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The history of theatrical performances in what is now New York City is rich and complex, stretching
back to the early European settlements established in the 17th century. However, pinpointing the
very first play presented in New York theaters during this period involves navigating a landscape
that was largely informal, unrecorded, and shaped by colonial priorities rather than theatrical
traditions. Unlike later centuries when organized theaters and formal productions became the norm,
the 17th century in New York was characterized by a tentative beginning of theatrical activities,
often influenced by the cultural backgrounds of the settlers and their varying attitudes toward
performance arts. This article explores the origins of theater in New York, examines the earliest
known performances, and discusses the historical context that shaped these inaugural theatrical
endeavors.

The Early Colonial Context and Cultural Landscape

The Dutch Influence in New Amsterdam

In the early 17th century, the area now known as New York was primarily a Dutch colony called New
Amsterdam. The Dutch West India Company established this settlement in 1624, bringing with it
European cultural practices, though theater was not initially a prominent feature. The Dutch settlers
carried with them a tradition of theatrical entertainment from the Netherlands, including commedia
dell'arte, which was popular in Europe at the time. However, the harsh realities of colonial life, strict
Puritan influences, and the focus on trade and survival meant that organized theater was not
immediately established.

English Arrival and Shifts in Cultural Attitudes

By the late 17th century, English control was reasserted over New York (renamed New York from
New Amsterdam in 1664). The English brought their own theatrical traditions, which had a long
history of Elizabethan drama and a burgeoning interest in performance arts. Nevertheless, the
colonial authorities and religious groups, especially Puritans, often viewed theater with suspicion or
outright hostility, considering it morally questionable. As a result, formal theaters did not emerge
immediately, and performances were often held in private homes or makeshift venues.



The Dawn of Theater in New York: The 17th Century

Earliest Known Performances and Evidence

Unlike in Europe, where theater had been an established art form for centuries, early performances
in New York were sporadic and undocumented. The first recorded instances of theatrical activity
stem from the late 17th century, often involving amateur groups or traveling performers.

Some historians point to the possibility of informal plays performed during community gatherings or
religious festivals as precursors to formal theater. However, concrete evidence of specific plays or

productions at this time remains scarce. The lack of dedicated theaters meant that performances
were often held in multi-purpose spaces, such as taverns, town halls, or private residences.

The Significance of Oral Tradition and Informal Performances
In the absence of purpose-built theaters, performances were characterized by:

e Small, private gatherings among colonists

e Use of existing spaces adapted for performances

e Reenactments of European plays brought by settlers

e Local improvisations and adaptations

These performances often served social or religious functions rather than entertainment for profit,
making documentation difficult.

The Role of Traveling Performers and Imported Plays

Traveling Troupes in the 17th Century

Despite restrictions, traveling performers from Europe or the American colonies sometimes visited
New York, bringing with them plays from the Old World. These troupes often staged performances
for colonial elites or during special occasions.



Popular European Plays and Their Influence

The plays performed by these troupes were typically from:

1. English Renaissance drama, such as works by Shakespeare and Marlowe
2. European comedies, including those from the Italian commedia dell'arte tradition

3. Religious plays and morality tales

While specific records of their performances in New York are limited, these plays laid the
groundwork for later theatrical development.

The First Recorded Play in New York: A Closer Look

Historical Accounts and Speculations

The earliest confirmed theatrical event in New York’s colonial history is difficult to pinpoint
definitively. However, some scholars cite references to performances in the late 17th century,
particularly during the 1680s and 1690s, when the colony was beginning to develop a cultural
identity.

One of the earliest known performances associated with New York was a religious play or morality

play staged during a community gathering. These types of performances were common in colonial
America, reflecting Puritan and Anglican influences.

Potential Candidates for the First Play

Given the limited documentation, it is plausible that the first play presented in New York was:
- An adaptation of a popular English or European play, performed privately
- A religious or moral play, such as a mystery or miracle play

- An improvised or local version of commedia dell'arte or similar theatrical forms

However, no definitive record exists confirming a specific title or date as the very first play.

Transition Toward Formal Theaters in the 18th Century

Although the 17th century marked the beginning of theatrical activity, it was only in the early 18th



century that New York saw the establishment of dedicated theaters, such as the New Theatre (built
in 1732). These venues enabled more organized and public performances, including the presentation
of plays like Shakespeare’s works, which had gained popularity among the colonial elite.

Legacy of Early Performances

Despite the scarcity of detailed records, the early performances laid the foundation for New York’s
vibrant theatrical culture. The traditions of improvisation, adaptation, and informal community
theater persisted and evolved over the centuries into the thriving Broadway scene of today.

Conclusion

The question of what was the first play presented in New York theaters during the 17th century does
not have a straightforward answer due to limited documentation and the informal nature of early
performances. Nonetheless, it is clear that theatrical activities began in very modest forms—private
gatherings, religious plays, and traveling troupe performances—rather than in dedicated theaters.
The earliest performances were likely improvisational or adapted European plays, serving social,
religious, or entertainment purposes. These humble beginnings marked the nascent stages of a
theatrical tradition that would eventually flourish into a rich cultural tapestry, transforming New
York into one of the world’s premier centers for theater and performance arts.

In summary:

- Early performances were informal, often religious or community-based.

- Traveling European troupes performed plays, possibly from Shakespeare or commedia dell'arte.

- There is no definitive record of the very first play, but performances in the late 17th century set the
stage for future theatrical development.

- The evolution from informal gatherings to dedicated theaters occurred mainly in the 18th century,
shaping New York’s theatrical legacy.

Understanding this history highlights how cultural expression in New York began quietly but grew
into a major artistic enterprise, with roots tracing back to the earliest colonial days.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the first recorded play presented in New York
theaters during the 17th century?

The earliest known play performed in New York during the 17th century was likely a religious or
community-based performance, as formal theaters and professional productions had not yet been
established in the area.



Were there any notable playwrights or plays in New York
during the 17th century?

During the 17th century, New York was primarily a Dutch colony, and theatrical activities were
limited. Most performances were informal, religious, or community events, with no widely
recognized playwrights or plays from that period.

When did the first formal theater performances occur in New
York?

Formal theater performances in New York began in the late 17th century, with the establishment of
more structured venues in the early 18th century, but the 17th century mainly saw informal or
religious performances.

Did the Dutch colonial influence impact theatrical
performances in 17th century New York?

Yes, Dutch colonial influence shaped early performances, often involving community plays, religious
pageants, and informal entertainment, before the rise of English-style theaters.

What role did religious events play in early New York
theatrical activities?

Religious events and church-sponsored performances were among the earliest forms of
entertainment, serving both religious instruction and social cohesion in 17th century New York.

Were there any specific plays or performances that symbolized
17th century New York theater?

There are no specific plays from the 17th century New York theater scene that have survived or are
well-documented; most performances were informal or religious in nature rather than scripted plays.

How did the transition from Dutch to English control
influence theater in New York?

The transition from Dutch to English control in the late 17th century gradually introduced English
theatrical traditions, but formal theater development in New York took more shape in the 18th
century.

Additional Resources
The First Play Presented in New York Theaters in the 17th Century: An In-Depth Exploration



Introduction

The history of theater in New York is a rich tapestry woven with centuries of cultural evolution,
innovation, and adaptation. While today’s Broadway and Off-Broadway scenes are globally
renowned, their roots trace back centuries before the city’s official founding in 1624. One of the
most intriguing facets of this history is the emergence of the earliest theatrical performances in the
New World, particularly during the 17th century—a period marked by exploration, colonization, and
the nascent development of American cultural identity.

This article aims to explore what was the first play presented in New York theaters in the 17th
century, examining the historical context, key figures, and cultural influences that shaped early
theatrical endeavors in the region. By doing so, we provide a comprehensive understanding of the
origins of theatrical performance in what would become one of the world’s most vibrant theater
capitals.

Historical Context: The Colonial Foundations of Theater in New York
The Early European Presence in Manhattan

Before delving into the specific performances, it’s essential to understand the colonial backdrop. The
area now known as New York was originally inhabited by the Lenape people. In 1609, Henry
Hudson’s expedition laid the groundwork for Dutch exploration, and by 1624, the Dutch established
New Amsterdam as a trading post. This early European settlement set the stage for cultural
exchanges—and, inevitably, theatrical performances.

The Dutch Influence on Early Cultural Life

The Dutch West India Company established New Amsterdam with a focus on commerce and
settlement. However, the Dutch also brought with them a rich theatrical tradition rooted in
European, particularly Dutch, and Flemish, cultural practices. These influences would permeate
early performances, even if formal theaters had yet to be established.

The Emergence of Theater in New Amsterdam
Early Forms of Entertainment

In the absence of dedicated theaters, entertainment in the early 17th century was often informal,
consisting of community gatherings, storytelling, and religious plays. The Dutch settlers, familiar
with European theatrical traditions, introduced some of these practices to the colony.

The First Recorded Theatrical Performances

While documentation from the period is sparse, historians agree that rudimentary theatrical
activities likely took place in private homes or communal spaces. The earliest evidence of formalized
theater in New Amsterdam appears in the late 17th century, during the transition from informal
performances to organized plays.



The First Play in New York: An Investigation into Its Identity
The Theatrical Landscape of the 17th Century

Unlike European cities such as London or Amsterdam, where dedicated theaters like The Theatre
(1576) or the Amsterdam Theater (1638) existed, New York’s theatrical scene was embryonic. The
first known performance is believed to have been a religious or community-based play, rather than a
commercial production.

What Was the First Play? A Closer Look

Based on historical records and scholarly research, the earliest known play performed in New York
in the 17th century was likely a religious or civic drama, possibly a version of a European morality
play or a biblical story reenactment. Specific titles are elusive, but there are noteworthy candidates:
- "The History of Joseph": A biblical narrative play that was commonly performed in colonial
America.

- "The Play of the Creation": A religious drama depicting the biblical account of creation, popular

among early Protestant colonies.

While no definitive record confirms a specific title as the very first, these plays represent the earliest
known theatrical forms in the region.

The Role of Religious and Civic Plays in Early New York

Religious Plays: The Dominant Form

In the 17th century, Puritan and Protestant communities emphasized religious education and moral
instruction. Plays often served as didactic tools, dramatizing biblical stories to instruct and inspire
faith.

Key features of these religious plays:

- Emphasis on biblical narratives

- Use of vernacular language accessible to the congregation

- Performed during religious festivals or community gatherings

Civic and Moral Plays

Although less common in early New York, civic plays aimed to promote moral virtues and civic

responsibility. These performances often involved allegorical characters representing virtues or
vices.

The Transition from Religious to Secular Theater



Influences from European Traditions

As the Dutch, British, and other European settlers continued to arrive, their theatrical traditions
subtly influenced local performances. However, strict Puritan views limited secular entertainment,
delaying the development of theaters dedicated solely to entertainment.

The Growth of Informal Theater

By the late 17th century, informal performances sometimes took place in taverns or private homes,
often involving amateur actors. These performances laid the groundwork for more organized
theatrical endeavors in the centuries to come.

Key Figures and Events Shaping Early New York Theater

- Dutch Settlers and Religious Leaders: Advocated for or opposed theatrical performances based on
religious grounds.

- The First Theater Buildings: While a dedicated theater building was not established until much
later, some early performances may have occurred in converted spaces.

- Legal and Social Restrictions: Puritan influence in neighboring colonies like Massachusetts led to
restrictions on theatrical performances, but New York’s diverse population allowed for more
leniency in certain periods.

Significance and Legacy

Understanding the first plays presented in New York’s 17th-century theaters is crucial for several
reasons:

- It reveals the early cultural and religious priorities of colonial settlers.

- It highlights the transition from religious to secular entertainment.

- It underscores the influence of European theatrical traditions on American colonial performance
arts.

- It sets the stage for the later development of New York’s world-famous theater industry.

Conclusion

In sum, the first play presented in New York theaters in the 17th century was likely a religious or
biblical drama, such as "The History of Joseph" or "The Play of the Creation." These performances
were characterized by their didactic purpose, religious themes, and modest venues, often improvised
or adapted to community spaces.

While concrete records are scarce, the importance of these early performances cannot be
overstated—they laid the groundwork for the rich theatrical heritage that would flourish in the
centuries to come. From humble beginnings rooted in religious narrative and community
participation, New York’s theater scene evolved into the vibrant, diverse, and influential industry we
recognize today.



As the city grew, so did its theatrical ambitions, eventually leading to the establishment of dedicated
theaters, professional companies, and a cultural landscape that continues to inspire audiences
worldwide. The 17th-century plays represent the seed from which all subsequent New York theater
blossomed—a testament to the enduring power of performance as a reflection of human culture and
community.

In Summary:

- The earliest performances in New York were religious or biblical plays.

- Specific titles are not definitively recorded but include themes like biblical narratives.
- These plays served educational and moral purposes.

- They reflected European influences and local religious values.

- Their legacy paved the way for the development of American theater.

Understanding this foundational era offers invaluable insight into the cultural evolution of New York
and the enduring significance of theater as a mirror of society’s values, ambitions, and artistic
expression.
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