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Stark Young, Otis Ferguson The New Republic
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Play Critic

———a

Oscar Wilde Stark Young

mlet otark Young
Abe lincoln in Illineis Stark Young
Knickebocker Holiday Stark Young

Danton's Death Stark Young

Leave I¥ To Me Stark Young

Boys From Syracguse Stark Young

Rocket To The lioon " Stark Young

American lendscape Stark Young

Here Come The Clowns Stark Young
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Mambsa 's Daughters Otis Ferguson
The Gentle Feople Otis Ferguson
White Steed B is Ferguson
Dear Ogtopus Otis Ferguson

The American Viay Heywood Broun

Henry IV Otis Ferguson

Stars In Your Eyes Otis Ferguson
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It will be necessary for me in thies paper to deal with three

=

critics of plays. Mr. Stark Young, formerly dramatic critic of The New

r=

York Times (1924-1925), is the officisl pl-y reviewer of The New Repub-

——

dic. Some time ago, however, he left on & leave of absence snd the

movie critic Mr. Opis Ferguson took over the task of reviewing current
Broadway productions. In this critic project reporty, I have also unm

included the review of The American Way by the noted colunmist and

former dramatic eritic Mr, Heywood Broun. I included the latter ewen
thoitgh it wes not printed in the drsms section of the magazine because
I considered it of interest, especially since neither Mr, Younghbr Mre
Ferguson printed their impressions of the play.

All in all, The New Republic¢ ineluded the reviews of seven-
teen of the dixty odd plays which were produced during the period we
are considerfing.

In trying to discover the standard used by the eritics in the
choosing of plays to reviewy, I found that there were really no definite

classifications which appealed to them, for the seventeen plays incl-

.
j
j
|
i
a
-i
i
i
|

uded a diversity of typese. I did notice, however, that mosp of the

plays were either hite or were significant for other reassons. In fact,
looking over the present list of Broadway hits I find only three Hellz

a Poppin, OQutwsrd Bound, snd Set T Music which were not reported in

The New Republic up until today. They may yet be reviewed.
Of the seventeen plays reviewed in The New Republic only three

were not hits: Danton's Death, American Landscape, and Dear Octopus.
] ? ?

The former play, however, received a great desl of sttention from
all the dramstic critics because of the probable future effects hir,

Orson Velles and his Mercury Theatre will hame on the drama. American

lendscape was significent becsuse it was produced by the Playwright's




=)
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Company which had up until then produced the successful Knickebocker

—
==

Holiday snd Abe Linceln in Illinoiss In addition, the play was written

LR

by Elmer Rice whose Street Sceme received the Pulitzer Prize and

whose talents are widely known. The third play Dear Octopusg may have
been reviewed %o countersct the poor reception the play r ceivéd from
most dramatic critics, which meny, including Mr, Ferguson, felt w=zs
not deserved,

It is useless to attempt to go further and find other reasons

for play discriminatioh, for they would be nothing more than guesses.

== T = L W

In analyzing Mr. Stark Young, I find a remerksble lack of

—

complete enthusiasme Even in his two "A' plays Ogcar Wilde énd Legve
I% To Mg, there is no frantic rewing, merely a clesr criticism snd a

thorough enjoyment of the play. I attribute this not to the peculiar

}
|

habits of Mr, Young but rather to the peculisr system of reviews inherent

in s weekly periedical such as The New Republic, where the critiec

doe¢s not sit down at a typewriter as he rushes out of the theatre to
his office, but wakts until his ardor cools snd his first impression
wears off and he has an opportunigy to think of the play rationally.

It is very difficult under such circumstances to reave about : playe

lre Young definitely seems well versed in =11 phases of the
drama. He is not easily plessed mor ie he unduly hard. He merely mows
the good points necessary in & successful plsy, looke for those points
and renders hie decieion accordingly. lMre. Young is one critic who looks
for good lighting effects, costumes, where neces 6Ty, scenery, snd
settings,

It was very interesting snd strange for me to read of his
criticiem of Hamlet se to costumes. He violently objected to the lsck
of coiffures and heasddresses in the plsy for he believed that this

lack of proper costume temded to lead the audience away from the ille-
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usion Shaspeare was sttemting to create, He did not like to hear intr-
icate Renaissance lines emerge from "sceme after scene of everyday
hair".

This point and other similsr ones give the reader of Stark
Young the impression thet he is very observent and has sn excellent
knowledge and much sensitivity sbout good playse.

ne of the positive impressions I received from the reviews
wws that Mr. Young knew his subject. He seems to have a very good
knowledge of the Shakspearian Qusrtos and Folios. In Hamlet, he diff=-
erentistes between passages belonging to the Second CQuarto and First
Folio, something which the ordinary critic does not pay much attehtion

%0« Similarly in the Boys irom Syracusec he attempted to trace the sour=-

ces used by Shakspeare in The Comedy of Errors.

As to acting, Mr. Young was properly enthused with the per-
formances considered by all critics as excellent, Mr. Robert Morley's
Opcar Wilde and Mre Raymond Massey's Abrsham lincoln. He wants an actor

to possess poise, to understand the role deeply, to possess good diction,

end to be lacking in exhibitionism. That both men fulfilled the requ-
irements can be seen, Mr. Young says, from the sttitude of most people

who associate the feces and mannerisms of Abrshem lincoln and Ogcar

Wildey whom they have never seen, with Raymond Massey and Robert Morley.

Strangely enough, however, Stsrk Young differs from most
critics by severly criticizing Mr. Evans' presentation of Hamlet both
to acting end interpretations To hip the encounter between Ieertes
and Hamlet is a failure. In sddition, he prefers the traditional inter-
pretation of the King to Mr. Hemry Edwards' interpretation of sn agi-
tated, not a magnetic, character. He did feel, however, that Ophelia

and the Queen were very well presentede. As to Mr. LEvens, he praises his

diction and sincerity, but he sasys that Mr. Evans does not possess the
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art of stage movemente vitally necessaky to give Hamlet the character-

igtice of & prince.

But the eritic believes thatk Mr. Bvans' grest fault lies in
interpretation, He feels that when Mr. Evens rafises his voice and reaches
s more active tempo, there is a tendency for some lines to be stressed

and other subtleties to become lost; and to him the subtleties are most

important for the characterizstion of Hsmlet. Mr. Young cannot agree

with Maurice Lvens that the struggle going on within Hamlet should be
minimized so as to contravert the idea of Hamlet's feeblemess of wille
the critic believes that Shakspeare himself contraverted the impression
in the play. He says, therefore,"The irony, them, is that the actor
should lose so many of the finer shades and values trying to do for the
character what Shakspeare hse already done otherwise",

To Mr. Young, the fundsmental fault in Uvans' interpretation
ie that the latter attempted to change s play of clever words, oftimes
gooken aimlessly, into a play where the worde seem plsnned for action.
The latter, he believes, eventually becomes boringe

It is my personsl opinion that Mr. Young wss too harsh snd
unfaire It seems to me that he grew tired of reading all the compliments
paid by the other critice to Mr. Evans and decided to take a few feathers
out of the Englishman's het, a8 it were, by revealing snd magnifying
the feults of the play snd only hastily mentioning the good points of

playa.

Without the necessity of further elaboration, there is no
doubt, as we review, that lMr., Young understands the drame and its ini-
ricate snd technicsl phases more so than most critics.

When reviewing Rocket To The lioon, Stark Young expressed his

belief that the drematic techmique used in the play,which took divers

facte, details, end other informetion out of the dialogue and put them

=]

=i

e AT

R IS, e = =
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in the stage directions, was not a good one, He felt that too much was
left to the imagination, which %tendes to create problems snd take swsy
from the play's interest.
/m observetion that plessed me was that Mr, g had no pree

-

judices against musical comediess In fact, one, leave It To Mg, ws

given an 'd's In that play, Mr, Young took cognizance of the good dance
routines, songe, and colorful rautixxs costumes,

This pleased me because it definitely set the critioc up as one
who judges s play sccording to the etandards called for in that pattice-
ular play. A musical comedy, for example, should certainly not be judged
slong the "Stagerite" standards of unity in time, place, end action.

Out of all the plays reviewed by Stark Young, I discovered

>

one clesr prejudice on his part. In coﬁ%e&ming Denton's Degth, Mr. Young

deplores the attempts by Mr. Orsonm Welles end the Mercury Theatre to
rip epart old plays and create new ones to suit the yroduceré neculiar

He said thet if the artist cannot find "the sced of what he
vants to express in drama", he had better ¢ sher endeavors or
write his own play, rather than fixtxxxk dietort a plsy beyond sll
recognition,

That is a prejudice on the part of one who loves the drams

of today snd yesteryear, especially the latters It gave me the impre-

he is

;iom that Mr, Youn- loves the theatre so much =ze it is that
wery of any chenges at alls. It is not only lry Welles whom he dislikes
but all those who sttempt to introduce immovations into the theatre.

a high regard for the old theatre by violently objecting to a
remark he heard in the lobby of the Mercury that the long speeches
practised by Welles were in the style of the older theatre., He curtly

romarks that the older method did not lose sight of the sense

speech,

SEA
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It ie inperesting to note thst Mro Young occasionslly quotes

from the reviews of Brocks Atkinson, John inderson, snd John Mason

Brown to show how audiencee differ in reacions to the merits of a play,

This can only be done, naturslly, by a reviewor in a weekly perdiodical
not a daily.

Une of the most enjoyable characteristics o Stark Young is
the delightful style of writing which he uses. His langusge ahd style

L=

are smooth flowing snd very well phrased. The
reading falrly difficult language with deeper

first recognized, but he does so normally and completely st esse, It

is not often that g writer is as fortunste a8 1o possess such charac-
teristics,.

Of course, one of hies great faults is his inability in most
cases to stick to the play, Mr, Young enjoys piving his personsl views
sbout gbstract matters, and enjoys rambling about former performences
of X nlays which tends to lenghthen the review. Where he doee not do
this, however, Stark Young's observatiohs are concise and to the point.

It is fitting to close pur remerks shout lire Young with a

quotation from his review of Here Come The Clowns "... wvhat's good

enough for life ought sse be good enough for the theatre",
As to Heywood Broun, it will dbe impossible to attempt to ans-
lyze all of his drematic preferences end prejudices from just reading

one of his reviews, but his comments on The Americsn Way o8

fairly gemeral idea of his opinionms.

The reader can immediately recognize that Heywood Broun does
not concern himself with the drams as an arts Technical defects and
good pointe do not comcermn him st all for his Judgment seems based on
the affect the play might have on social, political, or aconomic con-

ditions with which he is primarily concerned. In this play, for example

B S

N e = =
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he pives it & poor rating because the lesson it tesches is not obvious.
But Mr, Broun definitely does not ignore the drams as an art
becsuse he is ignoranthof it ae suches Undoubtedly, his experience =g =
play reviewer hos msede him as competent to cribicize plsys as any

eritics An evidence of that in the review of The Amerigsn VWay is the

comparison of the play with & somewhet similsr one of years back Cgygl-
cades He has purposely, however, forgotten zbout the art and dwells
on tho serious problems which the drama, to him, c¢zn help solve
Before watching s performance of the play, Mr, Broun
it to be an snewer to the implicetions of prejudics contained
phrase "the American Vay"™ or "vote the Americen Vay". But he w
appointed for the play did net go far enough snd hence he feels
it lacks s definite point of view, something he cannot excuse,.
Mr. Broun is deeply prejudiced sgeinst enything which
to "confuse petriotism with Hearsting the flag", ce he puts it,
would rather have the play ome sf for clear propoganda purposes dealing

with modern problems of lsbor, New Deal, snd enti-semitiem inetead of

merely championing Americenism which means differnt ideals to different

peopledy.
Of course, the sversge critic snd student of the dramm will

disagree with lir. Broun for the theatre definitely hes place for the

y
pageant, even if it is without a purpose., Drems is whai it is today
becsuse of its entertainment values and not becsuse it acts as a Dpro-
pogenda SZeNcye

Otis Fergusom is in msnp ways similer {o Stark Young, but
his remsrks sre usually simpler snd more gemeral in character, He def=-
initely haes been greatly influemced by his work as movie critic in the

reviewing of plsys, W he admite thet himeelf. In writing sbout Msurice

vens' Henry IV , Mre Ferguson statee that the movies have wmade people




8
understsend thset a plsy must have more than = succession of speechee
and strange action - e stomping of fee It is for thet resson
that he objects to Mr. Bvene' interpretation which did away with the
words, toking for granted that Shskspesre's whrk would
be apprecisted, and substituted fox bite of "show off" sctivity.

But Mr, Ferguson is more than substitute play eritic. He

knows the drame and ite details very well. In Mamba's Dsuchters , for

example, he drawe a comparison botweem the work of Ethel Vsters, which

he cells very goody snd that of Gecrpette Hb?ch, whom he calle the

1
H

best Mamba ever. He also appreciztes the artiepic sssets of each play.

Stars In Your Eyes, he says, is good rot only becasuse of the work of

the two leading characters, but also becsuse of & successful hsrmonious
blend created between the clever lyrics snd music, the dramas
costumes, snd general lipghting effects.

In all his reviews, Mr, Forguson briefly gives & resume of
the plotsy but he does not let us know toe muche It also seems to me
thet his criticism is ve faire He is sPraightforward and when he
gees a fault in e play; puts hie finger nn%t inetead of hedginge. like-
wise, when he feels that a play posseseees certain good characteristics

he gives credit where it ie duve. Thus in These Contle Psople, in spite

of its meny feplts, he apprecistes the human pathes so realistieslly
brought to the stage from f: y lifes It seems that Mrs Ferguson
enjoys simple true to life plays like White Steed and certaein scenes

in Theaw Centle Peoples

Otis Ferguson's pet hobby seems to be 1o serutinize the

acting in the playss In three good pleye, he stresses the excellent

1

acting over the plays' other assets. Ethel Wabers in Mamba's Daughters,

Barry Fitzgerald in White Steed, end eepecially Jimmy Durante in Stars

In Your EByes all receive more notice than the vehicles they are appea-

e

o A Ll ] v e ST
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ringe In other plays, he slso gives credit to those who deserve %

theme Mre Ferguson is definitely e good judge of acting. In Stare In

s SHGESE S S S

Your Fyes, the critic bubbles over with enthusizsm over Jimmy Dursnte's
performences Of the three columms of print, fully two are devoted %o
8 ond gpecific cherscteristic £ the comediane.
There is one fault thset Mr. Ferguson csnnot forgive and that

is miscasting. In the CGroup Theatre produstien of Thoge Gentle Psopl

therefore, he complains that the wrong actore were choso
’ - L

partey He cennot see, for example, how Frenchot Tone

vicious gengster. Also, in Henry IV, Mr, Ferpuson Il

.

egainst the obviour, ss ir seems to him, bad scting

e — s e e

insiste that either We.CoeFielde or Charles laughton would have

better Faletaffe then Msurice lvans, who should heve bheen

4

There is more te acting the reole of Falstaff, he cont

",

|

dressing up as lepartment store Sembez Claue", &nd,

mere to being an actor than just being versctile, An

and fit his psrt.

Mre Otie Ferguson's 1lit

style is an eesy flowing one and

flourishes of literary phrases,

remarkse. Nevertheless, they sre written in a
to give the resder the impreseion thst the longusge ie besutifu
colorful, which it is not. Unlike Mr. Young, whose vocabulary is
demic, Mrs Ferguson is noy averse to sasying, where he feels it will
express vhat he reslly wantes to say, "The hell it cen"
Henry IV.

I find in him a sympathetic spprecietion

fecing a playwrighte It is for that resdon that he sce:

give the author the benefit of s doubt wherever possible,




|
i

= Ierres o

10

leniont. It wes very interesting to note that Mr, Ferguson ssks us to

oy addloval
call & play & good one if after we go over it we see how h

wrong might have been committed then really were and then realize how
many assets it has,

Thet 12 o lesson which we do not have to adhere to but which
gives us somevhat of an indication of how Mre Ferguson himself judges

playse

= ——
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