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The Story of “Abrsham Lincoln”

(Arnold Bennett’s Comment)

» » »

“This play was originally produced by the Birmingham Repertory
Theatre . . . and it had a great success in Birmingham. But if its author
had not happened to be the artistic director of the Birmingham Repertory
Theatre the play might never have been produced there. The rumor of
the provincial success reached London, with the usual result—that London
managers magnificently ignored it. I have myself spoken with a very
well-known London actor-manager who admitted to me that he had refused
the play.

“When Nigel Playfair, in conjunction with myself as a sort of Chan-
cellor of the Exchequer, started the Hammersmith Playhouse (for the
presentation of the best plays. that could be got) we at once began to
inquire into the case of Abraham Lincoln. Nigel Playfair was absolutely
determined to have the play and the Birmingham company to act it. I
read the play and greatly admired it. We secured both the play and the
company. The first Hammersmith performance was a tremendous success,
both for the author of the play and for William J. Rea, the Irish actor
who in the role of Lincoln was merely great. The audience cried . . .
As I returned home that night . . . I said to myself: ‘This play is bound
to succeed.’” The next moment I said to myself: ‘This play cannot possibly
succeed. It has no love interest. It is a political play. Its theme is the
threatened separation of the Southern States from the Northern States.
Nobody ever heard of a play with such an absurd theme reaching perma-
nent success. No author before John Drinkwater ever had the effrontery
to impose such a theme on a London public.

“My instinet was right and my reason was wrong. The play did suc-
ceed. It is still succeeding, and it will continue to succeed . . .

“Abraham Lincoln has pleased everybody, and its triumph is the best
justification of those few who held that the public was capable of liking
much better plays than were offered to the public. Why has Abraham
Lincoln suceeded? Here are a few answers to the question: Because the
author had a deep, practical knowledge of the stage. Because he disdained
all stage tricks. Because he had the wit to select for his hero one of the
greatest and finest characters. Because he had the audacity to select a
gigantic theme and to handle it with simplicity. Because he had the
courage of all his artistic and moral convictions. And of course because

he has a genuine dramatic gift. . . .



“But while I have, I hope, done mothing to traverse history, I ha‘zje
freely telescoped its evenmts, and imposed im)c'n.twft upon its mome‘n.t, tzf
such ways as I needed to shape the dramatic significance of my subject.
(From Johm Drinkwater’s Preface to the Play.)
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Scenes

The Lincoln home in Springfield, Illinois, early in 1860.

II.
Seward’s room at Washington, ten months later.

III.

A small reception room at the Whitchouse two years later.
Iv.

A meeting of the Cabinet at Washington about the samo date.
V.

a. A farm house near Appomattox in April, 1865.

(Curtain to denote the passing of several hours.)
b. The same.

VI
A passage-way back of the boxes of Ford’s Theatre on the evening

of April 14, 1865.
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