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Paul Hiffernan, Dramatic Genius

Paul Hiff ernan, Dramatic Genius: In Five Books (London: Printed for the Author, 
1770). British Library, shelfmark 1346.l.3.

Paul Hiff ernan (1719–77) was born in Dublin and educated as a physician at 
the University of Montpellier, but his attempt at practising medicine was short -
lived, and he turned to writing. In the late 1730s and 1740s, he published a series 
of political pamphlets and poems (none particularly successful) and in the early 
1750s, he started writing for theatre. His comedy, Th e Self-Enamour’d, or, Th e 
Ladies Doctor (1750) was produced in Dublin; his farces, Th e Maiden Whim, or, 
Th e Critical Moment (1756) and Th e New Hippocrates (1761) each played once 
at Drury Lane. While in Dublin, Hiff ernan also brought forth a short-lived the-
atre periodical, the Tickler (c. 1748); aft er his move to London, he published the 
Tuner (roughly fi ve issues, from 1754 to 1755), which contains a number of sug-
gestive critical arguments, in which he ‘put himself imaginatively into the scenes 
which he [was] discussing … to describe important characters’ and pondered ‘the 
problem before the actor who would interpret these characters’.1 Gray considers 
the Tuner Hiff ernan’s ‘best contribution to theatrical criticism, though it cannot 
be said to have done much either to enliven or to dignify the profession’.2

Dramatic Genius (1770) refl ects Hiff ernan’s long-standing interest in anat-
omy (hence his discussion of the ‘cures for strengthening a weak voice’), his 
occasional stints at teaching acting and elocution (hence his self-serving descrip-
tion of a ‘duly qualifi ed’ acting coach and his assertion that such a ‘truly valuable 
advisor’ is hard to fi nd), as well as his tumultuous relationship with prominent 
theatrical fi gures, such as Samuel Foote and David Garrick. Hiff ernan dedi-
cated the treatise to Garrick, but this dedication was preceded by a long quarrel. 
According to Betty Rizzo, in 1764, Hiff ernan 

published Th e Earl of Warwick, ‘a very indiff erent translation of Monsieur de la 
Harpe’s play’. (Genest, 4: pp. 457–8) Th e play was never produced, but when Th omas 
Francklin’s translation of the same play had a triumphant run at Drury Lane in 1766, 
Hiff ernan responded with violence, issuing a new edition (1767) of his play in which 
he criticized the taste of the managers. Hiff ernan went on to attack Garrick in ‘A 
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Letter from the Rope-Dancing Monkey in the Hay-Market to the Acting Monkey of 
Drury Lane.’ Garrick capitulated, produced Th e National Prejudice for Hiff ernan on 
6 April 1768 (one performance), and helped him achieve a splendid subscription for 
his Dramatic Genius … (1770), which apotheosized Garrick.3

With the exception of these personal touches, Dramatic Genius is entirely deriv-
ative; its discussions of the classical stage, of training for aspiring actors, and of 
tragedy as conducive to the greatest pleasure in the observer can be traced to 
Hill’s Essay on the Art of Acting (1753).

Notes:
1. C. H Gray, Th eatrical Criticism in London to 1795 (New York: Columbia Uni-

versity Press, 1931), p. 126.
2. Ibid., p. 128.
3. B. Rizzo, ‘Hiff ernan, Paul’, ODNB



 Dramatic Genius 3

http://E-o.lL


4 Acting Th eory and the English Stage, Volume 3



 Dramatic Genius 5



6 Acting Th eory and the English Stage, Volume 3

http://can.be


 Dramatic Genius 7



8 Acting Th eory and the English Stage, Volume 3



 Dramatic Genius 9



10 Acting Th eory and the English Stage, Volume 3



 Dramatic Genius 11



12 Acting Th eory and the English Stage, Volume 3



 Dramatic Genius 13



14 Acting Th eory and the English Stage, Volume 3



 Dramatic Genius 15



16 Acting Th eory and the English Stage, Volume 3



 Dramatic Genius 17



http://taylorandfrancis.com


 – 19 –

[ John Potter], Th e Th eatrical Review; or New 
Companion to the Play-House

[ John Potter], Th e Th eatrical Review; or, New Companion to the Play-House: Con-
taining A Critical and Historical Account of every Tragedy, Comedy, Opera, Farce, etc. 
exhibited at the Th eatres during the last Season; With Remarks on the Actors who per-
formed the principal Characters. Th e Whole Interspersed with occasional Refl ections on 
Dramatic Poetry in general; the Characters of the best English Dramatic Authors; and 
Observations on the Conduct of the Managers. Calculated for the Entertainment and 
Instruction of every Lover of Th eatrical Amusements. By a Society of Gentlemen, Inde-
pendent of Managerial Infl uence, 2 vols (London: Printed for S. Crowder, 1772), vol. 
1, pp. i–v, 15–20, 32–4, 65–7, 142–4, 133–7; vol. 2, 1–3, 7–11, 33–4, 86–7, 90–1, 
100–1. British Library, shelfmark P.P.5111.

‘A Society of Gentlemen’ was a pseudonym of John Potter (c. 1734–aft er 1813), 
musician, writer, and later, medical doctor.1 He edited newspapers (Devonshire 
Inspector, 1756) and wrote poetry (1754), treatises on music (Observations on 
the Present State of Music and Musicians, with General Rules for Studying Music, 
1762), novels (History and Adventure of Arthur O’Bradley, 1769; Olivia, or the 
Nymph of the Valley, 1813), and medical treatises (Treatise on Pulmonary Infl am-
mation, n.d.). He also wrote music for Drury Lane (1763–5) and Vauxhall 
Gardens (1764–77) and contributed essays on theatre to the Public Ledger, in 
which, in 1766, he published his attack on Garrick, ‘Th e Rosciad, or a Th eatri-
cal Register’. Th e Th eatrical Review reprinted materials from the Public Ledger 
(September 1771–June 1772), and the title’s emphasis on its ‘independence of 
managerial infl uence’ might be a reference to the earlier quarrel with Garrick. T. 
C. Gray sees Potter’s reviews as ‘full of conventional critical terms of the century’, 
but his writing can still be lively even as he holds forth on such traditional top-
ics as the natural qualifi cations of a ‘theatrical genius’. 2 Th us in discussing the 
appearance and performance of Robert Nugent Owenton, who played Tamer-
lane in Covent Garden Th eatre’s 1771 production of Nicholas Rowe’s 1702 play, 
Potter describes ‘this stalking Hibernian on the Stage’ in the following terms: 
‘His features are contracted and peevish, his deportment falsely consequential, 
and his action so mechanically extravagant, as to put us in mind of a pasteboard 
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fi gure, whose arms and legs are moved with wires: Add to this that his voice is … 
so constantly unharmonious, as to render his recitation laborious to himself, and 
disagreeable to an Audience. Nature seems to have denied him all those essential 
qualifi cations which constitute a theatrical Genius’.3

Notes:
1. Arnott, J. F., and John W. Robinson, English Th eatrical Literature 1559–1900: 

A Bibliography. Incorporating Robert W. Lowe’s A Bibliographical Account of Eng-
lish Th eatrical Literature (London: Th e Society for Th eatre Research, 1970), p. 
361.

2. Gray, pp. 195–6.
3. Potter, Th e Th eatrical Review, vol. 1, pp. 161–2.
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