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“Tevi Troy’s tour through how presidents consume—and are consumed by—popular culture is very interesting reading. Readers who pick up this book, whether they love history or pop culture, will find the history of our presidents and their free time predilections not just educational but also entertaining.”

           —WILLIAM J. BENNETT, former U.S. secretary of education, host of Bill Bennett’s Morning in America
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“Tevi Troy has written a fast-paced, surprising, and shall I say it, very entertaining look at how presidents have affected the culture, how the culture has affected them, and the nature of the presidency itself. A fun and illuminating read.”

           —KARL ROVE, former deputy chief of staff and senior advisor to President George W. Bush and author of Courage and Consequence
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“As someone who does not know Kardashian from Kissinger, I find a primer on how presidents deal with popular culture not only useful but indispensable. Tevi Troy gives us a good road map here to understand how every White House has kept a finger on the popular pulse without getting overly palpitated.”

           —MIKE MCCURRY, former White House press secretary

“Tevi Troy’s witty and informative book reminds us that, from the beginning, presidents have been consumers—and manipulators—of popular culture. It’s comforting, sort of, to learn that our current media- and celebrity-obsessed age isn’t really new. Troy makes it all fun and riveting to read.”

           —ROB LONG, Emmy- and Golden Globe–nominated writer, former executive producer of Cheers, and contributing editor of National Review
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“Tevi Troy has written a brilliant, witty, refreshingly novel and insightful book about how the engagement of our American presidents in the popular culture of their era provides insights into their personalities and shaped their presidencies—from the books they read, the theater they saw, later the television and movies they watched, and, with President Obama, the social media he employs. We will look at our presidents in a different light after reading his book.”

           —STUART E. EIZENSTAT, former U.S. ambassador to the European Union and former chief domestic policy advisor to President Jimmy Carter
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“This is an excellent account of the impact popular culture increasingly has had on the American presidency from George Washington into the Obama administration. Beginning with Andrew Jackson, although educated people with intellects were not excluded, having a common touch now was essential to winning. Troy presents well the reality of changes in culture and politics, changes which do not enthrall him.”

           —JOHN M. PAFFORD, Ph.D., author of The Forgotten Conservative: Rediscovering Grover Cleveland
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FROM CICERO TO SNOOKI: HOW CULTURE SHAPES OUR PRESIDENTS

During the Congressional battle over his health-care bill, President Barack Obama joked, “The following individuals shall be excluded from the indoor tanning tax within this bill: Snooki, J-WOWW, the Situation, and House Minority Leader John Boehner.” The line was delivered before the White House Correspondents’ Dinner, an annual gathering of Washington insiders and glitterati, and the president received the expected laughs from the crowd. A short time later, Obama professed on the daytime talk show The View that he didn’t know who Snooki was. He reaffirmed his ignorance the next day before the National Urban League, saying, “I was on the The View yesterday, and somebody asked me who Snooki was. I said, I don’t know who Snooki is. But I know some really good teachers that you guys should be talking about.”1 Three months and three presidential references to the diminutive denizen of the Jersey Shore.

By the end of 2012, Obama was not the only presidential candidate to discuss the social phenomenon that is Nicole Elizabeth “Snooki” Polizzi. On a daytime interview with Kelly Ripa, Mitt Romney acknowledged that he was “kind of a Snooki fan.” The buttoned-down former Massachusetts governor continued, “Look how tiny she’s gotten. She’s lost weight. She’s energetic. Just her spark-plug personality is kind of fun.”2

So the 2012 candidates of each major party, seeking to be the commander in chief of the United States of America, were familiar with this buxom and foul-mouthed reality-show starlet from MTV’s Jersey Shore. The only philosophy governing Snooki and her friends is “GTL”—gym, tan, laundry. Snooki’s exploits are not uplifting or enlightening in any way, but she’s a major star—the perfect symbol of the degradation of American culture. She is followed assiduously by entertainment magazines and is known to millions, almost certainly by more Americans than the 28 percent who can name the chief justice of the Supreme Court. A future historian surveying the interests of Americans circa 2010 will find Snooki somewhere on the list. But are we really better off with a president who knows who Snooki is?
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Presidents John Adams and Thomas Jefferson were among the best-read men on the entire continent. Jefferson, whose personal collection of books became the foundation of the Library of Congress, famously said, “I cannot live without books.”






This question gets at a challenge that has faced American presidents for nearly two centuries: Do they wish to be men of the people or men of higher understanding? Which trait is more helpful for getting elected? Which trait is more helpful for governing? Or can the president simultaneously master both qualities? If he can, how does a president communicate his connection to a partially shared popular culture while also communicating that he has the character to hold the highest office in the land?

How a president responds to this challenge depends on his own predilections and tastes, those of his team, and the particular historical moment in which he lives. How he conceives of himself and popular culture reveals something about the president’s intellectual interests, mental discipline, and preparation for the presidency. How a president engages popular culture also tells us about the people who elected him, the changing nature of American politics and society, and the tension between high-, low-, and middle-brow pursuits.

Ever since George Washington, presidents have struggled to find the right distance for the leader of a republic to keep between himself and the people. Washington himself feared the consequences to his reputation of becoming the president of the newly formed United States. Already venerated as the ideal gentleman who had served when his countrymen needed him, he made no appeals to the vulgar mob to retain his power or to make himself king. The other Founding Fathers may not have been as popular, but they, too, pondered the question of elite leadership. The spectacularly autodidactic John Adams seemed unbothered by the label of Federalist elitism as he studied Cicero and other Roman greats, but his presidency faltered as popular sentiment turned against him.

Appeals to the people changed dramatically with Andrew Jackson, who so naturally connected with the common man. “Old Hickory” exploited this ability to handily defeat the well-educated and well-read John Quincy Adams in 1828. But today there is no massive monument to Jackson in the capital city, perhaps because he was too much defined by his rough and tough ways. The man who best married the common touch with intellectual distinction was Abraham Lincoln. He wanted to connect, and he wanted to achieve. Obsessed with books and himself the author of some of the noblest rhetoric in the English language, he never lost sight of the need to appeal to the common man in his earnest work.

For all the talk of Americans as a common or practical people, this is nevertheless a nation founded on ideas rather than on the ties of race or religion. The United States, more than any other nation, was built on an intellectual vision, but said vision embraces republican and democratic ideals that are occasionally at odds with one another. It is beyond debate, however, that America has long been a home to thinkers. It began with the Founding Generation, a group of extraordinary men who consciously modeled their new republic on ideals they encountered in their considerable reading of history, philosophy, and law. The historian Trevor Colbourn writes, “The Revolutionary leaders were men of substance—propertied, educated. They read. And what they read made it easier for them to become rebels. . . .”3





Whether it is Jimmy Carter watching more than four hundred movies in the White House cinema or Barack Obama telling people that the flamboyant killer Omar on HBO’s The Wire is his favorite character, it is clear that presidents are taking advantage of these varied cultural reference points to communicate to the American public.
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Relatively few cultural pursuits were available to the first presidents—mostly books and theater. Presidents John Adams and Thomas Jefferson were among the best-read men on the entire continent. Jefferson, whose personal collection of books became the foundation of the Library of Congress, famously said, “I cannot live without books.” Today, more than two hundred years later, presidents choose from a greater variety of cultural offerings than ever before—books, magazines, films, television, and music. Whether it is Jimmy Carter watching more than four hundred movies in the White House cinema or Barack Obama telling people that the flamboyant killer Omar on HBO’s The Wire is his favorite character, it is clear that presidents are taking advantage of these varied cultural reference points to communicate to the American public. And they occasionally reveal something important about themselves.

This book is an exploration of how presidents have made use of a multiplicity of cultural pursuits—from the theater-going Abraham Lincoln to the movie-making Ronald Reagan—and how those pursuits have in turn shaped them and the nation. Not all cultural pursuits are of equal value, and there exists an important distinction to be made between popular entertainment and that of intellectual or cultural achievement. The lines between them, however, are not always easily drawn—the most successful presidents have been at home in both worlds.

In the spheres of both entertainment and intellectual endeavor, technology has created a vast array of options for distribution by the creators and for absorption by the recipients. A president’s embrace of a new technology has sometimes foreshadowed its penetration of society at large. Woodrow Wilson is supposed to have expressed astonishment at the power of film when he viewed D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation. When Harry Truman was asked if he would attend the 1947 “Jackie Robinson” World Series, he replied that he would watch some of it on the new technology of television instead.

At the same time, some presidents have appeared to be behind the times. Making small talk at a technology expo in 1992, President George H. W. Bush seemed to be unacquainted with the relatively new technology of supermarket price scanners. The New York Times gleefully portrayed the president as out of touch, reinforcing an image that his opponents continued to carefully construct. In America, such an image is costly, and it contributed to Bush’s defeat.

The fear of seeming out of touch afflicts almost all politicians. It shapes how they communicate with their constituents, whether it’s a candidate memorizing the price of a gallon of milk or the House majority leader, Eric Cantor, keeping up with People magazine.4 President Obama in particular strives to be ahead of the curve, demonstrating his knowledge of the trends and technologies of the moment. In 2011, while trying to outmaneuver House Republicans on a payroll tax cut, he turned to Twitter. The text of his tweet would have been gibberish to earlier presidents raised on the classics and the King James Bible. But it was perfectly clear to the audience whom Obama wished to impress: “Everyone should see what #40dollars means to folks: groceries, daycare, gas, copays. Keep it going. I’ll talk abt this tmrw @ 12:15ET.—bo.”5
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In the past, Americans tried to bring the best of European culture to a new land. Now we continually reinvent the world’s cultural content and the forms in which it is expressed. Two hundred years ago, Americans’ cultural options comprised the theater, music, books, and pamphlets. Today, presidents and citizens alike face nearly unlimited options—books, films, television, Internet, radio, music, video games, MP3s, podcasts, magazines, and theatrical productions—all available year-round and often twenty-four hours a day. A person molded in this atmosphere will differ from someone raised in a log cabin where he could read only as long as the fireplace remained lit. When the United States was born, it was blessed with a generation of leaders remarkably well-prepared for the task that history presented them. They were immersed in the timeless questions of what makes a just society and how men are best governed. As Leo Strauss observed, the Founders combined the great traditions of Athens and Jerusalem, of reason and revelation.6 Later, when that system was challenged, it was Abraham Lincoln, grounded in his own deep reading of the Bible, English history, and the works of Shakespeare, who understood what was at stake and fought a terrible and bloody war to maintain the system that the Founders had envisioned.

The history of the United States proves that ideas do have consequences, even if the sources of those ideas are not always as exalted as Shakespeare and the Bible. Ronald Reagan is said to have gotten the idea for his missile defense system from one of his old movies, Murder in the Air. At the same time, there was a serious aspect to Reagan’s approach. His pursuit of the Strategic Defense Initiative was guided by his optimism about both technology and America itself.7

Reagan’s predecessor, Jimmy Carter, also immersed himself in the world of movies, but he lacked Reagan’s optimism. In a televised address to the nation in 1979, he attempted to draw on the ideas of the scholar Christopher Lasch, whose book, The Culture of Narcissism, had made a splash in intellectual circles. The address, which has gone down in history as the infamous “malaise speech,” proved a political disaster, sealing Carter’s reputation as a gloomy scold and contributing to his defeat the following year.8

Ronald Reagan, with his boundless optimism about America, appeared to shape the culture. Or did he simply reflect what was already there? Was John F. Kennedy a visionary who recognized America’s opportunities in the space race, or was he simply a creature of his times, reflecting the optimism of his countrymen in poetic phrases like the “New Frontier”? Are presidents simply the pawns of history, as when Jimmy Carter and Gerald Ford got lost in the institutional skepticism and dour outlook of the 1970s? The truth is that presidents are both shaped by the culture and shapers of it themselves.

Looking to the future, we must ask if we are electing leaders who are equipped for the times. The leader of a free and democratic nation must appear to be engaged in his country’s culture, but he must do so without letting the coarseness and vulgarity of that culture diminish himself or his office. A further problem is that it becomes difficult to form good leaders in a culture of the sensational, the outrageous, and the vulgar. Too many of today’s leaders make us wistful for the generation of the Founding Fathers. Although they lived on the farthest outposts of Western civilization, their formation in the classics, history, and Enlightenment philosophy ensured that they had studied the great questions of human freedom and the just society. As the historian Robert Darnton put it, “Jefferson, Madison, [George] Mason, and their crowd look like American-style philosophes.”9 Few of our recent leaders could be mistaken for philosophes. “[W]hen compared with today’s statesmen,” writes Darnton, the Founders “look like giants.”10 Would today’s politicians, better versed in popular culture, have served as well at the founding? Or, to turn the question around, does an established polity have less need of a philosopher king than one in its infancy? An understanding of first principles is important, to be sure, but would an understanding of Montesquieu or Locke help a president trying to sort out Medicaid reimbursement or the optimum capital-gains tax rates?





Without the movies, Ronald Reagan would not have been Ronald Reagan. And yet, at the same time, without Ronald Reagan, would the optimistic and light “popcorn” flicks of the 1980s—from Rambo to Red Dawn and Top Gun to Back to the Future—have been the same?
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In its insatiable thirst for information, whether important or trivial, about its leaders or its celebrities, the public demands an account of the president’s consumption of popular culture. A meaningful evaluation of the president is hardly possible without that information. It is hard to overstate, for example, the extent to which Ronald Reagan was shaped by the movies. Without them, he would have been a friendly ex-lifeguard from Illinois, perhaps a traveling salesman like his father. With them he achieved fame and fortune, worked a lifetime in a world of images and ideas, and ultimately, ascended to the nation’s highest office. The movies provided Reagan with the skills he used to excel in politics and to inspire the nation. Without the movies, Ronald Reagan would not have been Ronald Reagan. And yet, at the same time, without Ronald Reagan, would the optimistic and light “popcorn” flicks of the 1980s—from Rambo to Red Dawn and Top Gun to Back to the Future—have been the same?

Reagan is the obvious example of popular culture’s influence on a president. But the point readily translates to other presidents. The obscure James A. Garfield, whose assassination early in his term left him little time to shape his era, was himself a product of his time, his readings, and his intellectual preparation. Born into poverty, he improved his lot through omnivorous reading and a prodigious memory, becoming a powerful speaker.

These days, however, reading is not the only influence on a president or any other American. We are awash in media, which often appeal to narrowly targeted audiences. In the internet age, in fact, we have few shared experiences and symbols. Only four decades ago such television shows as All in the Family and Happy Days dominated the national conversation, garnering Nielsen ratings in the low to mid-thirties, corresponding to millions of viewers. These days, ratings for a top-rated show like American Idol are in the single digits.11 Barack Obama understands this cultural fragmentation, and he carefully targets specific audiences on radio, TV, and even podcasts in order to advance his political agenda. Media moguls have become adept at narrowcasting—tailoring programming to a specific demographic and securing advertising for that group, or, conversely, advertising the programming to that particular group. In the future, presidents will need to engage in this micro-targeting as well. Ironically perhaps, the fragmentation of culture has elevated the importance of the presidency, for the president is now one of the few cultural touchstones we all share.

Throughout American history, presidents have tried to use culture and new means of communication in order to project the image of the ideal leader. Over time, those cultural interactions have become less formal, more immediate, and less deliberative. Perhaps these changes have made sense as presidents evolved from founders of the republic to its custodians. But perhaps we have lost a sense of purpose, of grandiosity, and of leadership. This book will demonstrate some of the ways presidents have tried to manage the tensions of political leadership in the face of the realities of our ever-evolving culture.
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THE FOUNDERS: READING FOR WISDOM AND VIRTUE

America’s Revolution was fought with words as much as with bullets. Ideas spread by the technology of the printing press and transported by ship and by coach united thirteen disparate colonies in an unlikely but ultimately successful rebellion. These ideas were effective, however, not only because they were good. There were also literate and cultured men of character to appreciate them. Despite the enormous differences in technology between the founding era and today, culture—especially popular culture—played as large a role in shaping the views of the Founders and of the early presidents as it does today.

The robust intellectual culture of the British colonies in North America made it possible to disseminate the ideals of liberty among an unlikely group of revolutionaries. After the success of the Revolution, the Founders continued to pursue their interest in the philosophy of politics and in the questions of what makes a great society. Their continuing pursuit of culture, not merely for entertainment but also for inspiration and edification, proved the foundation of the new American Republic.

Above all, the Founders read books. Before the first shot of the war was fired, they had immersed themselves in political philosophy, thinking deeply about how to create a self-governing society, contemplating the consequences of corruption, and pondering the fate of nations. They had a practical bent that enabled them not only to lead a revolution but also to maintain the rule of law in its aftermath. History has rarely produced such an impressive constellation of luminaries at such a critical moment.

Despite their distance from the sources of European civilization, the American colonies boasted a rich literary culture. It would be hard to overstate the importance of reading among the educated classes. “From candle light to early bedtime,” wrote Thomas Jefferson, “I read.”1 The New-York Gazette and Mercury wrote in 1766 that “every lover of his country hath long observed with sacred pleasure, the rapid progress of knowledge in this once howling wilderness, occasioned by the vast importation of books; the many public and private libraries in all parts of the country; the great taste for reading which prevails among people of every rank.” The Founding Fathers, and particularly the ones who served as our first presidents, were remarkably well-read.2
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Though perhaps not thought of as a reader—few people are when compared with Jefferson and Adams—Washington had a nine-hundred-book library, considered quite large at the time. The library included biographies, histories, and classics from ancient Greece and Rome, as well as fiction.






While the technology of eighteenth-century communication was limited, the Founders lived in something of an Information Age, thanks to the printing press, faster travel, and expanding freedom. When the flow of information through the more formal channels of newspapers, books, and pamphlets was restricted by the limits of technology or by the government, the colonial populace obtained their news through gossip, rumors, and song.3 According to Christopher Geist, Americans delighted in “novels and other books for light diversion, cards and card tables, sheet music, children’s books and toys, equipment for such outdoor sports as hunting and fishing, and decorative prints such as those produced by William Hogarth.”4

Colonial Americans, observes the historian Forrest McDonald, were “a remarkably literate people, and they were even more remarkable in the voracity of their appetites for things to read.”5 John Adams, a reliably cold-eyed observer of his fellow man, made the same point in 1765: “A native of America who cannot read or write is as rare an appearance as a Jacobite or a Roman Catholic, that is, as rare as a comet or an earthquake.” Literacy rates in the colonies were higher than those in Europe. A clerk on Martinique, Moreau de Saint-Méry, recalled that the American sailors he encountered were so universally literate that they could be counted on to sign the documents he presented to them.6 In Adams’s New England, where the Puritans had attached enormous importance on the individual’s reading the word of God, the literacy rate reached as high as 90 percent.7 McDonald estimates that 50 percent of adult males were regular newspaper readers.8 This is a remarkable figure, one that we might envy today, when many young people rely on humorous fake news programs such as the Daily Show with Jon Stewart or The Colbert Report.





John Adams idolized Cicero from the age of twenty-three. He read the orator aloud in his youth, imitated him throughout his public life, and reread De senectute annually after he retired.

[image: ]


[image: ]







George Washington and the Theatricality of Leadership

The story begins, of course, with George Washington. Though perhaps not thought of as a reader—few people are when compared with Jefferson and Adams—Washington had a nine-hundred-book library, considered quite large at the time.9 The library included biographies, histories, and classics from ancient Greece and Rome, as well as fiction. Moreover, there is plenty of evidence that Washington’s books were put to good use. Ever the autodidact, he had a penchant for practical books on agriculture and for military works.10

Washington also borrowed books, although in at least one case the cares of high office seem to have distracted him from his duty to the volumes’ owners. The ledger of the New York Society Library indicates that on October 5, 1789, two books—The Law of Nations by Emmerich de Vattel and a volume of debates from the House of Commons—were checked out to the president. In 2010, an archivist discovered that the books had never been returned; the fine, adjusted for inflation, amounted to three hundred thousand dollars. Mount Vernon could not find the missing volumes in its collection, but it managed to acquire another copy of The Law of Nations, which it handed over to the library. In gratitude, the library canceled Washington’s outstanding fine.11

Washington and his contemporaries not only read books, they discussed them as well. These discussions sharpened, clarified, and spread the Revolution’s ideas. Virginia’s George Mason was a key figure in these conversations. A prodigious reader, he owned an impressive library and had written manifestoes on representative government. Mason enjoyed talking about books and ideas with his fellow Virginians Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and Washington, both over meals and in letters.12

The art of conversation is difficult to appreciate in a society that communicates through email and Twitter. The dinner table of a gentleman used to be a place for the serious discussion of ideas, politics, and culture. These conversations—more formal and substantive than gossip or banter—were a crucial method of developing policies on the weighty issues of the day. In 1790, for example, the famous “dinner table bargain” between Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison led to the establishment of the new capital at what is now Washington, D.C. The historian Catherine Allgor has stressed the importance of dinners to the entire founding generation, noting that the Revolution and the founding “unfolded” as part of a series of conversations, many if not most of them of the dinner-table variety.13

During his presidency, Washington hosted what he called the Thursday dinners, with a mixed company sitting around a well-laid-out table.14 The dinners were formal to the point of awkwardness, with Martha serving as hostess. After a meal of many courses, the men retired to the drawing room to drink and discuss matters of consequence. These gatherings were similar in some ways to the famed Georgetown dinner parties of the not-so-distant past. In an age with fewer opportunities for communication, however, social events like the Thursday dinners served a purpose similar to that of today’s universities, think tanks, and other institutions dedicated to intellectual discourse.
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Re: Common Sense

In less than three months, from its publication on January 10, 1776, to the end of March, the pamphlet sold over a hundred thousand copies—one for every twenty-five residents. The equivalent today would be 12.5 million copies, a figure that puts Common Sense—a work of political philosophy—in a league with Peyton Place, Dune, and The Bridges of Madison County.






The Founders were steeped in Roman history and saw in their defense of American liberties a reflection of the defense of the Republic against the tyranny of the Caesars. The heroes of the Roman Republic—Brutus, Cassius, Cicero—were their models. John Adams idolized Cicero from the age of twenty-three.15 He read the orator aloud in his youth, imitated him throughout his pubic life, and reread De senectute annually after he retired.16 The modern embodiment of the classical hero, of course, was George Washington—with his impressive height, regal bearing, and quiet yet commanding demeanor. The Founders admired in Washington all of the traits that constituted the classical ideal: “restraint, temperance, fortitude, dignity, and independence,” in Gordon Wood’s words.17 He was the American Cincinnatus, coming to his country’s aid in its hour of peril and then retreating to his plow rather than retaining power.

Washington understood this classical symbolism. He even ordered a bust of Cicero for his Mount Vernon home.18 He knew he was a symbol to his countrymen, and he understood the importance of theatricality in leadership. He tried to convey a certain image in his dress when on horseback. Jefferson called him “the best horseman of his age and the most graceful figure that could ever be seen on horseback.”19 Equestrian skills were held in especially high regard in those days because of the practical value and the symbolic importance of the cavalry from the time of Rome until the end of the Middle Ages. Washington’s flair for the theatrical may have come, logically enough, from his own love of the theater. According to Myron Magnet, Washington exercised “adroit stagecraft” in his management of the Revolutionary War. He took on the role of stage actor who could skillfully manipulate his audience. He carefully selected his own clothes, recognizing that his impressive military uniform paralleled a costume for an actor playing a character.20

Pamphlets and the Spread of Ideas

Ideas fueled the American Revolution, and they spread across the far-flung colonies with astonishing rapidity. The single most powerful expression of these ideas was Thomas Paine’s pamphlet Common Sense, which demonstrated the ability of the written word to shape events in America.21 Bernard Bailyn calls it “the most brilliant pamphlet written during the American Revolution, and one of the most brilliant pamphlets ever written in the English language.”22 It sold accordingly. In less than three months, from its publication on January 10, 1776, to the end of March, the pamphlet sold over one hundred thousand copies—one for every twenty-five residents.23 The equivalent today would be 12.5 million copies, a figure that puts Common Sense—a work of political philosophy—in a league with Peyton Place, Dune, and The Bridges of Madison County.24





Book collecting was an expensive habit, as most books had to be imported. In 1776, a new copy of Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations cost the modern-day equivalent of $615—roughly the price of an iPad.
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As popular as Common Sense was, not everyone cared for it. John Adams, who was of a more conservative bent, dismissed Paine’s work as “a poor, ignorant, malicious, short-sighted, crapulous mass.”25 Washington, who had a far better sense of public opinion and of the popular mood than Adams, also had a better appreciation of the importance of Paine’s work. He praised Common Sense as “sound doctrine” and recognized that Paine’s work would bolster American morale at a time it was desperately needed.

Paine’s pamphlet was the first of the political bestsellers that have shaped the relationship between ideas and practical politics throughout American history. These writings have not always been nonfiction. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin may have been the most influential novel ever written. America’s well-educated populace, its belief in the power of ideas, and the development of publishing technology from pamphlets to tweets have given creative thinkers exceptional influence in the country’s political development.

The Best-Read Leaders in History?

Washington would be considered well-read today, and he read more than the amount with which he is generally accredited. Among the Founders, however, he ranks only as a modest reader. The breadth of reading among this group of men was extraordinary, even for that information-hungry age. Thomas Jefferson and John Adams were known for their bibliophilia—“I cannot live without books,” Jefferson once wrote to Adams26—and collected enormous libraries. Jefferson’s father had left a library of forty-two books. The son added to the collection at the rate of twelve a month. In contrast, John Harvard, whose gift of four hundred books to the Puritans’ fledgling college in New England was so impressive that they named the institution after him, collected books at a rate of only twelve books per year.27 Book collecting was an expensive habit, as most books had to be imported. In 1776, a new copy of Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations cost the modern-day equivalent of $615—roughly the price of an iPad.28

After the British burned the Congressional Library in 1814, Jefferson offered his collection of 6,487 books to Congress. Despite some reluctance to assume a library of such varied subjects and languages, Congress paid him $23,900 for the collection. Jefferson, however, was not finished with his acquisitions. He accumulated an additional thousand volumes before he died in 1826. Jefferson’s books were lost in a fire at the Library of Congress in 1841, so we cannot peruse his actual collection, but his love of reading did give our national library an important head start.29

Adams was even more addicted to the costly printed word and better read than Jefferson.30 His library comprised over three thousand volumes, including works of Cicero, Plutarch, and Thucydides. He once confessed to his wife Abigail, “I have been imprudent, I have spent an estate in books.”31

Adams not only read books but actively, even violently, engaged with them.32 He filled the margins of his books with his reactions, insights, ideas, and—not infrequently—epithets. In his marginalia, he brands Rousseau a “coxcomb,” Voltaire a “liar,” and Condorcet “a fool,” leaving little doubt what he thought of the authors he was reading. And the rate at which he consumed books astonished even Jefferson, who exclaimed in 1816, “Dear Sir, how I envy you!”33
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What Adams and Jefferson read is even more impressive than how much they read. Their familiarity with both the classics and the philosophical works of their own day is unimaginable today. Jefferson’s legal studies gave him a foundation in the natural law tradition harkening back to Plato and Aristotle as well as knowledge of more contemporary legal philosophers such as William Blackstone and John Locke.34 Familiarity with the classics was not limited to lawyers. Educated Americans at the time knew their Virgil, Cicero, Tacitus, and Thucydides, usually in translation but often in the original Greek or Latin.35 Furthermore, many of the less educated and less wealthy were also familiar with Roman history thanks to plays such as Joseph Addison’s Cato. Many of those who could read but who could not afford to purchase books relied on the innovative subscription library system invented by Benjamin Franklin.36

All of this reading was not just a pastime. The Founders soaked up the ideas of the Enlightenment, which were heady ideas indeed and which informed the political system they created. In The Swerve: How the World Became Modern, Stephen Greenblatt argues that the discovery of Lucretius’s long-lost Epicurean poem De rerum natura (“On the Nature of Things”) in 1417 was the “swerve” that changed the direction of human history. The West, says Greenblatt, was not marching inexorably into the Renaissance (or into the Enlightenment that followed it) when Poggio Bracciolini, a book hunter and humanist scholar, found the forgotten work on a German monastery bookshelf. Recognizing the importance of his discovery, Bracciolini ordered copies of the book made, some of which survived. The resurrected poem, which introduced the concepts of individual atoms, the lack of an afterlife, and a general skepticism toward received wisdom, ultimately influenced such luminaries as Montaigne, Shakespeare, Galileo, and Newton.37 Addison, too, read Lucretius, whose ideas can be traced in Cato, a work which would have a powerful influence on Washington.





Jefferson wrote to Adams about his views on matter and motion, key concepts in Lucretius. Indeed, Jefferson was not coy about his debt to Lucretius; he responded to a question of his personal philosophy by stating, “I am an Epicurean.” There is scarcely a more impressive measure of an author’s influence on history than the boast that he shaped the thinking of Thomas Jefferson.
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Lucretius’ most important influence on the Founders, according to Greenblatt, was through Jefferson, who owned five copies of De rerum natura in Latin, as well as English, French, and Italian translations. Jefferson wrote to Adams about his views on matter and motion, key concepts found in Lucretius. Indeed, Jefferson was not coy about his debt to Lucretius; he responded to a question of his personal philosophy by stating, “I am an Epicurean.”38 There is scarcely a more impressive measure of an author’s influence on history than the boast that he shaped the thinking of Thomas Jefferson.
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The influence of Jefferson’s reading on other Founders is perhaps most clearly apparent in his assistance to James Madison in preparing for the Constitutional Convention. In January 1786, Jefferson shipped two trunks of books to Madison in response to Madison’s request for reading materials that “may throw light on the general Constitution and droit public [public law] of several confederacies which have existed….”






The influence of Jefferson’s reading on other Founders is perhaps most apparent in his assistance to James Madison in preparing for the Constitutional Convention. In January of 1786, Jefferson shipped two trunks of books to Madison in response to Madison’s request for reading materials that “may throw light on the general Constitution and droit public [public law] of several confederacies which have existed. . . .” Equipped with the works of authors going as far back as Demosthenes, Madison spent the spring and summer studying this “literary cargo” of more than two hundred books. He distilled his studies into an essay, “Of Ancient and Modern Confederacies,” which examined Greece, the Holy Roman Empire, Switzerland, and Holland. The essay guided Madison in the constitutional battles that lay ahead.39 This remarkable ethos of self-improvement dated from his student days at Princeton, where Madison had studied Hebrew so that he could better understand the Bible.40

Ideas among the Non-Readers

John Adams wrote, “The Revolution was in the minds and hearts of the people,”41 but how did it get there? Not everyone was reading, not even in highly literate New England. The historian David Hackett Fischer recounts an interview that Mellen Chamberlain, then twenty-one, conducted with the ninety-one-year-old Captain Levi Preston, who nearly seven decades earlier had fought at Concord. “I suppose you had been reading Harrington, Sidney, and Locke about the eternal principle of liberty,” Chamberlain asked. Preston’s reply: “I have never heard of these men. The only books we had were the Bible, the Catechism, Watts’ psalms and hymns, and the almanacs.” Looking back on his decision to take up arms against his king, Preston concluded, “Young man, what we meant in going for those Redcoats was this: We had always governed ourselves and we always meant to. They didn’t mean we should.”42





Despite their reverence for the ideas of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, the Founders were not slavish followers of the European tradition. They were the sons and grandsons of pioneers who had left Europe in search of a better and freer way of life.
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The aspirations of the more learned Founders shine through in the rustic words of old Captain Preston. Not everyone knew Cato but everyone knew Moses, with whom Washington was easily compared. The educated class contributed to a culture in which, through pamphlets, plays, sermons, and books, the idea of liberty made its way to men like Levi Preston, inspiring them to astonishing sacrifice.

Degeneracy and the Case against American Inferiority

Despite their reverence for the ideas of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, the Founders were not slavish followers of the European tradition. They were the sons and grandsons of pioneers who had left Europe in search of a better and freer way of life. They fought a dangerous revolution to break away from European monarchy, and they were willing to take an intellectual stand against European ideas with which they disagreed.

Apart from these obvious philosophical differences, Americans had to contend with an irritating European trait that persists to this day—the insidious notion of American inferiority. This prejudice took on a scientific form in the “degeneracy” thesis of Georges-Louis Leclerc, comte de Buffon, the great eighteenth-century naturalist who argued that the harsh conditions of the Americas stunted both its flora and its fauna. Another influential Frenchman, Guillaume Raynal (whom Donald Lutz ranks as the twenty-sixth most frequently cited author by the members of the founding generation43), extended Buffon’s thesis to the New World’s human population of European descent. Thomas Jefferson demolished Buffon’s theory of degenerate American wildlife in his Notes on the State of Virginia, but he left it to Benjamin Franklin to refute the abbé Raynal. Many years later, Jefferson gleefully recalled how Franklin accomplished that task:

The Doctor [Franklin] told me ... [h]e had a party to dine with him one day at Passy, of whom one half were Americans, the other half French, and among the last was the Abbé. During the dinner he got on his favorite theory of the degeneracy of animals, and even of man, in America, and urged it with his usual eloquence. The Doctor at length noticed the accidental stature and position of his guest, at table, “Come,” says he, “M. l’Abbé. Let us try this question by the fact before us. We are here one half Americans, and one half French, and it happens that the Americans have placed themselves on one side of the table, and our French friends are on the other. Let both parties rise, and we will see on which side nature had degenerated.” It happened that his American guests were Carmichael, Harmer, Humphreys, and others of the finest stature and form; while those of the other side were remarkably diminutive, and the Abbé himself particularly, was a mere shrimp. He parried the appeal, however, by a complimentary admission of exceptions, among which the Doctor himself was a conspicuous one.44

The story is a delightful illustration of the pragmatic side of the upstart colonists. The book learning of intellectuals like Jefferson and Franklin was perfectly compatible with real-world smarts. They were practical enough to see the implications of a problematic theory like degeneracy—not to mention hereditary monarchy—and knew how to discredit it.

The Americans’ willingness to challenge European ideas did not simply arise from personal pique. It was also a result of distance. Being far from the European capitals, they had to think on their own. Ideas did make their way across the ocean, but they took hold in different ways in the New World.45 Literacy was relatively widespread in the North American colonies, whose leaders were well-read and versed in a variety of genres. And Americans took ideas seriously. The Founders viewed reading not merely as entertainment but as a path to wisdom, virtue, and toward a just society. Ideas transplanted from Europe to the intellectually fertile soil of America yielded a revolutionary harvest.
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The Founders viewed reading not merely as entertainment but as a path to wisdom, virtue, and toward a just society. Ideas transplanted from Europe to the intellectually fertile soil of America yielded a revolutionary harvest.






The Founders “wanted a nation based on the rule of law presided over by deliberative statesmen who were policed by an educated citizenry,” writes Matthew Robinson.46 The part about an educated citizenry was essential. As Jefferson wrote to Washington, “It is an axiom in my mind that our liberty can never be safe but in the hands of the people themselves, and that too of the people with a certain degree of instruction.”47 It was the “instruction” that would protect the nation against demagoguery and populism. Jefferson also warned, more starkly, “If a nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a state of civilization, it expects what never was and never will be.”48 This keenly felt need of an educated populace to sustain American democracy was the impetus for a public education system that was long the envy of the world.

At the same time, the average level of education among the governing class and the relative uniformity of cultural influences on the population were unsustainable. As the nation expanded and prospered, the reach of the elite institutions that had trained the Founders diminished, and the diversity of influences grew. As immigrants arrived from across Europe and as the nation spread out across the continent, there were more pockets of illiteracy, and it became less likely that even an educated person would be as well versed in the classics as the Founders’ generation had been. The changing populace turned to leaders who were less cultivated and more populist. The reading that enabled the Founders to create a new system of government did not help a man get elected in a raucous and growing nation. The problems that the new nation faced were less about the nature and design of a new society and more about the management and development of that society. The preoccupations of the presidents would change as the nation’s preoccupations changed.
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THEATER AND THE COMMON MAN IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

In the nineteenth century, the stage ruled the visual arts. Theater was the primary form of non-reading entertainment, reaching the broadest range of citizens and touching the lives of every American president. Although reading was of central importance in the founding generation and Americans enjoyed the world’s highest literacy rates, literacy was not universal. The stage, however, was accessible to readers and non-readers alike, and it spanned a diverse audience.

Stage productions, both in theaters and presented by touring companies, were widely available throughout the country and proved an efficient means of transmitting cultural developments. They were also a forum for the expression of political ideas, protected in large part by the First Amendment. Plays became politically important and a regular part of the presidents’ cultural life. Grover Cleveland even had a son, Francis, who became a Broadway star, playing the role of Sam Craig in Our Town in 1938 and working in the theater for the rest of his long life.1 Presidential patronage, beginning with Washington, bestowed a measure of legitimacy and respectability on the theater in the young nation.

Though more free-wheeling than its European counterpart, nineteenth-century American theater still took its initial cues from across the pond. Theater had a low reputation in England, where it was considered a haven for vulgarity and licentiousness.2 This attitude prevailed in the colonies as well. As far back as 1682, William Penn wrote that theatrical attendance was “an offense against God [which incited] people to Rudeness, Cruelty, Looseness, and Irreligion.”3 Theater was a long way from attaining its modern reputation as a high-brow haven for literary giants and serious writers.4

Theater’s poor reputation led the Puritans who long dominated the Massachusetts Bay Colony to ban theatrical productions in 1750. As a result, it took some time for American theater to grow into its own. A man as well-read as Massachusetts’s John Adams had never even seen a play until he began his diplomatic service in Europe. Thomas Jefferson, too, picked up an appreciation for theater while abroad. Rhode Island and Pennsylvania passed their own anti-theater laws, and the Continental Congress passed not one but two anti-theater acts, declaring, almost Soviet-style, that going to the theater was a “violation of colonial political goals.”5

Attending plays was one of George Washington’s favorite pursuits, however, and he disregarded this Congressional censoriousness when he had Joseph Addison’s Cato performed for his soldiers at Valley Forge during the difficult winter of 1777–1778. Written in 1712, Cato was the first play in English to be translated into Italian and French.6 The plot concerns the Roman stoic Cato the Younger, who opposed Caesar and took his own life when resistance to the tyrant became futile. Cato was one of a series of martyred Roman republicans, including Brutus, Cassius, and Cicero, idolized by the Founders.7 Addison’s Cato celebrated this ideal. Washington was particularly fond of the play, and he not only showed it to the troops but also quoted from it in his own speeches and in conversation. In one instance, he consoled a demoted and unhappy General John Thomas by paraphrasing the play’s line, “Surely every post ought to be deemed honorable in which a man can serve his country.” Washington would adapt the line to his own purposes as “’Tis not in mortals to command success.”8 He had first seen Cato performed in 1758, when he was a young man in his twenties. Even though the play has a tragic ending—Cato and the Republic itself meet an untimely end—Washington took inspiration from its message that our affairs are not predetermined—that human action can change outcomes.9

Washington was not the only Revolutionary leader influenced by the play. Patrick Henry’s “Give me liberty or give me death” originated from Cato, as did patriot and spy Nathan Hale’s famous last words, “I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country.” In Cato, the phrase appears as “What a pity it is that we can die but once to save our country.”10 The play’s appeal extended to later generations of American leaders in times of trial. After his impeachment by the House of Representatives, President Andrew Johnson had his private secretary read passages from Cato to him.11





Attending plays was one of George Washington’s favorite pursuits, however, and he disregarded this Congressional censoriousness when he had Joseph Addison’s Cato performed for his soldiers at Valley Forge during the difficult winter of 1777–78.
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Washington’s use of the play at Valley Forge was successful. The troops survived the brutal winter and the Continental Army won the war. But the play may have saved Washington’s command as well. Facing a near mutiny in Newburgh, New York, in 1783, he began a speech to his restive officers with a dramatic gesture, reaching for his glasses and remarking, “Gentlemen, you must pardon me. I have grown gray in your service and now find myself growing blind.” He then delivered a speech that echoed Addison’s lines from Cato, and the chastened troops called off the revolt.12

Censorship of theater did not survive long amid the Revolutionary fervor. Increasing social and economic diversity also diminished the political influence of religious factions. Anti-theater statutes and sentiments dissolved across the nation, even in Puritan New England.13 Even in this relaxed atmosphere, however, political pitfalls still awaited the unwary politician—even George Washington. The first president enjoyed Shakespeare—Hamlet, in particular—but he also liked the works of the playwright and parliamentarian Richard Sheridan, including the Irishman’s somewhat risqué School for Scandal. This play involves a scandal-mongering, trouble-making young widow, who is eventually exposed and disgraced, but not before causing much tumult and damage. It is not a subtle work—the villainess is called Lady Sneerwell, and her henchman and eventual betrayer is dubbed Snake. Washington offended Senator William Maclay of Pennsylvania by inviting him to a performance of Sheridan’s play, which Maclay denounced as “an indecent representation before ladies of character and virtue.”14 Washington’s reputation for rectitude survived this minor embarrassment, but Maclay’s reaction foreshadowed the recurring tension between American culture’s occasional taste for barrier-breaking and the president’s supra-political role as a moral exemplar for the nation. If a president sticks to what is safe, he risks being seen as conventional, dull, or antiquarian—perhaps a greater liability now than in our more moralistic past but always a problem in a nation as obsessed with the modern as our own. Furthermore, embracing new cultural offerings, especially ones that are racy or have the capacity to offend, can harm a president politically.

The easing of moral qualms and the growing respect for freedom of speech in the early nineteenth century allowed theaters to spread throughout the nation, even to Philadelphia, the second and temporary capital of the United States, where stage productions had been previously banned. Here President Washington enjoyed his theatrical productions, including School for Scandal. Washington had also seen The Child of Nature in 1797 in Philadelphia, quickly becoming known for a cosmopolitan array of theatrical offerings. Ten years later, the new capital city was ready, but Washington, D.C., was largely deprived of theaters during the presidency of John Adams. The Washington Theater, an unimpressive but permanent structure, opened after Adams’s term in November of 1804, at the corner of 11th and C Streets, Northwest. A year later, Jefferson became the first president to attend the theater in the city of Washington, attending a visiting Alexandria company’s production of two works by British playwrights—Elizabeth Inchbald’s The Child of Nature and Thomas Holcroft’s The Tale of Mystery.15
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The first president enjoyed Shakespeare—Hamlet, in particular—but he also liked the works of the playwright and parliamentarian Richard Sheridan, including the Irishman’s somewhat risqué School for Scandal.






Getting Out of Washington: Theatrical Attendance on the Goodwill Tours

Almost every president in the early nineteenth century had at least some interaction with theater. James Monroe, for example, cared little for the theater, but he attended plays while traveling the country on goodwill tours.16 In July 1817, he took in Charles Dibdin’s The Secret Mine in Boston, praising it as “superior to any exhibition of the kind which he had ever witnessed in Europe.”17 Monroe, of course, was familiar with European theater, having served as the American minister to France and to Great Britain. While Dibdin himself was English, Monroe’s comment about the quality of the production suggests his consciousness of the degree in which the United States was viewed as culturally inferior to Europe. The upstart country continued in its struggle to be culturally relevant in the eyes of the European nations. Monroe’s attendance at the play in Boston and his subsequent approval served as a cultural statement. He recognized the symbolic importance of the president’s taking on the role of champion for American cultural achievement.





But Monroe’s attendance at this particular performance was noteworthy because it was almost certainly the first encounter of a U.S. president with a fictional work by an American Jewish author.
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That same year, on the fourth night of a weeklong stay in Charleston, a theatrical center at the time, Monroe also saw the second performance of Alberti, by the Jewish playwright and religious reformer Isaac Harby.18 The play has a Romeo-and-Juliet plot about Florentine lovers kept apart by hatred between their fathers.19 The play itself is hardly memorable. In fact, the Jewish historian Jacob Rader Marcus dismisses Harby’s plays as “not stageworthy.”20 But Monroe’s attendance at this particular performance was noteworthy because it was almost certainly the first encounter of a U.S. president with a fictional work by an American Jewish author.21 These days, when the work of Jewish authors is so prevalent, it bears recalling that while America differed from most other countries in welcoming Jews to its shores, Jews were not welcome universally in this country. It would be another century before a Jew—Sears president Julius Rosenwald—received an invitation to dinner at the White House with William Howard Taft in 1912,22 a few years after the Jewish playwright Israel Zangwill dined with Theodore Roosevelt for lunch in honor of his play, The Melting Pot.

But Monroe had heard from Harby before. Three years earlier, the author had written to then Secretary of State Monroe, complaining about the dismissal of the U.S. consul to Tunis, Mordecai Manuel Noah. Harby had been concerned that Noah was fired because he was a Jew, and it was alleged that Monroe had stated that Noah’s religion was “an obstacle to the exercise of [his] Consular function.” In Harby’s letter, he objected to this very notion, and wrote that it should be “upon the principle of equal inalienable, constitutional Rights, that we see Jews appointed to offices. . . .”23 In hindsight, it is unclear whether anti-Semitism precipitated Noah’s firing; nevertheless, there is no doubt that anti-Semitism was prevalent at the time.24 Regardless of the cause, Monroe’s attendance at Harby’s play in Charleston could reasonably be interpreted as a gesture of apology.25

Harby shared with the president a desire to develop a unique and worthy American culture. He was unfazed when a sarcastic foreign critic declared his play praiseworthy for an “American production.” Harby’s response to the accusation of being American: “I plead guilty.” He added that he was proud of “the accident of birth, which has placed me under the protection of laws that I revere, and in the bosom of a country that I love.”26 America was a striving nation, looking for acceptance but also proudly developing its own political, religious, and cultural traditions. Americans were already building a culture that was more than mere opposition to the European critique (although Europe did not yet recognize it), and Monroe and Harby’s actions supported this emerging new culture.

Monroe’s successors continued the tradition of attending theatrical productions throughout the country. President John Tyler took in the theater during travels to New York and to Philadelphia in 1843, which included watching a performance of Jack Cade with the celebrated Edwin Forrest in the lead. The title character revenges himself on the villainous Lord Say, who has murdered his father, but not before Say stabs him with a poisoned dagger. The hero dies with the democratic words, “The bondman is avenged, my country free!”27

Forrest’s name is mostly forgotten by history, but that of his archrival is not. In February 1838, President Martin Van Buren saw Junius Booth, the father of the future presidential assassin John Wilkes Booth, in a production of John Howard Payne’s Tragedy of Brutus. In this tale, Brutus defends the concept of freedom to his son, saying, “This hand should tear this heart from out my ribs, ere it should own allegiance to a tyrant.” Less than a month later, Van Buren took in Forrest’s performance in Othello.28 For the time, Van Buren’s travels and taste for the stage were impressive. He was a serious reader and counted among his friends Washington Irving, whom he introduced to Andrew Jackson. Irving, along with James Fenimore Cooper, was among the first American writers to earn a reputation in Europe, and he encouraged the literary efforts of Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Edgar Allan Poe.
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For the time, Van Buren’s travels and taste for the stage were impressive. He was a serious reader and counted among his friends Washington Irving, whom he introduced to Andrew Jackson.






Every American president has attended the theater at least once in his life. For the dour James Buchanan, once was enough. It was in 1833, while serving as Andrew Jackson’s minister to Russia, and we don’t even know the name of the play he saw.29 Another one-term president, Jimmy Carter, likewise avoided the theater. Ain’t Misbehavin’ was the first Broadway show he had seen “in fifteen or twenty years.”30 (As we shall see, Carter preferred the movies.) A president’s decision to attend or not to attend the theater can tell us more about him than simply how he liked to spend his evenings. It may reveal how he chose to be aware of the sentiments of the people, where he stood on questions of education, elitism, and propriety, and even how hard he worked.

The Theater and Democracy

As America evolved in the nineteenth century, so did American theater. It transformed from a vulgar medium that offended genteel sensibilities to increasingly popular and democratic forms of expression. The Founders envisioned enlightened leaders presiding over an educated and vigilant citizenry. Theater, they hoped, would encourage that citizenry in virtue.31 But democracy proved to be loud and unruly,32 and the theater that emerged in nineteenth-century America revealed itself as very different from the vision of the Founders. It was bawdy, raucous, lively, and, above all, democratic.

It was also pervasive, despite the lack of modern technology. The plays and actors were identifiable to ordinary Americans in a way that Hollywood movies and stars might be today. The career of Edwin Forrest, a dominating presence in mid-nineteenth-century theater, provides a good example.

Touring was a regular part of theatrical life in those days, and Forrest toured much of the country in his period of stardom, which lasted from the 1830s to the 1850s. Citizens across the country had seen Forrest, whose fame was by no means limited to New York.33 His rise also coincided with an increased respectability for the theatrical profession in general. Actors had been frowned upon by polite society from the time of the fall of Rome through the eighteenth century. One consequence of the social stigma attached to the theater was the pervasive use of the title “opera house” instead of theater throughout the nineteenth century. American opera houses rarely staged actual operas, but opera, and music in general, was considered more respectable than drama, which accounts for the misleading nomenclature.34

By Forrest’s day, however, actors were becoming more respectable. A star like Forrest could mingle in high society and even with public officials.35 He chose roles that cast him as the common man, fighting for the underdog against more powerful forces arrayed against him. Forrest’s star status, coupled with his place on the ideological spectrum, made him a reference point in political debate. In 1858, for example, cartoonists depicted Stephen A. Douglas as Forrest in his famous role of Spartacus. There was even speculation about his running for political office under the Democratic banner. He refused.36

Theatrical performances were available throughout the country, even outside the major cities. Americans were introduced to the works of the great playwrights in their schoolbooks, which were likely to include famous monologues, especially from Shakespeare, making the Bard widely known. Politicians such as Abraham Lincoln knew that their audiences would recognize and appreciate Shakespearean references.37 Virginia’s John Tyler loved Shakespeare from an early age and would often quote or allude to him both in public and in private communications. Tyler boasted an elite background. His father had been Thomas Jefferson’s roommate at William and Mary. Tyler attended his father’s alma mater, beginning at the precocious age of twelve and graduating at seventeen. When he ran for vice president on the “hard cider and log cabins” ticket with William Henry Harrison in 1840, he tried to downplay this upper-class education.38 But he was well versed in music, poetry, and literature and collected an impressive library of 1,200 books.39





Tyler could quote Othello in a political speech because even his most simply educated countrymen were taught Shakespeare and because so many people went to the theater. Average Americans attended plays far more often than we might imagine. One nineteenth-century Massachusetts man managed to see 102 shows in 122 days.
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Still, Shakespeare remained Tyler’s favorite, and he felt comfortable citing Shakespeare, knowing that his audience would understand him. In 1855, after he had moved on from the presidency to the role of “well-read elder statesman,” notes Edward Crapol, he gave an important speech on slavery and secessionism to the Maryland Institute. The speech comprised numerous literary allusions. He struck a note of optimism, apparently, by making a reference to Edgar Allan Poe, who had been a household name since the publication of “The Raven” in 1845: “I listen to no raven-like croakings foretelling ‘disastrous twilight’ to this confederacy. . . .” He also made an adamant stand against secession, doubting that “a people so favored by heaven” would “throw away a pearl richer than all the tribe.” (His views on this subject would change after the election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860, and he was a member of the Confederate Congress when he died in 1862.) His reference to Othello during the central point of his argument reflects his confidence that his listeners would share an appreciation for Shakespeare.40

Tyler could quote Othello in a political speech because even his most simply educated countrymen were taught Shakespeare and because so many people went to the theater. Average Americans attended plays far more often than we might imagine. One nineteenth-century Massachusetts man managed to see 102 shows in 122 days. Not only must he have been a very determined theater-goer, but he must have had many opportunities. As Heather Nathans observes, “[t]hat he could find 102 opportunities in 122 days to be part of an audience underscores the importance of performance culture in America during this period.” The shows themselves were varied, including not just Shakespeare, but also singers, musicals, minstrels, and orators, both professionals and amateurs.41

Actors and Audience: Theater in a Democracy

A president’s visit to the theater has always been more than an opportunity for his own entertainment or edification. It is an opportunity to influence the audience. Live audiences make the theater an interactive and communal art form. Each performance and each audience is unique. The actors know whether the house is full and whether the material is being appreciated or landing with a thud amidst a disapproving audience. It is a cliché among actors that the energy of the stage performance is radically different from that presented on the big screen.
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