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INTRODUCTION

'History, said Ernst Toller, is the propaganda of the victors.

(Claud Cockburn, In Time of Trouble: an Autobiography, p. 41)

When John Wilkes Booth shot Abraham Lincoln in Ford's Theatre in Washington
on the evening of Aprnl 14, 1865, he destroyed any possibility that his reputation as an
actor would be dispassionately assessed for the foreseeable future. A bitter, fratricidal
war was drawing to its close, and Northern newspapers were not interested in being fair;
opprobrium was heaped on Booth's name, beginning in the press the following day.
Twelve days later he was dead, shot during an attempted arrest. In 1890, his fellow-
player Clara Morris asserted hopefully, 'At this late day the country can afford to deal
justly with John Wilkes Booth." That time had not yet come: in fact, some of the worst--
and silliest--slanders have been perpetrated in the twentiecth century. But surely now,
over a hundred years later, it should be possible to set aside that April evening and look
dispassionately at Booth's career in the theatre of his time.

As well as extending simple justice to a man who seems to have been extremely
likeable and idealistic, and an actor interesting enough to deserve study, such a
reassessment may serve to correct a distortion which the ‘mythologized’ view of his career
has created: the idea that Edwin Booth was the only promising young tragedian in the
early 1860s, which falsifies both Edwin's career and the period 1n general. Moreover,
John's entire career covered a mere ten years, and his four full seasons as a star occurred
during the Civil War, an under-researched period. The necessary concentration on SO
brief a time-span allows a more detailed treatment than would be possible 1n examining a
career of average length, which may in turn illuminate some broader aspects of American

theatre during an unsettled and transitional period.

1 'John Wilkes Booth: Clara Morris Answers Messrs. Nicolay and Hay', Boston
Herald, Jan. 10, 1890.
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In re-examining Booth's career, much misinformation must be dealt with.
Although the main source of this has been a wilful distortion and manufacture of
evidence in order to denigrate Booth after the assassination, this in itself has created an
inverse distortion. His friends and admirers, defending him later, may have exaggerated
1n their turn: since it was thirty or more years before they dared speak out, and they were
remembering not only their own youth, but a period by then known as 'the palmy days of
the Drama’, they were inclined to romanticize the talent of one who had died young. That
this was also connected with a nostalgia for the stock company system will be suggested
in Chapter 2.

Furthermore, John was not only an assassin, but the brother of Edwin Booth,
acknowledged head of the profession in later years. Edwin, who according to Terry
Oggel, was 'deified' in the last years of his life and afterwards,” arguably became the
subject of a personality cult: the tragic incidents in his life (death of two wives,
bankruptcy and loss of his theatre, and of course his brother's assassination of the
President) combined to make him difficult to cniticize. For one thing, his biographers
have tended to follow his own tendency towards self-pity and have sought someone else
to blame for every setback--and John has been an obvious figure to use as a scapegoat, or
a negative contrast. Unfortunately familiar is the view of the two brothers given in one
obituary of Edwin: travelling with their father as dresser and minder, he ‘led a life worse
than that of a hired servant’, while John 'was looked upon as the one who would carry the
family name to farther heights of greatness." The apotheosis of this version of the
Cinderella story is perhaps the film made of Eleanor Ruggles's Prince of Players.” Bruce
McConachie suggests that '[h]istorical understanding of [Edwin] Booth's acting has been

hampered because so much of his relation to his bourgeois critics and audiences hinged

2 L. Terry Oggel, 'Edwin Booth and America's Concept of Shakespearean Tragedy',
doctoral diss., U. Wisconsin, 1969, pp. 112-13.
3 Clipping, Morning Journal, June 7, 1893, in Harvard Theatre Collection; Prince of

Players, 1954, screenplay Moss Hart and Eleanor Ruggles, dir. Philip Dunn and Eli Dunn,
perf. Richard Burton, John Derek, distr. Films, Inc.
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on their need to sacralize representatives of high culture.” In keeping with his

respectable image, Edwin in later life somewhat ‘edited’ his own history, abetted by his
early biographers;® and in a strange way, Edwin's early wildness seems to have been
transferred to John: in reputation today he is often the drunken, debauched, undisciplined
actor that in reality Edwin was at the age of 19 or 20.° In fact, he became the scapegoat
for the whole family's peculiarities, taking on his brother Joe's moodiness and tendency to
drift, and their father's drinking bouts and unbalanced behaviour. Another effect of
Edwin's eminence is that writers have tended to backdate his later reputation, asserting
that with his first star tour he 'was at once recognized as . . . the future head of the
American stage.” That this view, which clearly leaves no room for John at all, is an
oversimplification can be seen in contemporary criticism of Edwin from the 1850s and
60s.

A turther, minor contribution to the misinformation has been made by the complete
ignorance on the part of some twentieth-century writers of the theatre of that day, or
indeed of any day: Lloyd Lewis and Stanley Kimmel® are particular offenders. Kimmel
misunderstands the theatre as a race that only one star tragedian could win: he pictures
John Wilkes Booth hoping that 'by a swift decisive blow, he could capture all the laurels
[Edwin Booth and Edwin Forrest] had won' (p. 170). His 'Wilkes' had to beat Edwin to
succeed, or teel beaten by him. The fact that melodrama, now being revalued, was

thoroughly out of fashion when Lewis and Kimmel wrote (1929 and 1940 respectively),

4 Bruce A. McConachie, Melodramatic Formations: American Theatre and Society,
1820-1870 (Iowa City: U. Iowa Press, 1992), p. 239.

5 Asia Booth Clarke The Elder and the Younger Booth (Boston: James R. Osgood,
1882), and William Winter, The Life and Art of Edwin Booth (New York: Macmillan,
1906).

6 Edwin wrote 1n 1863, '‘Before I was eighteen I was a drunkard, at twenty a
libertine." For this letter and his 1irresponsibility as an actor, see Charles H. Shattuck, The
Hamlet of Edwin Booth (Urbana: U. Illinois Press, 1969), pp. 8-9.

7 Adam Badeau, 'Edwin Booth on and off the Stage', McClure’s Magazine 1 (1893):
258.

8 Myths after Lincoln (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1929), and The Mad Booths of
Marviand, 2nd rev. ed. (New York: Dover Publications, 1969).
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probably added to their disdain for one whose repertoire contained several examples of

this genre.

The myths, which, unfettered by serious scholarship, can grow to entertaining
proportions, construct John Wilkes Booth as deviant, or even monstrous. Less than a
week after the assassination, on April 20, 1865, the Rochester Evening Express
maintained that Booth spent his nights 'singing rebel songs in company with abandoned
women. The same year, Dion Haco claimed that he was a member of a secret society, the
Knights of the Golden Circle, under the name of Sir Hector of the Golden Sock and
Buskin. A medical journal in 1901 classified Booth's ears as the 'Satanic type’, and in
1916 a psychiatrist diagnosed from an anecdote of one onstage fluff a 'form of brain
weakness' which could end 1n 'aphasia’. An article published as recently as 1954 suggests
that one bad newspaper review 'must have left Booth in a mental state from which he did
not soon recover and thus contributed to Lincoln's death. As a 'mad matinee idol' in a
book published 1n 1972, Booth 'rode horses across the proscenium [sic], fell off cliffs,
jumped 1nto the audience' and was ‘carried off the stage' by women. And it still goes on:
in 1992 a respected Lincoln scholar, David H. Donald, claimed that Booth's 1860 draft
speech showed 'his disorderly, incoherent state of mind' (presumably because it was a
draft and unfinished), while Robert Giroux, the speech's so-called 'discoverer', declared
that he could 'usually tell a paranoid person just by looking at his handwriting' and that
Booth was ‘'obviously nutty as a fruitcake’. As Booth wrote in this speech, 'Show me a

[news]paper and for one word of truth you can find a hundred lies.”

9 John Wilkes Booth, the Assassinator of President Lincoln (New York: T.R.
Dawley, 1865), pp. 15-20; Medical Monthly Journal quoted by Rufus Woods, The
Weirdest Story in American History: The Escape of John Wilkes Booth (Wenatchee, WA:
n. publ., 1944), p. 17; Dr. Allan McLane Hamilton, Recollections of an Alienist (New
York: Geo. H. Doran, 1916) , p. 347 and see my Chapter 3 for this fluff; 'Booth's
Appearance 1n Washington, November 1863, Lincoln Lore, March 15, 1954 (see
Chapters 7 and 9 for this review); David Carroll, The Matinee Idols (London: Peter Owen,
1972), p. 32; Washington Times, April 15, 1992; Booth's speech, well known to scholars
long before 1992, was finally published in Right or Wrong, God Judge Me: The Writings
of John Wilkes Booth, ed. John Rhodehamel & Louise Taper (Urbana: U. Illinois Press,
1997), pp. 35-64. The speech is not in the least incoherent.
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None of this would perhaps matter if it were not that the myths have made their

way 1nto the work of serious scholars. Because there 1s no reliable account of Booth's
theatrical career, writers of the stature of George S. Bryan, Charles H. Shattuck and Terry
Oggel repeat misinformation often dating back to the earliest newspaper slurs. Shattuck,
after noting that 'wild living might have been [Edwin’s] ruin’, can say that John 'ran much
the same course’, which he decidedly did not. Neither was he 'usually unfavorably'
compared to Edwin, as Oggel says. And Bryan, after a sound summary of John's work,
nonetheless characterizes his career as 'without control or purpose.’® So little serious
attention has been given to John Booth that the illogical passes unchallenged, such as the
statement of the Dictionary of American Biography that he had pronounced bow-legs and
hid them by wearing a long cloak in the street--as if this stratagem would be of any use to
a tragedian who spent half his working life in tights.!! The Oxford Companion to
American Theatre's single paragraph on him contains eight errors of fact.'”

One of the ecarliest and most persistent myths 1s that Booth was a bad or
unsuccessful actor. This became linked to another early canard, that he had a morbid
desire for fame; together they produced a motive for the assassination, with or without an
admixture of 'insanity’. Thus, to show that he was not unsuccessful on the stage 1s to re-
open the question of his motives, an enquiry with repercussions outside the realm of
theatre history. This thesis will not do more than glance at 1ts subject’s political life, and
will aim only to demonstrate that much of what passes for accepted fact about John
Wilkes Booth is without foundation, while tracing his theatrical career 1n as much detail
as possible. That the detail may appear at times excessive 1s a measure of the corrective

counterweighting required to provide the sort of balanced, dispassionate study which can

10 Hamlet of EB, p. 9; The Letters and Notebooks of Mary Devlin Booth ed. L.
Terry Oggel (New York: Greenwood Press, 1987), p. xxii1; George S. Bryan, The Great
American Myth (1940; reprint, Chicago: American House, 1990), p. 96.

11 1929 ed., entry on JWB by Ernest Sutherland Bates, 1:448. See Chapter 4 for a
comment on his (shght) bow-legs, and the costumed photograph on page 297. This slur
is interestingly close to the Tudor disparagement of Richard III on the grounds of an
imaginary deformity.

12 Ed. Gerald Bordman, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992).
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be used in the future as a much-needed basis for generalization. This thesis will likewise

not attempt to analyze the myths about Booth--a study in themselves--beyond assessing
their claim to be fact, and suggesting briefly what purpose they may serve.

Any such undertaking brings the writer into confrontation with Stanley Kimmel,
whose underdocumented Mad Booths of Maryland has unfortunately been accepted as
authoritative. Because this book contains some useful research on other members of the
family, 1ts distorted picture of John has acquired a spurious legitimacy, and it has been
uncritically accepted by other writers.”” However, the very form of Mad Booths gives
the Lie to its factual pretensions. It creates a seamless narrative by indiscriminately using
reliable and unreliable sources and filling gaps with imagined motives and conversations.
It 1s concemed to portray the Booth family as (unlovable) eccentrics--deviants to be
regarded with slight contempt. Materials in Kimmel's own collection contradict his
conclusions 1n his book: he discards almost everything favourable to John Booth, while
using nearly all the vilifications from the 1865 newspapers. Thus Kimmel's "Wilkes' is a
cowardly braggart athirst for notoriety and a crude, ranting actor with not much
intelligence, though perhaps not mad. Kimmel recycles later myth, too: Lewis's notion
that John was a spoilt mother's boy, a lazy untrained actor expecting fame 'at one bound’;
and the common supposition that he was pathologically envious of his brother Edwin's
fame.'* Kimmel's theory that John's career came to a halt because his voice failed has a
superficial plausibility which has gained it wide acceptance, but it will be argued here
that this idea is but a sophisticated version of the ‘craved fame, failed as actor, therefore

shot President' scenario, put forward to trivialize Booth and his motives.?

13 Particularly by Nan Wyatt Withers, 'The Acting Style and Career of John
Wilkes Booth', doctoral diss., U. Wisconsin-Madison, 1979 (University Microfilms
8007581); Eleanor Ruggles, Prince of Players: Edwin Booth (New York: Norton, 1953);
Gordon Samples, Lust for Fame: The Stage Career of John Wilkes Booth (Jefferson, NC:
McFarland & Co. 1982); and numerous articles.

14 Lewis, pp. 167-68; George L. Stout in the Baltimore American, July 7, 1893
offered the opinion that John's ‘desire to make himself as famous as his brother inspired
him to commit his dreadtul deed’, but he may not have been the first to suggest this.

15 Because of the number of references to Kimmel's book, it will here be identified
by page number only.
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The sources for any attempt justly to assess John Wilkes Booth present a number of

problems. After the assassination, much material was destroyed as friends and relatives
repudiated Booth. His sister, Asia Booth Clarke, was hampered in writing his biography
by the fact that 'all information [on JWB's career] contained 1n criticisms, letters, playbills
and theatrical records, has been lost in the general destruction of papers and effects
belonging to Wilkes Booth. All written or printed material found i1n our possession,
everything that bore his name, was given up . . . ."® Some of his friends never broke
their silence about him. Booth's surviving letters are not very self-revealing, mostly
being written hurriedly on tour about business matters. Little can be recovered about his
business practices (how he contracted engagements, his terms as a star, etc.): many
arrangements would have been made verbally or by telegraph, leaving no surviving
documentation. The lack of a full-length biography of Edwin Booth which 1s not
hagiographic is a serious obstacle to the attempt to set John in his context and compare
him with his most important contemporary. Anything written after the assassination 1s
informed by the knowledge of that deed, and must therefore be treated with extreme
caution. Reminiscence by Booth's friends and fellow actors may be the most reliable, but
as well as being slanted by nostalgia as suggested above, it may pass on newspaper myth.
When speaking of matters not in their personal experience, these people tend to repeat
all-too-recognizable post-assassination calumnies. Even Booth's sister Asia seems to
have picked up a few of these, notably the fabrication that John's career was mainly
confined to the 'South' and "'West'."’

The only sources that cannot be viewing John's career as a prelude to assassination
are those antedating that event: that is, mainly, newspaper reviews immediately following
his performances. And yet there are pitfalls even here: with careful selection and editing,

a quite misleading impression can be created, as Kimmel's book proves. There has also

16 Asia Booth Clarke, The Unlocked Book: A Memoir of John Wilkes Booth by his

Sister, ed. Eleanor Farjeon (London: Faber, 1938), p. 108. Ironically, some material was
preserved because it was taken away from relatives by the government.
17 Clarke, Unlocked Book, p. 110. This was written in 1874.
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been a tendency on the part of some writers to ignore regional papers and deal only with

New York--and while Booth's New York reviews were good, he gave very few
performances there. Rosemarie Bank points out that because of a lack of basic research
on the theatre business in antebellum America, 'attention is skewed in the direction of the
northeastern quadrant of the United States and, among urban centers, favors New York
over the other large cities of that era.'® The complacent New York opinion of the day
that that city was the only arbiter of taste needs to be challenged, too: some very
perceptive reviews came from the West, which New Yorkers believed to be inhabited
only by unsophisticated rant-lovers.”” A thorough account of his career must follow him
all over the country and attempt to gain a sense of how he was received everywhere, and
how this changed over time. Hence this thesis will be based mainly on contemporary
reviews, well and badly written, favourable and unfavourable, and will use frequent
quotation to obviate the danger of mistaken interpretation. The sheer volume of reviews
used should ensure that any individual bias is cancelled out.

Chapter 1 of the thesis will sketch 1n the aspects of Booth's childhood relevant to
his career in the theatre, taking him up to the age of nineteen when he took his first job in
a stock company. Chapter 2 will then set him 1n his context by giving some background
on the American theatre of the day. Chapters 3 and 4 deal with his apprenticeship in two
stock companies, and Chapters 5 to 8 continue his story chronologically, tracing his star
career engagement by engagement and using the more general comments of local
reviewers to assess his acting style and popularnity. In Chapters 9 and 10, individual plays
in Booth's star repertoire are considered in more detail, and an attempt 1S made to chart
his development of these characters: Chapter 9 deals with Richard III, by far Booth's most

popular role; Chapter 10 with the rest of his Shakespearean characters, and with the two

18 Rosemarie K. Bank, Theatre Culture in America, 1825-1860 (Cambridge:
Cambridge U. Press, 1997), p. 3.

19 The New York Evening Post's (April 15, 1865) statement that Booth was 'quite
popular in Western and Southern theatres’ and that his last engagement had been in
Chicago (it was 1n Boston) was no doubt intended to denigrate him along these lines, but
probably originated the misapprehension that Booth played in the Confederacy during the

War.
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other parts which he can be said to have made his own. The Conclusion uses
comparisons of John with Edwin and Junius Brutus Booth and Edwin Forrest to assess
his style and his contemporary status, looks at the later history of the styles of this
transitional period, and speculates on how Booth might have developed had he lived. An
Appendix listing all known professional performances by Booth with dates and venues
supplements the chronological chapters.

A few final points. To distinguish John Wilkes Booth from the rest of his family,
he will sometimes be reterred to here by his forename. Since all the evidence indicates
that he was known to his acquaintance as 'John' and not, as some have assumed, as
'Wilkes', 'John' will be used. This is partly intended as a corrective to other writers' use of
'Wilkes': since that 1s a surname--and the surname of a famous radical--'Wilkes' seems
more distant, perhaps more dangerous, or more pretentious than 'Edwin’ or the very
ordinary 'John', and thus the name has become part of a persona constructed tor Booth by
hostile writers. Secondly, the term 'the West' is employed here as it was 1n the 1850s and
60s, to refer mostly to the area known today as the mid-West; and the theatrical term
‘combination’ is used as in that period rather than in its later meaning of a wholly self-
sufficient company touring a single play. Finally, actresses of the period will be referred

to as 'Miss' or 'Mrs.', since a bare surname would in those days have denoted only a

parlourmaid or a cnminal.
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CHAPTER 1

"The royal tree hath left us royal fruit

Accounts of John Wilkes Booth's childhood have been as clouded by myth as any
other part of his life. Wnters from George Alfred Townsend to the present day have
wished to portray him as wayward, undisciplined and over-indulged by doting parents.’
Very few anecdotes have any basis 1n fact: George Bryan's The Great American Myth
refutes many, while giving an excellent general introduction to Booth's real life and
background.? Many alleged facts remain to be challenged, but this chapter will attempt
mainly to examine the theatrical aspect of Booth's childhood: his work in the amateur
theatre, and his acquisiton of accomplishments which proved useful in the protession.

John Wilkes was born on May 10, 1838, the ninth of the ten, and fifth of the six
surviving children of Junius Brutus Booth and Mary Ann Holmes, on the family farm
near Bel Air, Maryland. His eldest brother Junius Jr. (known as June) was 17 years older
than he, and his elder sister Rosalie 15 years older; after a long gap occasioned by the
death of four siblings, Edwin was the eldest of a 'second family' at four and a half years
John's senior; then came Asia, John and Joseph at roughly two-yearly intervals.

Their father was a famous actor, but the children did not have an upbringing at all
typical of a theatrical family. Between tours, Junius Brutus relished the rural peace of the
farm, and life there was very quiet indeed. Edwin Booth remembered:

Contented within his family circle, he could not appreciate the necessity for

any extraneous element there; hence, his wife and children became 1solated,

and were ill at ease in the presence of other than their own immediate
relatives.’

1 George Alfred Townsend, The Life, Crime, and Capture of John Wilkes Booth
(New York: Dick & Fitzgerald, 18635), and articles.

2 Chapter 4: "'The True John Booth', especially pp. 76-84.
3 'Some Words about my Father', in Actors and Actresses of Great Britain and the
United States ed. Brander Matthews & Laurence Hutton (New York: Cassell, 1886), 3:96.

Edwin, unlike John and Joseph, never went to boarding school, so the isolation may have
affected him more than the others.
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This view is confirmed by Asia, who said that her father's 'idea of home was a sacred
circle wherein few were admitted save the immediate family. From about 1840, the
family spent the winter months in a Baltimore townhouse,> which would have given the
children more opportunities for a social life. It would not be an exaggeration to say the
young Booths were brought up more as children of a gentleman farmer than of an actor.
Certainly, Junius Brutus, as the son of a London solicitor, was of a higher class and better
educated than most actors of that time.

The elder Booth was firmly opposed to his children going on the stage, not,
according to Edwin, because he thought it unworthy, 'but because its effect on his
nervous system caused him so much distress’; and when the children were young,
everything connected with his profession was carefully avoided' lest it ‘engender
romantic desires for excitement'.® Most actors of the period both married within the
profession and put their children to work 1n it from their earliest years: Mrs. John Drew's
debut at 12 months carried onstage by her mother was typical.” By contrast, neither of
Junius Brutus Booth's wives was an actress, his daughters did not enter the profession,
and he seems to have accepted with reluctance his elder sons’ doing so. Booth's attitude
may reflect his middle-class origins as much as his profession’'s emotional effect on him:
the stage had not been an obvious--or suitable--occupation for him, and paradoxically his
success would have enabled him to help his sons escape it. TN]o respectable parent’, says
Michael Baker, would have encouraged his children to go into the arts; 'an attitude which
prevailed even among artists themselves who commonly sought to direct their own

children to a more regular and gainful means of livelihood."

4 Elder and Younger Booth, p. 112.

5 Stephen M. Archer, Junius Brutus Booth: Theatrical Prometheus (Carbondale:
Southern Illinois University Press, 1992), p. 160.

6 Edwin Booth, 'Some Words about My Father', p. 98 and Clarke, Elder and

Younger Booth, p. 112.
7 Louisa Lane Drew, Autobiographical Sketch of Mrs. Drew (London; Chapman &

Hall, 1900), p. 6.
8 The Rise of the Victorian Actor (London: Croom Helm, 1978), p. 21. Baker's

study deals with Britain, but the history of American theatre is very similar.
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However, their father did permit the children to go to the theatre occasionally,

though they were 'never allowed a free indulgence' in all kinds of plays. He took the
whole family to see Macready's Werner, presumably when the British actor was at
Baltimore in December 1848. Asia could remember only a sombre man with peculiar
brows and guttural voice, dragging through what seemed to her a very dismal tragedy; but
Mr. Booth pronounced it "a most exquisite performance."® John, who was ten at this
time, would have retained an even hazier impression. Junius Brutus also read plays aloud
to the children: Asia was particularly impressed with his Coriolanus.’® The children
were clearly acquainted with Shakespeare from an early age: friends remembered the
Booth boys declaiming passages from Shakespeare while sitting in a cherry tree near the
farmhouse, whose branches ‘separated like five great fingers from a hand'.!! This would
not of itself indicate theatrical ambitions: in this period Shakespeare was a part of
everyone's culture, and speeches were memorized and recited at school as part of the
study of rhetoric in an age when oratory was a popular art.!

Seeking to interest the boys in other hobbies and careers, their father 'had a
workshop erected 1n the garden' for John and Joseph, 'stored with lumber and the
necessary tools,' and 'strove to excite in their minds a love of mechanical pursuits’. He
wished both these sons to become farmers,'> but his efforts were in vain with three of his
offspring. His namesake followed him 1nto the profession, and from an early age Edwin
and John took part in amateur theatricals.

In later years, fellow-members of these troupes (a large number of whom had also
gone into the profession) related many and bewilderingly contradictory stories about their

boyhood efforts. There seem to have been essays into tragedy, melodrama, farce,

9 Clarke, Elder and Younger Booth, p. 113.

10 Asia Booth Clarke, Personal Recollections of the Elder Booth (London: privately
printed, n.d.), p. 13.

11 Ella V. Mahoney, Sketches of Tudor Hall and the Booth Family (Bel Air, MD:
Ella V. Mahoney, 192)), p. 13.

12 Lawrence W. Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierachy
in America (Cambndge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), p. 37.

13 Clarke, Elder and Younger Booth, p. 112, and Unlocked Book, pp. 51-52.
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minstrel shows and at least one circus. Venues included a summerhouse in the garden of

the Booths' Baltimore townhouse, a cellar near the farm, and various cellars in Baltimore.
Edwin Booth was the focus of most of these stories, whose purpose was the (mostly)
good-natured fun to be had from the idea of the future great tragedian in blackface
strumming a banjo; and probably for this reason, John was rarely mentioned. As a much
younger boy, he may, in any case, have been excluded from the earlier projects. On one
occasion, he was said to have laughed at the other boys when he discovered them
rehearsing or performing in a cellar near the Booths' Bel Air home, whereupon one
participant, Theodore Micheau, 'more in play than anger', threw an oyster shell at him. It
struck his head and left a scar 'which remained with him to his death'.!* Stanley Kimmel,
in order to characterize Booth as disruptive, presents this incident as one of many: his
'Wilkes', a persistent nuisance to the older boys, has to be placated by being given some
things to do in the show (p. 69). Multiplying some reported incident into a regular
occurrence 1S a technique frequently used to denigrate John Wilkes Booth, as we shall
see. However, a different slant 1s given by Stuart Robson, later to be a celebrated comic
actor. According to Robson, he, John and others were preparing to present a play called
Alessandro Massaroni, or, The King of the Bloody Thieves 1n a Baltimore basement when
Edwin Booth and his friend and future brother-in-law John S. Clarke ‘offered to join our
troupe . . . . for one-fifth of the gross receipts.’ Edwin was only two years older than
Robson, 'but my! how he did look down on us." Edwin and Clarke took the leading roles
and the play seems to have been given a number of performances. When the younger
ones 'chafed under the patronizing of Edwin Booth and John Clarke' the members of the
original troupe 'went into the circus business. ">

Echoes of this story can be found in the accounts of George L. Stout, who also

grew up to be an actor, and 1n an article by Celia Logan which may draw on the memories

14 Mahoney, p. 47. Her informant was Dr. Micheau's daughter. Mrs. Mahoney
also says that a neighbour, Mrs. Rogers, dressed the wound, and later identified John's
body by the scar (p. 29).

15 Alonzo J. May, '‘May's Dramatic Encyclopedia of Baltimore' (MS 995,
Manuscripts Division, Maryland Historical Society Library), 1851 B14-16.
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of either Stout or Robson.'®* In Logan's account, Edwin Booth founded the original

company, which had one precious piece of second-hand scenery, and when 'disaffection’
caused a split, 'John Wilkes Booth and [Theodore] Hamilton broke into [the cellar

theatre] and stole the set piece’, and set up a rival company. According to Stout in 1903,
Stuart Robson and Hamilton were the culprits. Since all these stories have clearly been
elaborated for maximum entertainment value, none is completely reliable, but they must
reflect real events, however imprecisely. Information is scarce on John's performances:
Robson's obituary states that he had ‘played "theatre” as a boy with Edwin and John
Wilkes Booth in a stable on South street [Baltimore]',!” and Robson gave the only detail
when he said, 1 once sat in a black-faced circle in which Edwin Booth was the
interlocutor. Theodore Hamilton was the tambourine, and 1 played the bones. John
Wilkes Booth played the triangle and sang ["]The Heart Bowed Down{"] [from The
Bohemian Girl]'. John, who was eleven at the time, also sang other 'melancholy ballads'
we know from his sister's biography that he was fond of sad songs.'®* According to
Robson, this performance was given 'several times, before admiring friends in the city of
Baltimore.’

As well as taking part in these entertainments organized by the boys themselves,
John participated in drama and recitations at school. He attended several schools, though
the dates are unclear. Along with Edwin and Asia, he went first to a school for boys and
girls in Baltimore, kept by a Miss Susan Hyde."” A female classmate, perhaps from this
school, remembered the brothers later: John Wilkes, she said, 'was the better declaimer

and a boy of greater promise. . . . Edwin was more delicate and developed more

16 Edwin Booth's obituary in Baltimore American, June 7, 1893 and 'Knew the
Booths in Boyhood Days', Balitmore American, July 27, 1903 both quote Stout; Celia
Logan, 'These Our Actors’, unidentified newspaper clipping in Harvard Theatre
Collection (probably late 1880s).

17 'Stuart Robson i1s Dead', Baltimore Sun, April 30, 1903.

18 Alonzo May, 1850: B56; Unlocked Book, p. 67.

19 Laurence Hutton, in Edwin Booth (New York: Harper, 1893) names this school

as Edwin's first (p. 14.); Asia (Unlocked Book, p. 45) says 'my brothers and self" attended
school together 'under the same mistress'.
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slowly.™ Later, Edwin, John and Joe, the youngest, studied under Martin J. Kemey,

who kept a school on Exeter Street, Baltimore, down the road from the Booth townhouse.
Kerney ‘encouraged dramatic performances among his pupils',2! but no details survive.
John's next school appears to have been Bel Air Academy, near the farm, which he
attended as a day boy while Joe boarded. Their headmaster, Dr. Edwin Amold,
remembered their being at the school for about five years. Both brothers belonged to a
debating club at this school: a reflection of the popularity of oratory.2 This school was
perhaps identical with the 'first public school' in the area, attended by Elijah Whistler, a
country neighbour of the Booths, who remembered John as handsome, kind and gentle.

At the end of one term,

the pupils gave a play and Johnnie was selected to take the leading role.
When he stood on the stage speaking his lines his black eyes sparkled with

intensity. Every one could see that he would some day be a great actor like
his father.”

We can be more sure of the next stage in John's education, for he appears in the
1850 census (as 'J.M. Booth'), aged 12, a resident at Milton Boarding School, Baltimore
County, Maryland,* which he probably entered at the start of the academic year in 1849.
That this Quaker school for boys was not under the care of a particular Meeting perhaps
gave the headmaster greater leeway 1n designing the pupils’ activities, for it was most
unusual in those days for Quakers to engage in drama. Yet Asia has left us a vivid
account of an end-of-term performance in which John distinguished himself. Families of
pupils were invited to an outdoor lunch followed by a prize-giving and recitations; Asia
and her mother were surprised to hear a boy give a speech from Othello:

Wilkes stood near, watching his classmate with a nervous, pale face. The

reason was obvious when, after a pause, Wilkes himseltf came upon the little
stage with all the fury of old Shylock.

20 Augustus White Long, Son of Carolina (Durham, NC: Duke U. Press, 1939), p.
185.
21 James O. Hall, 'John Wilkes Booth at School', Surratt Courier 16, no. 7 (July

1991): 3, quoting James J. Willlamson, a schoolmate; Hutton, Edwin Booth, pp. 14-15.
22 Notes 1n Kimmel Collection, Merl Kelce Library, Tampa U., Florida.
23 Kimmel, p. 67: no source is given.

24 1850 Census, Balimore County, Maryland, Dwelling no. 327, National
Archives of the United States.
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1 say my daughter is my flesh and blood!’

A master, who stood screened by the boys nearest the platform, read
out Salarino's, the servant's, and Tubal's lines [from III, i], and Shylock had

the stage to himself. The storm of passion, the lull of despair, the wild
hysterical rejoicing . . . were most earnestly given, and the doleful murmur of

torture at the loss of the turquoise . . . with that dreary shaking of the head, as
more remembering departed days than grieving for his loved jewel . . . was

provocative of a sadness which was rudely dispersed by his venomous tirade-
-T'll have the heart of him if he forfeit!"

The audience, of about three hundred--pupils, families, teaching staff and other

employees--were held:

The general impression created by this scene was visible in each
countenance, and in the stillness which followed the wild exit of Shylock. A

swift torrent of applause recalled the young actor, who smiled, and blushed,
and bowed repeatedly.?

This perhaps partial account is confirmed by Mary Lamb Cox, daughter of the
headmaster John Emerson Lamb: nearly the same age as Booth, she remembered him as
rather distinguished looking and fond of declaiming and acting. His acting then was of a
very high order and he took the principal roles in Plays that were produced at the
School.™

After two or three years at Milton, John was sent to St. Timothy's Hall in
Catonsville, Maryland. Descrnibed by Asia as a 'finishing school',”’ this resembled a
contemporary British public school 1in being rather spartan, and was attended by boys
from some of the most prominent Southern families. They wore military uniform, were
drilled regularly and learnt to use muskets,* a skill that would stand John in good stead a
few years later, in 1859 (see Chapter 4). Asia tells us that Tt]he oratorical powers of the
cadets of St. Timothy's were, without doubt, encouraged and cultivated; stump-speaking

was the delight of those youths who longed to make their voices heard throughout the

25 Unlocked Book, pp. 55-56.

26 Letter to David Rankin Barbee from Mary's children, Esther L. Cox and George
E. Cox, Aug. 31, 1940, 1n David Rankin Barbee Papers, Special Collections Division,
Georgetown University Library.

27 Unlocked Book, p. 39.

28 Erick Davis, 'Saint Timothy's Hall', History Trails 11 (1977): 12: 'Found Few
Comforts in School Winter Season Fifty Years Ago', Baltimore Sun, Mar. 29, 1923.
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country.”” This would have been good training for an actor as well as a politician. A
reminiscence by a fellow pupil relates:

| W]e had a dramatic association at the college, and Booth was one of the

most active members. We gave regular exhibitions and entertainments on
hohday occasions, and they were largely attended by people of the
surrounding country. . . . On all such occasions, Booth was in his element.®

But the carefree days of John's childhood were nearly over. In November 1852, his
father died of fever on a steamboat from New Orleans, returning from an acting trip to
California. Edwin had gone with him, but had remained in California to gain experience
performing under the management of his brother June and others. The baptismal register
of St. Timothy's Church lists John and Joe among six baptized on January 23, 1853;
presumably they finished the academic year at the school, but by April the next year John
was writing to a friend, 'I have been from school so long that I have forggot [sic] how to
spell and writ ght'.>! At the age of 15, his formal education was over, except perhaps for
occasional visits to Bel Air Academy, when farm work allowed.*

Booth had not been an outstanding student academically. His Bel Air headmaster
remembered that though 'not deficient in intelligence nor brain’, he was not devoted to his
studies.”® His sister tells us that he 'was not quick at acquiring knowledge, he had to
plod, progress slowly step by step, but that which he once attained he never lost.” He also
had a very useful attribute for an actor, a visual memory: "'What he had once learned

remained, as he said, stamped on the sight of his mind, for he not only recollected, but saw

it'--and could recall it years later. Asia characterizes him as 'slow and steady, his well-

balanced brain comprehended and applied what it had acquired.™

He had been taught other skills useful for an actor:

The leader of the orchestra at one of the theatres in Baltimore gave Wilkes
lessons on the flute, and a Mr. J.R. Codet, a stage dancer . . . was the dancing

29 Unlocked Book, p. 60).
30 A Marylander, 'John Wilkes Booth: His School-Day Dreams and Constant

Study--His Thoughts of Greatness’ Philadelphia Press, Dec. 27, 1881.

31 To T. William O'Laughlen, April 30, 1854, Rhodehamel & Taper, p. 37.

32 In a January, 1854 letter to O'Laughlen, he writes T am going to school in Bel
Air to morrow if nothing happens' (1bd.).

33 Notes in Kimmel Collection.

34 Unlocked Book, pp. 45, 47.
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master who gave Wilkes lessons 1n the Highland Fling, Sailor's Hompipe,

and a difficult Polish dance. This was to give grace and ease of
deportment.3

At a time when plays such as Black Eyed Susan were still in the repertory, a sailor's

hornpipe was a particularly useful acquisition. The contemporary Guide to the Stage
points out also that certain characters in the standard drama could not be played without
dancing. Likewise, singing was necessary for Iago and Edgar, as well as in light comedy;
and the Guide advises that the ability to recognize tunes and count bars 1s essential 1n
melodrama, where entrances, exits and actions were timed with the music. The actor
Walter Leman tells a story of a veteran of the London minors who 'had never played
anything 1n all his life except fo music', and who had the following exchange at rehearsal:
""That's your cue, Mr. Cartlitch," "Well, where's the music? 1 can't come on without
music; Mr. Holloway, please play three bars from the hurry in "Mazeppa.” The Guide
also recommends learning an instrument in order to '‘create a voice, and correct a bad
ear.”® Booth was 'passionately fond of music', and would sing with his sister as well as
playing the flute.’’

Fencing was a particularly important skill:

The meanest utility man knew the secrets of 'round eights,’ 'shoulder cuts,

preems' and double 'preems.’ If he were very proficient he could fight a

broadsword combat lasting half an hour, make sparks fly from his opponent’s

sword, and work the gallery into a state of enthusiastic frenzy.”®

For a leading actor it could be crucial, as the Guide (p. 21) warned: 'Edwards’ failure 1n
Richard [III], at Covent Garden, was decided by his wretched combat. I need not add

how Kean's was enhanced by his excellent one.! Laurence Olivier points out that

Shakespeare often lets a climactic duel 'provide him with his denouements’.”” The Guide

35 Ibid., pp. 38-59.

36 Leman Thomas Rede, The Guide to the Stage, ed. Francis C. Wemyss (New
York: Samuel French, 1863), pp. 18, 20, 21; Walter M. Leman, Memories of an Old Actor
(repr. New York: Benjamin Blom, [1969]), pp. 149-50.

37 Unlocked Book, pp. 67, 73.

38 Daily Music & Drama (New York), Dec. 27, 1882, speaking of 'twenty years

ago..
: 39 Introduction to William Hobbs, Techniques of the Stage Fight (London: Studio

Vista, 1967), p. 6.
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advised that the use of the broadsword 'is essential in Macbeth, and in all melodramas' (p.

22), and recommended studying 'under a brother performer, rather than a professor..
Edwin Booth remembered later that their eldest brother Junius had 'taught us boys . . . and
we got most of our knowledge of it from him.' June was at one time a pupil of Col.

Thomas H. Monsterey, a master of fencing.* John, naturally athletic, would later be

famed for his stage fighting.

Had he yet made up his mind to become an actor? He had clearly shown both
Interest and competence in acting, but he was also involved in the local branch of the
American Party, or Know-Nothings, although he was not old enough to vote. Asia
remembers urging him to decide between acting and politics, 'for I felt that he had great
love for both, and believed him capable of adorning either station'.*! For the moment,
however, he had no choice. Although a famous actor, Junius Brutus did not die a wealthy

man. A few years later, Edwin wrote:

After my Father's death, and during my stay in California, my poor Mother
(unknown to me--as I too thought my Father a man of means) was obliged to
support and educate a family of three [sic] out of a few hundreds that were
left standing in her name after the estate was all settled.*

John and Joe left the prestigious St. Timothy's, where fees for the session 1853-54 were
$250 ($300 with 'extras’),”® and the family rented out the townhouse and lived all the
year round on the farm. It is clear from The Unlocked Book's pages that John was heavily
involved in running 1t, and a letter from Asia in autumn of 1854 says, 'Joe goes to school
in Elkton[,] Cecil county. John is trying to farm."* With Junius and Edwin in
Califormia, John found himself the eldest man of the family, with responsibilities to

match.

40 Francis Wilson’s Life of Himself (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1924), pp. 131,

135.
41 Unlocked Book, pp. 91-92 and 104.

42 EB to Lawrence Barrett, Jan. 13, 1860, Otis A. Skinner, The Last Tragedian
(New York: Dodd, Mead, 1939), p. 133. Rosalie, Asia, John and Joe were all living at
home at the time.

43 Circular, St. Timothy's Hall, 1853, Maryland Diocesan Archives.

44 Asia to Jean Anderson, '14th, 1854’ [sic], ML 518, The Peale Museum.,
Baltimore City Life Museums, Baltimore, MD.
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Much has been made by Edwin's biographers of his lonely boyhood, travelling with
his father and acting as dresser/minder to the eccentric tragedian; but John has been given
hittle credit for his four years as a reluctant but hard-working farmer. Instead, writers
have filled this obscure period with inventions which construct him as irresponsible:
Kimmel's John 'had gone on several sprees' and his 'efforts to assist in [the farm's]
operation were negligible'; Eleanor Ruggles's 'handsome, idling, unruly' John 'thrashed
his schoolmates and got drunk at sixteen. . . . their mother spoiled him."> In fact, as Asia
makes clear, his duties included travelling afar to sell livestock and grain, buying tools,
and supervising the hired white and resident black labourers; and John himself wrote to
his tnend, Wilham O'Laughlen, 'have had so much work all day and am so tired that 1 can
not find time to write.'*

He chafed against his lot. At an age when Edwin had begun his theatrical career,
John wondered, 'How shall / ever have a chance on the stage? Buried here, torturing the
grain out of the ground for daily bread, what chance have I of ever studying elocution or
declamation?' And he grumbled to O'Laughlen, 1 am getting very tired of the country’,
and joked, T am thinking of moveing [sic] to Sebasterpol [sic] you know there 1s some
excitement there."’

Together, he and Asia researched for a biography of their father, which Asia
finished and published after John's death.”® John trained himself as best he could,
working on his voice and deportment: 'He found an old book of his father's and tried to
learn, from its signs, the inflection and guidance of the voice. We carefully read together

Dr. Rush on the Voice, but concluded that little could be effected without a master."”

45 Mad Booths, p. 113; Ruggles, p. 72.
46 Unlocked Book, pp. 63, 80, 89; letter, Nov. 8, 1854, Rhodehamel & Taper, p.

40).
47 Unlocked Book, p. 66; letter, Sept. 14, 1855, Rhodehamel & Taper, p. 42. See

Chapter 4 for John's soldiering ambitions: perhaps this reference to the Crimean War was
not altogether a joke. |
48 Unlocked Book, pp. 69-72; their work was published as Booth Memorials:

Passages, Incidents, and Anecdotes in the Life of Junius Brutus Booth, the Elder (New
York: Carleton, 1866), under Asia's name alone.

49 Unlocked Book, p. 66. Presumably this was Dr. James Rush's The Philosophy of
the Human Voice, which went through six editions between 1827 and 1867, and discusses
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Perhaps 1t was as well that John could not study elocution: several of his eminent
contemporaries later felt that it was of limited value, if any. Advising would-be actors in
the 1880s, the tragedian Lawrence Barrett stated flatly: "No school of elocution, no
training outside the theater can I regard as at all valuable. Maggie Mitchell felt that
training in elocution or gesture' too often proved to be an obstacle rather than a help,
producing ‘woodenness and jerkiness'. The comedian Joseph Jefferson III thought it
useful 'taken in homeopathic doses and with great care': '[bletter be pedantic and
mechanical than indefinite and careless.”™ Instead, and as advised by the Guide to the
Stage, Booth "practised every day in the woods, letting his deep strident tones die away in
echoes’. Asia told him that 'his voice was a beautiful organ, with perfect music in it', but
could not advise him further.!

She felt herself 'a better judge of ease and deportment', and could encourage her
brother, who felt graceless, jerky and stiff, and too awkward for the stage.! To practise,

he improvised a 'toga' from a shawl, and once put on a trained dress of Asia's and paraded

betore the mirror, 'declaring that he would succeed as Lady Macbeth in the sleep-walking
scene.. He went into the fields dressed as a young lady, and was dehghted when the
workers took off their hats to him because his ‘elegant deportment’ had fooled them.
Another time he dressed as Charlotte Cushman playing Meg Merrilies in Guy Mannering,
and terrified both Asia and the black servants with his impression of the eldritch gypsy
woman.>

Most actors of the day agreed that there was only one way to learn acting, and that
was to join a stock company in a humble capacity and work one's way up. However,
before undertaking this, some made their debuts in more important, even leading parts ‘for

one night only'. This was the practice of stage-struck amateurs, of whom no more was

heard, but successful actors such as E.L.. Davenport, William Warren, James E. Murdoch

the physiology of the voice as well as elocution.
50 John McCullough and others, 'Success on the Stage', North American Review

135 (1882), pp. 590, 592, 596.
51 Rede & Wemyss, p. 27; Unlocked Book, p. 67.

52 Unlocked Book, pp. 66-67.
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and John W. Albaugh also began in this way.”* Saying nothing to his family, John 'went

for a brief visit to Baltimore' in August of 1855, and on his return exclaimed to Asia.
"[Gluess what I've done! . . . I've made my first appearance on any stage, for this night
only, and 1n big capitals.” . . . His face shone with enthusiasm, and by the exultant tone of
his voice it was plain that he had passed the test night."* 'BOOTH! BOOTH!' shouted
the advertisement in the Baltimore Sun:

The debut of a son of the late

Junius Brutus Booth,
which takes place at the
Charles Street Theatre to-night,
1S now the

"Town Talk.”
He played Richmond in the last act of Richard III to the Richard of Mr. William Ellis, in a
farewell benefit for John S. Clarke, who was about to go to Philadelphia to join the Arch
Street Theatre company as First Low Comedian (Sun, Aug. 13). Booth was seventeen
years old. His boyhood friend George Stout, already a professional actor, remembered, '
dressed him for the part and missed my own part, for which I lost a week's pay."°
Contrary to Kimmel's assertion that Tt]he critics, remembering his father, were kind' (p.
149), there was no contemporary comment on his performance, but the vacuum was
filled, with Booth exemplifying hubris punished: 'unprepared’ for this 'leap into the family
profession’, he was said to have 'played so badly that he was hissed, or to have

‘floundered piteously'.>” However, Asia's account makes clear that he had not failed, and

that he now began to plan for the future:

53 Edwin F. Edgett, Edward Loomis Davenport: A Biography (New York: Dunlap
Society, 1901), pp. 8-10; Anon, Life and Memoirs of William Warren, Boston’s Favorite
Comedian (Boston: James Daly, 1883), p. 10; intro. by J. Bunting in James E. Murdoch,
The Stage; or, Recollections of Actors and Acting from an Experience of Fifty Years (1880;
reprint, New York: Benjamin Blom, 1969), p. 15; Henry Pitt Phelps, Players of a Century:
A Record of the Albany Stage (Albany, NY: Joseph McDonough, 1880), p. 307. Warren
was of a theatrical family, and the other three had done amateur work previously, as had
Booth.

54 Unlocked Book, pp. 105-06.

55 Tuesday, Aug. 14, 1855.
56 'Knew the Booths in Boyhood Days'.

57 Kimmel, p. 149; Townsend, Life, Crime, and Capture, p. 21; Lewis, p. 168. For
a fuller discussion of Townsend, see Chapter 3.
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We sat in the old swing-seat late that night, indulging romantic fancies. 'He
could never hope to be as great as father, he never wanted to try to rival

Edwin, but he wanted to be loved of the Southern people above all things.
He would work to make himself essentially a Southern actor. '

It was a modest ambition, but one he could as yet only dream about: for the time being, it
was back to farming. In leisure hours, John and Asia continued to struggle with the
biography of the elder Booth, and John began to learn the parts he hoped one day to play:
Richard the Third and Shylock proved easier to memorize than Antony. "'We were very
studious’, remembers Asia. "The seriousness of life had come'.>”

Things began to change just over a year later, when Edwin returned from
Califorma. He had spent the four years since their father's death learning his trade in
various companies, and had returned to the East for a tour as a star (see Chapter 2), after
which he expected to 'sink into the position of leading man at one of the New York
theatres.'® By 1856, the peak of the Gold Rush had passed, and there was too much
theatre in California for the demand; Ben Baker, then a prompter, had suggested that they
go East with himself as Edwin's agent: 'Now that your father 1s dead, you will be the
coming tragedian.®’ A cynical construction of this might be that Baker and/or Edwin
hoped to cash in on the fact that audiences were missing the elder Booth. It certainly
implies that Edwin would follow in his father's footsteps and style, which he did to begin
with. In retrospect, a more romantic picture was accepted as the truth: 'From the far West
a youth had come who bore a magical name . . . . the younger generation seeking for their
ideal found it in this dark-haired, brown-eyed youth, who had seized the sceptre of the
stage with an audacious hand'.®?> The star season was so successful that Edwin never
returned to the less remunerative position of stock employee. It was presumably the extra

income thus brought into the family that enabled them to give up the farm, and finally set

58 Unlocked Book, p. 106.

59 Ibid., pp. 106-07.
60 Elder and Younger Booth, p. 146.

61 Alfred L. Bernheim, The Business of the Theatre. An Economic History of the

theatre 1750-1932 (1932; repr. New York: Benjamin Blom, 1964), p. 18; J.J. McCloskey,
'Edwin Booth in Old Califorma’, Green Book Album, June 1911, p. 1327.

62 Lawrence Barrett, Edwin Forrest (Boston: James R. Osgood, 1881), p. 97-98.
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John free to pursue his chosen career. Following Edwin's first starring year, an

advertisement was placed in a local newspaper in the summer of 1857:

FOR RENT - The splendid and well known residence of the late J.B. Booth,
in Harford County, about three miles from Bel Air on the road leading to
Churchville. This place will be rented to a good tenant if immediate
application be made. There is 180 acres of land, 80 of which is arable.
Address JOHN BOOTH
Baltimore, Md.%’

It hardly needs a Lawrence Barrett to tell us that '‘Every gift, both mental and
physical, that a bountiful nature can bestow upon a man will be found of use to the
successful actor. John had, in addition to his intelligence, what all observers regarded
as quite remarkable beauty. Slightly taller than his father and Edwin at five feet seven or
eight, he was more athletic than his brother. Asia recalled his vaulting into the saddle
without touching his stirrup, and more prosaically the actor Charles Krone tells us: 'John
Wilkes Booth possessed a slender and graceful figure like his brother Edwin, though
apparently somewhat taller and more closely knit and wiry, revealing a larger amount of
animal spirits and love of action.® Dr. Arnold, headmaster of Bel Air Academy,
remembered his ‘clear cut lincaments . . . with slightly acquiline nose and altogether
magnetic expression of countenance’, and noticed an improvement in his personal
appearance every time he visited after becoming an actor; Amold concluded that he 'gave
[the] matter much attention'.®® John's beauty was striking enough to draw comment from
both women and men. Clara Morris remembered:

My! what a dashing, elegant, handsome fellow he was, with his perfectly

formed figure, graceful in every movement, his pale, dark tace and his big

flashing dark eyes, which had all the lights and changes which are supposed

to be possible only to the deeper blue eyes.

Elsewhere she added that 'there was generally a flash of white teeth behind his silky

mustache, and a laugh in his eyes.'”’ The theatre manager John T. Ford described him as

63 Southern Aegis (Bel Air), July 18-Aug. 15, 1857.

64 McCullough and others, ‘Success on the Stage', p. 591.

65 Unlocked Book, p. 104; Charles A. Krone, 'Recollections of an Old Actor',
Missouri Historical Society Collections, 4:221.

66 Notes in Kimmel Collection.

67 'John Wilkes Booth;

Phillips, 1901), p. 98.

1§, A Life on the Stage (New York: McClure,

'1
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one of the handsomest men I ever saw', and Michael Leavitt later wrote, 'Matinees were

not given in those days, but if they had been he would have been what is now called a
"matinee idol.™ ** But Booth's presence was even more striking than his beauty: 'As he
passed, four out of five on the street would turn to look at him again,--such was his
personal magnetism'; and another friend remembered, "You could not resist his
captivating manners, his genial smile and his personal magnetism."® Two of his

acquaintance compared him to a splendid horse: "You have seen a high-mettled racer with

his sleek skin and eye of unusual brilliancy, chafing under a restless impatience to be
doing something. It is the only living thing I could liken him to', said a fellow actor in
New York; while the manager John Ellsler was 'reminded of a blooded colt' by Booth's
acting, full of action, full of fire, necessitating a master hand to hold him in check'.”® He
seems to have conquered any early awkwardness, for the actor Charles Pope recalled, 'T
was struck with his easy movements of alluring, springy grace', noting that 'his frame was
compactly knit and instilled with vinile life in every fibre.””! Even after the assassination,
lynical descriptions of Booth abounded in newspapers: he was

one of the handsomest young men whom the writer of these lines has ever
seen--a Ccross between Endymion and Antinous. Tall and slender, broad-
shouldered and slim-waisted, the noble pale face rendered more striking by
fiery, perhaps unearthly eyes, Booth was the pet of the women, and had won
many a heart. His black moustache was caretully cultivated, and he
possessed a natural elegance and refinement of appearance, which, without
effort or affectation, gained the goodwill of all. His dress was simple, but
well chosen, unpretentious, and show[ed] the man of good taste and modest
manner, quiet, without arrogance, so that he pleased every one who made his

acquaintance.’?

68 Baltimore American, June 8, 1893; M.B. Leavitt, Fifty Years in Theatrical
Management (New York: Broadway Publ. Co., 1912), pp. 80-81.

69 John T. Ford, 'Behind the Curtains of a Conspiracy', North American Review
148 (1889): 448; William A. Howell, ' Memories of Wilkes Booth', Baltimore Sun, Nov.
23, 1899.

70 'Wilkes Booth as an Actor’, unidentified newspaper clipping, Harvard Theatre
Collection: John Adam Ellsler, The Stage Memories of John A. Elisler (Cleveland:

Rowfant Club, 1950), p. 124. |
71 Charles Pope, "The Eccentric Booths', New York Sun, March 28, 1897.

72 Transcript of Detroit Free Press, April 22, 1865, quoting New York
Belletristisches Journal, 1n Barbee Papers. Attempts to portray Booth as a flashily-dressed
fop (e.g. New York Tribune, Apr. 28, 1865) are contradicted by his acquaintances as well
as by other newspaper descriptions.




27
The need to construct John Booth as deviant and Edwin as normal has led to a

misconception of John's apprenticeship in the theatre. John may have regretted that he

never toured with their father,” but this gave Edwin no substantial advantage over him.

Another contemporary book for would-be actors advised:

If you have fully determined to embrace the theatrical profession, as a means
of hivelihood: the first, and I think the best step to be taken, is to get into

some respectable theatre, or regular dramatic company. . . . by beginning at
the toot of the dramatic ladder, and learning the business, as a soldier learns
the art of war, by regular, gradual systematic drilling.”

This 'best step’ was the one John was about to take. Far from thinking, as Kimmel
maintains, that 'he could attain by some royal road the perfection of the greatest
tragedians’ (p. 149), he now embarked on his career in the way recommended by almost
everyone. Edwin, too, had entered a stock company as a teenager, either before or after
his 'official' debut on tour with his father,”” but had not been very successful: Asia
admits that 'tn minor characters and in inferior plays he proved awkward, confused, and
apparently a failure', and an audience member recalled, 'One could not have seen 1n the
nervous young man of these occasions, the brilliant artist of a later day.” This was not
surprising given his age, but it 1s interesting to note that when John took the same route,
he departed from his brother's example in two ways: he did not choose a company in his
home town, Baltimore, and he did not act under the famous family name. Thus he was
able to learn his trade and make the inevitable mistakes in obscurity and away from
people he knew. He may also have remembered his mother's sentiments on his debut in

1855: 'She thought . . . that he had been influenced by others who wished to gain

notoriety and money by the use of his name."”

73 Clarke, Unlocked Book, p. 109-10.

74 The Amateur . . . . By a Retired Performer (Philadelphia: Fisher, [¢.1852]), p. 5.

75 Different accounts give the dates as 1847-48 or 1850-51, when Edwin would
have been 14 or 17 years old (e.g. Philadelphia Press, June 7, 1893; Alonzo May, 1847
B44: Baltimore American, June 8, 1893; typescript by William Seymour in 'Booth
Clippings' Folder, William Seymour Theatre Collection, Department of Rare Books and
Special Collections, Princeton University Libraries).
76 Elder and Younger Booth, p. 130 and Alonzo May, 1847 B44 (Recollection of
Henry Wagner).
77 Unlocked Book, p, 106.
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The same August in which the farm was put up for rent, John Wilkes Booth began

his first regular job in the theatre, as a member of the stock company at the Arch Street

Theatre, Philadelphia.
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CHAPTER 2

Through the Stage Door

In the course of the nineteenth century, American theatre underwent a radical
change in 1ts methods of production. The stock company, continuing from the eighteenth
century, was still the basis of the system during John Wilkes Booth's career; but by the
end of the century it was to be displaced by travelling companies touring single plays,
cast ad hoc in New York. Misunderstandings and prejudices as well as nostalgia
therefore colour accounts of the stock system written after its demise and these must be
taken 1nto account when dealing with an actor like Booth, whose carcer was passed
entirely within it.

The growth 1n America's population over the nineteenth century accounts for many
of the changes in its theatre. Five million at the beginning, it had reached 23 million by
mid-century, with immigration bringing in 240,000 people per year.! 'At first', says
Edward William Mammen, 'stock companies had to tour several neighboring towns in
order to fill out a season.” Theatres in less populous areas continued to do this up to the
Civil War.’ According to Mammen, by 1825 'there were probably sixty theatres in the

f

country, perhaps twenty of them housing permanent acting organizations.” He estimates

that 1n 1850 at least 35 stock companies were operating, by 1860 'probably more than
fifty.* Each one of these companies was ‘a self-contained producing unit, functionally
independent of all other units, and independent of all outside influence.” Except 1n a few
(and poorer) '‘commonwealth’ companies, the manager was 1n control: 'He owned all the
properties, sets and equipment, and he either owned or leased the theatres in which he

played." The actors, hired by the season, were on weekly salarnes plus benefits, while the

1 Garff B. Wilson, Three Hundred Years of American Drama and Theatre
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1973), p. 131.

2 The Old Stock Company School of Acting: A Study of the Boston Museum
(Boston: Trustees of the Public Library, 1945), p. 10.

3 See Chapter 4 for the touring undertaken by the Richmond Theatre company in

1858-60. |
4 Mammen, p. 10. G.B. Wilson, p. 146) endorses the 1860 figure.
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manager ‘was responsible for all expenses and entitled to all profits.”” Carpenters, scenic

artists, machinists, property men and costumiers were employed in each theatre, so that
most of the physical components of the presentations were constructed and maintained on
the premises, with no dependence on outside investment or supply houses. Although a
copyright law gave some protection to American playwrights from 1856, there was no
international law, and as Bernheim says, '‘English and other foreign plays were available
for the cost of the printed copies.” No doubt partly for this reason, much of the mid-
century repertory originated in Europe.

The star system has been blamed for the final disappearance of the independent
stock companies, though it seems likely that a number of factors were responsible. It
began 1n Brtain, where actors from the London patent houses made individual
arrangements with provincial theatre managers when their own theatres were closed; from
the early years of the century British stars began to visit America, and homegrown stars
(or permanent immigrants like Junius Brutus Booth) soon joined them. The star played
his or her own choice of leading roles, displacing the lead or first comedian of the
supporting stock company. For the starring actor, the advantages were obvious: he or she
escaped the danger of contempt that 1s bred by famiharity . . . . [a star] only moderately
successful could earn as much, with far less effort and under more congemal
circumstances' as his/her own master than as an employee.” 'The star system’, says
Douglas McDermott,

represents the shift from autonomous, self-goverming communities to

industrial entrepreneurship, in which individuals compete with each other for

the loyalty of supporters or consumers. Like politicians and revival

preachers, stars represent the aspirations and values of those whom they
serve. The star . . . models the upward social and economic mobility that

was the path to prosperity in the expanding nation.®

5 Bernheim, p. 20.

6 Ibid., pp. 20-21.

7 Bernheim, pp. 26-27.

8 'Structure and Management 1n the American Theatre from the Beginning to 1870,
in Don B. Wilmeth, ed., Cambridge History of American Theatre (Cambridge: CUP, 1998)

1: 192,
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Bruce McConachie links stars with hero worship: while some actors were

taking charge of their own careers . . . . audiences were turning to great men
and women to give order to their lives. . . . Theatrical stardom had the same
economic base and psychosocial dynamics as charismatic political leadership

. . . . Audiences had respected Betterton and Horace Walpole; they
worshipped Forrest and Andrew Jackson.®

He points out that virtuosity was also emerging in music at the same time, with artists
such as Paganini and Liszt: 'the virtuoso-star symbolized "the uniqueness of the self as
the source of value™," a concept central to Romanticism. Another explanation for the
star's popularity 1s that i]n an age in which the repetitive factory task was becoming the
norm, stars expressed the lost cultural idea of unlimited personal possibility."*

One consequence of the star system was the diminished status of stock actors, and
the star himself could be instrumental in the exploitation of his fellow-players. Edwin
Forrest ‘'usually demanded and received a clear half of the receipts of the night, leaving
the manager to pay salaries and expenses as best he or she could."? Forrest was unusual:
other stars, including John Wilkes Booth, shared with the manager the excess over an
agreed sum; some theatres paid a fixed fee. Playing with a star could certainly reduce the
stock company to an ignominious supporting chorus, as Edwin Booth's friend Adam
Badeau noted:

If a star 1s rehearsing, he gives his orders how he shall be supported, tells this

poor devil when to approach and when to go, the other subordinates how to

emphasize that line, so that the star may not lose his point, and arranges

matters generally so as to suit himself, and produce the greatest effect; which

1s all very proper, but cannot be extremely agreeable to the second-rate

people, as they may be supposed to have sensibilities, if not position or

talent.!?
Moreover, audiences would often desert the theatre after the main play, since the star did

not normally appear in the afterpiece; Harry Watkins rejoiced when 'the entire audience

stopped to see [his own farce], something unusual when a star 1s playing.”* No wonder,

9 McConachie, p. 74. Edwin Forrest's position was unique, however: see below.

10 Ibid, pp. 74-75, quoting Morse Peckham.

11 McDermott, 1:193.

12 McConachie, p. 80.

13 The Vagabond (New York: Rudd & Carleton, 1859), p. 192.

14 One Man in his Time: The Adventures of H. Watkins, Strolling Player 1845-1863
from his Journal ed. Maud & Otis Skinner (Philadelphia: U. Penn. Press, 1938),
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then, it the more talented stock actors made haste to become stars themselves, with the

result that stock companies were progressively debilitated. Stardom became the pinnacle
of the actor's career path--with all its disadvantages. Edwin Booth expressed the dilemma
in 1860: T'd rather there was no such thing as starring--1'd rather stay in one place & have
a home, but, of course, I'd like to stand A./. in my trade. .. ' As a freelance, a star also
took his own financial risk: if he failed to 'draw’ he could have his engagement terminated

early, since 'there was always the stock company to fall back upon'.!®* George Alfred
Townsend's opinion of a star as 'an advertisement in tights who grows rich and corrupts
the public taste’ (see Chapter 5) seems evidence of an envious resentment of stars' earning
powers which would not have made audiences any easier to satisfy. Scepticism was
expressed by reviewers such as 'Erasmus' of the National Intelligencer (Feb. 24, 1865),
who asserted that ‘there are very few "stars" who are capable of holding a first-class
position 1n a fine stock company. These people, in many instances, are second or third-
rate actors, who succeed by the sheer force of quackery." Bernheim sees the deterioration
of the stock companies as the reason why stars began to take one or two supporting actors
on tour with them, and suggests that this further weakened the companies. The logical
development of this practice was the combination: a whole company touring.!’

The term ‘combination’, first employed in 1859,'® was used in 1862 of an alliance
between the manager Henry C. Jarrett and the actors E.L. Davenport, J.W. Wallack, Jr.
and (at first) William Wheatley.”” This toured successfully for several seasons with a
core company only. Later, the term came to designate an entire company travelling with

Its own scenery, a development not feasible before the extension in railway track mileage

during and after the Civil War.®® The Brooklyn Standard (Oct. 31, 1863), complaining

p. 184.

15 Skinner, Last Tragedian, p. 136. The only escape was managing a theatre,
which Edwin also tried.

16 Phelps, p. 345. This clearly happened to Adah Isaacs Menken, and perhaps to
Harry Watkins, in Richmond and Petersburg (see Chapter 4).

17 Bernheim, p. 29.

18 Mammen, p. 10.

19 Leavitt, p. 83.

20 'The Union had the industrial ability to execute the army's demand for more
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that Richard 11l by J.W. Booth's combination at the Brooklyn Academy of Music was

‘mounted shabbily’, added: T do not blame Mr. Booth's management. It is hardly to be

expected that he shall carry a complete theatre over the country with him.' A few decades
later, managers would be doing exactly that. By 1886, says Lawrence W. Levine, 'almost

three hundred combination companies were touring the country';?! whereas Bernheim
surmises that only seven or eight stock companies were left by 1880.22 Because

‘American entertainment was shaped by many of the same forces of consolidation and

centralization that molded other businesses’',

The actor-managers who had dominated the nineteenth-century theater were
replaced in the twentieth century by the producer-booking agents centered in
New York City. Broadway and the American theater became more and more

insengable, the repertory of the former becoming the standard fare of the
latter.

The country was now divided into 'New York' and 'the road'; previously, although the
bigger, Eastern cities were more prestigious places of employment, no one town could be
all-important. Because combination productions were designed for long runs, actors
could be type-cast and rehearsals longer. Writing home from England in the late 1840s,
E.L. Davenport remarked, 'We [in America] can play Shakspere almost without a
rehearsal';** before long, this semi-improvized performance style would be looked back

on with disdain. When James H. McVicker disbanded his Chicago stock company in
1879,

At first newspapers were critical of the new system [combination touring];
doleful warnings appeared frequently. Very quickly, however, newspaper
opinion changed. Within two years the old stock system was severely
criticized: "The mingled horrors and atrocities, said the Tribune, 'that were
perpetrated on the people of the community in the guise of stock companies
survive in the memories of playgoers only as disorganized nightmares." The
people of Chicago, it added, had no interest in going to the theatre to see raw

efficient rail transportation in order to supply its troops.” By 1870 there were 50,000
miles of track (McDermott, 1:205).

21 Highbrow/Lowbrow, p. 78.

22 Bernheim, p. 31; Rosemarne K. Bank points out that this figure may not be
reliable (‘A Reconsideration of the Death of Nineteenth-Century American Repertory
Companies and the Rise of the Combination’, Essays in Theatre 5(1) (Nov. 1986): 68.

23 Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow, pp. 78, 79.

24 Edgett, p. 30.
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and half-baked' actors being trained 'at the expense of a vast aggregated woe
among their auditors.'?’

Rosemane Bank quotes the New York Dramatic Mirror in 1880 deploring 'the bellowing

exponents of the pump-handle style of acting', which it ascribed to the stock
companies.”® Actors writing their memoirs after this radical change had to explain the
old stock system to their younger readers, and were inclined to be defensive about it in
the face of crniticism such as this. With the transfer of theatrical power to businessmen,
the stock/star period began to be known nostalgically as 'the palmy days' of acting; both
these factors must be taken into account when assessing professional reminiscence.

One of the ways in which old actors reinforced their self-confidence was to
exaggerate the workload in the stock system. It certainly meant hard work: John
McCullough warned the beginner, It is a grievous mistake to think the actor's life an easy
one'. John Ellsler recalled that the 'study, selection, and preparation of costumes, together
with long rehearsals, was a treadmill process to which Sunday offered the only respite."”’
Casting for the following day was sometimes notified 'between the play and farce, or
earlier, on evenings of performance', although Olive Logan tells us that in ‘badly
regulated theatres . . . no actor knows whether he is to play in the piece until he comes to
the first rehearsal’, leaving even less study time when the part was new to him.*

Dion Boucicault thus described the actor's day in 1860):

His daily labor commences at ten, when he hurries to rehearsal. . . . At two he

is released, most frequently too late for dinner . . . . While he eats what he

can get, he studies his part, and is immersed in it until six. At that hour he

turns to the theatre, where, without intermission of a moment, he 1s employed

until midnight. Weary and jaded he travels home, to sleep? No--to sit up

poring over the morrow's performance, for usually he plays two or three parts
nightly.”

25 Jay F. Ludwig, 'James H. McVicker and his Theatre', Quarterly Journal of
Speech 46 (Feb. 1960): 23.

26 Bank, 'A Reconsideration’, p. 64.

27 'Success on the Stage', p. 381; Ellsler, p. 78.

28 Guide to the Stage, p. 23, from the rules of Laura Keene's Theatre in New York;
Olive Logan, Before the F ootlights and Behind the Scenes (Philadelphia: Parmelee & Co.,
1870), p. 71.

) 28 'The Life of an Actor', New York Clipper, Dec. 1, 1860. The Clipper was a

weekly newspaper devoted to sport and theatre throughout the country.



35
Boucicault’s purpose, however, was defensive: "What have [these actors] done during this

long, weary, weary day of labor', he concluded, 'to call down the contempt of mankind,
the anathemas of the church, and your gall?’ In reality, there were some respites:
Mammen points out that 'work was very unevenly divided in a stock company', and that
over one season at the Boston Museum one actor had 103 roles and another seven. The
second’ of any line played less often than the first, but even the leads rarely appeared in
afterpieces 'and sometimes had days off when a star came to visit.™® The actor Harry
Weaver remembered that 'the advent of a legitimate star was hailed with delight, for we
had no study': each actor already knew his words in 'the standard drama’', and needed only
to read them over.”! This would not apply to a beginner who did not yet have a line of
business, or any famiharity with the 'standard’ plays; but his or her parts would mostly be
very short.

Penalties were prescribed by each theatre for breaches of discipline, as the
comedian William Davidge relates:

Observe the two gentlemen who are looking at the printed list of rules and

regulations posted on the wall beside the glass case, wherein the calls for

rehearsals are placed. It is a terrible document, and sets forth at length the

several acts of insubordination any member of the company may commit,

with the amount of pecuniary punishment consequent thereon . . . .
However, he explains that since actors were generally responsible, 'the forfeits are but
seldom enforced', and Charles Krone confirms this.>*> In this connection it 1s significant
that the actor Francis Wilson said of John Wilkes Booth that 'there i1s no evidence or
tradition among managers or actors that he was insubordinate or not amenable to the laws
of the theater.””

One of these rules was that 'A Performer refusing a part allotted by the Manager,

forfeits a week's salary, or may be discharged.” This brings us to the question of Lines

30 Mammen, pp. 24-25. |
31 Unidentified newspaper clipping, June 16, 1893, Harvard Theatre Collection.
32 Footlight Flashes (New York: American News Co., 1866), pp. 135, 180; Krone,

3:299.
33 John Wilkes Booth: Fact and Fiction of Lincoln’s Assassination (Boston:

Houghton Mifflin, 1929), p. 146. Wilson began his career during the Civil War.
34 O. Logan, p. 65.
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of Business, especially relevant because John Wilkes Booth's position, or line, in each of

his stock companies 1S problematic. James Burge sees the lines of business system as

compensating actors for the change from the commonwealth stock company to a
capitalistic, theatre-producing organization with a clear division between management

and labor':

Over the course of 1its three-hundred-year history, the stock company
organization spawned two adjunctive systems--the actor's benefit and the
lines of business casting procedure. Both must be seen, ultimately, as
accretions of theatrical labor-management relations, for both were responses

on the part of the actor to the change from a communal to a capitalistic stock
structure.®

Despite constant mention of lines of business from the late eighteenth and the nineteenth
centuries in diaries, letters, journals and reminiscences, Burge noticed that ‘rules and
regulations of theatres and many actor contracts which survive from this same period
suggest . . . . [that] the authority to cast and distribute parts rested solely with
management.! Practice, however, differed from policy, and 'observing the tradition [of
lines] was seen as a form of back-stage etiquette'.’® Thus, though the impression 1s
given by many writers that the lines of business system was fixed and rigid, 1n fact it
functioned more flexibly as a basis for negotiation by the actor, with the contractual night
of the manager to make the actor play 'as cast' being used only as a last resort.>’ The
impression of rigidity given by actors' memoirs may arise from their oversimplifying, n
order to explain to laymen a system gone for ever--or perhaps from a defensive desire to
portray that old system as efficient, working with clockwork precision. The actor J ohn
Barron, for instance, in his series of articles in 1906-07, gives the usual list of lines,
saying that actors 'were engaged for certain specified lines of parts’; but later contradicts

himself in describing his own rather vaguer position in 1857-58: T was engaged as first

35 James C. Burge, Lines of Business: Casting Practice and Policy in the American
Theatre 1752-1899 (New York: Peter Lang, 1936), pp. 1-2.

36 Burge, pp- 4-3, 98.

37 William Davidge confirms that 1t was a 'very rare case' that an actor refusing a
part would 'have to quit the theatre’ (p. 192).
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walking gentleman and to share the juvenile and light comedy parts with Edwin

Adams.”® His reflections on his own career show the system as practically applied:

I found after I had acquired a knowledge of the actor's art, in the school of
experience, that to be able to play anything I was cast for made me a more
valuable member of the profession than if I remained a specialist, and though
I was known as an exponent of the ardent lovers of the standard drama I was

many times called on to transform myself into characters the very antithesis
of those in which I reveled.

What I have wrntten of myself may be applied in a general sense to all
the young actors of the time. We were expected to be proficient as lovers, as
villains or in pronounced characters entirely out of our spheres.*
Casting was certainly not predictable enough to obviate disputes. Harry Watkins's diary
contains many 1nstances of rnival actors, and particularly actresses, claiming the same
parts, and while working as Stage Manager for one company, he writes testily, Tt 1s
palpable that Hanley is resolved I shall have nothing good if he can claim 1t as leading
man. Therefore 1 shall hold him strictly to his engagement and make him play all the
leading parts.'® A piece in the New York Clipper (Jan. 29, 1859) notes Mrs. Bowers’
company at the Walnut Street, Philadelphia, squabbling over what parts they would and
wouldn't play. Mammen tells us that leading actors 'sometimes [had] the right to refuse

roles’, which would allow them to safeguard their dignity by not appearing In

inappropriate or trivial roles, and management would normally cast on the same principle.

Mrs. G.H. Gilbert explains: "When I signed with [Mrs. John Wood in New York], it was
for "first old woman's" parts, and any character they thought not quite good enough or
long enough for me was given to my second.” She was also able to reclaim one such role,
in which she saw possibilities; her right as First Old Woman seems to have been first
refusal of a role. This right can be seen in a piece of inter-actor negotiation from 1346:

[T]he part of Bob Acres . . . belonged by right to Mr. Warren, and i1n
accordance with the terms of his engagement; but [W.H.] Crisp, the leading
man, who was originally cast for Sir Lucius O'Trigger, expressed a desire to
change parts with Mr. Warren. The latter, in the kindness of his disposition,

yielded .. ..*

38 Baltimore Sun, Nov. 25 and Dec. 30, 1906 respectively. Barron was bnefly a
member of the Richmond Theatre company during Booth's stay there; see Chapter 4.

39 Baltimore Sun, Jan. 20, 1907.

40 Skinner, One Man in his Time, p. 181 and passim.

41 Mammen, p. 21; Anne Hartley Gilbert (Mrs. G.H.), "The Stage Reminiscences
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For the lesser members of a company, especially beginners who had as yet no particular

line, casting was even more flexible, and adjustments higher up the ranks could be to

their advantage: McDermott notes that in John Ellsler's Cleveland company,

An actor could refuse a role in his or her line, forcing the manager to press
one of his four ballet girls into the part. Such substitution was Clara Morris's

upward path, especially since Mrs. Ellsler disliked appearing as second lady
to visiting female stars.*?

Jerome K. Jerome, working in an English stock company, wrote to a friend:

Sometimes there's a row over the cast. Second Low Comedy isn't going to
play old men. That's not his line: he was not engaged to play old men. He'll
see everybody somethinged first.--First Old Man wants to know what they
mean by expecting him to play second old man's part. . . . Juvenile Lead has
seen some rum things, but he is blowed if he ever saw the light comedy part
given to the Walking Gentleman before. . . . The general result, when this
sort of thing occurs, is that the part in dispute, no matter what it is, gets
pitched on to me as 'Responsibles'.*

In the following chapters, Mammen's analysis of the casting of beginners will be used to

compare John Wilkes Booth's experience with that of his sample.

With the great change in the producing system, the actor, much later than workers
in industry, became proletarianized:

The effect of the theatrnical revolution in the last half of the nineteenth
century . . . was systemic: when the stock company went, 1ts underpinnings--
the actor's benefit and the lines of business tradition--went with it. The
concessions and advantages hard won by the actor were swept away 1n the
rapidly changing conditions, and it was not until he threw his lot in with the
rest of American labor in collective bargaining that he would again have
safeguards in the marketplace.*

The lines of business system persisted as long as it did partly because there was at mid-
century no huge pool of unemployed actors ready to undercut the established conditions.
Mammen says, 'As late as 1866, "job actors” could still be regarded as a group of
unfortunates, confined to the large cities.”> The fact that, just after the Civil War broke

out, the New York Clipper (May 11, 1861) regarded as newsworthy the fact that Ttjhere

of Mrs. Gilbert', ed. Charlotte M. Martin, Scribner’'s Magazine 29 (Feb. 1901): 181; Life
and Memoirs of William Warren, p. 10.

42 McDermott, 1:201.

43 On the Stage--and Off (1885; repr. Stroud: Alan Sutton, 1991), p. 90. Jerome
was acting in the late 1870s: this company was by then old-fashioned.

44 Burge, p. 2; see also McConachie, p. 160.

45 Mammen, p. 20.
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are actors, actresses, minstrels, and show people almost without number in the city at

present, looking out for chances for engagements' shows how unusual a state of things

this was. Jobbing actors survived on the growth of the long run, which made it expedient

to hire them for a single play.

At the same time, the repertoire itself was undergoing a profound change:

By the turn of the [twentieth] century Shakespeare had been converted from a

popular playwright whose dramas were the property of those who flocked to
see them, into a sacred author who had to be protected from ignorant

audiences and overbearing actors threatening the integrity of his creations.*6
Previously, Shakespeare, the 'old English comedies',*” and other 'standard dramas' had
been played in a mixed programme that usually included an afterpiece (often a farce) and
dancing, singing or orchestral performances between plays or acts of plays. The
repertoire remained similar all over the country, partly owing to the need to support the
same travelling stars. Most of the latter 'played within an expanding tragic repertoire
built around Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth, Richard 111, Romeo and Juliet, and The Merchant
of Venice',”® with other, more modern legitimate plays, including those of Kotzebue,
Edward Bulwer Lytton, James Sheridan Knowles and Dion Boucicault. The elder Booth
had passed his career at a time when Shakespeare was 'part and parcel of popular culture’,
playing Jerry Sneak in The Mayor of Garratt immediately after Richard 111,*° but things

began to change in his sons' time. The tragedian E.L. Davenport complained to a friend
around 1874:

There are no actors any more . . . . No nine changes of bill a week; no
mastery of a new part in 48 hours; . . no bills to show a man's versatility.
Why, I've played an act from 'Hamlet,’ one from 'Black-eyed Susan,' and
sung ‘A Yankee Ship and a Yankee Crew, and danced a hornpipe, and
wound up with a nigger part all in one night. Is there anyone you know of
today who can do that?*

46 Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow, p. 72.
47 These included The School for Scandal, The Rivals, She Stoops to Conquer and
London Assurance among others less often produced now (Burge, p. 189).

48 McDermott, 1:192.
49 Lawrence W. Levine, "'William Shakespeare and the American People: A Study
in Cultural Transformation', American Historical Review 89 (Feb. 1984): 41.

50 Edgett, p. 118.
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What had been to Davenport the essence of his craft was to the writer of Edwin Booth's

obituary Davenport's 'wasting his fine talents in undignified versatility'; as Charles
Shattuck comments, 'the gentlemanly Hamlets of the 1870s could not afford such antics.’
The earlier notion that Shakespearean leads 'did not unfit one for other roles and other
tasks; they were not elevated to a position above the culture in which they appeared’ had
passed into history.”!

This sacralization of Shakespeare and other 'high art' was facilitated by a growing
tendency for theatres to specialize in fare either for élite or for popular audiences. The
trend was seen first in New York, which during the first half of the century 'became the
largest city in the nation' with a population of more than half a million by 1850.> As
early as 1830, Thomas S. Hamblin, manager of the Bowery, deliberately set out to attract
'the lower-class native American' to his theatre by using American talent and playing a
repertoire that avoided the 'English comedy, tragedy, opera, and ballet' favoured by the
‘carriage trade' while emphasizing melodrama.>® At the other end of the scale, from 1852
the actor-manager J.W. Wallack, Sr., specialized in high comedy and romantic
melodrama appealing to the 'refined, educated and affluent segment’ of New York's
audience.’ This separation was not possible in smaller towns, especially those with
only one theatre: there, as the actor Charles Krone remembered of the St. Louis Theatre,
performances were ‘patronized by all classes of the community from the lowest to the
highest'.> In such a theatre, the audience was arranged hierarchically, with the ‘most
expensive seats [being] those which displayed their occupants to best advantage, usually
the first circle of boxes.! The ladies and gentlemen in these seats 'formed only a thin

circle of elegance between the masses in the pit and in the galleries.” Moreover, the ‘best

51 Baltimore American, June 7, 1893; Charles H. Shattuck, Shakespeare on the
American Stage: From the Hallams to Edwin Booth (Washington, DC: Folger Shakespeare
Library, 1976), p. 117; Levine, 'William Shakespeare’, p. 41.

52 G.B. Wilson, pp. 41-42.

53 Theodore J. Shank, "Theatre for the Majority: Its Influence on a Nineteenth
Century American Theatre, Educational Theatre Journal 11 (Oct. 1959): 190-91, 193.

54 Burge, pp. 188, 190.
55 Krone, 4:117.
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test of a fashionable or an elegant house was the number of ladies present.”® In the St.

Louis Theatre, says Krone,

The noisy and enthusiastic pit audience was separated by a low railing from
the orchestra seats, which were occupied by a no less interested but a more
sedate company, which consisted chiefly of professional or literary men,
reporters, merchants, artists and men of leisure. . . . The gallery as a rule was

the resort of the boys. The country men also seemed to prefer this high and
1solated position from where they could look down upon the entire audience

and rest their feet cased in dirty boots upon the balustrade until the cry of
Boots, '‘Boots,’ from below and a punch from the bouncer's cane awoke them

from their revery [sic]. The dress and family circle as usual were occupied
by the fashionable and well-to-do citizens with their families . . . .5’

Segregation was practised in both North and South, black audience members being

confined to their own gallery and boxes.® Also in the gallery, or 'third tier', of many

theatres could be found the prostitutes, who were there partly to make assignations in the

bar adjoining. Theatres hoping for a select audience would exclude these women and

dispense with a bar, as well as transforming the whole pit into 'orchestra’ or 'parquet(te)’

and relegating the 'noisy and enthusiastic’' pittites to the gallery, farther from the actor.
The old pittites, from regular playgoing,

became familiar with not only the relative merits of the actors but with the
text of the plays then given, including Shakespeare, to the extent that they

were able and often did supply the forgotten line or word 1n an audible voice
to the luckless one . . .. >’

In such a mixed audience, a 'constant buzz, walking about, going in and out, while the
play is going on, and whistling, halooing [sic], thumping with sticks and shouting for
applause are always done by a few inconsiderate persons.” The background noise and
the audience's habit of interacting with the stage naturally conditioned acting style, as did

the size of the theatres which specialized in working-class audiences: the Bowery held

56 Joseph Patrick Roppolo, 'Audiences in the New Orleans Theatres, 1845-61",
Tulane Studies in English 2 (1950): 122, 124-25.

57 Krone, 4:116-17.

58 For instance, the Arch Street, Philadelphia, advertised 'Gallery for Colored
Persons, 25¢' and 'Private Box 1n Gallery . . . 38¢’ (Playbill, Sept. 14, 1857, Historical
Society of Pennsylvama).

59 Elisler, p. 23.

60 Weeklv Confederation (Montgomery), Oct. 26, 1860; see also New York
Clipper, Oct. 23, 1858, and Chapters 4 and 5.
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4,000 after its 1845 renovation'.' Laura Keene's eminently respectable New York

theatre (1356) seated only 2,500; of these, 'about 1,000 were in the parquette, with 750 in
each of the dress circle and family circle balconies.' Parquette seats cost 50¢ and from

1857 were reservable. Wallack's 1852 and 1861 houses were both 'small but elegant'.®

The bourgeois audience was quieter; what Karen Halttunen calls 'the genteel
performance, a system of polite conduct that demanded a flawless self -discipline
practiced within an apparently easy, natural, sincere manner', forbade fidgetting or
energetic gesturing. Bourgeois 'personal conduct ha[d] been shaped to demonstrate virtue
in the form of the complete self-restraint of bodily processes.”®> The 'shrill whistles,
catcalls, and cries’ indulged in by some of the clown G.L. Fox's fans at his Olympic
Theatre (1867) were regarded 'unanimously' by contemporary critics as being usual at the
Bowery, but not on Broadway.* In the theatres patronized by the middle class, 'the
private manners of the genteel parlor . . . overtook the public behavior of traditional
theatregoing by 1870'.%

The editor of Harper's Magazine thus described a Niblo's Garden audience for
Forrest in 1863: 'the great, the eager, the delighted crowd', including young women 'not
refined or intellectual . . . . They were, perhaps, rather coarse. But they cried good hearty
tears [at Forrest's Damon].®® By contrast, at the Winter Garden, where Edwin Booth
was playing Iago, 'The house was comfortably full, not crowded. The air of the audience
was that of refined attention rather than of eager interest. Plainly it was a more cultivated

and intellectual audience. . . . ' These 'refined' and quiet spectators preferred a more

61 McConachie, p. 113.
62 McConachie, p. 203. Betore this time, there had been little reservable seating;
tickets were mostly queued for on the day.

63 Confidence Men and Painted Women: A Study of Middle-Class Culture in
America, 1830-1870 (New Haven: Yale U. Press, 1982), pp. 93, 97.

64 Laurence Senelick, The Age and Stage of George L. Fox, 1825-1877 (Hanover,
NH: University Press of New England, 1988), p. 139. Senelick also quotes the Spirit of
the Times on the 'loud, ringing, hearty laugh' of the Bowery audience.

65 McConachie, p. 246.

66 George William Curtis, 'Editor's Easy Chair', Harper's Magazine 28 (Dec. 1863):
131-33, quoted in Shattuck, Shakespeare on the American Stage, pp. 86-87. See below for
further discussion of Forrest.

67 Quoted in Levine, 'William Shakespeare', p. 59. McConachie (p. 239) thinks
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refined and quiet acting style, but John Booth did not live to see the older, symbolic,

rhetorical type of acting stigmatized as 'ham' and relegated completely to working-class
melodrama houses. A variety of attitudes to acting can be detected in his reviews across
the country from 1860 to 1865, as we shall see; furthermore, as with the change from
stock to combination, the final victory of 'naturalistic' acting was to condition accounts of
this period 1n hindsight, including the style of John Wilkes Booth.

Within the period itself, writers used a number of criteria to discuss the art of
acting: they spoke not only of 'refined’ versus 'ranting’, '‘Boweryish’ or "'Western' (or,
depending on their tastes, tame’' versus 'impetuous’), but they also used rather different
terms. In practice, the art was also defined by the conditions in which acting took place,
i.e. the stock/star system. The Boston Post (May 26, 1862) theornzed:

The great actor, taking an ordinary man with common tones and talk as his

basis, creates out of him a mightier, more majestic, more lovely or more

terrible man. . . . [E]}very actor . . . who is able truly to feel in his own heart

the emotions of a higher manhood than common life affords, and who has the

power to embody those feelings and make them palpable to us, confers a

consolation on humanity.

This notion clearly owes much to a Romantic sensibility, as does the idea of genius, a
word which constantly recurs in criticism of the period. 'Genius' was often contrasted
with 'talent', as in a review in the New York Leader (March 23, 1861) of Macbeth with
Edwin Booth and Charlotte Cushman. Cushman had talent, Booth genius; 'one knows
how to act, the other feels how.' At times 'seeming almost possessed of Macbeth', Booth
was nonetheless uneven, whereas 'Miss Cushman never disappoints you'. When inspired,
genius does the right thing by instinct: 'then action and utterance are directed by
something within and beyond [Booth]’, which makes study and research redundant.
Cushman's 'talent’ here sounds like professionalism plus intelligence, and 1t 1s mnteresting
that a year later, when he was more experienced and probably less uneven, Edwin Booth

could be described by the Boston Post cnitic quoted above (same date) as a man of ‘talent’,

contrasted with the 'genius' of John Wilkes Booth. An actor needed both qualities, the

that 'Curtis probably exaggerated the differences between the tragedians and their
spectators.’
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Cleveland Plain Dealer reminded John on December 1, 1863: 'Genius of itself cannot win

the mghest rank without the aid of talent, which we take to be another name for toil'.

Given this ideal of something 'higher than common life’, while we find actors
praised for their 'naturalness’, it was felt that this quality could go too far. Neither the
older style, with 1ts 'highly conventional system of poses and gestures which physicalized
states of emotion’, nor the new style exemplified by Edwin Booth's 1875 Hamlet, which
was ‘acted "in an ideal manner, as far removed as possible from the plane of actual
life"'® aimed at reproducing everyday behaviour naturalistically. Atypically, Matilda
Heron, whose acting of Camille caused a sensation,

made no attempt to idealize or refine her characters; she did not even select
and arrange her effects, but included commonplace business of every sort, no
matter how awkward or distracting it appeared. Finally, she portrayed
physical and clinical reactions that were rarely if ever exhibited on the stage
at that time.*

This ran the risk not only of revolting the audience (perhaps an attitude that can be seen
in objections to John Booth's ugliness or untidiness as Richard III) but also of banality.
Edwin's wife Mary Devlin cautioned him:

.. . but now could you see [Matilda Heron]! she gives you so much of "Mrs
John Smith"--endeavors--or rather labors to walk so very commonplace--that
'tis simply ridiculous . . . . "Art" must be seen too--for nature upon the stage

would be most ridiculous.”

A retrospective commentary explained the style of acting current when Edwin Booth

came to the stage: as in contemporary oratory, 1t said,

So our actors used to pay the closest attention to elocution. They tried to
make an emotion clearly understood by exaggerating it. They often reserved
their strength for such moments so as to make the contrast greater, and
people judged them by the amount of passion which they could throw into
such scenes as King Richard's last fight, or by the oratorical delivery of such
speeches as Hamlet's "To be or not to be,’ or Marc Anthony's Friends,
Romans, countrymen." Now the desire is that a player should act and speak
on the stage exactly as one would in similar circumstances in real life. That

is what 1s called the natural method.

68 McConachie (p. 112), who may place too much reliance on acting manuals;
William Winter in the New York Tribune, quoted in Michael A. Morrison, John
Barrvmore, Shakespearean Actor (Cambndge: CUP, 1997), p. 7.

" 69 G.B. Wilson,p. 109.
70 To Edwin, Feb. 11, 1860, Letters and Notebooks, p. 33.
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Mr. Booth', 1t concluded, 'combined both manners.”! Edwin, praised for 'naturalness'

early 1n his career, came at last to seem conventional to at least some observers:

Teviewers sometimes accused Booth of excessive posing, of "making statues all over the

stage™, while Henry Phelps, writing in 1880, asked, 'who that sees him ever forgets that
he 1s acting, or believes for a moment that he is the character he represents?'2

Another cnterion invoked in contemporary criticism was the relative virtue of
originality and tradition. The young John Booth, discussing with Asia the actors he
admired, regretted that "These are not as father was to Edwin', and Asia notes that John
had no master to form his style upon.'”? The idea that it was valid to follow a master,
alien to modern actors and their critics alike, must be acknowledged if we are to see
Booth as his critics saw him.’* It had its origins both in the conditions of performance
(see below) and 1n the eighteenth-century premiss that the best interpretation was the
original one, directed by the author; thus acting should be based on tradition, 'and the
closer the imitation of the older actor by the younger, the better was his presentation of
the part.”> Edwin Booth apparently took this view when he claimed that "Tradition, if it
be traced through pure channels, and to the fountain head, leads one as near to Nature as
can be followed by her servant, Art.” In 1826 the New York Evening Post had praised
John R. Duff for playing Richard III 'throughout in the manner of Cooke . . . . The public
may be assured that it is no caricature, but a fine delineation; the copy of a master by a

pupil of the first order.’” The critic exhorted Duff 'to call to mind his great archetype

71 Unidentified newspaper clipping, Harvard Theatre Collection, probably dating
from after EB's death.

72 Shattuck, Hamlet of EB, p. 26; Phelps, pp. 400-01. The later career of Edwin
Booth will be discussed in the Conclusion.

73 Unlocked Book, pp. 109-10.

74 The primacy of originality may be connected with the sacralizing of art charted
by Levine: the 'ethos that judged art and culture to be the sacred, unique products of the
rare individual spirit' (Highbrow/Lowbrow, p. 161); it may also be regarded as a legacy of
Romanticism. |

75 Lily B. Campbell, 'The Rise of a Theory of Stage Presentation in England
during the Eighteenth Century', PMLA 32 (1917): 164-65.

76 Quoted in Alan S. Downer, 'Players and Painted Stage: Nineteenth Century
Acting', PMLA 61 (1946): 566. Downer teels that Edwin's mature style owed much to
the classicist J.P. Kemble (p. 532).
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Cooke himself, and paint, with the countenance, the deep but inaudible workings of the

soul.”” More than a generation later, a profile of Edwin by Thomas Allston Brown in
the New York Clipper (Aug. 31, 1861) argued in remarkably similar terms that 'the
successful copyist 1s equal to the creator’, because to 'imitate exactly and with identical
eftect the work of another, demands appreciation of the material, and sympathy with the
mood 1n which that work was wrought.! Hence Edwin, as a 'second edition' of his father,
should enjoy 'an equal celebrity’. The Spirit of the Times's review of John's Richard,
quoted in Chapter 9, took the same attitude, as did the Cincinnati Enquirer (April 13,
1365) reviewing Junius Brutus, Jr. Yet both Asia and the Clipper writer recognized 'how
much Edwin has to contend with, being called an imitator of father';”® clearly, some saw
this approach as mere mimicry. A perceived originality usually evoked more enthusiasm:
for this reason the Clipper's portrait of John predicted greater things for him than for his
brother (see Chapter 5), while the Philadelphia Press (June 7, 1858) urged John S. Clarke
to ‘originate . . . . The truly good player, even in a hackneyed character, will throw
tradition overboard, and act, not as Mr. So-and-So did, but as his own creative genius
suggests. The Guide to the Stage deplored the fact that some actors 'nmever trouble
themselves to move from the beaten track’, but warned against ‘straining after originality":
following tradition 'will be found less annoying than a sacrifice of sense to novelty.”
As might be expected, actors themselves took a middle view: William Warren thought
that "all acting i1s based on tradition’', with actors evolving their own styles atter copying a
famous player, while John McCullough commented:

The 'traditions of the stage’ are a body of rules containing much that is true

and artistic, and not a little that 1s false and artificial. No actor who hopes for

eminence can afford wholly to disregard or despise them, and as little can he

afford to be ngidly bound by them. . . . Original conception grafted upon
knowledge of the past is the true method of evolution in stage art.®°

77 Quoted in Burge, p. 118.

78 Unlocked Book, p. 110.
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80 Warren and McCullough, ‘Success on the Stage’, pp. 600, 582.
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One practical reason for not breaking with tradition too radically was the working

environment of the stock system: the single rehearsal for a standard play enforced a
certain uniformity, both for the company members and for stars. What George Taylor

says of Henry Irving's first Hamlet applies equally well to any of John Wilkes Booth's

performances with a stock company:

Irving would, of course, have to keep to the general structure of the usual
Manchester production . . . . The rest of the cast would expect him to make

the same ‘points’ as previous Hamlets, or, at least, to restrict his originality to

the same key passages, where they might anticipate a pause, a gesture or a bit
of byplay.

Taylor conjectures that a stock actor would acquire 'a repertoire of gestures and
movements, which he could call on almost instinctively'.®* There would be a danger
here of lapsing into cliché and acquiring cheap, if effective tricks; the shortness of
Booth's apprenticeship, while a disadvantage in some ways, could possibly have saved
him from this patfall.

Rehearsals were certainly not intended for the exploration of character; their main
purpose was blocking. Actors ‘marked’ their parts: Adam Badeau described 'Desdemona
sitting down 1n a chair in the fifth act, and saying 1n ordinary tones, "Oh! oh! oh!"[,] these
being the rehearsal of her death groans'. He noted that 'they rehearse only the words and
the positions.”” Professional actors, says The Amateur, 'scldom indulge 1n acting or loud
speaking at rehearsals; this part of their duties merely consists in going correctly through
the situations and pantomimic business of the pieces, and of running . . . through the
dialogue.! In standard plays, actors cut long speeches to cue, ‘simply setthng and
regulating the peculiar points, positions, cuts, and cues' (pp. 38-59). Scene-shifters,
musicians and anyone else 'who has to do with the production of the piece at night' also
attended rehearsal®’. Anna Cora Mowatt describes the stage for rehearsals as 'lighted by

a single branch of gas, shooting up to the height of several feet in the centre of the

81 Players and Performances in the Victorian Theatre (Manchester: Manchester U.
Press, 1989), pp. 4, 20.

82 Vagabond, pp- 191-92.

83 O. Logan, p. 71.
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footlights.” Known as a T-piece, this 'sent forth a dim, blue, spectral light . . . . ' The

prompter's table was on the right and the stage manager's on the left of the stage. The
prompter held the book, while it was 'the duty of the stage manager to watch the
movements of the players, and direct them if they are guilty of any ungraceful or ill-timed
movement; to 1nstruct them when to sit and when to rise'.** The two worked in concert:
one actor described a rehearsal in which the stage manager arranged tableaux while the
prompter told actors 'when, and how, and where to move'. Prompt books 'show that the
stage manager was careful about one thing only, places of entrance and exit.'®® While the
standard plays were rehearsed once on the day of performance, a new play might receive
up to six days' rehearsal: James Burge believes that a total of three or four was the
national average.®

Points’, mentioned by the acting manual above, and looked for by critics, had
become an inescapable part of a star performance. Taylor defines a 'point’ as

a particular theatrical moment when the actor, by making a gesture, striking

an attitude, or changing the tone of his voice created the impression of a new

passion, whether it was a moment of sudden recognition--a start--or a

gradual change of emotion--a transition.®’
The Guide to the Stage (p. 40) was critical of this development: 'making points, instead of
playing the character as a whole' had led 'some of our most popular performers . . . rather
to play tricks with certain characters than to act them." This was probably aimed at Kean
or his imitators, for Kean 'performed each passion distinctly and vigorously, even at the
expense of consistency of characterisation.®® As will be seen, both the elder Booth and
John, though noted for electrifying moments, also took care to build consistent characters.
William Winter, reviewing Edwin Booth's Hamlet in 1862, said that 'From first to last, he

not only does not make points where points are usually made, but he does not make a

point at all.®® This is unlikely to have been strictly true at that date; what Winter was

84 Burge, p. 114, quoting Mrs. Mowatt's Autobiography; O. Logan, p. 123.
85 Mammen, p. J3.
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seeing was probably a performance so careful throughout, and whose points were SO

subtle that they blended seamlessly into the characterization.

Edwin Forrest, the massive figure dominating the American acting profession in
the middle years of the century, was a point-maker par excellence. He had been
influenced by the grand declamatory style of Thomas Abthorpe Cooper, and by Kean
(with whom he had acted), but his development had been conditioned partly by his own
muscular frame, his figure 'suggestive not only of perfect health and herculean strength,
but of a certain kind of grandeur.™® As the first homegrown American star, he acquired
and nurtured a nationalistic image: the self-made, self-reliant American, contrasted with
European decadence. This was both an on- and an off-stage persona:

Forrest's reputation for sincerity, and the near identity between his own

public image and the image of the protagonists in his heroic melodramas . . .
allowed him to collapse the distinction between his self-expressive and his

representational modes in performance.
He drew attention to himself, as distinct from his role, by such means as 'display[ing] the
physical exertion sustaining his performance.” The result, for one unimpressed critic,
was that 'whatever he played he was the same man. One remembers him, not as Macbeth,
nor even as Spartacus or Metamora, but as the Great American Tragedian.! During
Forrest's career, the same point was made with more venom:

Mr. Forrest has not the power to win sympathy for the characters he

personates; he 1s always too desirous of gaimning attention to the actor, to win

it for the part. To him the best part he plays seems to be merely the train-

bearer of his greatness. Shakspere himself 1s but an intellectual horse-block,

from which Mr. Forrest mounts his galloping ambition.”
Forrest may, in fact, have been the first star to be the subject of a personality cult; by
contrast, other actors, including John Wilkes Booth, were praised for 'abandon': the
ability to sink themselves in their roles, apparently losing self-consciousness. After a

scandalous divorce and the bloodshed of the Astor Place Riots, the middle classes had

begun to desert Forrest. In 1835 he had been ndiculed in a series of reviews in the New

90 G.B. Wilson, p. 82; McConachie, p. 83, quoting John Foster Kirk.
91 McConachie, p. 114.
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York Tribune by William Stuart, and others had followed suit: the Columbus Enquirer

(Oct. 11) reprinted a comic piece on Forrest's Hamlet (‘'Hamlick') from the New York
Sunday Mercury, saying he was like a 'roarin' lion'. George William Curtis, describing
Forrest and his audience in Harper's (Dec. 1863), seems to regard him with something
between grudging admiration and amused condescension. Forrest for him is an
institution which has stood the test of time: 'people are grandfathers now who used to see
him play in their youth. Yet there he is--the neck, the immemorial legs--the ah-h-h-h-h,
in the same hopeless depth of guttural gloom.' His success is 'genuine’ and 'permanent':
We may crac