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When Oliver Goldsmith wrote She Stoops To Conquer in 1773, English comedy was dominated by a lan-
guid form called sentimental comedy, which placed fine sentiments and noble feelings above fun and laugh-
ter. Goldsmith strongly believed that the main purpose of comedy was to make the audience laugh and he
wrote the play to support his belief. Because it was not in the accepted form, he had great trouble getting
the play produced. The manager of the Covent Garden Theatre reluctantly agreed to present the play, but
privately told friends that he was sure it would fail. Indeed some of the leading actors of the company
refused roles because of this. In spite of the negative forecasts the play opened to great audience approval,
including the laughter Goldsmith had desired. Some of the critics who fancied themselves arbiters of good
taste tried to dismiss the play as being too coarse and insensitive, but their views were quickly lost in the
surge of popularity. After several packed performances it was given a Royal command performance.
It immediately went into the standard repertory becoming one of the best loved of all English comedies.

Goldsmith was proven right. The sentimental comedies of the day have long since
disappeared while She Stoops To Conquer has regularly entertained audiences for
over two hundred years. Unfortunately poor Goldsmith had little time to enjoy his
triumph. Weakened from the constant struggle to earn enough from his writing to
fend off poverty, he died less than a year after the play’s opening. But his master-
ful comic creations: the irrepressible Tony Lumpkin and his foolish mother, the
ingenious plot twist that allows Kate Hardcastle to get a clear view of her intended
while defeating his terror of proper women, live on to please us today.
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