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During the 1920s a wave of postwar ebullience exploded into the Jazz Age,
bringing a new and unprecedented accent on youth and a generation that
cast off the vestiges of Victorian culture and embraced new trends in art,
music, dance, poetry, fiction, and drama. The way was open for an actor
who could recapture and redefine the glamour, skill, and galvanizing pres-
ence of an earlier day.

John Barrymore is such an actor, and his Richard IIl and Hamlet, first
seen in New York during the 1919—20 and 1922—4 seasons, stand as high-
water marks of twentieth-century Shakespearean interpretation. Barrymore
was an original, capable of electrifying audiences with the subtle force and
brilliance of his acting. His dynamic portrayals and the groundbreaking in-
novations of his production team, the director Arthur Hopkins and the de-
signer Robert Edmond Jones, helped to revitalize Shakespearean acting
and production in America and Great Britain and changed the direction
of subsequent revivals.

In this meticulously researched and richly illustrated book, Michael A.
Morrison draws upon newly uncovered sources and firsthand interviews
with witnesses who knew the actor or saw him perform. Barrymore’s histor-
ic performances are brought to life through accounts of the preparations,
the productions themselves, and the responses of audiences and critics.
This fascinating look at one of the more revered and tragic actors of the
twentieth century sheds new light on his distinctive contributions in view of
past and ensuing theatre traditions.
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The American theatre and its literature are attracting, after long neglect, the cru-
cial attention of historians, theoreticians, and critics of the arts. Long a field for
isolated research, yet too frequently marginalized in the academy, the American
theatre has always been a sensitive gauge of social pressures and public issues.
Investigations into its myriad shapes and manifestations are relevant to students
of drama, theatre, literature, cultural experience, and political development.

The primary aim of this series is to set up a forum for important and original
scholarship in and criticism of American theatre and drama in a cultural and so-
cial context. Inclusive by design, the series accommodates leading work in areas
ranging from the study of drama as literature to theatre histories, theoretical ex-
plorations, production histories, and readings of more popular or paratheatrical
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Preface

OHN BARRYMORE’S RICHARD III AND HAMLET, first seen in New

York during the 191g—20 and 1922-3 seasons, stand as high-water
marks of twentieth-century Shakespearean interpretation. Many of the con-
ventions of modern practice can be traced to Barrymore’s performances:
He was the first actor to bring the vocal and physical manner of a postwar
gentleman to Shakespeare’s tragic protagonists; he was the first to reinterpret
time-honored roles in light of modern psychological theory. In New York
and London, he was greeted as a tragedian of the first rank. His dynamic
portrayals and the ground-breaking innovations of his production team, the
director Arthur Hopkins and the designer Robert Edmond Jones, helped to
revitalize Shakespearean acting and production in America and Great Brit-
ain and changed the direction of subsequent revivals.

Barrymore’s Richard IIl and Hamlet are generally acknowledged to be two
of the most significant Shakespearean events in the history of the modern
stage, yet surprisingly little effort has been made to situate his distinctive
contributions to the acting of these characters and the innovations of his
artistic associates within the broader context of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century Shakespearean production. Biographical studies of the actor and
his family have appeared steadily over the years, and the revivals have merit-
ed chapters in production histories of the plays in which he achieved distinc-
tion,! but their accounts of his performances are invariably brief and utilize
only a small fraction of the available information. An in-depth study of Barry-
more’s interpretations has yet to appear. This book aims to remedy that over-
sight by offering a detailed examination of Barrymore’s accomplishments in
Shakespeare in light of past and ensuing tradition, and by providing a more
complete account than has heretofore been available of the circumstances
surrounding his portrayals, the details of his performances, and the meaning
the productions held for the playgoers of his time.

To understand the formidable impact Richard Il and Hamlet made on the
post—First World War generation it is essential to understand the theatrical

X
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Preface Xi

conditions to which Barrymore and his associates responded. Like Harley
Granville Barker’s famed Savoy revivals, the Barrymore-Hopkins-Jones pro-
ductions can be viewed in retrospect as a revolutionary bridge between Victo-
rian and modern methods of acting, direction, and design. The productions
should thus be considered in light of the bravura acting of Edwin Booth and
Henry Irving, the festive glamour of Augustin Daly’s productions, the scenog-
raphy of Herbert Tree, the neo-Victorian performances of E. H. Sothern and
Robert B. Mantell, and the innovative Shakespearean revivals directed by
Barker and Max Reinhardt. Consequently the Prologue is devoted to the
many Shakespearean legacies Barrymore and his associates inherited. Chap-
ter 1 looks at Barrymore’s family background and formative influences and
discusses his years on the stage between 1903 and 1919 while examining the
forces that shaped him as an actor: Syndicate commercialism; his friendship
with the playwright Edward Sheldon, at whose urging he abandoned the
ephemeral comedies in which he had won popular stardom; and his early
collaborations with Arthur Hopkins and Robert Edmond Jones, pioneering
American practitioners of the New Stagecraft.

The second and third chapters examine in detail the 1920 Barrymore-
Hopkins-Jones Richard IIl and the 1922-4 Hamlet. Both chapters include
documentation of the preparation for these productions, performance re-
constructions based on promptbooks, reviews, memoirs, and other evidence,
and an analysis of the critical response. Chapter 4 documents Barrymore’s
1925 production of Hamlet at the Haymarket Theatre in London - a note-
worthy triumph for an American, and a seminal influence on a younger gen-
eration of English actor-practitioners. Chapter 5 features a discussion of the
many attempts at Shakespeare, some successful, others not, made by Barry-
more during the seventeen-year period (1925—42) he devoted mainly to mo-
tion pictures. The Epilogue examines the far-reaching impact of Richard II1
and Hamlet on subsequent generations of actors, directors, and designers.

Throughout, my focus is also on Barrymore and his production team’s ac-
complishments in the context of the cultural revolution that swept across
Western society after the First World War. Barrymore was emblematic of the
theatrical changes that accompanied the postwar rebellion against Victorian
and Edwardian values in much the same way that Edmund Kean had symbol-
ized the Romantic revolution of a century earlier. Barrymore’s efforts, and
those of his associates, were a response not only to Shakespearean tradition
but also to the spirit of artistic reinvention that permeated postwar culture.

An issue central to this study bears explanation. At various times I refer to
the “bravura” repertory. By this, I mean simply the body of Shakespeare’s
plays that had, over the course of several centuries, emerged first and fore-
most as vehicles for a leading actor’s skill. Examining the repertories of the
eminent Shakespeareans of the late seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth
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x1i Preface

centuries one sees these plays time and again: Hamlet, Richard III, Macbeth,
Othello, The Merchant of Venice, King Lear. At times, of course, these were joined
by Romeo and Juliet, Julius Caesar, Coriolanus, Richard II, Henry V, and one or two
more. The latter grouping generally occupied a secondary place, however,
and the plays were performed less frequently. It has become common to re-
fer to the first group, the heart of the repertory, as “Shakespearean tragedy.”
In fact, the actors who performed these plays came to be known as “tragedi-
ans”; yet this grouping properly incorporates a history (Richard III) and a
comedy (The Merchant of Venice), both integral parts of a repertory in which
a leading actor’s portrayal, rather than the play itself, was often the primary
attraction.

The need for this designation is clear when considering Richard Il and
Hamlet in the context of the longstanding American tradition of dynamic,
exciting Shakespearean performance. Barrymore’s impersonations can in
many ways be viewed as the final flourishing of a tradition that had prospered
in America for more than a century, a tradition enriched by charismatic inter-
preters such as Edwin Forrest, Junius Brutus and Edwin Booth, and Richard
Mansfield, and enhanced by the frequent visits of foreign Shakespeareans
such as Henry Irving and Johnston Forbes-Robertson. Great Britain has sub-
sequently claimed Laurence Olivier and John Gielgud, but the United States,
although witnessing no shortage of Shakespeare in the years since Barry-
more’s portrayals, has yet to produce an actor whose performances merit fa-
vorable comparison.

Although Barrymore attempted only two Shakespearean roles on stage —
far fewer than the number attempted by the theatrical “greats” of an earlier
era and the eminent British actor-knights to come — he achieved phenome-
nal success in parts that for centuries had been proving grounds for a trage-
dian’s ability. His performances and the productions with which he was asso-
ciated made an extraordinary impact on playgoers of his era. If the opinions
of the critics, theatre artists, and other witnesses to his portrayals are to be
trusted — and I have given them ample room to speak in the pages that fol-
low — he stands as an original, an innovator among actors of Shakespeare, a
tragedian capable, at his best, of electrifying audiences with the subtle force
and brilliance of his acting. His impersonations created a furor in the theat-
rical capitals of the English-speaking world, and the influence of his portray-
als, particularly his Hamlet, reverberated in the theatre for decades to come.
To his contemporaries, his Shakespearean performances were among the
modern theatre’s towering achievements.

Itis not my intention here to dwell on the details of Barrymore’s complex
and colorful private life except as they affected his development as an actor,
and particularly his attempts at Shakespeare. Similarly, I make only brief men-
tion of Barrymore’s substantial film career, a fascinating realm but one that
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Preface xiii

lies beyond the scope of this work. Rather, the main focus of this study is the
manner in which Barrymore and his confreres revolutionized Shakespeare
in performance during the 1920s and, in doing so, set the stage for much to
follow.
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