 1800 America was also feeling the effects of a growing
demand for theatrical entertainment. Like the periodicals, the
theater was a social phenomenon requiring large numbers of people with
a certain amount of leisure time. It is unnecessary to trace in
detail the development of the theater in America prior to this period,
but a sketch is essential to an understanding of conditions at the
turn of the century. The earliest known theatrical performance
occurred in Virginia in 1665 and apparently was an amateur production.
Thirty-seven years later, incipient theatrical interest in America
promoted the appearance in South Carolina of Anthony Aston, a

travelling professional actor from England via Jamaica. There were

26
Portico, III (May 1817), 371.
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doubtless other performances and other performers, but even though
the South was comparatively cordial in its welcome to travelling
performers, the conditions of life in America were not. In New
England the puritanical prejudice and intolerance to the stage fed
on the memories of the reigns of James and Charles.

Paradoxically, perhaps the greatest impetus to drama in
America was given by the very event that for a period of twenty years
caused its official banishment--the Revolutionary War. By 1752
theaters had been erected in New York City and in Williamsburg and
also in that year the first important company of players arrived in
America, led by Lewis Hallam. During the next twenty years theatrical
seasons were held in New York, Philadelphia, Annapolis, Charleston and
other smaller towns. The proprietors of the company usually were
faced with the construction of a building to accommodate the troup and
very commonly encountered the resistance of a large segment of the
population. Although the moral opposition gradually weakened, the
political opposition increased in the period just prior to the war.
Just as the drama became accepted as an educational force and
intolerance and prejudice broke down, opposition to all things English
increased and legal restrictions became more stringent.

In 1774 the Continental Congress passed a resolution which
made an economic rather than a moral judgment. They asserted that,
"we will . . . discountenance and discouragé every species of
extravagance and dissipation, especially all horse-racing, and all

kinds of gaming, cock-fighting, exhibitions of shews, plays, and other
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expensive diversions and entertainments."?’ Though Congress had no
power to enforce its ruling, it was accepted with varying degrees of
alacrity by the colonies and, reinforced by the exigencies of war,
most theaters were closed. The decrees laid down by some of the
colonies remained on the books until as late as 1793, but in many
cases the theaters had no sooner closed than the British re-opened
them. The colonials responded to the amateur theatricals of the
British and public interest was maintained in the acted drama through-
out the war. The professional British approach to drama also aided

in maintaining high standards. More importantly, the Revolution
provided a wedge for American playwrights in the form of the
political pieces written by Mercy Otis Warren, Hugh Henry Brackenridge
and Jonathan Mitchell Sewall, some of which were published but

not produced.

With the end of the war the professionals began to return.
Prohibitory acts were repealed in colony after colony until the last
fell in Rhode Island and Massachusetts. The first successful American
play, Royall Tyler's Contrast, appeared in 1787, and with the rise
of competition among theatrical companies, the quality of acting
rose. Although it remained almost entirely derivative, the theater
felt the impulse toward expansion and improvement that was the result
of the successful completion of the war and the establishment of the
new nation. With the appearance of William Dunlap and the opening

in 1798 of the Park Theater in New York City, America served notice

27Journals of the Continental Congress 1774-1783, ed. Washington
Chauncey Ford, I (Washington: U. S. Government Printing Office, 1904),
78.
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that it no longer intended to be a mere outpost of the London stage.
If the battle with moral authorities had ended, much remained
to be done in other areas. From 1798 to the end of the second
British war, the American theater was engaged in a constant struggle
to survive. The theater stood in desperate need first of all of a
large play-going public. In the larger towns, yellow fever struck
with tragic regularity, killed many, turned the cities into ghost
towns and postponed season openings until December. In addition
public apathy as a result of the dearth of effective plays was com-
mon, for the few American plays did not yet draw crowds and English
drama was entering a period that had not been matched in barrenness
for over two centuries. National affairs also lured men's attention
away from the drama. Conditions were such that the prosperity, in
fact, even the very existence, of the theater was tenuous. Dunlap's
bankruptcy in 1805 was largely the result of the theatrical depression
that was also felt in Boston and Philadelphia.
The crucial period came after the War of 1812. In 1816 Mr.
and Mrs. John Barnes arrived in New York, marking the first of the
~growing tide of prominent English actors. Professor Odell judged
that their. arrival made the New York Company the finest in the nation.
The most tangible evidence of the New York stage's solid position was
he erection of the Bowery Theater in 1826. And the Bowery, which
offered the first serious competition to the Park Theater, was by
no means the only competition, for the Chatham Garden had opened in

1824 and operated until 1827 and the LaFayette had served the public
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from July 1825 until it burned in April 1829. Similar ventures in
Boston and Philadelphia met with disaster.

Additional support for the New York theater's growing strength
resulted from New York's position as the logical port of entry to
the United States for English performers. Consequently, New York came
to benefit from the initial appearances of these stars in America as
well as gradually becoming the booking agency for the rest of the
nation. While the star system clearly weakened the theater in the long
run, it is equally obvious that it was of inestimable immediate
benefit to the New York theater.

New York City also had a share in the center of American
dramatic writing between 1800 and 1830. Of the half-dozen dramatists
of ability who bridged the gap between William Dunlap and the later
so-called Philadelphia school, Samuel Woodworth, Mordecai M. Noah and
John Howard Payne all produced their work in New York City. Of
native-born actors, James H. Hackett was the most prominent to
debut in New York. Philadelphia maintained her dominance in this
respect largely through the appearance of Edwin Forrest in 1820,
but even then New York was alluring to the aspiring as well as the
successful, and by the end of the third decade of the nineteenth
century Forrest was in New York, too, along with foreign-born
Henry Placid, Junius Brutus Booth, Henry Wallack and George H. Barrett.
By the end of the first quarter of the nineteenth century, American
theater in general was giving strong evidence that it was rapidly

coming of age.
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By 1830, then, the stage in the United States had established
itself and New York City appeared to be its center. The drama, al-
though for the most part undistinguished, was increasingly showing
the effects of the emphasis on American materials for American
audiences, Of the list of approximately 1,600 plays appended to
Arthur H. Quinn's study of American drama to 1860, 450 were published
or produced prior to 1830. That many of these plays did not impress
the reviewers will become obvious as we examine the reviews. That
many of them were not even produced initially in American theaters
is a peculiarity that has already been touched upon. Furthermore,
increasing leisure and the growing popularity of stage productions
brought a demand that additional notice be taken of the theater in
American newspapers and magazines. The result was a body of criticism
of significant size which was devoted to the productions of the

American stage, whether English or American.



CHAPTER 1I

THE EVENING POST

A. ORIGINS

In the city of New York the Evening Post presented a contrast

to the tumultuous and brief careers of most of the newspapers and
magazines around it. In an age when, as has been shown, newspaper

circulation was limited, the Evening Post almost immediately reached

a circulation of 1,600 copies. In an era when average magazine and

newspaper life was two years or less, the Evening Post survived,

almost intact, for over one hundred years. With few exceptions the
s tance it took on political and social matters was comparatively
moderate and it maintained its dignity nearly all the time.

After the Federalist defeat in 1800, Alexander Hamilton felt
the need to bolster the party and re-establish his dominance of it.
It was clear that he needed a strbng newspaper in the center of
Federalism at that time, New York City. It was equally apparent
that to edit this paper he needed a man as vigorous as James Cheetham

of the American Citizen, but of better education and taste, to expound

his doctrines. Nowhere was there a Federalist editor comparable

to James T. Callender, Thomas Paine, B. F. Bache, Philip Freneau or

lI am indebted throughout the following section to Chapters 1-5
of Allan Nevins, The New York Evening Post: A Century of Journalism
(New York: Boni and Liveright, 1922).
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William Duane. The new editor would be expected to become the leader
of the Federalist press from Maine to Charleston and give guidance

to such papers as the Columbian Centinel of Boston, the Courant of

Hartford, Philadelphia's Gazette of the United States, and Baltimore's

Federal Gazette. Consequently, early in 1801, a group including

merchants Samuel Boyd, Joshua Sands and Archibald Gracie; politicians
William Woolsey and Richard Varick; lawyer John Wells; and Alexander
Hamilton pledged a total of $10,000 to establish a newspaper and to
find a suitable editor.

Few American newspapers to this time had been as fortunate in
their initial supporters or as financially blessed as this one.
Perhaps most fortunate of all, however, was the selection of the
printer and the editor. Michael Burnham, the printer, had the
financial perspicacity to make the paper an economic success, but more
important, William Coleman had the taste andeducation to make it a
journalistic success.

The man who was later to be called by his opponents "the Field

Marshall of Federal Editors"2

came from the world of polite and con-
servative letters. He was a graduate of Phillips Andover Academy
and a friend of Charles Brockden Brown, Joseph Rodman Drake and
Fitz-Greene Halleck. In addition, he was a constant reader and his

editorials showed a knowledge of the standard English authors--

Shakespeare, Milton, Hume, Johnson, Fielding, Smollett and numerous

2Payne, p. 192.
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eighteenth century poets and essayists. He had a knowledge of Latin
and Greek as well, which he was to demonstrate on occasion in his
new capacity.

Nor was Coleman entirely without journalistic experience, as
he had established a newspaper in Greenfield, Massachusetts, the

Impartial Intelligencer, for which he had written but had not edited.

His main accomplishments when called upon at age 35 by Hamilton were

a successful law practice in Greenfield, two years in the Massachusetts
House, and a good start toward becoming a local dignitary. He had
studied law under Robert Treat Paine and was an intimate friend of the
Reverend Aaron Bancroft. Aside from his financial reverses when he
invested in the Yazoo Purchase, the only thing which seemed to cause
him regret at this time was a partnership he had entered briefly

with Aaron Burr.

Not only was Coleman educationally well qualified for the post,
but he was a man of independent mind, who was to demonstrate repeatedly
during his tenure as editor that he chose his own path. He was to
resent throughout his life the imputation that he was a tool and

mouthpiece of any man, and his position on the Evening Post seemed

to be attributable more to the fact that he and his supporters were
politically compatible than to any personal and political accommodation
on Coleman's part. Coleman rarely sacrificed the paper's integrity

to any special interest.

The positions that the Evening Post took in the decade before

1812--anti-war, anti-embargo, anti-administration--were those of the

majority of men of property, lawyers, the faculty of Columbia College,



pastors of leading churches, and professional men in general. Allan
Nevins concluded that, of the dailies extant in the first decade of

the nineteenth century, '"the Evening Post was the most important;

its scope was the widest, its editorials were the best written, and
its commercial news was as good as that obtained by Lang or Belden,"3
the latter being editors of commercial sheets in town. Although its
editor descended on occasion ot personal calumny and accusations,
especially regarding Jefferson, one must remember that this was an
age of vitriol in a journalism that had not yet discovered how to

attack an idea and not a name. In general, the Evening Post was

distinguished by a breadth and coolness reflecting the sagacity of
the Federal leaders who helped shape its policy.

In addition to an independent turn of mind, Coleman was dis-
tinguished from his fellow journalists by the fact that he consistently

left the pages of the Evening Post open to charitable and reform

projects. Bryant observed later that Coleman 'was much occupied with
matters of local interest, the sanitary condition of the city, the
state of its streets, its police, its regulations of various kinds."q
No other New York editor of the time took such an interest in civic
improvement and Coleman's concern was not restricted to areas in

which he was not financially involved. In 1818 he took a stand against

the lotteries which represented five to seven percent of his

3
Nevins, p. 77.

“Ibid., p. 65.
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advertising revenue. He frequently courted the wrath of the merchants
by insisting that the appearance of fever should be reported
immediately and not concealed to avoid loss of business.

In many respects, however, Coleman remained typical. He was
reported to have resorted to fisticuffs on occasion, and in 1818
he received a beating from which he never completely recovered at the
hands of Henry B. Hagerman, about whom he published a story that would
be nearly impossible to repeat in a modern newspaper. Once, referring
to William Duane, his rival in Philadelphia, Coleman cited Milton's
lines on the devil at Eve's ear and then begged the devil's pardon
for comparing him in any shape with Duane. Of Cheetham, Coleman
once said that he was so used to lying that, given the choice of
truth or mendacity, he invariably preferred the latter.

Although the Evening Post remained a Federalist organ while

the party dissolved, Coleman admitted after the elections of 1816
that the Federalist party was finished. In 1819 he actually defended

Monroe, and by 1824 the Evening Post joined mildly in supporting

Andrew Jackson. When Bryant assumed the editorship, the transition
to a democratic stance was accelerated, and in 1828 the newspaper
supported Jackson for his vie<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>