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David  Francis  Taylor’s  Theatres  of  Opposi‐
tion:  Empire,  Revolution,  and  Richard  Brinsley
Sheridan  examines  British  political  culture
through the career of Richard Brinsley Sheridan.
He was a playwright, theater manager, and politi‐
cian in London. Sheridan overlapped two worlds:
theatrical  and  political,  which  allowed  him  to
freely express his political views in a multitude of
media. 

Taylor  structures  his  book  into  three  parts.
The first section assesses the connection between
Sheridan’s  political  and  dramatic  views  of  the
American War for Independence. In the next part,
Taylor explores Sheridan’s speeches in which he
expressed  negative  views  about  the  East  India
Company and his play Pizarro,which debuted in
1799.  He  demonstrates  that  these  works  corre‐
sponded with imperial practices in India and Ire‐
land. Lastly, in his final section, Taylor argues that
Sheridan and others subverted traditional English
characters and plays to have new meanings with
allusions to the French Revolution. Ultimately, the
author contends that Sheridan’s theatrical and po‐

litical career was complex and had a tremendous
influence on English political culture. 

Sheridan’s  most  successful  play  was  Rivals,
which debuted in 1775. Taylor highlights the gen‐
eral plot of Rivals:  a young man named Captain
Jack Absolute rebels against his father, Sir Antho‐
ny Absolute. This was an allusion to England and
the American colonies. However, in the play, the
son  and  father  reunite  after  an  almost  deadly
duel. Written in the early stages of the American
war, Rivals was the perfect imagery of the rela‐
tionship between America and England: the rebel‐
lious nature of children against parental authori‐
ty. 

In the spring of 1777,  Sheridan debuted the
comedy The School for Scandal, which attracted a
great audience. In 1779, American John Leacock
rewrote the comedy with overt government char‐
acters, such as the prime minster and King George
III. Taylor suggests that this American version just
“recalibrates and magnifies the ideological impli‐



cations already resonant in Sheridan’s interroga‐
tion of a society of fictions” (p. 37). 

Taylor notes that Sheridan not only was a the‐
ater manager but also edited a newspaper, the En‐
glishman,  which was a pro-Whig outlet. He pub‐
lished seemingly radical essays under the pseudo‐
nym D. The author shows that Sheridan’s political
commentary was astute, because he correctly un‐
derstood  that  the  American  War  for  Indepen‐
dence was a “struggle over markets” (p. 39). How‐
ever,  the  Englishman’s  pro-American  stance
seemed to be unpatriotic to Londoners, especially
after  the  French  joined  the  Americans  in  1777.
The  Englishman quickly  dissolved  after  the  an‐
nouncement of the Franco-American alliance. The
political climate radically shifted in 1777; a new
wave of anti-French drama was featured at Drury
Lane. For example, Richard Cumberland’s tragedy
The  Battle  of  Hastings,  which  debuted  in  1778,
whipped up anti-French emotions and drastically
shifted the political-theatrical climate. Ultimately,
the fear of a French invasion saturated the enter‐
tainment world. 

Taylor’s  next  section  examines  Sheridan’s
views of the East India Company and the tyranni‐
cal rule of Governor General Warren Hastings in
Bengal. Sheridan, as a politician, overtly spoke out
against  Hastings,  which  sparked  a  huge  contro‐
versy and pushed for impeachment of the gover‐
nor general. In this section, he also explores Sheri‐
dan’s views of the Irish Rebellion of 1798. Sheri‐
dan was  born in  Dublin  and obsessed over  the
Irish  dilemma.  Taylor  connects  Sheridan’s  only
tragedy Pizarro to the Hasting’s Trial and the Irish
Rebellion, which were the main political events of
the time. 

The  final  section  demonstrates  how  Sheri‐
dan’s radical views permeated his work through‐
out his  career.  The Drury Lane Theatre became
the  site  of  many radical  productions  that  pro‐
voked many people in the audience. Taylor thor‐
oughly demonstrates that Sheridan was a power‐
ful character who had a complex interconnected‐

ness between satire and politics. Ultimately, Tay‐
lor successfully argues that Sheridan was both a
politician and activist in the revolutionary era. 

Overall,  Taylor’s  Theatres  of  Opposition
brings much-needed attention to the importance
of political satire and activism in theater. Today,
we have political comedians, such as Jon Stewart
and Stephen Colbert, who portray the absurdity of
the American government, but they are not doing
it  in a revolutionary climate as Sheridan’s  eigh‐
teenth  century.  Theatres  of  Opposition is  thor‐
oughly researched and well structured; however,
it lacks an examination of Sheridan’s time in Par‐
liament. Taylor mentions some of his speeches but
does not clearly articulate his other activities later
in his career. Although not your standard history,
because it is not a history, Taylor’s work provides
an interdisciplinary look into Sheridan’s complex
career. It is recommended for an advanced schol‐
ar interested in British politics and theater. None‐
theless, Taylor sheds light on the often overlooked
career of this political activist playwright. 
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