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the first to present the ifiea that dramatic technique possessed 
"magnitude" with architectural proportions. To Aristotle, a 
drama was similar to a beautiful building, a structure in lit­
erature, no part of which could be left out without injury to
the whole.1 At the same time each part was to be well propor-

.tinned: the plot not too long, the action not out of harmony,
and the place appropriately chosen. And from the Aristotelian
theory of technique there was developed at a later date "The
Three Unities" of dramatic technique, "Unity of Time, Unity of
Place, and Unity of Action." Brander Matthews clarifies the
meaning of "The Three Unities":^

It must deal with only a single story; 
and this is the Unity of Action. It 
must never change the scene massing its 
episodes in a single locality; and this 
is the Unity of Place. And it must com­
press its successive situations into the 
space of twenty-four hours, into a ein-_ 
gle day; and this is the Unity of Time.

These unities are valid to the modern dramatist as they were 
to the ancients. Hot all modern dramatists, and not even 
Shakespeare, though there is evidence of his understanding 
"The Three Unities", conformed always to this mechanical de­
vice in the construction of plays. Since it is a known fact

Lawson, op. clt.. p. 160.

Lawson, op. oit.. p. 3.

Grander Matthews, A Study of the Drama, p. 275.

2
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that drama differs fundamentally from the epic and from prose 
fiction, there certainly must be some essential principles 
which it can call its own. And if this all important essential 
can be found and designated then one may he said to possess the 
sole lav; of the drama, the one obligation which all writers for 
the stage must accept.1-

All successful drama starts with the central characters of 
that play wanting something convincingly enough to strive for 
it. There is always contention of some sort. This conflict 
may be a struggle for principles between characters, between 
factions, or even between the conscious will and the subcon­
scious urge. Whatever it is, the central characters must want 
it sufficiently to put forth effort for the attainment. It 
is "’the exercise of volition.’ This Bruneti&re declared to 
be the sole law of the drama."1 2 3 Brander Matthews, speaking of 
Brunet litre, says that "he made it plain that drama must reveal 
the human will In action; and that the central figure in a 
play must know what he wants and must strive for it with In­
cessant determination.

The will which creates drama is directed toward a specific 
goal. Hot only is that will a conscious will, but a strong 
will. In substantiation of this statement John Howard Lawson 
says:

1Brander Matthews, A Study of the Drama. p. 94.

2Ibid., pp. 95-100.

3Ibid., p. 97.
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Firkins*8 Theory and Conception of Drama
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that Dr. Richard Burton thinks that "in time Firkins will he 
seen as a distinguished critical mind, with the originality of 
expression necessary to give his important views the savor of 
fine letters."1

After he had resumed his college work, he continued to keep 
in touch with the drama of the current times. Each year at 
Christmas time he made a trip to lev/ York for the express pur­
pose of seeing the play of the season. And upon his return 
after the lew Year, he always gave a university lecture on the 
dramas he had seen and enjoyed. One of his students expresses 
the following opinion:

For many of the little talks on "Current 
Broadway Plays" that he gave on his return 
filled some of the happiest and most unfor­
gettable hours in the college year, lot 
only that, but v/e learned from him then, if 
we had not known before, the high standard 
by which he measured the worth of a play.
In those hours we came face to face with the 
Critic in Oscar Firkins....2
He had in his class utterance, a startling 
felicity. Those present could not but feel 
that they were listening to scholarship in­
terpreted by wit and epigrammatic analysis 
of a damascus-blade sharpness and brilliance, 
to criticism that rose far above ordinary 
classroom limits, and followed him with the 
permanent best of his profession.3

It was a source of pleasure to him that his own university

^Memoirs and Letters of Oscar W. Firkins, p. 18.

2Ibid., p. 32.
3Ibid., p. 23.
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recognized in him a "son of genius, and allowed him his own way 
in his work. **•

From his constant study of classical literature, he en- 
riched not only hie own understanding hut that of his students.
One of them said of him: "He seemed to have read everything in
every language generally known by scholars . . . .  He was per­
fectly at home in German and French literature."^ To him char­
acters in literature as well as their authors were as "flesh 
and blood creatures." Says Hetta Wilson, who was one of his 
appreciative students:

He was able to see and present a writer of 
the past as a living human being because 
he did not view Shelley or Hugo or Goethe in 
the abstraction. He viewed them as complete 
men whose art was not logically separable 
from their characters, nor their characters un­
influenced by the fact that they were artists.3

The published works of Firkins consist of (1) critical 
studies of Ralph Waldo Baerson, Jane Austen, William Dean Howells, 
Cyrus Horthrop; (2) Selected Essays, and (3) several books of 
plays, including Two Passengers for Chelsea and Other Plays, The 
Bride of Quietness and Other Plays. A total of thirteen volumes 
will be left as a substantial monument of the literary activities 
of Oscar W. Firkins.

Memoirs and Letters of Oscar Vf. Firkins» p. 10.

^Ibid., p. 24.

3Ibid.i p. 25.



Hi3 ambitions for the development in the literary fields 
of his election began at the time of his entrance to high 
school, but his struggle for recognition was long and tedious 
It is said that for many years a lack of success in placing 
his literary works before the world was a saddening and a die 
appointing experience that robbed him of much of the joy in 
achievement, which his friends and students felt should have 
been his. In one of his letters which he had written to a 
friend. Dr. Richard W. Boynton, much of the real man. Firkins 
is revealed.

I have been passing through a moral as 
well as a material November, a season of 
blankness, grayness, depressions, final­
ities, which has left me hardly fit for the genial office of correspondent. Noth­
ing definite has really happened, yet I 
have a lively sense of renunciations and 
vanishings. or readjustments to perman­ently straitened and saddened conditions.The sum of evils is, as commonly happens with me, far less imposing in recital 
th&n painful in experience, consisting in 
brief of a marked aggravation of my chron­ic nervous disorder, a series of vexations and disappointments in my literary and quasi­
literary work, and a moral shock, the 
slight ground of which has been redoubled 
and multiplied by a sensitiveness which re­
fuses to yield to my clear sense of its ir­
rationality. I have reached a point where 
the returns of life seem definitely less 
than its outlay. This may pass with time, 
as the impressions we call final are so 
prone to do.... Evolution breeds one drag­
on while it slays another. Abolition 
rather lightens than removes the chain 
from the negro, and the inequality so vigor­
ously repudiated in the case of black and 
white calmly reasserts itself in the rela­
tion of wealth and poverty.... One of the 
easements of my recent depression has been





of urbanity", which hie sister says "was not a dominant, al­
though it was a minor and delightful characteristic."1

Dare one suggest that had Firkins possessed and exper­
ienced the love of an immediate family he could have reached 
much greater heights, and, perhaps, have been less limited in 
possible ways of emotional expression which might have served 
as a bit of strength to him physically and spiritually? His 
friend and associate. Doctor Burton, feeling that Firkins*s 
personal shyness needed a balance on the physical and worldly 
side to cope with his intellectual, his aesthetic, and his 
spiritual powers, says of him:

The deepening of character that comes 
through marriage and the knowledge of 
womanhood and parenthood were not his.
Me conceived of it only through his 
imagination. Yet his treatment of the 
sex relations, and of those psycholog­
ically intimate experiences that derive 
from sex union was, as his writings 
testify, rich, profound, and many-sided.
Part of his ideality, I think, came of 
this limitation in actual living. It helps to explain him.2

^Memoirs and Letters of Oscar </. Firkins, p. v.

2Ibld.. p. 11.
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emotions and sprightly dialogue, and, at the same time, sug­
gest a possible outcome. One realizes then that as a drama­
tist he is confronted with an immense task— that of writing 
producible plays some of Which should possess literary ex­
cellence.

Erom Oscar Firkins*s critical writings and from his notes 
one discerns at once his gripping insight and his keen under­
standing of any drama; his ability to judge plays, as one of 
the outstanding critics of the day, classes him as a profound 
student of drama and a deep thinker. J. Bryan Allin says of 
him: "In those reviews he clearly demonstrated his ability to
apply his principles. And it was a tribute to his taste that 
he was able to judge plays in Hew York as calmly and as sensi­
bly as he had judged them b e f o r e . B e c a u s e of his unflagging 
concentration in drama and literature, which enabled him to 
grasp quickly and profoundly when he read or saw a play, he 
was able to go straight to the heart of things; he saw and 
understood not only the context but the entire structure and 
its effect on the audience. His close friend and associate.
Dr. Richard Burton, says of him: "For insight, brilliant dis­
play of wit, always with an underlying serious purpose, keen 
analysis of the material under survey, and the application of 
tests founded on the best traditions both of criticism and the 
art of the stage, no dramatic criticism of the time in Hew York was * V.

J. Bryan Allin, "Oscar 17. Firkins", American Review.
V. 1, p. 313. "

. *1















































































































suggests that pe haps "'Ti me•1 has oausad thee crack. The 

Cu1 .. ator r-eads . "John .Ke""ts died in Rome ;reste.rday at tEm­

thi rty.rt And t ' - visitor only asks polit ely , "Who was he?n1 

Thi.s :fantast ice.l pl ay J. ep.res ent.s Firkin£ ' s b.est e·ndeav~ 

ors in poetry and is b.euuti :fuJJ.y oreated in blank verse. 

11:rraxe hls t e chni _ue ts as f ine as his prose ~ and the form 

lends itse l· to t e interpretive ower f uroation . rr 2 
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However , the public that has "rightly learned to demand the 

observance of certain traditions in the theatre from time im-

memoria l" will ha rdly throw them overboard :for plays of liter-

BJ."'Y excel lence., 1 interested dramatic student who is study-

ing dramatic work as a ter , thinks "The Rim of the Desert 

bas more of the dramatic qualities in it than the two others . "'2 

Another critic '.1ho did :not sign her nama to the article de­

scribes the :plays as nsubtly dramatic n and also thinks : 

"The Rim of the Desertn is the most intense 
of the three ; there is more real drarna close 
to t he s :r.facw. To keep it properly subdued 
and yet let it se13the just underneath is a 
job of t he actors ., They m1st de end u on 
their facial expres'slons as s inter-
retation of the lines to do ite Unfortun­

a t ely, the e ffeot of dusk at the desert ' s 
edge , s o Jell c reated bsr the liuhting, keeps 
the actors ' fa.ees in the shadovJ , and to that 
extent detracts , 3 

l ![erle Potter • " 1. usio and Art , n Mlnnea,12olis Journal • 
July-8 , 1933 , p. 6 . 

2 !rs . E. c. Ken :Bar , in a pe:rso:na.l interview. 

3 
l';..innesota Dail;z, " Firkins ' s lays Prove Actable," July 8 , 

1933 , p . I. 
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