
Discuss how the plays of Sheridan and Goldsmith explore the relationship between the
spoken word and meaning.

The relative importance of script as opposed to performance in 18th century theatre is the focus of

some critical debate: whilst Robert Hogan believes that, “The School for Scandal, largely because

of its witty language, has been Sheridan’s most admired play”1, Donald Mullin, contrarily, argues,

“the things, of course, which matter most …. are the actor and the audience… the playscript runs

a poor third”.2 How can such opposing interpretations of the relative significance of text and

performance be reconciled? Introducing a series of essays on 18th century drama George

Winchester Stone asserts that: “the stage and the page contributed to a varied ‘whole show’ of an

evening delightful to its audience in performance in all of its components, and to be read

afterward with the performance readily recalled to mind.”3 This reading suggests a consensus

between playscript and performance such that they constitute a coherent whole. However, this

essay will propose a reading that appreciates a tension between text and medium where the written

and the performed compete for precedence. Since issues of performance are inherent in the script

itself, the script cannot simply be ‘witty language’, but instead actively problematizes the

relationship between performance, speech, and meaning. Furthermore, the scripts bear out a

tendency of 18th century theatre to prioritize performative elements of speech over signification. In

the 1690’s John Locke had introduced his thoughts on words in his Essay on Human

Understanding by foregrounding the peculiarity of human communication as opposed to that of

other animals:

                                                  
1 Robert Hogan, Comedy from Shakespeare to Sheridan, eds. Braunmuller and Bulman (Newark,
1986) p.279.
2 Donald Mullin, The Stage and the Page, ed. Winchester Stone (California, 1981) p.74.
3 George Winchester Stone, The Stage and the Page, ed, Winchester Stone (California, 1981) p.ix.

Word count:
291/291



For parrots, and several other Birds, will be taught to make articulate sounds
distinct enough, yet which by no means are capable of language.4

A century later, the dramas of Sheridan and Goldsmith are potentially populated by Lockean

parrots; characters who, despite fixing great importance on acts of speaking, often fail to

communicate meaning satisfactorily. The plays explore the gap between making sounds, and

making sense.

The School for Scandal, The Rivals and She Stoops to Conquer all stage conversations in which

meaning might be considered secondary to the very performance of speaking, such as courting or

bargaining, or in which other qualities of the word are privileged over signification, such as word

games or mishearings.

The primacy of conversation is foregrounded consciously in the texts. For example, in She Stoops

to Conquer, Hastings encourages his friend Marlow thus:

You never spoke better in your whole life. Keep it up, and I’ll insure you the
victory.5

Goldsmith suggests that it is the ability to ‘speak well’, rather than to speak especially

meaningfully, that will allow his constructs to succeed. In Act V of She Stoops to Conquer, in the

interrogation of Miss Hardcastle by Sir Charles, the reader witnesses the way in which being a

successful lover involves the deployment of words which are, essentially, hollow of meaning:

                                                  
4 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. R.S. Woolhouse
(Harmondsworth, 1998; first published 1690) Book 3.1.
5 Collected Works of Oliver Goldsmith:Volume V: Plays, Prefaces and Introductions, ed. Arthur
Friedman (Oxford, 1966) p.144.5.
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 SIR C: And how did he behave, madam?
MISS H: As most profest admirers do. Said some civil things of my face,

talked much of his want of merit, and the greatness of mine,
mentioned his heart, gave a short tragedy speech, and ended with
pretended rapture.6

The fact that Miss Hardcastle interprets Sir Charles’ ‘behave’ to be ‘speak’ is in keeping with the

play’s foregrounding of the spoken word. However, it is through Marlow’s acting, rather than his

words, that he is judged. The profusion of verbs of speaking in Miss Hardcastle’s words imply that

Marlow was able to run the entire gamut of conversational gambits. Yet, that it is enough for Miss

Hardcastle to paraphrase here suggests that the manner of Marlow’s speech, rather than any

specific meaning, is pertinent. The rhyming of ‘ended’ with ‘pretended’ that concludes the speech

highlights the superficial, but nevertheless successful, nature of Marlow’s courting. By finishing

with ‘pretended rapture’, Goldsmith asserts conclusively that meaning here is subordinate to

performance.

Charles’ assessment of conversation in The School for Scandal distils the general attitude towards

dialogue presented by all the texts:

Their conversation is become just like the Spa-water they drink, which has all
the pertness and flatulence of champagne without its spirit or flavour.7

His simile highlights the potential emptiness of ‘conversation’, which, although it has sound and

shape, has no substantial meaning. Conversation’s failure to grapple and engage with meaning is

                                                  
6 ibid. p. 201.11
7 Richard Sheridan: The School for Scandal and Other Plays, ed. Eric Rump (Harmondsworth,
1988) p.230.
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satirically staged by Goldsmith in She Stoops to Conquer in an exchange between Miss Hardcastle

and Marlow:

MISS H: You were observing, Sir, that in this age of hypocrisy –
something about hypocrisy, Sir.

MARL: Yes, madam. In this age of hypocrisy there are few who upon
strict enquiry do not –a-a-a-

MISS H: I understand you perfectly, Sir
MARL: [aside] Egad! And that’s more than I do myself.8

In Miss Hardcastle’s initial statement meaning appears to be caught in a chiastic loop that returns

to the point from which it started. Nevertheless, Marlow continues the dialogue, attempting to

state some sort of aphorism pertaining to ‘this age of hypocrisy’. However, he is somehow unable

to finish his sentence, instead repeating ‘a’. Still, Miss Hardcastle apparently finds meaning in

Marlow’s disintegration into empty syllables. Conversation continues even though speech has

utterly failed to convey meaning coherently, the characters become like Locke’s parrots; making

sound in mere imitation of language. However, this exchange cannot be divorced from a theatrical

context. In performance, the playful nature of Miss Hardcastle’s line “I understand you perfectly”

is more obvious, and, through Marlow’s aside the audience is implicated in the staged anxiety

regarding communication.

The plays are not original in their use of theatrical convention; the series of deceptions and

disguises that drive the plot in She Stoops to Conquer are very similar to those used in dramas for

the previous two centuries. Furthermore, the famous ‘screen’ scene in The School for Scandal is a

device precedented in a number of earlier works, Ben Jonson’s Volpone being just one example.

Indeed, a contemporary review of Sheridan’s play highlights this feature:

                                                  
8 Goldsmith, p.146.15
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Several of the situations approach so very nearly to those in other plays, that
nothing but the great skill of Mr Sheridan, in giving an originality of dialogue to
the characters, could have saved them from being deemed direct imitations.9

The reviewer perceptively identifies the tension between language and staging in the play. Script

stands out from the traditional presentation of the action, yet, the prioritization of the word does

not necessarily equate to a prioritization of meaning. The plays thus invite their audience to

respond to the irony that communication through the spoken word is potentially unstable.

The most striking manifestation of the divorcing of word from meaning is doubtless the

malapropism. Robert Hogan asserts that: “the great comic lines of Mrs Malaprop spring from an

inspired misuse of words that is far too outlandish to be thought realistic or natural. Set in a

surrounding dialogue of fluent naturalness, her marvellous mistakes of diction appear in bold

relief.”10 However, his interpretation infers a possible misreading that understands Mrs Malaprop

to be unusual. Surely the malapropism, rather than standing in opposition to the rest of the

language of the play, presents the ultimate comic absurd of the disintegration of the relationship

between word and meaning. Marshall Brown presents a more coherent reading of the comic nature

of the plays’ language stating, “Sheridan’s [humour] derives largely from the evaporation of

meaning into meaninglessness.”11 The malapropism operates not only to make its speaker appear

foolish and vain, it also infects the characters who come into contact with it. During Act I.ii, when

Sir Anthony accepts Malaprop’s erroneous vocabulary without flinching, blithely continuing with

the dialogue, understanding is shown to be divorced from the word itself. The impact of the

                                                  
9 Morning Chronicle, 24 May 1777. Source: Sheridan: Comedies, A Casebook, ed. Peter Davison
(Basingstoke, 1986) p.134.
10 Hogan, p.276.
11 Marshall Brown, Preromanticism (Stanford, 1991) p.216. Word count:
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malapropism is heightened in the theatre where words cannot be reread or reheard. There is the

distinct possibility that audience members, like Sir Anthony, will fail to notice at least some of

Malaprop’s errors. The theatre-goer does not have the luxury of a printed version of the play to

study, performance forces them to respond to language instantly.

Mrs Malaprop is certainly not an isolated case. Conscious problematization of the word’s bond to

meaning appear to pervade the plays of the period. In The School for Scandal Crabtree says of the

poet and wit Benjamin Backbite:

I’ll back him at a rebus or a charade against the best rhymer in the kingdom.12

Rebus and charade were riddling word games based on building up words by guessing their

constituent syllables. By constructing a word through juxtaposition of a set of unrelated and

arbitrary signs, although the word itself is still important, ironically, meaning is utterly

insignificant. Backbite becomes another incarnation of Mrs Malaprop – a character whose use of

words undermines, rather than constructs, meaning.

The act of mishearing, like the word game, is another method of problematizing meaning, in this

case the relationship between word and sound is privileged over the link between word and

meaning. Again it is Crabtree who voices this issue:

Says a young lady in company… ‘a Nova Scotia sheep that produced her twins.’
‘What’ cries the Lady Dowager Dundizzy, who you know is as deaf as a post,

                                                  
12 Sheridan, p.198.
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‘has Miss Piper had twins?’… However, ‘twas next morning everywhere
reported.13

The potentially humorous, or damaging, gap between what is said and what is true that is the

nature of gossip is comically demonstrated in this example where Dundizzy’s misunderstanding,

on account of her deafness, is nonetheless taken to be fact.

The plays are overwhelmingly more concerned with speaking rather than listening. Indeed, the

frequency of characters not noticing the quite blatant absurdity or emptiness of others’ words is

perhaps a satirical representation of a world where individuals are concerned with the superficial

nature of performing speech and conversation rather than hearing and comprehending any

meaning that the spoken word might denote. The climax of The School for Scandal stages an

attempt to discover meaning in the action of the play through cliché. However, this is endeavour is

resisted by Sir Peter who appears to be fed up with listening:

ROWLEY: Nay, Sir Peter, he who once lays aside suspicion –
SIR P: Hold, Master Rowley! If you have any regard for me, never let

me hear you utter anything like a sentiment; I have had enough of
them to serve me the rest of my life.14

Sir Peter’s interruption of Rowley mid-cliché recognises that the play up to this point has been full

of words emptied of pertinent meaning, of which cliché is one example. On one level, Sir Peter’s

interjection here could be understood to continue the play’s resistance to listening, so that even in

the final act there is a staged reluctance to construct meaning. Conversely, through Sir Peter,

Sheridan could possibly be staging the audience’s probable fatigue with listening as the play

                                                  
13 ibid. p.200.
14 Sheridan, p.269.
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draws to a close. In preventing Rowley from spouting yet another superficially impressive but

essentially meaningless cliché, Sir Peter, in fact, stands apart from the mood of the play and, in

siding with the audience, emphasizes the play’s ridicule of speech devoid of meaning. The satire

and humour of The School for Scandal, The Rivals, and She Stoops to Conquer are driven by this

problematized relationship between word and meaning, a relationship that is pressurized further by

theatrical concern which foregrounds the potential of the word to be secondary to performance.
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