Directors Notes

Jf Richard Brinsley Sheridan had died at the age of 30, we should have
mourned the premature loss of a great playwright and speculated on what he
might have accomplished had he lived. Our grief would have been in vain, for
after the dazzling successes of his twenties, Sheridan abandoned his writing for
new careers. Jt was his early conquest of the comic stage that enabled him to
become manager of London's Drury Lane “Theatre, and it was control of that
theatre which enabled him to pay for the expensive elections that made him a
member of the “House of Commons.

As a Whig politician and man of fashion, he bears some resemblance to his own
Captain Absolute, a man of gaiety, wit and charm. Sheridan’s life reads like the
script of his romantic comedies. Before he was 21, he had participated in two
duels and eloped to France with the beautiful Elizabeth Linley, “the Nightingale
of Bath.” And before he was 30, he had written a brilliant light opera, The
Duenna; a popular farce, The Critic; and two of the liveliest comedies in the
English language, The School for Scandal and “The Rivals.

When The Rivalsopened in Januaryof 1775 it was heralded as the triumph
of “laughingcomedy.” Jt is especially reminiscent of Goldsmith’s anti~sentimental
play, Sthe Stoops to Comguer. On fact, "Che Rivalsmight easily have been called
He Stoops to Conquer, since its main plot revolves around a rich young Captain
who masquerades as a poor ensign to win the hand of his fair Lydia. We do well
to keep the present title, however, for it suggests not only the rivalry of Captain
Absolute with his other self, Ensign Beverly, but also his rivalries with amiable
Bob Acres and the over-zealous Sir Lucius O Trigger.

The Rivals was successful in combining elements of sentiment with boisterous
laughter. The true spirit of comedy dances on a tightrope. Jt's always in danger
of falling on one side of the rope to the ground of farce, or on the other side, into
sentiment. On The Rivals, the exuberant Sheridan dances on both sides of the

rope, and occasionally right on top of it.

Sheridan’s talent was well summed up by Lord Byron: “He was for thirty
years the most brilliant talker, the greatest conversational wit of the splendid
circle in which he moved; but unlike many writers of his time, he had taste as well

as gem'us,”

- Bill Hutson
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INOTICE

“The use of cameras or other
recording devices is strictly prohibited.

“Chere will be a ten minute intermission
between the two acts.
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