
Alexander M. Drummond

July 15, 1884 — November 29, 1956

Alexander M. Drummond, born and reared in Auburn, New York, received the bachelor’s degree at Hamilton 

College in 1906, and the Master’s degree at both Harvard (1907) and Hamilton (1909). He came to Cornell in 

1907 to teach in the Department of Public Speaking and to continue graduate study. Thus began an association 

with this University which—except for two years (1918-1920) when he was the efficient headmaster of Cascadilla 

Preparatory School—continued until his death on November 29, 1956, four years after his retirement. For twenty 

years (1920-1940) he served as Head of his Department. The national reputation that Professor Drummond enjoyed 

was earned largely through his contributions to the advancement of drama and theatre in this country. Classically 

educated, and solidly grounded in the principles of art and in the best of the world’s dramatic literature, he upheld 

staunchly the integrity of the art of the theatre. With brilliant success, he taught how to write a good play, how to 

put one into production, how to enjoy and benefit from one. He made instruction in theatre an academic subject, 

occupying its proper place among the liberal and fine arts. And his ultimate hope was that the theatre should 

become an essential element in the lives of American “folks”, with a non-professional stage-company functioning 

in every county in the land. In 1909 he helped organize the Cornell Dramatic Club, and was its Director from 1912 

to 1947—a period of flowering for one of the best dramatic organizations in the country. He performed a signal 

and extremely popular service as the Director (and later adviser) of the Little Country Theatre at the New York 

State Fair and inaugurated, with the Rockefeller Foundation as sponsor, the New York State Plays Project.

Professor Drummond’s activity as author or editor was devoted to various aspects of the field of Speech and 

Drama. He wrote original plays (which were performed at Cornell and elsewhere), and a monograph on play 

production; edited Cornell Plays, New York State Plays, and Plays for the Country Theatre; and issued books and 

articles dealing with public discussion and the problems of training in speech.

Among his other endowments he will be remembered for his executive gifts. He increased the course-offerings in 

drama and theatre as well as in public speaking, and expanded the related student activities. Under his leadership 

the work of the Department was established on a firm basis of historical knowledge and philosophical principles, 

and his influence, and the prestige of the Department, were such that the scholars he trained now occupy responsible 

positions all over the country.
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Fecund in ideas, he would also test them in action, and he inspired his students to industrious collaboration. 

Many have noted this uncommon wedding of creative faculty with strong practical sense. With a method of 

his own, in which a penetrating dialectic, irony, and understatement played each a role, he stimulated thought, 

inculcated high critical standards, and developed imagination. The distinguished actors, playwrights, lawyers, 

and teachers he trained in his theatre or classroom have testified to this expert teaching—and have expressed also 

their gratitude for his counsel and friendship.

Many honors came to Professor Drummond. He was President of the Speech Association of America in 1920; he 

was the first to be elected as Vice-President of the American Educational Theatre Association (in 1936), and he 

was the first honorary President of the National Theatre Conference (in 1948) ; in 1938 his Alma Mater awarded 

him the degree L.H.D. honoris causa; he received numerous invitations to lecture at other universities; and at the 

time of his retirement articles praising his personality and services appeared in various magazines, and he was 

inundated with letters, telegrams, dinners, receptions, speeches, and resolutions passed by professional groups—

not to mention the Drummond Fund set up by former students for the purpose of fostering projects in drama that 

claimed his interest, nor the commemorative portrait of him, painted by his friend Christian Midjo, that hangs in 

the University Theatre. The loyalty and admiration that Professor Drummond commanded from his friends and 

pupils (who were wont to refer to him affectionately as “The Boss”) were extraordinary.

What were the personal qualities that won him such admiration and such loyalty? Imposing stature and a striking 

appearance, intellectual power, independence of mind, and unshakable adherence to the principle of fair play, 

warm human sympathy, a rare capacity for friendship and companionship, a rich sense of humor joined with a 

consummate talent as raconteur. Add an unusual versatility, for he was also a painter in oils; and for ten years a 

successful Coach of football at Cascadilla School (his advice on strategy being often sought by coaches of university 

teams) ; and a devoted student of American history, especially the history of the Civil War (in which his father had 

fought as a Union soldier) and the history and lore of central and southern New York, this region whose people 

and way of life he loved. And perhaps most admirable of all his virtues was the superb courage with which he 

endured physical infirmity since his early boyhood.

Harry Caplan, Howard S. Liddell, Herbert A. Wichelns
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