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Notions of the “‘mechanical’ in a Nineteenth-Century Adaption of Aaron Hill’s
An Essay on the Art of Acting

‘An Essay on the Art of Acting’, published in 1753 in The Works of the Late Aaron Hill,
Esg., has received a good deal of scholarly attention (including recently by David
Wiles and James Harriman-Smith) due to its insistence that, in order to generate affect,
the actor can work both from inside out and from outside in. Hill proposes that emotion
can best be generated by starting with the imagination (a technique now often associ-
ated with The Method), but that at times it can be beneficial to work more ‘mechani-
cally’ by making appropriate adjustments to the actor’s muscle tension.

Interestingly, in 1821, long after its first appearance, ‘Mr. Aaron Hill’s celebrated Essay
upon the Histrionic Art” was published in London in a ‘re-arrangement” entitled The
Actor, or Guide to the Stage. Although claiming that Hill’s original positions are merely
being ‘enforced by modern examples’, the final section of this adaption in fact seeks
to defend Hill from his detractors by misrepresenting his intentions, thus adding a
new layer of misunderstanding to the fraught discourse surrounding acting technique
before Stanislavski.
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