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NOTE.

The most important Md, on the whole, tnutworthy life

of Sheridan i» that of Moore, published in 1825, nine

years after Sheridan's death, and founded upon the

fullest information, with the help of all that Sheridan
had left behind in the way of papers, and all that the

family could furnish—along with Moore's own personal

recollectiona It is not a very characteristic piece of work,
and greatly dissatisfied the friends and lovers of Sheridan

;

but its authorities are nnimpeachabl& A previous
Memoir by Dr. Watkins, the work of a political opponent
and detractor, was without either this kind of authorisa-

tion or any grace of personal knowledge, and has fallen

into oblivi Very different is the brief sketch by the
well-known ofessor Smyth, a most valuable and inter-

esting contribution to the history of Sheridan. It con-

cerns, indeed, only the later part of his life, but it is

the most lifelike and, under many aspects, the most touch-
ing contemporary portrait that has been made of him.
With the professed intention of making up for the
absence of character in Moore's Life, a small volume of

SHERroANiANA was published the year after, which is

full of amusing anecdoies, but little, if any, additional
information. Other essays on t' a subject have been many.



Hon.

Searealy an tdition of Sheridan's phyt hu been puHlished
(and they are uumberleee) without a biographical notice,

good or bad. The most noted of '.ese is perhaps the £to-

fnpKictd tmd OrUieal Skdeh of Leigh Hunt, which does
not, howerer, pretend to any new light, and is entirely

unsympathetic Much more recently a book of penonal
RtedkdUm bjf an Octogenarian promised to afford new
information ; but, except for the froth of certain dubious
and not very savoury stories of the Prince R^ent period,

failed to do sa
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RICHARD BRINSLEY SHERIDAN.

CHAPTER I.

HIS YOUTH.

Richard Brinsley Butler Sheridan was bom in

Dublin, in the month of September 1751, of a family
which had ab-eady acquired some little distinction of a
kind quite harmonious with the after fame of him who
made its name so familiar to the world. The Sheridans
were of that Anglo-Irish type which has given so much
instruction and amusement to the world, and which has
indeed in its wit and eccentricity so associated itself with
the fame of its adopted country, that we might abnost
say it is from this peculiar variety of the race that we
have all taken our idea of the national character. It

will be a strange thing to discover, after so many years'

identification of the idiosyncrasy as Irish, that in reality

it is a hybrid, and not native to the soil The race of
brilliant, witty, improvident, and reckless Irishmen whom
we have all been taught to admire, excuse, love, and con-
demn—the Goldsmiths, the Sheridans, and many more
that will occur to the reader—all belong to this mingled
blood. Many are more Irish, according to our present
* B
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imderstanding of the word, than their compatriots of a
purer race

; but perhaps it is something of EngUsh energy
which has brought them to the front, to the surface,
with an indomitable life which misfortune and the most
reckless defiance of all the laws of living never seem able to
quench. Among these names, and not among the O'Con-
nors and O'Briens,dowe find all that is most characteristic,
to modem ideas, in Irish manners and modes of thought
Nothing more distinct from the Anglo-Saxon type could
be; and yet it is separated from England in most cases
only by an occasional mixture of Celtic blood—often by
the sunple fact of establishment for a few generations on
another soil How it is that the bog and the mountain
the softer climate, the salt breath of the Atlantic, should
have wrought this change, is a mystery of Ethnology
which we are quite incompetent to solve ; or whether it
IS mere external contact with an influence which the
native gives forth without being himself strongly affected
by it» we cannot tea But the fact remains that the most
characteristic Irishmen—those through whom we recog-
nise the race—are as a matter of fact, so far as race is
concerned, not Irishmen at alL The same fact tells in
America, where a new type of character seems to have
been ingrafted upon the old by the changed conditions of
so vast a continent and circumstances so peculiar. Even
this, however, is not so remarkable in an altogether new
society, as the absorption, by what was in reality an alien
and a conquering race, of aU that is most rem.rkable in
the national character which they dominated and subdued
-unless indeed we take refuge in the supposition, which
does not seem untenable, that this character, which we
have been so hasty in identifying with it, is not reaUy
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Irish at all ; and that we hare not yet fathomed the

natural spmt, overlaid by sudi a eouehe of superficial

foreign brilliancy, of that more mystic race, full of tragic

elements, of visionary faith and pimty, of wild revenge

and subtle cunning, which is in reality native to the old

island of the saints. Certainly the race of Columba seems

to have little in common with the race of Sheridaa

The two immediate predecessors of the great dramatist

are both highly characteristic figures, and thoroughly

authentic, which is as much perhaps as any man of letters

need care for. The first of these. Dr. Thomas Sheridan,

Brinsley Sheridan's grandfather, was a clergyman and

schoolmaster in Dublin in the early part of the eighteenth

century—by all reports an excellent scholar and able

instructor, but extravagant and hot-headed after his

kind. He was the intimate friend and associate of

Swift in his later years, and lent a little brightness to

the great Dean's society when he returned disappointed

to his Irish preferment Lord Orrery describes this

genial but reckless parson in terms which are entirely

harmonious with the after development of the family

character :

—

" He had that kind of good nature which absence of mind,
indolence of body, and carelessness of fortune produce ; and
although not over-strict in his own conduct, yet he took care

of the morality of his scholars, whom he sent to the univer-

sity remarkably well-grounded in all kinds of learning, and not
ill-instructed in the social duties of life. He was slovenly,

indigent, and cheerful. He knew books better than men, and
he knew the value of money least of all."

The chief point in Dr. Sheridan's career is of a tragi-

comic character which still further increases the appro-
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priatenesa of his appearance at the head of his descendants.
By Swift's influence he was appointed to a living in Cork,
in addition to which he was made one of the Lord*
Lieutenant's chaplains, and thus put in the way of
promotion generally. But on one unlucky Sunday the
following incident occurred. It must be remembered
that these were the early days of the Hanoverian succes-
sion, and that Ireland had been the scene of the last
struggle for the Stuarts. He was preaching in Cork, in
the principal church of the town on the Ist of August,
which was kept as the King's birthday.

"Dr. Sheridan, after a very solemn preparation, and when
he had drawn to himself the mute attention of his congrega-
tion, slowly and emphatically delivered his text, Sufficient
unto the day is the evil thereof. The congregation being
divided m poUtical opinions, gave to the text a decided
poUtical construction, and on the reverend preacher again
reading the text with more marked emphasis became excited,
and listened to the sermon with considerable restlessness and
aiixiety."

Another account describes this sermon as havin" been
preached before the Lord-Lieutenant himself, an honour
for which the preacher was not prepared, and which
confused him so much that he snatched up the first ser-

mon that came to hand, innocent of all political intention,
as well as of the date which gave such piquancy to his
text^ But whatever the cause, the eff'ect was disastrous.
He "shot his fortune dead by chance-medley " with this
single text. He lost his chaplaincy, and is even said to
have been forbidden the viceregal court, and all the ways
of promotion were closed to him for ever. But his spirit
was not broken by his evU luck. "Still he remained a
punster, a quibbler, a fiddler, and a wit Not a day

f f
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»

passed without a rebus, an anagram, or a madrigal Hii

pen and his fiddle were constantly in motion." He ha<J

" such a ready wit and flow of humour that it was impos-

sible for any, even the most splenetic man not to be

cheerful in his company." "In the iiivitations sent to

the Dean, Sheridan was always included ; nor was Swift

to be seen in perfect good humour imless when he made

part of the company." Nothing could be more con-

genial to the name of Sheridan than the description of

this lighthearted and easy-minded clerical humorist,

whose wit no doubt flushed like lightning about all the

follies of the mimic court which had cast him it, and

whose jovial hand-to-mouth existence had all that acci-

dentalness and mixture of extravagance and penury

which is the natural atmosphere of such reckless souls.

It is even said that Swift made use of his abilities and

appropriated his wit : the reader must judge for him-

self whether the Dean hp'-" any need of thieving in that

particular.

Dr. Sheridan'ri son, Thomas Sheridan, was a very

different man. He was very yo»3ng when he was left to

make his way in the world for himself; he had been

designed, it would appear, to be a schoolmaster like his

father ; but the stage has always had an attraction for

those whose associations are connected with that more

serious stage, the pulpit, and Thomas Sheridan became

an actor. He is the author of a Ufe of Swift, said to

be " pompous and dull,"—qualities which seem to have

mingled oddly in his own character with the lighthearted

recklessness of his race. His success on the stage v/as

not so great as was his popularity as a teucher of elocu-

tion, an art for which he seems to have conceived an
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" Shflrldun'i well-informed, animated, and bustling mind

I
never suflfered conTersation to stagnate," Boswell adds, " and

I
lln. Rheridan was a most agreeable companion to an intel-

leutaal man. She was sensible, ingenious, onassaming, yet

communicative. I recollect with satisfaction many pleasing

hours which I passed with her under the hospitable roof of

her husband, who was to me a verv kind friend. Her novel

I
entitled Mmain of Mitt Sidney Biddulph contains an excellent

!
moral, while it inculcates a future state of retribrtion ; and

w'kot it teaches is impressed upon the mind by a aeries of as

deep ditatresses as can afiUct humanity in the Amiable and

pious heroine. . . . Johnson paid her this high compliment

upon it : * I know not, madam, that you have a right upon

high principles to make your readers suffer so much.'

"

The cause of Johnson's quarrel with Sheridan is said

to have been some slighting words reported to the latter,

which Johnson hid let fall when he heard that Sheridan

had received & jOension of £200 a year from Government

" What ! have ihey given him a pension 1 then it is time

for me to give up mine"— a not unnatural cause of

offence, and all the more so that Sheridan flattered him-

self he hsid, by his interest with certain members of the

ministry, who had been his pupils, helped to procure his

pension for Johnson himself.

These were the palmy days of the Sheridan family.

Tl- IT children, of whom Richard was the third, had been

bom in Dublin, where the two little boys, Eichard and

his elder brother Charles, began their education under the

charge of a schoolmaster named Whyte, to whom they

were committed with a despairing letter from their

mother, who evidently had found the task of their educa-

tion too much for her. Perhaps Mrs. Sheridan, in an age

of epigrams, was not above the pleasure, so seductive to

all who possess the giit, of writing a clever letter. She
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telU the schoolmaster that the little pupils she is sending

him will be his tutors in the excellent quality of patient.:

" I have hitherto been their only instructor," she says,

" and they have suflSciently exercised mine, for two such

impenetrable dunces I never met witL" This is the

first certificate with which the future wit and dramatist

appeared before the world. When the parents went to

London in 1762, the boys naturally accompanied them.

And this being a time of prosperity, when Thomas

Sheridan had Cabinet Ministers for his pupils, and inte-

rest enough to help the great man of letters of the age

to a pension, it is not to be wondered if that hope which

never springs eternal in any human breast so warmly as

in that of a man who lives by his wits, and never knows

what the morrow may bring forth, should have so

encouraged the vivacious Irishman as to induce him to

send his boys to Harrow, proud to give them the best of

education, and opportunity of making friends for them-

selves. His pension, his pupils, his acting, his wife's

literary gains, all conjoined to give a promise of pros-

perity. When his fri nds discussed him behind his

back, it is true they were not very favourable to him.

" There is to be seen in Sheridan something to reprehend,

and everything to laugh at," says Johnson, in his " big

bow-wow style;" "but, sir, he is not a bad man. No,

sir : were mankind to bo divided into good and bad, he

would stand considerably within the ranks of the good."

The same authority said of him that though he could

" exhibit no character," yet he excelled in " plain decla-

mation"; and he was evidently received in very good

society, and was hospitable and entertained his friends,

an it was his nature to do. Evidently, too, he had no

:?ii.
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It is from Johnson's own
small opinion of himself,

mouth that the following anecdote at once of his Uher-

ality and presumption is derived. It does not show his

critic, perhaps, in a more farourable light

"Sheridan is a wonderful admirer of the tragedy of

DougUu, and presented its author with a gold medal. Some

years ago, at a coflfee-house in Oxford, I called to hun—
'
Mr.

Sheridan. Mr. Sheridan ! how came you to give a gold medal

to Home for writing that horrid playT This you see was

wanton and insolent : but I meant to be wanton and insolent

A medal has no value but as a stamp of merit, and was

Sheridan to assume to himself the right of giving that stamp?

If Sheridan was magnificent enough to bestow a gold medal

as an honorary mark of dramatic merit, he should liave re-

quested one of the Universities to choose the person on whom

it should be conferred. Sheridan had no right to give a

stamp of merit ; it was counterfeiting Apollo's coin."

The Irishman's vanity, prodigaUty, and hasty assump-

tion of an importance to which he had no right could

scarcely be better exemplified—nor, perhaps, the reader

will say, the privileged arrogance of the great critic It

is more easy to condone the careless extravagance of the

one than the deliberate insolence of the other. The

comment, however, is just enough ; and so, perhaps, was

his description of the Irishman'r attempt to improve the

elocution of his contemporaries. "What influence can

Mr. Sheridan have upon the language of this great

country by his narrow exertions V asks the great lexico-

grapher. " Sir, it is burning a candle at Dover to show

light at Calais." But when Johnson says, " Sir, Sherry is

dull, naturally dull : but it must have taken him a great

defil of pains to become what ^e now see him. Such an

excess of stupidity, sir, is not in nature,"—we acknow-
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ledge the wit, but doubt f be fact Thonuw Sheridan veiy
likely wanted humour, and was unable to perceive when
he made himself ridiculous, as in the case of the medal

;

but we want a great deal more evidence to induce us to
believe that the son of the jovial Dublin priost, and the
father of Sheridan the great, could have been dull He
was very busy—" bustling," as Boewell calls him, his

schemes going to his head, his vanity and enthusiasm
combined making him feel himself an unappreciated
reformer—a i;rophet thrown away upon an ungrateful
age. But stupidity had nothing to do with his follies.

He was " a wrong-headod whimsical man," Dr. Pair tells

cs, but adds, "I respected him, and he really liked me
and did me some important servicea" '• I once or twice
met his (Richard Sheridan's) mother : she was quite celes-

tial" Such are the testimonies of their contemporaries.
It was not long however, that the pair were able to

remain in Londoa There is a whimsical indication of
the state of distr^ into which Thomas Sheridan soon
feU in the mention by Boswoll of "the extraordinary
attention in his own country " with which he had been
"honoured," by having had "an exception made in his

favourm an Irish Act of Parliament concerning insolvent
debtors." " Thus to be singled out," says Johnson, " by
Legislature as an object of public consideration and
kindness is a proof of no common merit" It was a
melancholy kind of proof, however, and one wnich few
would choose to be gratified by. The family went to
France, leaving their boys at Harrow, scraping together
apparently as much as would pay their expenses there-
no small burden upon a struggling man. And at Blois,

in 1766, Mrs. Sheridan died. " She appeam," says Moore^

I m
ifi:
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"to hare been one of thoie rare women who^ united
to men of more pretennons but len real intellect than
themMlvea, meekly conceal thia raperiorify even from
their own hearte, and pasa their lives without a remon-
strance or murmur in geutly endeavouring to repair those
evils which the indiscretion or vanity of their partners
have brought upon them." Except that she found him
at seven an impenetrable dunce, there is no record of
any tie of sympathy existing between Mrs. Sheridan
and h?r brilliant boy.

He had not perhaps, indeed, ever appeared in this

character during his mother's lifetime. At Harrow he
inade but an unsatisfactoiy appearance. '* There was
little in his boyhood worth communication," says Dr.
Parr, whose long letter on the subject all Sheridan's
biographers quote; "he was inferior to many of his
schoolfellows in the ordinary business of a school, and I
do not remember any one instance in which he dis-

tinguished himself by Latin or English composition
either in prose or verse." This is curious enough; but
it is not impossible that the wayward boy, if he did
adventure himself in verse, would think it best to keep
his youthful compositions sacred from a master's eye.
Verse writers, both in the dead languages and in the
living, flourished at Harrow in those days of whom no
one has heard since, " .ut Richard Sheridan aspired to
no rivalry with either o' them." Notwithstanding this
absence of all the outward show of talent, Parr was not
a man to remain unconscious of the glimmer of genius in
the Irish boy's bright eyes. When he found that Dick
would not construe as he ought, he laid plans to take him
with craft, and " did not fail to probe and tease him.*
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" I stoted hit CMW with grvkt good homour to the npiwr

master, who wm one of the beet tempered men in 'Ve world :

end it was agreed between oe that Richard ehoi ' . be called

ofkener and worked more eeverely. The rarlet vjm nol inf>

fered to stand up in hie place, but wai eummoned to take hie

station near the master's table, where the voice of no prompter

could reach him : and in this defenceless condition he was

so harassed that he at last gathersd up some grammatical

rules and prepared himself for his lessons. While this tor-

menting pi'ocesB was inflicted upon him, I now and then

upbraiaed him. But you will take notice that he did not

incur any corporal punishment for his idleness : his industry

was just sufficient to keep him from disgrace. All the while

Sumner and I saw in him vestiges of a superior intellect

His eye, his countenance, his general manner, were striking ;

his answers to any common question were prompt and acute.

We knew the esteem and even admiration which somehow or

other all his s hoolfellows felt for him. He was mischievous

enough, but his pranks were accompanied by a sort of

vivacity and cheerfulness which delighted Sumner and my-
sell I had much talk with him about his apple loft, for the

supply of which all the gardens in the neighbourhood were

caxed, and some of thj lower boys were employed to furnish

it. I threatened, but without asperity, to trace Uie depredators

through his associates u^j to the leader. He with perfect

good humour set me at defiance, and I never could bring

home the charge to him. All boys and all masters were

pleased with him."

The amount of "good hiunour" in this sketch is

enough to make the Harrow of last century look like a

scholastic paradise ; and the humorous torture to which

young Sheridan was subjected shows a high sense of the

appropriate either in "the best tempered man in the

world," or in the learned doctor who loved to set forth

his own doings and judgment in the best light, and

had the advantage of telling his story after events had

shown what the pupil was. Parr, however, modestly
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disowni the credit of having developed the inteUeo-

tu%1 powers of Sheridan, and neither were they stima-

lated into literary effort by Sumner, the head-muter of

Harrow, who was a friend of his father, and had then-

fore additional opportunities of knowing the boy's capa-

bilities. " We both of us discovered great talents which
neither of us were capable of calling into action while

Sheridan was a schoolboy," Parr says. In short, it ii

evident that the boy, always popular and pleasant,

amusing and attracting his schoolfellows, and on per-

fectly amicable terms with the masters, even when he
was doubtful about his lesson, took no trouble what-
ever with his work, and cared nothing for the honours
of school. He kept himself afloat, and that was all.

His sins were not grievous in any way. He had it not
ir ' '8 power to be extravagant, for Thomas Sheridan in

his bankrupt condition must have had hard enough ado
to keep his boys at Harrow at all. But it is very clear

that neither scholarship nor laborious mental exertion

of any kind tempted him. He took the worid lightly

and gaily, and enjoyed his schoolboy years all the more
that there was nothing of the struggle of young ambition
in them. When his family came back from France
shortly after the mother's death, it is with a little gush
of enthusiasm that his sister describes her first meet-
ing after long separation with the deligL.*ul brother
whom she had half fore;otten, and who appears like a
young hero in all the early bloom of seventeen, with
his Irish charm and his Harrow breeding, to the eyes of
the little girl, accustomed no doubt to shabby enough
gentlemen in the cheap retreats of English poverty in

France.
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" He was handsome, not merely in the eyes of a partial

sister, bat generally allowed to be so. His cheeks had the

glow of health, his eyes—the finest in the world—the bril-

liancy of genius, and were soft as a tender and affectionate

heart could render them. The same playful fancy, the same

sterling and innoxious wit that was shown afterwards in his

writings, cheered and delighted the family circle. I admired

—I almost adored him !

"

No doubt the handsome merry boy was a delightful

novelty in the struggling family,where even the girls were

taught to mouth verses, and the elder brother had begun

to accompany his father on his half-vagabond career as a

lecturer, to give examples of the system of elocution

upon which he had conceit ''^rated all his faculties. After

a short stay in London the family went to Bath, where

for a time they settled, the place in its high days of

fashion being propitious to all the arts. The father,

seldom at home, lived a hard enough life, lecturing,

teaching, sometimes playing, pursuing his favourite object

as hotly as was practicable through all the struggles

necessary to get a living, such as it was, now abundant,

now meagre, for his family ; while the girls and boys

lived a sort of hap-hazard existence in the gay city,

getting what amusement they could—motherless, and

left to their own resources, yet finding society of a suf-

ficiently exciting kind among the visitors with whom the

town overflowed, and the artist-folk who entertained

them. Here, while Charles worked with his father,

Richard would seem to have done nothing at all, but

doubtless strolled about the fashionable promenade among

the bucks and beaux, and heard all that was going on,

and saw the scaiidal-makers nod their heads together,

and the officers now and then arrange a duel, and Lydia

"!

it

I iii
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Langukh ransack the circulating libraries. They were
aU about in those Uvely stree^ Mrs. Mahprop deranging
her epitaphs, and Sir Lucius with his pistols always
ready, and the little waiting-nuud tripping about the
scene with Delia's letters and Broken Fom under her
arm. The young gentleman swaggering among them saw
everything without knowing it^ and remembered those
famiUar figures when the time came : but in the mean-
while did nothing, Uving pleasantly with his young sisters,
no doubt very kind to them, and spending aU the money
the girls could spare out of their Uttle housekeepings
and falling in love, the most natural amusement of all.

It is wrong, however, to say that he was entirely
idle. At Harrow he had formed an intimate friend-
ship with a youth more ambitious than himself, the
Nathaniel Halhed whom Dr. Parr chronicles as hiving
" written weU in Latin and Greek." With tiiis young
man Sheridan entered into a sort of literary partnership
both in classical transktion and dramatic composition.
Their first attempt was a farce called Jupiter; the
subject being the story of Ixion, in which, curiously
enough, the after-ti^atment of the CrUic is shadowed
forth in various points, the little drama being in the
form of a rehearsal before a tribunal not unlike that to
which Mr. Puff submits his immortal tragedy. Simile
the supposed author, indeed says one or two things which
are scarcely unworthy of Puff The foUowing passage
occurs m a scene in which he is explaining to his critics
the new fashion of composition, how the music is made
first, and "tiie sense" afterwards (a process no ways
astomshing to the present generation), and how "a com-
plete set of scenes from Italy " is the first framework of
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the play which "some ingenious hand" writes up ta

" By this method," says one of the wondering commen-

tators, " 70U must often commit blunders ?

"

" Simile. Blunders ! to be sure I must, but I always could

get myself out of them again. Why, I'll tell you an instance

of it. You must know I was once a journeyman sonnet-

writer to Signor Squaltini. Now, bis method, when seized

with the furor harmonicus, was constantly to make me sit by
bis side, while he was thrumming on bis harpsichord, in order

to make extempore verses to wbb.«ver air be should beat out

to Ms liking. I remember one morning as be was in this

situation

—

thrum, thrum, thrum (moving his fingers as if beating

on the harpsichord), striking 'rut something prodigiously great

as be thought—'Hah! 'said he ; 'bah ! Mr. Simile

—

thrum,

thrum, thrfim—by gar, him is vary fine—write me some words

directly.' I durst not interrupt him to ask on what subject,

so instantly began to describe a fine morning.

Calm was the land and calm the skies.

And calm the heaven's dome serene,

Hush'd was the gale and hush'd the breeze,

And not a vapour t' be seen.

I sang it to his notes. * Hah ! upon my word, vary pritt

—

thrum, thrum, thrum. Stay, stay ! Now, upon my word, here

it must be an adagio. Thrum, thrum, thrum. Ob ! let it be

an Ode to Melancholy.'

Monop. The devil ! then you were puzzled sure

Sim. Not in the least ! I brought in a cloud in the next

stanza, and matters, you see, came about at once.

Monop. An excellent transition.

(yCd. Vastly ingenious, indeed.

Sim. Was it not, very ? it required a little command—

a

little presence of mind."

When the rehearsal begins, the resemblance is still

more perfect, though there is no reproduction either of

the plot or characters introduced. We are not told how

much share Halhed had in the composition : it was he
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whn furnished the skeleton of the play, but it is scarcely
possible that such a scene as the above could be from
any hand but Sheridtn's. This youthful effort was never
finished. It was to have brought in a sum of money,
which they both wanted much, to the young authors-
"The thoughts," Halhed says, "of ^200 shared between
us are enough to bring the water into one's eyea" Hal-
hed, then at Oxford, wanted the money above aU things
to enable him to pay a visit to Bath, where lived the
young lady whom aU these young men adored ; and young
Sheridan, who cf a doubt, required it for a thousand uses.
But they were both at an age when a great part of plea-
sure Ues in the planning, and when the mind is easily
diverted to another and another new beginning. A pub-
lication of the Toiler type was the next project, to be
caUed (one does not know why) Heman's Miscellany;
but this never went further than a part composition of
the first number, which is somewhat feeble and flippant as
the monologue of an essayist of that old-fashioned type if
not under any special inspiration, is apt to be. Finely
the yoimg men succeeded in producing a volume of so-
called translations from a dubious Latin author caUed
Aristaenetus, of wlmm no one knows much, and on whom
at leaat it was very easy for them to father the Ught and
frothy verses, which no one was likely to seek for in the
ongmal-if an original existed. Their preface favours the
Idea that the whole business was a literary hoax by which
they did not even expect their readers to be taken in.
Amt<Br,^us got itself published, the age being fond of
classics rubbed down into modem verse, but does not seem

have done any more. The two young men were in hopes
that Sumner, their old master, «' and the wise few of their
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acquaintance," would talk about the book, and perhaps
discover the joint authorship, and help them to fame and
profit But these hopes were not reaUsed, as mdeed they
did not in the least deserve to be. They were flattered
by being told that Johnson was supposed to be the author,
which must have been a friendly invention; and Halhed
tried to believe that " everybody had read the book," and
that the second part, vaguely promised in the preface on
condition of the success of the first, •« should be published
immediately, being of opinion that the readers of the
first volume would be sure to punshase the second, and
that the publication of the second would put it into the
heads of others to buy the first,"—a truly business-like
argument, which, however, did not con\-ince the book-
sellers. It seems a pity to burden the collection of Sheri-
dan's works nowwith these unprofitable verses, which were
never acknowledged, and did not even procure for young
Halhed, who wanted it so much, the happiness of a visit
to Bath, or a sight of the object of his boyish adoration.

It is the presence of this lady which gives interest and
romance to the early chapter of Sheridan's life, and the
record cannot go further without bringing her in. There
flourished at Bath in those days a family called by Dr.
Bumey, in his History of Music, a nest of nightingales^—th« fanuly of Linley, the composer, who had been for
years at the head of musical enterprise in the district, the
favourite singing master, the conductor of aU the concerts,
a man whom Bath delighted to honour, and whose fame
spread over England by means of the beau monJe which
took the waters in that city of pleasure. The position
that such a man takes in a provincial town has become
once more so much like what it was in the latter half of
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beside. In Bath the young men were all at her feet, and

not only the young men, as was natural, but the elder and
less innocent members of society. That the musician and
his wife might have entertained hopes or evn allowed

themselves to be betrayed into not entirely unjustifiable

schemings to marry their beautiful child to somebody who
would raise her into a higher sphere, may well be believed.

One such plan indeed it is evident did exists which the

poor girl herself foiled by making an artless confession

to the man whom her parents had determined she should

marry— "Mr. Long, an old gentleman of considerable

fortune," who had the magnanimity to take upon himself

the burden of breaking the engagement, and closed the

indignant father's mouth by settling a little fortune of

j£3000 upon the young lady

A danger escaped in this way, however, points to many
other pitfalls among which her young feet had to tread,

and one at least of a far more alarming kind has secured

for itself a lasting place in her future husband's history.

There is a curious letter ^ extant, which is printed in all

Sheridan's biographies, and in which Eliza gives an ac-

count to a dear friend and confidant of the toils woven
around her by one of her father's visitors, a certain

Captain Matthews, who, though a married man and much
older than herself, had beguiled the simple girl into a

prolonged and clandestine sentimental correspondence.

The sophisticated reader, glancing at this quaint pro-

duction, without thought of the circumstances or the

• Mrs. Norton in a preliminary sketch to an intended history of

the Sheridans, never written, denies the authenticity of this letter

with a somewhat ill-directed family pride : but no doubt haa been
thrown upon it by any of Sheridan's biographers.
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perron, would probably conclude that there was harm in
it» which it is very certain from all that ia said and done
besides did not exist; but the girl in her innocence evi-
dently felt that the stolen intercourse, the whisperings
aside, the man's protestations of fondness, and despair if
she withdrew from him, and her own half-flattered half-
fnghtened attraction towards him, were positive guilt
The letter, indeed, is Lydia Languish from beginning to
end,-the Lydia Languish of real life without any genius
to tnm her utterance into just as much as is needful and
charactenstic,—and in consequence is somewhat tedious,
long-wmded, and confused ; but her style, something
between Clarissa Harlowe and Julia Mannering, is quite
appropriate at once to the revelation and the period
The affair to which her letter refers has occupied far too
much space, we think, in the story of Sheridan's life, yet
It 18 a curious exposition of the time, the class, and the
locality. The Maid of Bath, as she was caUed, had
many adorers. Young Halhed, young Charles Sheridan
-neither of them with much to offer-foUowed her
steps wherever she moved, and applauded to the echo
every note she sang, as did many another adorer; while
witlun the busy and full house the middle-aged visitor
her fathers so-called friend, had a hundred opportunities
for a whispered word, a stolen caress, half permissible for
the sake of old friendship, and because no doubt he had
known her from a child. But even at sixteen the eyes
of a girl accustomed to so many tributes would soon be
opened and the poor Lydia became alarmed by the
warmth of her half-paternal lover and by the secrecy of
his communications. This was her position at the time
tiie bhendans appear upon the scene.
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The new influence immediately began to telL Miss

Linley and Miss Sheridan became devoted friends—and

the two brothers " on our first acquaintance both pro-

fessed to love me." She gave them no hope " that I

should ever look upon them in any other light than as

brothers of my friend ;" but yet " preferred the youngest"

as " by far the most agreeable in person, beloved by every

one, and greatly respected by all the better sort of people."

Richard Sheridan, it would seem, immediately assumed

the position of the young lady's secret guardian. He
made friends with Matthews, became even intimate with

him, and thus discovered the villainous designs which he

entertained ; while, on the other hand, he obtained the

confidence of the lady, and became her chief adviser.

It was a curious position for a young man—but he was

very young, very poor, without any prospects that could

justify him in entering the lists on his own account; and

while he probably succeeded in convincing Miss Linley

that his love for her was subdued into friendship, he

seems to have been able to keep his secret f^-om aU his

competitors, and not to have been suspected by any of

them. In the heat of the persecution by Matthews, who

resisted all her attempts to shake off his society, frighten-

ing her by such old-fashioned expedients as threatening

his own life, and declaring that he could not live without

seeing her—incessant consultations were necessary with

the young champion who knew the secret, and whose

advice and countenance were continually appealed to. No
doubt they met daily in the ordinary course at each other's

houses ; but romance made it desirable that they should

find a secret spot where Eliza could confide her troubles

to Richard, and he warn her and encourage her in her
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reflistance. •• A grotto in Sydney Gardew "
is reported

to have been the scene of those meetings. On one occa-
rion the anxie.u. adviser must have uiged his warnings
too far, or ir^isted too warmly upon the danger of her
position, for she left him angrily, resenting his interfer-
ence

: and this was the occasion of the verses addressed
to Delia which he left upon the seat of the grotto for her,
with an apparently well-justified but somewhat rash con-
fidence that they would fall into no other hands. In
this, after celebrating the « moss-covered grotto of stone

"

and the dew-drippmg willow that overshadows it, he
unfolds the situation as follows :

—

"—this is the grotto where Delia recUned,
As late lin secret her confidence sought •

And this is the tree kept her safe from the 'wind
As blushing she heard the grave lesson I taught

" Then tell me thou grotto of moss-covered stone,
And tell me thou willow with leaves dripping dew

Did Delia seem vexed when Horatio was gone,
And did she confess her resentment ta you 7

"Methinks now each bough as you're waving it tries
To waisper a cause for the sorrow I feel,

To hint how she frowned when I dared to 'advise
And sigh'd when she saw that I did it with zeal.

"True, true, silly leaves, so she did I allow

;

She frowned, but no rage in her looks did I see ;She frowned, but reflection had clouded her brow,
She sigh'd, but perhaps 'twas in pity for me.

•

"For well did she know that my heart meant no wrong.
It sank at the thought but of giving her pain

;But trusted its task to a faltering tongue.
Which err-d from the feeUngs it would not explain.
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" Yet oh, if indeed I've offended the maid,
If Delia my humble monition refuse,

Sweet willow, the next time olie viwts thy «had«»,
Fan gently her boeom and plead its excnae.

"And thou, rtony grot, in thy arch nmy'rt preeerve
Two lingering drope of the night-fallen dew

;

And just let them fall at her feet, and they'll serve
As tears of my sorrow entrusted to you."

This is not very fine poetry ; but it is very instructive
u to the curious complication of affairs. It would not
have suited Captain Absolute to play such a part j but
Lydia Languish, amid all the real seriousness of the
dilemma, no doubt would have derived a certain comfort
from the romantic circumstances altogether—the villain,

on one hand, threatening to lay his death at her door;
the modest self-suppressed adorer, on the other, devoting
himself to her service; the long confidential conferences
in the dark and damp little shelter behind the willow
the verses left on the seat;—nothing could have been
more delightful to a romantic imaginatioa

But the excitement heightened as time went on ; and
the poor giri was so harassed and persecuted by the man
whose suit was a scandal, that she tried at last, she teUs us,
to take poison as the only way of escape for her, searching
for and finding in Miss Sheridan's room a small phial of
laudanum, which had been used for an aching tooth, and
which was too small apparently to do any harm. After
this tremendous evidence of her miserable state, Sheridan,
who would seem to have confined himself hitherto to
warnings and hints, now disclosed the full turpitude of
Matthews' intentions, and showed her a letter in which
the villain announced that he had determined to proceed
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to .tooDg meMUTOi, and if ho could not overeome her by
pleadings meant *^ carry her off by force. " The moment
I read this hor. ... setter I fainted, and it wa. «,me time
before I could r3coyer my senses sufficiently to thank Mr.
Shondan for opening my eyes." But the question now
was, What was to be done T For the poor^l seem, to
have had no confidence in her father's power of protect-mg her. and probably knew the inexpediency of embroil-mg h,m with his patrona The twoyoung creature, laid
thoir foolish heads together in this crisis of fato-the
girl thoroughly frightened, the youth full of chivalrous
deternunation to prote.c her, and doubtless not without
a hotheaded young lover's hope to turn it to his own
advantage. He proposed that she rfiould fly to France.
and there take refuge in a convent tiU the danger should
be over Hi. own family had left France only a few
years before and the sister whowa. Eliza's friend would
recommend her to the kind num. at St Quentin, where
.he had herself been brought up. "He would go withme to protect me, and after he had seen me settled he
would return to England and place my conduct in such
a

1 ght that the world would applaud and not condemn
me.

»<•••"

Such WM the wonderful expedient by which the dif-
ficutoea of tb„ terrible crisis were mrmounted. Her

cov^^Tth! f.'r "^' ^"'"' "<""«cover of the tccidental commotion young SheridanWed the .gitated giri into a ob^.LiJ^^™ « the secret .:.d, no d.abt, in high excitement too,

Mt night they posted off to London. "Sheridan hadengaged the wife of one of his servant to go with me «
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a maid without my knowledge. You may imagine how
Dleawd I waa with hie delicate behaviour." This hMt
.

tioular reaches the yery heights of chivaky, for, no
doubt, it must have been quite a different matter to the
impassioned boy to conduct the flight» with a common-
place matron seated in his post^haise between him and
his beautiful DeUa, instead of the UMt4iie which he might
so easilyhave secured. Next daytheycrossed the Channel
to the little sandy port of Dunkirk and were safe.

And it would seem that the rash young lover was
very honest and really meant to carry out this nuwl
project; for she did eventufJly reach her convent, whither
he attended her with punctilious respect But when
they were fairly launched upon their adventurous career,

either common sense or discreet acquaintances soon made
it apparent to the young man that ayouth and a maiden,
however virtuous, cannot rove about the world in this way
without comment, and that there was but one thing to
be done in the circumstances. Perhaps Miss Lin! ^ had
begun to feel something more than the mere "preference
for the youngest," which she had so calmly announced,
or perhaps it was only the desperate nature of the cir-

cumstances that made her yield. But however that may
b'

; "'o fugitives went through the ceremony of mar-
r.. lais, though they seem to have separated
imiLv 'terwards, carrying out the high sentimental
and Platomc romance to the end.

It is a curious commentary, however, upon the prodi-
gality of the penniless class to which Sheridan belonged,
that he could manage to start off suddenly upon this

journey out of Thomas Sheridan's shifty household, where
money was never abundant, a boy of twenty with nothing

:n
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of hii own-hurrying up to London wJth po«t>horws, and
hinng nugnific«ntly " the wife of one of hu lervuite "

to
attend apon his love. The worde eoggest « retinue of
retainers, and the journey itself would have taxed the
resources of a youth much better endowed than Sheridan.
Did he borrow, or run chivalrously into debtt or how did
he manage itt His sister "assisted them with money
out of herhttle fund for house expenses," but that would
not go far. Perhaps the friend in Londc 'a "respectable
brandy-merchant") to whom he introduce i Miss Linley as
an heiress who haa eloped with him. may have helped on
such a warrant to furnish the funds. But there is no-
thing more remarkable than the ease with which these
impecunious gallants procure post-chaises, servants, and
luxuries in those dashing days. The young men think
nothing of a headlong journey from Bath to London and
back again, which, notwithstanding all our increased
facihties of locomotion, penniless youths of to-day would
hesitate about. Tc be sure it is possible that credit was
to be had at the livery.stables, whereas, fortunately
none is possible at the railway station. Post-horses
seem to have .een an affair of ^very day to the heroes
of the Crescent and the Parade.

Meanwhile everything was left in commotion at ;. ,^e.
Charles Sheridan, the elder brother, had left Bath and
gone to the country in such dejection, after Miss Linley's
final refusal of his addresses, as became a sentimental
over. When Richard went off triumphant with the
lady, his sisters were left alone in great excitement and
agitation, and their landlord, thinking the girls required
protection," according to the language of the time, set

out at break of day to bring back the rejected from his
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retirement The feelings of Charles on finding that hi«

younger brother, whom even the girls did not know to be
a lover of Miss Linley, had carried off the prize, may be
imagined. But the occasion of the elopement, the design-
ing villain of the piece,—the profligate whose pursuit had
driven the lady to despair,—was furious. Miss Linley
had no doubt left some explanation of the extraordinary
step she was taking with her parents, and Sheridan
appears to have taken the same precaution and disclosed
the reasons which prompted her flight When Matthews
heard of this he published the following advertisement
in a Bath newspaper.

"Mr. Richard S ****** * having attempted,m a letter left behind him for that purpose, to account for his
scandalous method of running away from this place by insinua-
tions derogatory to my character and that of a young lady
innocent so far as relates to me or my knowledge ; since
which he has neither taken any notice of letters, or even
informed his own family of the place where he has hid him-
self: I can no longer think he deserves the treatment of a
gentleman, and therefore shall trouble myself no further
about him than, in this public method, to post him as a
L * * * and a treacherousS********

" And as I am convinced there have been many malevolent
incendiaries concerned in the propagation of this infamous
lie, if any of them, unprotected by age, infirmities, or pro-
fession, will dare to acknowledge the part they have acted,
and affirm to what they have said of me, they may depend
on receiving the proper reward of their villainy in the most
public manner."

This fire-eating paragraph was signed with the writer's

name, and it may be imagined what a delightful commo-
tion it made in such a metropolis of scandal and leisure,

and with what excitement all the frequenters of the

SI



r.l HIS YOUTH.

pump-room and the assemblies looked for the next inci-
dent Some weeks elapsed b Mre they were satisfied,
but Uie following event was .^ riking enou,:! to content the
most sensational imaginaf.u. It wouii seem to have
been April before a clue wt. io.nd to tlie fugitives, and
Linley started at once from Bath to recover his daughter.
He found her to his great relief doubtless, in the house
of an Enghsh doctor in Lisle, who had brought her there
from her convent^ and placed her under his wife's care
to be nursed when she was ill. Everything, it was
evident, had been done in honour, and the musician
seems to have been so thankful to find things no worse
^at he took the young people's explanations in good partHe would even seem to have made some sort of condi-
tional promise that she should no longer be compeUed
to perform m public after she had fulfilled existing en-
gagements, and so brought her back peacefully to Bath
Richard, who in the meantime, in his letters home, had
spoken of his bride as Miss L, amiouncing her settlementm her convent, without the slightest intimation of any
claim on his part upon her, seems to have returned withthem; but no one, not even Miss Linley's father, was
mformed of the Calais marriage, which seems, in aU good
faith to have been a form gone through in case any
scandal should be raised, but at present meaning nothing
more^ And Bath. M^th all its scandal-mongL. at Ipenod when the general imagination was far from
delicate, seems to have accepted the escapade with a con-
fidencem both the young people, and entire belief in their
honour, which makes us think better both of the age and

tTT ^\^°'^^*^^«'^«'«"«hfaithwouldbeLwn
in the hero and heroine of a similar freak in our own day
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Young Sheridan, however, came home to no peaceable
reception. He had to meet his indignant brother in the
first place, and to settle the question raised by the in-

sulting advertisement of Matthews, which naturally set
his youthful blood boiling. Before his return to Bath he
had seen this villain in London, who had the audacity
to disclaim the advertisement and attribute it to Charles
Sheridan—asuggestionwhich naturallybrought the young
man home furious. The trembling sisters, delighted to
welcome Richard, and, eager to know all about his adven-
ture, had then- natural sentiments checked by the gloomy
looks with which the brothers met; and went to bed
reluctantly that first evening, hearing the young men's
voices high and angry, and anticipating with horror a
quarrel between them. Next morning neither of them
appeared They had gone off again with those so-easily-

obtained post-horses to London. A terrible time of
waiting ensued ; the distracted girls ran to the Linleys,
but found no information there. They expected nothing
better than to hear of a duel between their brothers
for the too-charming Eliza's sake.

Hitherto, all has been the genteelest of comedy in
fine eighteenth-century style : the villain intriguing, the
ardent young lover stealing the lady out of his clutches,

and Lydia Languish herself not without a certain delight
in the romance, notwithstanding all her flutterings : the
post-chaise dashing through the nighty the alarms of the
voyage, the curious innocent delusion of the marriage,
complaisant priest and homely confidant, and guardian-
bridegroom with a soul above every ungenerous advan-
tage. But the following act is wildly sensational The
account of the brawl that follows is given at length bj
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allShendansbiographerB. It « scarcely necessaiy to say
that when the brothers, angry as both were, had mutuaUy
explained themselves, it was not to lift unnatural hands
against each other that tJiey sallied forth, while the
girls lay hstening and trembling upstairs, but to jump
once more into a post-chaise, and rattle over the long
levels of the Bath road to town through the dewy chill
of a May mght, which did nothing, however, towards

nr. ri ^f
^^"^ ^^""'^ ^*«^^g B»^. Richard

had flashed forth a letter to the Master of the Ceremonies,
informmg him Uiat Mattiiews' conduct had been such
that no verbal apology could now be accepted from him.
rhe first step the hero took on arriving in London was
to challenge the villain, who indeed would seem to have
behaved as mfamously as the most boldly^wn villain
on the stage could be represented as doing. And then
comes a most curious scene. The gentlemen with their
rapiei. go out to the P talking out together about
SIX m the evemng, appar- time when the Park wasamost empty; but on various pretences the offender de-
c mes to fight there, with an air of endeavouring to slip out
of the risk ^together. After severe attempts to pex^uade
lum to stand and draw, the party, growing more and more
excited^ at length go to a coffee-house, "The Castle Tavern.
Hem^eta Street "-having first caUed at two or th^
other places, where their heated looks would seem to have
roused suspicion. Their march through the streets in thesummer evemng on this strange errand, each with his

and the blood boiling in his veins, among all the peaceful
groups streaming away from the Park, is wonderful
to think of. When they got admittance at last to .
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private room in the tavern, the following scene
occurs:

—

"Iilr. Ewart (the second of Sheridan) took lights up in
his hand, and almost immediately on ou- iutering the room
we engaged. I struck Mr. Matthews' point so much out of
^e line that I stepped up and caught hold of his w-rist, or
the hilt of his sword, while the point of mine was at his
breast You (the letter is addressed to the second on the
other side) ran in and caught hold of my arm, exclaiming—
' Don't kill him I' I struggled to disengage my arm, and
said his sword was in my power. Mr. Matthews called out
twice or thrice, 'I l^g my lif&' You immediately said

^
There I he has beg-ed his Hfe, and now there is an end of

It
;
and on Mr. Ewart's saying that when his sword was in

my power, as I attempted no more you should not have inter-
fered, you replied that you were wrong, but that you had
done it hastily and to prevent mischief—or words to that
eflFf .u Mr. Matthews then hinted that I was rather obliged

^
your interJ -tion for the advantage: you declared that

before you did so both the swords were in Mr. Sheridan's
power. Mr. Matthews still seemed resolved to give it another
turn, and observed that he had never quitted his sword,
ftovoked at this I then swore (with too mu/a heat, perhaps)
that he should either give up his sword and I would break
It, or go to his guard agam. He refused— but on mypersistr
mg either gave it into my hand, or flung it on the table or the
ground (which, I will not absolutely affirm). I broke it and
flung the hilt to the other end of the room. He exclaimed
at this. I took a mourning sword from Sir. Ewart, and,
presenting him with mine, gave my honour that what had
passed should never be mentioned by me, and he might now
right himself again. He replied that he ' vould never draw a
sword against the man that had given him his Ufe' ; but on
his still exclaiming a^iaiudt the indignity of breaking his
sword (which he had brought upon himself), Mr. Ewart offered
him the pistols, and some altercation passed between them,
Mr. Matthews said that he could never show his face if it were
known that his sword was broke—that such a thing had never
been done—that it cancelled all obligations, etc. You seemed
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to think it wan wrong, and we both proDosed th«f ;f i,mwrepreaented the affair it shn, M Jf

,P*^" "** ^ hene<rer

This was settied. iTen ^°e^fVr v^r^'^*'^**^ '^ '^
expressed himselfsensSoSiJl Matthews, as he had
indignity he had done^byC adt^lf* ^ ^'l««<'«

«>d
not occur io him that hi Li ^Ivertisement, whether it did
that as it wasTow in h?s Zl T T^'' Batisfaction

: and
supposed hewo'^Ji^tKr ^mt? "^^^'T

'^•'^*' '

unless conditionally. I ^ted o^. ^'^^"^{^^7 refused,

leave the room tUl it wrSlL mT^ "^\^ '^^'^^ '^^t

and with much ill gx^Tte^^^e ^Z^'""
^*«-^-.

There could not be a more curious scena Th« *

the tavern proceeded peacefully below is 171
picture as we can remember Shl'i ' °^' *

circumstances was madVin „
^^'"^'^^ « ^«°"^t of the

stated them. ^iTerL: Zy ^^tl ""^^^

turned home on Tuesdav r^n • /.u
^'''*^®" ^-

on Saturday Ihr^^Lw 7°'f'^ ^^ '^'* ^^^^

very evidently was iu8tif5«!l T ^u
Presentiment

* 1
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the UBual dignified calm which charactciises such deadly

meetings. Matthews broke his sword upon Sheridan's

ribs. The two antagonists fell together, Sheridan
wounded and bleeding underneath, while the elder and
heavier man punched at him with his broken sword.

They were separated at length by the seconds, Sheridan
refusing to "beg his life." He was carried home very
seriously wounded, and, as was believed, in great danger.

Miss Linley was singing at Oxford at the time, and
while there Sheridan's wounded condition and the inci-

dent altogether was concealed from her, though every-

body else knew of it and of her connection with it

When it was at last communicated to her, she almost
betrayed their secret, which even now nobody suspected,

by a cry of " My husband ! my husband !" which startled

all who were present, but was set down to her excite-

ment and distress, and presently forgotten.

This tremendous encounter closed the episode. Mat-
thews had vindicated his courage and obliterated the

stigma of the broken sword, and though there was at one
moment a chance of a third duel, thenceforward we hear
little more of him. Sheridan recovered slowly under the

care of his sisters, his father and brother being again absent
and not very friendly. " We neither of us could approve
of the cause in which you suffer," Charles writes. "All
your friends here (in London)condemn you. " The brother,

however, has the grace to add that he is " unhappy at the

situation I leave you in with respect to money matters,"

and that "Ewart was greatly vexed at the manner of

your drawing for the last twenty pounds," so that it seems
the respectable brandy-merchant had been the family

stand-by. The poor young fellow's position was miser-
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«bb with him. WhTh. „„7^ .r
",»''<«<'«'» «t « low •

tioa» which, eoounon JSe p^t 1"", ™"^ "'"'"'=-

w^ Aowed .o^eaung more S.« t.f ?T"""°8
composition, which is ™T . T °

'""''^ '"«'' of

*.tV "40 1;: jt 7mj^*:T .r"''
"

Sacred to Ehza Eirfey T^r. .1
^ '^'^ ^""'^

"the moss^overed grol"wll ,„t
''"" "»"'

snatch of song, ^1,4 ,^' ™ ""^ '"""""'S graceful

heart «,d sung% WeIkTour°°"^^ *" "" «°' "^

Huahdbealat8igh,^edITth.tte,^.
Ce« bodmg doubt, cesseToxil foV,

^ry be that tear

AeVat thou how long my love will stayWhen all that's new is paat?
^'
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How long, ah Delia, can I say,

How long my life will last ?

Dry be that tear, be haah'd that sigh,

At least 111 love thee till I die.

Hush'd be that sigh.

And does that thought affect thee too,

The thought of Sylvio's death,

That he who only breath'd for you
Must yield his faithful breath ?

Hush'd be that sigh, be dry that tear,

Nor let us lose our heaven here.

Dry be that tear."

Moore, with a pedantry which is euflSciently absurd,
having just traced an expression in the "moss-covered
grotto" to a classical authority, though with a doubt very
favourable to his own scholarship, " whether Sheridan
was likely to have been a reader of Augurianus," finds a

close resemblance in the above to "one of the madrigals
of Montreuil," or perhaps to " an Italian song of Manage."
Very likely it resembled all those pretty things, the
rococo age being not yet over and such elegant trifles

still in fashion—as indeed they will always be as long as

youth and its sweet follies last.

Other pretty bits of verse might be quoted, especially

one which brings in another delightful literary association

into the story. LadyMargaret Fordyce—the beloved sister

at whose departure from the old home in Fife Lady Anne
Lindsay was so dejected, that to console herself she sang
the woes, more plaintive still than her own, of that

immortal peasant lass who married Auld Robin Gray
—was then in Bath, and had been dismissed by a local

versifier in his description of the beauties of the place

by a couplet about a dimple, which roused young
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She^d„W.a, ,.c„^, ^„„_„ ^ ^^ ^^^^^
"Could yon really discover,

^ garing those sweet beauties over.No other charm, no winning grace.
Adorning either mind or faw,
But one poor dimple to express
The qumtessence of loveliness ?

Mark'd you her cheek of rosy hue ?Ma^k'd you her eye of sparkling buet

That cheek, abash'd at man's approving •

The one Love's arrows dartingE ^

'

The other blushing at the wound
;

Now Pallas-now the Queen of Love ?"

the mo.t fantMHc deKription, emboditos JkrZ-,
^^ «.e life of . band of o;tUw,IZgll";'
^r- It r '^'^ '"•^quarter, in .f„LITwthe neighbourhood in alarm. The heroin. rLT>

st h'r"^
r*"'"'

^ "^'"^
'^ -Terf^ts

^en fteC^" "''-''"' '" «° "-"^ "»' •., d,. ^„» n the f.«e of man except that of the old hermit, who.her gu.rd.an. She haa been permitted, howTer me
ghmp,e„facert«nyoonghmit™a„.„H„;*^;^^^^'
a phantom, until a second right of him when h,7^t»
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prisoner by the robbers, and unaccountablyintroduced into

the cave where she lies asleep, convinces her of his reality,

and naturally Las the same eflTect upon her which the
sudden apparition of Prince Ferdinand had upon Miranda.
The scene is pretty enough as the work of a sentimental

youth in an age addicted to the highflown everywhere,
and especially on the stage. The hero, when unbound
and left to himself, begins his soliloquy, as a matter of

course, with a " Ha ! where am I V but changes his tone
from despair to rapture when he sees the fair Reginilla

whose acquaintance he had so mysteriously made. " Oh,
would she but wake and bless this gloom with her bright

eyes," he says, after half a page. "Soft, here's a lute

:

perhaps her soul will know the call of harmony." Mrs.
Radcliffe's lovely heroines, at a still later period, carried

their lutes abo * with them everywhere, and tuned them
to th J utteiitflc .i a favourite copy of verses in the most
terrible circumstances ; so that the discovery of so handy
an instrument in a robber's cave occasioned no surprise

to the young hero. The song he immediately sung has
been, Moore confesses, manipulated by himself. " I have
taken the liberty of supplying a few rhymes and words
that are wanting," he says, so that we need not quote it

as an example of Sheridan. But the performance has its

desired effect and the lady wakes.

" Reg. (waMng). The phantom, father ! (seizes hit hand)
Oh, do not—do not wake me thua.

Huntsman (hueling). Thou beauteous sun of this dark
world, that mak'st a place so like the cave of death a heaven
to me, instruct me how I may approach thee—how address
thee and not offend.

Reg. Oh, how my soul could hang upon those lips. Speak
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Why ore you
on I and yet methinks he ihould not kneel,
afraid, sir ? indeed I cannot hurt you.

Hunt*. Sweet Innocence, I am sure thou would'st not
Btg. Art thou not he to whom I tol' -ny name, and did'et

thou not Bay thine was —

—

Hunts, Oh blessed was the name that then thou told'st—
it has been ever since my charm and kept me from distraction.
But may I ask how such sweet excellence as thine could be
bid in such a place 7

Reg. Alas
! I know not—for such as thou I never saw before

nor any like myself.
'

Hunts. Nor like thee ever shall ; but wou'l'st leave this
place and live with such as I am 7

JZegr. Why may not you live here with such as I ?

Hunts. Yes, but I would carry thee where all above an azure
canopy extends, at night bedropt with gems, and one more
glorious lamp that yields such beautiful light as love enjoys

;

while underneath a carpet shall be spread of flowers to court
the presence of thy step, with such sweet-whispered invitations
from the leaves of shad^^ groves or murmuring of silver streams,
that thou shalt think thou art in paradise.

Reg. Indeed I

Hunts. Ay, and 111 watch and wait on thee all day, and
cull the choicest flowers, which while thou bind'st in the
mysterious knot of love, I'll tune for thee no vulgar lays, or
tell thee tales shaU make thee weep, yet please thee, whUe
thus I press thy hand, and warm it thus with kisses.

Reg. I doubt thee not—but then my Governor has tcld me
many i tale of faithless men, who court a lady but to steal
her peace. . . . Then, wherefore could'st thou not live here ?

For I do feel, though tenfold darkness did surround this spot,
I would be blest would you but stay here ; and if it make you
sad to be imprisoned thus, I'd sing and pky for thee, and
dress thee sweetest fruits, and though you chide me would kiss
thy tears away, and hide my b't. dng fiace upon thy bostim :

mdeed I would. Then what avails the gaudy days, and all the
evil things I'm told inhabit them, to those who have within
themselves all that delight and love and heaven can give I

Hunts. My angel, thou hast indeed the soul of love.
Reg. It is no ill thing, is it ?
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i-fr—» °^ *'^-" " "» "-"-i- gift f

m on. of whioh the b»o uk„ th,JLJZZZk«r, go «„ onWde thU «nUm.nUI «ti„„„^ „i"^^f
^3' bl r"''Kt "" ? '"•' °' ^-"'°' P^-™-wcured bjr th. robbon, who u, mu], to beliar. thatthey h.« left thi. world „d «, bdng broXup bl

o^hoJangWw „„ „H„ ,„^^„^ ^^»
been . co»rt,er; th, culprit'. p„^ howerer, i. td^eX
. ~mp.»,on..e devil who begs that h. miy btZt^
huZtTter"""* ''-^'" '» -P- ^^'

Anoaer nnftushed .koteh cdled the ForaK^, d«>I.

^ h effe^ not quite „ Solent To the 2 „f yUe Sh«,d«. would threaten mUingly to pnrfu
" J™pUy «d outdo everything el» with .'It ^r^,*^homework «en» to h.v. been of the verv slidZfftohably to . much later period belong. thT pTeoTe^play upon the .ubject of Af^icn. tof.iOcl.'^^t

tended many memorandum, found written „~,n .i
paper book, in which hi. thought ^^tteT ul.«bj«t „ one which, in the opinion of vari".^ critic,would have been specially adapted to Sherid^Tp^^
«.d Moore, and many othe« foUowing Z !Z»
doubt ShendMi'. m.tinct warned him that on no .uch«et plan could hi. faculties work, and that tl^.Zhowever adapted to the di.pl.y of individua! :^
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tncitiea, wants «>inething more than • bundle of em-
bodied >/, to make iti porformancea telL Sir Bubble
Bon Sir Peregrine Paradox, the roproaenUtive "man who
de ight. ,n huny and interrupUon." the " man intriguing
only for thJ reputation of iV the "lady who i^ecU
poetiy. and all the rest, do well enough for the table-
talk of the imagination, or even to jot down and play withm a note-book

;
but Sheridan wa. bettor inspired than to

attempt to make them into a play. He had already
among these memorandums .f I ' a„ fi„t ijeaa of almost
all his future productions, the ... Jve notes afterward,
to be developed into th" MUia., malice of the scandal-
mongers the first concepuon of old Teazle, the earliest
adumbration of the immortal Puff. But the httle verses
which we have already quoted were the best of hi. actual
achievements at this early period, dictated as they wereby the early past'on which made the careless boy into
a man.

At least one other poetical address of a similar de-
scnption-stilted, yet not without a tender breath of
pastoral sweetness-was addressed to Eliza after she
became Sheridan's wife, and told how Silvio reclined
upon " Avon's ridgy bank "—

"Did mock the meadow's flowing pride,
Rail d at the dawn and sportive ring

:

The labour's call he did deride
And said. It was not Spring.

He Boomed the sky of azure blue,
He Momed whate'er could mirth bespeak.He chid the beam that drank the dew

TW^ t'^
*^^ ^^^ *^*' ^^^^ ^" glo'^ing cheek.Unpaid the season's wonted lay.

For stiU he sighed and said, It 'was not May »
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Which is of course explained by the circumstance
that Delia (for the nonce caUed Laura) was not there.
Laura responded in verses not much worse. It was a
pretty commerce, breathing full of the time when shep-
herds and shepherdesses were still the f&vourites of
dainty poetiy—a fashion which seems in some danger of
returning with the other quaintnesses of the time. But
this was after the young pair were united ; and in 1772,
when he had recovered of his wounds, and was making
what shift he could to occupy himself in the solitude of
Waltham, studying a little for a variety, reading up the
History of England and the works of Sir William
Temple, by way of improving his mind, that blessed
event seemed distant and unlikely enough.

In the Lent of 1773, Miss Linley came to London to
smg in the oratorios, and it is said that young Sheridan
resorted to the most romantic expedients to see her.
He was near enough to "tread on the heels of perilous
probabilitie8,"-a phrase which Moore quotes from one
of his letters,—and is said to have come from Wal-
tham to London, and to have disguised himself as a
hackney coachman, and driven her home from her per-
formances on several occasions. The anonymous author
of Sheridan and his Times asserts that on one of these
occasions, by some accident, the lady was alone, and that
this opportunity of communication led to a series of
meetings, which at length convinced the parents that
further resistance was hopeless. During all this time
it would appeal- the marriage at Calais was never referred
to, and was thought nothing of, even by the parties most
concerned. It was intended apparently as a safeguard
to Delia's reputation should need occur, but as nothing
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more; which says a great deal for the romantic gener-
osity of 80 ardent a lover and so penniless a man. For
Delia had her littie fortune, besides all the other charms
which spoke so much more eloquently to her Silvio's
heart, and was indeed a liberal income in herself, to any
one who would take advantage of it, with that lovely
voice of hera But the young man was romantically
magnanimous and highflying in his sense of honour.
He was indeed a very poor match,—a youth without a
penny, even without a profession, and no visible means
of living,—for the adored siren, about whom wealthy
suitors were dangling by the dozen, no doubt exciting
many anxious hopes in the breasts of her parents, if

not in her own faithful bosom. But love conquered in
the long run, as an honest and honourable sentiment>
if it lasts and can wait, is pretty sure to do. In April
1773, about a year from the time of their clandestine
marriage at Calais, they were married in the eye of day,
with all that was needful to make the union dignified
and respectable

; and thus the bustling little romance so
full of incident, so entirely ready for the use of the
drama, so like all the favourite stage-combinations of the
time, came to an end. We do not hear very much of
Mrs. Sheridan afterwards : indeed, except the letter to
which we have referred, she does littie to disclose her
personality at any time, but tiiere is sometiiing engaging
and attractive—a sort of faint but sweet reflection raying
out from her through aU her life. The Lydia Languish
of early days—the sentimental and romantic heroine of
so many persecutions and pursuits, of the midnight flight
and secret marriage—developed into one of those favour-
ites of society, half-artist, half-fine-lady, whose exertions
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bat a hidf-fictitious position «id dangerous flatteries,
without even the public singer's substantial reward-*
dass embmmg many charming and attractive women,v«^ of their own gifts and gracea Mrs. Sheridan^ however, at the same time-at least in aU the early
part of her career-a devoted wife, and seems to have

no l^r.^*-'°:.'"
''^*^' ^-»>»«^ ^^ formedno smaU item m his success as well as in his happiness

as ong as her existence lasted. It is said that shed«bked tfie life of a singer, and it is certain ThttI
acquiesced in his resolution to withdraw her iZtlpubhc appearances; but even in that point it is very^ely that there was some unconsidered sacrifice in

chL'h TT "^'" ^^^ *"^^ * '""^ ^ of the

«J^«h ' r " '^''"^^"^PO"-^ quoted by Moore,and she was always ready to sing without any p,«ssin^She saag here a great deal and to my infinite delight
but what had a peculiar charm was that she used totake my daughter, then a child, on her lap, and sing anumber of childish songs with such a pkyfdnrof
manner and such a sweetness of look and voice as w.s
quite enchanting."



CHAPTER II.

HIS FIRST DRAMATIC WORKa

Married at last and happy, after so much experience of
disappointment and hope deferred, Sheridan anu his
young wife took a cottage in the country, and retired
there to enjoy their long-wished-for life together, and to
consider an important^ but it would seem not absolutely
essential point—what they were to do for then- living.
Up to this point they have been so entirely the peraon-
ages of a drama, that it is quite in order that they
should retire to a rose-covered cottage, with nothing par-
ticular to live upon; and that the young husband, though
without any trade of his own by whicu he could earn a
dinner, should magnificently waive off all offers of employ-
ment for his wife, who had a trade—and a profitable one.
He was still but twenty-two and she nmeteen, and he
had hitherto managed to get all that was necessary, be-
sides post^haises and a considerable share of the luxuries
of the time, as the lilies get their bravery, without toU-
ing or spinning, so that it is evident the young man con-
fronted fate with very Httle alarm, and his proud attitude
of family head and master of his own wife is in the high-
est degree edifying as weU as amusing. We can scarcely
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help doubtmg greatly whether a prima donna even of
nineteen would let herself be disposed of now by such
an absolute authority. The tone of the letter in which
he communicates to his father-in-kw his lofty determina-
taon in this respect will show the young men of toniay
the value of the privileges which they have, it is to be
feared, partially resigned.

"Yours of the 3d instant did not reach me tiU yerterdavby reason of its missing us at Morden. As to theSSpoint It treats erf, I had given my answer some l^ZXMr. Isaac of Worcester. He had enclosed a letterTom

you (Mrs. S.) will fulfil a positive engagement, the breach of^hich would prove of fatal consequence to our meS Ihope Mr. Sheridan wUl think his honour in somed^e foncemed in fulfilUng if Mr. Storace, in ordeMo enS Mr'Isaac s argument, showed me his letter on the same subject tohim, which begins with saying, ' We must have Mrs. Sherid^

that If her husband is :.ot willing to let her perform, we wi 1

fdJlfiS""
*^' '^"'' rf«^«r«%in pr^venti^refrom fulfillmg a positive engagement' This I concdve tobe the very worst mode of application that could have beentaken

;
a. there really is not common sense in the idea thatmy lumaur can be concerned in my wife's fulfilling an engagemen which it is impossible she .hould ever haveSNor (as I wrote to Mr. Isaac) can you who gave the promisewhatever it was, be in the least charged with the bre^H1^'

as your daughter's marriage was an event which m^alwav^have been looked to by them as quite as natural a periodTyour rights over her as her death. And in my oSn twould have been just as reasonable to have appUed to^oj toftdfil your eng^ement in the latter case than in the formerAs to the imprudence of declining this engagement, I do^o^*thmk, even were we to suppose that my^fe should em on



ri.l HIS FIBST DRAMATIO WORKS. 47

any occasion appear again in public, there would be the least
at present For instance, I have had a gentleman with me
from Oxford (where they do not claim the least right as from
an engagement) who has endeavoured to place the idea of my
complimenting the university with Betsey's performance in
the strongest light of advantage to me. This he said on my
declining to let her perform on any agreement. He likewise
informed me that he had just left Lord North (the Chancellor),
who, he assured me, would look upon it as the highest compli-
ment, and had expressed himself so to him. Now, should it
be a point of inclination or convenience to me to break my
resolution with regard to Betsey's performing, there surely
would be more sense in obb'ging Lord North (and probably
from his ovr. application) than Lord Coventry and Mr. Isaac

;

for were she to sing at Worcester, there would not be the least
compliment in her performing at Oxford."

The poor pretty wife, smiling passive in the back-
ground while my young lord considers whether he will

"compliment the university" with her performance, is a
spectacle which ought to be impressive to the brides of
the present day, who take another view of their position

;

but there is a delightful humour in this turning of the
tables upon the stem father who had so often snubbed
young Sheridan, and who must have regarded, one would
suppose, his present impotence and the sublime superi-

ority of the new proprietor of Betsey with anything but
pleasant feelings. Altogether the attitude of the group
is very instructive in view of the changes of public
opinion on this point The most arbitrary husband now-
ardays would think it expedient at l<yi8t to associate his

wife's name with his own in any such refusal ; but the
proprietorship was undoubting in Sheridan's day. It will

be remembered that Dr. Johnson highly applauded the
young gentleman's spirit and resolution in this point.
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However, though she had so soon become Betsey and
his property, so far as business w«i concerned, the cottage
•t East Bumham among the beech trees and roses, sSl

r^t^^ ,**''*^" P*^ °^ ^*»^*"' ""d SUvio^ ad-
dressedtoDehathesweetestcomplimentsinverw. Whenhe IS absent he appeals to Hymen to find some thing forhim to do to make the hours pass when away from her.

"Alas I thou hast no wings, oh Time,
"was some thoughtless lover's rhyme.
Who, writing in his Chloe's view.

For had he, if he truly lov'd,
But once the pangs of absence prov'd,
Hed cropt thy wings, and in their stead
Have painted thee with heels of lead."

.hJ^"^ f!*^f'
"^"^ ^«"«aded: and in aU likelihood

she was toteUy unconscious of them, never having beenawakened to auy right of womankind beyond Lt ofbeing loved and flattered. Tlie verse is not of very highquahty but tibe sentiment is charming, and entirely !p.
propnate to the position. ^^

"For me who, when I'm happy, owe
No thanks to fortune that I'm so
Who long have leam'd to look at one
pear object, and at one alone,
For aU the joy and all the sorrow,
That gUds the day or threats the morrow
1 never felt thy footsteps light
But when sweet love did aid thy flight.
And banished from his blest domiSon
1 card not for thy borrowed pinion.

Tf^flf*®,"
mine

; and since she's mine
At tnfles I should not repine

;
But oh ! the miser's real pleasure
la not m knowing he has treasure

;
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He mtut behold his golden nton.
And feel and count hit richee o'er.
Ihua I of one dear gem powest,
And m that treasure only blest,
There every day would seek delight.And clasp the casket every night?'

The condition of the vnimo ».:. •

poin. of W.W . UU. ^^I^^of'^r,:;rat
rfUoM,»L,rie^fc,,Mr. I«ng «. Heir «1. foCa aIt itill remained ntwt Th« wif. —. „ ,

"™™^ "

««iou, Mtmt The in«li« j, whioh thev placed inMM^ however, isch^ctoietia When wtoL "^^.^Bumh«n cottage nnderiraWe^ „d the tit 0^^^moonuig w»i weU over, they went 1„ town to Kv.2

sztter^rie^tLdir-
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tainments. Hia dinners were upon the most expensive scale,
his wines of the finest quality : while Mrs. Sheridan's soii^
were remarkable not more for their brilliance than the gar
groups of the most beautiful, accomplished, and titled hidy
visitants of the Court of St James. M». Sheridan's route
were the great attraction of the season. A friend—a warm
and sincere friend—remonstrating with Sheridan on the in-
stability of his means of supporting such a costly establish-
ment, he tersely replied, « My dear friend, it is my means.'

"

Such a description will be taken for what it is worth,
but there seems internal evidence that the anecdote with
which it concludes might have been trua And certainly
for a young man beginning the arduous occupation of
living on his wits, a pretty house and prettier wife and
good music would form an excellent stock-in-trade, and
the new home itself being entirely beyond any visible
means they had, every other prodigality would Le compre-
hensible. By this time he had begun the composition
of a play, and considered himself on the eve of publish-
ing a book, which, he " thinks, wiU u^ ^ j some credit,"
as he informs his father-in-law, but which has never
been heard of from that time to this, so far as appears.
Another piece of information contained in the letter in
which this apocryphal work is announced, shows for the
first time a better prospect for the young adventurer.
He adds, "There will be a comedy of mine in rehearsal
at Covent Garden within a few days."

« I have done it at Mr. Harris's (the manager's) own request •

^ IS now complete in his hands, and preparing for the stageHe and some of his friends also who have heard it assure mem the most flattering terms that t aere is not a doubt of its suc-
cess. It will be very weU played, and Harris tells me that the
least shdlmg I shall get (if it succeeds) will be six hundred
pounds. I shall make no secret of it towards the time of
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m

^resMjUJion that it may not Iom «y ropport my friendi
can gire It I had not written a line of it two montha aoo
except a aeene or two, which I believe yon have aeen in inodd act of a litUe iarce."

ro .wm m an

Thia was the BivaU, which was performed at Corent
Garden op the 17th January 1775-newIy three yean
after his marriage. How he existed in the meantime
and made friends and kept up his London house, is left
to the imagination. Probably it was done upon tiiat
famous tiiree thousand pounds, which appears, like the
widow's cruse, to answer all demands.

The Bivals -^as not successful ike first nighty and the
hopes of the young dramatist must have met with a
terrible check; but tiie substitution of one actor for
another in tiie pari; of Sir Lucius OTrigger, and such
emendations as practical sense suggested as soon as it
had been put on the stage, secured for it one continued
triumph ever after. It is now more tiian a century
smce critical London watched the new comedy, and tiie
hearts of the Linleys tiirilled from London to Batii, and
old Thomas Sheridan, stiU unreconciled to his son, came
silent and sarcastic to tiie theatre to see what tiie young
good-for-notiiing had made of it; but tiie world has
never changed its opinion. What a moment for Betseym tiie house where she had everytiiing that heart of
woman could desire except tiie knowledge that all was
honest and paid for-a luxury which outdoes aU the rest

!

and for her husband, standing in tiie wings watching his
fatiier's face, whom he dared not go and speak to, and
knowing that his whole future hung in tiie balance, and
that m case of success all his follies would be justified

!

"But now tiiere can be no doubt of its success," cries
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Uttle Mm Linley from Bath, in a flutter of excitement^
"m it hu certainly got throogfa mv.«« diiBcultiea than
any comody which has not met its doom the first night"
The Linleys were convinced in their own minds that it

was Mr* Sheridan who had written " the much admired
epilosue." "How I long to read it I" cries the litUe
sister. " What makes it more certain is that myfaiher
guessed it was tfours the first time he saw it praised in
the paper." There is no reason to suppose that the guess
was true, but it is a pretty exhibition of family feeling.

The Bivah, to the ordinary spectator who, looking on
with uncritical pleasm-e at the progress of that episode of
mimic life, in which everybody's remarks are full of such
a quintessence of wit as only a very few remarkable per-
sons are able to emulate in actual existence, accepts the
piece for the sake of these and other qualities—is so little

like a transcript from any actual conditions of humanity
that to consider it as studied from the life would be
absurd, and we receive these creations of fancy as belong-
ing to a world entirely apart from the real But t*-^

reader who has accompanied Sheridan through hi.

previous chapter of his history will be inclined, jn
the contrary, to feel that the young dramatist has
but selected a few incidents from the still more curious
comedy of life in which he himself had so recently
been one of the actors, and in which elopements,
duels, secret correspondences, and all the rest of the
simple-artificial round, were the order of the day.
Whether he drew Js characters from the life it is need-
less to inquire, or if there was an actual prototype for Mrs.
Malaprop. Nothing, however, in imagination is so highly
fantastical as reaUty ; and it is very Hkely that some two
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or thrae Udiei of mooh preteniioii ud gentility flooriahad
upon the pende and frequented the pamp•roon^ from
whoM eonrenation her immortal parts of ipeeeh were
appropriated

: but this is of rery little importance in eom
parison with the delightful success of the result The
•AiMifa is no such picture of life in Bath as that whieh, h«If
a century later, in altered times, which yet were full of
humours of their own, Miss Austen made for us in all the
modest flutter of youthful life and hopes. Sheridan's
brilliant dramatic sketch is slight in comparison, though
far more instantly effective, and with a concentration in
its sharp effects which the stage requirea But yet, no
doubt, in the bustle and hurry of the suocesrire arrivals,
in the eager brusliing up of the countryman new-kunched
on such a scene, and the aspect of the idle yet bustling
society, aU agog for excitemei ad pleasure, the brisk
litUe holiday city was delightfuUy recognisable in the
eyes of those to whom " the Bath " represented all those
vacation rambles and excursions over the world which
amuse our leisure now. Scarcely ever was play so full
of liveliness and interest constructed upon a slighter
machinery. The Rivals of the title, by means of the most
simple yet amusing of mystifications, are one person. The
gaUant young lover, who is little more than the conven-
tional type of that weU-wom character, but a manly and
lively one, has introduced himself to the romantic heroine
in the character of Ensign Beveriey, a poor young subal-
tern, instead of his own much more eUgible personality as
the heir of Sir Anthony Absolute, a baronet with four
thousand a year: and has gained the heart of the senti-
mental Lydia, who prefers love in a cottage to the finest
settlements, and looks forward to an elopement and the
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loM of a ( reat pu t oi her fortune with delight : when hi«

plan* are raddaily confounded by the arrival of his father

on the acene, bent op ir trying him forthwith in his own
character to the t^ame iu*: y. Thus he is at the same time
the romantic an^l «.lcre<l Beverley, and the detested

Oaptain Absohbe in her »yee; and how to reconcile her
to marrying peacisallj « 1 with the approval of all her
belongings, inst-oJ of cl Jide» Mn.^lf and with all the
idat of a secret running uway, :^ the problem. This,

however, is solvel pro'^ipi'a^.ely by the expedient of a
duel with the thid rival, Hob Acres, which shows the
fair Lydia that tho safety of her Beverley, even if accom-
panied by the congratulations of friends and a humdrum
marriage, is the one thing to be desired. Thus the whole
action of the piece turns upon a mystification, which
affords some delightfully comic scenes, but few of those
occasions of suspense and uncertainty which give interest

to the drama. This we find in the brisk and delightful

movement of the piece, in the broad but most amusing
sketches of character, and the unfailing wit and sparkle
of the dialogua In fact we believe that many an audi-
ence has enjoyed the play, and, what is more wonderful,
many a reader laughed over it in private, without any
clear realisation of the story at all, so completely do
Sir Anthony's fits of temper, and Mrs. Malaprop's fine

language and stately presence, and the swagger of Bob
Acres, occupy and amuse us. Even Faulkland, the
jealous and doubting, who invents a new misery for him-
self at every word, and finds an occasion for wretched-
ness even in the smiles of his mistress, which are always
either too cold or too warm for him, is so laiighable in

his starts aside at every new suggestion of jealous fancy,
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that w« fo^ve him not only » great deal of fine hui-

goage, but the itill greater drawback of having nothing

to do with the action of the piece at aU.

Mn. Malaprop's ingenious "derangement of epitaphs"

is her chief distinction to the popular critic ; and even
though such a great competitor as Dogberry has occu-

pied the ground before her, these delightful absurd-

ities have never been surpassed. But justice has

hardly been done to the individual character of this

admirable if broad sketch of a personage quite familiar

in such scenes as that which Bath presented a cen-

tury ago, the plausible well-br«d woi an, with a great

deal of vanity, and no small share of gc»od-natuTe, whose
inversion of phrases is quite representative of the blurred

realisation she has of surrounding circumstances, and who
is quite sincerely puzzled bythe discovery that she is not so

well qualified to enact the character of Delia as her niece

would be. Mrs. Malaprop has none of the harshness of

Mrs. Hardcastle in She Stoops to Conquer^ and we take it

unkind of Captain Absolute to call her " a weatLerbeaten

she-dragoa" The complacent nod of her head, the smirk

on her face, her delightful self-satisfaction and confidence

in her " parts of speech," hav« nothing repulsive in thei-.

No doubt she imposed upon Bob Acres and vOUid

Catiierine Morland and Mrs. Allen have seen her face

and heard her talk, these ladies would, we feel tire lave

been awed by her presence And she is not nk ad to

Lydia, though the minx deserves it, and has no desire to

appropriate her fortune. She smiles » po.i us 4iil in

many a watering-place—large, gracinas, p^ou;: o= her con-

versational powers, always a delightful rigure *o meet
with, and filling the shopkeeping ladies with idi. n

'

n.
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Sir Anthony, though so amadng on the stage, is more
conventional, dnce we know he must get angiy presently
whenever we meet with him, although his coming round
again is equally certain : but liis. Alalaprop is never
quite to be calculated upon, and is always capable of
a new simile as captivating as that of the immortal
aUegory on the banks of the Nile."
The other characters, though full of brilliant talk,

cleverness, and foUy. have less originality. The countiy
hobbledehoy, matured into a dandy and braggart by
his entrance into the intoxicating excitement of Bath
society, is comical in the highest degree ; but he is not
charactensticaUy humaa While Mrs. Malaprop can
hold her ground with Dogberry, Bob Acres is not fit to
be mentioned in the same breath with the "exquisite
reasons" of that delightful knight, Sir Andrew Ague-
cheek And thus it becomes at once apparent Uiat
Shendans eye for a situation, and the details that
make up a striking combmation on the stage, was far
more remarkable than his insight into human motives
and action. There is no scene on the stage which re-
tarns Its power of amusing an ordinary audience more
bnlhantly than that of the proposed duel, where the
wittiest of boobies confesses to feeling his valour ooze
out at hii finger ends, and the fire-eating Sir Lucius
pronuses, to console him, that he shaU be pickled and
sent home to rest with his fathers, if not content with
the snug lying in the abbey. The two men are little
more than symbols of the slightest description, but their
dialogue is instinct with wit, and that fun. the most
English of qualities, which does not reach the height of
humour, yet overwhelms even gravity itself with a
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laughter in which there is no sting or bitterness. Mo-
liAre sometimes attains this eflTect, but rarely, having too
much meaning in him; but with Shakespeare it is fre-

quentamong higher things. And in Sheridan this gift of
innocent ridicule and quick embodiment of the ludicrous
without malice or arriire^sensie reaches to such heights
of excellence as have given his nonsense a sort of im-
mortality.

It is, however, difficult to go far in discussion or
analysis of a literary production which attempts no
deeper investigation into human nature than this.

Sheridan's art, from its very beginning, was theatrical^
if we may use the word, rather than dramatia It aimed
at strong situatioKs and highly eflTective scenes rather
than at a finely constructed story, or the working out of
either plot or passion. There is nothmg to be dis-
covered in it by the student, as in those loftier dramas
which deal with the higher qualities and developments
of the human spirit It is possible to excite a very
warm controversy in ahnost any company of ordinarily
educated people at any moment upon the character of
Hamlet And criticism will always find another word
to say even upon the less profound but delightful myste-
ries of such a poetical creation as Rosalind, all glowing
with ever-varied life and love and fancy. But the lighter
drama with which we have now to deal hides no depths
under its brilliant surface. The pretty fantastical Lydia,
with her romances, her impatience of ordinary life, her hot
h'tUe spark of temper, was new to the stsge, and when
she finds a fittmg representative can be made delightful
upon it

:
but there is nothing further to find out about

her. The art is chamung, the figures full of vivacity,
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the touch that sets them before us exquisite: except

indeed in the Faulkland scenes, probably intended as a

foil for the brilliancy of the others, in which Julia's mag-
nificent phrases are too much for us, and make us deeply

grateful to Sheridan for the discrimination which kept
him—save in one appalling instance—from the serious

drama. But there are no depths to be sounded, and no
suggestions to be carried out. While, however, its merits

as literature are thus lessened, its attractions as a play are

increased. There never was a comedy more dear to actors,

as there never was one more popular on the stage. The
even balance of its characters, the equality of the parts,

scarcely one of them being quite insignificant, and each
affording scope enough for a good player to show what is

in him, must make it always popular in the profession.

It is, from the same reason, the delight of amateurs.

Moore quotes from an old copy of the play, a humor-
ous dedication written by Tickdl, Sheridan's brother-in-

law, to Indolence. "There is a propriety in prefixing

your name to a work begun entirely at your suggestion

and finished under your auspices," Tickell says; and
notwithstanding his biographer's attempt to prove that

Sheridan polished all he wrote with extreme care, and
cast and recast his literary efforts, there is an air of ease

and lightness in his earlier work wh:± makes the dedi-

cation sufficiently appropriate. It must have amused his

own fancy while he wrote, as it has amused his audience

ever sinc& It is the one blossom of production which
had yet appeared in so many easy years. A wide margin
of leisure, of pleasure, of facile life, extends around it

It was done quickly it appeara when once undertaken—

a

pleasing variety upon the featureless course of months
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and yean. The preface which Sheridan himself pie-

fized to the play when printed, justifies itself on the

score that " the success of the piece has probably been
founded on a circumstance which the author is informed

has not before attended a theatrical trial"

" I need scarcely add that the circumstance alluded to was
the withdrawing of the piece to remove these imperfections
in the first representation which were too obvious to escape
reprehension, and too numerous to admit of a hasty correction.

... It were unnecessary to enter into any further extenua-
tion of what was thought exceptionable in this play, but that
it has been said that the managers should have prevented
some of the defects before its appearance to the public—and,
in particular, the uncommon length of the piece as represented
the first night. It were an ill return for the most liberal and
gentlemanly conduct on their side to suffer any censure to rest
where none was deserved. Hurry in writing has long been
exploded as an excuse for an au^or ; however, in the dra-
matic line, it may happen that both an author and a manager
imiy wish to fill a chasm in the entertainment of the public
wiUi a hastiness not altogether culpable. The season was
advanced when I first put the ^.lay into Mr. Harris's hands

;

it was at that timo at least double the length of any acting
comedy. I profited by his judgment and experience in the
curtailing of it, till I believe his feeling for the vanity of a
young author got the better of his desire for correctness, and
he left BO many excrescences remaining because he had assisted
in pruning so many more. Hence, though I was not unin-
formed that the acts were still too long, I flattered myself that
after the fint trial I might with safer judgment proceed to
remove what should appear to have been most dissatisfactory."

These Wiire, it is true, days of leisure, when nothing
was pushed and hurried on as now. But it would require,

one would thuk, no little firmness and courage on the

part of a young author to risk the emendation of errors

so serious after an unfavourable first-night, and a great
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confidence on the part of the manager to permit such
ail expanment But there are some men who impress
aU around them with such a certainty of power and
success, that eve^ manager, dare, and publishers volun-
teer, m their favour. Sheridan was evidentJy one of
these men. There was an atmosphere of triumph about
hmi. He had carried off his siren from aU competi-
tor

;
he had defied aU inducements to give her ufto

pubhc hearing after; he had flown in the face of pru-
dence and every frugal traditioa And so far as an easy
and happy life wenl^ he was apparently succeeding in
that attempt So he was aUo^ed to take his unsuc
cessful comedy off tha stage, and trim it into his own
guise of tnumph. We are not told how long the interval
was, which would have been instructive (the anonymous
biographer says "a few days"). It was produced in
January, however, and a month later we hear of it in pre-
paration at Bath, where its success was extraordinary.
The same witness, whom we have just quoted, adds, "that
Shendan s prospective six hundred pounds was more than
doubled by ite success and the liberality of the manager "

He had thus entered fuUy upon his career as a drama-
tist. In the same year he wrote-in gratitude, it is
saad, to the Insh actor who had saved the Bivals by his
fehctous representation of Sir Lucius-the farce caUed Si
Paind^s Day; or, the Scheming Lieutmani, a veiy slight
production, founded on the tricks so familiar to comedy
of a lover's ingenuity to get entrance into the house of
his mwtress. The few opening sentences, which are
entirely characteristic of Sheridan, are almost the best
part of the production

: they are spoken by a party of
soldiers coming with a complaint to their officer
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" lit Sol, I say, you are wrong ; we should aU speak to-
gethOT eadi for himself and aU at once, that we jmH be
lieard tb better.

'

2d t:)l. Right, Jack ; well aiigue in platoons.
3d Sol. Ay, ay, let him have our grievances in a volley."

The lieutenant, whose suit is scorned by the parents
of his Lauretta, contrives by the aid of a certain Dr.
Rosy, a comic, but not very comic, somewhat long-winded
personage, to get into the house of Justice Credulous,
her father, as a servant : but is discovered and turned
out He then writes a letter asserting that, in his
first disguise, he has given the Justice poison, an asser-
tion which is met with perfect faith; upon which
he comes in again as the famous quack doctor, so
familiar to us in the pages of Moliira In this case
the quack is a German, speaking only a barbarous
jargon, but he speedily cures the Justice on condition of
receiving the hand of his daughter. « Did he say aU that
in so few words," cried Justice Credulous, when one of
the stranger's utterances is explained to him. «• What a
fine language it is !"—just as M. Jourdain delightedly
acknowledged the eloquence of la langw Turque, which
could express tant de ehoses dansm seal mot. The Scheming
Lieutenant still keeps its ground among Sheridan's works,
bound up between the Rivals and the School for Scandal,
a position in which one cannot help feeling it must be
much astonished to find itself.

In the end of the year the opera of the Duenna was
also produced at Covent Gardea The praise and imme-
diate appreciation with which it was received were still

greater than those that hailed the Hivals. " The run of
this opera has, I believe, no parallel in the annals of th«
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drama," says Moore, speaking in days when the theatre
had other rules than those known among ourselves.
• Sixty-three nights r u the career of the Beggar's Opera

;

but the LwiKM was acted no less than sevenly-five times
during the 8eaBon,"andtheenthusiasmwhich itcaUedforth
was general It was pronounced better than the Beggai>i
Opera, up to that time acknowledged to be the first and
finest production of the never very successful school of
English opera. Opera at all was as yet an exotic in Eng-
land, andthe publicstill resentedthe importation of Italian

music and Italian singers to give it utterance, and fondly
clung to the idea of being able to produce as good or better
at home. TheDwnm was a jointwork in which Sheridan
was glad to associate with himself his father-in-law, Lin-
ley, whose airs to the songs, which were plentifully intro-

duced—and which gave its name to what is in reality a
short comedy on the lines of Moliire, interspersed with
songs, and not an opera in the usual sense of the word
at all—were much commended at the tima The little

lyrics which are put indiscriminately into the mouths of
the different personages are often extremely pretty j but
few people in these days have heard them sung, though
lines from the verses are still familiar enough to our ears
in the way of quotation. The story of the piece belongs
to the same easy artificial inspiration which dictated the
trivial plot of St. Patricias Day, and of so many othera It

is " mainly founded," says Moore, " upon an incident bor-
rowed from the Country fFifeoi Wycherley," but it seems
hardly necessary to seek a parent for so hand a contriv-
ance. The father, with whom we are all so familiar, has
to be tricked out of his daughter by one of the mono-
tonous lovers with whom we are more familiar still ; but
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instead of waiting till her gallant shall invent a plan for
this purpose, the lady cuts the knot herself by the help
of her duenna, who has no objection to marry the rich
Jew whom Louisa abhors, and who remains in the garb
of her young mistress, while the ktter escapes in the
duenna's hood and veil. The Portuguese Isaac from
whom the lady flies is a crafty simpleton, and when he
finds the old duenna waiting for him under the name of
Louisa (whom her father, for the convenience of the plot,

has vowed never to see till she is married), he accepts her,
though much startled by her venerable and unlovely ap-
pearance, as the beautiful creature who has been promised
to him, with only the rueful reflection to himself, "How
blind some parents are !" and as she explains that she
also has made a vow never to accept a husband from her
father's hands, carries her off; as she suggests, with much
simplicity and the astute reflection, « If I take her at her
word I secure her fortune and avoid making any settle-

ment in return." In the meantime two pairs of interest-
ing lovers, Louisa and her Antonio, her brother Ferdi-
nand and his Clara, are wandering about in various
disguises, with a few quarrels and reconciliations, and a
great many songs, which they pause to sing at the most
inappropriate momenta, after the fashion of opera. In
order to be married—which all are anxious to be—Isaac
and one of the young gaUants go to a "neighbouring
monastery," such establishments being delightfully handy
in Seville, where the scene is laid ; and the hot Protest-
antism of the audience is delighted by an ecclesiastical

interior, in which "Father Paul, Father Francis, and
other friars are discovered at a table drinking," singing
convivial songs, and promising to remember their peni.
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tenia in their cupe, which will do quite m much good m
mu8e& Father Paul is the inppoeed ascetic of the
partj, and comes forward when called with a glass of

wine in his hand, chiding them for having disturbed his

devotions. The three couples are then married by
this worthy functionary, and the whole ends with a
scene at the house of the father, when the trick is

revealed to him, and amid general blessings and for-

giveness the Jew discovers that he has married the
penniless duenna instead of the lady with a fortune,

whom he has helped to deceive himself as well as her
father. The duenna, who has been, like all the old
ladies in these plays, the subject of a great many un-
mannerly remarkfl,—when an old woman is concerned,
Sheridan's fine gentlemen always forget their manners,—
is revealed in all her poverty and ugliness beside the
pretty young ladies ; and Isaac's conceit and admiration
of himself, "a sly little villain, a cunning do&" eta, are
unmercifully laughed at; while the rest of the party
make up matters with the easily mollified papa

Such is the story: there is very little character

attempted, save in Isaac, who is a sort of rudimentary
sketch of a too cunning knave or artful simpleton caught
in his own toils ; and the dialogue, if sometimes clever
enough, never for a moment reaches the sparkle of the
Bivals. " The wit of the dialogue," Moore says—using
that clever mist of words with which an experienced
writer hides the fact that he can find nothing to say -

a certain subject—"except in one or two instances, o

of that amupi^g kind which lies near the surface—which
is produced without effort, and may be enjoyed without
wonder." If this moans that there is nothing at all
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wonderful about it» it it no doubt true enough—though
there are one or two phrases which are worth preserving
such M that in which the Jew is described as being
"like tiie blank leaves between the Old and New Testa-
ment*" since he is a convert of recent date and no very
certain faith.

It was, however, the music which made the piece popu-
lar, and the songs which Sheridan wrote for Linley's set-
ting were many of them pretty, and aU neat and clever.
Everybody knows " Had I a heart for falsehood framed,"
which is sung by the walking gentleman of the piece, a
certain Don Carlos, who has nothing to do but to take
care of Louisa during her wanderings, and to sing some
of the prettiest songs. Perhaps on the whole this is the
best:

—

*' Had I a heart for falsehood framed,
I ne'er could injure you ;

Per though your tongue no promise daim'd
Your charms would make me true.

To you no soul shall bear deceit,
No stranger offer wrong

;

But friends in all the aged you'll meet,
And lovers in the young.

** But when they learn that you have blest
Another with your heart,

They'll bid aspiring passion cease
And act a brother's part.

Then, lady, dread not here deceit^
Nor fear to suffer wrong

;

For friends in all the aged you'll meet.
And lovers in the young."

The part of Carlos is put in with Sheridan's usual
mdifference to construction for the sake of the music,
and in order to employ a certain tenor who was a favourite
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with the public, there being no poedble oocanon for him

•0 ftf M the dnunatio action ii concerned.

This is what Byron, nearly half a century after, called

*' the best opera " in English, and which was lauded to

the skies in its day. The Beggar's Opera, with which it

is constantly compared, has, however, much outlived it

in the general knowledge, if the galvanic and forced

resurrection given by an occasional performance can be

called life. The songs are sung no longer, and many

who quote lines like the well-known " Sure such a pair

were never seen," are in most cases totally unaware where

they come from. Posterity, which has so thoroughly

carried out the judgment of contemporaries in respect to

the Bivais, has not extended its favour to the Duenna.

Perhaps the attempt to conjoin spoken dialogue to any

great extent with music is never a very successful

attempt : for English opera does not seem to last. Its

success is momentary. Musical enthusiasts care little

for the "words," and not even so much for melody as

might be desired ; and the genuine playgoer is impatient

of those interruptions to the action of a piece which has

any pretence at dramatic interest, while neither of the

conjoint Arts do their best in such a formal copartnery.

Sheridan, however, spared no pains to make the partner-

ship successful He was very anxious that the composer

should be on the spot, and secure that his compositions

were done full justice to. "Harris is extravagantly

sanguine of its success as to plot and dialogue," he

writes; "they will exert themselves to the utmost in

the scenery, etc., but I never saw any one so discon-

certed as he was at the idea of there being no one to put

them in the right way as to musi&" "Dearest father,"
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adds Mn Sheridan, "I «h»a have no apiriti or hope* of
the open nnlan we see yoa" The young dnmatut»
howerer, had hia ideaa ai to the motio u well ai the
Kterary portion of the piece, and did not submit himself
blindly to hia father-in-law's ezpoience. "The ilrst,"
he says, "I should wish to be a pert sprighUyair, for
though some of the words nuyn't seem suited to it, I
should mention that they are neither of them in earnestm what they say

: Leoni (Carlos) takes it up seriously,
and I want him to show advantageously in the six Imes
beginning, 'Gentle Maid.' I ahould tell you that he
sings nothing well but in a plaintive or pastoral style,
and his voice is such as appears to me always to be hurt
by much accompaniment I have observed, too, that he
never gets so much applause as when he makes a cadence
Therefore my idea is that he should make a flourish at
•ShaU I grieve you.'" These instructions show how
warmly Sheridan at this period of his life interested
himself in every detail of his theatrical work. Linley
It 18 said, had the good sense to follow these direction^
implicitly.

The success of the Dutnna at Covent Garden put
Garnck and his company at the rival theatre on their
mettle

;
and it was wittily said that " the old woman

would be the death of the old m«i.» Garrick chose the
moment when her son was proving so dangerous a rival
to him to resuscitate Mrs. Sheridan's play caUed the
Diseovery, in which he himself played the chief part-a
prc,ceeding which does not look veiy friendly: and as
Tlomas Sheridan had been put forth by his enemies as
the great actor's rival, it might well be that there was no
rery kind feeling between them. But the next chapter
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in young Shfridan't Hfe ihowi Guiick in lo benevolent
a U^t thai it ii erident hia animoeity to the father, il

it eadited, had no inflnenee on his oeodnet to the ion.

Oairiek waa now rery near the cloae of hit career : and
when it wai understood that he meant not only to retire

from the stage, but to ledgn his connection with the
theatre alt(>gether, a great commotian arose in the
theatrical world These were the days of patents, when
the two great theatres held a sort of monopoly, and were
safe from all rivalship except that of each other. It waa
at the end of the year 1776 that Gaitick's intention of
"selling his moiety of the patent of Drury Lene Theatre"
became known

: and Richard Sheridan was then in the
early flush of his success, crowding the rival theatre,

and promising a great succession of brilliant work to
come. But it could scarcely be supposed that a young
man just emeiging out of obscurity—rich, indeed, in

his first gains, and no doubt seeing before him a great
future, but yet absolutely destitute of capital—could have
been audacious enough, without some special encourage-
ment, to think of acquiting this great but precarious

property, and launching himself upon such a venture.

How he oame to think of it we are left uninformed,
but the first whisper of the chance seems to have
inflamed his mind; and (Warrick, whether or not he
actually helped him with money, as some say, was at

all events favourable to him from the beginning of

the negotiations. He had promised that the refusal

should first be offered to Cohnan; but when Oohnan, as

he expected, declined, it was the penniless young drama-
tist whom of all competitors the old actor preferred.

Sheridan had a certain amount of backing though not
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enough, m f«r m would tppaftr, to Immb the extnundi.
nary cUring of the Twturo—hie fathei^ia-Uw, Linloy,
who it ii to he ropixMed lud in hia long ette«r laid np
some money, taking part in the ipeeolataon along with a
certain Dr. Ford : but both in sttbordination to the young
man who had no money at all. Here are Sheridan'i ez-
planationa of the matter addressed to hin father-in-Uw :—

*' Aoeording to hii (Cktfrick'«) deman.l, the whole is rained
at £70,000. He appeun rery shy of letting hi* book* be
looked into aa the test of the profits on thi8 sum, bat eaya it
muBt be on ita nature a purchase on speculation. However,
he has promiaed me a rough estimate of his own of the entiro
receipts for the last aeven yeara. But aft^r all it must cer-
tainly be a purchase on speculation with. ' f mojt v's wot'Ii
haring been made out One point te soleriiDly aw-fl, which
is that he will never part with it under rj.e price above-
mentioned. This ia all I can say on the Bubjfict until
Wedne«ky, though I can't help adding that I think we might
aafelygive .£6000 more on this purchaws than richer people
The whole valued at £70,000, the annual intenat ia £3600 ;

while this is cleared the proprietors art safe. But I think it
must be nfemal management indeed that does not double it"

A few days later the matter aMumya a definite shapes

" Garrick waa extremely explicit, and in abort we came to
a final reaolution

; ao that if the neceeaary mattera are made
out to aU our aatiafactiona, we may aign and aeol a previoua
engagement within a fortnight

" I meet him again to-morrow evening, when we aie to
name a day for a conveyancer on our side to meet hia aolicitor,
WaUace. I have pitched on a Mr. Phippe, at the recom-
mendation and by the advice of Dr. Ford. The three first
atepe to be tak?n are these,—our kwyer ia to look into the
titles, tenur-1, etc., of the houae and adjoining estate, the
extent and ^natations of the patent, etc. ; vg siiall then
employ a builder (I think Mr. Oollina) to aurvey the atate
and repair in which the whole premiaea are, to which Mr. O.
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eatamate from hi. books of what the profits have been, at an

S/^hjS^ ^"^8 *^^ P^'P^^ •* ^70.000, the interestnas exceeded ten per cent.

v *!7« '*°'»ld.*^ter this certainly make an interest to eetthe tang's promisp that whUe the theatre is weU conducted,

\a 7? ^°* ""^ P***"' '*»' » t^^. though O. seems^nfident he never wHl. If there is any tmth iS profe«1fon

fnmdand to give every assistance in his power.

n,.v C^tif®*^^
°^ *"" "^"^8 *^^ purchase, I should think,

£10,000 Dr. Pord agrees with the greatest pleasure to

r^^ ;S^^yf°°'
' r'*

^^ ^°" '^^ n^choose'to v^u^so much, will, I daresay, share it with yoa Ewart is pre-panng his money, and I have a certainty of my part WeshaU have a very useful ally in Dr. Ford, and ^'fatheroff«« ani services on our own terms. We cannot uniteGtoTick to our interest, too firmly
; and I am convinced his

influence will bring Leasy to our terms, if he should be ill-

^^ifir/ft"''
'"^ "* '"*^*" ^" ^^^* ^« ^ "^^'y

Ewart was the ever-faithful friend to whose house in
London Sheridan had taken Miss Linley, whose son had
been his second in the affair with Captain Matthews,—
a man upon whose support the Sheridan fanuly could
always rely. But the source from which young Richard
himself got the money for his own share remains a
mystery, of which no one has yet found the solution
"Not even to Mr. Linley," says Moore, "while entering
into aU other details, does he hint at the fountainhead
from which the supply is to come," and he adds a few
somewhat commonplace reflections as to the manner
in which all Sheridan's successes had as yet been
obtained.
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" There was, indeed, something mysterious and miraculous

about all his acquisitions, whether in love, in learning, in wit,
or in wealth. How or when his stock of knowledge was laid
in nobody knew : it was as much a matter of marvel to those
who never saw him read as the mode of existence of the
chameleon has been to those who fended it never eat His
advances in the heart of his mistress were, as we have seen,
equally trackless and inaudible, and his triumph was the first

that even his rivals knew of his love. In like maimer the
pi-oductions of his wit took the world by surprise, being per-
fected in secret till ready for display, and then seeming to
break from under the cloud of his indolence in full maturity
of splendour. His financial resources had no less an air of
magic about them : and the mode by which he conjured up
at this time the money for his first purchase into the theatre
remains, as far as I can learn, still a mystery."

These remarks are somewhat foolish, to say the least,

since the mystery attending the sudden successes of a
young man of genius is sufficiently explained as soon
as his possession of that incommunicable quality has
once been established : and the triumph of a brilliant

youth whose fascinating talk and social attractions were
one of the features of his age, over his commonplace
rivals in the heart of a susceptible girl does not even
require genius to explain it But neither genius itself

nor all the personal fascination in the world can, alas

!

produce when it is wanted, ten thousand pounds. The
anonymous author of Sheridan and His Times asserts

confidently that Garrick himself advanced the money,
having conceived a great friendship for Sheridan, and
formed a strong opinion as to his capacity to increase

the reputation and success of the theatre. Of this state-

ment, however, no proof is offered, and Moore evidently
gives no credence to such a suggestion, though he notices
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that it had been made. The money was procured by
•ome friendly help, no doubt. There were, as haa been
said, only the two great theatres in these days, none of

the later erop having as yet sprung up, and each being
under the protection of a patent ; the speculation there-
fore was not so hazardous as it has proved to be since.

It is, however, besides the mystery about the money, a
most curious transformation to see the young idler,

lover, and man of pleasure, suddenly placed at the head
of such an undertaking, with so much responsibility

upon his shoulders, and—accustomed only to the shift-

less and hand-to-mouth living of extravagant poverty-
become at once the administrator of a considerable
revenue, and the head of a little community dependent
upon him He had done nothing all his life except, in a
fit of inspiration of very recent date, produce a couple of
plays. But it does not seem that any doubt of his
powers crossed his mind or that of any of his associates.

"Do not flag when we come to the point," he says to his

father-in-law; "I'll answer for it we shall see many
golden campaigns."

The stir and quickening of new energy is apparent in
all he wiitea The circumstances were such as might
well quicken the steadiest pulse, for not only was he
likely to lay a foundation of fortune for himself (and his
first child had lately been bom,—"a very magnificent
fellow I "), but his nearest connections on both sides were
involved, and likely to owe additional comfort and im-
portance to the young prodigal whose own father had
disowned him, and his wife's received him with the
greatest reluctance,— a reflection which could not
but be sweet With such hopes in his mind the
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sobriety and composure with which he writes are

astonishing.

« Leasy is utterly unequal to any department in the theatrOi

He has an opinion of me, and is very willing to let the whole
harden and ostensibility be taken off his shoulden. Bnt I

certainly should not give up my time and labour (for his

superior advantage, having so much greater a share) with-

out some conclusive advantage. Yet I should by no means
make the demand till I had shown myself equal to the

task. My fjoiher purposes to be with us but one year:
and that only to give us what advantage he can from his

experience. He certainly must be paid for his trouble, and
so certainly must you. You have experience and character

equal to the line you would undertake, and it never can
enter into anybody's head that you were to give your time,

or any part of your attention, gratis because you had a share

in the theatre. I have spoken on the subject both to Gar-
rick and Leasy, and you will find no demur on any side to

your gaining a certain income from the theatre, greater I

think than you could make out of it, and in this the theatre

would be acting only for its own advantage."

The other shareholder who held the half of the pro-

perty—while Sheridan, Linley, and Ford divided the

other half between them—^was a Mr. Lacy : and there

seems a chancmg possibility of some reminiscence of the

brogue, though ^Miidan probably had never been toudied

by it in his own porwrn, having left Ireland as a child—

in the mis-epelling of the name. It is impossible not to

sympathise with him in the delightful consciousness of

having proved the futility of all objections, and become
the aid and hope, instead of the detnment and burden,

of both families, which must hare sweetened his own
brilliant prospects. His father evidently was now fully

reconciled and sympathetic, proud of hie eon, and dis-

posed (though not without a consideration) to give him
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the benefit of hit experience and advice ; and Linley waa
to have the chance of am income from the thestn "greater

than he ooold make oat of it" With what 0veet moist-

ure the eyes of the silenced Diva at home, the St Cecilia

whose mouth her young husband's adoring pride had
stopped, must have glistoied to think that her father,

who had done all he could to keep her Sheridan at

arm's length, was now to have his fortune made by that

injured and unappreciated hero I She had other causes

for happiness and glory. "Your grandson," Sheridan

adds in the same letter to Linley, " astonishes everybody

by his vivacity, his talents for music and poetry, and
the most perfect integrity of mind." Everything was
now brilliant and hopeful about the young pair. The
only drawback was the uneasiness of Sheridan's position

until the business should be finally settled, between
the two theatres. "My confidential connection with

the other house," he says, "is peculiarly distressing till

I can with prudence reveal my situation, and such a

treaty, however prudently managed, cannot long be kept
secret"

The matter was settled early in the year 1776,

Sheridan being then twenty-five. Before the end of

the year troubles arose with Lacy, and it would seem
that Sheridan took the strong step of retiring from the

managership and carrying the actors along with him,

leaving the other perplexed and feeble proprietor to do

the best be could with such materials as he could pick

up. All quarrels, however, were soon made up, and
affairs proceeded amicably for some time : but Sheridan

eventually bought Lacy out at a further expenditure of

£45,000, partly obtained, it would appear, from Gar-
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rick, partly by oiher means. The narratiTe is not very

clear, nor is it very important to know what squabbles

might convulse the theatre, or how the friends of Lacy

might characterise the "conceited young man," who

showed no inclination to consult a colleague of so dif-

ferent a calibre from himself. But it seems to be agreed

on all sides that the beginning of Sheridan's reign at

Drury was not very prosperous. Though he had shown

so much energy in his financial arrangements at the

beginning, it was not easy to get over the habits of all

his previous life, and work with the steadiness and regu-

larity of a man of business, as was needfuL There was

an interval of dulness which did not carry out the hopes

very naturally formed when the young dramatist who had

twice filled the rival theatre with eager crowds and

applauses came to the head of affairs. Garrick, who had so

long been its chief attraction, was gone ; and it was a new

group of actors unfamiliar to him with whom the new

manager had to do. He remodelled for them a play

of Vanburgh's, which he called a Trip to Scarborough^

but which, notwithstanding all he did to it, remained still

tho production of an earlier age, wanting in the refine-

ment and comparative purity which Sheridan himself

had already done so much to make popular. The Miss

Hoyden, the rustic lady whom Lord Foppington is

destined to marry, but does not, is a creature of the

species of Tony Lumpkin, though infinitely less clever

and shrewd than that delightful lout, and has no sort of

kindred with the pretty gentlewoman of Sheridan's

natural period. And the public were not specially

attracted by this richmffi. In fact, after all the excite-

ment and wonderful novelty of this astonishing launch

i
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into life, the reaction wm great and diecouragii^ Old
•toek pieeea of a repertoiy of which Oamck had been
the aool,—sew oontriTanoee of pantomime "ezpeeted to

draw all the homan race to Dnuy," and which wera ren-

dered abiolately neeenaiy "on account of a marveUoos
preparation of the kind which ia making at Ooyent
Garden,"—must hare fallen rather flat both apon the
miad of the manager, still new and inexperienced in his

oflBce, and of the public, which no doubt at the hands of

the author of the Bwals, and with the songs of the
Duenna still tingling in its ears, expected great things.

But this pause was only the reeider pour mieux tauter

which precedes a great effort; for early in the next year
Sheridan rose to the fuU height of his genius, and the
School for Scandal blazed forth, a great Jupiter among
the minor starlights of the drama, throwing the rival

house and all its preparations altogether into the shade.

h^.



CHAPTER IIL

THS *' SCHOOL rOB SCANDAL.'

It was dear that a great effort was required for tlie

advantage of Drury Lane, to make up for the blow of

Grarrick'g withdrawal, and to justify tlie hopes founded

upon the new management; and Mr. Lacy and the

public had both reason to wonder that the head which

had filled Covent Garden from pit to gallery should do

nothing for the house in which all his hopes of fortune

were involyed. No doubt the cares of management and

administration were heavy, and the previous training of

Sheridan had not been such as to qualify him for con-

tinuous labour of any kind ; but at the same time it was

not unnatural that his partners in the undertaking should

have grumbled at the long interval which elapsed before

he entered the lists in his own person. It was May 1777,

more than a year after his entry upon the proprietorship

of Drury Lane, when the SduxA for Scandal was produced,

and then it was hurried into the hands of the performers

piecemeal before itwas finished, the last act finding itsway

to the theatre five days before the final production. The

manuscript, Moore informs us, was issued forth in shreds

and patches, there being but " one rough draft of the last
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dye MenM leribbled upon detached pieces of paper: while
of all the preceding acta there are numerous transcripts

scattered promiscuously through six or seven boolw,
with new interlineations and memoranda to each. On
the last leaf of all, which exists, just as we may suppose
it to have been despatched by him to the copyist," Moore
adds, "there is the following curious specimen of a
doxology, written hastily in the handwriting of the respec-

tive parties, at the bottom :

—

•Finibhed at last ; thank God I

'Amen i

• K. B. Sheridan.

•W. Hawkins."'

The bearer of the latter name was the prompter, and
there is a whole history of hurry and anxiety and
confusion, a company disorganised, and an unhappy
functionary at the end of his powers, in this devout
exdamatioa It is bad enough to keep the press waiting,
but a dozen or so of actors arrested in their study, and
the whole business of the theatre depending upon the
time at which a man of fashion got home from an enter-
tainment, or saw his guefts depart in the grey of the
morning, is chaos indeed. "We have heard him saj,"
writes a gossiping commentator, "that he had in those
early days stolen from his bed at sunrise to prosecute his
literary labours, or after midnight, when his visitors had
departed, flown to his desk, and, at the cost of a bottle of
port, sat down to resume the work which the previous
morning in its early rising had dawned upon." The
highly polished diction of the School /<» Scandal, and the

rr f:
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high pretsure of ito keen and trenchant wit^ doet not look

maeh like the excited work of the small hours inapired by
port ; but a man who is fully launched in the tide of

society, and sought on all hands to give brilliancy to the

parties of his patrons, must needs " steal a few hours from

the night" <' It was the fate of Sheridan through life,"

Moore says, " and in a great degree his policy, to gain

credit for excessive indolence and carelessness." It seems

very likely that he has here hit the mark, and fur-

nished an explanation for many of the apparently head-

long feats of composition by which many authors are

believed to have distinguished themselves. There is no

policy which tells better. It is not merely an excuse for

minor faults, but an extraordinary enhancement in the

eyes of the uninstnicted, of merit of all kinds. To be

able to dash off in a moment, at a sitting, what would take

the laborious plodder a week's work, ia a kind of triumph

which is delightful both to the performer and spectator

;

and many besides Sheridan have found it a matter of

policy to keep up such a character. The anonymous
biographer whom we have already quoted is very angiy

with Moore for attempting"; to show that Sheridan did not

dash off his best work in this reckless way, but studied

every combination, and sharpened his sword by repeated

trials of its edge and temper. The scientific critic has

always scorned what the multitude admire, and the

fashion of our own age has so far changed that to show
an elaborate process of workmanship for any piece of

literary production, and if possible to trace its lineage to

previous works and well-defined impulses and influences,

is now the favourite object of the biographer and com-
mentator. We confess a leaning to the primitive
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method, And a prefennoe for the Minerva ipringing foH
armed from the brain of Jove to the goddeaaea more
gradually developed of acientifio inveatigation.

Bat Moore's acconnt of the growth of Sheridan's

powers, and of the steps by which he ascended to the

masteiy of his art, are interesting and instructive. The
Mmls sprang into being without much thought, with that

instinctive and unerring perception of the right points

to recollect and record, whiclk makes observation the

unconscious instrument of genius, and is so immensely
and indescribably different from mere imitation. But
the School for Scandal—a more elaborate performance in

every way—required a different h*n^iing. It seems to

have floated in the writer's mind from the momentwhen
he discovered his own powers, stimulating his invention

and his memory at once, and prompting half-a-dozen

beginnings before the right path was discovered. Now
it is one story, now another, that attracts his fancy. He
will enlist those gossiping circles which he feels by
instinct to be so serviceable for the stage, to serve the

purpose of a scheming woman and separate a pair of

lovera Anon, departing from that idea, he will employ
them to bring about the catastrophe of a loveless mar-
riage, in which an old husband and a young wife, the

very commonplaces of comedy, shall take a new and
original development Two distinct stories rise in his

mind like two butterflies circling about each other, keep-

ing him for a long time undecided which is the best for

his purpose. The first plot is one which the spectator

has now a little difficulty in tracing through the brilliant

scenes which were origirally intended to carry it out,

though it is distinctly staled in the first scene between
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Lady Sneflrwell and Snake which still opani the comedy.

As it now stands this intimation of her ladyship's pnrpose

is far too important for anything that follows, and is apt

to mystify the spectator, who finds little in the after

scenes to justify it—a confusion at once explained when
we are made aware that this was the original mo^t/of the

entire piece, the object of which was to separate, not

Charles Surface, but a sentimental hero called Clarimont^

Florival, and other pastoral names, from the Mari*whom
he loves, and who is the ward, niece, or even step-

daughter of Lady Sneerwell, a beautiful widow and

leader of scandal, who loves him. But while the author

is playing with this plot, and designing fragmentary

scones in which to cany it out, the other is tugging at

his fancy—an entirely distinct idea, with a group of new
and individual characters, the old man and his wife^

the two contrasted brothers, one of whom is to have

the reputation of being her lover, while the other is the

real villain. At first there is no connection whatever

between the twa The School for Seandal proper is first

tried. Here would seem to be the first suggestions of it,

no doubt noted down at a venture for future use without

any very definite intention, perhaps after a morning's

stroll through the crowd which surroimded the waters of

the Bath with so many bitternesses. There are here,

the reader will perceive, no indications of character, or

even names, to serve as symbols for the Crabtrees and

Candours to coma

*' Thb Slanderxr. a Pump-Room Scene.

Friendly caution to the newspapers.

it is whispered

O
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She is a conatant attendant at church, and very frequentlT
takes Dr. M'Brawn home with her.

Mr. Worthy is very good to the girl :—for my part I
dare swear he has no ill intention.

What
! Major Wesley's Miss Montague 1

Lud, ma'am, the match is certainly broke. No creature
knows the cause : some say a flaw in the lady's character,
and others in the gentleman's fortime.

To be sure they do say
I hate to repeat what I hear
She was incUned to be a little too plump before ther

went ^ r J

'Die most intrepid blush. I've known her complexion
stand fire for an hour together."

Whether these jottings suggested the design, or were
merely seized upon by that faculty of appropriating
"son bien ou 11 le trouve," which is one of the privileges
of genius, it, is impossible to tell ; but it will be seen that
the germ of all the highly-wrought and polished scenes
of the scandalous college is in them. The first use to
which they were put is soon visible in the scene between
Lady SneerweU and Snake (called Spatter in the origi-
nal) which opened the uncompleted play, and still stands,
though with much less significance, at the beginning of
the actual one. In this sketch Crabtree and Sir Benja-
min Backbite appear as parties to the intrigue, the latter
being the lover of Maria, and intended to embroil her
with Clarimont, who is no gallant rake like his prototype
in the exii..ing drama» but a pie;e of perfection highly
superior to the gossip,—"one of your moral fellows . . .

who has too much good nature to say a witty thing himself,
and is too ill-natured to permit it in others," and who
is as dull as virtue of this abstract type is usuaUy re-
presented on the stage. To show the difference in the
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workmanship, we may quote the only portion of the old

sketch, which is identical in meaning with the perfected

one. Lady Sneerwell and Spatter are, as in the first

version, *' discovered " when the curtain rises.

" Lady S. The paragraphs, you say, -
, ire all inserted 7

Sp(U. They were, madam.
Lady S. Did you circulate the report of Lady BritUe's

mtrigue with Captain Boastoll 1

Spot Madam, by this time Lady Brittle is the talk of
half the town : and in a week will be treated as a demirep.

Lady S. What have you done as to the innuendo of Miss
Nicely's fondness for her own footman ?

i^t 'Tis in a fair train, ma'am. I told it to my hair-

dresser ; he courts a milliner's girl in Pall Mall, whose
mistress has a first cousin who is waiting-woman to Lady
Clackit. I think in about fourteen hours it must reach Lady
Clackit, and then you know the business is done.

Lady S. But is that sufficient, do you think 7

Spat. Oh, Lud, ma'am 1 I'll undertake to ruin the char-
acter of the primmest prude in London with half as much.
Ha, aa ! Did your ladyship never hear how poor Miss
Shepherd lost her lover and her character last summer at
Scarborough?—this was the whole of it. One evening at
Lady 's the conversation happened to turn on the diffi-

culty of feeding Nova Scotia sheep in England "

The reader will recollect the story about the sheep,

which is produced at a later period in the scene, under a

different name in the actual version, as are Miss Nicely

and her footmaa To show, however, the improvement
of the artist's taste, we will place beside the less perfect

essay we have just quoted the scene as it stands.

" Lady Sneer. The paragraphs, you say, Mr. Snake, were all

inserted?

Snake. They were, madam ; and as I copied them myself
in a feigned hard, there can be no suspicion whence they
came.
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LtOy 8nnr. Did you drculate the report of Lady Brittle'i
intngae with Captain Boastall ?

Snait. Thafs in as fine a train as your ladyship could
wish. In the common course of things, I think it must
reach Mrs. COackitt's ears within four^md-twenty hours, and
then you know the business is as good as done.

Lady Sneer. Why, truly Mrs. Ckckitt has a yeiy pretty
talent, and a great deal of industry.

Snake. True, madam, and has been tolerably successfol in
her day. To my knowledge she has been the cause of six
matches I jing broken oflf, and three sons disinherited.
Nay, I have more than once traced her causing a Ute^tHe in
Th* Town and Comiry Magazine, when the parties perhaps
had never seen each other before in the course of their lives.

Lady Sneer. She certainly has talents, but her manner is
grOBSL

Snake. 'Tia very true. She generally designs well, has a
ftee tongue, and a bold invention ; but her colouring is too
dark, and her outUnes often extravagant She wants that
delicacy of tint and mellowness of sneer which distincuish
your ladyship's onandal.

Lady Sneer. You are partial, Snake.
Snake Not in the least ; everybody allows that Lady

Sneerwell can do more with a word and a look than many
can with the most kboured detaU, even when they happen to
have a Lttle truth on their side to support iu"

It seems needless to reproduce the dull and artificial
scenes which Moore quotes by way of showing how Sheri-
dan floundered through the mud of commonplace before
he found firm footing o- the ground where he achieved
so brilliant a success. They are like an artist's first

experiments in design, and instructive only in that sense.
Perhaps it was in the despair which is apt to seize the
miagination when a young writer finds his performance
80 inadequate to express his idea, that Sheridan throw
the whole machinery of the scandalous circle aside, and
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betook himself to the constnictioii of the other dranu*

which had got into his brain—the story of old Teazle

and his young wife, and of the brothers Plausible or

Pliant, or half a dozen names beside, as the fancy of

their author variea In the first sketch, our friend Sir

Peter, that caustic and polished gentleman, is Solomon
Teazle, a retired tradesman, who maunders over Margery
his first wife, and his own folly, after getting rid of

her in encumbering himself with another : but after a

very brief interval, this beginning, altogether unsuitable

to the writer's tastes and capabilities, changes insensibly

into the more harmonious conception of the old husband
as we know him. The shopkeeper was not in Sheridan's

way. Such a fu>bereau as Bob Acres, with his apings of

fashion, might come within his limited range ; but it did

not extend to those classes which lie outside of society.

Trip and Fag and their fellows were strictly within this

circle; they are as witty as their masters in the hands
of the dramatist, and rather more fine, as is the nature

of a gentleman's gentleman; and even royalty itself

must be content to share the stage with these indis-

pensable ministers and copyists. But the world beyond
was at all times a sealed book to this historian of

fashionable folly—and he was wisely inspired in throwing

over the plebeian. He seems very speedily to have
found out his mistake, for nothing more is heard of

Solomon; and in the next fragmentary scene the

dramatist glides at once into a discussion of Lady
Teazle's extravagances, in which we have a great detJ

of unmeaning detail, all cleared away like magic in the

existing scene, which is framed upon it, yet is as much
superior to it as a lively and amusing altercation can b«
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to the items of a lengthy account interspersed with
mutual recriminations. It would appear, however, that
the Teazle play was subeeqL^nt to the SneerweU one, for
there is a great deal of pointed and brilliant writing, and
much that is retained almost without change, in the first

adumbrations of the great scenes with Joseph Surface.
"So then," says Lady Teazle in this early sketch, "you
woula have me sin in my own defence, and part with my
virtue to preserve my reputation," an epigrammatic phrase
which is retained without alteration in the final scene.
Moore tells us that thi- sentence is "written in every
direction, and without any material change in its form,
over the pages of his different memorandum books." It
is evident that it had caught Sheridan's fancy, and that
he had favourite phrases as some people have favourite
children, produced on every possible occasion and alwava
delighted in.

'

How it was that Sheridan was led to amalgamate
these two plays into one, we are left altogether without
information. Moore's knowledge seems to have been
drawn entirely from the papers put into Ids hands, which
probably no one then living knew much about, belong-
ing as they did to the early career of a man who had lived
to be old, and abandoned altogether the walk of litera-
ture, .'n which he had won his early laurels. He sur-
mises that the two -act comedy which Sheridan teUs
Linley is about to be put in rehearsal may have been
the Teazle play

: but this is mere conjecture, and we
can only suppose that l^'heridan had found, as he grew
better acquainted with the requirements of the stage,
that neither of the plots he had sketched out was enough
to keep the interest of the audience ; and that in the
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neoeasity that pressed upon him for something to fill the

stage and stop the mouths of his new company and

associates, he threw the two plots together by a sudden

iubpiration, knitting the one to the other by the dazzling

links of those scandalous scenes which, to tell the

truth, have very little to dv with either. Whether be

transferred these bodily from an already polished and

completed sketch, working them into the materials

needed for his douole Intrigue with as little alteration of

the original fabr.o as possible, or if in his haste and

confidence of success he deliberately refrained from con-

necting them with the action of the piece, we have no

way of telling. The daring indifference which he shows

to that supposed infallible rule of dramatic composi-

tion which ordains that every word of the dialogue

should help on the action, is edifying, and shows how
entirely independent of rule is succesa At the same

time it strikes us as curious tuat Sheridan did not find

it expedient to employ the evil tongues a little more

upon the group of people whose fortunes are the imme-

diate subject of the comedy. For instil oe, there is no

warrant whatever in the play for the suspicion of Charles

Surface which Sir Peter expresses at an exciting mo-

ment A hint of his chara^^^r and impending troubles

is indeed given us, but r - ig that can in the least link

his name with that of Lady Teazle—which seems a dis-

tinct inadvertence on the part of the dramatist, since there

might have been an admirable opportunity for piquing

our curiosity by a stance of the scandalmongers upon

the possible relations between those two gay prodigals.

The scandalous scenes, however (save the last of

them), are almost entirely without connection with the

I I

I I
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plot They can be detached and enjoyed separately
without any sensible loss in the reader's (or aven
spectator's) mind. In themselves the manageraent
of all the details is inimitable. The eager interchange
takes away our breath ; there is no break or possibility

of pause in it The malign suggestion, the candid aston-
ishmentj the spite which assails, and the malicious good-
nature which excuses, are all balanced to perfection,
with a spirit which never flags for a moment And
when the veterans in the art are joined by a brilliant
and mischievous recruit in the shape of Lady Teasle,
rushing in among them in pure gaietd du cctur, the eneigy
of her young onslaught outdoes them all. The talk has
never been so brilliant, never sc pitUess, as when she
joins them She adds the gift of mimicry to all their
malice, and produces a genuine laugh even from those
murderers of their neighbours' reputations. This is

one of the side-lights, perhaps unintentional, which
keen insight throws upon human nature, showing how
mere headlong imitation and high spirits, and tt^e deter-
mination to do whatever other people do, and a littk
more, go further than the most mischievou '

n.

Perhaps the author falls into his usual faw tag
too much wit and point to the utteran - ^le
young wife, who is not mtended to be clever; out her
sudden dash into the midst of the dowagers, and unex-
pected victory over them in their own line, is ftiU of
nature. "Very well. Lady Teazle, I see you can be a
little severe," said Lady Sneerwell, expressing the aston-
ishment of the party; while Mrs. Candour hastens to
welcome Sir Peter on his arrival with her habitual com-
plaint that "they have been so censorious—and Lady

4 %
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Teazle as bad as any one." The slanderers themselves

are taken by surprise, and the indignation and horror of

the husband know no bounds. There is no more suc-

cessful touch in the whole composition.

Apart from these scenes, the construction of the play

shows once more Sheridan's astonishing instinct for a

striking situation. Two such will immediately occur to

the mind of the reader, the great Screen scene, and that

In which Charles Surface sells his family portraita The

first is incomparably the greater of the two, and one

which has rarely been equalled on the stage. The suc-

cession of interviews, one after another, has not a word

too much; nor could the most impatient audience find

any sameness or repetition in the successive arrivals, each

one of which adds an embarrassment to the dilemma

of Joseph Surface, and helps to clear up those of his

victims. As the imbroglio grows before our eyes, and

every door of escape for the hypocrite is shut up, with-

out even the common sentimental error of awakening

commiseration for him, the most matte fact spectator

can scarcely repress, even when carried Uong by the

interest of the story, a sensation of admiring wonder at

the skill with which all these combinations are effected.

It is less tragic than Tartuffe, ins( much as Orgon's pro-

found belief, and the darker guilt of the domestic traitor,

move us more deeply j and it is not terrible like the unveil-

ing of lago ; but neither is it trivial, as the ordinaiy dis-

coveries of deceitful wives and friends to which we are

accustomed on the stage so generally are ; and the fine

art with which Sir Peter, sornethmg of an old cur-

mudgeon in the earlier scenes, is made unexpectedly to

reveal his better nature, and thus prepare the way, un-



1:^ i

1

•0 RICHARD BRINSLEY SHERIDAN. fcg^^

•ware., for the r^^rtablwhmont of hit own Uppina^at
the moment when it leem. entirely diattered. i« worthy of
the highest pr»i«^ It would no doubt have been hi/her
•rt could the dramatist have deceived his audienw as
well as the personages of the play, and made us also par-
ties m the surprise of the discovery. But this is what
no one has as yet attempted, not even Shakespeare, andwe have no right to object to Sheridan that we are in
the secret of Joseph's baseness all the time, just as we

^Z '"/
! T"' ""^ '^"'"^''''' '^"^ "^ ^^»» difficulty

understand ho^r ,t is that he deceives any one. There
remains for the comedy of the future (or the tragedy
which, wherever the deeper chords of life are touched'
comes to very much the same thing) a still greatei^
achiev.ment-.fhat of inventing an lago who shljl d«.
ceive the audience as well as the Othello upon whom he
plays, and be found oat only by us and our hero at the
same moment Probably, could such a thing be done, the
effect would be too great, and the indignation and horror
of the crowd, thus skilfully excited, produce a sensation
beyond that which is permissible to fiction. But Sheridan
does not deal with any tragical >wen>. Nothing deepe-
is withm his reach than the momentary touch of real
feehng with which Lady Teazle vindicates her«elf, and
proves her capacity for better things. Tie gradual de-
velopment of the situation, the unwilling agency of the
deceiver m opening the eyes and touching the heart of

ftiTT*?!. ^T" ^ '^'''^ ^^ '^"^S the character
of the brother whom he desires to incriminate ; the con-
fusion of his mind as one after another so many danirer-o^ elements come together; the chuckling malice of the
old man. eager, half to exonerate Joseph from the charge
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of auiteriiy, half to betray his secret, little suspecting

how nearly his own credit is involved ; the stupefying

'lismay of the disclosure;—are managed with the most

complete success. The scene in in itself a succinct drama

quite comprehenBJble even when detached from its con*

t .xt, and of the highest effactivoness. So far as morals

are concerned, it is as harmless as any equivocal situa-

tion can be. To bo sure the suggestion of the little

milliner is no more savoury than the presence of Lady

Teazle is becoming to her reputation and duty ; but the

utter confusion of the nchcme, and the admirable and un-

expected turn given to the conclusion by her genuine per-

ception of her folly and her husband's merit, go as far as

is possible to neutralise all that is amiss in it. There had

been a temporary doubt as to whether the Rivals would

catch the public fancy : there was none at all about this.

The other great scene, that in which Charles Surface

sells his pictures, has qiialities of a different kind. It is

less perfect and more suggestive than most of Sheridan's

wort We have to accept the favourite type of the stage

hero—the reckless, thoughtless, warmhearted, impression-

able spendthrift, as willing to give as he is averse to pay,

scattering his wild oats by handfuls, wasting his life and

his means in riotous living, yet easily touched and full of

kind impulses—before we can do justice to 't This char-

acter, whatever moralists may say, alwayshas, and probably

always will retain a favoured place in fiction. Though

we know very well that in real life dissipation does not

keep the heart soft or promote gratitude and other

generous sentiments, yet we are still willing to believe

that the riotous youth whose animal spirits carry him

aw. / into devious paths is at bottom better than the
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demure one who keepe his peoeadilloes out of dght of the
worlA The eightt^enth century had no doult on the
irHject Oharlee Surface if the Kghthewted prodigal
whoee easy vices hare brought him to the point of
destructioa Whatever grave thoughts on the subject
he may have within, he is resolute in carrying out his
gay career to the end, and ready to bugh in the face of
roia A more severe taste might consider his light-
haartedness swagger, and his generosity prodigality;
but we are expected on the stage to consider such
characteristics as far more frequently conjoined with
a good heart than sobriety and decency. The reckless
young reprobate at the lowest ebb of his fortune, ready
to throw away anything or everything, and exposing
himself hopelessly and aU his follies to the rich uncle
who has come to test him, conciliates our good opinion
from the beginning by the reJ kindness with which
he protects "Uttle Premium," the supposed money-
lender, from the rude pleasantries of his boon com-
panions. The touch of desperation which is in his
gaiety without ever finding expression in words enhances
the effect of his headlong talk and wild wit. When his
companion Careless, to whom it is aU a good joke,
complains—"Charles, I haven't a hammer; and what's
an auctioneer without a hammer 1" the master of the
ruined house clutches with a Uugh at the family
pedigree, firmly and tightly encircling its roller, and
throws that to him :

«• Here, Careless, you shaU have no
common bit of mahogany; here's the family tree for
you, and you may knock down my ancestors with their
own pedigree," he cries. Such a laugh raises echoes
which we wonder whether Sheridan contemplated or had

1, !!

w-
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any thought of. Ai the prodigal rattles on with almoft

too much •wiop' and *' way" upon him in the tragi-comedy

of fate, we are hurried along in the stream of hit >. fld

gaiety with sympathy which he has no right ta The

audience is all on his side from the first word. Sir

Oliver is a weakheaded old gentleman, no^. at all equal

to Sir Peter, and is overcome with ludicrous ease and

rapidity; but the jbetinacy of affectionate gratitude

with which the h headed young fellow hc^^z by the

portrait of his benefactor, and the fine su* l. -^'ty with

which he puts all "little Premium's" ov. •* ^-es aside,

without putting on any newborn virtue or pretensions

to amendment, are in their way a masterpiece. He pre-

tends no admiration for the distant uncle, but speaks of

him as freely as of the other sacrificed ancestora " The

little ill-looking fellow over the settee " evokes no senti-

ment from him. He is quite willing to draw a post-obit

upon Sir Oliver's life, and to jest at him as a little nabob

with next to no liver. But for all that, a sort of impu-

dent fidelity, a reckless gratitude, is in the ruined prodigal.

The equally 'Hskless but nor? composed friend, who is

ready to abet him in all . folly with ohe indifference of

an uncoucemed b/at2T;der, the wondering contempt of

the Jew, the con'oulod and somewhat maudlin emotion

of the ice indigiaut uncle, surround the figure of

the swaggering ghUant with the most felicitous back-

ground. It is far less elaborate and complicated than

the companion scene ; but it is scarcely less successful.

It is a curious particular in the excellence of the

piece, however, and scarcely a commendation, we fear, in

the point of view of art, that these very striking scenes,

as well as those in which the scandalmongers hold their
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amusing oonclave, may all be detached from the setting

with the greatest ease and without any perceptible loss

of interest Never was there a drama which it was so
easy to take to pieces. The screen scene in itself forms,
as we have already pointed out, a succinct and brilliant

little performance which the simplest audience could
understand; and though the others might require a
word or two of preface, they are each sufficiently per-
fect in themselves to admit of separation from the
context It says a great deal for the power of the
writer that this should be consistent with the general
interest of the comedy, and that we are scarcely

conscious in the acting, of the looseness with which
it hangs together, or the independence of the dif-

ferent parts. Sheridan, who was not a playwright by
science but rather by accident, did not in all likelihood,

in the exuberance of his youthful strength, trouble him-
self with any study of the laws that regulate dramatic
compositioa The unities of time and place he preserves,

indeed, because it suits him to do so; the incidents of his

pieces might all happen in a few hours for anything
we know, and with singularly littie change of scene ; but
the close composition and interweaving of one part with
another, which all dramatists ought, but so very few do,
study, evidentiy cost him littie thought. He has the
quickest eye for a situation, and knows that nothing
pleases the playgoing public so much as a strong com-
bination and climax ; but he does not take the trouble
to rivet the links of his chain or fit them very closely

into each other. It is a wonderful tribute to his power
that, notwithstanding this looseness of construction, few
people object to allow to the School for Scandal the pia-
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eminence accorded to it by admiring contemporaries aa

being the best modem English comedy. There is more

nature and more story in She ^oop» to Conqwr ; but

nothing so brilliant^ so incisive, no such concentration of

all the forces of Art^ and nothing like the sparkle of

the dialogue, the polish and ease of diction. Goldsmith's

play, though produced only three or four years before,

is a generation older in atmosphere and sentiment ; but

it is the only one which has proved a competitor with

Sheridan's great comedy, or that we can compare with

it To go back to Shakespeare and place these brilliant

studies of Society in the eighteenth century by the side

of that radiant world of imagination which took refuge

in the woods of Arden, or found a place in the enchanted

island, would be futile indeed. It would be little less

foolish than to compare Sheridan's prologues and occa-

sional verses with the Allegro and the Penseroso. Not to

that region or near it did he ever reach. It was not his

to sound the depths of human thought or mount to any

height of fancy. Rosalind and Prospero were out of his

reckoning altogether; but for a lively observation of

what was going on upon the surface of life, with an

occasional step a little way—but only a little way

—

beyond : and a fine instinct for that concentration of

incident and interest which make a striking dramatic

scene, nobody has excelled him, and very few indeed

reach anything like the level of his power.

This play, which the actors had begun to rehearse before

it was all written, was received by everybody connected

with the theatre with excitement and applause. Garrick

himself, it is said, attended the rehearsals, and "was
never known on any former occasion to be more anxious



RICHARD BRINSLET SHERIDAN. [OHAT.

m \

for a fayourite piec&" The old actor threw himself with

generous warmth into the interest of the new dramatist^

upon whom for the moment the glory of Drury Lane

depended. Moore quotes a note from him which proves

the active interest he took in the production of the new

play. "A gentleman who is as mad as myself about

y* School," he writes, "remarked that the characters

upon y* stage at y^ falling of y* screen stand too long

before they speak. I thought so too y" first nigbt : he

said it was y" same on y* 2nd and was remark'd by

others: tho' they should be astonish'd and a little

petrify'd, yet it may be carry'd to too great a lengtL"

His affectionate interest is still further proved by the

Prologue, in which he speaks of Sheridan with a sort of

paternal admiration.

" Is OUT young bard so young to think that he

Can scop the full spring-tide of calumny ?

Knows he the world so little, and its trade ?

Alas ! the devil's sooner raised than laid.

So strong, so swift, the monster there's no gagging

:

Cut Scandal's head off, still the tongue is wagging.

Proud of your smiles, once lavishly bestowed.

Again our young Don Quixote takes the road

;

To show bis gratitude he draws his pen,

And seeks the hydra, Scandal, in his den.

For your applause all perils he would through—
He'll fight— that's write—a caballero true.

Till every drop of blood—that's ink—is spilt for you."

It is a ludicrous ci'^cumstance in the history that an

attempt was made after Sheridan's death, and by no less

strange a hand than that of his first biographer, Watkins,

to question the authorship of the School for Scandal,

which, according to this absurd story, was the composi-

i P
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tion of an anonymoiu young lady, who sent it to the

management of Droiy Lane shortly before her death, an

event of which Sheridan took advantage to produce her

work as his own 1 That any reasonable creature could

be found to give vent to such a ridiculous fiction, is an

evidence of human folly and malignity more remark-

able than any in the play, and laughably appropriate

as connected with it, as if Sir Benjamin Backbite had

risen from the grave to avenge himself.

It is needless to add that the popularity which has

never failed for more than a century attended the first

production of the great comedy. It brought back pros-

perity with a bound to the theatre, which had been

struggling in vain under Sheridan's management against^

so to speak, Sheridan himself at Covent Garden in the

shape of the Bivais and Duenna. Two years after its first

production it is noted in the books of the theatre that " the

<Slc/^/or iSlirafuia/damped the newpieces." Nothing could

stand against it, and the account of the nightly receipts

showswithwhat steadiness it continued to fill the treasury,

which had been sinking to a lower and lower ebb.

Many attempts were made at the time, and have been

made since, to show how and from whom Sheridan derived

his ideas : a more justifiable appropriation than that of the

play entire, though perhaps a still more disagreeable im-

putation, since many who would not give credit to the

suggestion of a literary crime and wholesale robbery

would not hesitate to believe the lesser accusation.

Plagiarism is vile and everywhere to be condemn&u;

but it is an easy exercise of the critical faculty,

and one in which, in all generations, some of the smaller

professors of the craft find a congenial field of labour,

H
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to ferret out resemblances in imaginatJYe compositions,

which are as natural aa the resemblances between

members of the same race, were it not for the invidious

suggestion that the one is a theft from the other. It

would be nearly as reasonable to say that the fanuly air

and features of a noble house were stolen from the

ancestors of the same. It is suggested accordingly that

Joseph and Charles Surface came from Tom Jones and
BliJU; that Mrs. Malaprop was perhaps Mr& Slip-slop

or perhaps a sort of hash of Miss Tabitha Bramble and
her waiting maid ; and even that the amusing meetings

of the School for Scandal were a reflection from the

Misanthrope. There will always be some who will

take a pleasure in depreciating the originality of an

author in this way; but it is scarcely necessary, now
that Sheridan himself has become a classic, to take any

trouble in pointing out the pettiness of such criticism

so far aa he is concerned. Like Moli^re, he took his

own where he found it, with an malienable right to

do so which no reasonable and competsnt literary

tribunal would ever deny. The process by which one
idea strikes fire upon another and helps to hand the

light of imagination along the line, is a natural and
noble one, honourable to every mind which has to do
with it, and as unlike the baseness of literary robbery or

imitation as any natural growth and evolution can be.

It is, indeed, one of the finest offices of the poet to

awaken ^smouldering thoughts in other intelligences, and
strike off mto the darkness as many varied scintilla-

tions of kindred light as the race can produce. A
curious instance of the ease with which accusations of

this sort are made, as well as of how a small slander
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will extend and spread, is to be found, of all places in the

world, in the record made by Samuel Bogen of the

conversationB of Charles James Fox. Sheridan, among
other appropriations, had been supposed to take the idea

of Sir G'iver's return from his own mother's novel of

Sidney Biddulph. He might for that matter have taken

it from a hundred novels, since no incident was more
hackneyed. "Thought Sidney Biddulph one of the best

novels of the age," Rogers reports Fox to have said

;

" Sheridan denied having read it, though the plot of his

Senod for Scandal was borrowed from it" Sir Peter

Teazle's ball, wl h, after missing Charles Surface,

" struck against a little bronze Shakespeare that stood

over the fireplace, glanced out of the inndow at a right

angle, and wounded the postman who -wa just coming
to the door with a double letter from Northamptonshire,"

was scarcely a more successful example of the amplifica-

tion of report than thia It is not to be supposed that

Fox meant any harm to his friend and sometime col-

league ; but the expansion of the original statement that

the idea of the Indian uncle's return came from th*

,

source, to the bold assertion that the plot of the School

for Scandal was borrowed fr.if It, is worthy of Lady
Sueerwell herself.

The play was not published in any authorised edition

during Sheridan's lifetime, probably becak^se it was more
to his profit, according to theatrical regulat;- js, that it

should not be so—though Sheridan's grand sta mt that

he ht-d been "nineteen years endeavouring co satisfy

himself with the style of the School for Scnndal, and had
not succeeded," may be taken as the reason if the reader

chooses. He was suflRciently dilatory and fastidious to
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hAT6 made thai poaaible. It waa^ however, printed in

Dablin (which waa the great seat of literary piracy

before the Union, when it shifted farther weat), from

a copy which Sheridan had ^ent to hia sister, Mrs.

Lefanu, " to be disposed of for her own advantage to

the manager of the Dablin theatre." Almost immedi-

ately aftdr its production several of the scenes vfere

" adapted '* and acted in France ; and it has since been

printed not only in innumerable editions in England,

but translated into every European language. Nor is

there^ we may say, any new play, unattended by special

stimulation of adventitious interest, which is still so

certain of securing " a good house."

In the same year in which this masterpiece came into

bein§^ and moved by tbc same necessities, Sheridan pro-

duced the last of his dramatic compositions,—a work

which has perhaps occasioned more innocent amusement

and cordial laughter than any other of the kind in the

language, and has furnished us with more allusions and

illustrations than anjrthing eke out of Shakespeare. The

Otitic is, of all Sheridan's plays, the one which has least

claim to originality. Although it is no copy, nor can be

accused of plagiarism, itts the climaxof a series of attempts

descending downwards from the Elizabethan era, when
uhe Knight of the Burning PesHe was performed amid the

running commentaries of the homely critics : and it could

scarcely have died out of the recollection of Sheridan's

audience that Fielding had over and over again made

the same attempt in the previous generation. But what

his predecessors had tried with different degrees of suc-

cess—or failure—Sheridan accomplished triumphantly.

The humours of the Behearsal, still sufBciently novel to

m
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himBelf to retain all their whimmcal originality, he alone

had the power lo to let upon the stage that all that is

ludicrous in dramatio representation is brought before us—^but with BO much dramatic success that the criticism

becomes only a more subtle kind of applause, and in the

act of making the theatre ridiculous, he makes it doubly
attractive. This amusing paradox is carried out with

the utmost skill and boldnesi^. In the School for Scandal

Sheridan Iiad held his audience in delighted suspense in

scene after scene which had merely the faintest link of

connection with the plot of his play, and did little more
than interrupt its action. But in the new work he held

the stage for nearly half the progress of the piece by the

mere power of pointed and pungent remarks, the keen
interchanges of witty talk, the personality of three or four

individuals not suflSciently developed to be considered

as impersonations of character, and with nothing to do
but la deliver their cr mments upon matters of literaiy

interest Rarely has a greater feat been performed on
the stage. We are told that Sir Fretful Plagiary was
intended for Cumberland, that Dangle meant some-

body else, and that this it was that gave the chief interest

to the first portion of the play. But what did the mul-
titude care about Cumberland 1 Should it occur to any
clever playwright of our day to produce upon the stage

a caricature of one of our poets—we humbly thanV

heaven much greater personages than Cumberland— a
cultivated audience for the first two or three nights

might enjoy the travesty. But London, on the whole,

when it had once gased at the imitated great ma'j, would
turn away without an attempt to suppress the yawn
which displayed its indifference. No popular audience
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•nywhere would be mc red by such an expedient,—and

onlja popular audience can Moure the mioceaa of ft play. It

was not Oumbeiiand : it was not the theatrical enthusiast

represented by Dangle. Nothing can be more evanescent

than successes produced by such means. And this was a

vigorous and healthy success, not an afifair of the coteries.

It is all the more astonishing because the play on words

is somewhat elaborate, the speeches in many cases long-

winded, and the subjects discussed of no general human

interest. Indeed, Mr. Puff's elaborate description of

puffing, when subjected to the test of reading, is, it must

be coi^essed, a little tedious : which is, of all the sins of

the stage, vhe most unpardonable. Supposing any young

dramatist of the present day to carry such a piece to a

stage manager, we can imagine the consternation with

which his proposal would be received. What I take up

the time of the public witli a discussion of literary

squabbles, and the passion of an irate author attacked

by the press I—expect the world to be amused by the pre-

sentation upon the stage even of the most caustic of

Saturday reviewers, the sharpest operator of the nine-

teenth century, although in the very act of baiting a play-

wright! The young experimentalist would be shown

to the door with the utmost celerity. His manuscript

would not even be unrolled—in all probability his

theatrical friend would read him a lecture upon his

utter misconception of the purposes of the stagei " My
dear Sir," we can imagine him saying, with that mixture

of blandness and impatience with which a practical man
encounters an idealist, "there cannot be a greater mis-

take than to suppose that the world cares for what liter-

ary persons say of each other. Tour testy old gentle-
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man mi^^t be beanble if he had a daughter to marry,

or a ton to disinherit ; but all thii noiae and fury about

a review I Tutl the audience would be bored to deatL"

And so any sensible adviser would say. Yet Sir Fretful

between his two tormentors, and the cheerful bustle

and assured confidence of Mr. Puff, have held their

ground when hundreds of sensational dramas have

drooped and died. Never was a more wonderful

literary feat. The art of puffing has been carried to

a perfection unsuspected by Mr. Puff, and not one per-

son in a thousand has the most remote idea who Cum-

berland was,—but the Critic is as delightful as ever,

and we listen to the gentlemen talking with as much

relish as our grandfathers did. Nay, the simplest-minded

audience, innocent of literature, and perhaps not very

sure what it all means, will still answer to the touch,

and laugh till they cry over the poor author's wounded

vanity and the woes of Tilburina. Shakespeare, it is

evident, found the machinery cumbrous, and gave up

the idea of making Sly and lis mockers watch the 'pro-

gress of the Taming of the Shrew, and Beaumont and

Fletcher lose our interest altogether in their long-drawn-

out by-play though the first idea of it is comical in

the highest degree. Nor could Fielding keep the stage

with his oft-repeated efforts, notwithstanding the wit

and point of mauy of his dialogues. But Sheridan at

last, after so many attempts, found out the right vein.

It is evident by the essays made in his own boyhood that

the subject had attracted him from a very early period.

His lively satire, keen as lightning, but harmless as the

flashing of the summer storm which has no thunder in

it^ finds out every crevice in the theatrical mail When
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he haa tamed tlie uithor outdde in, and ezpoied all hia

Uttle weakneaaea (not withoat a aharper tonoh here^ for it

ia Mr. Puff the inventor of the art of advertiaing aa it

waa in tkoae nndereloped daya, and not any better man
who fiUa the place of the auceeaaful dnunatiatX he tuna
to the play itaelf with the aame delightful peroeption ol
ita abanrditiM. The Inta of dialogue which are kteipoaed
QNurkle like diamonda.

*'8n««r. Pray, Mr. Puff, how came Sir nhriKlmhtt Hatton
nerer to uk that qnestion before 1

Puff. What, bifore the play began t—how tha pUinia
could he ?

Dtrngle. That's true, i'faith I"

And again

—

"DangU. Mr. Puff, u he knows all this, why doea Sir
Walter go on telling bim 1

Pvff. But the audience are not supposed to know any-
thing of the matter, are they ?

Bnm. True
; but I think you manage ill : for there cer-

tainly appean no reason why Sir Walter should be so com-
mnnicatiTe.

Puff. Tore Gad, now, that is one of the most ungrateful
obeenrations I ever heard !—for the less inducement he has
to teU aU this, the more I think you ought to be obliged to
him, for I'm sure you'd know nothing of the matter without it.

Dangle. That's very true, upon my word."

In these interpolations every word tells; but there
is no malice in the laughing champion who strikes so fuU
in the centre of the shield, and gets such irresistible

fooling out of the difficulties of his own art It is

amusing to remember, though Leigh Hunt in his some-
what shrill and bitter sketch of Sheridan points it out with
unfriendly zeal, that the sentimental dramas which he
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afterwtrdi pnpwed for the lUge were of the my <nder

which he here ezpoied to the Unghter of the world.

<' It is obeenrable, and not a little edifying to obeerre,"

layi this eritio, " that when thoee who excel in a tfkit

of satire abore everything else come to attempt lerions

specimens of the poetr, and romance whoae exaggera-

tions they ridicule, they make ridiculous mistakes of

their own and of the very same kind: lo aUitd i$ habitual

vnnt of faith loilh wmt of aU higher power. The style of

the Stranger is poor and pick-thank enough; but Pitarro

in its highest flighta ia downright booth at a fair—

a

tall spouting gentleman in tinsel." The words in italics

are worthy of Joseph Surface. But the more lympa-

thetic reader will be glad to remember that Pizarro has

passed out of the recollection of the world so completely

thet no one but a biographer or unfriendly critic would

ever think nowadays of associating it with Sheridan's

namei "Serious specimens of poetry and romance"

were entirely out of his way. The most extravagant of

his admirers has never claimed for him any kindred with

the Shakespearian largeness which makes Lear and

Touchstone members of the same vast family. That

Sheridan himself, when driven to it^ fell into the lowest

depths of dramatic bathos need not injure our appre-

ciation of his delightful and lighthearted mockery and

exposure of all its false effects. In the Critie he is at the

height of his powers ; his keen sense of the ridiculous

might have, though we do not claim it for him, amoral aim,

and be directed to the reformation of the theatre ; but his

first inspiration came from his own enjoyment of the

humours of the stage and perception of its whimsical

iiicongruitiea. No doubt, however, he was weighed
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down by the pcepotteroiu dnaiM whieh wnn fab>
mittfld to W'- forthe me of the oompany »t Druiy Leae^
when he b. <e forth into this bnUumt piece of fun and
mookery. It afforded a moat oaefol lenon to the dimma-
tieal writers then abusing their prerogative and filling the
•tage with bathos and highflown folly ; and there is no
nuon why we should refuse to Sheridan the credit of a
good purpose, as well as of a most amusing and in no
way ill-natured extravaganza, admirably true, so far as it

goes, and skimming the surface of society and of some
developmente of human nature with an unerring hand.

Another of the many strange anecdotes told of Sheri-
dan's dilatoriness and headlong race against time at the
end, is connected with the composition of the Oritie. It
is perfecUy in keeping with his character, but it must
not be forgotten that it was his policy to suffer such
tales to be current, and even to give them a certain
amount of justification. The Oritie wu announced and
talked of long before its completion, nay, before it was
begun—not a singular event perhaps in dramatic expe-
rience. It was then sent to the theatre in detached
flcenes, as had been the case with the SchoU for Scandal.
PinaUy a definite date was fixed for its appearance—the
30th of October; but when the 27th had arrived, the
work, to the despair of eveiybody connected with the
theatre, was still incomplete.

We quote from Shmdaniana, an anonymous publication
intended to make up the deficiencies of Moore's life, the
foUowing account of the amusing expedient by which
the conclusion was accomplished.

"Dr. Pord and Mr. Linley, the joint proprietoni, began to eet
oarvou* and uneasy, and the uctora were absolutely at* deteapoir,
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fltp«oi«Il7 King, who WM not only tag»'»OTagw, Imt had to

play Puff. To him wm MiigiMd th« duty of hnnting down

and worrying Sheridan ahont tha latt aoena ; day aftar day

paHed, until the laat day but two arrived, and itill it did

not make ita appearance. At laat Mr. Linley, who, heing hia

lather-in-law, waa pretty well awate of hia haUta, K ' upon a

ftratagem. A night reheanal of the Oritie waa ordered, and

Sheridan having dined with Linley waa prevailed upon to

go. When they were on tlie stage, Kb>g wUipered to

Sheridan that he h. d lomething particular to communicate,

and begged he would step into the aeeond greenroom.

Accordingly Sheridui went, and found there a table with pen*,

ink, and paper, a good fire, an armehair at the table, and

two bottles of claret, with a dish of anchovy sandwichea.

The moment he got into the room. King stepped out and

locked the door ; immediately after which Linley and Ford

came up and told the author that until he had written the

scene he would be kept where he waa. Sheridan took this

decided measure in good part : he ate the anchoviea, finished

the claret, wrote the scene, and laughed heartily at the

ingmuity of the contrivance."

We have the less compnnction in quoting an anecdote,

vouched for only by auonymons witneaaea, that there

can be little doubt it was •• kind of story which Sheridan

would have given no c. utradiction to. The dash of

sudden creation making up for long neglect of duty was

the conventional mode of procedure for such a man. To

discuss the immorality of such a mode of action would

be altogether out of place here. Every evasion of duty

is due to some sort of selfishness; but the world has

always been indulgent (up to a certain point) of the

indolent and vagrant character which is conjoined with a

capacity for great work in an emergency, and, so long

as the thing is done, and done with such brilliancy at

last, will condone any irregularity in the doing of it
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The result^ it is gaid, of the Critic vas immediate!;
apparent For some time after its production the old

type of tragedy became impossible, at least at Dmiy
liane. Dramas in which "the heroine was found to be
forestalled by Tilburina," could not be any great loss to

the stage ; and it is amusing to realise the aspect of an
audience fresh from the Critic, when such a tragedy was
placed on the boards, while the spectators vainly

struggled to shut out a recollection of the Governor
opposing his honour to all the seductions of his daughter,
or Whiskerandos refusing to die again on any entreaty,

from their minds. It was little wonder if all the craft

were furious, and the authors—^whose productions were
chased by laughter from the stage—could not find any
abuse bitter enough for Sheridaa

Therewas, unfortunately, verygood cause for complaint
on other grounds. To speak of his habits of business

as being bad would be absurd, for he had no business

habits at all. His management of the theatre when it

fell into his hands was as discreditable as could be. He
allowed everything to go to confusion, and letters and
the manuscripts submitted to him, and every application

relating to the theatre, to accumulate, till even the
cheques for which he sent to his treasury, and which
he had a thousand uses for, were confounded in the
general heap and lost to him, till some recurring incident
or importunate applicant made an examination of these

stores a necessity. It is somewhat difficult to make out
how far and how long, or if ever, he was himself re-

sponsible for the stage-management; but all the business
of the theatre went to confusion in his hands, and it

would appear that at first at least the company took

:i, i

iikJL.
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example by the disorderly behaviour of their head.

Gkuriek, who had hoped so highly from the new pro*

prietor and done so much for him, had to apologise ai

he could for a state of things whivl. looked like chaos

come again. "Everybody is raving against Sheridan

for his supineness," cries one of Oarrick's correspondents;

and the unfortunate Hawkins, the prompter whose Amen

upon the end of the manuscript we have described, affords

us a picture of the kingdom of misrule which existed at

Drury Lane which is pitiful enough

:

** We played last night Much Ado About Nothing " (writes

this martyr), " and had to make an apology for tiie three

principal parts. About twelve o'clock Mr. ^Jenderson sent

word that he was not able to play. We got Mr. Louis from

Covent Garden, who supplied the part of Benedick. Soon

after, Mr. Parsons sent word he could not play. Mr. Moody

supplied the part of Dogbeny ; and about four in the after-

noon Mr. Vernon sent word he could not play. Mr. Mat-

tock supplied his part of Balthazar. I thought myself very

happy in getting these wide gaps so well stopped. In the

middle of the first act a message was brought to me that Mr.

Trftpi f>ali, who was to play the part of Borachio, was not come

to the house. I had nobody then who could go on for it, so

I was obliged to cut two scenes in the first and second act

entirely out, and get Mr. Wrighton to go on for the remainder

of the piece. At length we got the play over without the

audience finding it out We had a very bad house. Mr.

Parsons is not able to play in the Schoolfor Scandal to-morrow

night : do not know how we shall be able to settle that I

hope the pantomime may prove successful, and release us

from this dreadful situation."

This was the condition into which the orderly and

well-governed theatre had fallen soon after Garrick re-

signed into Sheridan's younger, and, as he hoped, better

hands—the young Hercules who was to succeed old
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Atlas in carrying the weight of the great undertaking

on his shoulders, his kingdom and authority. The re-

ceipts, that infallihle thermometer of theatrical success,

soon began to fail, and everything threatened destruction,

which was averted violently by the production one after

the other of Sheridan's two plays, only to fall back into

wilder chaos afterwards. For some part of this time

the elder Sheridan, who, after their reconciliation, had
engaged with his son as one of the members of the

company, was stage manager. It is pleasant to see the

claims of natiire thus acknowledged, and to have this

practical proof that Sheridan still believed in hif father's

talents and capabilities : but it does not seem to have

been a fortunate attempt Thomas Sheridan is said to

have been as harsh as his son was easy and disorderly.

His highest effort in his profession had been made in the

hope of rivalling the great actor, with whose name and
fame and all the traditions of his method Drury Lane
was filled. He was an elocutionist, and believed salva-

tion to depend upon a certain measure of delivery which
he had himself invented and perfected, and concerning

which he was at once an enthusiast and a pedant. To
introduce such a man to the little despotism of a theatre,

and set him over the members of an opposite faction in

his art, was, even when tempered by the mildness of

Linley, a desperate expedient, and his reign did not last

very long. Whether it returned to Sheridan's own shift-

less hands before a more competent head was found, it

is difficult to make out ; but at all events it was long

enough under his disorderly sway to turn every-

thing upside down. The ridiculous story referred to

above about the authorship of the School for Scandal was

i^i~^-t
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supported by the complainta of authors whose mana-

Bcript dramas had never been returned to them, and to

whom it was easy to say that Sheridan had stolen their

best ideas and made use of them as his own. ' A portion

of one of the first scenes in the Criiic which is now out

of date, and which mdeed many people may read with-

out any real understanding of what it refers to, makes

special reference to complaints and animadversions of

this kind. Sir Fretful announces that he has sent his

play to Covent Garden :

—

" Sneer. I should have thought now it would have been

better cast (as the actors call it) at Drury Lane.

iStr Fret. Oh lud, no ! never send a play there while I

live. Hark'ye [JVhiapers Sneer].

Sneer. Writes himself ! I know he does

Sir Fret. I say nothing. I take away from no man's
merit, am hurt at uo man's good fortune. I say nothing.

But this I will say : through all my knowledge of life I have
observed that there is not a passion so strongly rooted in the

human heart as envy.

Sneer. I believe you have reason for what you say, in-

deed.

Sir Fret. Besides—I can tell you it is not always safe to

leave a play in the handf< of those who write themselves.

Sneer. What ! they iiidy steal from them, my dear

Plagiary.

Sir Fret. Steal ! to be sure they may ; and egad ! serve

your best thoughts as gipsies do stolen children, disfigure

them to make them pass for their own
Sneer. But your present work is a sacrifice to Melj)omene,

and he, you know
Sir Fret. That's no security : a dexterous plagiarist may

do anything. Why, sir, for aught I know, he might take out

gome of the best things in my tragedy and put them into his

own comedy."

Thus it is apparent Sheridan himself was perfectly
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eonacioos of the things that were said about him. He
gave no contradiction, it is said, to the absurd story

about the School for Scandal—haw should het To sndi

an extraordinary accusation a contemptuous silence was

the best answer. But it is with an easy good-humour,

a laugh of the most cheerful mockery, that he confronts

the bitter gossip which suggests the unsafeness of leaving

manuscripts in his hands. He was not himself ashamed

of his sins in this respect His bag of letters all jumbled

together, his table covered with papers, the suitors who
waited in vain for a hearing, the business that was done

by fits and starts in the interval of his other engage-

ments,—all this did not affect his conscience. Cumber-

land, as if to prove his identity dth Sheridan's sketch,

describes in a letter to Garrick the ways of the new

manager; and the reader will see by this brief para*

graph how like was the portrait " I read," said the

dramatist) " the tragedy in the ears of the performers on

Friday morning. I was highly flattered by the audience,

but your successor in the management is not a representa-

tive of your polite attention to authors on such occa-

sions, for he came in yawning at the fifth act with no

other apology than having sat up two nights running.

It gave me not the slightest offence, as I put it all to the

habit of dissipation and indolence : but I fear his office

will suffer from want of due attention," Sir Fretful add&

This was within a few years of Sheridan's entry upon

the property and responsibility of the theatre. All that

he possessed—which means all that he had by miraculous

luck and by mysterious means, which no one has ever

been able to fathom, scraped together—was embarked in

it It had enabled him to enter at once upon a way of

JiMMMi



III.] THE "CRITia" lis

living, and into & ipheie of society in whioh the son of the

noedy player and lecturer, the idle youth of Bath, without

a profession or a penny,—the rash lover who had nuuried

without the most distant prospect of being able to main-

tain his wife, yet haughtilv forbidden her to ezeidae her

profession and maintain him,—could never have expected

to find himsell If ever man had an induconent to

devote himself to the cultivation of the extraordinary

opportunities which had been thus given to him, it was
he. But he had never been trained to devote himself to

anything, and the prodigality of good fortune which had
fallen upon him turned his head, and made b™ believe

no doubt that everything was to be as easy as the

beginning. Garrick had made a great fortune from the

theatre, and therewas everyreason to expectthatSheridan,

so easily proved the most successful dramatist of his day,

might do still more. But Sheridan, alas ! had none of

the qualities which were requisite for this achievement

;

even in composition he had soon reached t! e length of his

tether. Twice he was able to make up brilliantly by an
almost momentary effort for the bad effects of his careless-

ness in every practical way. But it is not possible for

any man to go on doing tins for ever, and the limit of

his powers wa very soon reached. If he had kept to

his own eas} 6 and sphere, and refrained from public

life and all itfa jsorbing cares, would he have continued

periodically to remake his own fortune and that of the

theatre by a new play I Who c" tellt It is always
open to the spectator to believe that such might have
been the case, and that Sheridan, put into harness like

a few greater spirits, might have maintained an end-
less stream of production as Shakespeare did. But

I
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there are indicationa of another kind which may lead

eiitioa to decide differently. Sheridan'a view of life

waa not a profound one. It waa but a vulgar aort of

drama, a problem without any deptha—to be solved by

plenty of m jiHj and wine and pleasure, by youth and

high spirits, and an easy lavishness which waa called

liberality, or even generosity as occasion served. But

to Sheridan there was nothing to find out in it, any more

than there is anything to find out in the characters of

his playa He had nothing to say further. Lady Teazle's

easy penitence, her husband's pardon, achieved by the

elegant turn of her head seen through the open door,

and the entry of Charles Surface into all the good

things of this life, in recompense for an insolent sort

of condescending gratitude to his egotistical old uncle,

were all he knew on this great subject. And when

that was said he had turned round upon the stage, the

audience, the actors, and the writers who catered for

them, and made fun of them all with the broadest mirth,

and easy indifference to what might come after. What

was there more for him to say 1 The Critic, so far as the

impulse of creative energy, or what, for want of a better

word, we call genius, was concerned, was Sheridan's last

word.

It was during this period of lawlessness and misrule

at Dmry, while either Sheridan himself or his father

was holding the sceptre of unreason there, that Garrick

died. He had retired from the theatre only a few years

before, and had watched it with anxious interest ever

since, no doubt deeply disappointed by the failure of

the hopes which he had founded upon the new pro-

prietorship and the brilliant young substitute whom

*«K
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he had helped to put into hia ovm place. Sheridan

followed him to the grave as chief moomer

—

and hia

impresnonable nature being strongly touched by the

death of the man who had been so good to him^ shut

himself up for a day or two, and wrote a monody to

Garrick's memory, which met with much applause in its

day. It was seemly that some tribute should be paid

to the great actor's name in the theatre of which he had

for so long been the life and soul, though Sheridan's

production of his own poem at the end of the play

which was then running, as an independent performance

and sacrifice to the manes of his predecessor was a novelty

on the stage. It was partly said and partly sung, and
must have been on the whole a curious interlude in its

solemnity amid the bustle and animation of the evening's

performance. As a poom it is not remarkable, but it is

the most considerable of Sheridan's productions in that

way. The most characteristic point in it is the om-

plaint of the evanescence of an actor's fame and reputa-

tion, which was very appropriate to the moment, though

perhaps too solemn for the occasion. After recording

the honours paid to the poet and painter, he contrasts

their lasting fame with the temporary reputation of the

heroes of the stage.

" The actor only shrinks firom time's award ;

Feeble tradition is his mem'ry's guard
;

By whose faint breath his merits must abide,

TJnvouch'd by proof—to substance nnallied !

E'en matchless Qarrick's art to heaven resign'd.

No fix'd effect, no model leaves behind 1

The grace of action, the adapted mien,
Faithful as nature to the varied scene

;

The expressive glance whose subtle comment draws
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Entzaneed •ttentiom and • mnto applaoae

;

QMtnre which matka with fozea and feeling fraogLt^

A sense in lilence and a will in thought

;

Harmonious speech whose pure and liquid ton-'

Gives verse a music scarce confess'd its own.

• • • • •

All perishable ! like th' electric fire,

But strike the frame—and as they strike expire

;

Incense too pure a bodied flame to bear,

Its firagrance charms the sense and blends with air.

Where then—while sunk in cold decay he lies,

And pale eclipse for ever seals those eyes—
Where is the blest memorial that ensures

Our Oarrick's fame? Whose is the trust?
—

'tis yours 1"

No one would grudge Garrick all the honour that

could be paid him on the stage where he had been ao

important a figure. But that the fame of the actor

should be like incense which melts in the air and dies is

very natural, notwithstanding Sheridan's protest. The
poetry which inspires him is not his, nor the senti-

ments to which he gives expression. He is but an

interpreter; he has no claim of originality upon our

admiration. But Garrick, if any man, has had a

reputation of the permanent kind. His name is 3S

well known as that of Pope or Samuel Johnson. His

generation, and the many notable persons in it> gave him

a sort of worship in his day. He was buried In West-

minster Abbey, his pall borne by noble peers, thirty-

four mourning coaches in all the panoply of woe fol-

lowing, "while the streets were lined with groups of

spectators falling in with the train as it reached the

Abbey." And up to this day we have not forgotten

Garrick. He died in 1779, just four years after the

beginning of Sheridan's connection with the theatre.

Miii
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The Monody eune in between the 8A00I for Sctmdal

and the Oniic^ the keenest satire and laughter alternating

with the dirge, which, however, was only permitted for a

few nights—the audience in general have something else

to do than to amuse itself by weeping over the lost

It must have been shortly alter this solemn perform-

ance that the theatre found a more suitable manager in

the person of King the actor: and though Sheridan

never ceased to harass and drain it, yet the business of

every day began to go on in a more regular manner.

His father retired from the head of the affairs, and he

had fortunately too much to do cultivating pleasure and

society to attempt this additional work,—even with the

assistance of his Betsey, who seems to have done him

faithful service through all these early years. He was

still but twenty-nine when his growing acquaintance with

statesmen and interest in political affairs opened to the

brilliant young man, whom eveiybody admired, the

portals of a more important world.



CHAPTER IV.

PUBUO UFB.

Whilk Sheridan was completing his brief career in

literature, and bringing fortune and fame to one theatre

after another by the short series of plays, each an essay

of a distinct kind in dramatic composition, which we

have discussed, nis position had been gradually changing.

It had been from the beginning, according to all rules of

reason, a perfectly untenable position. When he estab-

lished himself in London with his beautiful young wife

they had neither means nor prospects to justify the life

which they immediately began to lead, making their

house, which had no feasible means of support, into a

sort of little social centre, and collecting about it a

crowd of acquaintances much better off than they, out

of that indefinite mass of society which is always

ready to go where good talk and good music are to

be had, to amuse themselves at the cost of the rash

entertainers, who probably believe they are "making

frienJs" when they expend all their best gifts upon an

unscrupulous, though fashionable, mob. Nothing "-ould

be more unwarrantable than this outset upon an exist-

ence which was serious to neither of them, and in which
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wittnd long wero iwde the lenrtnU ol a r^pw tnd

ihifting public which took everything end gave nothmg.

Society (in words) judges lenienUy the loolidi viottaii

who thus immoUte thenwelves for ite pleMure, giving

them credit lor generosity end other Uberal virtuee
:
but

it is to be fesied that the excitement of high enimslspinto

and the love of commoti'^u and applause have more to

do with their foUy than kindness for their feUow-creir

tures. The two young Sheridans had both been brought

up in an atmosphere of pubUcity, and to both of them

an admiring audience waa a sort of necessity of nature.

And it U so easy to beUeve, and far easier then than now,

that to "make good friends" is to make your fortune.

Sheridan was more fortunate than it is good for our

moral to admit any man to be. His rashness, joined to

his brilliant social quaHties, seemed at first-even before

dramatic fame came in to make assurance sure-hkely

to attain the rewaid for which he hoped, and to bring

the world to his feet. But such success, if for Uie

moment both brilliant and sweet, has a Nemesis from

whose clutches few escape.

It is evident that there were some connections of His

boyish days, Harrow schoolfellows, who had not forgotten

him. or were ready enough to resume old acquaintance-

and gay companions of the holiday period of Bath, among

whom was no less a person than Windham-who helped

him to the friendship of others still more desiraWe.

Lord John Townshend, one of these early friei^

hrought him acquainted with the most intimate and dis-

tinguished of his after associates-the leader with whom

the most important part of his life was identified. It

was thus that he formed the friendship of Fox.
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'*I made (IWiidMiid writM) Um flni diaaarfoty d
wUeh thij met» having told Fox that all Hkt nodoa» hn
mii^l haTa oonoaiTad of Sharidaa'i talenta and ganiiu fitnn
tha flomadj of Th$ BimU, at&, would iall inflnitdy abort oi
tha adadiBtion of Ui aitonialiing powera which I waa ann
ha would antertain at tha tint interviaw. Tha flrat iater-
iaw batwaan tham— than wera vary (aw prawnt, only
Tiekall and myael^ and one or two mora— I ahall neyer
fayt Fox told me after breaking ap from dinner that he
alwqra thought Hare, after my nncle Charlea Townahend,
tha wittieat man he ever met with, bat that Sheridan war-
paaed them both infinitely : and Sheridan told me next
d«y that he wai quite loet in admiration of Fox, and that
it waa a pnnle to him to aay what he admired moat, his
eommanding auperiority of talent and universal knowledge,
or his playful fimey, artless manners, and benerolenoe of
heart, which showed itself in every word he utteiad."

At V6iy nearly the same time Sheridan became
acquainted with Burke. Dr. Johnaon himaelf, it ia aaid,

propoaed him aa a member of the Literary Olubb wd hia

friendahip and connection with Garrick must hare intro-

duced him widely among the people whom it ia distinction

to know. " An evening at Sheridan's ia worth a week's
waiting for,^ Fo-^ ia reported to have said. The brilliant

young man with hia lovely wife waa such a representa-
tive of genius aa might have dazzled the wisest He
had already made the moat brilliant beginning, and who
could tell what he might live to do with the world still

before him, vigorous b«alth and undaunted spirits, and
all the charm of personal fascination to enhance those
undeniable powera which must have appeared far greater
then, in the glow of expectation, and lustre of all they
were yet to do, than we know them now to have been t

And when he stepped at once from the life, without
any visible meacii, which he had been living, to the pod-

H
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tion of proprietor of Dmry Ltne, with an 0ftabHahed

oooapfttkm and the proepeet of oertein fortime, then

aeeined nothing beyond hii legitimtte ambition, m there

WM nothing beyond hii luxury and hoepitality, and laviah

enjoyment. Social lueceas lo great and rapid ii alwaya

rare, and the contrast between the former life of the

poor {layer's penniless son, walking the streets of Bath

in idleness without a sixpence in his pocket, and tha^ of

the distinguished young dramatist on the edge of public

life, making a close alliance with two of the first states-

r 1 of the day, invited everywhere, courted everywhere,

la tst have been overwhelming. If his head had been

turned by it, and the head of his Elin (or his Betsey as

he calls her with magnanimous disdain of finery), who

could have been surprised 1 That his foundations were

altogether insecure, and the whole fabric dangerous and

apt to topple over like a house of cards, was not an idea

which, in the excitement of early triumph, he was likely

to dwell upon.

He had, as is evident from the scattered fragments

which Moore has been careful to gather up, a fancy for

politics and discussion of public matters at an early

period, and intended to have collected and published

various essays on such subjects shortly after his mar-

riage. At least it is supposed that the solemn announce-

ment madt > Linley of " a book " on which he had been

"very seriously at work," which he was just then send-

ing to the press, " and which I think will do me some

credit if it Ieads> to nothing else," must have meant a

collection of tliesA papers. Nothing more was ever heard

of it so far as appears; but they were found by his

biographer among the chaos of scraps and uncompleted
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work through which he had to wade. Among these,

Moore says, "are a few political letters, evidently de-

signed for the newspapers, some of them but half copied

out, and probably never sent, . .
." and "some com-

mencements of periodical papers under various names,

1%« Didaior, The Dramatic Censor, etc., none of them

apparently carried beyond the middle of the first

number ;
" among which, oddly enough, — a strange

subject for Captain Absolute to take in hand,— "is

a letter to the Queen recommending the establish-

ment of an institution for the instruction and mainte-

nance of young females in the better classes of life, who,

from either the loss of their parents or poverty, are

without the means of being brought up suitably to their

station," to be founded on the model of St. Gyr, placed

under the patronage of Her Majesty, and entitled " The

Royal Sanctuary." This fine scheme is supported by

eloquence thoroughly appropriate at once to the subject

in such hands, and to the age of the writer. " The dis-

pute about the proper sphere of women is idle," he says.

" That men should have attempted to draw a line for their

orbit shows that God meant them for comets, and above

our jurisdiction. With them the enthusiasm of poetry

and idolatry of love is the simple voice of nature." . . .

" How can we be better employed," the young man adds

with a lofty inspiration which puts all modem agitations

on the subject to shame, "than in perfecting that which

governs us 1 The brighter they are the more shall we

be illumined. Were the minds of all women cultivated

by inspiration men would become wiser of course. They

are a sort of pentagraphs with which nature writes on

the heart of man : what she delineates on the original



iv.l
PUBLIO UFB. in

map wiU appe» on the copy." This fine contribution

to the Uterature of a subject which has taken so unport-

ant a place among the diacuasiona of to4ay would per-

iiaps, however, scarcely accord with the tone of the argu-

ments now in use.

Frrm this romantic question he diverged mto politics

-roper
J
and under the stimulation of London life, and

ids encounter with the actual warriors of the day, the

tide had begun to run so strongly tiiat Sheridan ven-

tured an unwary stiroke against the shield which Dr.

Johnson had just hung up against all comere m his

pamphlet on the American question. Fortunately for

himself it did not come to anything, for he had in-

tended, it appears, to instance Johnson's partisanship on

tiiis occasion as a proof of the effect of a pension, descnb-

ing "such pamphlets" as " trifling and insincere as the

venal quit-rent of a birthday ode," and stigmatising the

great writer himself, the Autocrat of the past age, as

"an eleemosynary politician who writes on the subject

merely because he haa been recommended for writing

otherwise all his lifetime." Such profanity will make

the reader shiver : but fortunately it never saw tiie ligh^

and witii easy levity tiie young dramatist turned round

and paid tiie literary patriarch such a complunent upon

the stage as perhaps tiie secret assault made all tiie

warmer. This was conveyed in a prologue written

by Sheridan to a play of Savage :—

» So pleads the tale that gives to future times

The son's miafortunes and the parent's crimes

;

There shall his feme if own'd to-night survive,^

Fix'd by the hand that bids our hmguage live.

Anotiier poUtical essay of a less personal character
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upon the subject of Absenteeism in Ireland also forms

one of these unfinished relics. Sheridan was so little of

an Irishman in fact that there is not, we think, a single

trace even of a visit to his native coiintry from the time

he left it as a child, and all his personal interests and

associations were in England. But his family had veered

back again to the place of their birth, his brother

and sisters having settled in Dublin, and no doubt a

warmer interest than the common would naturally be in

the mind of a man whose veins were warmed by that

sunshine which somehow gets into English blood on the

other side of the narrow seas. In those elementary

days when Ireland was but beginning to find out that

her woes could have a remedy, Absenteeism was the

first and greatest of the evils that were supposed to

oppress her, and the optimists of the period were dis-

posed to believe that could her landlords be persuaded

to reside on their estates, all would be well. The

changed ideas and extraordinary development of re-

quirements since that simple age make it interesting

to quote Sheridan'j vicT of the situation then. He

sets before us the system which we at present identify

with the tactics rather of Scotch than of Irish landlords,

that of sacrificing the people to sheep (since followed by

deer), and substituting large sheep farms for the smaller

holdings of the crofters or cotters, with considerable

force, although argument on that side of the question

has gone so much further and sustained so many changes

since then.

" It mutt ever be the interest of the Absentee to place

his estate in the hands of as few tenants as possible, by

which means there will be less difficulty or hazard in col-
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lecting bis rente and kt. entnuted to MI ^nt^^if the«rt^

requSone. The easiest method of effecting tiu. -by 1^
S out the land for pasturage, and letting It in gnws to tho«

who deal only in a « fatal Uving crop,' whose produce we are

not allowed a market for where manufacti^d, whUe w. want

art, honesty, and em^uragement to fit it i^\^^^\^.r^
Sl Thi the indolent extravagance of the lord becomea

subservient to the interesto of a few ^^^f^^^^^-
shepherds of most unpastoral principles-while the veteran

husbandman may lean on the shattered unused plough and

viSThimself suirounded with flocks that furnish nument

without food. Or if his honesty be not proof against the

hard assaults of penury, he may be led to revenge himself

rSi^ducal ii^ovators of his Uttle field-then learn too

Ute that some portion of the soil is reserved for a crop more

fatal even than that which tempted and destroyed him.

"Without dweUing on the particular ill effects of non-

residence in this case, I shall conclude with representmg

that powerful and supreme prerogative which the Absentee

foregoes-the prerogative of mercy, of chanty. The estated

rerident is invested with a kind of relieving provid«ice-a

Dower to heal the wounds of undeserved misfortune, to

hreak the blows of adverse fortune, and leave chance no

power to undo the hopes of honest persevenng u^dustry

There cannot surely be a more happy stafaon than tiiat

wherein prosperity and worldly interest are to be ^t for-

warded by an exertion of the most endearing offices of

humanity. This is his situation who Uves on the soil wluch

furnishes him with means to Uve. It is his interest to wateh

the devastation of the storm, the ravage of the flood, to mark

the pernicious exti-emes of the elements, and by a judicious

indiUgence and assistance to convert tiie sorrows and repin-

inas of the sufferer into blessings on his humamty. By such

a conduct he saves his people from tiie sin of uimghteous

murmurs, and makes heaven his debtor for their resignation.

It is strange yet not incomprehensible that the course

of events should have turned this plaint and appeal to

the landlords to unite themselves more closely with their
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tenants into the present fierce endeayoor to get rid of

landlords altogether. In the end of last century every-

body repeated the outcry. It was the subject of Miss

Edgeworth's popular stories, as well as of young Sheridan's

first essay in political writing. Perhaps, had the appeal

been cordially responded to in t.hese daya, there would

have been a less dangerous situation, a milder demand,

in our own.

These not very brilliant but sensible pages were the

first serious attempts of Sheridan, so far as appears, to

put together his thoughts upon a political subject. He

had shown no particular inclination towards public life

in his earlier days : no resort to debating clubs, like that

which at a later period brought Canning under the eyes

of those in power, is recorded of him. Oratory in all

probability had been made odious to him by his father's

unceasing devotion to his system, and the prominence

which the art of elocution had been made to bear in his

early life. And it is a little difficult to make out how

it waa that, just as he had achieved brilliant success in

one career he should have so abruptly turned to another,

and set his heart and hopes on that in preference to

every other path to distinction. No doubt a secret sense

that in this great sphere thurewere superior triumphs to be

won must have been in his mind. Nobody, so far as

we are aware, has ever doubted Sheridan's honesty or

thu sincerity of his political opinions. At the same time

it can scarcely be imagined that the acquaintance of

Fox and Burke had not a large share in determining

these opinions, and that other hopes and wishes, apart

from the impulses of patriotism and public spirit, had not

much to do in turning him towards a course of life l j little
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indicated by anything in its beginning. There is ut

appearance that Sheridan cared very much for literary

fame. His taste was not refined nor his mind highly

cultivated; he thought, like Byron and George III, that

Shakspeare was a much over-rated writer. He was very

difficult to please ir his own diction, and elaborated both

written dialogues and spoken speeches with the most

anxious care ; but fame as an author was not what he

looked for or cared for, nor would such a reputation have

answered his purpose. Social success was what he aimed

at ^he wanted to ba among the first, not in intellect, but

in fact : to win his way into the highest elevation, and to

stand there on an equality with whosoever should ap-

proach. For such an aim as this, literature, unaided, can

do but little. The days of patronage, in which an author

was the natural hanger-on and dependent of a great man,

are not so dissimilar as they appear, to our own : except

in so far that the patrcn in former days paid a more just

equivalent for the distinction which his famous hanger-

on might give him. In modem times the poet who is

content to swell the train of a great family and get him-

self into society by that means, gets a very precarious

footing in the enchanted circle, and is never recognised

as one of the fine people who give him a great deal of

vague praise but nothing else. This was a sort of favour

which Sheridan would never have brooked. He had

made that clear from the beginning. He would not creep

into favour or wait for invitations to great houses, but

boldly 2nd at once took the iijtiative, and himself invited

the great world, and became the host and entertainer

of persons infinitely more important than himself. There

is no subject on which the easy morality of society has
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been more eloquent than on the folly of the artift and

man of letters who, not content with having all housea

thrown open to them, inaiat upon entertaming in their

own persons, and providing for dukes and princes what

can be but a feeble imitation, at the best, of their own

lordly fare. But we think that the sympathetic reader,

when he looks into it, will find many inducements to a

charitable interpretation of such seeming extravagance.

The artist is received everywhere : he is among, but not

of, the most brilliant assemblages, perhaps even he lends

them part of their attractions : but even in the very

stare with which the fine ladies and fine gentlemen

contemplate him, he will read the certainty that he is a

spectacle, a thing to be looked at—but not one of them.

In his own house the balance is redressed, and he holds

his fit place. Sometbing of this feeling perhaps was in

the largeness of hospitality with which Sir Walter Scott

threw open his doors, a magnanimous yet half-disdainful

generosity, as who should say, "If you will stare, come

here and do it, where I am your superior as master of

my house, your inferior only out of high courtesy and

honour to my guest." Sheridan was not like Scott j but

he was a proud man. And it pleased his sense of humour

that the Duchess of Devor^re, still balancing in her

mind whether she should receive these young people,

should be Ids guest instead, and have the grace extended

to her, instead of first extending it to him. And no

doubt his determination to acquire for himself, if by any

possibility he could, a position in which he should be on

the same level as the greatest,—not admitted on suffer-

ance but an indispensable part of society,—had some-

thing to do with the earnestness with which he threw
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himself into public life. The origin of a great statesman

is unimportant. Power is a dazzling cloak which covers

every imperfection, whereas fame of other kinds but

emphasizes anr? points them out.

This is by no means to say that Sheridan had no

higher meaning in his political life. He was very faith-

ful to his party and to Fox, and later to the less respect-

able patron with whom his name is associated, with

little reward of any kind. But he was not an enthusiast

like Burke, any more than a philosopher, nor was his

patriotism or his character worthy to be named along

with those of that noble and unfortunate politician,

with whom for one period of their lives Sheridan

was brought into a sort of rivalship. Burke was at

all times a leading and originating spirit, penetrating

the surface of things; Sheridan a light-hearted adven-

turer in politics as well as in life, with keen perceptions

and a brilliant way of now and then hitting out a

right suggestion and finding often a fine and effective

thing to say. It is impossible, >wever, to think of him
as influencing public opinion in any great or lasting way.

He acted on the great stage of public life, on a large

scale, the part of the Horatios—nay, let us say the Mer-

cutios of the theatre,—sometimes by stress of circum-

stances coming to the front with a noble piece of rhetoric

or even of pure poetry to deliver once in a way, always

giving a brilliancy of fine costiune and dazzle and glitter

on the second level If the motives which led him to that

greatest of arenaswere not solelythe ardours of patriotism,

they were not the meaner stimulants of self-interest. He
had no thought of making his fortune out of his country;

if he hopcxl to get advancement by her, and honour, and

K
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a place among the highest, these dewres vere at least

not mercenary, and might with very Uttle difficulty be

translated into that which i still considered a lofty

weakness—that which Milton calls the last infiimity of

noble minds—a desire for fame. It is easy to make

this pursuit look very fine and dazzling: it may be

mean enough on the other hand.

It was in 1780, when he was twenty-nine, that

Sheridan entered Parliament. It was his pride that he

was not brought in for any pocket borough, but was

elected by the town of Stafford, in which the freemen of

tiie burgh had the privilege of choosing their member.

How they exercised that choice—agreeably, no doubt, to

themselves, and very much so to the candidate, whose

path was thus extraordinarily simplified—may be seen

in the account of Sheridan's election expenses, where

there is one such broad and simple entry as the following

:

—"248 Burgesses,paid £6 5s. each. " A petition against his

return and that of his colleague was not unnaturally pre-

sented, but came to nothing, and Sheridan's first speech

was made in his own defenca It was not a very suc-

wossful one. The House, attracted by his reputation in

other scenes, and by the name, which by this time was

so well known in society, heard him "with particular

attention ;" but he, whose future appearances were to

carry with them the enthusiastic applauses of the most

difficult audience in England, had to submit to the force

of ridicule, which he himself so often and so brilliantly

applied in after times, and to that still more appalling

ordeal, the chill attention and disappointment of his

hearers. He is said to have inished up to the reporters'

gallery where Woodfall was busy with his notes, and to
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have asked hii opinioa " I am sorry to say I do not

think this is your line," said that candid friend; "you

had much better have stuck to your former pursuits,"

on hearing which Sheridan rested his head on his hands

for a few minutes and then vehemently exclaimed—" It

is in me, however, and, by Gt , it shall come out"

The quiver of disappointment, excitement, and deter-

mination in this outcry is very characteristic. It did

come out, and that at no very great interval, as every-

body know&

Sheridan entered political life at a time when it was

full of commotion and conflict The American war was

in full progress, kept up by the obstinacy of the King

and the subserviency of his Ministers against almost aU

the better feeling of England, and in face of a steadily

increasing opposition, which extended from statesmen

like Burke and Fox down to the other extremity of

society— to the Surrey peasant who was William

Cobbett's father, and who " would not have suffered his

best friend to drink success to the King's arms." Politics

were exceptionally keen and bitter, since they were in a

great measure a personal conflict between a small number

of men pitted against each other—men of the same

training, position, and traditions, but split into two

hereditary factions, and contending fiercely for the

mastery—while the nation had little more to do with it

than to stand at a distance vaguely looking on, with no

power of action and even an imperfect knowledge of the

proceedings of Parliament, which was supposed to repre-

sent and certainly did rule them. That the public had

any tight at all to a knowledge of what was going on in

the debates of the two Houses, was but a recent idea,
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•nd Btill the reports were to the highest degree meagre

uid unwtiBfactory ; while the expreadon of public feel-

ing through the newspapers was still in a very early

stage. But within the narrow circle which held power,

and which also held the potential criticism which is the

•oul of party in England, the differences of opinion were

heightened by personal emulations, and violent opposi-

tions existed between men of whom we find a difficulty

in discovering now why it was that they did not work con-

tinuously side by side, instead of, with spasmodic changes,

in separate parties. There were points, especially in

respect to the representation of tiie people, in which Pitt

was more Uberal than Fox : and tiie Whigs, thenceforward

to be associated with every project of electoral reform,

were Conservative to the highest degree in this respect,

and defended tiieir close boroughs with all the zeal of

proprietorship. In 1780, when Sheridan entered Par-

Uament, the King took an active part in every act of the

Government, with an obedient minister under his orders,

and a Parliament filled with dependents aid pensioners.

No appeal to the country was possible in those days, or

even thought of. No appeal, indeed, was possible any-

where. It was the final battle-ground, where every com-

batant had his antagonist, and the air was always loud

with cries of battle. The Whig party had it very much

at heart to reduce the power of tiie Court, and clear out

the accumulated corruptions which stifled wholesome life

in the House oi Commons ; but they had no very strong

desire to widen the franchise or admit the mass of the

people to political prinleges. Sheridan, indeed, had taken

part along witii Fox during that very year in a Reform

meeting which had pus-jed certain " Resolutions on tiie
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state of the represenUtion," adv icating the right of the

people to anivenal lufErage and annual parliamento ; but

it ia scarcely possible to belieye that their share in it was

more than a pleasantry. " Always say thhi you are for

annual parliaments and universal suffrage, then you

are safe," Fox ia reported to have said, with no douU

a twinkle in his eye : while Burke made merry over tLa

still more advanced opinions of some visionary politicians,

tt^ho—founding on the latter words of a statute of

Edward IIL that a pari' aient should be holden every

year once, and more often if need be—were known by the

denomination of Oftcner-if-need-bes." "For my part,"

he would add, "I am an Oftener-if-need-be." Thus the

sUtesmen jested at their ease, very sure that nothing

would come of it, and not unwilling to amuse them-

selves with schemes so extravagant

Among the leaders of the party with which Sheridan

threw in his fortunes, a very high, perhaps the highest

place was held by Burke, who was in some respects like

himaelf, a man of humble origin, with none of the digni-

fied antecedents possessed by the others, though with a

genius superior to them all, and the highest oratorical

powers: he countryman, perhaps the model, perhaps

the rival, of the new recruit with whom he had so many

external pointo of likeness. It is curious to find two

such men, both Irishmen, both in the higher ?ense of

the word adventurers, with the same command of elo-

quence, at the head of a great English political party at

the same moment There does not seem ever to have

been the same cordiality of friendship between them,

notwithstanding, or perhaps in consequence of, the simi-

larity of their circumstances, as existed between each of
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them and the genial and gracious Fox, whoee lovablenew

and sweetneH of nature seem to have vanquished every

heart and kept an atmosphere of pleasantness about

him, which breathes through every page in which he is

named. To have come at once into the close companion-

ship of such men as these, to be permitted to share

their counsel^ to add his word to theirs, to unite with

them in all their undertakings, and, dearest joy of all, to

fight by their side in every parliamentary tumult, and

defy the Tories and the Fates along with them, was an

elevation which might well have turned the head of the

young dramatist who had so little right to expect any

such astonishing advancement

And the firmament all around this keen and eager

centre was gloomy and threatening;—in America the

war advancing to that stage in which continuance becomes

an impossibility and a climax of one kind or another

must be arrived at ;—in Ireland, which in those days was

the Ireland of the Protestant ascendency, the reverse of

everything that calls itself Irish now—a sort of chronic

semi-rebeUion. In India, where the Company were

making their conquests and forming their government

in independence of any direct imperial control, a hundred

questions arising which would have to be settled ere long

;

—in France, the gathering of the revolutionary storm,

which was soon to burst and affect all the world. A
more exciting outlook could not be. The existing gene-

ration did not perhaps realise the crowding in of troubles

from every side as we do, to whom the whole panorama

is rolled out ; while naturally there were matters which

we take very calmly as knowing them to have passed

quite innocuously over the great vitality of England,
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which to them looked dangort uiupeakable. But we

need not attempt to enter here into that detailed narrar

tive of the political life of the period which would be

neceiMtry did we trace Sheridan through every debate

he took part in, and every political movement in which

he wa» engaged. This ha« been recenUy done in a former

volume of this series with a completeness and care which

would render a repeated effort of the same character a

superfluity, even were the writer bold enough to venture

upon such a competition. The poUtical surroundings

and events of Burke's public life were to a great extent

those of Sheridan also, and it would be almost an imper-

tinence to retrace the ground which Mr. Morley has

gone over so thoroughly. We will therefore confine

ourselves to an indication of the chief movements in

which Sheridan was personally involved, and in which

his impetuous eloquence produced an effect which has

made his name historical This result was not immedi-

ately attained ; but it is evident that the leaders of the

party must have very soon perceived how valuable a

recruit the young member for Stafford was, since he was

carried with them into office after little more than two

years of parUamentary life, in the short accession to

power of the Whig party after the fall of Lord North.

What he had done to merit this speedy elevation it is

difficult to see. He was made one of the under-secretaries

of state in the Rockingham ministry, and had to all appear-

ance the ball at his foot The feeling entertained on this

subject by his family, watching from across the Channel

with much agitation of hope the extraordinary and un-

accountable advance he was making, is admirably set

forth in the following letter from his brother :—
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M I am much obliged to yon for your early intelligenee

conceming the fate of the miniBtry, and give yoa joy on the

occasion, notwithstanding your sorrow for the departure of

the good opposition. I understand very well what you mean

by this sorrow ; but as you may be now in a situation in

which yoa may obtain some substantial advantage to yourself,

for (3od's sake improve the opportunity to the utmost, and

don't let dreams of empty fame (of which you have had

enough in conscience) carry you away from your solid inte-

rests. I return you many thanks for Fox's letter ; I mean

for your intention to make him write one—^for as your good

intentions always satisfy your conscience, and that you seem

to think the carrying of them into execution to be a mere

trifling ceremony, as well omitted as not, your friends must

always take the will for the deed. I will forgive you, how-

ever, on condition that you will for once in your life consider

that though the will alone may perfectly satisfy yourself, your

friends would be a little more gratified if they were some-

times to see it accompanied by the deed—and let me be the

first upon whom you try the experiment. If the people here

are not to share the fate of their patrons, but are suffered to

continue in the government of this country, I believe you will

have it in your power, as I am certain it will be in your in-

clination, to fortify my claims upon them, by recommendation

from your side of the water, in such a manner as to insure

to me what I have a right to expect from them, but of which

I can have no certainty without that assistance. 1 wish the

present people may continue here, because I certainly have

claims upon them, and considering the footing that Lord

C and Charles Fox are on, a recommendation from the

latter would now have every weight ; it would be drawing a

bill upon Gtovemment here, payable at sight, which they

dare not protest. So, dear Dick, I shall rely upon you that

this will really be done ; and, to confess the truth, unless it

be done and speedily, I shall be completely ruined."

The delightful naiveii of this letter, and its half-pro-

voked tone of good advice and superior wisdom, throws

a humorous gleam over the situation. That it was
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Sheridan's bounden duty "for God's sake" to take care

that no foolish ideas should prevent him from securing

substantial advantage to himself, and in the meantime and

at once an appointment for his brother, is too far beyond

question to be discussed ; but the writer cannot but feel

an impatient conviction that Dick is quite capable of

neglecting both for some flummery about fame, which is

really almost too much to be put up with. Charles Sheri-

dan got his appointment, which was that of Secretary

ofWar in Ireland, a postwhich he enjoyed for many years.

But the " substantial advantage " which he considered it

his brother's duty to secure for himself never came.

Sheridan's first taste of the sweets of office was a very

short on& The Rockingham ministry remained in but

four months, during which time they succeeded in

clearing away a considerable portion of the accumu-

lated uncleanness which had recently neutralised the

power of the House of Commons. The measures pnssed

in this brief period dealt a fatal blow at that overwhehn-

ing influence of the Crown which had brought about so

many disasters, and, by a stem cutting off of the means

of corruption, " mark the date when the direct bribery of

members absolutely ceased," which is the highest praise.

But Lord Rockingham died and Lord Shelbume suc-

ceeded him, who represented but one side of the party,

and the withdrawal of Fox from the ministry brought

Sheridan back—it is said partly against his own judg-

ment, which says all the more for his fidelity to his

leader—into the irresponsibility and unprofitableness of

opposition. The famous Coalition, which came into being

a year later, restored him to uSce as Secretary of the

Treasury. Sheridan went on forming his style as a politi



Il '

i

188 RICHARD BRINSLEY SHERIDAN. [chap.

cal speaker with great care and perseverance through ^1

these vicissitudes. At first he is said to have written his

speeches out carefully, and even learnt them by heart,

"using for this purpose," Moore tells us, "the same sort

of copy-books which he had employed in the first rough

draughts of his plays." Afterwards a scribble on a pie<»

of paper was enough to guide him, and sometimes it is

very evident he made a telling retort or a bold attack

without preparation at all One of these, preserved in the

collection of his speeches, has a vivid gleam of restrained

excitement and personal feeling m it which gives it an

interest more human than political It occurred in

the discussion by the House of the preliminaries of

the treaty afterwards known as the Treaty of Ver-

sailles, in which the independence of America was form-

ally recognised. In Sheridan's speech on the subject

he had referred pointedly to Pitt, who had become

Chancellor of the Exchequer in Lord Shelbume's ad-

ministration, and who had objected to something in a

previous debate as inconsistent with the established

usage of the House. "This convinced him," Sheridan

said, "that the right honourable gentleman was more a

practical politician than an experienced one," and that

"his years and his very early political exaltation had

not permitted him to look whether there had been pre-

cedents, or to acquire a knowledge of the journals of the

House." Pitt resented this assault upon his youth as

every young man is apt to do, and did his best to turn

the war into the enemy's camp. Here is the somewhat

ungenerous assault he made, one, however, which has

been repeated aUnost as often as there have been eminent

literary men in public life :

—
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" No man admired more ihan he did the abUitieB of that

right honourable gentleman, the elegant eallies of hia tJiought,

the gay efFoaionfl of hia fancy, his dramatic tunw, and hia

epigrammatic pointa ; and if they were reserved for a

proper stage, they would no doubt receive what the honour-

able gentleman's abiUties always did receive, the pUudits of

the audience ; and it would be his fortune ' tin plautu gavd^^e

theatri: But this was not the proper scene for the exhibi-

tion of these elegancies ; and he therefore must beg leave to

caU the attention of the house to the serious consideration ot

the very important questions now before them."

This unhandsome reference to Sheridan's theatrical

fame was one of those uncalled-for and unworthy attacks

which give the person assailed an enormous advantage

over the assailant ; and Sheridan was quite equal to the

occasion.

«« Mr. Sheridan then rose to an explanation, which being

made, he took notir. of that particular sort of personality

which the right honourable gentleman had thought proper

to introduce. He need not comment upon ^t—the propriety,

the taste, the gentlemanly point of it, must have been obvious

to the House. But, said Mr. Sheridan, let me assure the

right honourable gentleman tb^: I do now, and wiU at any

time when he chooses to repeat this sort of allusion, meet it

witii the most sincere good humour. Nay, I will say more,

flat*^red and encouraged by tiie right honourable genticmans

panegyric on my talents, if I ever again engage in tiie com-

positions he alludes to, I may be tempted to an act of pre-

sumption—to attempt an improvement on one of Ben Jonson s

best characters— the character of the Angry Boy m the

Akhymut." i

Apart from sparrings of this description, however, in

which his light hand and touch were dways effective,

» This threat was carried out by the issue of a P"teiided Play-

biU. in which not only was the part of the Angry Boyjotted to

Pitt, but the audacious wit proceeded to assign that of Surly to

"His "!
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Sheridan gradually proceeded to take a larger part in the

business of the House, his speeches being full of energy,

lucidity, and point, as well as of unfailing humour. But

it was not till the celebrated impeachment of Warren

Hastings, one of the most dramatic episodes in parlia-

mentary history, that he rose to the fulness of his

eloquence and power. The story of that episode has

been often told : almost more often and more fully than

any other chapter of modem history: and everybody

knows how and why it was that—having added to the

wealth of his chiefs and the power of the nation, and

with a consciousness in his mind of having done much

to open up and confirm an immense new empire to his

country—this Indian ruler and lawgiver, astonished,

found himself confronted by the indignation of all that

was best and greatest in England, and ere he knew

was placed at the bar to account for what he had

done, the treasures he had exacted, and the oppressions

with which he had crushed the native states and their

rulera

** Is India free ? and does she wear her plumed
And jewelled turban with a smile of peace ?

Or do we grind her still ?"

III I

Gowper had said as he opened his scanty newspaper in the

fireside quiet at Olney some time before. The manner

in which such a prize was added to the British crown

has slipped from the general memory nowadays, and

we are apt to forget how many deeds were done on

that argument that would not bear the light of public

inquiry. But this great trial will always stand as a proof

that the time had arrived in the history of England

ML
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when she would no longer tolerate the highhanded pro-

ceedings of the conqueror, and that even national aggrand-

isement was not a strong enough inducement to make

her overlook injustice and cruelty though in the ends of

the earth.

It was Burke who originated the idea of impeachment

for Warren Hastings: it was Pitt, by his unexpected

vote with the accusing party, who made it practicable;

but Sheridan was the hero of the occasion. One of the

worst charges against Hastings was his conduct to the

princesses of Oude, the old and helpless Begums whom he

imprisoned and iU used in order to draw from them their

treasures ; and this moving subject, the one of all others

best adapted for him, it was given to Sheridan to set

forth in all the atrocity of its circumstances, and with all

the power of eloquent indignation of which he was

master, befoi« the House, as one of the grounds for the

impeachment The speech was ill reported, and has not

been preserved in a form which does it justice, but we

have such details of its effect as have rarely been laid up

in history. The following account, corroborated by

many witnesses, is taken from the summary given at the

head of the extracts from this oration in the collection

of Sheridan's speeches :

—

" For five hours and a half Mr. Sheridan commanded the

univeraal interest and admiration of the house (which from

the expectation of the day was uncommonly crowded) by an

oration of almost unexampled excellence, uniting the most

ronvincing closenefls and accuracy of argument with the most

lummous precision and perspicuity of language, and alter-

nately giving form and energy to truth by solid and substantial

reasoning ; and enlightening the most extensive and involved

subjects with the purest clearness of logic and the brightest
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aplendouTS of rhetoiie. Every prejudice, every prepooaeanon,

was gradually overcome by the force of this extraordinary

combination of keen but liberal discrimination ; of brilliant

yet argumentative wit So fascinated were the auditors by his

eloquence that when Mr. Sheridan sat down the whole house

—the members, peers, and strangers—^involuntarily joined

in a tumult of applause, and adopted a mode of expressing

their admiration, new and irregular in the house, by loudly

and repeatedly clapping with their hands. Mr. Burke declared

it to be the most astonishing effort of eloquence, argument,

and wit united of which there was any record or tradition.

Mr. Fox said, ' All that he had ever heard—all that he had

ever read—when compared with it dwindled into nothing,

and vanished like vapour before the sun.* Mr. Pitt acknow-

ledged that it surpassed all the eloquence of ancient or of

modem times, and possessed everything that genius or art

could furnish to agitate and control the human mind. The

effects it produced were proportioned to its merits. After a

considerable suspension of the debate, one of the Mends of

Mr. Hastings—^Mr. Burgess—with some difficulty obtained

for a short time a hearing ; but, finding the house too strongly

affected by what they had heard to listen to him with favour,

sat down again. Several members confessed they had come

down strongly prepossessed in favour of the person accused,

and imagined nothing less than a miracle could have wrought

so entire a revolution in their sentiments. Others declared

tTiAt though they could not resist the conviction that flashed

upon their minds, yet they wished to have leave to cool before

they were called upon to vote ; and though they were per-

suaded it would require another miracle to produce another

change in their opinions, yet for the sake of decorum they

thought it proper that the debate should be adjourned. Mr.

Fox and Mr. A. Taylor strongly opposed this proposition,

contending that it was not less absurd than unparliamentary

to defer coming to a vote for no other reason that had been

alleged than because members were too firmly convinced ; but

Mr. Pitt concurring with the opinions of the former, the

debate was adjourned."

What Pitt said was that they were all still "under
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the wand of the enchanter;" while other memhers indi-

vidually made similar acknowledgmenta. " Sir WiUiam

Dalton immediately moved an adjournment, confesung

that in the state of mind in which Mr. Sheridan's speech

had left him it was impossible for him to give a determi-

nate opinion." That great audience, the most difficult,

the most important in Christendom, was overwheUned

like a company of sympathetic women, by the quick

communicating thrill of intellectual excitement, of gener-

ouB ardour, of wonder, terror, pity. It was Uke a fine

intoxication which nobody could resist. Here is another

amusing instance of the influence it exercised :

—

« The late Mr. Logan . . . author of a moat masterly de-

fence of Mr. Hastinga, went that day to the House of Com-

mona prepoflsessed for the accused, and against the wc^'-

At the expiration of the first hour he said to a finend, All

this is declamatory assertion without proof;' when the

second was finished, "This is a most wonderful oration.

At the dose of the third, * Mr. Hastings has acted most un-

justifiably;' the fourth, « Mr. Hastings is a most atrocious

criminal;' and at last, 'Of aU monsters of imqmty, the

most enormous is Warren Hastings !
'

"

It was no wonder if the astonished members, with a

feelmg that this transformation was a kind of magic,

unaccountable by any ordinary rule, were afraid of

themselves, and dared not venture on any practical step

until they had cooled down a little. It is the most re-

markable instance on record in modem times of the

amazing power of oratory. The pubUc interest had

flagged in the matter, notwithstanding the vehement

addresses of Burke, but it awe' e with a leap of excite-

ment at this magic touch ; and when, some months later,

the trial took place according to an old and long-disused
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fonnula in We«tmmster Hall, the whole world flocked to

listen. Macaulay hat painted the scene for us in one of

his most picturesque pages. The noble hall full of noble

people ; the peers in their ermine ; the judges in their

red robes; the grey old walls hung with scarlet; the

wonderful audience in the galleries ; the Queen herself

with all her ladies, among them the lively, weary little

frizzled head with so much in it, of Fanny Bumey, pre-

judiced yet impressionable, looking over Her Majesty's

shoulder, and such faces as those of the lovely Duchess

of Devonshire, the haughty beauty of Mrs. Fitzherbert,

the half-angelic sweetness of Sheridan's wife, with many

another less known to fame, and all the men whose

names confer a glory on their age. " In the midst of

the blaze of red draperies an open space had been fitted

up with green benches and tables for the Commons."

The great commoners who conducted the prosecution,

the managers of the impeachment as they were called,

.i.,.
.red in full dress, even Fox, the negUgent, "paying

the illustrious tribunal the compliment of wearing a

bag and sword." Amidst these public prosecutors the

two kindred forms of Burke and Sheridan, both with a

certain bluntness of feature which indicated their

race, the latter at least, with those brilliant eyes

which are so often the mark of genius, were the prin-

cipal figures.

This wonderful scene lasted for months : and it

may be supposed what an exciting entertainment was

thus provided for society, ever anxious for a new

sensation. Burke spoke for four days, and with great

effect. But it was when it came to the turn of

Sheridan to repeat his wonderful effort, and once more
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plead the cause of the robbed and insulted Princesses,

that public excitement rose to its height "The curio-

sity of the public to hear him was unbounded. His

sparkling and highly finished declamation lasted two

days : but the hall was crowded to suffocation the whole

time. It was said that fifty guineas had been paid for a

single ticket." His speech, as a matter of fact, extended

over four days, and the trial, which had begun in

February, had lasted out till June, dragging its slow

length along, when it came to this climax. Many of

his colleagues considered this speech greatly inferior

to the first outburst of eloquence on the same subject

with which he had electrified the House of Commons.
" Sheridan's speech on the Begums in the House admir-

able ; in Westminster Hall contemptible," Lord Granville

said, and such was also the opinion of Fox But a

greater than either was of a different opinion. In the

sitting of the House held on the 6th of June, after an

exciting morning spent in Westminster Hall, a certain

Mr. Burgess, the same pertinacious person who had risen

to speak in favour of Hastings, while still St Stephens

was resounding with applause and inarticulate with emo-

tion on the day of Sheridan's first speech, got up once

more, while all minds were again occupied by the same

subject, to call the attention of the House to some small

matter of finance. He was transfixed immediately by

the spear of Burke. " He could not avoid offering his

warmest congratulations to the honourable gentleman

on his having chosen that glorious day, after the triumph

of the morning, to bring forward a business of such an

important nature," cried the great orator with con-

temptuous sarcasm; and he went on to applaud the

L
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powerful mind of the itolld pMtittn who h^i prored

himMU capable of roch wa effort* "after every other

member had been atruck dumb with aitoniahment and

admiration at the wonderful eloquence of hia friend Mr.

Sheridan, who had that day again lurpriaed the thou-

umda who hung with rapture on hia accenta, by luch

a display of talenU u was unparalleled in the annala

of oratory, and w did the higheat honour to himaelf, to

that House, and to the country."

The reader will be perhaps more interested, in this

deluge of applause, to hear how the wife, of whom perhaps

Sheridan was not worthy, yet who was not herself without

blame, a susceptible creature, with a fine nature always

showing under the levities and excitements that drcum-

stances had made natural to her, exalted in his triumph.

«« I have delayed writing (the letter ii to her rister-in-law)

tiU I could gratify myself and you by sending you the news

of our dear Dick's triumph,—of our triumph I may <»U it,—

for BUPdy no one in the slightest degree connected mth him

but must fed proud and happy. It is impossible, my d«ir

woman, to c >tr-ey to you the delight, the astonishment, the

adoration, J iias excited in the breasts of every dass of

people. 1 ' Jy party prejudice has been overcome by a dis-

play of genius, doquence, and goodness, which no one with

anything like a heart about them could have listened to

without being the wiser and the better all the rest of their

lives. What must my feelings be, you only can imagine.

To tdl you the tru h, it is with some difficulty that I can

« let down my mind,' as Mr. Burke said afterwards, to talk or

think on that or any other subject But pleasure too exquisite

becomes pain, and I am at this moment suffering fitom the

delightful anxieties of last week,"

This triumph, however, Uke Sheridan's previous suc-

cesses, would seem to have been won by a fit of accidental



IT.) PUBUO Lin. w
exoijon ; for it wm liill m difficult m ever to keep him

in hwnen and teeure hii attention. A letter quoted in

Moore'a life from Burke to Mrs. Sheridan makes the

difficulty very apparent The great itateeman begina

by skilful praise of Sheridan's abilities to propitiate his

idfe: and then implores Mrs. Sheridan's aid in "pre-

vailing upon Mr. Sheridan to be with us this day at half

after Uiree in the Committee." The paymaster of Oude

was to be examined, he adds with anxious emphasis.

"Oude is Mr. Sheridsn's particular province; and I do

most seriously ask that he would favour us with his

assistance." This proves how little he was to be relied

upon, even now, in the very moment of triumph. Yet

on the very next page we read of the elaborate manner

in which his speech was prepared and of the exertions

of his domestic helpers in <irranging and classifying his

materials; and he seems trom Moore's account to

have laboured indefatigably to acquire the necessary

knowledga

I

" There is a large pamphlet of Mr. Hastings," Moore tells us,

" consisting of more than two hundred pages, copied out mostly

in her (Mrs. Sheridan's) writing, with some assistance from

another female hand. The industry, indeed, of all about him
was called into requisition for the great occasion : some busy

with the pen and scissors making extracts, some pasting and

stitching his scattered memorandums in tiieir places, so that

there was scarcely a member of his family that could not boast

of having contributed his share to the mechanical construction

of this speech. The pride of its success was of course equally

participated : and Edwards, a &vourite servant of Mr. Sheri-

dan, was long celebrated for his professed imitation of the

manner in which his master delivered (what seems to have

struck Edwards as the finest part of the speech) his closing

words, • My Lords, 1 have done.'

"
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Mftcaulay informs ui that SheridMi "contrived with

a knowledge of itage effect, which his father might have

envied, to sink back as if exhausted into the arms of

Burke, who hugged him with the energy of generous

admiration " when the speech was done.

In every way this was the highest point of Sheridan's

career. Engaged in the greatest work to which civilised

man can turn his best faculties, the govemm«nt of his

country, either potentially or by criticwm, censure, and

the restraining power of opposition, he had made his

way without previous training, or any adventitious cir-

cumstances in his favour, to the very front rank of states-

men. When wrong was to be chastised and right estab-

lished, he was one of the foremost in the work. His

party did nothing without him : his irregular ways, the

difficulty which there was even in getting him to attend

a meeting, were all overlooked. Ratiier would tiie Whig

leaders invent, like the proprietors of the theatre in

former days, a snare in which to take him, or plead with

his wife for her assistance, than do without Sheridan.

This was what the player's son, the dramatist and stage

manager, who was nobodj , without education, without

fortune, had come to. He was thirty-seven when he

stood upon this apex of applause and honour— aZ

mem di cammin di nostra vita. Had he died then,

the wonder of his fame and greatness would have

been lessened by no painful drawback. If he were

extravagant, reckless, given to the easier vices, so were

other men of his generation—and pecuniary embar-

rassment only becomes appalling when it reaches the

gtage of actual want, and when squalor and misery

follow in its train. We linger upon the picture of
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then triumphs—triumphs as Intimate, m noble, and

worthy as ever man won—in which if perhaps there

was no such enthusiasm of generous sentiment as moved

Burke, there was at least the sincere movement of a

more volatile nature again »t cruelty and injustice. It

does not in reality enhance the greatness of a mental

effort that it is made in the cause of humanity—but it

enormously increases ^ts weight and influence with man-

kind. And it was an extraordinary piece of good fortune

for Sheridan, in a career made up hitherto of happy hits

and splendid pieces of luck, that he shmild a^ppily have

lifted upon a subject for his greatest effort, which

sb uld not only afford sc pe for all his gifts, his impul-

sive generosity and tenderheartedness, as well, we may

add, as that tendency to claptrap and inflated dicti' n

which is almost always successful with the multitude,

—

but at the same time should securi for himself as the

magnanimous advocate a large share hi that sympathy

of the audience for thp helpless and jured, which his

eloquence raised into uaniporary passi'n. His subject,

his oratorical power, the real enthusiasm which inspired

him, even if tha enthusia^ took fire at its own flame,

and was more on accoun of Briusley Sheridan than

of the Begums, al' > elped a the magical effect. Even

poor Ms. Sh«'ii .;in, who knew better than any one

wherein the or it ^r was defective, exulted in his triumph

as "a dienU} )f genius, and eloquence, and goodness."

He was tl ^ fSampion of humanity, the defender of the

weaP i^nd helpless. No doubt, in the glow of interest

in us own mibiect to which he had worked himself

up, he felt all this more fervently even than his audience,

wh uh agaii added infinitely to his power.

11
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The trial came to nothing, as everybody knows. It

lingered over years of tedious discussion, and through

worlds of wearisome verbiage, and only got decided in

1796, when the accused, whose sins by this time had

been half forgotten, whose foolish plans for himseM were

altogether out of mind, and whose good quaUties had

come round again to the recollection of the world, was

acquitted. By that time the breaking up of the party

which had brought him to the bar, so touchingly described

by Macaulay, had come to pass; and though Sheridan

still held by Fox, Burke had fallen apart from them

both for ever. Professor Smyth, in his valuable Uttie

Mmoir of Sheridan, gives a description of the orator's

preparation for the postscriptal speech which he had to

deUver six years after in 1794, in answer to the pleas oi

Hastings' counsel, which is very characteristic. Sheridan

arrived suddenly one evening at the country residence

where his son Tom was staying with Smyth the tutor—

with his chaise full of papers, and announced his in-

tention of getting through them all, and being ready

with his reply the day after to-morrow. "The day

after to-morrow 1 this day six montiis you mean," cried

Smyth in consternation. Altogetiier Sheridan would

seem to have taken five or six days to tiiis trying work,

recalUng tiie recollection of his highest triumph, and

refreshing his memory as to the facts, after a long and

sad interval, filled with many misfortunes and down-

falls.—He never stirred " out of his room for three days

and evenings, and each of the tiiree nights, till the motes,

he told me, were coming into his eyes, tiiough the strongest

and finest tiiat ever man was blest with," Smyth informs

us. He dined every day with the tutor and Tom, the

1
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bright and delightful boy who was a sweeter and more

innocent reproduction of himself—and during these meals

Smyth found that it was his part to listen, "making a

slight occasional comment on what he told me he had

been doing."

« On the morning appointed he went off early in a chaise

and four to Oroevenor Street, and none of us, Tom told me,

were to come near him till the speech was oyer. When he

came into the manager's box he was in foU «ire«, and his

countenance had assumed an ashen colour that I had never

before obuerved. No doubt Cicero himself must have quailed

before so immense and magnificent an audience as wasnow

assembled to hear him. He was evidently tried to the utmost,

every nerve and faculty within him put into complete reqm-

ution."

No doubt Sheridan felt the ghost of his own glory

rising up as a rival to him in this renewed and so

changed appearance. The tutor felt that "his aspect

was that of a perfect orator, and thought he was listen-

ing to some being of a totally different nature from him-

self
: " hut this poetscriptal harangue has had no record

of fame. And already the leaf was turned over, the

dark side of life come upward, and Sheridan's glory on

the wane.



CHAPTER V.

MIDDLE AGE.

H 1

The middle of life is the testing-ground of character and

strength. There are many who hold a foremost place in

the heat of youth, but sink behind when that first energy

is played out ; and there are many whose follies happily

die, and whose true strength is only known when serious

existence with its weights and responsibilities comes upon

them. Many are the revelations of this sober age. Sins

which were but venial in the boy grow fatal in the maa

The easy indolence, the careless good fellowship, the

rollicking humour which we laugh at while we condemn

them in youth, become coarser, vulgarer, meaner in mar

turity, and acquire a character of selfishness and brutality

which was not theirs in the time of hope. In Sheridan's

age, above all others, the sins of a Charles Surface were

easily pardoned to a young man. He was better liked

for being something of a rake; his prodigality and

neglect of all prudent precautions, his rashness in every

enterprise, his headlong career, which it was always be-

lieved something might turn up to guide in'o a better

development at the end, were proofs of the generosity

and truth of a character concealing nothing. All this
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was natural at five-and-twenty. But at thirty-five,

and still more at forty, the world gets weary of Charles

Surface. His lightheartedness hecomes want of feel-

ing,—his rashness unmanly folly,—his shortcomings

are everywhere judged hy a different standard; and

the middle-aged man whom neither regard for his

honour, his duty, nor his family, can curh and restrain,

who takes his own way whoever suffers, and is continu-

ally pUying at the highest stakes for mere life, is deserted

by public opinion, and can be defended by his friends

with only faltering excuses. Sheridan had been such a

man in his youth. He had dared everything, and won

much from fate. Without a penny to begin with, or

any of that capital of industry, perseverance, and deter-

mination which serves instead of money, he got pos-

session of and enjoyed all the luxuries of wealth. He

did more than this ; he became one of the leading names

in England, foremost on imperial occasions, and known

wherever news of England was prized or read; and

through all his earlier years the world had laughed at

his shifts, his hairbreadth escapes, the careless pro-

digality of nature, which made it certain that by a

sudden and violent effort at the end he could always

make up for all deficiencies. It was a jest that

" Of wit, of taste, of fancy, well debate,

If Sheridan for once be not too late."

And in the artificial world of the theatre, the recklessness

of the man and all his eccentricities had something

in them which suited that abode of strong contrasts

and effects. But after a course of years the world

began to get tired of always waiting for Sheridan,
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always finding that he had forgotten his word and his

appointments, and never read, much less answered, his

letters. There came a moment when ev, ybody with

one Moord ceased and even refused to m amused by

these eccentricities any longer, and found them to be

stale jests, insolences, and characterised by a selfixh dis-

regard of everybody's comfort but his own.

This natural protest no doubt was accompanied by a

gradual development of all that was most insupportable

in Sheridan's nature. The entire absence in him of the

faculty of self-control grew with his advancing years ;
but

it was not till Providence had interposed and deprived

him of the wife who, in her sweet imperfection, had yet

done much for him, that any serious change hi^pened in

his fortunes. He lost his father in 1788, very shortly

after his great triumpL There is no very evident sign

that Thomas Sheridao ever changed his mind in respect

to his sons, or ceased to prefer the prim and prudent

Charles, who had bidden his brother not to be so foolishly

moved by thoughts of fame as to neglect the substantial

advantages which office might ensure to him. But it

was Richard who attended upon the old man's deathbed,

moved with an almost excessive filial devotion and regret,

and buried him, and intended to place a fine inscription

over bim, written by no hand but that of Dr. Parr,

the best of scholars. It was never done : but Charles

Sheridan (who was present, however, neither at the sick-

bed nor the grave) had already intimated the conviction

of the family that in Dick's case the will had to be taken

for the deed. This loss, however, was littie to the

greater blow which he suffered a few years later. Mrs.

Sheridan is one of those characters who, without doing

i it
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anything to make themselves remarkable, yet leave a cer-

tain irftgrance behind them as of something fine, and

tender, and delicate. The reader will remember the

letter referred to in the first chapter, in which she re-

counts her early troubles to her sympathising friend, a

pretty and sentimental composition, with a touch of

Evelina (who was the young lady's contemporary) in its

confidences, and still more of Lydia Languish, whose pro-

totype she might well have been. And there is a certain

reflection of Lydia Languish throughout her life, softened

by the cessation cf sentimental dilemmas, but never with-

out a turn for the romantic. That she was a good wife

to Sheridan there seems littie doubt: the accounts of the

theatre kept in her handwriting, the long and careful

extracts made and information prepared by her to help

him—even the appeals to her on every side, from her

father, anxious about the theatre and its business, up to

Mr. Burke in the lai^er political sphere, all confident

that she would be able to do what nobody else could do,

keep Sheridan to an appointment—show what her ofl&ce

was between him and the world. Within doors, of all

characters for the reckless wit to enact, he was the

Falkland of his own drama, maddening a more hapless

Julia, driving her a hundred times or of patience and

out of heart with innumerable bubj. cions, jealousies,

harassments of every kind. And no man who lived

the life he was living, with the most riotous company

of the time, could be a very good husband. He left

her to go into society alone, in all her beauty and

charm,—the St. Cecilia of many worshippers,—still ele-

gant, lovely, and sentimental, an involuntary siren,

accustomed to homage, and perhaps liking it a litUe, as
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most people, even the wisest^ da There could be no

want of tenderness to her husband in the woman who

wrote the letter of happy pride and adoration quoted in

the last chapter ; and yet she was not herself untouched

by scandal, and it was whispered that a young, hand-

some, romantic Irishman, in all the gloiy of national

enthusiasm and with the shadow of tragedy already

upon him, had moved her heart It is not necessary to

enter into any such vague and shadowy tale. No per-

manent alienation appears to have ever arisen between

her and her husband, though there were many painful

scenes, consequent upon the too finely-strung nerves,

which is often another name for irritability and impati-

ence, of both. Sheridan's sister, who lived in his house

for a short time after her father's death, gives us a most

charming picture of this sweet and attractive woman.

** I have been here almost a week in perfect quiet. While

there was company in the house I stayed in my room, and

since my brother's leaving as for Margate I have sate at

times with Mr& Sheridan, who is kind and considerate, so

that I have entire liberty. Her poor sister's children are all

with her. The girl gives her constant employment, and

seems to profit by being under so good an instructor. Their

father was here for some days, but I did not see him. Last

night Mrs. S. showed me a picture of Mrs. Tickell, which she

wears round her neck. . . . Dick is still in town, and we do

not expect him for some time. Mrs. Sheridan seems now
quite reconciled to those little absences which she knows are

unavoidabla I never saw any one so constant in employing

every moment of her time, and to that I attribute, in a great

measure, the recovery of her health and spirits. The educa-

tion of her niece, her music, books, and work, occupy every

moment of the day. After dinner the children, who call her

mamma-aunt, spend some time with us, and her manner to

them is truly delightfoL"
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Mrs. Tickell was Mrs. Sheridan's younger sister, and

died just a year before her. In the neantime she had

taken immediate charge of Tickell's motherless children,

and the pretty "copy of verses" which she dedicated to

her sister's memory embellishes and throws light upon

her own.

" The hooiB, the days pass on ; sweet spring returns,

And whispers comfort to the heart that mourns

But not to mine, whose dear and cherished grief

Asks for indulgence, but ne'er hopes relief

For oh, can changing seasons e'er restore

The loVd companion I must still deplore ;

Shall all the wisdom of the world combined

Erase thy image, Mary, from my mind,

Or bid me hope from others to receive

The fond affection thou alone could'st give.

Ah no, my best beloVd, thou still shalt be

My friend, my sister, all the world to me.

« Oh, if the soul released from mortal cares

Views the sad scene, the voice of mourning hears,

Then, dearest saint, did'st thou thy heaven forego,

Lingering on earth, in pity to our woe,

Twas thy kind influence soothed our minds to peace,

And bade our vain and selfish murmurs cease.

Twas thy soft smile that gave the worshipped clay

Of thy bright essence one celestial ray.

Making e'en death so beautiful, that we

Gazing on it, forgot our misery.

Then—pleasing thought ! ere to the realms of light

Thy franchised spirit took its happy flight,

With fond regard perhaps thou saw'st me bend

O'er the cold relics of my heart's best friend

;

And heard'st me swear while her dear hand I pres^

And tears of agony bedew'd my breast.

For her loVd sake to act the mother's part.
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And take her darling in&nto to my heart,

With tendereet care their yoathfol mindi improTe,

And guard her treamire with protecting love ;

Onee more look down, hlert creatnre, and behold

Theae anna the preciona innocenta enfold.

Aaaiat my erring natuxe to fulfil

The sacred trust and ward off eyeiy ill

;

And oh I let htr who ia my dearest care.

Thy blest regard and heavenly influence share.

Teach me to form her pure and artleas mind.

Like thine, as true, as innocent, as kind.

That when some future day my hopes shall bless.

And every voice her virtue shall express,

When my fond heart delighted hears her praise.

As with unconscious loveliness she rtrays,

Such, let me say with tears of joy the while,

Such was the softness of my Mary's smile.

Such was her youth, so blithe, so rosy-sweet,

And such her mind unpractised in deceit.

With artleas eloquence, unstudied grace.

Thus did she gain in every heart a place.

Then while the dear remembrance I behold.

Time shall steal on, nor tell me I am old,

Till nature wearied, each fond duty o'er,

I join my angel friend to part no more !"

There is ^mething extremely aweet and touching in

theae lines, with their faded elegance, their pretty senti-

ment, the touch of Uie rococo in them which has now

recovered popular favour, something between poetry and

embroidery, and the most tender feminine feeling. All

sorts of pretty things were said of this gentle woman in

her day. Jackso. * Exeter, the musician, who had some

professional engager sntswitiiher father, and accompanied

her often in her songs, said that " to see her as she stood

singing beside him at the pianoforte, was like looking

into the face of an angel" Another still higher authority.
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the Bishop of Norwich, described her m " the connecting

link between womwi and wigeL" To Wilkes, the cowse

and wild yet woman-loving demagogue, she was "the

most modest flower he had ever seen." Sir Joshua

painted her as St Cecilia, and this was the flattering

n^tHA by which she was known. Her letters, with a

good deal of haste, and the faintest note of flippancy in

them, are pretty too, full of news and society, and the

card-tables at which she lost her money, and the children

in whom her real heart was centred. The romantic gurl

had grown into a woman, not lofty or great, but swee*-

and clever, and siUy and generous, a fascinating creature.

Moore describes with a comical high-flown incoLgrmty

which reminds us of Mr. Micawber, her various qualities,

the intellect which could appreciate the talents of her

husband, the feminine sensibility that could passion-

ately feel his succeaa "Mrs. Sheridan may well take

her place beside these Roman wives," he says; "not

only did Calpumia sympathise with the glory of her

husband abroad, but she could also, like Mrs. Sheridan,

add a charm to his taienis ai horn by setting his verses to

music and singing them to her harp." Poor Siren, she

had her triumphs, but she had her troubles also, many

and sore. In Professor Smyth's little book there is an

account of a scene which, though it happened after her

death, throws some light upon one side of her troubled

existence. Smyth had been engaged as tutor to Tom

after his mother's death, and this was one of the inter-

ferences which he had to submit to. Sheridan had been

paying a hurried visit to the house at Wanstead in which

Tom and his tutor lived

:
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<* It WM a aeTure froit, and had been long, when he eame

one evening to dine, after his nnial manuar, on a boiled

chicken, at 7, 8, or 9 o'clock, juek aa it happened, and had

hardly drunkUb claret, and got the room filled with wax lights,

without which he could not exist, when he sent for me ; and,

lo and behold, the businesa was that he was miserable on

account of Tom's being on the ice, that he would certainly be

drowned, etc, and that he begged it of me w the greatest

favour I could do him in some way or other to prevent it.

I expostulated with him—that I skated myself—that I had

a servant with a rope and ladder at the bank—^that the ice

would now bear a waggon, etc. etc ; and at last, seeing me

grow half angiy at his unreasonableness, he acquiesced in

what I said, and calling his carriage, as he must be at Drury

Lane that night he said, (it was then eleven and he was nine

miles off), he withdrew. In about half an hour afterwards,

as I was going to bed, I heard a violent ringing at the gate ;

I was wanted ; and sure enough what should I see, glaring

through the bars, and outshining the lamps of the carriage,

but the flue eyes of Sheridan. ' Now do not laugh at me,

Qmjih,' he said, < but I cannot rest or think of anything but

this d—d ice and this skating, and you must promise me
there shall be no more of it' I said what may be supposed

;

and in short was at last obliged to thrust my hand through

the bars, which he shook violently, in token that his wishes

should be obeyed. ' Never was such a nonsensical person as

this father of yours,' said I to Tom. There was no difficulty

in coming to a common vote on that point ; and so, after

spending nearly an hour abusing him, half laughing and

half crying, for I was as fond of skating as my pupil could

be, lamentbig our unhappy fate, we went to bed. We sent

up various petitions and remonstrances while the frost lasted,

but all in vain. * Have a glass case constructed for your son

at once,' said Mr. Qrey to Um—an observation which Tom
used to quote to me with particular approbation and delight.

I talked over the subject of Mr. Sheridan and his idle ner-

vousness with Mrs. Canning, who lived at the end of the

village. She told me that nothing could be done—that he

would tease and irritate Mrs. Sheridan in this manner till she

was ready to dash her head against the wall, being of the

k
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ame tempenunent of gutiu m her biuband : that the had

Men her bunt into tean and leave the room ; then the ecene

changed, and the wall wemed full as likely to receive hia

bead in turn. The folly, however, Mn. Canning aaid, waa

not merely once and away, but was too often repeated ; and

Mn. Canning used aometimea, as she told me, to be not a

little thankful that she was herself of a more ordinary clay,

and that the gods, as in the case of Audrey, had not made

her poetical"

This perhaps is the least comprehensible part of Sheri-

dan's character. The combination of this self-tormentor,

endowed with a faculty for extracting annoyance and

trouble out of every new turn in his circumstances,

and persecuting those who were dearest to him by his

caprices, with the reckless and careless man of pleasure,

is curious, and difficult to realise.

Mrs. Sheridan died in 1792. She had been taken to

Bristol, in hopes that the change of air would do her

good. But her time had come, and there was no hope

for her. Her husband attended her with all the tender-

ness and anxiety which a man, no doubt remorseful,

always impressionable, and ready to be moved by the

sight, which was intolerable to him, of suffering—might

be supposed to feel, watching over her with the pro-

foundest devotioa "He cannot bear to think her in

danger," writes a sympathetic friend, " or that any one

else should ; though he is as attentive and watchful as if

he expected every moment to be her last It is impos-

sible for any man to behave with greater tenderness or

to feel more on such an occasion." He was at her bed-

side night and day, " and never left her one moment that

could be avoided." The crisis waa one in which with

his readiness of emotion, and quick and sure response to

L mtm
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gUthik touched him, heWM row to appwrwdL Moow

foimd, ttiong the mMt of documento throng which he

had to pick hie way, ft icrftp ol peper eridentlj belcmf-

ing to thi. period, which givee etrmge exprewon to that

reali»tic and materialiftic horror of death aa death, which

waa one of the featurea of the time. "The loae of the

breath from a beloved object long anffering in pain and

certainty to die, ia not ao great a privation •• t^e Uuit

loaa of her beautiful remaina if they remain aa The

victory of the grave ia aharper than the sting of death."

There ia something in this sentiment which makes us

shudder. That crowning pang of separation,—

» Our lives have fallen ao far apart
^^

We cannot hear each other speak,"

—

does not strike this mourner. The contact of the

body and decay, the loss of "the beautiful remaina," is

what moves him. It is like a cWld's primitive horror

of the bkck box and the deep hol& In his own dying

hour an awe unspeakable stole over his face when he was

informed that a clergyman had been sent for. These

were things to be held at arm's length; when he was

compulsorily brought in contact with them, the terror

was ahnost greater than the anguish.

The Linley family had suffered terribly in these

years, one foUowing another to the grave. There is a

most touching description of the father given by the

actress Mrs. Crouch, which goes direct to the heart-

« After Miss Marion Linley died, it was .(melancholy for

her to ring to Mr. Linley, whose tears continuc'.v fell on the

keys as he accompanied her ; and if in the course of ha pro-

feion she was obliged to practise a song which he had been

accustomed to hear his lost daughter smg, the similanty ol
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their nuuiner and rolou, whioh he had one* Mmiiked with

plearare, then effected him to looh a degree that he wee fre-

qnently furoeu to quit hie inatniment end w»lk abonfc the zocm
to leoover hie oompoaare."

After his wife'i death, Sheridui'a life Msamed another

phase. He had no longer the anchor, each as it was,

which steadied him—not even the tug of remone to

briug him home to a houte v> lere there was now >.o

one '-aiting for him. We are indebted to Processor

Smyth's narrative for a very graphic description of this

portion of Sherida I's life. In the very formation of

t.hoir rounectioD, ti>e peculiarities of his future employer

were at omo made known to him. It was appoints i

that b^ Bhoiild meet Sheridan at dinner in town to

conclauu the arrangement about the tutorship, and to

keep this appointment lie cune up specially from the

country. The dinner hour was seven, but at nine Smyth
and the friend who was to introduce him ate their cold

meal without Sheridan, who then sent to say that he

had been detained at the House, bu^ /ild .^up with

them at midnight at the St. Alban'b cavern, ivhither

they resorted with precisely the same result Next day,

however, the meeting did take place, and the ruffled soul

of the young scholar, who had been extremely indignant

to find himself thus treated, was soothed in a few minutes

bytheengaging manner anddelightful speechof hispatroa

It was at Isleworth, Sheridan's country house, that they

met, where very lately Madame de Grenlis, that inte-

resting and sentimental refugee, with her lovely daughter

Pamela, ihe !)eautiful young creature whom Mrs. Sheridan

had bidden Lord Edward Fitzgerald to marry when she

died, had paid him a visit. The house was dirty and

I
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desolate, the young observer thought^ but the master of

it the most captivating of men. His brilliant and ex-

pressive eyes, a certain modesty in his manner, for which

the young Don was not prepared, struck Smyth above all

:

and he in his turn pleased the nervous and troubled

father, who would have kept young Tom in a glass case

had he dared. Afterwards another house was taken in

Wanstead, in order that Sheridan's baby daughter might

be placed under the charge of Mrs. Canning, the lady

who hal nursed Mrs. Sheridan and loved her, and who

lived in this village ; and here the boy and his tutor were

sent But a very short time after another blow fell upon

Sheridan in the person of this child, whom Professor

Smyth describes as the loveliest child he ever saw—an

exceptional creature, whom Sheridan made a little goddess

of, worshipping her with every baby rite that could be

thought ol One night the house had awoke to unwonted

merriment ; a large childish party filled the rooms, and

dancing was going on merrily, when Mrs. Canning sud-

denly flung open the door, crying out, " The child, the

child is dying I " Sheridan's grief was intense and over-

whelming : it was piteous to hear his moans during the

terrible night that followed. His warm-hearted emotional

being, horrified and panic-stricken by the approach of

death, was once more altogether overwhelmed. The

cruel climax of blow after blow crushed him to Uie eartL

During this time his parliamentary hfe was going on

with interruptions, sometimes brightening into flashes of

his pristine brilliancy. But at this moment there were

other troubles besides those of his home and heart, to

make his attendance irregular and withdraw his thoughts

from public affairs. How the theatre had been going on
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all this time it is difficult to make oai We are told of

endless embarrassments, difficulties, and trouble, of a
treasury emptied wantonly, and actors left without their

pay,—of pieces which failed and audiences which dimin-
ished. But> on the other hand, we are informed that the
prosperity of Drury Lane never was greater than during
this period, while the old theatre lasted ; and, as it was
the only source from which Sheridan drew his income, it

is very evident that, notwithstanding all irregularities,

br )ken promises, crowds of duns, and general mismanage-
ment> there was an unfailing fountain of coney to be
drawn upoa The whole story is confused. We are
sometimes told that he was himself the manager, and it

is certain that now and then he stooped even so far as
to arrange a pantomime; while at tiie same time we
find the theatre under the management of King at one
time, of Kemble at another, men much better qualified

than Sheridan. The mere fact indeed that the Kemble
family was at that time on the boards of Drury Lane
would seem a sufficient proof of the success of the theatre;

but the continually recurring discovery that the pro-
prietor's pressing necessities had cleared the treasury
altogether was little likely to keep the troupe together
or inspire its eflTorta When any influential member of the
company becamo unmanageable on this score, Sheridan's
persuasive talent was called in to make all right. Once,
we are told, Mrs. Siddons, who had declared that she
would not act until her salaiy was paid, who had resisted

successively the eloquent appeals of her colleagues and
the despair of the manager, and was calmly sewing
at home after the curtain had risen for the piece in
which she was expected to perform, yielded help-
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leasly when Sheridan himself, all suave and irresistible,

came on the scene, and suffered herself to be dnven
to the theatre like a lamb. On another occasion it

was Eemble that rebelled. We are tempted to quote,

for its extremely ludicrous character, this droll little

scenei Sheridan had come in accidentally to join the

party in the green room after the performance, and,

taking his seat at the table, made as usual a cheerful

beginning of conversatioa Kemble, however, would

make no reply.

"The great actor now looked unutterable things, and
occasionally emitted a humming sound like that of a bee, and
groaned in spirit inwardly. A considerable time elapsed, and
frequent repetitions of the sound, when at length, like a pillar

of state, up rose Kemble, and in these words addressed the

astonished proprietor :
' I am an Eaqlb, whose wings have

been bound down by frosts and snows, but now I shake my
pinions and cleave into the genial air into which I was
bom !

' He then deliberately resumed his seat, as if he had
relieved himself from unsupportable thraldom."

Undaunted by this solemn address, Sheridan drew

his chair closer, and at the end of the prolonged sitting

left uhe place, not too steadily it is to be feared, arm
in arm with the exasperated eagle, whom he had

made as mild as any mousa He did many feats of the

same kind. Once, the bankers having sternly resisted

all blandishments of manager, treasurer, all the staff of

the theatre, Sheridan went in gaily to the charge, and

returned in a few minutes beaming and successful, with

the money they wanted. When he chose, nobody could

stand against him.

Poor Mr. Smyth had a terrible life of it with this

disorderly patron. His letters were neglected, his ap-
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pointments broken, his salary left unpaid. Once his

pupil Tom was sent for in hot haste to meet his father

at a certain roadside inn, and there waited for days if not

weeks in vain expectation of his errant parent^ leaving the

unfortunate preceptor a prey to all kinds of anxiety.

Another time the long-suffering Smyth was left at Bognor

with an old servant, Martha, without money, or occupar

tion, waiting for a summons to London which never

came ; and, unable at last to live any longer on credit,

after letters innumerable of entreaty, protestation, and

wrath, went up to London full of fury, determined to

endure no more ; but was met by Sheridan with such

cordial pleasure, surprise that he had not come sooner,

and satisfaction with his appearance now, since Tom was

getting into all sorts of mischief—that the angry tutor

was entirely vanquished, and remorseful when he thought

of the furious letter he had sent to this kind friend.

What followed is worth quoting.

*•
' I wrote you a letter lately,' I said ;

* it was an angry

one. Ton will be 80 good as to think no more of it' ' Oh,

certainly not, my dear Smyth,' he said, ' I shall never think

of what you have said in it, be assured
;

' and, putting his

hand in his pocket, ' here it is,' he said, offering it to me. I

was glad enough to get hold of it, but looking at it as I was

about to throw it into the fire, lo, and beholc^ I saw that it

had never been opened 1

"

Such exasperating yet ludicrous incidents were now

commonplaces of Sheridan's li{& "Intercourse with

him," says Professor Smyth in a harsner mood, moved

by some sting of bitter recollection, *'wae one eternal

insult, mortification, and disappointment" There was a

bag on his table into which aU letters were stuffed indis»

,
;
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criminately, and in which, when it was turned out, an

astonished i^plicant for debt or favour might see a

suecession of his own letters as he sent them, with not

one seal broken ; but to lessen the mortification would

find also letters enclosing money sent in answer to Sheri-

dan's own urgent applications, turned out in the same

condition, having been stuffed with the rest into that

hopeless waste heap. When Professor Smyth appealed

to Sheridan's old servant to know if nothing could be

done to remedy this, Edwards told him a piteous story

of how he had fou d Mr. Sheridan's window, which

rattled, wedged up with bank-notes, which the muddled

reveller, returning late at night, had stuffed into the

gaping sash, out of his pocket The story altogether

is laughable and pitiful, a tragic comedy of the most

woeful fooling. He had no longer youth enough to

warrant an easy laugh, his reputation was going from

him. He was harassed by endless creditors and duns,

not able to stir out of his house without encounter-

ing two or three waiting to waylay him. The first

of these, if he caught Sheridan at a moment when

his pocket had just been replenished, would get the

amount of his bill in full, whatever the others might

have to say. The stories are endless which deal with

these embarrassments, and the shifts and devices of

the struggling man were endless also. They are very

ridiculous to hear of, but how humiliating, miserable,

and sickening to the heart and mind all these repetitions

must have been ! And then to make everything worse

the poor old theatre fell to pieces, and the taste of

the day demanded a costly and luxurious new building,

according to improved fashions. The money to do this

m
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was raised by the manufacture of new shares, in which

there was no difficulty—but which naturally restricted

the after profits of the original proprietors. And what

was still more serious, the interval occupied in the

rebuilding—during which time their profits may be said

to have ceased altogether—and the excess of the cost

over the estimate, made an enormous difference to men

who had no reserve to fall back upon. The company

in the meantime played in a small theatre at a great

expense, and Sheridan, profuse and lavish, unable to

retrench, not wise enough even to attempt retrenchment,

got deeper and deeper into debt and embarrassn . ''t.

Besides all these misadventures a new and malign

influence now got possession of him. He had been pre-

sented to the young Prince of Wales, at a time when that

illustrious personage was still little more than a boy, and

full, it was believed, of promise and hopefulness: and had

gradually grown to be one of the most intimate habitu^

of his society, a devoted retainer, adviser, and defender,

holding by him in all circumstances, and sharing the

irregulaiities of his life, and the horseplay of his amuse-

menta The Octogenarian, from whose rather foolish

book we have occasionally quoted, gives a tissue of

absurd stories, professedly heard from Sheridan's own

lips, in which the adventures of a night are recorded,

and the heir-apparent is represented to us in company

with two statesmen, as all but locked up for the night at

a police station. Whether this was true or not, it is

certain that the glamour which there is in the rank of a

royal personage, that dazzlement which so few can resi ^t;,

fell upon Sheridan. His action as the adviser and repre-

sentative in Parliament of this unillustrious Prince was
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dignified and sensible, but the orgies of Carlton House

were unfortunately too much in Sheridan's way to be

reatrained or discountenanced by him, and so much hope

and possibility as remained in hia li£e was lost in the

vulgar dissipations of this depraved secondary court, and

in the poor vanity of becoming boon companion and

bufibon to that first gentleman in Europe, whose florid

and padded comeliness was the admiration of his day.

It was a ^oor end for the great dramatist, who has kept

thousands of his countiyfolk in genial, not uninnocent

amusement for the last centiiry, and for the great orator

whose eloquence had disturbed the judgment of the

most august of legislative assemblies, and shaken even

the convictions of the_hottest partisans ; but it was an

end to which he had been for some time tending, and

which perhaps the loss of his wife had made one way or

other inevitable.

In the meantime several events occurred which may
fill up this division of the life of the man as apart from

'that of the politician and orator. In 1794 the new

theatre was finished, and Sheridan sketched out for the

opening a sort of extravaganza called The Olorious First

of June^ which was apparently in celebration of the

naval victory of Lord Howe. The dialogue was not his,

but merely the construction and arrangement, and in

emulation of Tilbury and the feats of Mr. Puff, a grand

sea-fight^ with finale of a lovers' meeting to the triumphant

sounds of " Rule Britannia," was introduced. The two

pasteboard fleets rehearsed their manoeuvres under the

eye of the Duke of Clarence, and it is to be supposed that

the spectacle had a triumphant succesa A year or two

later a less agreeable incident occurred in the history of
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Dnuy Lane. Either deceived by the many who were

ready to stake their credit upon the anthenticity of the

Ireland forgeries—^then given forth as a discovery of

precious relics of Shakespeare^ including among them a

completed and unpublished play—or deceived in his own

person on the subject, one on which he was not learned,

Sheridan accepted for the theatre this play, called Vor-

tigem, and produced it with much pomp and magnificence.

The audience was a crowded and critical one, and the

public mind was so strongly rousied by the question, that

no doubt therewas some factious feeling in the prompt and

unmistakable rejection of the false Shakespeare, to which

Kemble by his careless acting is said to have contributed

He had never believed in the discovery, and might be

irritated that the decision had been made without con-

sulting him. Dr. Parr, however, for whom Sheridan

had a great respect, and with whom he kept up friendly

relations all his life, was one of those who Lad headed

the blunder, receiving the forgeries reverentiidly as piu%

Shakespeare ; and it was natural enough that Sheridan's

judgment should have been influenced by a man whom
he must have felt a much better authority on the question

than himsell For he was no student of Shakespeare, and

his prevailing recklessness was more than enough to

counterbalance the keen critical instinct which produced

the Oritie. In all likelihood he never investigated the

question at all, bu^ calculated on a temporary theatrical

success, without other resulta "Sheridan was never

known to offer his opinion on the matter until after its

reprMentation on the stage : he left the public to decide

on its merits," says one of his biographers: but the

incident is not an agreeable one.
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ItwM leM his fault than that of hii public, perhaps, that

the stage, shortly after recovering from the salutary influ-

ence of the CrUie, dropped again into bathos and the false

heroic. " Kotiebae and German sausages are the order of

the day," ^eridan himself is reported to have said when,

with a shrug of his shoulders, he produced the Stranger,

that culmination of the sentimental commonplace. Every-

body will remember Thackeray's delightful banter of this

wonderful production, which has, however, situations so

skilfully prepared and opportunities so great for a clever

actress, that it has continued to find a place in the reper-

tory of most theatres, and is still to be heard of as the

show-piece of a wandering company, as well as now and

then on the most ambitious boards, its dubious moral and

un-English tUnmement notwithstanding. With Mr& Sid-

dons as Mrs. Haller, it may be imagined that the real

pathos involved in the story would have full expressioa

The success of the Stranger impelled Sheridan to

another adaptation of a similar kind, in the tragedy of

PizarrOj which he altered and decorated so much, it is

said, as to make it almost his own. The bombast and

claptrap of this production make us regret to associate it

with his name, but here also the dramatic construction

was good enough and tho situations so striking as to rivet

the attention of the audience, while the high-fiown magni-

ficence of the sentiments was such as always delights the

multitude. When something was said to Pitt, between

whom and Sheridan a gradually increasing enmity had

grown, about the new drama, the minister answered, "K
you mean what Sheridan wrote, there is nothing new in

it I have heard it all long ago in his speeches on

Hastings' trial" It is undeniable that there is a good
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deal of troth in this, and that RoUa'i grand patriotic

tirade which used to he in all school readmg-books, as a

lesson in elocution, hears a strong resemblance to many

passages in Sheridan's speeches. AU this helped its

popularity. Grand addresses in favour of patriotism are

always delightful to the galleries, and have at all times

a charm for the general imagination : but in those days

when there waa actual fighting going on, and France, who

had constituted herself the pedagogue of the world, to

teach the nations the alphabet of freedom, was supposed

to threaten and endanger England with her fiery teaching,

it may be supposed to what a height of enthusiasm these

exhortations -vould raise the audience. "They follow

an adventurer whom they fear, and obey a power which

they hate ; we revere a monarch whom we love, a God

whom we adore. They boast they come but to improve

our State, enlarge our thoughts, and free us from the

yoke of error I Yes ! they will give enlightened freedom

to our minds, who are themselves the slaves of passion,

avarice, and pride 1 " Whether it were under Robespierre

or Bonaparte, the common people in England scorned

and feared the heated neighbour-nation which thought

itself entitled to dictate to the world ; and no doubt the

popular mind made a rapid adaptation of these heroic

phrases.

It had been hard to move the author to complete the

Critic : and the reader will remember the trick of Linley

and his coadjutors in those early days when the delays

and evasions of the gay young man were an excellent

jest, and their certainty of being able to put all right

when they coui i lock him in with his work, had something

triumphant in it But all that was over now ; old Linley
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WM dead, and a new g^ention who had no worship for

Sheridan, and a ray dear qyprehenaion of the everbsting

oonfluion prodaoed by hia diiorderiy ways, had taken the

plaoe of the li^t-hearted artora of old. Bat notwith-

standing the awe-mapiring presence of Ifri. Siddona, and
the importance of her broUier, the astounding fact that

when Uie curtain fell upon the fourth act of Pizarro, these

theatrical potentates had not yet seen their parts for the

fifth, which they had to study in the intenral, is vouched
for by various witnesses. It is hard to imagine the state

of the actors' minds, the terrible anxiety of the manager
in such an extraordinary dilemma, and still more hard to

realise the hopeless confusion in the mind of the man who
knew all that was being risked by such a piece of folly,

and yet could not nerve himself to the work till the last

moment. He was drifting on the rapids by this time,

and going headlong to ruin, heedless of everything, name
and fame, credit and fortune, the good opinion of his

friends, the support of the public, idl except the indul-

gence of the whim of the moment, or of the habit which
was leading him to destruction.

He took another step about the same time which
might perhaps have redeemed him had it been more
wisely set about He had met one evening, so the

story goes, among other more important, and let us

hope more well-bred people, a foolish, pretty girl, who
either out of flippant dislike to his looks, or that very

transparent agaceiie by which foolish men are some-

times attracted in the lower ranks of life, r^arded him
with exclamations of "fright ! horrid creature !" and the

like, something 'n the style not of Evelina, but of Miss

Bumey's vul^^ar personagea He was by this time forty-
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four, but retdy moa^ itill to take vp tay nidi

duUenge, Mid either he wu [nqaed into nuJdng eo

frenk a critie change her opinions, or the prettineee and

fooliahneat of the girl amnaed and pleated him. He aet

to work at onee to make her aware that a man of middle-

age and nnhandaome aspect may yet outdo the yoongeet

and meet attractiye, and no very great time elapied

before he was completdy attccesafuL The lady's father

was little pleased with the matcL He was a clergyman,

the Dean of Winchester, and might well hare been indis-

posed to give his daughter and her five thousand pounds

to a man with such a reputation. He made his consent

conditional on the settling of fifteen thousand pounds, in

addition to her own little fortune, upon her. Sheridan

had always been great in financial surprises, and to the

astonishment of the dean, the fifteen thousand was soon

forthcoming. He got it this time by new shares of the

theatre, thus diminishing his receipts always a little

and a little more. A small estate, Polesden, in Surrey,

was bought with the money, and for a time all was

gaiety and pleasure. It was in order to tell him of

this marriage that Sheridan sent for his son, from his

tutor and his lessons, on the occasion already referred to,

to meet him at Guildford at an inn of which he had for-

gotten the name. Four or five days after, the anxious

tutor received a letter from Tom. "My father I have

never seen," wrote the lad, " and all that I can hear of

him is that instead of dining with me on Wednesday

last, he passed through Guildford on his way to town

with four horses and lamps, about twelve." Like father

like son, the youth had remained there, though with

only a few shillings in his pockets : but at the end was
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00 "bored and wearied out" that he would have been

glad to return even to his books. Finally, he was sent

for to London and informed of the mystery. His letter

to Smyth disclosing this is so characteristic that it is

worth quoting :

—

" It is not I that am to be married, nor you. Set your

heart at rest : it is my father himself ; the lady a Mias Ogle,

who lives at Winchester ; and that is the history of the

Guildford business. About my own age—better me to marry

her, you will say. I am not of that opinion. My father

talked to me two hours last night, and made out to me

that it was the most sensible thing he could do. Was not

this very clever of him 1 Well, my dear Mr. S., you should

have been tutor to him, you see. I am incomparably the

most rational of the two."

Moore describes the immediate result of the new mar-

riage as a renewal of Sheridan's youth. " It is said by

those who were in habits of intimacy with him at this

period that they had seldom seen his spirits in a state of

more buoyant vivacity," and there was perhaps a possi-

bility that the new event might have proved a turning

point It is unfair to blame the foolish girl, who had no

idea what the dangers were which she had so rashly

undertaken to deal with, that she did not reclaim or

deliver Sheridan. To do this was beyond her power as

it was beyond his own.



CHAPTER VL

DEC4DENCE.

SHERroAN's parliamentary career was long, and he took

an important part in much of the business of the country;

but he never struck again the same high note as that

with which he electrified the House on the question of

the unpeachment of Warren Hastings. His speech m

answer to Lord Momington's denunciation of the revo-

lution in France, perhaps his next most important effort,

was eloquent and striking, but it had not the glow and

gutter of the great oration under which the Commons of

England held their breath. The French Revolution by

this time had ceased to be the popular and splendid out-

burst of freedom which it had at first appeared. Opinions

were now violently divided. The recent atrocities m

France had scared England ; and all the moving subjects

which had inspired Sheridan before, the pictures of inno-

cence outraged and the defenceless slaughtered, were now

in the hands of his poUtical opponents. He selected skil-

fully, however, the points which he could most effectively

tum'against them, and seizmg upon Lord Momington's

description of the sacrifices by which French patriotism

was compelled to prove itself, the compulsory loans and

N
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Bervices, the privations and poverty amid which the

leaders of the revolution were struggling, drew an effective

picture of the very different state of affairs in England,

which throws a curious light upon the political condition

of the time. Sheridan's pai-ty had suffered many losses

and defections. A peer in those days or a wealthy

landed gentieman, had need to be enlightened and strong-

minded indeed, if not almost fanatical in >pinion, to

continue cordially on the side of those who were con-

fiscating and murdering his equals on the other side of

the Channel, and who had made the very order tc which

he belonged an offence against the State. The Whig

nobility were no more stoical or heroic than other men,

and the publication of Bu-ke's Be/ledions and his impas-

sioned testimony against the uncontrollable tendencies

of the revolution had moved them profoundly even before

the course of events proved his prophecies true. To

make the conversion of these important adherents more

easy, Pitt, on the other hand, held out his arms to them,

and, as the fashion of the time was, posts and sinecures

of all kinds rained upon the new converts. Sheridan,

with instinctive perception of the mode of attack which

suited his powers best, seized upon this with something

of the same fervour as that with which, though in no

way particularly interested in India, he had seized upon

the story of the injured Begums and cruel English con-

querors in the East It was altogether the other side of

the argument, yet the inspiration of the orator was the

same. It was now the despoilers who were his clients

:

but their work of destruction had not been to their own

profit They were sufferers not gainers. No rich posts nor

bidden treas' ~^ were reserved by them for themselves,
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and the contrast between the advantages reaped by so

many Englishmen arrayed against them, and the sacrifices

and privations of the French patriots, was perfect

Sheridan took up the subject with all the greater wealth

and energy of indignant conviction that he himself had

never reaped any substantial advantage from the occa-

sional elevation of his own party. He had earned no

spoils with him out of office ; he had not made hay while

the sun shone. If anybody had a right to be called a

disinterested politician he had, in this sense at least

His interest in the subjects which he treated might be

more a party interest than any real devotion to the cause

of freedom and humanity ; but his hands were clean from

bribe or pecuniary inducement ; and his fervour, if per-

haps churned up a little by party motives, was never

ungenerous The indignant bitterness with which he

and the '^mall party who adhered to Fox regarded the

desertion of so many of their supporters, gave force to

the reply with which he met Lord Momington's unlucky

description of the French efforts. On no other point

could the comparison have been so completely in favour

of the revolutionary. Sheridan takes the account of

their privations triumphantly out of the hand of the

narrator. Far different indeed, he cries scornfully, is

the position of the rival statesmen and officials in Eng-

land. He can imagine the address made to them "by

our prudent minister " in words like the following, words

which bum and sting with all the fire of satire

—

** Do I demand of you wealthy citizens (it is Pitt who is

supposed to be the speaker) to lend your hoards to Gbvem-
ment without interest 1 On the contrary, when I shall come

to propose a loan, there is not a man of you to whom I shall
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not hold out at leaat a job in eveiy part of the mbacription,

and a usurious profit upon every pound you devote to the necea-

rities of your country. Do I demand of you, my fellow-place-

men and brother-pensioners, that you should sacrifice any part

of your stipends to the public exigency ? On the contrary,

am I not daily insuring your emoluments, and your numbers

in proportion as the country becomes una'le to provide for

you 1 Do I require of you my latest and most zealous pro-

selytes, of you who have come over to me for the special

purpose of supporting tbe war, a war on the success of which

you solemnly protest that the salvation of Britain and of civil

society itself depends,—do I require of you that you should

make a temporary sacrifice in the cause of human nature of

the greater part of your private incomes ? No, gentlemen, I

scorn to take advantage of the eagemeM of your zeal ; and to

prove that I think the sincerity of your attachment to me

needs no such test I will make your interest co-operate with

your principle; I will quarter many of you on the public

supply instead of calling on vou to contribute tc it, and

while their whole thoughts are absorbed in patriotic appre-

hensions for their country, I will dexterously 'orce upon

others the favourite objects of the vanity or ambition of

their lives."

Then the orator turns to give his own judgment of

the state of affairs. " Good God, sir," he cries, " that he

should have thought it prudent to have forced this con-

trast upon our attention," and he huiries on with indig

nant eloquence to describe the representations made of

"the unprecedented peril of the country," the constitution

in danger, the necessity of " maintaining the war by every

possible sacrifice," and that the people should not murmu.-

at their burdens, seeing that their all was at stake

—

" The time is come when all honest and disinterested men

should rally round the throne as round a standard—^forwhat?

Ye honest and disinterested men to receive, for your own

private emolument, a portion of those very taxes which they
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themselveB wring from the people on the pretence of saying

them from the poverty and diatress which you say the enemy

would inflict, but which you tak? care no enemy shall be

able to aggravate. Oh, shame ! shame ! is this a time for

selfish intrigues, and the little dirty traffic for lucre and

emolument ? Does it suit the honour of a gentleman to tvsk

at such a moment ? Does it become the honesty of a min-

ister to grant? Is it intended to confirm the pemicioua

doctrine, so industriously propagated by many, that -X mblio

men are impostors, and that every politician has h'i price 1

Or 'sven where there is no principle in the bosom, why does

not prudence hint to the mercenary and the vain to abstain

a while at least, and wait the fitting of the times ? Improvi-

dent impatience ! Nay, even from those who seem to have

no direct object of office or profit, what is the language

which the actors speak? The Throne is in danger! we

will support the Throne: but let us share the smiles of

royalty ; the order of nobility is in danger. * I will fight

for nobility,' says the viscount, 'but my zeal would be

much greater if I were made an earl.' ' Rouse all the marquis

within me,' exclaims the earl, ' and the peers^e never turned

forth a more undaunted champion in its cause than I shall

prove.' ' Stain my green ribbon blue,* cries out the illus-

trious knight, * and the fountain of honour will have a fast

and faithful servant.'

"

This scathing blast of satire must, one would think,

have overwhelmed the Whig deserters, the new placemer

and sinecurists, though it could not touch the iir

sioned soul of such a prophet as Burke, whose denunciar

tions and anticipations had been so terribly verified.

The reader already acquainted with the life of Burke

will remember how, early in the controversy, before

France had stained her first triumphs, Sheridan lost,

on account of his continued faith in the Revolution,

the friendship of his great countryman, whose fiery

temper was unable to brook so great a divergence of
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opinion, and who eat him itemly oS, u he afterward*

did a more congenial and devoted friend, Fox, by

whom the breach was acknowledged with tean in a

scene as moving as ever was enacted in the House

of Commons. Sheridan did not feel it so deeply,

the link between them being lighter, and the posi-

tion of involuntary rivalship almost inevitable. And
though it cannot be believed that his convictions on

the subject were half so profound, or his judgment so

trustworthy, his was the more difficult side of opinion,

and his fidelity to the cause, which politically and we

may even say conventionally, was that of freedom, was

unwavering. The speech from which we have quoted

could not, from its nature, be so carefully premeditated

and prepared, as Sheridan's great efforts had heretofore

been ; but it had the advantage of being corrected for

the press, and has consequently reached us in a fuller

and more complete form than any other of Sheridan's

speeche& Professor Smyth gives a graphic account of

his sudden appearance at Wanstead along with the editor

of the paper in which it had been reported, and of the

laborious diligence with which he devoted himself to its

revision, during several days of unbroken work. But

we should scarcely have known our Sheridan had not

this spasmodic effort been balanced by an instance of

characteristic indolence and carelessness. Lord Mom-
ington in his speech had made much reference to a

French pamphlet by Brissot, a translation of which had

been republuhed in London, with a preface by Burke,

fmd lai^ely circulated. Smyth remarked that Sheridan

accepted Lord M.'s view of this pamphlet, and his quo<

tations from it " How could I do otherwise t" he said
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"I never read » word of it" Perhaps it wae not

neoeaeary. The carefnl combination of facta and detail*

was not in Sheridan's way ; bat in his haphazard daring

a certain instinct guided him, and he seized unerringly

the thing he could do, the point of the position, pic-

turesque and personal, which his faculty could beat

A far less satisfactory chapter in his life was that

already referred to, which linked Sheridan's fortunes

with those of the Prince Regent, and made him, for

a long time, almost the representative in Parliament

of that royal personaga When the first fllness of

the King, in 1789, made it likely that power must

come one way or other into the hands of the heir-

apparent, there was much excitement, as was natural,

among the party with which the name of the Prince

of Wales was connected, and who, as appeared, had

everything to hope from his accession, ac*nial or virtual

It is scarcely newissary to our purpose to trace the stormy

party ''' inap'onft on the subject of the Regency, between

the e am put forth by Fox of the right of the

Print liiQediatelyinvested with all the powers of

royali. ^ fatV^'s natural deputy and representative,

and the equally extreme counternstatement of Pitt, dic-

tated by alarm as the other was by hope, that " the

Prince of Wales had no more right to exercise the powers

of government than any other person in the realm."

Sheridan's share in the debate was chiefly signalised by

his threat, as injudicious as the original assertion of his

leader, that the Prince might be provoked to make the

claim which the other party opposed so strenuously
;

"

"but his most important agency," says Moore, "lay
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in the less public businew connected with " the que».
tioa He was in high favour at Carlton House, and
the chosen adviser of the Princo : and although Moore's
researches enabled him to prove that the most im-
portant document in tho whole episode—the Prince's
letter to Pitt-was the production not of Sheridan
but of the master-spirit Burke, Sheridan's pen was
employed in various papers of importance; and though
the post allotted to him in the shortHved new ministry
was no more than that of Treasurer of the Navy,
a position not at aU adequate to his apparent import^
ance, he was in reality a very active agent behind the
scene* The king's speedy recovery, however, at this
moment was fatal to Sheridan's fortunes, and all that
came of this momentary gleam of aJvancement to his
family was that Charles Sheridan in Ireland, whose post
had been the only gain of his brother's former tasce of
power, lost it in consequence of the new re-revolution of
affairs, though he carried with him a pension of £1200 a
year, probably a very good substitute. He was the only
one profited in pocket by Sheridan's political elevation
and fame. Once more, in 1806, after the death of Pitt
Sheridan followed Fox into office in the same unimport^
ant post of Treasurer to the Navy. But Fortune was
not on his side, and Fox's death in a few months with-
drew him for ever from all the chances of power.

It seems inconceivable though true that the two great
orators of the period, the men whose figures stand pro-
minent in every discussion, and one of whom at least
had so large and profound an influence on his time,
should, when their party rose to the head of affairs, have
been so unceremoniously disposed of. Sheridan's insi-
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nificant poit might be tccoontod for by his known
incapacity for continued exertion ; but to read the name
of Burke as Paymaatcr of the Forces, fills the reador
with amazement They were both self-made, without
family or connections to found a claim upon, but the
eminence, especially of th^ latter, was incontestable.

Both were of the highest importance to their party,
and Sheridan was in the enjoyment of that favour of the
Prince which told for so much in those days. And yet
this was the best that their claims could secure. It is

a somewhat humiliating proof of how little great mental
gifts, reaching the height of genius in one case, can
do for their possessor. Both Burke and Sheridan are
favourite instances of the reverse opinioa It is a
commonplace to quote them as examples of the manner
in which a man of genius may raise himself to the
highest elevatioa And yet after they had dazzled
England for yeai-s, one of them the highest originating
soul, the profoundest thinker of his class, the other an
unrivalled instrument at least in the hand of a great party
leader, this w^* all they could attain to— Edmund
Burke, Payra )r of the Forces; Brinsley Sheridan,
Treasurer of ine Navy. It is a curious commentary
upon the unbounded applause and reputation which these
two men enjoyed in their day, and the place they have
taken permanently in the history of their generation.

Sheridan's connection with the Prince lasted for many
years. He appears to have been not only one of his
favourite companions, but for some time at least his
most confidential advise When the Prince on his
marriage put forth a second demand for the payment of
his debts, after the distinct pn.jiise made on the first
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oeeaiion that no looh eUim should be made •gain, it

WM Sheridan who wu the apo!^ if apology hia

explanation can be called. He informed the Hooae

that he had adviied the Prince to make no such

pledge, but that it wu inserted without the knowledge

of either, and at a moment when it was impossible to

withdraw from it He added that he himself had

drawn up a scheme of retrenchment which would hare

made such an application unnecessary, thac he had put a

stop to a loan proposed to m raised for the Prince in

France as unconstitutional, and that he had systematically

counselled an abstinence from all meddling in great poli-

tical lestions. Moore characterises this explanation as

marked by "a communicativeness that seemed hardly

prudent," and it is difficult to suppose that Sheridan's

royal patron could have liked it ; but he did not disown

it in any way, and retained the speaker in his closest

confidence for many years, during which Sheridan's time

and pen and ready eloquenne were always at bis master's

service. There is a strange mixture throughout his

history of serviceableness and capacity for work, with

an almost incredible carelessness and indolence, of which

his behaviour at this period affords a curious example.

Ho would seem to have spared no trouble in the Prince's

service, to have been ready at his call at all times and

seasons, conducting the most important negotiations for

him, and acting as the iD<" '<s of communication between

him and the leadeu ot ais party. Perhaps pride and

a gratified sense of knowing the mind of the heir-

apparent better than any one else, may have supplied

the place of true energy and diligence for the moment

;

and certainly he was zealous and busy in his patron's
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ftffain, disorderly and indifferent m he wu in hit

own. And though hie power and influence were daily

deereuing in Parliament, hia attendance becoming more

and more irregular, and his interest in public business

capricious and fitful, yet there were still occasions on

which Sheridan came to the front with an energy and

spirit worthy of his best days. One of these was ; the

time of the great mutiny at the Nore, when the r liatry

wu embarrassed on all hands, the opposition viulently

factious, and every appearance alarming. Sheridan threw

himself into the midst of the excitement with a bold and

generous support of the Gcvnment which strengthened

their hands in the emergency and did much to restore

tranquillity and confidence. " The patriotic promptitude

of his interference," says Moore, "was even more strik-

ing than it appears in the record of his Parliamontary

labours." By this time Pox had withdrawn from the

House, and no other of the Whig leaders showed any-

thing of Sheridan's energy and public spirit At a stiU

later period, in the coune of a discusaioT' on the arm*'

estimates, he was complimented by Canniiifc as " a mi

who had often come forward in times of public emba

rassment as the champion of the country's ri'^hU and

interests, and had rallied the hearte nd spin', vl the

nation." The wannest admirer of -'ridan might be

content to let such words as these stand as the conclu-

sion of his parliamentary career.

Thus his life was chequered with bursts of recovery,

with rapid and unexpected manifestations of power

Now and then he would rise to the height of a crisis, and

by moments display a faculty prompt and eager and prac

ticaL Sometimes, on a special occasion, he would work
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hard, " till the motes were in his eyes." There must have

been in him some germ of financial genius which enabled

him without any capital to acquire great property, and

conduct what was in reality a large commercial speculation

in his theatre with success for many yeara All these

qualities are strangely at variance with the background of

heedlessness, indolence, and reckless self-indulgence which

take both credit and purpose out of his life. He is like

two men, one of them painfully building up what the

other every day delights to pull down. His existence

from the time of his wife's death seems, when we look

back upon it, like a headlong rush to destruction ; and

yet even in the last chapter of his career there were times

when he would turn and stand and present a manful front

to fate. Though there is no appearance in anything he

says or does of very high political principles, yet he held

steadfastly by the cause of reform, and for the freedom

of the subject, and against all encroachments of power,

as long as he lived. He was on the side of Ireland in

the troubles then as always existing, though of a

changed complexion from those we are familiar with

now. He would not allow himself to be persuaded

out of his faith in the new principle of freedom in

France, either by the excesses which disgraced it, or

by the potent arguments of his friend and country-

man. And he was disinterested and faithful in his

party relations, giving up office almost unnecessarily

when he considered that his political allegiance required

it, and holding fast to his leader even when there was

estrangement between them. All these particulars should

be remembered to Sheridan's credit. He got nothing

for his political services, at a time when sinecures were
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common, and, with one exception, kept his political

honour stainless, and never departed from his standard.

He served the Prince in the same spirit of disinte-

restedness—a disinterestedness so excessive that it looks

like recklessness and ostentations indifference to ordinary

motives : that gratification in the confidence of royalty,

which in all ages has moved men to sacrifices and labours

not undertaken willingly in any other cause, seems a

poor sort of inspiration when Eoyal George was the

object of it ; but in this case it was like master like man,

and the boon companion whose wit enlivened the royal

orgies was not likely perhaps to judge his Prince by any

high ideal He had never received from his royal friend

" so much as the present of a horse or a picture," until in

the year 1804 the appointment of Receiver of the Duchy

of Cornwall was conferred upon him, an appointment

which he announces to the then minister, Mr. Addington,

with lively satisfaction and gratitude.

" It has been my pride and pleasure," he says, ** to have

exerted my humble efforts to serve the Prince without ever

accepting the slightest obligation from him ; but in the pre-

sent case and under the present circumstances I think it

would have been really false pride and apparently mischievous

affectation to have declined this mark of his Royal Highness's

confidence and favour."

It was no great return for so many services j and even

this was not at first a satisfactory gift, since it had been

previously bestowed (hypothetically) on some one else,

and a long correspondence and many representations and

explanations seem to have been exchanged before Sheri-

dan was secure in his post—the only profit he carried

with him out of his prolonged and brilliant political life



190 RIOHABD BSnTSLET SHERIDAN. [OHAr.

The one instenoe, hich has been referred to^ in

which his political loyalty was defective occurred very

near the end of hia career. Fox was dead, to whom,

though some misunderstanding had clouded their later

intercourse, he had always been faithful, and other leaders

had succeeded in the conduct of the party, leaders with

whom Sheridan had less fiiendship and sympathy, and

who had thwarted him in his wish to succeed Fox as the

representative of Westminster, an honour on which he had

set his heart It was in favour of a young nobleman of no

account in the political world that the man who had so

long been an ornament to the party, and had in his day

done it such manful service, was put aside; and Sheridan

would have been more than mortal had he not felt it

deeply. The opportunity of avenging himself occurred

before long. When the Prince, his patron, finally came

to the position of Begent, under many restrictions, and

with an almost harsh insistence upon the fact that he

held the office not by right, but by the will of Parliament,

Sheridan had one moment of triumph—a triumph almost

whimsical in its completenesa In the ordinary course of

affairs it became the duty of the Lords Grey and Gran-

ville, the recognised leaders of the Whig party, which up

to this time had been the party specially attached to the

Prince, to prepare his reply to the address presented to

him by the Houses of Parliament : but the document,

when submitted to him, was not to the royal taste.

Sheridan, in the meanwhile, who knew all the thoughts

of his patron and how to please him, had prepared

privately, almost accidentally, according to his own ac-

count, a draft of another reply, which the Prince adopted

instead, to the astonishment and indignant dismay of
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the official leaders, who could scarcely believe in the pos-

sibility of such an interference. Moore enters into a

lengthened e:q>Ianation of Sheridan's motives and con-

duct, supported by hia own letters and statements, of

which there are so many that it is very apparent he was

himself conscious of much necessity for explanation. The
great Whig Lords,who thus found themselves superseded,

made an indignant remonstrance ; but the mischief was
done. In th point of view of party allegiance, the pro-

ceeding was indefensible ; and yet we cannot but thinV

the reader will feel a certain sympathy with Sheridan in

this sudden turning cf the tables upon the men who had

slighted him and ignored his claims. They were new
men, less experienced than himself, and the dangerous

gratification of showing that, in spite of all they might

do, he had still the power to forestal and defeat them,

must have been a very strong temptation. But such

gratifications are of a fatal kind. Sheridan himself, even

at the moment of enjoying it, must have been aware of

the perilous step he was taking. And it is another proof

of the curious mixture of capacity for business and labour

which existed in him along with the most reckless indo-

lence and forgetfulness, that the literature of this incident

is so abundant ; and that, what with drafts prepared for

the Prince's consideration, and letters and documents of

State corrected for his adoption, and all the explanatory

addresses on his own account which Sheridan thought

necessary, he was as fully employed at this crisis as if he

hbd been a Secretary of State.

This or anything like it he was not, however, fated to

be. A humbler appointment, that of Chief Secretary

under the Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland, had been designed



192 BICSHARD BBINSLEY SHEBmAN. [chap.

for him had the Whig party, as they anticipated, come

into office J
although, after the mortification to which

Sheridan had subjected his noble chiefs, even such an

expedient of getting honourably rid of him might have

been more than their magnanimity was equal to. But

these expectations faded as soon as the Eegent was firmly

established in his place. The Prince, as is well known,

pursued the course common to heirs on their accession,

and flung over the party of Opposition to which he had

previously attached himself. The Whigs were left in

the lurch, and their political opponents continued in

power. That Sheridan had a considerable share in

bringing this about seems evident: but in punishing

them he punished also himselt If he could not serve

under them, it was evidently impossible that under the

other party he could with any regard to his own honour

serve. There is an account in the anonymous biography

to which reference has been made, of an attempt on the

part of the Prince to induce Sheridan to follow himself

in his change of politics ; but this has an apocryphal

aspect^ as the report of a private conversation between

two persons, neither very likely to repeat it, always has.

It is added that, after Sheridan's refusal, he saw no more

of his royal patron. Anyhow it would seem that the

intercourse between them failed after this point. The

brilliant instrument had done its service, and was no

longer wanted. To please his Prince, and perhaps to

avenge himself, he had broken his allegiance to his party,

and henceforward neither they whom he had thus de-

serted, nor he for whom he had deserted them, had any

place or occasion for him. He continued to appear

fitfully in his place in Parliament for some time after,



VI.] DECADENCE. Iva

and one of his latest speeches gives expression to bis

views on the subject of Catholic Emancipatioa Sheri-

dan's nationality could be little more than nominal, yet
his interest in Irish affairs had always been great, and he
had invariably supported the cause of that troubled

country in all emergencies. In this speech, which was
one of the last expressions of his opinions on an Irish

subject, he maintains that the good treatment of the

Catholics was " essential to the safety of this empire."

" I will never give my vote to aay administration that
opposes the question of Catholic Emancipation. I v l not
consent to receive a furlough upon that particular qu ,tion,

even though a ministry were canying every other I wished.
In fine, I think the situation of Ireland a permanent con-
sideration. If they were to be the last words I should ever
utter in this House, I should say, ' Be just to Ireland as you
value your own honour : be ju-t to Ireland as you value your
own peace.'

"

In this point at least in. showed true discernment,

and was no false prophet

The last stroke of evil fortune had, however, fallen

upon Sheridan several years before the conclusion of
his parliamentary life, putting what wea in reality

the finishing touch to hip many and long-continued

embarrassments. One evening in the early spring in

the year 1809 a sudden blaze illuminated the House
of Commona in the midst of a debate, lighting up the
assembly with so fiery and wild a light that the
discussion was interrupted in alarm Sheridan was
present in his place, and when the intimation was made
that the blaze came from Drury Lane, and that his new
theatre, so lately opened and still scarcely completed,
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was the fuel which fed this fire, it must have been a pale

countenance indeed upon which that fiery illumination

shone ; but he had never failed in courage, and this time

the thrill of desperation must have moved the man

whose ruin was thus accomplished. When some scared

member, perhaps with a tender thought for the orator

who had once in tuat place stood so high, proposed

the adjournment of the House, Shoridan, with the proud

calm which such a highly-fitrained nature is capable of

in great emergencies, was the first to oppose the impulse.

"Whatever might be the extent of the calamity," he

said, "he hoped it would not interfere wit^ the public

busiuess of the country." He left his brother members

to debate the war in Spain, while he went forth to

witness a catastrophe which made the further conduct of

any struggle in his own person an impossibility. Some

time later he was found seated in one of the coffee-houses

in Covent Garden •swallowing port by the tumblerful,"

as one witness says. One of the actors, who had been

looking on at the scene of destruction, made an indignant

and astonished outcry at sight of him, ^hen Sheridan,

looking up with the wild gaiety of despair and that melan-

choly humour which so often lights up a brave man's

ruin, replied : "Surely a man may be allowed to take a

glass of wine by his own fireside." The blaze which

shone upon these iuelancholy potations consumed every-

tUng he had to look to in the worid. He was still full

of power to enjoy, a man not old in years, and of the

temperament which never grows old : but he must have

seen everything that made life possible flying from him

m those thick coiling wreaths of smoke. There was

still his parliamentary life and his Prince's favour to fall
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back upon, but probably in that dark hour his better

judgment showed him that everything was lost

After the moment of disaster, however, Sheridan's

buoyant nature and that keen speculative faculty which

would seem to have been so strong in him, awoke with

all the fervour of the reboun<l from despair, a.i he begac

to see a new hope. In a letter addressed to Mr. Whit-

bread, written soon after the fire, and with the high

compliment that he considered Whitbreod "the man
living in my estimation the most disposed and the most

competent to bestcw a portion of your time and ability

to assist the call of friendship," he thus appeals to his

kindness :

—

" You said some time since, in my bouse, bu''- ii a careless

conversation ouly, tbat you would be a member of a com-
mittee for r buildmg Drury Lane Theatre if it would serve

me ; and indeed you very kindly sugpcested yourself that

there were more persons to assist that object than I was
aware of. I most thankfully accept the offer of your inter-

ference, and am convinced of the benefits your friendly exer-

tions are competent to produce. I have worked the whole
subject in my own mind, and see a clear way to retrieve a
great property, at least to my son and bis family, if my plan
meets the support I hope it will appear to merit

" Writing this to you in the sincerity of private friendship

r>..d the reliance I place on my opinion of your character, I

need not ask of you, though eager and active in politics as

you are, not to be severe in criticising my palpable neglect

of all Parliamentary duty. It would not be easy to explain
to you, or even to make you comprehend, or any one in

prosperous and affluent plight, the private difficulties I have
to struggle with. My mind and the resolute independence
lielonging to it has not been in the least subdued by the late

calamity ; but the consequences arising frt)m it have more
engaged and embarraspod me than perhaps I have been willing
to allow. It has bee^ a principle of my life, persevered in
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controversies and struggles over every demwid he made:

and they were many. Sheridan had pledged himself

also to non-interference, to "have no concern or connec-

tion of any kind whatever with the new undertaking,"

with as Uttle idea of being held to the pledge :
and when

his criticisms upon the plans, and attempts to alter them,

were repulsed, and the promises he had made recalled

to his memory, his indignation knew no bounds. " There

cannot exist in England," he cries, "an individual so

presumptuous or so void of common sense as not sm-

corely to solicit the aid of my practical experience on

this occasion even were I not in justice to the subscribers

bound to offer it" In short it is evident that he never

had faced the position at all, but expected to remain to

some extent at the head of affairs as of old, and with an

inexhaustible treasury to draw upon, although he had

formally renounced all claim upon either. When he

wrote indignantly to Whitbread as to an advance of

£2000 which had been refused to him, and of which

he declared that "this and this alone lost me my elec-

tion "(to Stafford, whither he had returned after his

faUure at Westminster), Whitbread replied in a letter

which paints the condition of the unfortunate man be-

set by creditors with the nost pitiful distinctness.

« You wiU recoUect the £5000 pledged to Peter Moore to

anflwer demands : the certificates given to Qiblet, Ker, Ire-

monger, Cross, and Hirdle, five each at your request
:

the

engacements given to Ettes and myself, and the arrears to the

Linley family. AU this taken into consideration will leave

a large bahmce still payable to you. Still there weJipon

that balance the claims '-ipon you of Shaw, Taylor, Mid Grubb,

for all of which you have offered to leave the whole of your

compensation in my hand to abide the issue of arbitration.
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Poor Sheridan I he had meant to eat hit cake yet

have it* aa ia ao oonunon. In hia wonderful life of ihifta

and chanoea he had managed to do ao again and again.

But the moment had come when it was no more practi-

cable, and neither persuaaion nor threata nor indignation

could move the atem man of busineas to whom he had

ao lately appealed aa the man of all othera aoat likely

to help and auccour. He waa ao deeply wounded by the

management of the new building and all ita arrangementa

that he would not permit hia wife to accept the box

which had been offered for her uae by the comnittee,

and it waa a long time before he could be perauaded ao

much aa to enter the theatre with which hia whole life

had been connected. It waa for the opening of thia new

Drury Lane that the competition of Opening Addreaaea

waa called for by the new proprietora, which haa been

made memorable by the *<Rejected Addreaaea" of Horace

and James Smitb, one of the few burlesquea which have

taken a prominent place in literature. It waa a tradeaman-

like idea to propose auch a competition to English poets,

and the reader will willingly excuse the touch of bittemesa

in Sheddan'a witty description of the Ode contributed

by Whitbread himself, which, like moat of the addresses,

"turned chiefly on allusions to the Phoenix." "But

Whitbread made more of the bird than any of them,"

Sheridan said; " he entered into particulars and described

its wings, beak, tail, etc. : in short it waa a poulterer's

description."

It was while he was involved in these painful con-

troversies and struggles that Sheridan lost his seat in

Parliament This was the finishing blow. His person,

so long as he was a member of Parliament, was at least
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Mfe. He could not be wrested fo. debt ;
ererything

elM that oould be done h»d been attempted, but thie

last indignity wa» impoerible. Now, however, that

safeguard was removed: and for this among other

reasons his exclusion from Parliament was to Sheridan

the end of all things. His pretiige was gone, his power

over. It would seem to be certain that the Prince

of Wales offered to bring him in for a government

borough : but Sheridan had not faUen so low as that

Once out of Parliament, however, the old lion was im-

portant to nobody. He could neither help to pass a

measure nor bring his eloquence to the task of smothering

one. He was powerless henceforward in Stete intrigues,

neither good to veil a prince's designs nor to aid a party

movement And besides he was a poor broken-down

dissipated old man, a character meriting no respect, and

for whom pity itself took a disdainful tone. He had not

been less self-indulgent when the world vied in admira-

tion and applause of him : but aU his triumphs had now

passed away, and what had been but the gay excess of an

exuberant life became the disgraceful habit of a broken

man. His debts, which had been evaded and put out of

sight so often, sprang up around him no more to be

eluded. Once he was actually arrested and imprisoned

in a sponging-house for two or three days, a misery and

shame which . irly overcame the fortitude of the worn-

out and fallen spirit "On his return home," Moore

tells us (some arrangemente having been made by Whit-

bread for his release), " all his fortitude forsook him, and

he burst into a long and passionate fit of weeping at the

profanation, as he termed it, which his person had

suffered." Leigh Hunt, in his flashy and frothy article,
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hM wme •eyere remtrkt upon this exhibition of feeling,

bat few people wiU wonder ftt it Sheridan ' d been

proud in hie way, he had cMrried hii hud h ?h. Hie

own great gifta had won him a poeition almoat un-

paralleled ; he had been jurtified oyer and oyer again in

the fond faith that by tome happy chance, aome half

miraculous effort, hi* fortune* might tUll be righted and

all go well Alaa I all thU waa oyer, hope and poidbility

were fcake gone. Like a man running a desperate race,

half itupefied in the rush of haste and weariness, of

trembling limbs and panting bosom, whose final stumble

oyerwhelms him with the passion of weakness, here was

the point in which eyery horror culminated and every

power broke down. The sanguine foolish bravery of the

man was sue- even then, that next moment he was

calculating upon the possibility of ro-election for West-

minster, a seat which was one of the prizes sought by

favourites of fortune; and, writing to his solicitor after

his personal possessions, pictures, books, and nicknacks

had been sacrificed, romforted him with a cheerful

" However, we shall come through
!

"

Poor Sheridan ! the heart bleeds to contemplate him

in all his desperate shifts, now maudlin in tears, now

wild in foolish gaiety and hope. Prince and party alike

left him to sink or swim as he pleased. When it was

told him that young Byron, the new hero of society, had

praised him as the writer of the best comedy, the best

opera, the best oration of his time, the veteran burst

into tears. A compliment now was an unwonted

delight to one who had received the plaudits of two

generations, and who had moved men's minds as few

besides had been able to do. A little band of friends,
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>ery few and of no great renown, were steadfut to him,

Peter Mooie, M.P. for Coventry, SMnuel Rogere, hie

phyfricien Dr Bain, he who had attended the deathbed of

Mra Sheridan, itood by him faithfully through aU; but he

paaaed through the difficultiee of his later years, and de>

scended into the valley of the shadow of death, deserted,

but for them, by all who had professed friendriiip for him.

Lord Holland, indeed, is said to have vimted him onc^

and the Duke of Kent wrote him a polite regretful

letter when he announced his inability to attend a

meeting; but not even an inquiry came from Carlton

House, and all the statesmen whom he had offended, and

those to whom he had long been so faithful a coUeague,

deserted him unanimously. When the troubles of his

later life cuhninated in iUness, a more forlorn being did

not exist He had worn out his excellent constitution

with hard living and continual excesses. OceMU of

potent port had exhausted his digestive organs j
he had

no longer either the elasticity of youth to bndur*» or its

hopeful prospects to bear him up. He was, indeed, still

cheerful, sanguine, full of plans and new i«leas for

"getting through," till the very end. But this had

long been a matter beyond hope. His last days wev.*

harassed by all the miseries of poverty— nuy, by

what is worse, the miseries of indebtedness. Tb".t he

should siarve was impossible : but he had worse to bear,

he had to encounter the importunities of creditors

whom he could net pay, some at least of whom were

perhaps as much to be pitjed as himself. He was not

safe night nor day from the assaults of the exasperated

or despairing. "Writs and executions came in rapid

succession, and bailiffs at length gained possession of his
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house." That house was denuded of everything that

would sell in it, and the chamber in which he lay dying

was threatened, and in one instance at least invaded

by sheriffs' officers, who would have carried him off

wrapped in his blankets had not Dr. Bain interfered, and

warned them that his life was at stake. One evening

Rogers, on returning home late at night, found a de-

spairing appeal on his table. "I find things settled so

that £160 will remove all difficulty; I am absolutely

undone and broken-hearted. I shall negotiate for the

plays successfully in the course of a week, when all

shall be returned. They are going to put the carpets

out of the window and break into Mrs. S.'s room and

take me. For God's sake Lfc me see you." Moore was

with Rogers and vouches for this piteous demand on his

own authority. The two poets turned out after mid-

night to Sheridan's house, and spoke over the area rails

to a servant, who assured them that all was safe for the

night. Miserable crisis so often repeated! In the

morning the money was sent by the hands of Moore,

who gives this last description of the unfortunate and

forsaken

—

««I found Mr. Sheridan good-natured and cordial, and

though be was then within a few weeks of his death, his

voice had not lost its fulness or strength, nor was that lustre

for which his eyes were so remarkable diminished. He

showed too his usual sanguineness of disposition in speaking

of the price he expected for his dramatic works, and of the

certainty he felt of being able to manage all his affairs if his

complaint would but suffer him to leave his bed."

Moore adds with natural indignation, that during the

whole of his lingering illness, "it does not appear that
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any one of his noble or royal friends ever called at his

door, or even sent to inquire after him."

At last the end came. When the Bishop of London,

sent for by Mrs. Sheridan, came to visit the dying man,

she told Mr. Smyth that such a paleness of awe came

over his face as she could never forget He had never

taken time or thought for the unseen, and the appear-

ance of the priest, like a forerunner of death itself,

stunned and startled the man, whose life had been

occupied with far other subjects. But he was not one

to avoid any of the decent and becoming prelimmanes

that custom had made indispensable-nay, there was so

much susceptibility to emotion in him, that no doubt he

was able to find comfort in the observances of a death-

bed, even though his mind was Uttle accustomed to reU

gious thought or observance. Nothing more squaUd,

more miserable and painful, than the state of his house

outside of the sick chamber could be. When Smyth ar-

rived in loyal friendship and pity to see his old patron,

he found the desecrated place in possession of bailiffs, and

everything in the chill disorder which such a miserable

invasion produces. Poor Mrs. Sheridan, meeting him

with a kind of sprightly despair, suggested that he

must want food after his journey. "I daresay you

think there is nothing to be had in such a house j

but we are not so bad as that," she cried. The

shocked and sympathetic visitor had Uttle heart to

eat, as may be supposed, and he was profoundly moved

by the description of that pale awe with which Shendan

had resigned himself to the immediate prospect of death.

In the meantime, some one outside, possibly Moore

himself, though he does not say so, had written a letter
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to the Morning Post, calling attention to the utter deser*

tion in which Sheridan had been left

•'Oh delay not," said the writer, without naming the

person to whom he alluded (we quote from Moore), " delay

not to draw aside the curtain within which that proud spirit

hides its sufferings." He then adds, with a striking antici-

pation of what afterwards happened, " Prefer ministering in

the chamber of sickness to mustering at

" The splendid sorrows that adorn the hearse.

" I say life and succour agains: Westminster Abbey and a

funeral. This article" (Moore continues) "produced a strong

and general impression, and was reprinted in the same paper

the following day."

So unusual a fact proves the interest which Sheridan

still called forth in the public mind. It had so much

effect that various high-sounding names were heard again

at Sheridan's door among the hangers-on of the law

and the disturbed and terrified servants, who did not

know when an attempt might be made upon their master's

person, djring or dead. The card even of the Duke of

York, the inquiries of peers or wealthy commoners, to

whom it would have been so easy to conjure all

Sheridan's assailants away, could no longer help or harm

him. After a period of unconsciousness, on a Sunday

in July, in the height of summer and sunshine, this

great ministrant to the amusement of the world, this

orator who had swayed them with his breath, died like

the holder of a besieged castle, safe only in the inmost

citadel, beset with eager foes all ready to rush in, and

faithful servants glad that he should hasten out of the

world and escape the last indignity. Among the many

lessons of the vicissitudes of life with which we are all
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familiar, there never was any more effective. It is like

one of the strained effects of the stage, to which Sheri-

dan's early reputation belonged ; and like a curious

repetition of his early and sudden fame, or rather

like the scornful commentary upon it of some devilish

cynic permitted for the moment to scoff at mankind,

is the apotheosis of his conclusioa The man who

was hustled into his coflfin to escape the touch which

he had dreaded so much in life, that profanation of

his person which had moved him to tears—and hastily

carried forth in the night to the shelter of his friend's

house that he might not be arrested, dead—was no

sooner covered with the funeral pall than dukes and

princes volunteered to bear it Two royal highnesses,

half the dukes and earls and barons of the peerage,

followed him in the guise of mourning to Westminster

Abbey, where among the greatest names of English

literature, in the most solemn and splendid shrine

of national honour, this spendthrift of genius, this

prodigal of fame, was laid for the first time in all his

uneasy being to secure and certain rest. He had been

bom in obscurity— he died in misery. Out of the

humblest unprovided unendowed poverty, he had bla>:e-^

into reputation, into all the results of great wealth, if

never to its bubstance; more wonderful still, he had risen

to public importance and splendour, and his name can

never be obliterated from the page of history ; but had

fallen again, down, down, into desertion, misery, and the

deepest degradation of a poverty for waich there was

neither hope nor help : till death wiped out all possibilities

of further trouble or embarrassment, and Sheridan became

once more in his coffin the great man whom his party
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delighted to honour—a national name and credit, one of

those whose glory illustrates our annals. It may be

permitted now to doubt whether these last mournful

honours were not more than his real services to England

deserved; but at the moment it was no doubt a fine

thing that the poor hopeless Sherry whom every-

body admired and despised, whom no one but a few

faithful friends would risk the trouble of helping,

who had sunk away out of all knowledge into endless

debts, and duns, and drink, should rise in an instant as

soon as death had stilled his troubles into the Right

Honourable, brilliant, and splendid Sheridan, whose

enchanter's wand the stubborn Pitt had bowed under,

and the noble Burke acknowledged with enthusiasm.

It was a fine thing ; but the finest thing was that death,

which in England makes all glory possible, and which

restores to the troublesome bankrupt, the imfortunate

prodigal, and all stray sons of fame, at one stroke,

their friends, their reputation, and the abimdant tribute

which it might have been dangerous to afford them

living, but with which it is both safe and prudent to glorify

their tomb. So Scotland did to Bums, letting him suffer

all the tortures of a proud spirit for want of a ten-pound

note, but sending a useless train of local gentry to attend

him to his grave—and so the Whig Peers and potentates

did tc Sheridan, who had been their equal and com-

panion. Such things repeat themselves in the history of

the generations, but no one takes the lesson, though every

one comments uoon it Men of letters have ceased, to

a great extent, to be improvident and spendthrifts, and

seldom require to be picked out of ruin by their

friends and disciples in these days ; but who can doubt
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that were there another Sheridan amongst lu his fate

would be the same 1

It has to be added, however, that had the great

people who did nothing for him stepped in to relieve

Sheridan and prolong his life, nothing is more prob-

able than that the process would have had to be repeated

from time to time, as was done for Lamartine in

France, since men do not learn economy, or the wise

use of their means, aft.r a long life of reckless pro-

fusion. But he had gained nothing by his political

career, in which most of the politicians of the time

gained so much, and it is said that his liabilities came to

no more than £4000, for which sum surely it was not

meet to suflfer such a man to be hunted to his grave by

clamorous creditors, however just their claim or natural

their exasperation. Somebody said in natural enthu-

siasm, when it was announced that the author of

IVaverley was overwhelmed with debts, "Let every one

to whom he has given pleasure give him sixpence, and

he will be the richest man in Europe." Yes ! but the

saying remained a very pretty piece of good nature and

pi Asing appreciation, no one attempting to carry its

suggestion out Sir Walter would have accepted "O

public charity, but a public offering on su- h a grand

scale, had it ever been offered, would not 1^ shamed

the proudest These things are easy to sa, ae doing

only fails in our practical British race witii a curious

consistency. It is well that every man should learn that

his own exertions are his only trust ; but when that is

said it is not all that there should be to say.

«* Where were they these royal and noble persons " (Moore

cries with natural fervour of indignation) " who now crowded

i
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to ' partake the yoke ' of Sheridan'a glory ; whore were they

ull while any life remained in him ? Wher^ were they all

but a few weeks before when their interposition might heye

saved his heart from breaking? or when the zeal now
wasted on the grave might have soothed and comforted the

deathbed ? This is a subject on which it is difficult to speak

with patience. If the man was unworthy of the co ./r-onest

offices of humanity while he lived, why all this parade of

regret and homage over his tomb f
"

And he adds the following verses which " appeared,"

he says, " at the time, and however intemperate in their

satire and careless in their style, came evidently warm

from the breast of the writer " (himself)

—

*' Ob, it sickens the heart to see bosoms so hoUow,

And friendships so fake in the great and highborn

;

To think what a long line of titles may follow.

The relics of him who diel friendless and lorn.

" How proud they can press to the funeral array,

Of him whom they shunned iu his sickness and sorrow
;

How bailiffs may seize his last blanket to-day,

Whose pall shall be held up by nobles to-mon-ow."

When all these details which move the heart out of

the composedness of criticism are put aside, we scarcely

feel ourselves in a position to echo the lavish praises

which have been showered upon Sheridan. He was no

conscientious workman labouring his field, but an abrupt

and hasty wayfarer snatching at the golden apples where

they grew, and content with one violent abundance of

harvesting. He had no sooner gained the highest suc-

cesses which the theatre could give than he abandoned

that scene of triumph for a greater one ; and when

—

on that more glorious stage—he had produced one of the
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mo6t itrikmg sensations known to English political life,

his interest in that also waned, and a broken occasional

effort now and then only served to show what he might

have accomplished had it been continuous. If he had

been free of the vices that pulled him to earth, and pos-

sessed of the industry and persistency which were not in

his nature, he would, with scarcely any doubt, have left

both fortune and rank to his descendants. As it was in

everything he did, he but scratched the soil Those who

believe that the conditions under which a man does his

work, are those which are best adapted to his genius,

will comfort themselves that there was nothing beyond

this fertile surface, soon exhausted and capable of but one

overflowing crop and no more, and there is a complete-

ness and want of suggestion in his literary work which

favours this idea. But the other features of his life are

equally paradoxical and extraordinary ; the remarkable

financial operations which must have formed the found-

ation of his career were combined with the utmost

practicd deficiency in the same sphere ; and his faculty

for business, for negotiation, explanation, copious letter-

writing, and statement of opinion, contrast as strangely

with the absolute indolence which seems to have dis-

tinguished his life. He could conjure great sums of

money out of nothings out of vacancy, to buy his theatre,

and set himself up in a lavish and prodigal life ; but he

could not keep his private affairs out of the most hopeless

confusion. He could arrange the terms of a Regency

and outwit a party ; but he could not read, much less

reply to, the letters addressed to him, or keep any sort

of order in the private business on his handa Finally,

and perhaps most extraordinary of all, he could give in

P
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the OriHe the deathblow to felae tragedy, then write the

bombeet of Bolle, and prepara PiKamro for the atage.

Throngh all theae contndictiona Sheridan bland and

exploded from aide to aide in a reekleaa yet rigid eourae,

like a gigantic and splendid pece of firework, his folliea

repeating themselves, his inability to follow up sncoess,

and careless abandonment of one way after another that

might have led to a better and happier fortune. He had

a fit of writing, a fit of oratory, but no impulse to keep

him in either path long enough to make anything more

than the dacaling but evanescent triumph of a day. His

harvest was like a southern harvest, over early, while it

was yet but May ; but he sowed no seed for a second

ingathering, nor was there any growth or richness left

in the soon-exhausted soiL

Sheridan's death took place on the 7th July 1816,

when he was nearly sixty-five, after more than thirty

years of active political life. His boyish reputation, won

before this began, has outlasted all that high place,

extraordinary opportunity, and not less extraordinary

success, could do for his name and fame.

i ^
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