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REVIEW: THEATER | By Terry Teachout

Listening to Lincoln

New York
08T EDUCATED Americans
have heard of the Line-
oln-Douglas debates,
but how many remem-
ber anything about
then heyond the fact that they were
aboit slavery? Even if you're not in
need of a refresher course, 1 suggest
i3 pay a visit to the Irish Repertory
Theatre's vrevival of “The Rivalry,”
Norman Corwin's 1950 play about
seven debates that changed a na-
tion’s course. Yes, it's a history les-

'son, but a painless one that, uniike

most latter-day docudramas, sticks
surprisingly close to the truth.
Mr. Corwin, who turned 99 last
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month, is a near-forgotten glant of
golden-age radio, the author of “The
Plot to Overthrow Christmas” and
the.man.cn whom CBS. called in 1945
when. It wanted to commission a play
to celebrate V-E Day: After TV put an
end to radio drama, Mr. Corwin
turned te other pursuits, writing the
screenplay Tor “Lust for Life,” Vin-
cente Minnelli's marvelous 1956
biopic-about. the life of Vincent Van
Gogh. Three years later he took a
shotat the legitimate stdge with
“The Rivalry,” which ran for only 81
performances on Broadway but has
since had a vigorous afterlife in re-
gional theaters around the country.

This is, s¢ far as'1kitow, the first
time that “The Rivalry” has been
given a professicnal revival in New
York, and I car’t se¢ why it took so
lung. To be-sure; it's. more a pageant
than a play—most of the running
time is given over to the debates
themseives, and Mr. Corwin has
made only.a token attempt to place
them in a larger dramatic éon-

Mary Linda Rapelye and Christian Kauffmann in ‘The Rivajry.’

text—but the inherent drama of the

-encounters between Stephen A.

Douglas (Peter Cormican) and Abra-
ham Lincoln {Christian Xauffmarn) is
powerful enough to hold your atten-
tion without superfluous theatrical

embelhshment
A short pnmm for 1eaders with
risty memories: In 1859 Lincoln was

secking to dislodge Douglas from his .

Senate seat, and the fwo men ap-
peared jointly througheut Jllinois
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that summaer and fall, arguing over
whether the citizens of T.8. territo-
ries shotild be allowed to legalize
slavery by popular vote. Douglas sup-
ported the doctrife of “popular sov-

ereignty,” while Lincoln believed sla- -

very to be a “monstrous injustice”
that stood in glaring contradiction to
the belief that all men are:created
equal. At stake was the future.of the
Union-Southern states were already
threatening to secede over the is-
sue—-and so the debates attracted
nationwide attention aid were re-
ported in close detail by every major
newspaper in America, Though Doug-
las retained his Senate seat, ‘the re-
sulting press coverage made Lincoln
4 celebrity and put him on the road

‘to the White House.

To present even one of the origi-
nal debates on stage would be hope-
lessly undramatic, since each encoun-
ter consisted of an hour-long address
by the first speaker, a 90-minute

response by the second speaker, and -

a 30-minute rebuttal by the first
speaker. Instead Mr. Corwin has com-
pressed the transcripts into 4 series

of compact scenes, editing the rebut- .

tals in such a way as to create the,
impréssion that Lincdin and Douglas
interrupted one another at will.
While that dida't happen—the format
of the debates didn’t allow for dirsct
interaction between the two
men—Mr. Corwin has ctherwise
given & fdir impression of what was
said gn the platform. Not only is

.Douglas allowed to have his say, but

no.attémpt ts made to coficeal the
awkward fact that meo]x_a, opposedt
as he wis, to slavery, still believed
that hlacks wel'e inferior asa group.
to whites:. "Certainly the Negro is nct
our equal in color—perhaps not in.
many other respects.”

So why adt just'stay home and

réad the transcripts? Because, among

other things, you'll be depriving
yoursélf of the-chance to see Mr.
Kauffinann impersonaté Lincoln. Not
ohly does he bear a close physical
resemblance to the man he plays, but
his homespun, hiimorous acting'is
utterly plausible, Unlike the secular
saint portrayed by Henry Fonda in
John Ford’s “Young Mr. Lincoln,” M
Kauffmanw's Lincoln i3 recognizably

human, and even when hels flinging

- to which political discourse has
| <hanged since'1859 is'to take it i

great shafts of thétorie atross the
platform, he still seems like '@ .small-
town lawyer who-has been-ennobled
by fate, Mr. Cormican’s Douglas is
more conventional—he plays the “Lit-

‘tie-Giant” 4s a-strufting, overly self-
confident bantamweight pol—Dbut no

less éffective, and Mary Lindi Rape- .

Aye is straightforward and stiong as

liis anxious wife. -
Ta watch Vincent Dowling’s pléas-
mgly old-fashioned staging of “The
Rwalry" is to be catapulted hack to
an unimaginable fime when atteciion
spans were longel and politicidns
more articilate, Indéed, it's down-
right startling to hear the ¥ind of
laniguage that was thonght suituble to
a public debate a century and & haif
ago. Linceln and Douglas spoke xiot
in easy-to-digest sound bites bt in.
tightly woven webs of logic, and
their listeners returned the compli-
ment to their intelligence hy hanzing
-on every word, That, tog, i3 ong.of
the most compelling reasons to see
“The Rivalry,” for it turns out ik
the hiest way to appréciale the &xt:

througls the ear, ] camhe away from .
“The Rivalry” asking myself & fhor-
oughly discornfiting question: Are we
duiiber than our great-great- gmml'

._pments Jor just Jazier?
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Thelesa Rebeck’s latest D}my i
another toothless satire about the
mindlegsness of pop culture, “Out -
House” nvites us to sneer at the
nefarious activities of a TV executive
{Christopher Evan Wélcl) who de-
cides to-boost the sagging ratings of
one of his natwork’s news programs’
by ordering its sexy anchorwoman
(Moresia Baccarin) to eover reality
TV ag.if it were real.news, What foi-
lows is a minor miracle ¢f medidc-
rity, a play in which no one says or
-Goes anything unpredictable, Ms.
Rebeck has spent minch of her career
working as a TV writer and producet;
and it appears that she learned ber
lessons too-well,

‘Save money: Rent “Netwm}\”

yet
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