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Roscius

John Hill, Th e Actor: A Treatise on the Art of Playing (London: R. Griffi  ths, 1750), pp. 
68–71. Bodleian Library, Oxford University, shelfmark Vet. A4 f.746.

Charles Churchill, Th e Rosciad (London: Printed for the author, 1761), pp. 1–3, 81 
[18], 20, 21–2. Bodleian Library, shelfmark Vet. A5 e.1861 (2).

Garrick acquired the nickname ‘Roscius’ on his fi rst trip to Dublin in 1742, 
when he acted there in the summer at the New Th eatre in Smock Alley, running 
through all the parts he had made his own in London and, for the fi rst time, play-
ing Hamlet, to great applause, with Peg Woffi  ngton as Ophelia. Th e nickname 
stuck, and though it was also used ironically by his enemies, anticipating hubris, 
it served to link Garrick’s reputation permanently to the greatest actor of antiq-
uity, a friend of Cicero who lived in the fi rst century bc, who similarly achieved 
recognition and fame at a time when actors, in general, were not highly thought 
of. In a sense, then, ‘Roscius’ stands for a basic habit of audiences and theatre 
critics, in the forging of a connection, or even a comparison, between actors, and 
– signifi cantly for the eighteenth century in particular – forging a connection 
between the classical age and an age that sought to emulate it. Th e existence of a 
new Roscius in the British Isles in the 1740s was a cause for national pride.

It is also a nickname associated with the strain of panegyric that emerged in 
both poetry and prose, in which the surpassingly excellent Garrick can some-
times seem to have surpassed criticism altogether. ‘All the labours of the critics 
can do nothing by the dead letter of criticism against the living force of Mr. Gar-
rick’s representation’, admitted Elizabeth Montagu in May 1770.1 An editor of 
Shakespeare, George Steevens, writing fi ve years earlier, had agreed: ‘Oft en when 
I have taken the pen in my hand to try to illustrate a passage, I have thrown it 
down again with discontent when I remembered how able you were to clear 
that diffi  culty by a single look, or particular modulation of voice, which a long 
and laboured paraphrase was insuffi  cient to explain half so well’.2 Acting itself 
becomes impossible to paraphrase, such is its power. Arthur Murphy notes that 
Colley Cibber, writing about Th omas Betterton, another English ‘Roscius’, ‘does 
not descend, as we might have expected, into minute particulars’; in Garrick’s 
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case, ‘Many of his great parts in tragedy were so many lectures on the subject. 
Hutcheson on the passions does not give so clear an analysis’.3

In Th e Actor: A Treatise on the Art of Playing, Garrick’s triumph is also one of 
man over nature’s limitations. ‘We believe that Mr Garrick is the smallest man 
that ever attempted the character of a king or heroe’, writes the critic, ‘who makes 
the capital fi gure in the play he appears in; but we also believe him to be one of 
the greatest men that ever did so’ (below, p. 83):

[…] he no sooner spoke than we forgot every thing we saw, to give attention to what 
we heard; and that notwithstanding his naturally contemptible fi gure, no man ever 
fi ll’d a stage with more majesty than he, in those speeches in the third act, where he 
expresses all the rage and anguish mix’d together that words perhaps are capable of 
describing. (below, p. 85)

To one of Garrick’s twentieth-century biographers, the author of these words, the 
physician, biologist and theatrical dilettante Dr John Hill (1714–75), appears 
to be ‘a fi gure who, even by the standards of the eighteenth century, must be 
rated as outstandingly bizarre’.4 At diff erent times, Hill operated as an apoth-
ecary, an actor, a theatre critic and, in the eyes of the poet Christopher Smart, 
an ‘archdunce’. He had ‘scurrilous courage – on paper – and has no less abject 
pusillanimity when called to account for his outrages’, said Percy Fitzgerald: ‘He 
had a libellous periodical, called “Th e Inspector,” which he wrote entirely him-
self, and which was said to have brought him in, in a single year, no less a sum 
than fi ft een hundred pounds. In this organ he assumed the airs of a public critic, 
could air his own opinions … with an amusing vanity’.5 Yet Hill deserves more 
serious consideration than these dismissals would suggest. He played a crucial 
role, for one thing, in the mid-century circulation of ideas about theatre. Th e 
Actor was Hill’s translated variation on Le Comédien (1747) by Pierre Rémond 
de Sainte Albine. It fi rst appeared in 1750, and was then expanded for a second 
edition fi ve years later. It was this second edition that was then translated back 
into French as Garrick, ou, Les acteurs anglais, and found an attentive reader in 
Denis Diderot, who took issue with Hill’s theories on acting in his Paradoxe sur 
le comédien. 

Like Garrick, Hill maintained that as much skill should go into the portrayal 
of a soldier as a monarch, a bit part as a romantic lead, and argued that ‘Playing is 
a science, and is to be studied as a science’; ‘A perfection in the player is the hiding 
himself in his character’.6 But whereas Diderot and others would argue that this 
concealment is a process of abnegation, of wearing a mask and nothing more, Hill 
saw it as a matter of entering into the character completely – so that, for exam-
ple, only somebody who has loved can play a lover. Garrick, seen as the actor who 
either feels nothing of the character he is portraying or feels everything, epitomizes 
either Diderot’s automaton or Hill’s man of feeling.
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Th e compliment that came from the poet and clergyman Charles Church-
ill (1732–64) in March 1761 not only celebrated Garrick as the greatest of 
actors – albeit one surrounded by fl awed or even mediocre colleagues – but 
turned its author into a celebrity. Churchill had paid himself for the publica-
tion of his immediately successful satire Th e Rosciad, but soon found himself 
called on to expand on it for eight subsequent editions in the course of the next 
two years. Th e structure of the poem certainly made that possible: it imagines 
‘Roscius deceased’ and the subsequent competition among the actors to succeed 
him. New challengers could easily be accommodated, though it is Garrick who 
inevitably emerges as the heir to the throne. Churchill had been watching the 
players closely, according to Th omas Davies, from ‘the fi rst row of the pit, next 
to the orchestra’: ‘In this place he thought he could best discern the real work-
ings of the passions in the actors, or what they substituted in the place of them’. 
As Davies tells the story, Churchill ‘had no occasion to advertise his poem in 
the public prints; the players spread its fame all over the town; they ran about 
like so many stricken deer; they strove to extract the arrow from the wound by 
communicating the knowledge of it to their friends’. Furthermore, the public 
thought that the poem was ‘a pleasant and reasonable retaliation for the mirth 
which the stage had continually excited at their expence’.7 What the theatre 
historian John Genest called ‘Churchill’s never-to-be-forgotten Poem’8 was, to 
Davies, ‘a very poignant censure on the mistakes and defects of the plays in gen-
eral [but] a laboured panegyric upon Mr. Garrick, who purchased more envy by 
it than he could possibly acquire fame’.9 Garrick’s turn to feel the ‘satirical lash’ 
would come, however, very soon, when his alleged response to the Rosciad – that 
Churchill had done it in the hope of receiving the freedom of the house – got 
back to the author, who duly and furiously turned against him in Th e Apology, 
published in May 1761. Like Th e Rosciad, it was popular enough to go through 
several editions in that year alone, though Garrick hurried to agree a peace with 
Churchill, through mutual friends.
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