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 It seems to me that critics and historians of theatre have neglected comedians and the acting of comedy, 
and I ask myself why should this be so? Nearly everyone enjoys the acting of comedy. As the box office has 
regularly demonstrated, more people enjoy comedy than enjoy serious drama. I suspect that comedy and comedians 
are neglected because critics and scholars feel, no doubt unconsciously that because they arouse laughter rather 
than pity and fear, they don't deserve serious study. Whatever the reason for this neglect, it seems to me unjust. 
 In choosing the subject for this paper, I thought I might do something to redress that injustice. I hoped to 
identify early styles of comic acting on our stage, discover their origins in England, note mutations caused by their 
new environment, and take note of their evolution into new styles. 
 I don't need to tell you how difficult it is to reconstruct with confidence the acting style of any period 
before acting was recorded on film. One must depend on what can be learned about representative individuals: 
about the individual's background, early training and experience, principal roles, what he said about acting and 
about his roles, pictures of him in character, and reports by his contemporaries - critics and ordinary theatregoers - 
of what he did and how he spoke. First-hand descriptions of an actor's performance in one or more roles are far and 
away the most enlightening evidence, but nothing approaching Charles Clarke's detailed description of Edwin 
Booth's Hamlet is available for an American comic actor.1 Comedians have written little about their art.2 What 
evidence I found is scattered and ambiguous when it is not contradictory. 
 Consequently, I abandoned my original ambitious aim. I shall not attempt to define the style of the 
performers I discuss. Instead I shall discuss them as their work appears to relate to the Americanization of our 
stage, the rise of  the starring system, the disappearance of the resident repertory or stock company, and the 
development of realism as the dominant style of production. 
 All the actors of the early American theatre were born and trained in England. Ignoring Lewis Hallam, 
senior, David Douglass, and others of the colonial period, about whom we know almost nothing, I have selected 
from the post-revolutionary period Thomas Wignell, Joseph Jefferson I, the elder William Warren, and Mrs. John 
Johnson.  
 Thomas Wignell was born in England in 1753. Little is known about him before his American debut in 
1785 with the Old American Company. He seems to have had a considerable range, for he was successful as an 
honest country bumpkin in O'Keefe's comic opera, A Poor Soldier and as the sophisticated and hypocritical Joseph 
Surface. William Dunlap said his comedy was "luxuriant in humor, but always faithful to his author. He was a 
comic actor, not a buffoon."3 Unlike the others in this group, he played two native American comic characters: the 
rural Yankee, Jonathan, in Royal Tyler's The Contrast and Tattle, the marplot in Dunlap's The Father of an Only 
Child. He was successful as Jonathan, but probably not authentically Yankee. Candour in the Daily Advertiser 
remarked, "if he had not quite the right pronunciation . . . he made ample amends by his inimitable humor."4 
 Actors in early American stock companies, unlike those in the larger English companies, could display 
their full range. Although Wignell was known primarily as a comedian, he played serious roles on occasion, for 
example, Lord Hastings in Jane Shore. Thomas A. Cooper, when he was at his peak and known as the leading 
tragic actor on the American stage, played major comic roles, also Mercutio, Petruchio, Charles Surface, among 
others, and even the low comedy role of Leon in Rule A Wife and Have A Wife. 
 Joseph Jefferson I, grandfather of the Joe Jefferson whose name became synonymous with the role of Rip 
Van Winkle, was born in 1774 at Plymouth, England, where his father, Thomas Jefferson, managed a resident 
company. Before he went into management, Thomas had acted at Drury Lane with David Garrick, Mrs. Abington, 
Kitty Clive, and Charles Macklin, playing both tragic and comic roles, among many others, Horatio, Buckingham, 
Paris, Gratiano, Jaques. Joseph served an apprenticeship in small roles in his father's theatre. Perhaps something of 
Garrick's style in comedy trickled down to him through his father. 
 However that may be, Joseph made his American debut in 1795, and in spite of his youth soon acquired a 
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reputation as a comic actor in a variety of roles including Dogberry, Verges, Launcelot Gobbo, Polonius, Mercutio, 
both Oliver and Jospeh Surface, Crabtree, and Sir Peter Teazle. Francis C. Wemyss, contemporary actor and 
manager, commended his versatility: "Light Comedian, Low Comedian, Youthful Comedian, Harlequin, and 
Feeble Old Man - and good alike in all - preeminent in eccentric comedy of every description."5 
 An engraving shows Jefferson and Francis Blissett dueling in the farce A Budget of Blunders at the John 
Street Theatre in New York about 1796.6 (An example may be seen in the Theatre Collection of the New York 
Public Library in Lincoln Center). The postures are grotesque but not unnatural, merely grossly exaggerated. A 
painting by William Dunlap depicts the discovery of Lady Teazle behind the screen in School for Scandal, Joseph 
Jefferson as Sir Peter, John Hodgkinson as Charles Surface,  Eliza Whitlock as Lady Teazle, and George Tyler as 
Joseph Surface. I've found no evidence that these four actors ever appeared together in this play. Nevertheless, it 
surely catches the high comedy style of the period. That style might be described as elegantly picturesque.7 
 William Warren, Sr., the last of this trio, was born at Bath, England, in 1767 and made his debut with a 
provincial company as Young Norval, in John Home's Douglas when he was seventeen years old. By 1796, when 
Wignell recruited him for the Chestnut Street Theatre in Philadelphia, he had become a popular performer in the 
larger provincial theatres. As he matured, his face and figure led him to specialize in old men's roles. John 
Bernard, contemporary actor and manager, says Warren "displayed much of the vigor of Thomas Dowton."8 
Dowton was renowned in England for the "Realism" (read "violence") of his rages, both on and off the stage. 
Clearly Warren was at his best in irascible old men, Sir Anthony Absolute, and Sir Robert Bramble in the younger 
George Colman's The Poor Gentleman. His Falstaff too was admired. He played old men in serious drama also: 
Old Norval in Douglas, King Henry in Richard III, Brabantio in Othello, and Priuli in Venice Preserved. He was  
"judicious, nervous, chaste, and pathetic," according to one critic of his day. I take this to mean that his 
performances were carefully thought out, spirited, unembroidered, and suitably serious. 
 It is difficult to find an actress of the period as prominent in the comedy line as any of the three men I 
have discussed. Mrs. John Johnson, leading lady on our stage from 1796 when she made her New York debut with 
the Old American Company, must have regarded herself as a comedienne, for she appeared first in New York as 
Lady Townley in Van Brugh's The Provoked Husband, and in Baltimore as Lady Teazle. Other of her comedy roles 
included Fanny in The Clandestine Marriage, Miss Tittup in Garrick's Bon Ton, Beatrice in Much Ado, Rosalind, 
and Portia. But she led in tragedy also, playing Juliet, Belvedera in Venice Preserved, Mrs. Beverly in The 
Gamester, and Statira in Thomas Holcroft's The Rival Queens. Bernard described her as "elegant and dignified."9 
Dunlap said she was "a tall, elegant, beautiful young woman, whose taste in dress made her a model for the belles 
of the city..." And when she first came, "America had not seen so perfect a fine lady in comedy."10 Mrs. Johnson 
one guesses was by no means on a par with Wignell, Jefferson, and Warren, in comedy, but she may have had just 
the air of refinement necessary to make some of the scandalous ladies of old comedy acceptable to American 
audiences of the day. 
 None of these early actors of comedy brought with them from England brilliant reputations but they did 
bring the repertory, the traditional interpretations and the manners of English comedy. With the exception of 
Wignell, they did not appear in American characters, and Wignell either did not attempt or failed to achieve the 
New England rural dialect needed for Jonathan in The Contrast. They were all versatile, playing a wide range of 
roles as was expected of an actor in a resident repertory company, no doubt some of them not very well. Although 
some of them played brief starring engagements, all were attached by the season to a resident company. It is likely 
that they brought from England at least two styles of acting, both at their best based on observation of life, but both 
considerably modified: one for farce in which the natural was exaggerated to the point of the grotesque, the other 
for high comedy in which the natural was modified according to contemporary ideals of the elegant and the 
picturesque. 
 Next I shall discuss four native born comedians, Henry Placide, William Rufus Blake, John Gilbert, and 
James Henry Hackett, all of whom began their careers within a space of five years. 
 Henry Placide (1799-1890) was a son of the French gymnast and pantomimist, Alexander Placide, who 
had come to America in 1793 and remained to become a theatre manager. Henry appeared on the stage as a child 
and made his adult debut at the Park Theatre in New York in 1823 as Zeke Homespun, that paragon of all the 
virtues in the younger Coleman's The Heir at Law. He remained with the Park Theatre company for over twenty 
years, and thereafter appeared throughout the country as a traveling star. 
 At the Park he played over 500 roles and was the originator of 200 of them. His range was wide: 
Yorkshire clowns, garrulous Frenchmen, the London cockney, London footman, London gentleman, the simple 
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countryman, the pathetic old man. He played Dogberry and Polonius, Teazle and Sir Anthony Absolute, and he 
played Sir Harcourt Courtly, the egotistical dandy in Boucicault's London Assurance. 
 Evidence indicates that he played without buffoonery. According to Keese, he was "not broadly funny...but 
he was the owner of a rich vein of eccentric humor..."11 He played a great variety of roles, but no important native 
Americans. The trend of the times appears in the fact that after a long career as a stock company actor he became a 
traveling star. 
 William Rufus Blake (1805-1863) was born in Nova Scotia. After some experience there as a strolling 
player, he made his New  York debut at the Chatham Theatre in 1824 as Frederick, the exuberant juvenile in 
Colman's The Poor Gentleman and the tripartite character in the farce The Three Singles. At the Chatham he 
played a season of light comedy roles and an occasional serious role. For nearly forty years he was an actor, co-
manager, and manager of a number of resident companies, and also a traveling star. 
 When he made a hit as the short-tempered but bighearted Old Dornton in Holcroft's The Road to Ruin, he 
developed a specialty in mature and elderly men in standard English comedy. Sweetening his characterizations 
generously with sentiment and pathos, he was popular as Jesse Rural in Boucicault's Old Heads and Young Hearts, 
Peggoty in David Copperfield, Doctor Primrose in The Vicar of Wakefield. According to Keese, he had "no 
superior in certain lines of old men - in the role of tender pathos like Old Dornton, and in the portrayal of a sweetly 
noble nature framed in venerable simplicity, as in Jesse Rural, he was unexcelled."12 Like Placide, Blake played 
both stock and star and he had in his repertory no American comic role. 
 Perhaps the best of this trio of early American born actors who excelled in the roles of comic old men was 
John Gibbs Gilbert (1810-1899). He made his debut at Boston in 1828 as Jaffier in Venice Preserved. Later that 
season he played Shylock and Sir Edward Mortimer in The Iron Chest. During the next five years he gradually 
acquired some old men's roles, but it was even longer before he settled into the line of comic old men. 
 On a vacation in London in 1846, he was engaged for the following season at the Princess's Theatre. Thus 
he was able to observe English actors Mme. Vestris and the younger Mathews, Mrs. Glover and John Buckstone; 
he especially admired William Farren and William Macready. He visited Paris also where he observed the acting of 
Rachel, Lemaitre, and Fechter, among others. When he returned to the United States, he joined the Park Theatre 
company in New York and appeared there first as Sir Anthony Absolute. Thereafter, for fifty years he played with 
leading stock companies. The last of these was Wallack's, noted especially for its revivals of English comedy. 
 Stephen Fiske, after praising Gilbert warmly as second only to Blake on the American stage in his line of 
comic old men, says he had only one fault, "a certain stiffness and hardness which took the sweetness from 
sentiment and the point from his pathos."13 If indeed Gilbert modeled his style on that of Farren, as Fiske says,14 
this is what one might expect. Farren was much admired by critics and actors, but he was not popular with 
audiences, probably because as Thomas Talfourd said, although he was an "ingenious and elegant actor of elderly 
gentlemen," he was, "hard, dry and ungenial."15 But Gilbert was highly successful not only as Sir Sampson Legend 
and Sir Anthony Absolute but also as Sir Peter Teazle and Old Dornton. 
 If we can believe William Winter, the apparent conflict is resolved. Winter says that early in his career 
Gilbert was a "hard" actor, but "the hardness gradually wore away and in the latter part of his career he was never 
so fine as in characters of venerable aspect, gentle temperament, and a soft, benign, and winning manner."16 
 Gilbert was probably the most versatile of this trio of comic old men for he appeared in 1,500 different 
roles, undoubtedly in part because he remained a stock actor until the last year of his life. He played Oliver Surface, 
Polonius, Malvolio, Falstaff, Dogberry, Caliban, and Bottom, in addition to the comedy roles already cited. 
 These three comedians inherited the roles of the English born comedians who had preceded them, and I 
have found no evidence to indicate that, allowing for individual differences in voice and body, they initiated any 
change in the style of comic acting. Primarily stock company actors, their repertories were large and varied, but 
these included no American characters. Unless a strong tendency to soften satire with sentiment and dilute ridicule 
with pathos can be regarded as a small step in the direction of realism, the style too remained unchanged. 
 James Henry Hackett differed sharply from that trio on several counts, in spite of the fact that his career 
began about the same time as theirs. Instead of the usual years of minor roles in stock, he spent three years as a 
clerk with a firm of wholesale grocers in New York City, and five years in upstate Utica running a wholesale and 
retail business. He had married an actress, Catharine Lee Sugg in 1819 and only when he had lost heavily in bad 
investments, barely escaping bankruptcy, did he try his luck on the stage. His first appearance at the Park Theatre 
on March 1, 1826 was a failure, but he persisted and on March 10 tried again, this time as the mad actor Sylvester 
Daggerwood, which allowed him to introduce imitations of the elder Charles Mathews, the English comic actor, 
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Edmund Kean, the English tragedian, both of whom had recently starred at the Park. This time he succeeded and 
so began his career of over thirty years as traveling star and theatre manager. 
 Influenced by the success of Charles Mathews and his imitations of English and continental types, Hackett 
early began to tell Yankee yarns between the acts. These were so successful that he revised the English comedy 
Who Wants a Guinea? by George Colman the younger, turning the minor low comedy role of cockney Solomon 
Gundy into New Hamphsire Soloman Swap, a humorous, shrewd, hard-bargaining Yankee who is shanghaied to 
England by the British navy. He played a different type of Yankee, Jonathan Doolittle, in a piece called The Times: 
or, Life in New York. Doolittle is a country boy let loose in the city, a blowhard and a deceiver, but a likeable one. 
Hackett also played Rip Van Winkle in an early dramatization of Washington Irving's story, "with deeply touching 
pathos."17 
 So successful was Hackett in American characters that in 1830 he offered a prize for a new play with such 
a character suitable for him. James K. Paulding  won with a comedy entitled The Lion of the West. Nimrod 
Wildfire, Hackett's role, was a new type of American, the frontiersman, crude, boastful, pugnacious, but patriotic, 
generous, and warmhearted. Wildfire was broadly based on the real frontiersman, Davy Crockett, in 1830 a 
Congressman from Kentucky. The play was rewritten after the publication in 1832 of Frances Trollope's far from 
flattering Domestic Manners of the Americans to place Wildfire in comic conflict with Mrs. Wallop, who is easily 
recognizable as a caricature of Mrs. Trollope. 
 Although Hackett was successful in variations on the Yankee character, he wished to play Shakespeare's 
tragic heroes, but the only Shakespearian roles in which he was successful were Dromio and Falstaff. According to 
Winter, his Falstaff was "strongly tinctured with scorn."18 The citizen Hackett could not approve of Shakespeare's 
old reprobate. 
 Winter says Hackett was remarkable chiefly for his Falstaff.19 And Charles Shattuck says that if Hackett is 
remembered today, it is for his Falstaff.20  It seems to me that he is far more important for his contribution to the 
Americanization of the American stage by popularizing Yankee characters and encouraging native drama. Winter 
says Hackett's strength lay "in the vigorous illustration of strongly defined eccentric characters."21 Instead of 
contenting himself with such English eccentrics as Sir Anthony Absolute and Sir Robert Bramble, he helped to 
create the rural New Englander and the backwoods Kentuckian. 
 Following in Hackett's footsteps, George Handel Hill (1809-1840) became the first complete specialist in 
Yankee roles. He was born in Boston. At fifteen he "resolved in imitation of Mathews, of whom I had heard and 
read, to give an entertainment on my own hook."22 Shortly afterwards he saw Alexander Simpson as Jonathan 
Ploughboy in The Forest Rose and resolved to pursue the Yankee comedy line.23 Not until his engagement at the 
Arch Street Theatre in Philadelphia in 1831, however, was he able to make some progress toward that goal. There 
he played John Bull, an Englishman who impersonates a Yankee in Dunlap's A Trip to Niagara, and he began to 
tell Yankee stories nightly as part of the regular bill. Then he borrowed Hackett's sketch Down East and found he 
succeeded as well as its author in the role of Yankee Major Joe Bunker.24 After a brief starring engagement in 
Boston where he acquired Joseph S. Jones' The Green Mountain Boy and another Yankee character, Jededaiah 
Homebred, he obtained a trial at the Park Theatre. Hill was so successful not only in his own characters but as 
Solomon Swap, that he was launched as a star in the new Yankee line. 
 When Hill played in London in 1836, he appeared first as Hiram Dodge in Old Times in Virginia or the 
Yankee Pedlar, a comedy adapted or revised especially for the occasion by the English playwright, W. Bayle 
Bernard. It was a smash hit and Hill kept it in his repertory. Another of his most popular roles, Solon Shingle, in 
Joseph S. Jones' The People's Lawyer, came late in his short career. Unlike most of the rest of Hill's Yankees, 
Solon was an old man, a countryman come to Boston to sell his barrel of "applesass." He wanders in and out of the 
action of a sentimental domestic melodrama, his down to earth diction in sharp contrast to the artificial dialogue of 
the serious characters. The People's Lawyer has special importance, because it became a vehicle also for later 
Yankee specialists, especially Joshua Silsbee and John E. Owens. 
 Hackett popularized both the rural Yankee and the frontier Yankee. Connecticut born Dan Marble (1807-
1849) came somewhat late to specialize in Yankee roles both the rural and frontier varieties. He played 
Deuteronomy Dutiful, Sam Patch, The Jumper of Niagara Falls and Samson Hardhead, a "Ranting, Rousing 
Kentuckian" in The Backwoodsman or the Gamecock of the Wilderness, blood brother to Nimrod Wildfire. 
 These Yankee specialists presented American characters in realistic movement, speech, and costume, but 
exaggerated for comic effect and sentimentalized to assure wide audience appeal. Critics frequently commented on 
Hill's quietness and absence of stage manner. Joe Cowell, an English comedian who spent considerable time in 
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America, spoke of Marble's "cool, deliberate nonsense."25 
 Not all the popular low comedians of the thirties and forties were interested in American characters. In 
1834 William E. Burton, after several years training and experience in London began a career in America as a 
comic actor and theatre manager. He played almost exclusively roles in English comedies and farces, from 
Aminadab Sleek, the santimonious hypocrite in Morris Barnett's The Serious Family, to Bottom and Caliban. He 
was said to be unequalled as Captain Cuttle in John Brougham's dramatization of Dickens' Dombey and Son. 
 Burton's style was broad, modelled it was said, on that of John Liston. By all accounts Liston's style was 
very broad. Watson says he made "the outrageous . . . perfectly plausible."26 Apparently Burton too made plausible 
the outrageous. 
 In 1848 another variety of Yankee was added to the native repertory, in the character of Mose, joint 
creation of Frank S. Chanfrau, actor, and Benjamin Baker, prompter at New York's Olympic Theatre. Although 
roughly based on the very popular English burletta Life in London or The Day and Night Adventures of Tom and 
Jerry, A Glance at New York, as its title indicates, is a purely local comedy, and Mose is a tough city lad who loves 
to run with the machine of his company of volunteer fire-fighters, and loves even more a good fight or "muss" as 
he calls it. He is uneducated, boastful, naive but also honest, patriotic, and bighearted. His costume, makeup, 
manner, and speech made him instantly recognizable to his Bowery audience. Significantly Chanfrau had played 
rural Yankee roles before he undertook Mose. He played Mose with the same outward realism which had been 
established for rural and frontier Yankees, but he idealized Mose enough to make him acceptable to his audience. 
He and Baker created a comic hero of city low life to stand beside the rural and frontier manifestations of the 
uncultured American. 
 In 1868 at the same Olympic Theatre, George L. Fox (1825-1877) presented the full length pantomime 
Humpty Dumpty, based on the English Christmas pantomime. He elected to play Clown, Grimaldi's role. It was a 
great popular success; Fox played it 1,268 times in New York and nobody knows how many times on tour. 
 Fox came of a theatrical family. On the stage from the age of five, he had a long career in stock, playing a 
number of Yankee roles before he produced and starred in Humpty Dumpty. 
 Because of the vehicles in which Fox appeared, he was seldom noticed by theatre critics. Consequently we 
have even less information about his acting than we do about that of "legitimate" comedians. An anonymous 
reviewer of the pantomime's premiere mentions Fox's "extra-ordinary play of comic expression," and the 
"delightful apparent unconsciousness with which he perpetrates all sorts of mischief."27 Some pictures show Clown 
with a smiling face, but most of the evidence indicates that he was a sad clown. Laurence Hutton noted the "woeful 
melancholy of his face as he spoke the most absurd lines."28 There is no question but what Fox's Clown was a 
Yankee. Joseph Daly spoke of his "Humpty Dumpty shuffle."29 Other characteristics can only be conjectured. 
 Fox's career illustrates the change that was taking place in theatre organization from the resident company 
playing repertory to the single production planned for a long run. 
 The career of William J. Florence (1831-1891) was shaped in large part by the starring system and the 
demands of the audience which supported it. He was born in Albany, New York, in 1831 of Irish background, 
made his stage debut in 1849 and played serious juvenile roles until he joined Brougham's company at the Lyceum 
Theatre in New York. There he turned to comedy, playing burlesque, Irishmen in Brougham's comedies, and a 
number of Burton's roles. 
 Beginning in 1853, he and his wife began a career of starring and managing. He gave the first production 
of Caste in America, with himself as D'Alroy. He created the serious role of Bob Brierly in Tom Taylor's 
melodrama The Ticket of Leave Man. 
 But the Florences' greatest success was in Benjamin E. Woolf's comedy drama The Mighty Dollar which 
opened in New York in September, 1875. Florence played Congressman Bardwell Slote, who spreads the blarney 
when he is not delivering an oration, and Mrs. Florence played the widow Gilflory whose fractured French gives 
her the illusion that she has been a world traveler. So popular were they that they played The Mighty Dollar for a 
dozen years and 2,500 performances. 
 Bardwell Slote was an American type, broadly caricatured byWoolf and by Florence, yet with a geniality 
which made him attractive to audiences. It was said that "few American actors approached Florence in humourous 
unction and inherent drollery."30 
 Another actor who helped create an American comic type was John T. Raymond. Born in 1836, he went 
on the stage at seventeen and spent thirty odd years in various stock companies and in support of stars before he 
achieved stardom himself. He did it as Colonel Mulberry Sellers in a dramatization of The Gilded Age, a novel by 
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Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner. The play is lost, but in the novel Colonel Sellers is a relatively minor 
character in an epic of the growth of this country and its shameless exploitation by Wall Street financiers, land 
speculators, and crooked politicians. Sellers wishes to have a share of the plunder and is full of schemes for making 
a fortune, each more impractical than the others. In the face of failure after failure, he remains unshakeably 
optimistic. His repeated cry: "There's millions in it!" became a catch phrase, and Raymond played Sellers from 
1874 until shortly before his death in 1887. 
 Winter noted in Raymond "excessive animal spirits and a certain grotesque extravagance."31 This suggests 
that Raymond did not share the general movement of his time toward greater realism in comic acting. 
 Joseph Jefferson III, on the contrary, was very much a part of that movement. As you will remember, he 
was born into a theatrical family, made his stage debut as a child, served a long apprenticeship in stock, working 
up to first comedy roles, the line in which his grandfather had distinguished himself fifty years earlier. Unlike 
Joseph I, he played a number of Yankee roles. Success as Caleb Plummer in Boucicault's dramatization of Dickens' 
Cricket on the Hearth demonstrated that pathos too was within his range. 
 Realizing that the day of the stock company was drawing to a close, he looked for a starring vehicle. He 
wanted a thoroughly American character and one which combined the comic and the pathetic. The story of how he 
hit upon Rip Van Winkle and patiently developed the vehicle in which he starred for forty years need not be 
detailed here. 
 Although Rip was Dutch and the text crudely indicated a Dutch accent, the character was universally 
regarded as a Yankee role. Clearly Jefferson, in comparison with Hackett and Burton, was easy, quiet, and 
restrained. Actors in the older style "made points;" that is, they developed sequences of movement and speech, each 
of which built to a peak or "point" and was followed by a slight pause, inviting applause. L. Clarke Davis said 
Jefferson's acting was full of points but divested of all "staginess."32 They did not invite applause. 
 Jefferson's career illustrates the starring system and the long run carried to the extreme. Near the end of 
his career, he never took less than 75% and sometimes as much as 90% of the gross receipts.33 For him the long 
run meant not 200 or 300 but over 4,000 performances. 
 The resident company was not yet entirely extinct. Two very different such companies throve in New York 
during the last quarter of the 19th century. Augustin Daly's company may be regarded as the American successor 
to Wallack's which had been for many years famous for its repertory of English comedies, old and new. Daly's 
became famous for its succession of contemporary German farce comedies freely adapted for the American 
audience and featuring the Big Four: Ada Rehan and John Drew as the young couple and Mrs. G. H. Gilbert and 
James Lewis as the old couple essential to these pieces. Daly's production of old comedies, though much praised, 
seemed somehow lacking to those who remembered Wallack's company in its heyday. Some photographs of the Big 
Four show a very broad comic style. All other evidence indicates a style in keeping with Daly's realistic settings, a 
style similar to that developed at about the same time by the Bancrofts in London for Tom Robertson's cup and 
saucer drama. Gentility lay over all, subduing everything to the tone of the ideal late Victorian drawing room. 
 Although Daly maintained a permanent company (no visiting stars for him), he abandoned the frequent 
change of bill in favor of producing each play for a run and he ignored the traditional lines of acting, reserving the 
right to cast an actor as he wished, both steps in the development of realism in drama and theatre. 
 At much the same time as Daly, Edward Harrigan, in partnership with Tony Hart, maintained for several 
years a resident company of quite a different sort. Nothing genteel in the acting at Harrigan's Theatre Comique in 
the farcical plays Harrigan wrote about the inhabitants of New York's lower East Side: Irish, German, and Italian 
immigrants, and the considerable colony of blacks. Like Jefferson and Florence, Harrigan mixed pathos with 
comedy. His productions were scrupulously realistic in costumes and setting. His theatre was not fashionable, but a 
few men of letters, eager to establish an American literature, hailed Harrigan, the playwright, as the American 
Goldoni. Harrigan, the actor, impressed his contemporaries generally as "natural." William Dean Howells, leader 
in the new realistic school of American fiction, found Harrigan an actor "of the utmost naturalness, delicate, 
restrained, infallibly sympathetic."34 W. S. Blake said "he makes us forget he is acting."35 Their testimony is 
especially impressive in light of the broadly farcical business that characterized most of Harrigan's plays. 
 Harrigan playwright and Harrigan actor collaborated to create a whole new roster of native comic 
characters. His company, like Daly's ran a play as long as it drew an audience. 
 Nineteenth century comic actors clearly played a major role in the Americanization of the American 
theatre. Their contribution in this respect was stimulated by the development of the starring system and the 
consequent  weakening of the stock company. As the stock company disappeared, so for the most part did the old 
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English comedies and the traditional style of acting them. Comic actors contributed also to the development of 
realism in our theatre. Ironically, the development of realism, the replacement of repertory by the long run, and the 
type casting which resulted, drove the comedian out of the legitimate theatre, with some exceptions, of course. No 
more tragedians or comedians. Only general actors remained. 
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