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by E ter Cormican, left, and Christian
Kauffmann at the Irish Repertory Theater.

‘Great Debate
Of’58: Lincoln
Vs. Douglas

The elections last year might have
seemed unusually rife with issues and sub-
. stance, what with the economy, the war and
the general historic significance of several
candidacies. But to feel truly on the brink of

something momentous, try a
trip back to 1858, when Ste-
phen A. Douglas and Abraham
Lincoln debated both the sur-
vival of the nation and the
very nature of humankind as
’ they battled for a United
'vﬁp‘tates Senate seat,
“The Rivalry,” a play by Norman Corwin,
1ses excerpts from those debates and the
est minimum of side plot to turn history
to compelling theater. The play was seen
““on Broadway in 1959, when the words of Lin-
‘coln and Douglas had all sorts of relevance
to the emerging civil rights movement. Now,
_of course, they have whole new layers of res-
onance, and the staging of the play by the
Vincent Dowling Theater Company and the
Irish Repertory Theater lets you savor them
through a pair of fine performarices.
The play, directed by Mr. Dowling, focus-
- £s on Douglas more than on Linceln, and Pe-
.ni er Cormican is just what you want in that
* role: evenhanded, letting Douglas’s some-
- times jarring words speak for themselves.
* (The rants about racial purity are especially
unsettling today.)
«  But Christian Kauffmann’s Lincoln is ul-
* timately what makes the play work. Mr.
Kauffmann's characterization grows on you,
much as Lincoln -must have grown on the

J-‘:

v b ut two years later he was chosen for what
_ was certainly at the time the most difficult
+ Job in the world.

: --:! The Rivalry” continues through July 5 at
* the Irish Repertory Theater, 132 West 22nd
_— ‘Street, Chelsea; (212) 727-2737, irishrep.org.




