
WILLIAM CONGREVE 

WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO 

HIS DRAMATIC TECHNIQUE 

by 

A.O. MOODIE 

8.AHons.(Rhodes). Lib.Dip.(UCT).' 

. 
' 

UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The copyright of this thesis vests in the author. No 
quotation from it or information derived from it is to be 
published without full acknowledgement of the source. 
The thesis is to be used for private study or non-
commercial research purposes only. 

 

Published by the University of Cape Town (UCT) in terms 
of the non-exclusive license granted to UCT by the author. 
 



This thesis is submitted to fulfil the 

requirements for the dec;ree of I"io.st~r of Arts .. 



I ~ich to expre3s my sincere appreciation of 

the nilling.!:.tidonce I received .fror. my ouperv-isor, 
Nrs"' c. Os:'born, uhc cu.crificea· moo;y hours in ·i;ho. cvenbc;c.;. . ~ 

a.."ld durinG l:Hlr VC!.Cfttion to a:m:V_:.r:t oc - ~thotl~ho:r 

()Onerous co-opa~~rtion, t}li~ und~rtal:inc; uouid not l:::.ave 
been possible.. To the oncotrraee~ant of Frofe:oeor Ho~h 

r Ot!3 tho ct tempt i tool!• 

. 
I nm rsrc.t~i'nl to tho otai'i' of tb.c Jar;G.:~ L:lbro.ry 

uhc-t:io ao:::dstance onatlod cc tc prcc13rc, 'l:!it ...... ;ut Q.i!'ficul t;;r, 

tl:i.c rnrailablo boo~~':! \ih:.i..ch I roSJ,i.rod for ::tu:iy. 

I om o.J.:::o d::i:.:lpl;y indobted to fir:" .. ~od uho 

t;yp.:d the thc::io in its present fo~m 

;r;c,stly, -to ;.y 'tfifo and 0·;;1.,_cr membe.ro of my 

f'o.m~ly t•ho ·have Gncourc:gc:d. c::ld amz1c:tc.:d me I c%-to:c.ct D::" 

hoarti'clt thanltn .. 



NOTATION AND ~BREVIATIONS 

.Arabic :r.1.v.merals have been uoed throughout in the roi'ereness 
·to indicate the nunber of an act, 0. .Socna, pagco tmd lines. 

-The oym'bol it,. ::rt ands !or Act, S';. for Scono, p. f'or ps.ge 
or pages, l~ for lino or linos in the references only~ 

a.date of publication in·p&xenthesis () occurring in the 
imprint of o. book moans that the date.docs not appear on 
the title :Pnge. 

n.d .. in the i:nprint of n book icplies that itc date of 
· publication cannot be estnb).ishcd. .. 

-, 

Univ·. moans U~:i.Yc~:Jity. .... 

~ ~.. ~' 

(etc.) u.f.t<?r the i:·lr.cc .o! :publication ill tha inpri."'lt of 
~ bock mf'a.ns that more than two plneos of nublicntion 
:t:p.JO~r OU the t~t~O po.5e. ~ 

••• indicntoc thnt th3 linoo quoted have boen·c~trncted 
froc n oontcn~o a.n.d that othor words precode or f ollou 
those quoted, .depending on the poci tion of the dots. If 
three doto are uood within a quotation, they indicate tho 
onicsion of word~ judgei to bo irrelevant. In quotations 
fxoo plcys dota have been used to i..."1dic&.tc the oniznicn 
of preceding or following 'lip.es cf d.inlo~10 \':bich would 
bo sp.oltcn consecutively_ by the :ictor or actrens, even 
tho-ugh th3 centence :rao:.r be complete. 

. < 

( 
..,;y The numbsr of a page withii""\ bro..cketo, G:·.ge p.11;>.,, 

indicaten that the page is.unnumbered but ita nunbcr would 
be that appearing in bro.clrets if i·c hnd- bocn. pri:ltad 
on 'tho pn3e. 

(sic .. i.e. ) jr.dica~cs a nri..."ltez-'a error. Tho word 
l ~ ·1 O -· " AO ~ ~ b ti• t d ~o t or numera J.Ol. ow·in.g "J.,. e. nrn1sv ve sw. .s - "'u e .., ~orrec 

the error. 

Tr. mean& tranolatt)d or tro.,"1.clntor. 

ed. mooJ1s edited,0 editor, £,d!tion, depending on its position. .. 

A vord i.r.'"lacrt.ed to clarify "the :mca."linc of a quota.tio::i io 
P.laced t1ithin brackets, e.g. (Miraboll) .. 



Pl~'RT I 

\'IILLIAM CONGREVE ~TD '"Tiilf DR1J1A1J:IC IDE:;t -
CHAPTER ! ~ INTRODUCTION 

B. 
Plan of Study • .. .. • ,. • • • • • • 
Life and Work of William Congreve • 

. . .. . . . . ., . . 2 
4 

QHAPTER II THE DRJJ1A~IC HERITAGE OF WILLI~M 
CONG.REilE • .. • • • • • • • • • • 

c. 
D .. 

G. 

• 

~cient Drama .. • • ., .. • • .. • • • .. .. .. • • 17 
The Re birth of n·rama .. • .. • .. • • • • s • • 19 
(1) The Classical Revival • • • • • • • • • • 19 
(2) The Italian Popular Farco • • • • • • • • 20 
(3) The Chrioti.o.n Church • • • t) • • • • • • 23 
Ben Jonson and the Comedy of Humours ~ ~ • • 24 
To~ardn the Restoration • • • • • • • .. • • • 29 
(1) Thomas Middleton • • • • • • • • • .. • • 29 
(2) John Fletcher • • .. .. .. • .. • • • .. • • • 31 
(3) ,Ta.moo Shirley • • . • • • .. .. • • • • • .. .. 32 
The Interregnum • • • • • • • • • • • .. • • .. 34 
:J:ne Restoration • • • ~ e ~ • • • • • .. • • • 37 
(1) Sir George Ethercgc • .. e • • ~ .. ., . ., .. • :79 
(2) Sir Ch~rles Sed.ley .. ·.. • • .. ~ .. • • • .. 4-2 
(3) John JJ:rydcn .. .. .. .. • • .. • .. • .. • • • • 4.3 
(4-) William Wifcherley • • • • • .. .. • • • • • 45 
(5) Thomas Shadwell • .. .. .. .. • • • .. • • .. .. 48 
Restoration Tragedy ~ • • .. • • • • • • .. .. • 50 

CHAPTER~ III - WILLIAM CONGP..EVE ... THE0RY MUI 
CRITICiffi1 • « • • • ., . • ., • .. 8 • • 

If. Tragedy .. • • .. .. ., • • .. • .. • • .. .. • .. .. .. 53 
:s. Comedy • • • • .. • .. .. • • • • • • • • •. .. • ~ 
C.. Jeremy Collier 0 o Attack upon the English stage 58 
rr~ The Result of Collier's Kttack .. .. • .. .. • • 63 

PART II 

WILLIAM CONGREVE AND THE TECHNIQUE OF Imm.IL 

CHJfPTER: !V GRA:l>UAL IMPROVEMENT IN STRUCTURAL 
TECHNIQUE~ • .. • .. • .. .. • .. .. - • • • 65 

Introductory Remarks • • • • • .. • • • ~ • • • • 65 
K. Inco~ni ta • • .. .. .. • .. .. .. .. • • • • • .. .. • 65 
B. Defective Structure cf the Old Bachelor • • • 66 
c. Improved Structure of the Double-Dealer • .. • 71 
D. Some I:lei-;r Technique in Love for' Lo"re .. .. • • • 74 
1r. The F.iou:rnir1c; Bride • • • • e • ., • • • .. • .. 76 
F.. The \·Jay oi the World .. • .. .. • • • • .., • • • 77 
G. Some Conclusions ., • • .. • .. - ~· • • • • • • • 80 



GHA-PT:ERV - THE rlliSTORLTION S~AGE' 10TD THE DEVELOP!'l.ENT 

K. 
B. 

CF ~ONCREVE-~ S r4:11iE TECfilUQ'\J"E • • .. • • • 83 

The Rcsto~ation Theatre • • • ~ • · • • .. • • 
T:io Stazc Toct.w.iquc of ~:illiam Congrove .. • 

• • • .. . . 83 
86 

CHAPTER VI - THE DR.A!1.l:TIC !D:CT:r.orr OF VIILL!Ju"'1 COUGP.1rvz· • 

£.. Imac:sory • .. • .. .. · • • • • • • • • • .. • • • • • • 95 
B.. Rhythm • • .. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ., • • • 101 
c. Sound and Sonso • • E • • • • • • • .. • • • • • • 103 
D. The OpeninG Dialogue .. .. • • • .. • • • • • • • • 101.!­
E~ The Climax • • • • • • • • • .. .. • • • • • • .. • 106 
F. Tho Conclusion - Th~ Union of th~ Ebxco ••••• 109 

(1) The Old Bachelor .. • , .. .. • • .. • • • • • • 109 
(2) The n·ouble-:Uealer • .. • • • • • • .. • ~ • • • 109 
(3) Lovo for Lova • • • • • • • .. • • .. e • • • • 110 
(4-) The Wily of the World ............. 110 

£!AFTER VII - YARifi.TIOMS ON 4. SINGLE THEi·lE fl • • • •• 112 

.&.. Poc~ible Theme of The Old Bachelor • • • • • • • 112 
B. Th3 Theme of Tho Doublo-Doalor • • • • • • • • • 115 
c. V.c::-ic..tion on the Theme in Love for Love • • ,. •• 119 

-D. Another Variation :tn The Mournins Bride ...... 121 
E. Vo.riution and Balo.nee in Tho ~ay of the World • • 122 

CHAPTER VIII - TOWARDS A REGULAR COf'lEDY • • • • • • 

B .. 

c. 

Traditional Comedy • • . • • .. • • ... • .. 
(1) Extemporcr iictin5 .. .. .. • • • • • • 
(2) Conventional Episodes .. • • • • • .. 
(3) Conventional E~isodes in The Way of 
Comod.y of Wit • • • · .. • • • • • • .. • • 
(1) Wit in The Old Bachelor • .. • .. • • 
(2) \fit in The If~nble-Doalor .. • • • • 
(3) ~it nnd Imn~inative Intellisenee in· 

for Love • .. • • • • • • .. • • • 
( .q.) Th@ \fay of the World • .. • .. • • • 
Comedy of the Situation • • • • • • •• 

• " 
• • .. • 
the 
• • 
• • 
• • 
Love 
• • 
• " .. .. 

• • • 12.5 
" • .. 125 
• • • 12? 
a.Orld 132 
.. • • 136 
... • • 136 
• • .. 139 

.. • $ 14-2 

.. • • 144 
• • • 150 

CHAPTER I:k: - ACTORS- AND CHARACTERS - " 

• • . " • • • • • • 154-

actors Emd Kctresoes • • • • • • .. • • • • • • • 154 
The Evoll£tion of Characters 159 
( 1) The f1inor Characters in Th~ Way ~f. the. w~'id., 160 

(a) Sir Wilf'ull rli tuoud • • .. • .. • • .. • • • 160 
(b) \1itwoud and Petulant ............ 160 
(c) The Servants - Whitwell, Foible and 

Mincing • .. .. • • • • • • • • .. .. • • • 162 
(2) Lady Wishfort and her D~ughtor, Mrs. Fainall 165 
( 3) Fainall :md Mrs., Me.rvood • • • • • • • • • • 161; 

(a) Fainall and hio Predecessor .. • • • • • • 168 
(b) !1rs. I1o.rwood and her Predecossor • .. • • 169 

Oi-) I'1irabell and i1illc.mant ............ 171 
(a) Poooible Gro'!.1th of an Idea • • • • • • • 172 
(b) The Pos&ible Moaning of Mirabell and. 

:Milla.man t • • • • • • • .. .. ··.. • • • .. • l 75 



Prn.T III 

!f!LLIAM COMGREYE' AMD. THE ?IB\i TECfiliIOm:. 

CHAPTER· JC - THE JroHIEVEI1ENT OF WILLIAt1 CONGREVE • • 180 
-·- &::d:W 

'· 



w~.llirun C:onc;revc r 0 l~v:: f.c'!" "::!le bcZtUt~_!r~:::: 

a.ct::e!'.ln t A:--:.i!lc Brl'lcozird.lc t r:oy clarify SOB& ~r"'eta or 
h:l"J ~r=as, ·'l?ut it doer, rr.ot vb.ell;"' '!!:;plain uh;r ~· Dy 
s:r the·'\t~rld. tl~$m~ ·rn b~ co much. 'h~ttor than mo~t other 
co!"'~di.ca of tb.r.t ng~. I tho.ref ore cl~termined. t;o e~::e.i;iae 

tb.e e.vailo.ai.e evi~nco to form an · opinion of my Owt'i. • 

e:npocially since the lack of consensus amon£5 dramatic 
critics with regard to the comedies of the period 
continues to the present day. I considered it neccs2ary 
to relate Congreve to hin period before I attempted to 
trace the development of his dramatic technique, as he 
appears origina~ly to have prof ctmd1y influenced by the 
theories of his day. 

I have tried to· show how his technique o~tured 
by examining_difforent parts o! his dramas and have Qlso 
attempted. to find some ovidence of a basic idea. under­
lying s:ll his plo.ya, which evolved into something new 
'll:hen he wrote ~e !'.~:v of the World .. 

.. In the: final section I ha-ve attccptccl to 
estimate th«i- value of his new technique and the naturs 
of hie achievement. 
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CHAPTETI I 

IFTRODUCTION 

A. PL1~~ OF STUDY: 

To be praised by a few and scorned by many is 

often th_e fate of genius. What more ne·ed be said to 

exnlain the triumnhant failure of William Cona0 reve's 
L ~ 

Congreve, however, knew the meaning of success. 

Lord Viacaulay tells us that after the success of his only 

tragedy, ~he Mourninc;_.:§ride, 11 Congreve was . . allowed 

to be the first tragic, as well as the first comic 

dramatist of his time 11
, 

1 The interest;ing feature of 

his popular success is that he had not yet written r11he 

·~Qy_of_th~~Qrl~ 

Today, when we hear the name of William Congreve, 

·we immediately remember .'.!'h~_Way_QL!he_}iorlg. D. Crane 

Taylor, when he vJrote: "hi.s genius, . workine; within its 

narrow limits, places him as much above his contemporaries 

as Shakespeare's towers above his", 2 i:Jas basing his 

judgement primarily upon this comedy. Even that adverse 

critic of Restoration drama, George Meredit~, made an 

exception when he considered it, because 11 of the remark­

able brilliancy of the writing, and the figure of 
/'. 

Millamant it. 7 Yet William Conf5reve, the .father of social 

comedy, knew it would fail. 11 That it succeeded on the 

Stage 11
, he wrote in ~he_12~gicati:Q!};, "was almost beyond 

my Expectation; for btit little of it wa~ prepar'd for 

;that general Taste which seems now to be predominant in 

1 Macaulay, T.B. The Dramatic Works of Wycherley, 
Congreve, Vanbrugh and Farquhar. \'Ji th biographical 
ru1d critical notices by Leigh Hunt. Edinburgh 
Review, 1840-41 Vol.72. London, 1840. p.517. 

'• 

2 Taylor, D.C. William Congreve. London, Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1931. p.10. 

3 Meredith, G. 
1913. p.35. 

Jui Essay on Comedy. J;ondon, Constable, 
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. 
the Pallats of our Audiencen. 1 Why, then, did he write 

this play? The answer appears to be: . because, as an 

artist, he knew he had not yet written the 11 one Comedy 

true in all its parts" 2 which his aesthetic sense urged 

him to create. 

To appreciate Congreve's achievement it is 

necessary to know how comedy had evolved, so as to under­

stand why certain ideas were current, how these ideas 

originated and why technique was so important when he 

wrote his plays. ·The emphasis will be on comedy and I 

will consider ,'.!1QQ_)2ouE_ging_BrigQ only in so far as it 

helps us to trace the development of .dramatic technique. 

Various aspects of the plays vJi 11 be dealt with separately, 

an attempt being made to trace the development of each 

up to· the crowning achievement in 1'.hQ Way_Q.f~he_Vlorlg. 
These aspects are: 

(1) Structural Technique 

(2) 3tage ~echnique 

(3) Diction 

(4) Theme 

(5) ·The Comedy 

(6) Actors and Characters 

Because we must know something about the man 

who wrote these plays, my immedia~e task wi~l be to 

trace the vicissitudes of Congreve's life from birth 

until the day he died in 1729. 

1 Congreve, ~hllinm The Dedj_cation of The ~fay of the 
;Jorld to the Rie;ht Honourable Halph, Earl of 
Montague (In: Comedies by ~illiam Congreve. Ed ... 
. . by Bonam~ Dobree. London (etc.), Oxford Univ. 
Press, (1949,), p.336. 

2 Congreve, William Concerning Humour in Comedy (In: 
Comedies by William Con2;reve. Ed. . . by Bonamy 
Dobree. J.Jondon (etc.), Oxford Univ. Tlress, (191_~9)) 
p.10. 
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B. LIFE AND WORK O:B' WIIJLIAM CCNGR:ZVE 

The CongrGve family remained staunch Royalists 

throughout the Commonwealth period of English history. 

~1/illiam Congreve the dramatist was the son of \'lilliam 

Congreve and Mary, nee B:\ownine;, and his date of birth 
has been established as 11 the twenty-fourth day. of 
January, 1670 i!. 1 

A few years later, 1674, William Congreve 
senior, an officer in the army, was appointed to command ,._, 

the garrison at Youghal, ~ and for fifteen years the 

family lived in.Ireland. When the Catholic Earl of 

Tyrconnel, Richard Talbot, replaced Clarendon as Lord 

Deputy of Ireland, however, a number of Protestant 
families returned to England. 3 'l1he family of Congreve 

settled at Stretton Hall in Staffordshire towards the 

close of 1688 ·or early in 1689. 

While living in Ireland, William Congreve 

attended the preparatory school at Kilkenny, which he 

entered towards the end of 1681. LJ-. Jonathan Swift, 

Congreve's senior by two years, was a pupil at the same 

school, but there is nomcord that the two boys met at 

that time. 5 It was at Trinity College, Dublin, which 

Congreve entered in April, 1686 and where, like Swift, 

he was a pupil of St. George Ashe, that they formed an 

enduring friendship~ 

Dubli~, it is interesting to note, was the 

only city besides London where "dist.inguished companies 

1 Hodges; J.C. William Congreve the Man. New York, 
Modern Lan guae;e Association of America, l 9Li-l. p. 6. 

2 Ibid. p.2. 

3 Macaulay, T.E. The History of England. Popular ed. in 
2 vols. l1ondon, Longman.s, Green, 1895. Vol.JG. p.404-405. 

4 Hodges, J.C. William Congreve the Man. New York, 
Modern Language Association of America, 1941. p.12. 

5 Taylor, D. C. William Congreve. I1ondon, Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1931. p.14. 
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of professional actors were encourae;ed and supported 

during the seventeenth century 11
• 

1 In the Irish theatre, 

sponsored by James Shirley the dramatist, the plays of 
. ' 

Ben ,Jonson, Thomas Middleton, Shirley himself and others 

were produced. That Congreve was interested in studying 

dramatic technique at this time is suggested by three 

works on the subject, printed in 1684, each bearing bis 

signature. These· were found in June 1930 when the library 

of the Duke of Leeds was sold. The. books are: .Dryden's 

Qf_~E~matick Poe~ie; Horace 1 s !E!_of_Poetry, translated 

by the Earl Roscommon ; and Francois Hedelin' s The \:fnole 

At "t;"h 0 ' • .t 1 2 I+ i's safe to _E _ _Q!_ _ _::_e_,eTag§_' ll1 WO VO ume s. v 

assume from this evidence that Congreve frequently 

attended the Dublin theatre during bis College years, 

and that the influence of Ben J"onson as well as Thomas 

Niddleton and their followers would have assisted in 

moulding b.is ideas on ·drama and the stage. 

Professor Howarth believes that Congreve must 

have written his first comedy very soon after arriving 

in England. ~1he evidence appears in Congreve's own 

}2~gic~!i2.!l of !he 01.Q_BaQgelQE to Charles Lord Cl.ifford 

of Lanesborough when the play was printed, in 1693. 

There Congreve quite clearly states that the play was 

written four years previously, making the date of its 

composition 11 the sprin3 of 1689 11
• 3 

Southerne, Mainwaring and Dryden read the 

comedy and_ under Dryden's direction Congreve reshaped 

and polished it. Professor Howarth suggests that it 1vas 

1 Hodges, J.C. William Congreve the Man. New York, 
Mode:rn La_nguage Associati-011 of America, 1941. p. 27. 

2 Isaacs, J. Congreve's Library. The Library, 4th 
Series Vol.XX 1939-1940, p.41-42. 

3 Howarth, R.G. The Date of 11 The 01d Bachelor 11
• The 

Times Literary Supplement. June 15, 1936. p.500 .. 
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1 Congreve's 11 revision of ];nc.Q.t;nitQ for the press 11 and 
') 

ntlrn author 1 s own fastidiousness n L. which accounted for 

nearly three years.' which elapsed before rrhLOld Bachelo!: 

was producecr~in January, 1693, having been accepted some 
months previously. 

Before it was produced Dryden pronounced it 
/.'. 

11 the be st first play he had ever seen 11
, :J and the manac;e-

men t t;ranted Congreve the privilege of the house for 

six months prior to its being acted - a very great 
compliment. 

There is a tradition that Congreve wrote his 

novel J.ncogni!!_Q under the pseudonym .QJ..eopJ:~il when he was 

aBed 17 years. If true, it must have been written at 

Trinity Coll~ce, Dublin, but the affectation of being a 

youthful prodigy was common in those days, so that the 

date of licen~inb, 22nd December, 1691, is more reliable. 

At that date he·ha<;l already entered the Middle Temple as 

a law student; his date of entry beinB the 17th March, 
1691. 

The succ.~ss of ~he_Q1_g_}2§:~Q~J..or, acted in 
January, 1993 and print8d. in.December of .the same year, 

no doubt encouraged 1:Jilliam Congreve to persist with a 

second play he'· \.vas ·writing - 1'.h~-~2:'.:!Ql~=De_§:ler. Professor 
Howarth has shovm. that no ionger nis it necessary to 

believe . . . that The Double-Dealer took less than 
a year to compose. It ~ay have been begun even before 

. L~ 

Congreve's fir.s·c piece was accepted for performance", 

in September, 1962. The play was produced at Lrury Lane 

in November, i_693 and published "on. the· 4th December, 

-----------... -------,----------·-------------
1 Howarth, R.G. The Date of 11 The Old Bachelor 11

• The 
Times Literary Supplement. June 13~ 1936. p.500. 

2. Howarth, ILG. Congreve's First Play. Addend.um. 
Publications of the f-".odern Language Association of 
.America ·Vol. LXI June, 191+6. No. 2. p. 596. 

3 Dictionary of National Biography. Ed. by Leslie 
Stephen. London. Smith, Elder, 1887. Vol.XII. p.?. 

4 Howarth, R.G. ·Congreve's First Pl~y. Addendum. 
Publications of the Modern Languae;e Association of 
1\Jnerica Vol. LXI No. 2 June, 1946. P·· 597. 
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1 
1693 with the date 169LJ· on the ti tle-pa:ge.n. 

It was not a great success. John Dryden in 
a letter to Williai11 Walsh Esq. (undated by:t probably 
written in December, 1693) makes. this comment ~ 

"His Double.Dealer is much censurd by the 
greater part of the Town: and is def ended .f;'lr."*~~~f~ 
one ly by the be st Judges, who, you know, ·~ · · ~· 
are commonly the fewest. Yet it gets.ground 
daily, and has already been acted Eight 
times~ The women thirn.ke he has exposed 
their Bitchery too much ; & the Gentlemen, 
are offended with him; for the discovery 
of their follyes & the way of their Intrigues, 
under the notion of Friendship to their Ladyes 2 · 
Husbands 11

• • 

Dryden's extravagant praise of the young 

dramatist, in his poem entitled: 1£_~;z_Dear Friend 

Mr. Cong_£eve 1 On his Comed;y:_,_ ca.J:.1~ The Do};!:Q1~Deg.J:.er, 

wb.ich compared him to Shakespeare (!!He av 111, that but · .. 
once was Prodigal before, to Shakespear gave as much; 
she cou'd not give him more!!) 3 was not accepted by 

'the greater part of the Toi:m "'· 

Congreve tried over-enthusiastical~y to 

answer the criticism of his play in The Epistle DedicatorJ'.: 

written _!o the Right §ono~blLChgrles Montggue, show­
ing not only his youthfulness but also the impatience 
which he seems always to have felt on being criticised 
for what he believed was careful art. It is interesting 

1 Gosse, Sir Edmund Life of ',\filliam Congreve. London, 
Heinemann, 1924. p.44. 

2 Dryden, John Letter 28. Dryden to Walsh. (In; 
The Letters of John Dryden with Letters Addressed 
to him. Collected and Ed. by Charles E. Ward. 
(Durham, N.C.), Duke Univ. Press~ 1942). p.63. 

3 Dryden, John To my Dear Friend Mr. Congreve, On his 
Comedy call'd The Double-Dealer. (In: Comedies by 
William Congreve. Ed. by Boriam.r Dobree. London, 
etc., Oxford Univo Press, (1949J). p.119. 1. 62-
63. 
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to note ·t;hat he used an argument imitated from the 

~~£1.Q£at~.QJJ_Qiscov~ies of Ben Jonson to appease 
the offended ladies 

11 They who are Virtuous or Discreet, should 
not be offended, for such Characters as these 
distinguish them, and make their Beauties 
more shining~and observ'd: And they who are 
of the other kind, may nevertheless pass for 
such, by seeming not to be displeas'd, or 
touch' d with t;he Satire of this Comedy 11

• 
1 

On January 13, 169LJ. Queen Mary commanded that 
The Double.:.;;Dealer ~ 1 be acted before heru. 2 It was re­
vived. again on l"Iarcl1 i+th, 1698/9, as we learn from· a 
letter written by John Dryden to Mrs. Steward·: 

11 This Day was playd a reviv!d Comedy of 
Mr~ Congreve's calld the Double Dealer, 
which was never very takeing ; in the play 
bill was prinxed, - Written by Mr. Congreve 
with~ Sever.all Expressions omitted: What 

·kind of Expr.essions th9se were you may· 
ea-sily ghe.ss ; if you have seen the Monday's 
Gazette, wherein is the Kings Order, for 

3 the reformation of the Stage; • 
.. 

Congreve's third comedy, Love for Love, was 
acted on the op~ning of Betterton's new theatre in 
Lincoln's Inn Fields, April 30th 1695. It was a great 
success and tb.e actors were so delighted that they offered 
Congreve a share in the profits of the the~tre if he 
would undertake to write for them one play every year. 
Indeed Colley Gibber says that the play was an 1rextra­
ordin.ary success 0 and he adds that Congreve "bound himself n 

to give the King's Compfilly of players ntwo plays every 
. 4 

season 11
, but this in fact was hot done. 

---~~----~--~~~~--~~~--~~~--~~--~--~~~---

1 Congreve, William The Epistle dedicatory of The Double 
Dealer To the Right Honourable Charles Montague. (IN: 
Comedies by William Congreve. Ed ••. b~ Bonamy Dobree. 
London (etc.), Oxford Univ. Press (1949)), p.117. 

2 Taylor, D.C. William Congreve. London, Oxford Univ. 
Press. 1931. p.53. 

3 Dryden, John Letter 59. Dryden to Mrs. Steward. (In; 
The Letters 'of John Dry.den: with Letters Addressed to 
him. Collected an'd Ed. by Charles E. Ward. (Durham, 
N.C.) Duke Univ •. Press, 1942) p.112-113. 11 The order, 
dated February 18~ was printed in.the London Gazette 
for Monday, ,ebruary 27, 1698/9u. · 

' 
4 Gosse·, .Sir Ednmnd Li.f e of William Congreve, London, 

Heinemann, 1924~ p.52. 
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Love for Love -------------
May, 1695. Its success 

was published in quarto size in 

placed Congreve without a rival 
at the head of contemporary English dramatic artists. 

The play has commonly been accounted the best for the 

1 

stage, thoue;h .'.fp:~_,Wa;y_Qf the Wor1__g is the more brilliant 
in conception and style. 

On the 10th July, 1695, ConGreve wrote'his 

letter to John Dennis .Q011f.§.,Eg,imz:_§.!dill.~.!d.E_in_Q_Q.me_g;y which 
is important· and 1;Jith uhich I propose to deal later. 

Once ag,ain it is the :!;;Qgdon Gazet!.§. which 
record9 that the first edit.ion of Congreve's fourth play 

and only tragedy ·appeared in quarto on the 11th March, 

1697. 
2 

It was a complete and lasting success,. 'and ~Q§. 
Jj_Q.urn·iri:.s_E.Eid.§. continued to be a stock pi~ce for nearly 

a century 0
• 3 It produced a more constant income than 

any of Conc;reve's comedies and yet there appears to be 

no evidence to show that a critic "of ,standing has ever 
4 3iven ~Q.§. I·1Qyr£i::l.S_Qride unqualified praise n. I 

suggest that Congreve, to fulfil his contract with 

Thomas Betterton, wrote a play which he knew would agDeal 

to the popular taste, choosing to write a tragedy because 

it necessitated less work than would have been required 

had he attempted to improve on the successful comedy Love 

fQ£_~QY.§.· I think he had ambition or, at least, an 

aesthetic nature.which compelled him to persist until 

he had created an ar~istically satisfying play. The 

letter he wrote to his friend Joseph Keally was probably 

a comfortable affectation after the failure on the stage 

of his brilliant comedy, ~Qf_Way_of_!he_\forl_g. 

and Quiet", he wrote, 11 
••• is what I hunt after. If I 

---~----------------·------------------------------------

1 Cibber, Colley An apology for the life of Mr. Colley 
Gibber. l1ondon, Dent; New York, Dutton,. 1938 p.104. 

2 Gosse, .§iE Edmund Life of Williarn Congreve, London, 
Ileinemann, 1924. p.74 . . 

3 Ibid. p.75. 
4 Potter, E.B. The paradox of ConGreve's Mourning 

Bride. Publications of the Iiodern Language 
Association of A11erica. Vol.58. 1943. p.979, 
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have not ambition, I have other passions more easily 
gratified'1

• 
1 

The year 1698 'was a year of crisis. In April 

was published lL§gor!_Yi.§.w- of _!h.§.-1~.ali ty_and_f:_;ofQge­
!!;.§.§.§__of __ th.§._EngJ,_tsh_§!Qg.§., 2 by the non-juror clergyman, 

Jeremy Collier. Details of the controversy will appear 

later when I consider Congreve's literary opin?-ons and 
beliefs. 

On the 12th May, 1698 Mr. Betterton and 
(\ .f"q 

Mrs’. Brace girdle of the Kings Company of players ·were 
):; . . _,, 

fined by the Justice of Middlesex for using profane 

language and Mr. Congreve was prosecuted for writing The 

RQ~Ql.§.-D.§.~l.§.£· The prosecution of actors continued for 
some years and on the 20th November, 1701, J.;uttrell 

records, Mrs. Bracegirdle, Mrs. Barry, Mr. Betterton, 

Mr; ,Verbruggen ~nd eight other players were brought 

before the Kings Bench for using indecent expressions. 

Similarly, on ~:iuesday the 17th February, 1701-2, "the 

actors at the new playhouse· in Lincoln's Inn Fields were 

tried in the Kings Bench bar for uttering several 

blasphemous expressions 11
• 

3 Iil othe~ ... words, the prosecutions 

aimed primarily to discourage a certain mode· of expression 

without prohibiting the matter expressed. It· was prudery 
without morality. 

This ,inquisition 1vas eventually stopped in, the 

reign of Queen Anne, but some time before that happened 
William Congreve replied to Collier's attack in his 

!~enQ}neg1§._Qf Mr._Qollie£_'._e._f~1§.Q_and Im~£f.§.£!_Ci~atiQg§.i 

et£~_fro~ the.....Ql~_Ba£helQ!J._Do~Q1.§.-Deale£~_Love_fQ£ LQve, 
4 .!1Q~£gigg_E£ide .!- It was published on the 12th July, 1698, 

but Congreve was no match for his opponent, who also had 
the support of public opinion. 

----------~---~-----~--·------~~~----~~~---~----

1 Lynch, Kat:1leen M.. Congreve 1 s Irish Friend, Joseph 
Keally. Publications of the Modern Language Associ­
ation of America. Vol.53. 1933. p.1084. 

2. Hodges, J.C. './illiC:lm Congreve the Man. New York, 
I'Iodern Language Association of America, 1 t;Al. p. 62. 

3_ Summers·, Montague Introduction to the Complete· works 
of William Congreve, Soho, Nonesuch Press, 1923. 
Vol.I. p.49. 

Gosse, Sir Edmund 
H . -:--- J_O ,..._,,, 
~e1nemann, Jc~. 

Life of William Cone;reve, J.;ondon, -
p.108. 
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A proclamation of William III against vice 
:.:;:r, i profaneness appeared in the Iondon Gazette, No. 35,:;:,7 
of Thursday December 14, 1699 to whieh Dryden refers in 
a letter to Mrs. �~�~�e�~�a�r�d�.� 1 

There is a brief reference to ’0Jilliam Congreve 
in �a�r�.�:�.�o�~�h�e�r� letter fror:1 John Dryd.e::: to Mrs. Steward dated 
March 12th, 1G99 (which is 1700 new style). Dryden 
wrote: ’

1Con3reves New Fla;y 1::.as had but moderate 
success thoush it deserves much betterrr. 2 This is a 
reference to The Wa;r of the World. It must �h�a�~�e� been 
acted prior to that Qate, probably in earlJ March. 

onlJ seven year3, �b�e�t�~�e�c�n� 1693 �w�h�e�~� �~�1�c� Old Bachelor 
wa8 acted �a�n�~� 17GC, 

Cde i’or St. 

�"�l�:�o "�•�i�•�,�-�.�n�r�’�!�•�~� ..... "l""’la""’ .......... +r"’\ -r.· .. --1 .. �~�r�~�h� 11r-ic_.·r:' 
�;�:�;�.�_�.�:�:�:�;�~�,�:�:�:�:�~�.�.�:�.�.�.�:�:�:�:�,� ..l.. ... C" .J .WH.__, .. �L�.�~�.�_�J�c�~� �’�-�~�U�.�C� the 
Tllollc:;t r-:or-te.2;11e .31.lmTG.::.'s �9�.�:�:�•�~�e�r� ’.::c 
;.ls.;y ::s tre i•rork of these throe �C�.�.�r�a�~�a�t�i�;�.�:�;�.�t�.�s�,� ths:cG �o�.�p�p�e�a�i�~�s� 

1:o be z;cod �~�~�a�,�:�,�;�o�n�.� �~�~�o� ;;clicve �t�"�~�a�t�:�- �~� t �v�r�c�~�o� in fact �s�~� trar:c­
i:: 

�l�a�t�j�o�~� by �s�o�~�e� �c�t�h�~�r� hand, possibly �J�o�~�n� Ozell. 7 For 

Life •Of �~�i�l�l�i�&�m� Congreve, 
p.102. 

�L�o�n�d�o�n�~� 

2 :D.c,yden, .John Letter '.?l!-. Dryden to �r�:�~�s�.� Steward. 

3 

Tuesda;y March the 12th 1699/1700. (In: 11he Letters 
o•f John Dryden: with Letters Addressed to him. 
Collected and ed. by Charles E. Ward. (Durham, N.C.) 
Dulrn Uni" Press, 19Li.2), p.13LJ-. 

Gosse Sir Edmund Life of ’:Jillia;:1 Gonc:re-,re ., London, , --- '-' Heinemann, i 92:1., p .119. 
!J- Ibid. p.129. 
5 :!:bid. p .131. 
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instance, Jacob Tonson would surely have published the 

work of Congreve, Walsh and Vanbruc;h, yet the extant 

copy was published by Bernard :Lin tot. 

On December 14, 1704 Queen Anne granted a 

licence to Sir John Vanbrugh and V!i1liam Congreve for a 
. ' 

new playhouse which was opened on April 9th, 1705. ·:rhe 
venture was not successful. Colley Gibber explained: 

11
• • • in Queen Anne 1 s reign, the stage was. 
in such confusion, and its affairs ii1 such 
distress, that Sir John Vanbrugh, and 
Mr. Congreve, after they had held it for 
about one year, threw up the management of 
it, as an unprofitable post, after which a 
licence for acting was not thought worth 
any gentlemen's asking for . . . n 1 

When his comedy ];ig_ve fQE_L!Q.Y~ was revived on 

1st June, 1704 by Mrs. Bowman, Congreve wrote a new 

1:£2.12.B.Ue and a song called !g~-~is_§.es_l:.§:meg_!at_!g_g nin 
which the Ladies deplored. their inability to come any 

longer to first-night performances in vizard masksn. 2 

The practice had been stopped by an edict of Queen 11...:nne 

on the 17th January, 1704. 

A more elaborate work, his opera .§~mele, was 

first printed in the collected edition of Congreve's 

!'19.Ek§.. in 1710. Its scenery was considerable and u.se was 
made of spectacle for effect. For example, the stage 

directions for Act I, Scene I, read: 

"The Scene is in the Temple of Juno, near the 
alter is a Golden Image of the Goddess. 
Priests are in their Solemnities, as after a 
Sacrifice newly offer'd:. Flames arise from 
the altar, and the Statue of Juno is seen to 
bown. 

Congreve also wrote a number of songs, ballads 

and other poems inc1udin.g translations into Enc;lish from 

Homer and-Ovid. 

Congreve lived for forty years in the Strand, 

London, first in Arundel Street and later in Surrey 

1 Cibber, Colley An apology for the life of Mr. Colley 
Cibber. London, Dent; New York, Dutton, 1938. p.146. 

2 Gosse, Sir Edmund J.Jife of \hllia.m Congreve. London. 
Epinemann, 1924, p.138. 
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Street. 1 He was a member of the famous Kit-Cat Club 
where the literary gentlemen of London assembled and he 

must there have heard many interesting conversations anc1 

ideas which may have helped to guide his thoughts on 

drama and technique. Among the older members of the club 

were John Dryden and William Wycherley. As we read the 

fluent dialor;ue in his plays it is difficult to realise 

that Congreve was him'self a poor speaker, shy ru"ld hesitant 

in his utterance. 

The beautiful actress, .Allhe Bracegirdle, lived 
., ' 

in Howard Street, which is also in the ·strand, close to 

Congreve's home. Differ~nt opinions have·been expressed 

as to the relationship between Congreve and Anne Bracegirdle. 
Professor Hodges has· expressed ·,the view t_hat Anne, who 

was noted for her chas~ity, eventually yielded and became 

Conc;reve 's mistress, bu:c_ that her affair, with the Earl of 

Scarsdale disappointed him and that he repudiated her in 

a poem 
rrFalse 

served 

version 

which had hit~erto been unpublished, beginning: 
ri • 2 

tho' you've been to me and Love 11
• It is pre-

in the poet's ovm- hand-writing. -The less personal 

of the first· -;t:;~o "quatrains published by Congreve 

in 1710 opened with the line "False tho' she be to me and 

love n. This hras clearly the original line, changed in 

the m'anuscript to nyou 've been it, rrshe;1 being deleted with 

1tyou 've 11 written above it and nbe 11 altered to "been n, the 

!:en ll obviously having been aa_ded, since the 11n if actually 

touches the letter nt 11 of the word nto 11
• 3 This however, 

in no way proves Professor Hode;es' conjecture. Profes.s:or 

Howarth has refuted it by pointing out that the under­

lying theme of all Congreve's plays - The Old Bachelor 
- . -~~-----~-----

excepted - 11 is Congreve's own love for Anne Bracegirdle", 

and that _in ~g§__-ltla;z_Qf_!h~!{orJ.g flf ar from there being 

any note of consummated love, the wooing is more 

l Hodges, J.C. William Congreve the Man. New York, 
Modern Language Association of America, 1941, p.78. 

2 Ibid. p.''88. 

3 Ibid. Facsimile of original manuscript poem 
opposite p. 88-_ · 

Lr, 

4 Howarth, R.G. Cone;reve anci Anne Bracegirdle_. English 
Studies in Africa~ $epte~be~ 1961. Vol.4. No.2. p.159 . 

. ~·"' ·""' . .. 
I 
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protracted and, right to the end, more uncertain than 
evern. 1 

Professor Howarth has, similarly, refuted 
Prc5fess6r Hod_ges' insinuations t.h~t Congreve was the 

,.. ... ,,, 
father df a daughter born to Henrietta, Duchess of 

Marlborough, after twenty years of sterility, by arguing 
' ' 

that 11 a last child to a husband and wife, after a long 

period of childlessness, is no new phenomenon and need 

not be accounted for by supposing. it to have beeri the 
. 2 

result of a love affair ·on her partrr, and, that.(, 

although Congreve and the Duc0-ess~.are known·~t:;o have been 

intimate friends until the time of 'his deatl?-,-- "he early 
gre~J corpulent; gouty and almost blind, so that. it seems 

?­
he lost any physical vigour he onc.e had n. ~) 

Congreve's physical health was indeed poor. 

As early as the summer of 1693, h~ had been Torced by 
a~tacks of gout to resort to Tunbridge Wells and later 
to Epsom to seek "relief from the . waters there 11

• L~ In 

1705 he began io be troubled by his eyes. Jonathan 

Swift visited him on October 26th, 1710 and found him 

nalmost blind with cataracts growing on his eyes; and 

his case is that he must wait two or three years, blind, 

and then he must have them ~sPched; and be~ides he is 

never rid of the gout, yet he looks young and fresh, and 
is as cheerful as ever. He is younger by three years er 
more than I, and I am twenty years younger than heri. 5 

Pages 41, 203, 312. and 406 of Swift's ~Q~rnal_1:,Q_§tella 
show his friendship with Congreve and an increasing 
concern in his health. 

These circumstances alone are s"ufficient to 
refute the insinuations of Professor Hodges even if 

--~---~~-~~---~------~~-~·---~--~--·-----~---

' 

l Howarth, R. G. Congreve and. Anne Dracegirdle. English 
Studies in Africa. September·l961. Vol.4. No.2. p.160. 

2. Ibid. p.159. 
3. Ibid. p.160. 

4. Hodges, J.C. William Congrev~,-the. Mon. New York, 
Modern Lane;uase Association o! Araerica, 19LJ-l. p.54. 

5 Swift, Jonathan Journal to Stella .. ·A. D. 1710~.l 713. 
Ed. by Frederich Ryland. London, Bell, 18-W;f. p.38. 

~ L~ 
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rrdocumentary proof of l Anne's innocencen had not been 

found to correct a false impression. ll'urti.1errnore it is 

int ere st inc; to llote that Professor IJ.odc;e s has tacitly 

wi thdrmoJJ.1 his previous insinue.tion by writ in:::; of .,::ume 

:Srace~irdls in his recent edition of the Letters a.nd. 

DocuraeLts of William Con3reve: 

"\fo cannot be sure 
was to Con~reve'G 

J·ust what her response,.., 
- c:. 

e.rdent 11ooin3". 

Conc;reve 's friend.Dhip ',Jith ·urn 1Juc11ess o:f 

~arlborcush lasted to the an& of his life. Tradition 

has it tbat ~fter his deoth the Duchess had a wax i~a~e 

of her old frieni @o.de end placed it in his favourite 

chair where it •,,;ould. sit e.nd nod 1;:1:Jen o.dc1re ssed. '.I1llis 

rrpro~Jabl;y represen·cs pretty uell the full ex:·ce1J.t of his 
~ 

vitality" :,,· in t 1Je latter ~res,r.s of ~J.i.s life. 

Con2;reve died earl~T on i.3-:inda~r ;nornins, ,_f anuar;y, 
l! 

172'). 11 The follo 1:1iEC'; 3aturuo.y ~Lc_].2.s]:ly __ I.2.§!= 
~2.:Z. reported: :ic:;:_1e C:, crusu.le1;1 Cho.mbcr of ',le st111inster 

./~bce.y ic no~.' hc.nr:in.::.; 1.;ith ?,lo.cl~ :.:::'or the .l!'~~ncro.l of 

Vi:r. Con;::;reve, who is to be interreci. fJ,OLl t~1enc0 ne:x:t 

:Jundo.;:;r i:co.r ·c'1c Cloistc:::: Door ut t11.c furt~1cr :Cr1d of the 
r 

Jou-GI-:- Isle n. II 
7 

The ~im of thic survey of Con~reve's life has 

0c0~'l to :fo1101·1 his C(.trecr as a d.ra;-Jat:'..ot and to establio~1 

o.s s.ccuro.telJ as possible t!1e relev::::.nt c1c.tes of ~1is 

~:ran1a.t~i.c l-,rorl:c. 

1 

3 

LI-

Peri.1aps it should c.lso be :1rnnticnecl t~'.lat he 

;:o-~·10.r-tb.' :i. c~. Cur1c11 evc c.rl~~ lLYlJ:lC ~J78~C8~ird_le e :Je a.a_oJ~S I 

.,_1'oru;;1. ::.:~1.r:-1ish Jt;u(.lie s in Lfrica. September, l ')G2. 
Vol.5. ~o.2. p.218. 

EodGes, J.C. ~illiam Consreve: Lctterc 2:a ~ocwnents. 
Collected o.nJ Zd. by John C. 3odses. Lonjon, 
I'.acrnillc..n, 19c4. p.21~.2. 

Gouarti1, ::1. C'r. Con::;~cevc and !.J.me Dro.ce-:_;irdle. :Snc:;lis:1 
Jt~dies in Africa. Vol.4. ~o.2. Sept.l~Gl. p.lGO. 

:liodc;es, J.C. ',Ji1lio.m Conc;reve the Lm. hev1 YorJ~, 
~odern Lo.n~ua3e hssocio.tion of America. 1941. p.121. 

5 Ibid. p .1;::1 
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did not depend entirely upon the stace for a liviris, but 
hold in addition six 0overn1nent posts froiil which he 
derived a srnnll but steady income. 1 

Congreve did not live by his pen alone so that 
his artistic sense was not subordinated to the needs of 

daily livinG and he was t'J_erefore free to devote the 

-t;ime and care to dramatic technique which is so necessary 

to cre2te an aesthetically satisfying drama. 

Technique, however, is subject to current 

dramatic tl-1eory which, in turn, derives fro111 t~1e clrar:1e.tic 

herit2ge of the ace. To discover the nature of this 

heritage will be the purpose of my next chapter. 

------------~~---~-~--~-~-~-~-----· ---------~--

l(a) ~odges, J.C. William Con3reve in the Government 
Service. I'Iodern E1ilology. Vol. 27. 1929-30. Note 
on p~12.5. · 

l(b) Hodges,- J.C. All inforwation in para~raph 1 above 
will be found in Fresh manuscript sources for a 
life of \'Jilliam Congrove, J?ublications of the 
riiodern Language Association of America. Vol. 5LJ-. 
1939. p.435. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE DRAMATIC HERITAGE OF ~HLLIJJ1 CONGREVE 

The aim of this chapter is an attempt to 

discover, firstly, how drama and .dramatic theory evolved, 

and, secondly, English comedy developed up to the ·age of 

Congreve and his contemporaries. The sketch of necessity 

will outline only those points in the development of 

comedy and tragedy which, I hope, v1ill assist in an 

appreciation of William Congreve as a dramatist. No 

attempt at an exhaustive study is either intended or 
claimed. 

A. ANCI:ZNT DRA1'1A 

Greek comedy and tragedy appear origin'ally to 

have been parts of a single festival in honour rif .the 

Thracian God Tiionysus, and to have represented the joy 

of creation and the sorrow of death. The kO!!!Q.§.-Song, 

from wb.ic::.1 the word con1edy is derived, means a 'revel' 

and it was invariably associated ~vi th gamo_§. - a union 

of the sexes. Tragic drama seems to have developed from 

the sacramental side of the festival. 

Our knowledc;e of the old con:edy, after it had 

acquired a distin.cti ve form, is partly derived from the 

eleven extant plays of Aristophanes. These contain a 

criticism of contemporary life and manners which shows 

that comedy already was assuming a function in addition 

to the deli0ht of ~QiilOS and GaIDO.§.. 

Menander was the most famous writer of the 

later Greek comedy called the New Comedy. The Ne-w Comedy 

had developed steo.dily from the Old Comedy through an 

intermediate stae;e, Middle Comedy, and it had virtually 

become a Comedy of Manners, reserr.blinG in its witty 

style the comedies of Congreve and his contenporaries, 

but with one notable difference: thouch the theme was 

invariably love, marital infidelity was never the source 
of an intrigue. 
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The subject-matter of the New Comedy 11 was 
taken almost exclusively from the everyday life of the 
upper middle class of Athensn, 1 but it also contained 
certain ’’stock types, Old Man, Old ’vJornan, Youth, Maiden, 
Soldier, Miser, Cook, Slave, Courtesan, Wife, Husband, 
Boaster, Thief, Parasite, and so forthn. 2 Further, 
Roman drama, both comedy and tragedy, was modelled on 
Greek drama. Of the two greatest Roman comic dramatists -
Plautus and Terence - Terence should be mentioned because 
he modelled his plots and characters on Menander, and 
Plautus deserves mention for the manner in which he 
adapted_ the Greek originals, inserting scenes from other 
plays where it served his purpose and introducing con›
temporary Roman customs and manners. 

By the end of the last century B.C., farce, 
based on the �~�§�:�b�u�1�_�~�_�!�t�e�;�1�.�;�L�~�l�§�;� hact lar3ely replaced true 
comedy, while tragedy had dwindled to an entertainment 
for a small, intellectual e;roup• .. Unlike the source of 
intrigue, these farbes were constantly based upon the 
theme of marital infidelity. Among.the stock characters 
of the Roman �~�i�m�~�~�’� or actor of farce, were the learned 
but obtuse Doctor, the Rustic, the bald Fool, the shy 
Slave, the Parasite, the Bawd, the Sailor, the Guileless 
youn3 Man, and so on. 3 �~�f�u�e�n� the religion of Rome became 
Christian, the authoritarian Church condemned the theatre 
so that by tbe seventh century A.TI. 11mimes and pantomimes 

4 were forced to become.nomads". 

It was S::;neca. who said: 11 the 1nime s fail 
in reproaching the rankness of this age. Verily they 
omit much more than they put on the stage. Guch a heap 
of incredible vices is to be• founq. j,n this ae.;e of ours 

c:; 
that the mimes may even be �a�6�c�h�~�e�d� of ne3ligence’’. / The 

1 Robertson, Pamela E.C. The Commedia dell’arte. Natal, 
University Press, 1960. p.12. 

2 Ibid. p.12. 
3 Ibid. p.17. 
�L�~� Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 

p.20. 
p.19. 
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function which comedy had assumed in the hands of 

Aristophanes is stated as thouc;h it were a duty of the 

comic staz,e. 

The stag~ had mirrored aspects of the times ; 

now it was forbidden. Human failings were no longer 

subject to "one of man's most powerful catharses - laughter 11
•
1 

B. TEE REBIRTH 01!’ DRAMA 

11 Modern drama 11
, wrote Bir Edinund Chambers in 

!g.§._!'1ediaeva1__§.ta~ Vol. I, narose, by a fairly well 

defined line of evolution, from a threefold source, the 

ecclesiastical liturgy, the farce of the mimes, the 

classical revival of humanism 1
'. 

2 We shall trace each 

of these in turn. 

When the classical revival of humanism took 

place during the 15th Century Renaissance, attention was 

focused, amongst other things, upon the writings of 

Aristotle. In his :frea.Eis~on_.Eg.§._}?o.§..Eic Aristotle had 
discussed ancient Greek drama, systematically enumerating 

the salient feat;ures of tragedy. Because Aristotle's 

promised treatise on comedy h~s not been found, we have 
to rely on the few sentences on the subject contained 

in his Tr.§_at~se__2g_~ge_~.2.§..Ei:.£· 

Aristotle found that comedy differs from tragedy 

as follows: "the one seeks to imitate worse, but the 
/.: 

other better men than they are 11 .? He later rernarRs that . ~J. 

Homer "first demonstrated the figures of comedy, not 

dramatically exhibiting invective, but ridicule". 
4 

In 

-~-----~~-------~-----~~~----~-~-~--~-~~~ 

1 Robertson, Pamela E.C. The Commedia dell'arte. Natal, 
University Press,- 1960, p.19. 

2 Chambers, Sir E.K. The Mediaeval Stage. (London), 
Oxford Univ. Press, (1948) Vol.I. p.182. 

3 Aristotle. 1rreatise on Rhetoric . . and . . also 
'I1he Poetic. Tr. by Theodore Buckley. London, Bell, 
1888. p.410. 

4 Ibid. p.413. 
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Chapter V he couples the foregoing by saying: ttBut 

comedy is, as vrn ha~e said, an imitation indeed of bad 
characters, yet it does not imitate according to every 

vice, but the ridiculous only; since the ridiculous is 
a portion of turpitude. For the ridiculous is a certain 

error' and turpitude unattended with pain, and not 
destructive 11

• 
1 

When Aristotle again refers to comedy in his 

~£~tise_QQ_!h~fQ~tiQ it is during a discussion on the 
universality of poetry as opposed to the particularity 

of history. Trae:;ed;y is based on historical truth, comedy 

on universal human nature, and "In comedy •.. this is 

now become evident. For comic poets having cdmposed a 

fable through thint;s of a probable nature, they thus 

give whatever names they please to their characters, and 
do not, like Iambj_c poets, write poems about particular 

persons. I3ut in trat;edy they clinc; to rea.l names 11
• 

2 

It is a very interesting stateinent, as English comic drama 
during the seventeenth century wgi:s profoundly influenced 

by this idea. 

At the end of Chapter XIII Aristotle points 

out that comedy al ways ends happily ; and that is all 

there is about comedy in his ~rea!ise_on !hSLPO.§..!iQ· It 
is slender information to be sure. When coupled to these 

words of Geneca - 11 the mimes fail in reproaching the 

rankness of this age 11 3 - it does point to the conclusion 

that originally comedy was accepted as a means of re­

proaching society by exposing current vices to public 

ridicule. 

From Aristotle we now pass to the second source 

1 Aristotle Treatise on I~hetoric . . and . . also The 
Poetic. Tr. by Theodore Buckley. London, Bell, 
1888. p.415. 

2 Ebid. p.424. 

3 Robertson, Pamela E.C. The Commedia dell'arte. Natal, 
University Press, 1960. p.19. 
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of modern drama, accordint, to Sir Edmund Chambers, 

namely tlle Italian popular farce, known since the 18th 

century as the .Q2mme_9:ia_Q-f1.~.§:rtf. 1 These farces were 
revived in the 15th century. Stock characters and 

tradition~·from the Roman Fabula Attellana had remained 
. --~----~-~-~ 

intact tlirough the lone; years of the Christian anathema 

and now they were free to emerge into the open once more. 

So many stock characters closely resembling types from 
.. 

. the Italian farce occur in English comedies, especially 

those of the Restoration period, that it is necessary 

to know somethinr; about the proto-type s. 'l1here are 

instances, too, where persons in serious drama, unrelated 

to farce,· show character traits of an Italian stock type. 

Instances are: Folonius, the busy-body in TI:~1.f! by 
\Jilliam ,Shakespeare, who has many character traits 

res·embling Pantaloon his advice to his son and to Kinz 

Claudius ; hi~ self-importance, and so on ; 2 Falstaff; 
who reasons with himself about honour as Harlequin 

reasons with himself on suicide ; 3 I1ancelot Gobbo the 

starved servant of Shylock who resembles the starved 
4 seTvant of Pantaloon ; but, in fact, the differences 

in Elizabethan drama are more important than the 

resemblantes.· Ben Jonson certainly must h~ve had· the 

Italian proto-type in mind when, in ~.Yff:Yman_1g_his 

_:e;~!!!.2.~f:, he created Captain Bobadill, the boastful, chicken­

hearted swae;gerer, and the couple Cob and Tib who might 

well be basea_ upon Punchinello ancl his wife. 

William Congreve himself, particularly in The 

212.: B§;.Q.Q.elor, has several characters, ap.art from Captain 
Bluffe, who ,seem to have Italian blood. When Pantaloon 
is a reputable, married merchant, he always has a young 

and pretty wife who deceives him like Fond_elwife and his 

1 Robertson, Pamela E.C. The Com1aedia dell'arte; Natal, 
University Press, 1960. p.25. 

2 Ducharte, P. I,. ':[ihe Ita1ian Comedy. Tr. from the 
French by B.andolph T. ~veaver. London (etc.), Harrap, 
1929. p.185. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Ibid. 

p.150. 

p.184. 
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pretty young spouse Laetitia. 1 At other times Pantaloon 

loves a young fl.irt who demands gold for her love and_ 

then mocks him when he is out of her presence ; 2 a 

situation similar to that in which Heartwell is trapped 

and mocked. Indeed Sylvia herself might be ·a descendant 

of Fiorenetta, 3 the cultivated courtesan. Franca -

Trippa, who speaks the Bolognese dialect mixed with the 

Tuscan dialect ; Brighella, the light-fingered, hard­

drinking swaggerer Pangrazio, the yokel come to the 

city ; Fagliaccio, the low comedian, these and many other 

types from Italian farce might be found in English comedy 

but usually they have been transmuted, as in Shakespeare's 

plays, and have become English characters, or even 

English types, developing according to the English comic 

tradition. 

1J:1he ccmmon feature of all the Italian low 

comedies was a love intrigue 4 and the same is true of 

the English·Restoration comedy; but then there a:e the 

gay lovers Beatrice and Benedick in !:!~fh_Ado_abo~~t-~.2!hiQg 

who are too human and too I:nc;lish to be classified as 

stock types imported from Italy, and is it not more 

probable that the gay lovers of the English comedy of 

manners descended from them? \~1ile it is patent, there­

fore, that ideas from the Italian popular farce were 

adapted to the Ene;lish star;e, it is difficult to deter­

mine how creat was that influence. 

A feature of Restoration comedies, however, 

which appears to have originated in Italy, was the impromptu 

dialogue of the actors. The .QQ~@.§.Qi£_Qell_'._.§:rt§_ was a 
. . 

spontaneous performance -oy skilled groups of actors, 

many of whom had been born to the tradition of the popular 

stage. These men and women· would improvise their dialogue 

as the action developed, usually free from the curb of 

----~----~--~--~----~---~---~---~----~---· --~-~--

1 Ducharte, P.L. The Italian Comedy. Tr. from the French 
by Randolph T. ~leaver. London (etc.), IIarrap, 1929. 
p. 181-182. 

2 Ibid. p.182. 

3 Ibid. p.271. 

l+ Ibid. p.51. 
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Doral re strain·c, ancJ. the spon to.nc i ty of the perf ormc::.nce 

in the hands of skilled. uctors would creuto o. verisiH1ili­

·cucle 1.-1hich a written script micht scarcely equal. It 

was customary for actors on the Restoration stage to 

follow the example of these Italians. The written script 

would serve as a cuide, but the actor of traditional 
comedy was permitted to interpret his part vJi th the free­

com of an Italian mime. In this way, lines of dialoe:;ue 

'dhich now appear dull and. lifeless might suggest an 

extempore performance both sp0rkling and vivacious. 

(3) The Christian Church 

The anathema of the Christian church had closed 

the theatres in the 7th century A.D. That the new birth 

of drama should take plo.ce in the ritual of the Christian 

church itself 1 is not at all surprisine;. Apart from 

its ritualistic ori3in, drruna·offered a _potential 

attraction to thG populace which the cl0re;y might not 

continue to ic;nore with impunity. Here was a means of 

bringing many stray sheep to the fold. First it \vas the 

miracle play and then the morality play that was developed. 

The purpose of these draI,1atizations was moral - throue;h 

spectacle, to teach the 3ospel. 

Tl1e t11ird influence on drama prior to the days 

of William Concreve . \vas, the ref ore, the Christian Church. 
By the ll+th century, dra:na hac1 pas sea_ out of the hands 

of the clerc;y into those of the lai·t;y and its performance 

had moved from the nnves and choirs to the ;:J.arket-places. 

It was no lon;;er intencled for devotion and edifiGmtion 
- tr. .- ., - ddJ"lt 2 -~ ., bu ior mir~n, wonder an_ .e .1g1-. ~rom now on i~s 

evolution rnay be traced through the pa.:::;eants to the 

sudden blossomin~ of dramatic art in the rei~n of Queen 
Elizabeth I. 

1 Chc..mber.s, Sir E. K. The riediaeval Stase .. (Londo:n), 
Oxford.Univ. Press, ·1948. Vol. II. p.2. · 

2 Ibid. Vol. II. p.69. 
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In the plays produced by the Christian church 

the importance of individual characters took precedence 

over the action. Christopher Marlowe deveioped the idea; 

makin~ the climax.of his great tracedies dependent upon . 
the free choice ·of the pro~igonist himself - a choice . ..., 

bebveen right an<l•'w"crone;. Above all is this development 

c 1 ear in 1h~~~§JS:i£~1-Hi ..e! orL of_ Doc t Q£_E~l!..§!l!..§ . Instead 
of the tragic~.her.? being overwhelmed by events resulting 
from an·act repugnant to divine ethics over which he had 

no.con;-t;rol, like Oeqipus or Orestes, a flaw in the 

character of th~ hero himself, a faulty choice or a 

mis.take, in judgement,. but always owing to character, was 

the direct cause of a tragedy. We need only think of the 

famous tragedies 9f William Shakespeare to realise how 

th~,st~~ss in"tra$edy had shifted from divine ethics to 

human ethics. It~is a development which influenced 

tragedy in the ._seventeenth century and appears to be 

relevant to a11 appreciation of 1h~_!1Q~g_!gg Brig~ by 
Will Hun Congreve. 

C. BEN JONSON At'\TD THE COMEDY OF HUMOURS 

The opinions of Ben Jonson produced a substantial 

change on the English comi~ stage. Explora!a:_Q£...l..-12isfQYerie_e 
is a collection of his thoughts and opinions on various 

subjects. It includes ideas which, he believed, would 

save English drama from the imaginative extravagance of 

Elizabethan rornailticism, and many of those ideas had a 

profound influence on e;enerations that followed. It is 

an important document. 

Firstly, let us consider Ben Jonson's interpret­

ation of the work 'imitation'. In his own words: 

·. 

11 The third ~equisite in our Poet, or Maker, is 
Imitation, to be able to convert the substance, 
orRicbes· of an other Poet, to his 01·me use. 
To make,choise of one excellent man above the 
rest, and so to follow him, till he grow very 
E~f: or'; so '•like him' as the Copie may be .. 
mistaken for, the. Principa_ll. Not, as a 
Creature; that 's\rn.llowes, what it takes in, 
crude, raw, or indigested; but that feede·s 
with an Appetite, and hath a Stomacke to 
concoct, divide c:md. turne all into nourishment. 



Page 25 

' 

Not, to imitat~ Servilely as Horace saith, 
and catch at vices, for vertue: but, to 
draw forth out of the best, and choisest 
flowers, with the Bee, and turne all into 
Iloney, worke it into one relish., cmd savour: 
make our imitation sweet: observe, how the 1 best writers have imitated, f\Ild follow them 1

'. 

With epigramatic genius Alexander Pope expressed 
a similar thought in a rhymins couplet in 1711: 

'
1 True '>lit is Nature to advanta~e dress 'd, 

2 What oft was thought, bu:j} ne'er so well express'dn 

:Iere is the essence of 17th centur;y dramatic practice 

and there need be no doubt that Jonson's advice had a 

profound influence upon William Congreve. 

When Aristot;le considered the quest ion of unity 

in drama, he allowed dramatists considerable latit~de. 

Th~ compass of the action should not be too larGe or too 

small ; the time of its duration should be 11 such as to 
"A 

render it probable" . ./ The Italic::.n critics of the 16th . r 
century restated his theory a11.d Ben Jonson followed their 

interpretation. In this way the idea, that the duration 

of the action. in both t,rac;cdy and comedy should be so 
. 4 

conceived 11 that it exceed· not th.e compasse of one Day 11 , 

was born. . 5 The action, too, 11 should.Pe one, and intire If. 

These curbs; Jonson my.st have believ,ed, would produce 

better art while restraining the '.fruitfulness 1 of 
romantic imaginations. 

. ' t -----------------·-----------------... ------------. 
1 Jonson, Ben Explorata: or, Disc.O'veries. (In: Ben Jonson. 

Ed. by C.H. Herford, Percy and~Evelyn Simpson. The 
Poems, The Prose" ~Jorks. Oxford,11 Clarendon Press, 1947). 
Vol. VIII. p.63S:-6.39. " - .. ( 

2 Pope, Alexander Essay cin Cri tici.sm .'. (In: The English 
Pernassus. Oxford, Clarendon Press, (1947)). p.205. 
1. 297-28. 

3 Aristotle Treatise on Rhetoric . . and . . also The 
Poetic. Tr. by Theodore Buckle;y. London, Bell, 1888. p.421 

4 Jon son, Ben Exploratq: ~ o-r, Disc.overie s. (In: Ben Jonson. 
Ed. by C.H. Herford, Percy and :8velyn Simpson. The 
Poems, The Prose Works. Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1946). 
Vol. VIII. p.647. 

5 Ibid. p.647. 
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·1111 en Ben Jons on wrote :§~12..1..9. r a ~§:..:.._.9.Ei_;!2i§.Q.9. ve fie s , 
drama as a secular art had existed for many years. Like· 

Seneca, he believed that comedy had a moral ~unction to 
perform. For instance, comedy should expose vice: 

11 I'll strip the ragged follies o:f the time 
1 1-;aked as at their birth fl. 

Its function was not only to entertain but also to teach~ 

nThe parts of a Comedie are the same with a 
Tragedie, and the end is partly the s(3.me. 
For, they both delight and teach n. 2 

A little later he explains how the teaching is effected: 

If . .. 
any 
but 
be 

the wise, and vertuous, will never thinke 
thing belongs to themselves that is written, 
rejoyce that th~ good are warn'd not to 

3 such ; ancl the ill to leave to bee such fl. 

Finally, Den Jonson tried to explain why certaii:n 
, r 

characters appear to be ridiculous. He found that it was: 

caused by humours. In the ProlofQ!.~ to his comedy Every 

r:Ian_Q_ut -2.f .... }li§. 1I~~2ur the presenter, named Asper, 
de$cribed a 'humour': 

11 When some one pecu.liar quality 
Doth so poss.ess a man, that it doth draw 
All his affects, his spirits, and his powers, 
In their confluctions, all to run one way, 4 This may be truly said to be a humour". 

The word 'humour' was derived from the same 
stem as the modern 1:10rd 'humidity 1 p_nd orie;inally implied· 

sometbin3 wet or fluid. Hippocrates believed that the 

-------------~~-----------------~---------------------

1 Jonson, Ben Every Man out of his Humour. (In: 1l1he 
Complete Plays of. Ben Jonson. London, Dent; New York~ 
Dutton, (1950). Vol. I. p.61. · · 

2 Jonson, Ben Explorata: or, Discoveries. (In: Ben Jonson. 
Ed. by C.H. Herford, Percy and Evelyn Simpson. CI:·he 
Poems, The Prose ·,forks. Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1947). 
Vol. VIII. p.634. 

3 Ibid. p~634. 

L1. Jonson, Ben Every Man out of his Humour. (In: The 
Cor;.ri:plete Plays of Ben Jonson. London, Dent; New York, 
Dutton, (~950)). Vol. I. p.62. 
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human body contained four chief fluids or humours: phlegm, 

blood, choler and blaclc bile. A similar concept appeared 

in the science of Aristotle. There a.re four primary and 

opposite qualities, he wrote - hot and cold, wet and dry 

and these combine to form the essences which constitute 

all matter. The four essences or elements were said to 

be earth, air, fire and water. ·Thus \·mt er was wet and 

cold, fire hot and dry, air hot and moist and earth cold 
and dry. Later writers combined this idea with the 

Hippocratic theory. Fire was said to produce choler, air 

blood, water phlegm and earth black bile. Differences in 

human temperament were explained in terms of a dispro­

portionate mixing of the humours. For instance, if there 

Has excessive phlesm in the body the person was said to 

be of a phlegmatic temperament and he ,.,rould lack vivacity, 

thougl1. he was co.lm and strong. Sirnilarly a preponderance 

of blood gave rise to a sa11e;uine temperament which pre­

disposed a person to pleasant eri10tions, though he was 

weak and chane;eable. lm excess of yellow· bile produced 

a choleric temperament w~1ich was quick to ancser, thouc;h 

strong. Finally, a disproportionate quantity of black 

bile caused a melancholic temperament which was slow and 
weak with sad emotions. 

The complete theory of humours is much more 

complicated than this brief resum& su5gests, the various 

temperaments bein3 3overned by astrological concepts of 

nativity under different signs of the zodiac, the influence 

of planets and. so on, but j_t vms the idea of an inc;rained 
and unbalanced temperament which Ben Jonson adapted to 

form the basis of his theory of humours in comedy. 

Den Jonson bc;lieved that comedy ought to be 

realistic not romantic. He had a methodical rnj_nd and a 

theory of comedy in keeping with con~emporary medical ideas 

was afunirably suited to his purpose. Instead of commencinB 
t-Jith a plot as B:1.akespeare usually did, Ben Jonson 

asse~bled a number of ideas exem~lified in characters 

ea.ch vii th a distinctive and dominant trait or passion and 

t;:;us created the situation. From the conflict and contr&st 
of these.characters arose the comedy and the interest 

-,-- ·~-: 
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centred in the resolution of the situation, not in the 

characters as people. Indeed they were considerably 

less than people, but caricature is a means of ridicule 

and Ben Jonson was a satirist. His purpose, as we have ... 
seen, was to expose vice· and_ f oll;y and to teach. A 

theory of this nature readily assimilated-traditional 

char~cter types but the atmosphere was usually that of 

contemporary life in a great city like London. The vices 

and follies were those prevalent in the London of his 
own day. 

To criticise Ben Jonson for the lack of depth 

in his characters is to misunderstand his purpose. The 

comedy of humdurs satirised mankin,d by' exaggerati~~g ·h.is 

failings. It was not intended to port~ay human nature 
in all its complexity. 

" 

With the theory of humours tbe~e develope~ the 

tendency to express the 'one peculiar quality' in an apt 

/name, and it was not long before names li.ke Volpone, 

Mosca, Voltore, Corvino and so on, were replaced by 

English compounds· such as Knowell, '.:Jell bred, Lovewit, 

Littlewit, Purecraft and Winwife. At dther times a· single 

word aptly described a character of humour, as Subtle, 

~i'ilcher, Dapper OJ;' merely his occupation, like Ambler, 

a gentleman-usher, dhackles, keeper of Newgate, Compass, 

o. scholar mathematic and Keep, the niece's Nurse. ~ 

The proloe;ue to ~yer;y_Mag,_~~-_Qf_Qis..J!y.:!!!Q~ 
also stated that ridiculous affectations, like wearing 
a pied feather, a three-piled ruff, Hrench garters or a 

cable hat-band are certainly no·c humours. They are 

'apish or fantastic' manners. Ridiculous manners should 
also be ridiculed in comedy: 

1"Aell, I will scourc;e those apes, 
And to these courteous eyes oppose a mirror, 
As larc.;e as is. the stage whereon we act ; 

. Every man out of his Hull19ur .. 
1 Jon son, Ben (InThe Complete :1:lays of Ben Jon son .. 

London, Dent; Ilew York, Dutton, (1950). Vols. I 
and II. 
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\!Jbere they shall .see the times deformity 
.Anatomised in evei""y nerve, and sinew, 

1 With constant coµrage, and com tempt of fear. 11 

In this way Ben Jonson .. the comedy of humours 

to its greatest strength and laid the foundation of the 
comedy of manners. 

D. 1rOWARDS REG'I10RATION 

A trend ai_,my from both the romantic comedies 

of Shakespeare· and the moral sqtires o.f Ben Jonson may 

be seen in the of.Thomas Middleton, John Fletcher 

and James Shirley. It is a movement which points the 

way toi,vard_s the later comedies of Etherege and Congreve. 

Middleton, it is true, depicts the seamy_ side 
of London life, but the iriteresting fact is that he gives 

' . . 
us a picture of the manners and behaviour of the bourgeois 

and lower class inhabitants. There is no sentimentality 
in his treatment and no moral purpose. 

The new trend emerges clearly from a play like 
_£._Trick _t52 _ The dialogue· is prea_omi.nant­

ly prose, though it lacks the gaiety associated with a 

dramatist like Etherege·. The story is one -of crude 

realism where greed for mon_ey removes moral inhibitions. 

The 'hero' is himself a· rake but his opponents are so 

despicable tha,t we wan:t his trick to succeed. Here is a 1 

brief summary to illustr_ate the trend: 

Like Congreve 's Valentine in a later_ comedy, 

Witgood finds himself in financial trouble. He says to 
himself: 

Ii.All's gone; still thou'rt a that's
2 all ; ·but a poor one, that's noi:;hing 11

• · 

1 Jonson, Ben Every Man out of his Humour. (In: 'I'he Complete 
I'lays of Ben Jonson. London, Dent; New York, Dutton. · 
(195¢), Vol. I. p.63. - . 

2 Middleton, Thomas .A Trick to Catch the Old One. (In: 
Elizabethan Plays. Ed. by Hazelton Spencer. Doston, 
Beath- Co. (1933)) . .A. S.l. p.983. 1. 1-2. 
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Do he devises a trick. A courtesan agrees to act the 

part of a rich widow. Witc;ood's uncle, Pecunius Lucre, 

is deceived ; his creditors are deceived. Ti1ey off er 
him further credit: 

3rd Creditor: 11 .Send a note of all your wants to my 
shop, 1 and I 1 11 supply yoi:..1 instantlyn. 

Of course the trick cannot succee::cl f long. In Act IV 

3cene III, the creditors cryiig: 

1st Creditor: 

2nd Creditor: 

3rd Creditor: 

• 

111 1 11· wait these seven hours but I'll 
see him caught ll , 

11 Faith, so will I 11
• 

11 Hang him prodigal 
the 1,-Jidow 11

• 

He's stripp'd of 2 

tgood, however, is r;iot a man to ·be easily defeated, as 

his name implies. Walkadine iloard, ·a wealthy skinflint, 

is tricked by his greed into marrying:the counterfeit 

rich widow and, in compensation, receives Hoard's 
< c; 

daughter Jane. 

Perl1aps as a mark of respect to old tradition, 

both \'Jite;ood and the newly-wed Mrs. Hoard_ repent their 

past lives in the final scene of ttie last act, but the 

artificiality of the old convention in these new 

stances serves even more to stress the new conception 

and treatment. A man of questionable morals attains 

prosperity by questionable means and yet it seems right 

that he should. Hoard is a much more unpleasant person. 

__ has been criticised 
as an amoral play :Oecause our sympathies are enlisted on 

the side of a rake, but, leavinc the moral question 
aside, the. importance of JVIiddleton' s contribution to the 

later Comed;:;r of Manners is that th.e 'rake-hero' came to 

1 Middleton, Thomas A Trick to: Catch the Old One. (In: 
Elizabethan Plays, Ed. by Hazelton Spencer. 1. Boston, 
Heath Co., (1933)).· A. 1 S.l. p.995. 1. 90-91. 

2 Ibid. A. 4. S.3. 1. 1-5. 
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be accepted as the norm in numerous Restoration comedies.: 

. 
.. • 

(2) John,Fletcher 

The 'rake-hero' reappears in !.h~_J'.fi:11-=QQose 
QQ.as§_ by John Fletcher, but other resemblances to 

Middleton's drama are negligible. The scene is set in 

Paris and the characters belong to the upper class. This 

play was acted at Court in 1621 and.it was.produced many 

times up to the clo~inB of the theatres i~ 1643. More­

over it was one of the first plays to b'e revived when 

the theatres reopen&d after the Restoration. 

On~ is i~mediately struck by the vivacious 

witty style of .'.J:he_~il~=QQQ§Q_Chase and its lack of 

Jonson's serious moral purpose. The light, youthful 

gaiety and carefree thrill of life inject a fresh spirit 

into the comic love theme, a spirit reminiscent of 
.. 

Shakespeare's Beatrice and Benedick,, which foreshadows 

the style of Sir George Etherege. Though written in 

blank verse, the dialogue resem1,Jles .fluent prose. Here 

is an example (Oriana's· opinion of· ·'··:the people ') : 
' . 

"What woman is, or has been eveT, honest? 
Give 'em but ten round cups, they' 11 swear J~ucretia 
Di'd not for want ot power to resist Tarquin, 
But wan·c of ple·i3.SJlre, that he .stay' d no lonc;er ; 
And Portia, that was famous .for her piety 
To her lov'd lord, they'l~ face ye out, died o' 1 th' pox". 

In imagery, idea, diction and style· l.this is a comedy of 

manners. Oriana's gay 'chase' after 1'1irabel, the Wild 
. . . 

Goose who has &"1 aversion to marria'ge, leads to .scenes 

of verbal sparrine; and sex an ta:gonism, 1 ike Act II Scene 
.I (Mirabel and Oriana), Act II Scene II (Pinac and Lillia 

Bianca), and Act II Scene III (Mirabel, and Belleur 

against Rosalura and Oriana), which adumbrate the future ' 

stage. ITere is a gay life of love and intrighe where 

l Fletcher, John 1I1he 'dild-Goose Chase. (In :Elizat>ethan 
Plays. Ed. by Hazelton Spencer. Boston, Heath Co., 
(1933)). A.l. S.l. p.885. 1. 117-122. 
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Mirabel is tricked into marrying Oriana by her disguising 

herself as a- rich Italian lady - a rather unsatisfactory 
I 

foundation for marriage one woul~ imagine, but in keepin$ 

with the youthful spirit of the whole. In all these 

comedies, as in later Restoration comedies, there are 

music, song and dance. 

John Fletcher holds an _important place in the 

development of the comedy of manners. He raised it from·' 

the back-streets of London and its sordid intrigues to 

the realm of fashionable and courtly life he introduced 

the rivalry of the sexes and· the pursuit of love as its 

dominant motif and he steeped it in a gay spirit of wit 

which persisted in the vivacio.us diction of .Sir George 

Etherege and William Congreve himself. The world of 

~h~~ilQ=QQQ§.~ Ch§~~ is a world of fantasy, to be sure, 

not the fashionable society of London, but the contribu­

tion to the development of the comedy of manners is 

unmistakable. 

Iii/hen the theatres were closed by the Puri tans, 

Shirley was conceded to be· t~e leading dramatist of 

London. Perhaps it was for this reason that about eight 

of his plays were revived when the theatres reopened. 

He was a staunch royalist and in 1633 he is said to have 

written a play ~g~_QQmester, based on a plot outline 

supplied by King Charles I. 

Shirley is an important link between the period~ 

of Ben Jonson and the Restoration. 1rhe development is 

particularly clear in him comedy ~h~~ad;y_Qf_~±ea§~E~ of 

which it has been said that 11 the cool and calculated 

intrigue of Aretina is thoroughly typical of the 

dec;radation of love in the seventeent~1-century comedy of 
1 manners n. 

____________________________________ ...._ ____ ·-~-p---------' 

1 HartnoJl, Phyllis. Ed. ·The Oxford Companion to the 
Theatre. London (etc.) 1 Oxford Univ. Press. 1951. 
p. 738. 



In the ~·10rld of .1:£)2e l{_tld-Go2se_Qhase mundane 

considerations of money o.ncl the cares of daily living 

had no part. Ci.'he ~ad.y_Qf Ple.§:CUf:.§., however, has i to 

scene set in Lord.on, but, unlike r·~iddleton's drama, its 

characters belonc; to an iclle ancl sopl.1isticated upper 

class who 0ame and drink and. pursue loose women \·Ji th 

impunity. Th2irs is a world of pleasure and intric;ue 

fo~ pleasure's sake. They are concerned with food, drink, 

rno:aey and the events of daily lif~ whicb. must have been 

familiar to JJondoncrs of that "'viiJ.10. :Jut tl1is is not a 
coi;1edy of hmaou:rs: it is a coh:ed.y of huiu.an behaviour in 

an ovsr-sophisticated society. 

f'ilnorig tb.e characters are a rJord, Gentlemen 

and. Gallante as well as a younc sdrnlar who is corrupted 

b;'/ the gay town lii'e. There are i1retina, the wife of 

.Sir Thomas Dorm·Jell, 1:Jho is 0ored. by life in t~2e country 

and desires the pleasures of the toun, and also Celestina, 

a young widow of hiGh moral printiples. Finally there 

is Madam Decoy the procuress. 

The plot is an· intri3ue and a counter-intrigue 

so that t:1e resemblance to the Restoration comedy of 

1no.nners is strDdn2; ind.cecl. vi111erc it differs from the 

later coffiedy .is in the repentance of Ar~tina and the 

Lord in the final scene. Tb.e fact that Shirley, like 

::!'letc~1er, employed a fon~1 of blank-verse is scarcely 

noticeable since it is prosaic in the choice of words. 

To illustrate t;his I shall quote one exauple: 

Aretina: 11 I G1Il to sit this morning. 

Born well: Do, while I give new directions to my ste\vard. 

·Kick shaw: With your favor, we '·11 wait on you; sitting's 
but 

Aretina: 

A melancholy exercise without 
Some company to discourse. 

It does conclude 
A lady's morning work. !:Je rise, make fine, 
Sit for our picture, anC:_ 't is ti111e to dine. 

Littleworth: Praying's for~ot. 

Kick.shaw: '·:r is out of fashion". 

1 Shirley, James The Lady of Pleasure (In:Elizabethan 
Plays. Ed. by IIazelton .Spencer. Doston, i~eath Co., 

(1933)). h.l. S.l. p.1140. 1. 311-318. 

1 
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Thout;h E3hirley always introduced a repent~ce 

scene. a:nd advocated mo~ali t;y at the end of his comedies, 
his contribution to the development of the Restoration 

comedy of manners. should not ~e ignored. In most other 

respects the late~ comedy was contained in his comic 
drama. 

Perhaps a few examples which recur. in the 
comedies of· \'Jilliam Cone;reve should be noted before I 

end this discussion. 'I1he first 'is the ·character Caperwi t 

in Shirley's ~ov~_ig_g_Maze. He is the ·type of inade­

quate person who is· a social failure and who tries to 

hide his inadequacy by boasting of his prowess with 

women. Caperwi t is a r:d::diculous counterpart of Congreve Is 
" 

Petulant in The Way of the_}iQrlg. In the same play there 

is a tricked marriage, a situation which frequently 

occurs on the Restoration star;e and whi.ch Congreve twice 

employed. My final example is·found .in Th~_Con.stag!_Mal:Q.. 
There Playfair advises Hartwell to make love to the 

mother in order to disguise his love for the daughter. 

In both The DQ~bl~=]~al~E and ~g~_y,{gy_of _!h~-~QEld 
Congrove uses this id.ea dramatically. 

Examples iike these may be multiplied, but no 
·useful purpose will be served in doing so. The ~evelop­

·ment of the particular type of comedy which was resumed 

by Sir George Etheree;e after the Restoration appears to 

be quite clear. The line seems to run from Middleton to 

·Fletcher culminating in the social comedy of manners by 
J·am.es Shirley. 

E. THE INTERREGNUM 

In 16L~2 Enr;li.sh theatres were closed by order 

of t~1.e Commonwealth Parliament which gave expression to 

the disapproval of Christian Puritanism. Just as seven 

dark centuries·of the Christian anathema had not des­

troyed the art of the ancient !Qi!Q~§., so Puritan intoler­
ance again failed to destroy the dramatic art. Indeed 
there is no evidence whatever to suc;gest that the con­

ventions of th~ Caroline stage were altered. Professor 

Harbage appends to his book Cavalier Drama a list which 
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contains about 157 titles of plays written between ~he 

years 1643 and 1659. 1 In this way the Caroline tradi­
tion remained alive. 

An important development occurred in the year 
1656. Sir 1:Jilliam Daven.ant was able to evade the baI1 on 

play-actine; by producing a kind of opera, 1h.§. __ Si.§.£&-2f 
. . . ~ 

Bh.9.2:es, which he termed 'music and instruction 1 • c:.. 

Despite Puritan protests, this was followed bY 1:h.§._Crue1.,:t;z 

Qf_!h.§. SQ~giards_ig_~.§.E~ in 1658 and EistQEY._Qf_§i£ 
EE9.2.Q.l§._I2E..~~~ in 1659. The setting for these operas irms 
elaborate as the directions for the first entry in 1:h.§. 

§1.§.g.§._Qf_BhQdes illustrate: 

The curtain being drawn up, a lightsome.sky 
appears discovering a maritime coast, full 
of craggy rocks and hie;h cliffs, with several 
verdures naturally crowing upon such si°!Juations 
and, afar off, the true prospect of the city 
of Rhodes, when it was in prosperous estate; 
with so much view of tbe gardens and hills about 
it, as the narrowness of the room will allow 
the scene. In that part of the horizon, termin­
ated by the sea, is represented the Turkish 
fleet, making ~awards a promontory, some few 
miles distant from the town. The entry is 
prepared by instrumental music. 

It was the beginning of a movement away from a simple 

setting towards elaborate spectacle on the Restoration 
stage, particularly in tragedy. William Congreve employed 

this technique in his tragedy, ~h.§._I1ourning_.££1.9&· 

Though Professor Dobree does not agree that the 

Restoration co~edy of manners was influenced by the.French 

variety and expressly states in his booklet on William 

.QQgg£~~~ 11 this is a false viewn, 3 the possible - influence 

of Moliere on dramatists like Sir George Etherege and 
William Wycherley, who spent several years in France 

. . . 
---~~-~~~-----------~~-----~~-~-~----~--~~--

1 

2 

3 

Harbage, A. Cavalier Drama. New York, Modern Language 
Association of America; London, Oxford Univ. Press, 
1936. Appendix. 

Hartnoll, Phyllis. Ed. Tne.Oxford Companion to the 
Theatre. London (etc.), Oxford Univ. Press, 1951. p.181. 

Dobree, Bonamy. William Congreve. (London), Longman-s, 
Green for The British Council, (1963). (l'Jri ters and 
their work series, No. 16L~). p.12. 



durin~ the Interregnum, should not be overlooked. Moli~re 

at t11at time by his own efforts had raised :H'rench comedy 

from an impromptu perf orrnance of farce bo.sed on tlle 

~QS~~dia dell'arte to the status of a respectabls drama 
acceptable at Versailles and. the Zne;lish Cavaliers must 

certo.inl;;r have seen these coawdies durinc; their exile.': .... 

It is not easy to determine, houever, to vhat extent the 
Enslis~ drrunatists were influenced. 

Instai1ces ':1hich may be attributed to the French 
influence are i'iar;ery Pincl.11-life in l"l2fcherley' s comedy 

~he Cogntg ~.Jife, i;1ho may have been the prototype of 

Congreve's Niss Prue~ 011d, who·bears a certain resemblance 

to Agnes in Moliere's L'Ecole des Femmes; a similarity 

may be seen in the endin0s of L'Ecole des_FeSffies and 

Conc;reve 's :novel, IncQ3ni!.§: when S0anarelle 's wife 
expresses a wish that ther.e was a law which allowed one 

to ci.1anc;e husbands as often as one changes one's linen, 

we think of Millamant 's words that one should be allowe.O. 

to choose one's acquaintance as one does one's clothes ; 

~ascarille's discussion of his doggerel veise in Les 

E!'.~S?:.i9.::J...§.~§. Ridi£ules resembles the discussion b~·,tw:e.~11 Lady 

Froth and BrisL: in The Double-Dealer and even the idea 

of a servant personatinc; a !'Iarquis may be the source of 
I1irabell's in:tric;ue to win l"lillamant, but to multiply 

instances of this nature, as I said when discussj_ nc; 

James Shirley, S('3rves no useful purpose. The importance 

of Moliere to French comedy is that he initiated a new 

r;~nre of comedy, a satire of current social follies and 

he~1aviour, and it _is this species ~f comedy, the comedy 

of manners, that the Cavalier dramatists developed in 
England after the Restoration. It. is a comedy of the 

gay ana_ witty upper-class society and of those who aspire 

to be accepted as the social elite. b~s Fr.:cc_i§_uses 

Bidi_g_gle.§. in particular satirises the affectations of 
this society. 

Cne other pcint· should be mentioned 'before I 

pass to the Resto~ation itself. Moliere was a master at 

constructing ~ sin:le plot. Like Con~reve, he borrowed 

from many sources, but everyt~inG in his comedies revolved 

about a central idea. It is this type of comedy, as we 
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shall see later, which Congreve aspired to construct. 

\
1lhen the tJ1eatres again opened after the 

Restoration and dramas by :Fletcher and Shirley were revived, 
Enclish comic tradition was once again free to develop. 

In 1664 the first comedy by Sir George Etherege was 
performed on the Restoration stage. r:nothingn, writes 
Professor Harbo.ge, !!gives greater significance to the 

courtly invasion of the theatre after 1633 tha~ the 

cou~tly conquest of the theatre after ~6~0 11 • 1 The theatre 

of the Cavaliers was inherited by Cavaliers - men·e;o:y, 

cynical and living life to the· full. Love, wit, intrigue, 

folly, vice, all the trappings of fashionable and 

sophisticated society, its tensions and insincerities, 

indeed, the artificiality of fashion as it is in the world 

around us which we accept without question and o,ften with ... 

out thought, these were shown with coarse frankness on 

the Restoration comic stage. 

F. TIIE R.ESTORATION 

I have already rpentioned that Ben Jonson 

developed the comedy of humours to its greatest strength 

and, by saying that he would 1 scourge· 1 'the extravagant 

fashions of s6ciety, he laid the foundation of the comedy 

of ma...11ners as well. Al though I traced the ·development of 

a nev1 trend on the English stage which virtually became· 

a Restoration comedy of manners in the ha...11ds of James 

Shirley, it seems necessary at this point to distinguish 

clearly between the comedy of humours· and comedy of 

manners before I procee:rl to discuss those.dramatists who 
wrote this type of play in the years prior to William 
Congreve. 

I have said that the purpose of the comedy of 

humours was to expose vice and human folly oy creating 

caricatures of people whose 'humour' compelled them to 
____________________________ .......,, _________ ., ________ _ 
1 Harbage, A. Cavalier Drama. New York, Modern Language 

· J.fasociation of America ; London, Oxford Univ. Press, 
1936. p.237. 
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behave in a fixed and predetermined way. The purpDse of 

the comedy of manners, which, as a genre, dates back at 

least as far as Menander, was to laugh at extremes of 

human behaviour and thereby induce a more balanced 
..... • ·' 

approach to social ,living. This appears to have been the .. 
intention of Moliere and also of some Restoration drama-

tists, including William Congreve. The two species are 

similar in that all the situations are basically laughable 

and they are created by reco6nisably human character 

traits. Moreover, the names of the characters in both 

are useful for understanding the dramatist's intention. 

They differ because the method of the comedy of manners 

may be ·applied to lliJ.Y society and so it ·survives to the 
present_ day. The comedy of humours was based on a 

medical theory which is no longer accepted and,' except 

perhaps to some extent in Shaw, it is not used. Charac­

ters may be developed to a certain extent in the comedy 

of manners but this is. impossible in the comedy of humours. 
The theory of humours precludes it. 

•
1J:hough both. types of comedy have plots of 

intri8ue and one's interest is directed more toward the .. 
resolu.tion of the ·Situation than to the characters as 

~ ~\ 

people, intri::;ue'.· in:· the comedy of manners is essentially 
" -- . . . . 

sex-intrigue. ~n one form or another, the relations of 

the seies in sodiety~is the theme of all true comedies of 

manner.s. It is .a theme, which because of its universal 

interest, ·is liable· to persist as lone; as man himself. 

From t:h-e ancient· idea of ~md.§. to the comedies of the 
' . 

presen,t da.y the mfion of the sexes has remained. of 
universal· interest' 011. the comic stage. 

=t-
3 

· The ReBtoration variety of the comedy of manners 
seems,to capture the gay spirit of the Cavaliers and the 

artificial norms associated with the Court of King Charles 

II. ..Sex-intrigue is accepted, jealmrny is ridiculed, 

wit is ihe ·standard by which men are judged. Professor 

Dobree has said that the comic dramatists of the Restor-

ation 1ttried to laugh people hack to a rational philosophy 
. 1 

of social living' 1
• It is true of some dramatists, but 

--~~-~-~~~--~---~~-~-----~-~-~--~-----------

1 Dobree, Bonamy. William Congreve. (London), Longmans, 
Green, (1963). ('.,'Jriters and their work se:i;ies, No.164). 
p .12. -
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I find it impossible to accept this statement without 

aualification. The comedies of Sir George Etherege, 

Sir Charles, Sedley ,'and John Dryden do not appear -o have 

been writtma wit.h a satiric purpose. Their intention 
was merely to entertain. On the other hand William 

Wycherley, Thomas Shadwell and William Conc;reve intended 

to write satires. Excesses of all kinds were shown by 
them to be ridiculous. I shall deal with each of these 
dramatists briefly before I proceed to a a_etailed study 

of the one mentioned - William Congreve. 

The development of the English comedy of manners, 
which I traced up to James .Shirley in t·he Caroline period, 

continues in the plays of Sir George Etherege. Like 

Plautus in ancient.Home, Etherege introduced customs and 

f ollios familiar to a London audience of his day and set 

his scenes in pla'ces as fc.miliar - Spring Garden, f-Iulberry 
Garden, and so. on ... Though he was a Cavalier who had 

.spent years of exile in ]'ranee, he does not appear to 
have been greatly, influenced by Moliere. The carefree 

spirit, lively. style and the gay abandon iJ?. the treatment 

of unsavoury incidents in his comedies suggest that his 

purpC?Se was to entertain without satire . 

. 
His first p 1 ay , i c .§L Re V§.!!£§._i__ or_,_ 

J;g_.§:_!g}2, licenseq.. on July 8, 1664, is a patchwork of 
an heroic ac"tion ,. a love intrie;ue, a farcical episode, 

and the cheating of a foolish country knight by two 

c;ame s-ters. In -Sir Frederick Frollick we again find a 
' -rake as the 'hero' of a comic action. He is also a 

connecting link the separate chains of action. 
In some respects the gay fantasy of ·Fletcher 'seems to be 

combined with the t:;reater realism of James Shirley. 

-The illuminating part of this play is the 

action centred in a tavern. Unlike the artificial monotony 

of the rhymed couplets in the heroic action, or the French 

accent of Dufoy, the prose dialogue in these scenes has 
the natural rine; of familiarity and the sincerity of 
experience. It seems that a comic action with a rake as 
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the 'hero' has been written from the heart of a man who 
is himself a rake. The life of the tavern is part of 

Etherege, the tavern with its boisterous drunken songs 

and bawdy discussions. The realism he brin.gs. to the 

comedy of manners is the realism of experie_nce. ... 

It is significant that Etherege's· second comedy, 

printed four years later, was written entirely in prose. 

When one considers the blank-verse of Fletcher'_and Shirley 

and the effective prose of the tavern scene in 

this appears to be a natural More­
over, prose dialogue was truly the forte of Sir George 
Etherege. His light, easy style, .so well suited to the 

Gay life he depicted, was not matched before-Co'ngreve 
wrote The Old Bachelor. 

Another development{ may be seen if we compare 

this comedy by Etherege, with 

by James Shirley. Lady Cockwood, 
like Shirley's Aretina, constantly pursues pleasure, but 

whereas Aretina realises the folly of her ways and repents 

in the final scene, the illicit love-affairs Lady 

Cockwood are not considered to be wrong provided she has 

sufficient wit to keep her husband in ignorance. It 

illustrates a new and artificial standard of behaviour, 

a c;ynicism towards fidelity in marriage, whic.h Sir Oliver 
Cockwood shares: 

'""< -
1'Jlr Oliver: 11 to a true bred Gentleman-all lawful1 solace is abomination". 

Ethcrege dj_d not intend his audience to feel that there 

was anything wronc uith this attitude. It was a norm 
accepted by the court circle for whorn he wrote. 

'g also provides qurce a 
good illustration .of the. difference between a coinedy where 

the artificial norm is accepted and one which 

-----------------... _______ _ 
lEtherege, Sir George She wou'd if she cou'd. (In: 

Works of 3ir George Etherece. Ed. by ll.F.B. Brett-Smith. 
Oxford, Blackwell, 1927). Vol. II. .JL3 S.2,. p.136. 
1.222-223. 
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critical of social follies. After Sir Oliver Cockwood 

has trapped his wife alone with Courtall, she later 

def ends herself by accusing Courtall of an attempt upon 

her honour. Lady Touchwood :\n Congreve's comedy 

1?.2.Q;QJ:.Q=..Deale·r. similarly accuses Mellefont when speaking 

to her hu,sband. Both acc_usations are false, but Etherege 

immediately any suggestion of malice by Lady 

Cockwood's ·words when Sir Oliver nr know he bas 
. •:I 1 

not courage enough to question Courtall''. Congreve, 

011 the contrary'. is revealine; the depths to which a 

licentious may sink and he intends to evoke" feelings 
of dis;;ust. 

licenced in 1676, Sir George Etherege 

created a social fop who was to have many descendants -

Sir Fopling Flutter. This ma;y have been an attempt to 

satirise extravagantly affected man who aspired.to 

be the social elite but only .to the extent 

that he appeared ridiculous in an over-sophisticated 

socie·cy_ who lived by artificial norms. No satire appears 

to be directed against the.society itself. 

Dorimant, the rake 1 hero 1
, like Witgood in 

Hiddleton 's is intended to 

win our s;ympathy despite his heartless treatment of 

Mrs. Loveit and his cynicism. It is Lady Woodvill's 

prejudice ac;ainst Dorimant that is lauc;hable in the scene 

where she speaks to him 11ri thout knowing his identity, nnd 

Lady Townly's remark :near the end of the play can only be 

taken to mean that rakes are misjudged. nMen of Mr. 

Dori:rnant 's character", she sa;ys, nalways suffer in the 

general opinion of the world 1
'. 

2 

In the structure of all his comedies Sir George 

. 

1 Etherege, Sir Geore;e She wou'd if she cou 1 d. (In: 
The Dramatic Works of Sir George Etherege. Ed. by 
H.F.B. Brett-Smith. Oxford, Blackwell,· 1927). 
Vol. ·II .. A.4. S.l. p.ll.J·7. 1.128-129 .. 

2 Ibid. . The Man of Mode ; or, Jir Fop ling Fl utter. 
A.5. S.2. p.283. 1.311-312. 
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Etherege was closer to the -Snc;lish tradition than 

Moli~re's sincle plot. Several threads of interest are 

woven toc;ether, providing variety and movement. Above 
all, his light, easy style was admirably suited to the 
type of comedy he wrote. One is tempted to thi~k.that 

Congreve may have studied and imitated this literary 
style. 

Sir Charles Sedley may appear ~o be -out of 

place in the company of dramatists I have selected. He 

was not a very successful play-wright and may scarcely 

be said to have developed the comedy of manners. H~ is 

interesting because- the plots of his two best comedies 

were adapted· from Terence and to these he applied the 

method of Plautus by ref erring to or introducing episodes 

based on contemporary events. It is because Congreve, . 

_particularly in !gQ_2ld Bachel_or and ~QY~fQE_LoyQ, 
refers several times to contemporary London life that I 

feel Sedley deserves mention. 

A few lines spoken by Merryman in ~3edley 1 s 

comedy £Qllg~ifQ...i...-9.fi_~QQ_lli~iEQ~~ are of particular 
interest because they refer unmistakeably to the ideas 

o:r the contemporary En[;lish philosopher, Thomas Hobbes. 
These lines are : 

11
• • • in matter -of women, we are all in the 
State of Nature, everv man's hand against every1 man, Whatever we pret~nd 11 ~ --

Congreve, as we shall se later, appears similarly to have 
used the ideas of the philosopher John Locke, thout_;h in 

a more subtle way. 

There is also a scene in ]2Q,1lami.£.§: which appears 
to be relevant. The idea of a betrothed lady demandin~ 

certain libert_ies after marriage will_ be found in The 

Ci!J"_!:'.!Q;.9:.Q.Q! by Philip Massinger and a similar idea of a 

l Sedley, Sir Charles. Bellamira: or, The Mistres~. (In: 
The Peetical and Dramatic ~forks of Sir Charles Sedley. 
Collected and Ed. by V. de Sola Pinto. London, 
Constable, 1928). Vol. II. A.3 S.4 p.54. 1.115-117~ 
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pre-marital barcain occurs in some of Dryden's comedies, 

particularly ~ecEet Love:~~Th~ Viciden_~ecQ.,_ but 

tbe spirit of Jedley's 'bar~ain' for '' ... our future 
P a f"\.,, • ' 'I 1 , . l 1 t1 • eace a...~ . ·"l:'.uiei:; · seems -co reseiil.) e JJ.e J2EOVlSQ sce1'le 

in ~he Way__of the '1J2£1.9: more closely than do the others 

and it may have been the 'copy imitated' by 1 •• iJilliam 

Congreve. 

John Dryden, like Sir George Etherece, wrote 

co~edies chiefly to entertain. His wit has been said to 

lack humanity and he never achieved the lightness of touch 

assreiated with the dialo[:;ue of Etherege or Congreve, but 

his position as poet lo.ureate and his friendship with 

Con~reve justify his inclusion in this discussion. His 

vie1·1s on comedy were quite clearly stated in the Preface 

to lm_~~eninr.:; 's Love: or, The Mock Jlstrolo~E, v1hich I 

shall quote: 

n:'?.ut in comed;y it is not so; for the chief end of 
it is di vertiseraent and delight: and that so much, 
that it is disputed, I think, by Ileinsius, before 
Horace ·11is !:EL of Po~try, whether instruction be 
any part of its emplo:yraent. At least I am sure it 
can be but its second.ary end: for tl1e business of 
the poet is to make you laugh: \·Th.on i1e writes 
humour, he makes folly ridiculou:s; when wit, he 
moves you, if not ~lways to laughter, yet to a 
pleasure that is 1nore noble. lmd if he vrnrks a 
cure on folly, and the small ih1perfections in man­
t:ind, oy ex:posinr: tl:e1~1 to public view, that cure 
is not performed by s.n immediate operation. For 
it works.first on the ill-nature of the &udionce; 

·they are moved to laugh by the representation of 
a.eformity; and the shame of that lauc;hter teaches 
us to amend what is ridiculous in our m:anners. 
This being then established, that the first end 
of cm::iedy is delight an<l instruction only the 
second; it may reasonably be inferred that 
Comed;y is not so rnucl1 oblibed. to the punishraent

2 of faults wh.ich it represents, as Tro..e;ody". 

John Dr3rden was an influential fic;ure in the 

~---------~-~---------~--~---~~--~~~-~---~~--~-

1 3ed1ey-b S~~ CJJ.arles DellC::rlira: or, The I-Iistresc. (In: 
IJ:lh~ .t oe0ical, an::'l. Dramatic 1:JorLs of Dir Charles iJedley. 
Co~l~cted anQ Ed. by V. de Sola Finto. London, Constable 
1C)28J. Vol. II. A.3 S.3 p.'-1;9:. l.147-;J.A8. ' 

2 Dryden, John Preface to An Eveninc;'s Love: or, The Mock 
Astrolo,-::;er. (In: Dr:yd.en 'G. Essays. Land.on, Dent ; hew 
York, Dutton, 1 C:54). p .. '.J3. 



literary circles of his day and his opinion would carry 

sreat weic;ht. It is, therefore, important to note a 

criticism of Ben· Jonson contained.in his Defef1:_£~ of the 

~I?.1:1.2.G~§.. ·co the second part of his drama, 1'.hL.QQnoues! 

Qf_QE§:!l§:Q.£· Ben Jonson ho..d advised dramatists to read 
the classics. The origin of classical comedy was the 

EQ!:QQE, or revel, followed by .b§:rgos, or union of the sexes. 

Most of Jonson's comedies, however, were not about love. 

The theory of humours embraced all human vice and folly 

and micht scarcely be confined to love alone. Yet, 

according to John Dryden, love 11 is the foundation of all 

c~medies in other languac;es 11
• 

1 Dryden's conclusion was, 

therefore, that dramatists should not think Ben Jonson 
11 a perfect pattern for imitation 11

• 
2 It was an important 

development as it confined the subject of comedy to.the 

relation of the sexes in Gociety. 

There need be no doubt that William Congreve 

studied the comedies of John Dryden very carefully, so 

carefully indeed that phrase after phrase in !Q.§.._.Ql.9: 
Bachelor echoes his master's words. The influence a_imin--------
ished in the later comedies, but ~~en there one is 

occasionally reminded of Johri Dryden by an expression 

which seems familiar. ·rt is most-"probable, therefore, 

that William Con[;reve's novel, 1Q.£QLQit§:, was based on 
' 

Dryden's play, 1'he_:&~_?iggat1:QQ_l_or_,__!iQ~~-in_§:_!lggg~IT, 

and even the sus~estion that the prototypes of Nirabell 

and I'1illamant 1vere' Celadon and Florimel in !~~.£.:£~! Lov~.l 

_Q.£_,__~h.Q._Uaiden Q~Q.en mny not be lightly dismissed, thou~:h 

the resemblance is slim indeed. It is true, however, 

that some of the .J2!'.Q~l:E2.~ of Celadon and J!'lorimel do 
resemble those of flir.abell and Millarnan-c. 

John Dryden's comedies, as I said, were not 

outstanding and they can:q.ot•· be said to have added anything 
• "' '·.~ !,.- • 

to the comedy of ,mtmners as a g;enre. They usually follov1 
the ::nc;lish tradition t;iy bavint; diverse strands of action. 

---... -------------------~------------------·------------·---

1 Dryden, John The Drm11atic Foetry of tiie Last L!,e; 
Defence of the Epiloc:;ue to the Second P::irt of 11 TY1e 
Conoue st of Granada n. p .107. (In: Dryden's Essays. 

2 Ibid.~ p.lO?. London, Dent; New York, Dutton (1954)). 
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They rely chiefly upon e __ musing situations or affected 
1 

· I- 1 • , , fl' l t" • 11,T • 1 TV d . " cn.araccers, lKe le an ha in .:.:;Q!!lQSe a_.::_Q_· _nQ~§. 1 c:ma 

a~pear to have no purpose beyond light entertainment. If 

their appea~ to, a~1 audience may be judged by the comments 

of Samuel· Pepys, they were not all p9pular .. He greatly 

admired. Sif_~~Eiin Maf=Q11 1 .but dismissed ~-;§y§.gl:gg~.§ 
.!:2..Y.~..'..-· 2.£ ... t.~b.L!:12.f.t_As!f:O]~Q.GQE as "smutty 11

• 
2 

William W31 cherley, whose father remained a 

Royalist, was sent to France in 1655 at the age of fifteen 

years. so as not _to be educated by the Puritans in England. 

There he was introduced into the p.fecieuse circle of 

Mme. de Montausier, th~ social circle satirised by I'foliere 

in ~.§..§_!:.£8Ci.§.~.§.§..§_Bi2=ifUl§..§· ·He returned to England 
,_ 

and entered Oxford-in 1660; but did not take a degree. 

He then settled in the Inner Temple where he led a gay 
' . 

life without applyinc himself to the law. In 1671 his 

first play, ~2.~.§._ig_g_Wood_: __ or...1......§!_•_Jame_§~§_QQ!t was 

produced. 

A.new development in the comedy of.manners may 

be seen in the dramas of William. 1/ifycherley. Perhaps 

owing to the influence of Moliere,'· he used the English 

comedy as a vehicle for satire.. ·His style, however, 

remained individual and his own. f''ioliere '.s influence was, 

therefore, indirect,_ thou::;h there is some evidence of an 
• 

influence on Wycherley's ideas. ·The character of 

Mrs. Pinchwife in his comedy .'fb.~_Qoug1rY Wif~, for instance, 
was, as I have already mentioned, probably suggested ~y 

the artless g~rl, Agnes, in I!~?c.ole des Femmes, and there are 

passacses in .'fb..~.-¥la_1g_;QQQ1G,!'., Act I, Scene I', l~ct _II, 
Beene I and Act V, Scene I resembling lines from Act I, 

Scene I, Act II, 3cene V and Act III, Scene V of I!§. 

Ui~QP-.~h~2.P..§. respectively." ~Q.§._Q~g!lemQQ_~ggcigg Master 

1 Pepys, Samuel The Diary of Samuel Pepys. Ed. by _ 
H.:B. Wl1eatley .. London, Bell, 1896. Vol. VII. p.260-
261. Jan. 1st, 1667/8. 

2 Ibid. Vol. VIII. p.5L1 .. J'une 20th, J668. 
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alone, though based on Calderon, approached Moli~re's 

sinr;le plot structure. 'I'he other three comedies adlrnre 

to the English tradition, ha vine two or more .. strands of 
action loosely connected. . . 

Wycherley has often beeh accused Of coarseness 

and indecency,- but he was considered by his own contem­

poraries to be a hard-hitting satirist of the vices and 

follies of his time. This important o.ddition to the 

comedy of manners requires a closer study. His last two 

corn e die s , 1h.L.Qoug!£J:_ Wife and ~h.L_;pl§:i:Q:~§.£1 er, are the 
most sie;nificant though J:2ye ig_§:_WOQQ_'._ __ _Qf:_,_.§!_·_lam§_~§. 

R5!:!~ is interesting. _!i_Qve._in _Q_WO.QQ appears to be a 

comedy of manners in the tradition of Sir George Etherege 

which contains an element 9f low comedy involving 

Alderman Gripe, f'irs. Joyer, Mrs. Crossbi te m1d Miss Lucy that 

.. :n:~,¥~~ the coarseness of Thomas Middleton's plays, but 

there is a difference, Christina is a sweet, constant 
• & 

girl who never stoops to folly and even· Lydia, though 

jealous, is a respectable lady. Contrastinc constanc;y 

with infidelity in this way strengthens the satire while 

indicating the purpose of the dramatist. 

11 

~h§. Co~nt~;:J::_Wif§. is a most controversial play. 
It has been condetnned as obscene and immoral and has led 

to the belief that Wycherley was merely exploiting the 

taste of the audiei1ce for which he wrote, but I believe 

that there is sufficient evidence to shbw that it was. a 

savage satire. Moli~re, in his short satire on criticism 

entitled ~~_Cri!ique_g~-~ 1 Eco1__LQ~§._Fe!Qme§_, explained 

the aim of his comedy L':Scole des Femmes in: a discussion 
- ---------·---- ~ - ' ,,. 

between a group .of selected characters o(~tfferin~ 

opinion. In ~he _E1_aig_12~§::1~!: 1ifycherle;;;:: employed the same 
technique by introducinc; a discussion on.Th§._Co~gtr:y_Wife 

in Act V .Scene I. . The type of unfaithful, }oose-li vin[j 

woman against whom the satire was direct~d, Olivia, 

roundly condemned the play, but her cousin. Eliza, an 

insignificant though basically moral character,. defended 
it. 

Wycherley's technique in 1h~_QQ~!:l.1EL1'.if§. was 
, dif .ferent from that employed in ~.Q.Y~_.i!l-2: Woog. He 
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exacgerated the folly of certain society ladies by intro­

ducing an obscene intrigue of a rake named Horner aLd 

showing how readily their husbands were deceived. The 

end, however, is a condemnatio'n of the society by implic­

ation, not the Horner is not publicaly exposed. 

The satire, as I see it, is here. 'Should this sort of 

thing be tolerated'? seems to be the obvious question to 

.'.£he suggests that it was tolerated, 
if we are to believe Wycherley's contemporaries 1"Ihen they 
called him a satirist, so that.his aim must have been to 

show thinking people how sick their society was . 

__ wl1ich Dryden called a most 
useful satire, also presented a globrny picture of vice 

and inconstancy, of false stendards and general immorality, 

but the faithful love of-Fidelia last enables the 

misanthropic_ Manly to realise that tbere are good women 

and true friends in the world. -It is a more obvious 

satire than but it has also been con­
demned as immoral by critics, though it achieved con­
siderable success in its day. 

Whatever might be said about 
and the coarseness of some of Wycherley's scenes in his 

other plays, I believe that a satiric 'intention cannot 

justly be denied and this development pointed. the way 
-to William Congreve. That Congreve was influenced by 

Wycherley is undeniable. Examples may be found in 

an·d 
Some of these are a vague resemblance between Heartwell 

and l·Jycherley' s Manly and a· closer resemblance between 

the openin3 of Ac-t II Scene I in and 

Act II .Scene II in Olivia and. Eliza 
are certainly the prototypes of Cone;reve 's .Belinda and 
Araminta. The character Novel in the same play may have 

inspired ConGreve's Scandal in and Lord 
Plausible a....11.d Tattle are similarly reluted. I have 

already mentioned that Miss Prue owes something 

to Margery Pinchwif e in and the idea 
()f a good woman in all the comedies of Conzreve 

must certainly have been derived from William Wycherley. 
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Zpisodes in Conc;reve ';3 plays which were certainly 

bDrrowed from Wycherley are (1) tbe deception of 

Froth by Lady Froth and Drish: in Ths:.._J2_gyb};Q-DQ_g1_er, which 

is based upon (2) Scandal's 

and Tattle's reference to pictu:r;es in , 

which resembles Horner's use of the.word 'ch:lna' in The 

; (3) Scandal's praise ·or'. ·Angelica's con-
; f 

stancy, which is derived from Manly' s \vords to Fidelia 

in and (4) the· interlude or social 

r;ossip between Lord and Lady :Ei'roth and Brisk' in The 

which resembles the lB:tter half .of Act II 

Scene I in thougil;1 the discussion of 

society b;y Valentin.$, Scandal, Mrs. Frail 8.11.q Tattle in 

1:2..YQ_fQr LQ.YQ may also have originated in this· source. 

The place of William \·Jycher1ey in both the 

development .of the comedy of and the 

techn.ique of William Congreve is important. His achieve­

ment was the last maj:::Jr advance prior to Congreve's dramas. 

I. 

Thomas Shadwell, like Sir Charles Sedley, may 

appear to be out of place since, in the £roJ:2gue to The 

he professed to be a· follower of Ben 

Jonson. His words about Jonson were 

"Our Author, ever havinp; him in view, 
At humble distance would his steps pursue. 
He to correct, and to improve did write ; 
If Poets aim at nought but to deliGht, 1 Fidlers have to the Bays an equal right 11

• 

Eis dramas; :the ref ore, -are a variation of the comedy of 

humours rather than the comedy of mai.'1.ners, though he 

adhered, like hi_s contemporaries, to the theme of love. 

I have included him in this discussion because he was a 

satirist and his tiechnique in satire. was not quite the 

< 

1 Shadwell, Thomas Prologue. to the .squire of Alsatia. 
(In: Complete Works of Thomas Shadwell. Eq_ ;'_ by 
Montague Summers. London, The Press, 1927). 
Vol. IV. p.204. 
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same as that of Wycherley . 

.Shadwell expressed his beliefs in the Pr.§_fa_g_.§. 

to hi.s coraedy 1'.h.§._;];um2~Eists as follows 

nLnd for the reformation of Fopps and Knaves, I 
think Comedy most useful, beco.use to render 
Vices a"ld Fopperies very ridiculous, is a 
3rea.ter punishment than Tra~edy can inflict 
up6n 'e,m. There we do but· subject 'em to 
hatred, or at worst to death ; here we make 
them live to be d.espised and laugh' d at, 
which certainly makes lilore impre:3sion upon m.en, 
thnn ever death can do•;. l 

~fuether or not one.agrees with his beliefs, bis intention 

is quite c:J..ear. It is sic;nificant also that _'.rhe Sgg_ire 

.Q.f_~l§.§:ti§: is an adaptation of Moliere's ~~co1.§._ge Viari_s. 

Like Middleton, he often employed crude realism, 

and the underlying ·message of his comic dramas appears 

to be a warning .against extremes of all kinds. To this 

extent he may have influenced Congreve who also appears 

to have advocated a more balanced social system based on 

reason. Cne example of Shadwell's plea for social reform 

will be found in the final Act of ;g;J2§.Q!:Q_Well.§.. A dis­

cussion is concluded by a few significant lines ·which 

succ;est that divorce should be permitted to end an unhappy 
marriage 

rrrs not this better than to live and quarrel,2 
and to keep a pother with one another n. 

Congreve, as we shall see, appears :t<o have advocated an 
ante-nuptial contract. 

1I1homo.s Dhadwell professed to be a follower of 

Ben Jonson, b-u.t the debt which Conc;reve owed to the 

~--------~-~·------~~~----~~-~~~----~~~--~~--

1 Shadwell, Thomas Preface to The l-IuII1orists. (In: The 
Complete Vorks of Thomas Shadwell. Ed.. by Monta3ue 
3ummers. London' 1rhe Fortune Pre SS' 1927). Vol. I. 
p. 164. 

2 Ibid. Epsom Wells. Vol. IV. A.2 S.2 p.37-38. 
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famous Elizabethan was perhaps as great. ·He modelled 

his techniq~e by studying not only the classics but.als~­

his immediate predecessors, until his powers matured in'; 

that fin8.l ex:pression of himself - ~ge Wfil_c..2Lth.§._}1QE1.9:· 

Having followed the evolution of_the English 
comedy of manners ·up to the last decades of the 17th 

century, let us glance at tragedy in tha~ age in order 

to appreciate Congreve's technique in ~hLt'!Q~E!.!~gfL~rid.§.. 
I wish to stress, and it cannot be too strongly emphasised, 
that what follows is merely a selection of opinions from 

the essays of John Dryden which appear to have ihfluenced 

Congreve profoundly, and that no claim to completeness is 
' 

m2de or intended. The opinions to be expressed are my· 

own and they derive from a brief study of a few Restoration 
tragedies. 

Aristotle said that ir • • tragedy is an immi t- ~ 

ation not of men but of actionsn. 1 To describe the 

great tragedies of the Elizabethan stage, Aristotle's 
sentence might still be used but with the words 'men' 

and I actions I tra11Sp0Sed' thUS; trae;edy i,S an imitation 

not of actions but of men. The idea of di vine vrrath had 

beeri superseded by a belief in free human choice ana_ the 

fatal error. In other words, divine ethi6s had been re­
placed by human ethics .. · 

Drydeh's vie~ of tragedy appears to be much 

more direct than I believe Aristotle's to have been. It 

seems to be based· on simple concepts, such. as punishment -~ 

deters, heroic characters are admired, admira~ion leads 

.. 

to imitation, and so on. To Dryden the chief end of 

tragedy was: "by example, to instructn. 2 It is a very 
interesting idea. 

--------·--------.------------------.----------------
1 Aristotle. Treatise on Rhetoric . . and . · .. also The 

Poetic. Tr. by Theodore Buckley. London, ~ell, :1888. p.Ln8, 

~ Dryden, John On Comedy, Farce and Tragedy. The Preface 
to An Evening's Love: or, The·Mock Astrologer. (In: 
Dryden's Essays·. London, Dent; New York, Dutton, (1954-)). 
p.83. . 
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In Book III of Plato's 1h~-B~publi~, Socrates 

said that the guardiaris of the ideal state 11 
••• should 

. ' ~mi tate from youth upvrard only those characters which are 

suitable to their profession - the courageous, temperate, 
•' 
holy; free, and the liken because "imitation, beginning 

in early youth and continuinc; far into li.fe, at lenc;th 
1 tsrow into habits 11

• 

D, r-.v -den, -J_· 11 -hi· Q es sa-.1.r. on V · · 1 · d t' fl · • d u ~ ~ ~.-~f~l~Q:9:_ __ ne_~enel~' 

wrote: "we are naturally prone to imitate what we adlnire 

d f · t d .a ha-bi· + 11 • 
2 Th · · 1 · t t an requem::; ac -s pro uce v • '· e simi arJ_ y · o 

Plato's jud~ement appears to be more tha_r1 coincidental. 

Yet Dryden still believed in Aristotle's ~athar.§_]:~'. 

through pity and terror. 3 This is important and here 

is the distinction: the shift of stress had tended to 

m·ove :from the action to the admirable character. And 

because the character, not the act, was of primary import­

ance, ·a new reason had to be found to explain· why pity 

and terror should instruct. Ironically, Plato's theory 

pf .imitation supplied the reason, and so tbe ideas of two 

;a.Yicie:rit Greeks who held opposinc; views on poetry and 

·dramci. were merc;ed into what appears to be the 17th century 

theo:riy of trac;ed.y. Even the human ethics of free choice 

and the fatal· error, the backb-one of Elizabethan tragedy, 

seems to have been st:.bo1~dinated, in Dryden's view, to 

tha heroic nature of the protasonist . 

.. rrhis, however, was an extreme view. In 3ucklinG' s 

,~g1.£~£§.J:, popular, . according to Samuel Pepys, 1 on the 

Restoration stage, ::£~gic§_J:'.re.e.~r:ve51, by 'I'homas Otway and 

John Dryden's own !ll_;fQ.f_I:Qve, a fatal error, induced by 

love, brin§jS tragedy. But even in these ~3enuine tragedies, 

. . ·---------------------------------· -------------
1 Plato The Republic. Tr. into Enslish by B. Jowett. 

New York, Random House, n.d. Book III. p.96. 
2 Dryden, John Virgil and the Aeneid. (In: Dryden's 

Essays. London, Dent; New York, Dutton, (1954)). p.210. 

3 Ibid. Grounds of Criticism in Trac;ecly. The Preface to 
Troilus and Cressida. p.135. 

4 Pepys, Gariuel The Diary of Samuel Pepys. Ed. by 
r=.B. '!l'heatley. London, Bell, 1896. Vol. VIII. 
Jan. 10th, 1667/68. ·p.276. 
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the fact that the fatal error is caused by love echoes 

the fashionably est.ablished Platonic nature of the heroic 

theory of tra3edy. There is a certain idealism of 

character in them all not to be found in Elizabethan 

tragedies. It is a different species of drama. 

We are also able to realise in terms of this 

theory of tragedy how the apparent contradiction in 

Dryden's saying that a drama which ended happily mie;ht 

le5itimately be called a tragedy if the action was brou~ht 
1 

to :rthe last extremity and then by probable meansn _,_ the 

calamity was averted, may be reconciled. A happy ending 

would not minimise the· adn1iration felt for the hero and 

the pity and fear experienced while he was in the 'last 
extremity' might even increase the desire to imitate him 
if he lived. 

One is able to understand, on reading these 

views, why the serious draoa of the 17th cent-ury did not 

outlive its ethos, which in turn pa:J?tly explains why 

Conu;reve's _±he.J1Ql3:I!l1:!lfi Bride should have failed the test 
of time and yet been declared by Sir Richard Blackmore 

"the most perfect .±!:§:~QY that has been wrote in this 
" Age n. i::. 

_____ w ________________________________________________ _ 

1 Dryden, John Nature and Dramatic Art. -1I10 the Right· 
Honourable John Lord Haughton. Epistle Dedicatory to 
nThe Spanish Friar: or, ·the Double :0iscovery 11

• (In: 
Dryden's :Essays. London, Dent ; New York, Dutton · 
(1954)). p.159. 

2 - Blackmore, Sir Richard (In: -Hodc;es, J.C. ',Jilliam 
Congreve the i'ian. New York, Modern Lansuage Associa-
, . ~ 1 ·. lOlr l' r.::Q --c;ion oi ~merica, :J'-i- ) • P-'.J7· 
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CHAPTEH III 

A. TRAGEDY 

Our chief source of information on Williara 

Concreve 1 s ·cra;_;ic drama is the brief ~l?.i~!1.§._~f..9: . .:h.9.Q.to_f.Y 

. of ~Q§._1:12.~f'.!].igg_Brid~ 1£J!~r_g2..Y.~1_Highg.§_SS_, __ 1'.h~ ::?ring_§_ SS. 

Being addre seed to the future Queen Anne, the ~Pi.§.!le 

is load:eo. vri th flattery, but ·chere are sentences which 

enable us to,perceive the trend of Con13reve 1 s thought." 

For instance, he says that ~he __ QOUf'.QJ.:Qg~f:i.9:.§. was : 

"constituted on a lioral, whose End is to recommend and 
1 to Encourage Vertue 11

• 

Cong:reve appears to accept John Dryden's theory 

of instruction by example, which I discussed in Chapter 

TI. 111 ·:ris frorri the Example o.:f Princes'', he writes, "that 

Vertue becomes a Fashion·in the People, For even. they 

who are averse to Instruction, will yet be fond of· 

Imitation 11
• 

2 The Epistle continues as follows 

·-l!But there are Multitudes, who never can 
have f'reans nor Opportunities of so neai~ an 
Access, as to partake of the Benefit of such 
Examples. And t.o these, Trae;edy, which 
distinguishes it s~lf from the Vulgar Poetry, 
by the Dignity of its charact-.ers, may be of 
Use and Information.. For they who are at 
that distanc·e frorn Original Grcatil.ess, as to 
be deprived of the ffappiness of Contemplating 
the Perfections and real Excellencies of Your 
Hie:;hness 's Person, in your Court ; may yet . 
behold some small·3ketches and Imagines of the 
Vertues of Your Mind, apstracted, .:and 
represented in the Thea·lJre. 

rrhus Poets are instruc·ced, and instruct ; not 
alone by Precepts which persuade, but also by 
Examples· which illus·crate. Thus is delight 
interwoven with Instruction ; when not only 
Vertue is prescribed, but also represented. 

------------------..--..:.-:---------------.---------------
1 Con:::;reve, '1:illiam rlhe Epistle Dedicatory 1ro i:Ier Royal 

IIi;:;hness, The Princess. Tne.Viourning Bride. London, 
Jacob Tc:nson, 1697. (Pa:;e unnumbered). . 

2 Ibid. (Po..se unnu1nbered). 
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'1ut if we are dolic.J'-ted ~-:ith the Livelyne:.:;s of a 
feign' d. Tie2res0 11tn.tion of Crec..t and Good ::?croons 
o..:::i.c~. tl;.eir Lctions ; ~w;-.r 1;mst we ~)e churm 'd 1·Ji th 
bo~1oldi>.JG t~1e Pe:rcons thcmocl ves? If one or ·c 1do 
excellin::.; Qualities, oarel;;r touch 'a.· in the sine;le 
ActioJ.1, and Jii1all Compass of a ITD.JT, c<r::t ws.r:u1_ ar1 
i~udience, \·.'ith a Concer,'J. auC Tiet,ard even for 'ci1e 
seem inc·: 0ucc8 ss and Irosperi t:;r of the i~ctor: 
Uith \·;hat Zeo.J 11.mst t;_1e :~Iec:i.rts of c.11 be fill' d, 
for i;~10 continued w1d Encreasinr: Ilappincss of those 
1/::.0 o.re the true uncl li vint; Instances of 2levated­
and Persisting Vcrtue? 11

. l.. 

StrippeQ of its adulation, it is tho theory of instruc­

tion by example. One soe!:1s justified in bc~iovin[~, there­

.fore, t>o.t '..filliar: Congreve based his interpretatio,n of 

traged.y upm1 certain opinions of John Dryden. 

Tlie r,1ost importo.:.1t document is ·dilliam Concreve 's 

letter to JoI:.n Dennis Co.Q_cern.i,:Q;'\ I:urr,2ur _ _!g ComQiY· It 

-v1as written in reply to a letter from :Jenn is .and there 

n~pears to be some tonfusion as to the precise meru1ing 

of the word 'humour'. Dennis ap:i}ears to have used it· 

o.s a quality defined by th8 Oxford Dictionary as ·'less 

purely intellectual than wit; ru1d often allied to pathos', 

which meanL--1:: dates from 1682. ';llien Concreve cxpresseJ, 

the opinion that 'humour' is as difficult to. define as 

'vrit', he seems to refer to the sarr:e qualit~r, but h1hat 

he calls 1 true humour' is the_Jonsonian interpretation 

of the word as it is used in the 'co!Tledy of humours'. 

~Ie does say th.s.t 11 thero is a sreat Difference "tetueen 

C cJ h • ' b ' 1 • T..- 1 a oinc _y, 1d ere in 1:; J.ere o.re rnai.YJ.y ·c111n[)J !!umorousJ ... 

spoken ; o.nd one, where there are several 8ho.racters 
2 of IIu1LJ.our 11

, ::iut t'.:1e distinction he drm·!S bet·ween 

D.umour o..nc.I. other 0uo.litios is an interpretation of Jo:ason' s 

tbeory and does not appear to be a direct answer to 

Dennis' s q_uestj_on. ~:revert:rnless it is an interesting 

interpretation in ternrs of tho :Restoration sto.;::;c and it 

g~ve s us o. L:;Ood idea of tl1e characters we may ex9e ct to 

find in his coi:ied.ies. Tl1e :;;10thocl he er:iplo;rs is "to shew 

1 Co:;:1_;reve, ·.Jillia!:'l The 3pistle Deo.ico:cory To iier Royal 
~i~hness the rrincess. Lon~on, Jacob Tonson. 16g7. 

2 Con-rcve, Villio~ Concornin~ 3umour in Co~edy. (In: 
C~~edies by ~illiaLl Co~~r~ve. Ed. by lona~y Dobr§e. 
Londo::-: (etc.). Ox:.t'ord Univ. :I:ress. (1949)), p.2. 



Pac;e 55 .. 

some th inc; v1hich i,s not ~Ji t . or not Humour and yet of ten 
nl. s·tac1~e-n J:'or bo-'-h 11 1 

I +.. \_ ..... ...!... ~- V . · o 

Consreve finds that ~ive qualities are sometimes 
misto.l~en· for humour, and -cl1ese are: -,;,rit its,elf, folly, 

personal defects, habit and affectation. Humour is 
exclusive of neither vJ"it nor folly, but both should be 

II 1'.f ' .. ; • 1 . I e1n + 0 11 • 2 only such as 1 ens i~umours may inc_._ine u 

Physical infirmities, he declo.res, are never comic and 

even Jonson sometimes erred in this respect. Habit he 
defines as: "a Singularity of Manners, Speech an·a: -

Behaviour, peculiar to all, or most of ·the same.Country, 
7-: 

Trade, Profession or Education n. ? It re sul cs from use 

or custom and may be char15ed by other customs. 'Affect­

ation, he explains, most resea;,bles hun;iour. because people 
often affect the peculiarities of those they admire. 

The distinction is that 11 Humour i.s the Life, Affectation 
' /~. 

the Picture". 

So1he examples to illustrate the diffe:r;enc: 

between affectation, habit and humour, qualities which, 

ConGreve explains, ~re very similar, clarify his earlier 

statements. A character of affectation is one 1vho, say, 

affects learnint; when the· audience knows he is ic;norant, 

or pretends to courage when he is obviously a cowa.rd. 

A really valiant person who ]Joasts _of valour, however, 

is a character of humour. People of habit are listed 

as 11 Countr;r-clowns, Sailors, 1I1radesmen, Jockeys, Game­

sters and such like, who make use of .Q~g~.§. or peculiar 
r.: 

Dialects 11
• ) 

1rhey are characters 11 Painted without much 

A;~-~~-Labour". 6 Finally Congreve tells John Dennis 

what he takes humour to be. It is 11 A sinculc.r and un­

avoidable manner of doin5, or·saying any thing, Peculiar 

-----.. -------·---.---~--------------------------

l .Conz,reve, \'filliam Concernine; Humour in Comedy. (In: 
~omedies by William Consrevo. Ed. by Eonnmy Dobree 
.London (etc.) Oxford Univ. Pr.ess, (1949)). p.2. 

2 Ibid_. p-.3. 

3 
4 
r; 
./ 

6 

Ibid. p.4. 
Ibid. p.4. 
Ibid. :p. 7. 
Ibid. p.7. 



_ and NC?.tural to one Man only ; by which his 3peech a:r;id 

Actions are distinguish'd from those of other Nen 11
• 

1 

It is a quality wh.ich, thou2;h 
11 cannot be wholly cnanc;edtt. 2 

pronounce;nent. 

it may be dis;:-::uised, 
~ . , 

r~his is an in·teres-t.~ir1g 

J3en Jonson's theory implied~ and his comedy 

~Y§.El_tl§.fl_Qs.Lof_hi.§._Humo~E illustrated the fact, that 

a character of humour, if made to realise the ridiculous 

nature of his eccentric behaviour, might be cured of his 

folly. Perhaps Congreve merel,7 meant t:iat the physical 

co:w.posi tion of the body could not be ch&n;;ecl' thouc;h 

eccentricity mi~ht be 'discuised' after ridicule, since 

he explained that .. it is only an excess of hv_ffiour that 

uakes a character ridiculous. Nevertheless, exaggeration 

is essent;i.al to convince upon the comic sta:.:;e.. One is 

ter;:;pted to think,· -L;lJ_eref ore, that Congreve 1 s interpre-~tion of 

Htlmo.u1? was nearer to the r;iodern word 'temperament' than 
~~--..:·~---r . 
Jonson's :1ad been and that when he said: rrr have never 

made any observation of what I. Apprehend to be true 

Humour in Wot:len", 3 he was referring specifically to the 

Jonsonian concept. It is difficult to be certain. 

In a RrGf§:ce to h_is comedy, ~h~!I~!!!Q~El:§.!.§., 

Thomas Shadwell had likewise discussed humour in comedy. 

Some of the opinions expressed in Conc;reve's letter may 

have been suc;gested by this fE§.fac~, but there is one 

statement by Shadwell which I find of particular signi­

ficance. It is n.is opinion t~J.at a comedy of humour 11 is 
. 4 

the hardest thine to write welllf. Towards the end of 

his letter Congreve expresses a similar thought which is 

Ir,ost important: nrt were perhaps' the ';fork of a long 

Life to make one Comedy true in all its Parts, and to 

----·-... -------------------------------------------------
1 Conz;reve, ~'fillio.m Concernin3 Humour in Comedy (In: 

Coraedies by William Conc;reve. Ed. by 'Jortamy Dobree 
London,.etc. Oxford Univ. Press, (19L,i-9)). p.7. 

2 Ibid. 

·3 Ibid. 

p.8. 

p.9. 
4 Shadwell, Thomas Preface to The Humourists. (In: J:he 

Complete 1iJorks of 1_l'homas Shadwell. Ed. by MontG.t;ue 
Summers. London, The B'orttine rress, 1927. Vol. I. 

{f p .189 ~I 
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give every Character in it a True and Distinct Humour". 

's:1he ·.:ork o( a lone:; Life to make QgQ __ true in all 

its is the thought to Hhich I refer. Technique 

alone, perfected. by'har,d., patient toil, might achieve 

1 

the improvement necessary to approach this ideal. Congreve 

does not appear to believe it is attainable, for he 

coes on: every Foet must be beh6ldin3 to 

other helps, to make out his of ridiculous 
bUt it is significant that in a little mo.re than a 

decade he approached nearer the ide&l of a true comedy 

than any other 17th century dramatis:t .. This was, of course, 

in his final play, !QQ_![§;y_52f_ThQ_}'.{QEl.9:· His method 
was to use 11 what oft was tbought 11 

; his. technique alone 
·n;ight render it "ne'er so well ex-press' a. 11

• 3 -

The of Congreve's second 

play, 
begins: "I wish this Flay were as 

perfect as I intended it 11
• 

4 
If these '."'ords are si:r:icer_e, 

he must have been striving to improve hj_s dramatic 
technique, for he continues: 11 I confess I design'd . 

. . 
. to have written ·a true and regular Comedy''. / It 

is_puzzling, therefore, to find, instead of s6me indi­

cations of striving for in:provement in the 

and of his third comedy, __ f a 
passage which admits that: 

----·----.. -------------------------·-------------------
1 Congreve, William. Concerninc; Humour in Comedy. (In: 

Comedies'by William Congreve. Ed. by Bonamy 
Dobree._ London, (etc.), Oxford Univ. Press, (19l.J.9)), 
p.10. 

2 Ibid. p.10. 
3 Fope, Alexander Essay on Criticism. 1. 298. (In: 

·The English Parnassus. Oxford, Clarendo:µ_Press, 
( 191+7) ) . p . 20 5 . 

4 Con3reve, :lilliam To thi Right Honourable Charles 
Montague. (In: Comedies of William Con(Sreve. Ed. 
by Bonamy Dobree. I.1ondon, (etc.), Oxford Univ. l:)ress, 
(191+9))' p.113. 

5 Ibid. p.113. 
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Yet 
. of Homely Fair we make the Feast, 
you will find Variety at least 11

• 
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1 -

Hevertheless, ];:Q,Y.§._fQE __ Loy~ has been :proclaimed Congr~ve 1 s 

best comedy. 'J:ihis does not imply that it is his ;;reatest 

comedy; only that it is the most suitable ·play to pro­

duce upon a $tage. It appears, therefore, that although 

Congreve :nade no claim that he had improved his technique, 

his 'homely fair' _sgQ.~:!:.~.Q- an advance. 'I1he fin al spur, 

which urged Congreve to yet greater perfection, was 

Jeremy Collier 1 s attack upon the English star~e. 

C. JEREI~Y COLLIER'S ATTACK UFot: THE Eit:GLISH STAGE 

Jeremy Collier was not alone. Tie was the 

mouth-piece of a crowing discontent with the comic st~ge 

\·Jhich had been swelli1:ie; to the bursting point since 

the accession of King :'fillj_am III and Queen Viary to the 

English throne. Puritanism was once again able to 

express its thouc;ht after about thirty years of uncertainty. 

Collier's views wete extre~e, though in. fact 

it was really the old story of the Christ'ian anathema 

and the sinful stage once mo1~e. i!Profaneness, tho' 

never so well corrected, .is not to be endured", he wrote 

in Chapter II of his §Q.Q.rt--.Yiew_of_!g§._Immora1ity_a'1d 

£r2fanen~§.§. __ 2.f.~he Engli§.L§!~S:.· 11 It ought ·to be 

Banished without Proviso, or Limitation 11
• 

2 

·Jeremy Collier was a clergyman and·. a non-juror, 

and his ar0uments, as we may expect, were biased by 

morc;.ls with a Puri tan flavour. Had· an able controver-

sia1ist, like John Dryden, b0en willing to cmsir1er him, 

his do3matic assertions s.bout drama and its function, 

and other ineptitudes; nic.;lYc have been turned ac;ainst 

him, - but this is doubtful. The public wanted Collier. 

1 Congreve, \'./illiam rrolot,;ue to I1ov·e for·Love. (In: 
Comedies by William Congrev~. Ed. by ~onamy Dobr§e. 
:London, (etc.), Oxford. Univ. Fress, (19Lf·9), p.217. 

2 Collier, J ere;-r.y A sr.ort view of the Immorality and 
Profaneness of the Enc;lish .Sto.ge. 3rd Ed. ·London, 
8. Keble, 1698. p.96. 

.· 
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Dr;yden may have realised it and he w·as unwillinr; to 

defend the stage. 

Congreve's plays were heavily censured ~n the 

.. 3hort View .. : The 'Old :3atche1our' for its Hfoul and ------- ---1------------~ 

no.useous" characters ; the Qld_:§.at.Q_helour, :;!2Qub1~=;Q.~Q.1.§.£ 

and Love for Love for the cursinc; and swearing, tne abuse 

of r~ll~l~n a~dholy scripture. 2 Con:_;~eve, hbwev:er, 

was o_ poor controversialist and althouc;h Collier had 

overstated his case in re card to the di-,-amatic ·unities 3 
. ' 

and had bluntly 

Desie;n of bothn 

declared: 11 Instruction is the p;i._"'incipal 
4 trat:;edy and comedy,. Co:ngreve was no 

:watch for him. 

Apparent truth often appears to be the whole 

truth 'and Collier exploited the half-truth : 11 It may not 

be amiss to observe 11
, he wrote, "that there are no_­

Instances of Debauching Married Women; in ~1£~!~£, nor 

!~!'.~££~, no nor yet in !El§.tOQhages. But on our .Q!gg_§. 

how common is it to make a Lord, a Knight or an· Alderman 
r:: 

a Cuckold? 11 
•
7 The truth of this statement cannot be 

refuted. His clinching blow about the English staGe, 

however, which followed towards the end of the chapter, 

namely: 11 It has not so much as the poor Plea of a 

Precedentn? 6 ·was false. ('I1he !!!l~~§., whose function, 

8en8ca clo.imed, was to 'reproacl1 the rankness' of the 

a;-:;e, continually portrayed marital inficleli ty which pro­

vided the preceden.t)o 

Another arc;ument appo.rently true was: 11 The 

Satyr of the Jtgc;,~ upon the C1££3Y is extre1Lely Particular. 

'J:lhe;_;r shoot Chain' dshot, and strike- at Universals. 

They play upon a _g_!"!2ract~£, and endeavour to expose not 

only the Men, but _the :Business n. 7 i~ristotle aaid that 

1 Collier, Jere1'.',y A short view of the I:uri10rality a~1d 
Profaneness of the En3lish Stage. 3rd Ed. London, 

p • L!-. (' Eeble, 1698. /..) . 
') n)icl. p.57. ~ 

'7 Ibido p.228-22<:). :J 

/_~ Ibid. po157, 

5 Ibid. p • 2Lt-. 

6 Ibid. r:: l 1 p • ./ r • 

7 Ibid. "\ 07 J.· • ./ • 

"-
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comedy is concerned ltr_ith universals, -cragedy with 

particular characters. Ben Jonson had ridiculed universal 

types and Con3reve hi~self _explained that a character 

of habit was one with a 'Singularity of ManneTs, Speech, 

and Beh?viour, peculiar to.all, or most of the same 
. . l 

Country, Trade, Profession, or Education'. Ridicule 

of a ch~ractcr of .habit would thus be ridi~ule of the 

Trofession' to which that character belonged, because the 

behaviour is peculi1'~~ to all, or most, of the same pro­

fession .. But the· answer is a bit more subtle than 

Collier inf erred. 

Consreve ~nswered b.im adequately, though per­

haps not lucidly. Hi~ defence· was that Ben Jonson said: 
11 

• the business is to expose and reprehend F'olly and 

Vice in general, no particular person ought to take 

offence. And such· business is properly the business of 

Comedy. .· Actions are in their ovm :nature s~parate 

and very far remov'd from his function, and when such a 

one is broucht on the Stace, the folly is ~xpos'd, not 
~ 2 

the function ; the I1ag is ridicul 'a., and not the Priest 11
• 

It is the word 'Man' which might obscure the·point he 

is mal{inc;. Instead of the sense beinc §_l_l_!_gen_~ho_}2~Q.§:Ve 

~Q~Q_f22.1 i sg ly _ _gre _fi2:i~~1 e d _}:{he !h§.f_.Qf_!?:.Q!_.!h~L ar_§'._ 
12.Eif.St§., which appears to be what Congreve intended, it 

micht he interpreted 'as: !he_Q.§:f~icu~ar~~~ PQE!!§Y~Q 
.:!:.§._fislic:::.:i:l.Q.Q, lfrhich contradic~s the universal principle 

in comedy. Coi1greve should .have explained that an erring 

priest would be a character of folly, not a character ~ 

habit, in which case the universal "folly, not the trade, 

profession or e"ducation, _i.·ras ridiculed. 

--------------------------------·---------------------
1 Con3reve, 1.:Jill:i,am Concerninc Humonr in Comedy. (In: 

Comedies by \\fi.lliam Congreve. Ed. ·by Bono.my Dobree 
London (etc.), Gxfo:rd Univ. Press, (1949)). p.2. 

. . 

2 Conc;reve, ·.Iillirun .Amendments of Mr. Collier 1 s · fii..lse 
·an5 Io.perfect Ci tc.tions, etc. frofu. the Old Bache lour, 
Double Dealer, Love for I,ove, l1om:;ning Bride. (In: 
The Complete Works of ';'filliam Congreve. Eel.., by. 
MontaEue Summers. Soho, Nonesuch Press, 1923). 
Vol. III, p.190. 
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But, as I said, the public wartted ColliGr, and 

Conl:_';reve destroyed his defence before it was in fact 

begun by a petty personal attack upon his crj_ tic: 11l":r. 

Collier, in the high· Vigour of his Obscenity, ;first 

commits a Rape upon my Words, and then arraigns them of 

Immodeffcy ; he has Barbari t;r enough to accuse the very 

Vir2;ins that he has cleflour'd, and to make sure of their 
Conderanation, he h&s himself made 'em guilty: But he 

forr;ets that while he publishes their shame.he divult;es 
his own n •. 

1 It was not the way to convin.ce ,_ noC~, to gain 

support for his cause, and it invited Collier's retort 

that: ''Railing is a mean, and uncb.ristian Talent, and 

oftentimes a·si3n of a desperate Cause, and a desperate 
Conscience 11

• 
2 Collier had won.· 

Despite its we~mess as a controversial docu­

ment, Con~rev~'s defence ?f the stage contains some 

useful passages .on the nature of comedy. He appears to 

be more composed when he starts to discuss drama and 

what he says is certainly of greater value. 'He first· 

states what he calls 'Aristotle's Definition of Comedy 1
• 

It is "the CoI!)pass .by which all ·the Cornick ·Poets, since 

his time, have steer'd their course 11
• 3 He then explains 

that what Aristotle meant by 'the worse sort of People' 

was worse 1 in respect of their Manners:' n~t crimes, but 

"the Vices most frequent, and which a:re the common 
' . 

Practice of the looser sort of Livers, are the subject 
. , I+ 

Matter of Comedy 1
'. Concreve then continues his exposi-

tion of Aristotle: nr-Ie tells us further, that they mu.st 

be exposed after a ridiculous manner ;, For Men are to be 

lauc;h 'd out of their Vic'es in Comedy ; the Business of 

Comedy is to de1ir.;ht, as well as to instruct ; And as 

1 Consreve, \'.!illiam Amendrr:.ents of I\r. Collier's false and 
imperfect Ci tationc, etc. from The Gld Bo,chelour, 
Double Dealer, Love for Love, Msrnrning Bri:.irz. (In: -
~Che Complete ~'forks of \Ji.lliam Con:;reve. Ed. by l"Iontague 
-· (."< • ~T ' LJ 1° 0 -) v - J·rr 17" 0ummers. uO.b.O,l'lOnCSUC:I lress, ')c.j Ol... , p. c.. 

3 Ibid.. ;i.173. 
4 Ibid. p.173. 
2 Collier, Jeremy L Defence of the Short View of ·the Pro­

faneness and r,,nrnorality of tho Enc;lish 3tac;e, etc. 
:Dein::, a Reply.to l"lr. Conti;revo's Amendments, etc. And 
to the Vindication of tho Author of the Relapse. 
London, Keble (etc.), 1G99. p.5. 
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vicious people are mude asham'd of their Follies or 

Fau1ts , by see inc; ·chern expos' J. af l.;er a ricJ.iculous oanner 

so are c;ood peo:9le o.t once both warn' d and diverted c.t 
. l 
their :Gxpense 11

• It is a judicio-us mixture of Aristotle 

and Ben Jonson, but there is no reason ·co believe that 

Con~reve was not sincere. 

His second point is that in orde~ to achieve 

'the true end and purpose of <omedy', which he has just 

exnlained, the 'Gornick Poet' i.s compelled ·by the laws of 

comedy 'to represent vicious and foolish Characters'. 

This does not mean that the poet approves of these charac­

ters or of their behaviour: the purpose of comedy 

requires it. 

Congreve's third poi•nt is sound criticism. 

Ze demonstrates that to cite passages out of their context, 

as Collier did, without taking co13;nizance of the charac-
2 ter and situation as a whole, is misleadinc. It is, 

of course, another example of Collier's exploitation of 

the half-truth. 

Other passa3es, however, are of doubtful 

validity. His explanation that the 'instruction' is 

;
1Comprehended in a fe11 lines, and put ~nto Rhyme, that 

it may be easy and cmc;a;::;inc to the Viemory 11 3 is uncon-

. vLJ:cint.;. '.'/hat sort of instruction is: 

nAy the.re's my Grief ; that Is the saa_ Chanf.se of J.Jife '4 
To lose my Title, anD. yet :rnep my \I.fife. n 

;rise, when he says: nindeed when Men neither prevaricate, 

nor do any tl::dnc; unbecomin2_; tlieir Office in the ~forlcl, 

they ou3ht not to be represented -otherwise on the 3tage: 

-----------------------------· ---~~-~-------------·--. -----
1 Congreve, ',Jilliam A:uonc1r.ents of Mr. Collier's false 

.and li?r;1perfect Citatio110, otc. from the Old Bache lour, 
Double Decler, Love for Love, MourninG Bride. (In: 
T:w Com-clete ',Jorl~s of 1,Jilliam Conc;reve. :Zd. by I1onta;_:;ue 
Summers-~ 3oho. Nonesuch Pres$, 1923), Vol.III. p.173. 

3 
4 

Ibid. 

Ibid. 

p.17.3-174. 
p.174. 

CoiPTevo, William 1:1!he VJay of' the '.1or1.d,. (In: Corirndies 
b; ~illiam Concreve. Zd. by D~1amy Dobr§e.LOndon (etc), 
Oxford Univ. Press. (191~9)), A.2 S.8 p.377 1.15-16. 
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Nay, they ousht not to be expos' d at all in Co1nedy: for 

t:w Charo.cters expos' d ~here,, should be of those only, 

who misbehave themselves 11
, 

1 we know (unless ':le under­

stand the word 'r·:en' to mean ~.9:.l.§. _ _£gara~!.§.rS) that in 

every COiiiedy he w:i::ote there was one e;ood '\!JOman, and in 

1bl.9._J2.2.~Q.l.§.::Dea.l.§.~, t~:i.er'e were two men also who were 

neither eccentric nor did anything unbecomin3 their office, 

namely I1ellefont and Lord Touchwooci. 1l1hese instances 

show that one has to take care in acceptin3 at face value 

everythinc Congreve writes about comedy, particularly 

when he is enthusiastico.lly expoundinc ideas to counter 

criticism of his plays. 

Soon Concreve returned to his personal attack 

upon Collier: t!Vir. Collier 1 s Vanity in pretending to. 

Criticism", he wrote, nhas extremely betray'd his 
. 2 

Ignorance in the Art of Poetry 11
• In this way his 

Amendments . . were concluded. 

D. THE RESULT OF COI1LIER 'S ATTACK 

I believe it was Congreve's defeat at the hands 

of Jeremy Collier which provided the urge to achieve the 

improbable: to write 'one COinedy true in all its parts'. 

_In i695 he had told John Dennis that it was 'the work of 

.a lonG life' to write such n comedy 1 yet in ~Q.§._12.§..9:.:h.£.2:~1.2.Q 

of 'The 1:Jav of the ':Jorld he wrote: 11 
• but little ·-·-----'1-------·-----·-

0I it vms pre par' d for that e;eneral Taste which seems 

now to be predominant in the Pallats of our Lud.ience 11
• 3 

Iffa:~·li'e'~&:iifi~·ff$';~kD; wri·c~~·~ a play which micsht be expected 

to fail on tbe conter.i:porar:v sta:;e ,:~~~-~yo,t~n-.:~~~.i~~~'\.;:"" 
" '~ - . . . 

, ~ ·"- ii 

----------------------~------------·-... ~-----------

1 Conzrevo, ·.Jilliam iilllendi:ients of I-Ir. Collier's fal:se 
and Imperfect· Citations, etc. fro;n The Cld :2acb.elour, 
Double Dealer, Love for Love, ~ourninc Bride. (In: 
'J;1he Co::1plete ~forl;:s of ~1illiam Conc;revG. Eel. by Monta[_;ue 
Jugmers, Soho, Concsuch Press, 1923). Vol.III. p.197. 

2 Ibid. . p . 20 3 . 

3 Con3x·eve, l'Jilliam 11:1he .Jedication to the :1i~;ht I~onouro.blc 
::1.:ilph? Eorl of Eonto.;:_;ue. The '.hJ.y of tl1e '.!orlcL (ID: 
Co1::edios 0y ':Jillia:11 Conc;revG. Zd.- by :Sonamy :Jobree. 
London (etc.)~ O~:ford :_r,J.iv. Press (19Li-~)), p.330 . 

• ''!' 

I • 
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so.tis:.C'y l1is own aesthetic beinc? In the .:£.:£Qlogue 11.nc 

owns, with Toil, he wrou[;ht 1 the f Scenes n. 

Like a 80ad the controversy Jeremy Collier 

seems to hs.vo pricked 'Jilliam Conc;revo to wrh;e that 

'one cooed.;y', to raise the stand0:rd of his technicJUe 

from the 'Homely Fare' of to the dedicate 

pe:rfoctio!l of :=is dramas, written 

for a company of actors to the classical 

prescription of the .·t;hree unities, and. restricted even 

further by the theories of ·:Jon J:onson and the practice 

of the dramatists 1,1ho · f ollowod him, ·show, in one way or 

another, developments in techniaue towards ·the 'one 
• ..,!. • 

comedy' . Improved te chni<iue, within the frametvork of 

17th century dramatic theory and convention, ·seems to 

be the only explanation of It is 

the purpose of tbis enquiry to ascertain as far as 

possible how· it was achieved, and the nature of his 

achievement .. 

.' 

-----------------...:..·-------·-----...----------------
1 Consreve, Froloc;ue to The Way of the Uorld. 

(In: Couwdies by William Corn::;reve. Ed. by :;:)ono..my 
Dobree. London, (etc.)? Oxford Univ. Frees, (194S), ) 
p. 1. 22. 
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CHAPTER IV 

n::TRODUCTCRY R:SMARK3 

To ascertain hoi:J Con:::;revc 's technique matured, · 

I intend to trace the develo~ment in various aspects of 

drama. which uere listed i:t1 Chapter I unc1or Plcin of ,3tu~Y. ___________ . __ ,J_ 

For convenience I shall repeat thorn here briefly as: 

(1) Structural ~echnique 

(2) ,Jtage Technique 

(3) Diction 

(it) 1rl1eme 

( 5) r1:1lle . Cor:rn dy 

(S) Actors and-Characters 

The ree_;ular cowed;>T, e..$ we sm'r in Chnpter III, 

had to be 'true in all its parts, so it is essential to 

examine t~e process before eLltimatin3 the quality of the 

product. An attempt then will oe mo.de to assess Con~reve '.s 

ac~ievement in a final chapter. 

A. IITCOGl.ITA 

II}.9,2.f.lt?.:i.t§: is a novel, but its conception is 

oCJ..sically drarnatic, Concreve's words show: 

ll . I resolved in anot11er beauty to imitate 
dr B.::-,10.t i cl:: writ in::; , na:::no ly, in the des ir;n , 1 
contez:ture and result of the plotn . 

. 'I1his rudimentary structure is interestinc; because it is 

an early unassisted attempt to appl~' dramatic principles. 

To i3nore t~e n~vel would be to overloo~ the birth of 

Con:::;reve 's structural tec1:1nir~ue. 

----..-...------·--·-------------·----------------·--------~·--·---. . 

1 Conzreve, '/Jilliarn Preface to the neac-:.cr. Incoc;ni ta ; 
or Love and Dut;y Reconciled. London, Ifellin~;ton, 1713. 
(In: .G~1orter novels, Jacobean o.nd Restoration. 
Lonuon, Dent; New Yorl:, Dutton, (1949)). p.242. 
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William Congreve ex~lains his method in the 

Ef.§.f§:CG. Ile tells tbo reader that the main action of the 

plot takes place 11 '.'!ithin the compas,s of tvJO days li? 
1 and. 

the entire period covGred by the story "from first to 
" last is but three days". c. He then asks the reader to 

consider 111:/hethGr every obstacle does not in the proc;ress 

of the story act as subservient 

at first it seems to oppose 11
• 3 

"this would be called the unity 

to th:tt purpose, which 

In a comedy, he says, 

of actionn. Li- nThe 

scene is continued in Flor~nce .from the commenceraent of 

-c;1e o..r11our-11
, 5 so the ci~ss.ical unities ~f time, place 

and action are all oboerve·d. nr have not observed it 
. r: 

before in a novel11
, '-'J says Consreve, and he speal:s of 

nthe copy 1:/hich I imitate n ~ 7 sugc;e st in::; that the origino.l 

P.:~[~Q~~r;z is a probable source. llis method of construc­

tion, down to·the copying of an admired master, is con­

sis-cent with Restoratior~ dramatic theor;:7 which owed so 

much to the precepts of Ben Jonson. 

Suffic~ it to say, however, that Incori'nita ___ u.;;:: __ 

shows an unskilful handlinG of the time factor, a. 

duality of interest in tho action, excessive use of 

coincidence, and a tendenc~r to diL;ress into irrelevant 

episodes ~·1hic~1 are external to the rna.in plot. 

~h.§._.Ql~--~Q.£!~210~ li:J:e·:rise l1us r11ai1y fault·s. '.:2~1e 

uni t3r of c.ction is treated. •:Ji th such abcindon t::at five 

1 Con<-:;reve, \h11io..r,1 Pref:lce to the Reeder. lncoc;nita ; 
or Lovo and Duty Reconciled. Londo::i_, \'lellin:;·ton, 
1713 (In: .Jhorter 17ovcls, Jc:cobean and Restoration. 
London, Deiit; NeH Yor1~, Dutton (191:.9)). p.21+2. 

~. Ibid. ')/ " ')'· 3 
" p • c_L{-~-~L~ " 

3 Ibid. f1. ~42. 

L/- I;Jid. p. 2Ll-2. 

r:: Ibid. l'"; • ;?:L~. 2 "· / 

G T~· • .., 
_LOlQ, p, ,2Li-2. 

7 Ibid. 'JLJ_, 
:::> • c:.. ' _? • 



se::;arate actious are linked by vcr·y slender thre&ds. It 

is an involved, rather ne bulou:s, struclJuro, difficult to 

perceive o.s an artistic unit. 

1I1he main action comprisins Heartwell' s love 

:.C'or Sylvia; o.nd the second action - :Bellmour's wooins 
/ 

of Delincla - rnay each have been suc;c;ested by ;·Jilliam 

\·Jychcrley' s r_rhe as I mentioned in Chapter 

II. 1111e c;ay, fluent c1io.lo:::;ue resembles the style of 

Sir Georce Ethere3e and there arc more echoes of John 

Dryden's diction in the text than may be to 

custorr:ary usage alone. · :Ben Jonson' .s Cap·L;ain :3obadill 

and Viast?r Stephen are clearly the prototypes of the 

cowardly, boastful bully, Captain :S1um.f e and his r;ull, 

Sir Joseph ':Jittol, who provide an action of farce. There 

are also elements of traditiono.1 comed;;r which in fact 

cCG.1. -oe traced back to the One e:;ains 

the impression that it was not conceived as a whole 

but was a youthful exercise in mixins borrowed 

inc:;redients. 

8wift and vivacious, witty 

proiucinc a inpression of caiety 

in io:o.able Lend.on, mus·L; ;1ave carried 

to the looseaess of its structure is 

in the five independent actionc. Zach has 

complications, an inclepondent clir:J.ax, clehouernont and 

conclusion, 1:1'.•.ich is Host from a structl1.ral 

:;)Oin L; o:f viei;J. Indeed the c.ction in which :E'ondlewif e is 

deceived by JJaetitia a:o-id Bellmour is virtually a 

tradi·L;ional comedy 1:Jithin a comedy, and the farce remains 

a separate entity until it is linked_ to the main action 

in the final Act. MoreovDr, Dcllmour is obviously the 

'rake-hero' of tho . cor,1edy all.d ;fet his wooinr_; of Belinda 

takes second place to lieartwell 's fake cl marriae;e with 

Sylvia. The lack of unity in 1g.9.Qi3!li!.'.2: has oeen ma1311ifieC_. 

It should perhaps be noted that of the five 

actions is nsscciated in way with one or more of 

the other nctioas. Dellmour, like Sir Frederick Frollick 

in 's plays the most important 
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r6lo in all but one: he woos 3elinda, saves Heartwell 

f row i:1a;rr:yin;::; a courtc so.,'!, h::ts 'o_r.i_ c..rwur l·ii th Lue ti tia, 

c.i>.0 his promise to Lucy cn.sffces a trid:ed mo..rria0e to 

end the farce. ~is f~iendsbip with V&inlove associates 

him uith the remaininc nctiort, thou5h ho does not 

o.cti vely mo ti vato it. Lucy ac"cs as a second connectin{S 

link. Sylvia's scheme to trap Heartwell in worria~c 

and the f orc;o<J letter sent to Vainlove are both su.:;cested 

by 11er, c.:nd because she accepts a. bribe from Bcllmour, 

the tricked marriage of ;.3ir Jo:-;eph ',Ji ttol and Captain 

Bluffe is made possible. Vainlove's nature initiates 

t1:10 actions. Eis dislil:::o of DI'.lorous advances by women 

maJ.~es hia~ hand L&eti tia' s letter to Bellmour which 

:i.i.1trod.vces the traditional comic action, and it also 

leads to l:.is be inc; so roadil;y deceived by Luc~r' s f orc;ed 

letter, the source of a ;11isunclerst1:.:i_:udi11c; betvveen hini. 

2110_ Ar.a:::into.. ?inally, Dir Jo9oph \·Jittol 's letter of 

credit to ~ondlewife is n co~t~ibut6ry cause of the old 

bo.nl::er 's returninc; home early and tr0.rpin~ Dellmour 

":.'i tl: hie •:Jife, DJ::d, had :r3clL1do. and Lr212i11to. no·(; met 

J osopl1 'cli ttol and_ Cap ta.in Dluf f e 

not ho.ve_lound suitable huobo..nds 

Lv.c;y. 

coDtrivo.nco rather th2.:n constructiol1. 

in t~e Park, Detter 

for Sylvia nn.d 

Ls one r;nc;,_-::_t e:;;::pect- fro:..1 an unsJ::illod drarJatist, 

the e:::::position is at first ;rn.:i:-ri0D_ o.nc thca intermitten-C. 

Ia the fi:rst scene the o.udieace is told ttat Vainlove 

1·10.s e.bo.;_10.oned. ;Jyl vio. becanc2 Eearti:·.rell io courting her 
:""',_J' .• _r_; _ _ ,_,1 C"""I+- T'el lm· our pl ;.., .. nc +o -~i· ,:-ti· c·1J e -"'enJ.-~t-1ell -~or 1,1· C" ~ - - - LI .L- u. ,_, ~' - - ' - -"' -- UL •) v -'- -.}_ l. • ,_ ' ,;_._ ,- • ..!. - "" 

i'oolis':1:0ss ; tbc:.t :3cJ.J.L·:our \-_,ill l!.c,ve an u":J.our i.-1it:1 

J?oJ.1rilc1,_rif e's snouse, Lue ti tia ; o.nd. tl:.at Vo.in love end 

~-...ct I, 

Dcsne V is recc":1ccl bc:::'o:rc the farcico.l action is rnentioncC, 

.:.ma 011l3T in Act I:'.J ~ !Jc0ne I is Luc~: 1 s plot a::;ainst 

Vainlovo introduce~. 

use mo.de of coi~cideTicc. 

S-ir Joscp~'l "J:Ltt;ol in Iict II, Gcene I is '.J. r.1ir2 .. culous 

coincidence 2.nd :na~.r 0111~~ be cx:cuse<J on t,1_e :::.;rouncl of its 
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being farce. To this may be coupled the ability of 

other ch,aractGrs to c;>verhear words spoken in soliloquy, 

a structural device employed to buttrGss the plot. 

Congreve, howGver, showed some ability at the 

str1_1_ctural technique of fore shadowincs. In Act I, Scene II, 

Tiellrnour says:r. 

11 . I must take up, or I shall never 
hold out ; Flesh and Dlood cannot be?.r 1 
it alwaysn. 

This thought points to.the unj_on of :3ellmour and :Selinda 

in the last scene of the yilay. There is also the i~em&rk 

i,i.rhich De.llmour makes to Va:inlove in Act I, Scene I : 

11 . it lies convenient for us to pay 2 
our .Afternoon 3.ervices to our Ilistresses. n 

':le expect tJ1.em to visit Belinda end Aro.minta, as they 

do in Act II, Scene IV. Jir Josep~1 1.Jittol, in his 

drunken exuberance (Act IV, ·Scene I:n tells Captain 

:Sluffe : 
' 

n • I' 11 go to .Aldertlian ;[Qp.dJ__.§.}Iif52. by 
and by, and c;et 50 pieces more from him 11 

In llct IV, Scene ·~:VIII Foncl.lc 1Hife returns unexpectedly 

with Sir Joseph ~ittol and traps JellLlour with Laetitia. 

Vainlove's meetinc with :lelinda and Araminta in 3t. Jame.s's 

Parl: is foreshadowed in Act IV, Jcene III, ':!hen he says 

to Sharper : 

ti . . Yes I will co ~oo - nnd she ~hall 4 
see her Error . 

It is. therefore not a coincidence ·chat, on the approacl1 

of ;Jir Joseph ·.iittol an(l CaT)·caiJ.1 Lauffe, Arar;:iinto. should 

so.y : 

~----·----·------------------.. ------·------_..,..-------·--· -----
All 0uotations frorJ tl1e Co;;.ledies, 
and Spilo~~ues of ':'Jillio.".1 Coj1c:;revo 
Comedies by TJillia11 Co113reve. Ed. 
etc., Oxford Univ. Press, (191+<)). 

Dedications, Prolo3ues 
·will "..:ie found in: 
by B6namy Dobr6e. London, 

1 Congreve, ~Jilliai"":l The Old Bachelor A.l S.2 p.29 1.9-11. 
?. Ibid. 11 

•• l :j.l p.2S 1.L:-8-4-S. 
·3 Ibid. A.4 3.9 p.77 1. 5-6. 
4 Ibid. A.4 J.3 p.72 1. 3G. 



11 1:"0 ;no:tter 
';J a3r • II 

I see Vo.inlovc 

Concreve was particularly careful to stress 

the of tim.o in tho nlot · o:L The Gld :30..chclo:;:-. 
~ --~~--~~-~-

plny coraconccc fairly cerly in the ~ornin~: 

11 Vain1ovo, encl a1Jroo.c1 co co.rl~r I . . 
' 3 Dolh1our rn1.cT Vainlove are to :::·ay 11 .;':.ftornoon :J0rviccs 11 

to f1clind.a o.:r.d :1.:i:-0r.1int2,. I=earti..·_rell tells Dyl via to 
LI. 

e~;:pcct :1iD 11 in the ~veains 11 
' arnl Lc.etiti2. 1 s letter 

inf or~ Vainlove that FoncJ.lcwifo .':Jill be "Out of Tovm 
r: 

tl"j_s ::Cvcnin:::; n. -· ':Je must o.ssurT!e, therefore, ti1at 

:8ellmour' s ~:mour v1ith Luotitia takes place in tb.e early 

even.inc;, lea vine; hi:Ifi suf:;:'i-cicnt ti,:w to conduct the 

faked marriae;e ceremony betu2en ·~rcc.:::-tHell and Sylvia 

before it is very late. Heart\·rell tells Dhar:rer that 

he has 8oon rao..rricd If.chose t~·JO r:ours :f 6 and he . imrnedio.tcl;y 

coes home to find Sylvia. ~one. Ho is then ridiculed, 

so that the fj_nc.l scene, in. u:.iid1 Delln:our ru1.d. :Selinda 

a~ree to marry takes place tho.t nicht. 

Hhen =·elJ.raour says to Vo.inlovc : 

This is conf ir~ed 

n • 1.1eJ_l, l·Je of1.all :-1avc ~:-0 1 1r Compnn3r -co 
C!::urc'1 in tJ1e !"iorni::.1:.:-; . v ~; 7 

?ho entire action covers ono d.n;y Oi1J.3r, '0ut its coi~ll')le:xit;y 

of :1ic co;,103.ics Co11:7cvo stresse l t~c :~c.s:J~::.~o of tj_me 

~.n -L:;JJ.in r1:.7 so t}1at I s 1-:c.ll ;·wrel3r note j_r11p:r.ovc:11c:mts or 
' 
vo.r:i_o_t:i.01:.s 1Jithout re:i.;eatil-;.;_; J.:.j_s :.iothou. 

1 C · · · J l · rr1' C 1 - ·' ' 1 '· Lr ·--: 0 - 70 J '>"' '")..,. O:i.J.Srcve, '.il ___ 1c..:r, .!.ilC ; !'..1 .. ·iO.C•lC or. L. ,- D.; J). c1 _.,_ .. -r.:..,i. 

2 I~id. ~.l J.l ~.(~5) 1.1. 

3 I~j_d. L.l 8.1 p.29 J.1~·9. 
,-.... , 
.J.iJl(.. L.~ ~.10 p.GG 1.13~. 
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C. II'lPI20VED Er-::'RUC~~UEE CE' THZ DOUBLE-DEALER . _._........,, ___ .....,. ______ ,-... ________ .. _______________ _ 

There is come evidence to show. tl1a-~ Congreve 

·wished to improve his technique when l1e wrote T~1e 

;QQ~ple-Qea;Ler:. In the ~121:£.!1.Q_;QQdiQ.Qtory of _i;gg~ __ .Q1_g 

~Qf.fl§ l ££ ~2._!h_§_gigh_!_;i.Q.gQg£g_ b 1 e _Qhgl es __ Lo ;rg __ Qli££ ord, 

Qf_l:g~~s°OQ£2.~Q, he wrote: 

in it, hut what I do irnow ; 

first step to an Ji.Jne:1clment 11
• 

11 I ".;;hink there are no ?aul ts 

which, as I take it, is the 
1 W11en h~ dedicated his 

second comedy ±2._!h.Q._gi,sht_D;ong_~f.§;QlQ_Qharles ~~Qgtague, 

he confessed the 1 imperfect performance' ·of his de~ign, 

but expressed the opinion that the 'rnecha11ical part' 

was regular. He qaulified his opinion by sayinc : 

"I made the Plot. as stronc as I could, because 
it was single, and I made it sinsle, because 
I would avoid Confusion, and was resolved to 2 preserve the three Unities of Drama 11

• 

If one reads .'.!:h.§._;QoublQ=De_glel'. carefully it 

is apparcn t that Congreve's opinion is not accurate. · · · 

Only eic;ht of the eleven characters play an .active part 

in the central action. An independent comic'. o.ction is 

provic1ed for Lord Frot::.i, his iJif e and. Jrisk,-wh~ <seem to' 

have been introduced to contrast with the sincere love 

of Mellefont O:nd Cynthia and, perhaps, to afford~ the 
'· author an. opportu.nit;;r to satirise a certain. type of. 

social behaviour. 

The intri~ue of' Careless and Lady Plyant is a 

similar di0ression. It is relevant up to a point, since 

it resolves the first complication of' the o.ctio.n, ,but 

when it chanr;e s to a traditional amour - an· echo Of the 

Bellmour - Iaetitia - :Fondlewife episode in 1he_plg 

E.£Qb1el2£ - it detracts from Con;::;rcve 's p11rpose to pro­

duce a strons and cint;lc plot. 

__________________ ._ .. ________________________ .. ___ _ 
1 Con3reve, Willia~ To t~e RiGht llonourable Charles 

L!.2£.9: Clifford of Lanesborou3h, (etc.) p.l'?. 

2 Conc;rcve, '.villiam To the Ricllt Honourable Charle.s 
Monta3ue, one of the Lords of the Tr~asury. p.113. 
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It is true that the licht comedy of the Froths 
' . 

and Brisk, the J?lyonts and Careless :i, .... elieves the sombre 
; ~ ~ ~ 

0reed o.nd malice of a central action which is ratl:.er 

heavy nnd melodro.matic, but this function depends chiefly 

upon a skilful ordering of the Scenes, Cort3t~ve's 

arran3emen~c is not wholly satisfyinc;. In Acts I and II 

the b9.lance between light and heavier scenes is fairly 

cwell main-l;ained, but from Act III~ Scene V to Act IV, 

Scene XI the action is predominantly lic;ht comedy and 

this is followed by a period of Unrelieved tension from 

Act IV Scene XII to Act V Scene VII. Act V Sceties VtII 

and XX are cleverly introduced to break the tension and 

the hi:::;h ~emotional pitch of the -L;w9 concluding Scenes 

is suddenly reduced to the level of ·comedy by Brisk's 

unexpected remark:. ''This is all very surprising, 1e.t 

me peris:'1 11 , 
1 but in general the arrane;ement is not 

skilful. 

<· 

A more serious criticisb is'bhat the ~lim~x is . . . 
vae;ue and the denouement is ponderous an<l too lone;. The 

emotional pitch of the Scene where Lord Touchwood traps 

Mellefont in Lady Touchwood's chanber is ·so hic;h that 

one is apt to lo~.;... eie:;ht of tbe fact. thaJG Maskwell 's 
,.., . 

plot has not reached. a climax before Lord Touchwood · 

promises to' c:Li,sinherit his -nephew, mQ.king Maskwell his 

sole he'ir and awarding C;yntbia as his' ~ride. In other 

11ords, '··an emotional climax precedes and obscu.res th.e real 

climax. 

; 

I feel o1Jliged to in.elude so_liloquy in structure 

because here, as in ~g~_.__Qld Ba.~~Q.lOf, Concreve employed 

it to.buttre~s_his plot. Although be avoided tbe 

ab::mrd_i ty of allowiJ).3 other chc.racters, to ·overhear words 

spoken in soliloquy, the twelve 'soliloquies (excludinc; 

asides) which occur in S£hQ_;Q2u-b_1Q=;QQQ1_er are chiefly 
' ' 

J.esi::;ned to explain and foreshadot-1 the. plot and thus 
' .· 

reveo.l an i11adequate structure. 

DeS.pi te these defects, there· is· a gr·eat 

j_mprovet:ent. Unity of place is ensured by tl1e scene 

---~---------··-----------------·-------------------------

1 Conc;reve, Jillio.m 'J:1he Double-Dealer. A. 5 3. Tb.e Last 
:;: . 210 1 . l '.'. . 
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bein5 set in Lord Touchwood 1 s home. The action takes 

place after dinne:r one evenins - the passaze ·of time 
be inc; carefl1lly stressed as usual - but al thour;h only a 

few hours elapse, oner s crecluli ty is not strained as 

it was by !h~_.Ql~_Da~hQl.2!'.· The reason for this is that 
there are no :narriages or other impr,obable occu;rrences 

in the short space of time. Had Concreve been able to 

assimilate the parts, which appear o.s dir;ressions, into 

a sinele action, it would indeed have been a ~e~ularly 

constructed comedy. 

Congreve's technique cif foreshadowing the action, 

too, had improved. The conciso exposition foreshadows 

the C..irection the action \vill take in a conversation 

between Mellefont and Careless (Act I, Scene III), and 

the denouement is similarly foreshc..dowed by Naskwell's 

fear that Lady. Touchwood will learn of his scheme to 

rc.arry Cynthia (Act III,· Scene III). Per·haps the most 

unusual technic;;.ue is the way in 'which Maskwell constantly 

tells hellef ant what he intends' to do to cheat him while 

pretending to assist him. In this way the forthcoming 

action is perpetually being foreshadowed. 

Borrowin3 from other authors is no·t so obvious 

as it was in !he_Qld-.:~ach.§.1.2.!'., thou:;h I cannot aci~ee 

i;Ji th Concreve r ,s v1ords in ThQ__~Di~tl.§._ Dodi~.Q~QfY where 

he writes ; "I invented tho Fable, ancl do not know that 

I have borrow' Ci one riint of it any where n. 
1 In. 

Chap·cer II I related the dancing scene between Lady 

Froth and :3risk to Wycherley's .;'h.§._Q.~ptJ:em_§;g_]2ancigg · 

Master, and there are &ertainly elements of traditional .. ______ . '<Ii.I:.;\~ 

comedy in the structure. It is possible that Cone;reve 

was referrine; to the central action alone when.he wrote 
the words, but this is doubtful. Another possibility is 

that Congreve had.so completely assimilated the words 

he read that they returned to his imagination as oric;inal 

id.eas without. his realisin3 their source. It is difficult 

to say. 

-------·--------· --------------------------------------
1 Conc;reve, ".iilliam The E:9istle Dedicatory of The 

D6uble-Dealer. p.114. 
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1.rhe opinion of .John Dryden expressed in his 

p 0 em 12-!!!Y_ De ££_[r i Q!l9:_t!£.:.-_Q is __ CO!!,!_e dy_,_ 
that it was impossible for 

Congreve to improve on this comedy appears to have over-. . 
looked certain defects, but I think he was justified in 
praising his young friend for the technical progress 
he had' made . 

D. SOME NE.W TECHNIOUE IN LOVE FOR LOVE _ .. ... ________________ _ 

The central action of ThQ_Qouble-De_g.J:er had· 

·revolved about a problem ratsed by Lady Touchwood's 

malice and Maskwell' s greed, but most o.f ·the light comedy 

was no{ linked to it. In fiove ___ f or_I!_QVQ we find Congreve 

employing a new structural technique. The centre from 

which the entire action flows is a problem which is 

already present when the play commences. It is Sir 

Dampson Legend's determination to disinherft his son 

Valentine because of his irresponsible extravagance., The 

importance of the problem stressed by its being fore.,,. 
• J •· 

shadowed by Valentine Is serva_nt Jeremy in tpe first 

Scene. 

The method of exposition in LQ.YQ is 
also new. Unlike the hasty manner in the first scene of 

B§:.s:::_Q.elor, ·or the concise. plan which foreshadows 

the plot in· __ P-_ou:Q.le-D.§.£1.§.!'., the exposition of for 

is leisurely, and it enables Con3reve to build up 
an atmosphere., The scenes of the. first act, while 

gradually introducing characters, disclose the company 

Valentine has been keeping. Parallel scenes, which do . . . 

not move plot forward, ·in the second ac.t, build a 

contrasting in Mr. This 
' ' 4 • 

technique allows the intr'oduction of traditional 

episodes ·which fall in naturally with the general atmos­

phere. Instances are the visit of Mr. Tattle and Mrs. 

Frail to Valentine in Act I, r:r .. Foresight Is astrology, 

and the conversation between.Mrs. Fores:Lc;ht and Mrs. 

Frail in Act II. is greatly superior to the separate 

actions of 1hQ_Q1:9; _ the detached scenes of 
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light comed_y and satire in The Double-Dealer. _____ ... _______ . ---- liever-
theless, there appears to be something 

There. is a proneness to a_isperse instead of 

to unify the action. It is probably a :t;'emnant of Congreve's 

old tendency to digress. Obvious instances are Scandal's 

amour with Mrs. Forebi3ht and the masked marriace of 
Tattle and. Mrc. Frail. Those loss obvious, but which 

produce a similar effect, are the love-makine; scenes 

between rrattle and Miss Prue and Mrs. Frail' s vrnoing of 
Ben. They all flow from the plot, but the point is that 

they flow out from the central action instead of forward 

as an integral part of it. True unity of action, there­
fore,. is not achieved. Unity of place is adequately 

maintained., however 7 by alternatinc; the acts between 
Valentine's lodcings and Mr. Foresit_sM:; 's home (except 

that Acts II and III remained constant in Foresi3ht's 

home), and the time of action is rouc;hly twenty-four 
i1ours. 

The position of the climax is unusual in this 

comedy as it is reached very late - about midway tnrough 

the lpst Scene of the Act. Conseqtiently, the 

d§nouement is rather short. Nevertheless the element of 

surprise in the sudden turn of events necessitate.s a 

deferred climax so that a technique 't"lhich is more in 

keeping with tragedy 'than c.omedy is apposite to the plot 

as a whole. It is.much more effective than the early 

and va5ue climax of __ ,' and its placing 

does not nppenr to hamper the denoueme:r;i.t, which is lucid 

thouc;h concise. 

A great structural improvement is the total 

elimination of coincidence. Hor is there a sirigle 

soliloquy to buttress the structure, a function of so 

r.iany in i!:ven the asides, it is 
interesting to· note,. are often spoken between two charac­

ters, thou;:;h there o.re some of the conventional kind. 

Congreve, it seems, had devised a structure which was 

natural and intelli3ible to an audience without accepted 

aids a11ci without coincidence. 



;~"• ,- ' 

Page 76 

If one compares The Old Bachelor with Love 

.f2L!!Q.Y§. one can..-riot fail to notice the improvement in 

structural technique. With remarkably similar ingre­

dients for the action, Congreve wove a plot which almost 

produced the unity he desired. It had even more unity 
that the total action of The Double-Dealer, though 

like his second Comedy, the light traditional episodes 

were not sufficiently assimilated into the centr~l 
.action to produce a·unit. 

~. THE MOURNING BRIDE 

Congreve 1 s next play was a tragedy,_Th~r:Iourning 

].fide. It is a structure without traditional farce, 
and, therefore, its plot should not be ignored. 

There are no digressions, and the action seems 

to move relentlessly forward to the climax at the end 
of the last Act, but once again analysis discloses that 

Congreve failed to achieve a perfect unity. The revolt 
against King r-tanuel, which saves the lives of Alphonso 

and Almeria, has an external cause. Kind Manuel's 

avarice has nothing whatever to do with his tragedy Eis 
death results from malice, the ambition of Gonsalez, 

and the fact that he struck Perez. Yet his avarice 

causes the revolt. 

Unity is found in z·ara Is tra(jedy which is 

caused by her passionate love for Alphonso. Her fatal 
error is her blind acceptance that the };leadl~ss body is 
indeed Alphonso. The fact, however, that one is able 
· d · t · · 1 ' 1the t f · h l 1 · 1 · d · · 1- • -co is ine;uisi-:i; po.r s _ rom --c e w10_ e imp ies isuni-vy in_ 
the total structure. Congreve's failure to construct 
a unified plot, therefore, may not be solely attributed 
to the traditional element in comedy. 

The unity of time is not repeatedly stressed 

in ~Q~~2urging__,]riQ~ as it is in his earlier comedies. 
There is sufficient evidence, neve:::.•theless, to prove 

. that- the action covers about twenty..,.four hours. In Act I, 
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King Manuel says : 

11
• • This Day we triumph ; but to morrow's Sun, 

1 Shall shine on Garcia's nuptials 11
• 

In Act III, Heli tells Osmyn that' Almeria will.visit him 
2 when the king and Garcia have·retired 11at Midnight". 

It must be the following morning, therefore, when King 

Manuel . says to Almeria : "Why this, on the Day which 
was design'd to celebrate thy Nuptials? 11 3 

The pla.ce is King ,Manuel's court in Granada, 

though the setting varies considerably within the limit 
imposed. From a room of state it .shifts to the aisle 
of a temple, then to Anselmo's tomb, followed by a 
prison, before it returns again to the room of state. 
The final scene is in the prison once more, but the 
limits prescribed are sufficientl:y narrow to be com­
prehended in the classical definition of the unity of 
place.· 

Only once does coincidence mar the inevitability 
of the action and that is w:hen Zara's mute, bearing 'r-.her 

·,;.o 

letter to Alphonso, is seen by the King and pursued. 

!h~J2ourni~g_TiriQ~, therefore, approaches closer to 
a regular structure than any of Congreve's earlier 

plays but, as I said, it did not quite succeed. 

F. TH:S WAY OF THE ')OI?.L:O 
---~~~~--~----~ 

'I1here need be no doubt that Jeremy Collier 1 s 

attack upon the stage urged Con3reve to exercise creat 

care when constructing 1:-9:.~ _ _}:{~;y_Qf th~_l12.E.±.9:· 

i1J;;int!f¥::tt&~ ~· ::~:i-'}~~~,,§~~--~i'" 1. ,;. ,.;, '~~~~.:~~i~~cil• r ~ ' ' 

1 

3 

Cone;reve, 
Tonson. 

Ibid. 

Ibid. 

Hilliam The Mourning "Jride. 
1697. A.l S.l p.10. 

A.3 8.1 p.28. 
A. L~ s . 1 p . 46 . 

London, Jacob 



,'"\,.·, ... 

Page 78 

I think, however, that something more.than care resulted. 
Congreve, as an artist, must have realised that if a 
drama was to live greater unity "than fue had achieved in 
the past was essential, and Collier had stimulated his 
desire to write such a comedy. The truth he had been 
seeking, perhaps ineffectually, was suddenly revealed 

in this unexpected manner and he ~acame aware of a deeper, 
more mature purpose, a need to produce a regular struc­
ture so that the comedy would live. I think this may 
explain his words in The Dedication which·clearly 
indicate that he did not expect the comedy to succeed 

' . 
on the contemporary stage. What is certain, however, 
is that he was not pander_ing to .current taste. At the 
present juncture, however, it would~be rash to assume 
that he was doing more than attempt·ing to satisfy a 
sense of aesthetic honesty and so tO: fulfil a desire 

'· he expressed in The Dedication of Th.~_J2Quble-Dealer. 
My immediate purpose is to examine the structure of The 
E~Y of the World. 

The action of The Way of ·the World forms a 
satisfying unit. There is a single problem binding it 
together - how will Mirabell win·Millamant? The time 
is said to be 1 equal to that of Presentation' and the 
place is Lady Wishf ort 1 s home in"" London a..'1.d its immediate 
vicinity - a chocolate-house and St. James's Park. 

Moreover, the setting shifts from the chocolate-house 
to St. James's Park and then remains constant in Lady 
Wishfort!s home. 

One might, of course, question a part of 
Fainall's plot to induce Millamant to reject Sir Wilfull 
Witwoud, in which three characters; Witwoud, Petulant 
and Sir Wilfull himself, are quite sober at the commence­
ment of Act IV, become very drunk before the ·end of the 
same Act and then are sober again toward the. end of 



Page 79 

Act V. Even though they slept, the change in their con­
dition is near miraculous. if the time represented is 
the time "j:;aken for the presentation. Nevertheless, it 
does not dicturb the illusion of truth on n stage. Nor 
would an objec·cion that Congreve has used an external 
jJaeu of Conveyance to unravel the plot c.n.d dispose ·cf 
Fainall's cla:.m be valid. The exposition·explain°s how 
intimate were Mirabell and Mrs. Fainall and the circum­
stances of her marriage. W'.c.at is more probable than 
that she should safeguard her property? or that the 
man she entrusted it to should be Mira bell? f·ioreove:c, 
she says to Mirabell : 11 I ought to stand in some Degree 
of Credit with·you, Mirabell". 1 It is an infinitely 
subtle suggestion, to be sure~ but the words acquire an 
additional meaning when the whole truth is known. 

A notable achievement is the way.in which every 
character, even the insignificant Mincing, has some part 
to play in the d.dnouement. Foible, Waitwell, Minc~ng 
and Sir Wilfull Witv:oud have important roles. The 
foolish t1:i.ts, Petulant and Wi twoud 1 signed the Deed of 
Convc;}rance as witnesses. 

Foreshadowine; is often too subtle to be appre­
ciated on a stage, but at times it is clear. Lady 
Wishfort 1 a lia·;red of Mirabell and the rumour repeated by 

Petulant and Witwoud foreshadow Mirabell's intrigue and 
the amusing love scenes between Sir Rowland and Lady 
Wishfort. FaL~all's undertaking 'to make Sir Wilfull 
dr:unk posits a drunken scene to follow. 

Examples of subtle foreshadowinB are Mrs. 
Fai:c:all 's remard about standing in some degree of credit 
with Mirabell, quoted earlier, the gambling scene and 
its promise of another meeting with which the play co~mcnces, 

· foreshadow:;..r..t;, :3.8 it does, the plot where Mirabcll and 

Fainall gamble for Millament's inheritance, and Mrs. 
Marwood's desire not to provoke Foible, expressed in 

'· 

1 Congreve, William The Way of the World. A.2 S.3 
p.368. 1.33-34. 
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Act III Scene XVIII, which foreshadows· the revelation 
in Act V. 

There is no coincidences throughout the action 
and the few soliloquies express the thoughts and emotions 
of characters in a natural way. 

Traditional incid_ents are integrated with tlie 

central action and appear L1 a new guise. The tric~ed 
r.iarriage between Sir Rowland and Lady Wishfort never 
takes place ; the attempted disinheritance of Mrs. 
Millamant is a plot, not the indignation of an outraged 
father or uncle; the country squire, t·he would-be wits, 
the clever servant are all introduced, but as an integral 
part of a unified action. 

The exposition in not too leisurely yet not 
hasty, the climax occurs at an appropriate place in the 
action and the denouement is neither too concise nor 

tedious. Congreve's structural technique in The_Jf~y o.f 

the World is fitting for a regular comedy~ true in all 
its parts. 

G. SOME CONCLUSIONS 

What does the growing unity of structure 
signify? .'.!:he_Qld Bache;!;,Q£ was so loosely constructed 
that it appeared to be in danger of falling apart into 
five separate comedies. 
the Restoration stage. 

Yet it was a great success upon 
Study reveals that ~ for Love 

is carefully constructeds but my opinion is that its 
presentation would obscure the structure behind the 

kaleidoscopic effect.of' traditional, or conventional, 
scenes. It combines the spirit of The Old Bachelor 
with the greater unity of T~e Double-Dealer disguised. 
LQ!e for Love was also a very successful play on the 
Restoration stage. 

In The Double-Dealer John Dryden saw perfection~ 
It failed upon the stage. I suBgested that there were 
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faults in its s-tructure, but, structurally, it was 
superior to The Old Bachelor, which was acclaimed·. The 
reason for its failure seems to be that it was a different 
kind of structure. It wa.s an inadequate attempt to 
achieve artistic perfection, not merely an ~ntertainment. 

The enigma of The Double-Dealer following the 
popular success of The Old Bachelor impels one to_ believe 
that the real Congreve was an artist, not a time-server. 
If popularity was all he was seeking it is difficult to 
eJ..i>lain The Double-Dealer and, ·above all,, The. WfbY of the 
~orld after the popular acclaim of Love for Love. 

I have suggested that Congreve wrote The 
_!1.Q1!£ning Bride because his aesthetic nature forbade 
him to take a retrograde step. To fulfil his contract 
with Thomas Betterton, which I mentioned in Chapter III; 
he would have to write one drama each year and he may 
have realised that another comedy, hurriedly conceived 
and jotted down, would not permit the careful craftman­
ship his fastidiousness demanded if he were to improve 
upon Love for Love~ Tragea.y was a new draEatic form 
and would not detract from his achievement on the comic 
stage. 

An.other reason, equally probable, is that he 
longed to be able to produce a unified dramatic structure. 
Pufulic taste for traditional comedy made it very difficult 
to succeed in that field. In tragedy a unified purpose 

· B.J.'1.d structure would improve the chance of its success. 
It was a test of Congreve's structural ability. 

I have already explained why The Mournigg Bride 
was structurally imperfect. The absence of farce alone 
was not enough to overcome an inherent tendency he had 
shown from the i:;ime when he wrote Incognita, a tendency 
to digress from the central plot. 

It is impossible to say whether Congreve realised 
his fault in the structure of The Mourning Bride. The 
tragedy was acclaimed a great success in the theatre, and, 
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in the words of Professor Dobree, it was a work "that 
most swelled his fa.me with his contemporaries 11 •

1 What 
he may have observed was the advantage of constructing 
a drama without the diversion of popular farce. 

Ironically, Jeremy Collier's attack upon the 
Stage~ which I discussed in Chapters I and III, now 
assisted Congreve. Low farce was taboo and he took ad­
vantage of the current situation to write the comedy his 
artistic nature urged him to create~ The structural 
process had taken about ten years. The final product, 
which makes the process t~signifj~cant, is The W§Jf. of the 

<ti-

World. ---

The Way of the World has a unified action, in_ 
which every character has some function in the denoue­
ment, covering a period equal to the time of presentation, 
which takes place in a limited locality. It is a comedy 
in which the use of soliloqui is dramatic, and not a 
device to buttress the plot, which moves rapidly and· 
smoothly forward from a natural exposition in the direc­
tion ,foreshadowed~ witho'-t~ digression and without 
coincidence. 

The action has a single complication which 
leads to the climax in the last act and is then unravelled 
and overcome. I submit that this is the kind of structure 
envisaged.by Congreve when he wrote of a 'regular comedy'. 

The first part, the structure, appears to be 
1 true 1

• The next part to be examined is the stage 
technique. 

-------------·~~-

1 Dobree, Bonamy Introd~ction to The Mourning Bride~ 
Poems a..""ld ;;cJVJiscellan:file:~t:;i,Ed. by Bonamy Dobree. 
London, Oxford Univ. Press. (1928). p.xi. . 
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Drama consists of more than plot and 
It is designed to be presented on a stage and, what is 
more, · a s·pecific kind of stage.. A regular comedy must 
be true in all its parts, so a discussion of stage 
technique is essential. Some knowledge of the Restoration 
theatre, therefore, will greatly facilitate the discussion. 

A. THE RESTORATION THEATRE ------
On the Restoration stage itself an i1elaborate 

proscenium arch framed a t made up o.f back 

shutters and side wi.ngsi:, 1 similar to a modern theatre. 
Here, however, the resemblance ended. The stage was 
carried forward from the proscenium arch into the middle 
of the 2 In front it was convex to correspond with 
the concentric semicircles of the benchesp 3 

"At the Theatre Royal, at least, the distance 
from the proscenium arch to the front of the stage was 
equal to that from the proscenium arch to the back wall 
.of the theatre 11

• 
4 The floor of the pit sloped gradually 

so that the people seated on the last benches were on a 
higher level than those seated in the front row.5 In the 

theatre of Congreve's the last row of benches in 
the pit was only a few feet under the ledge of the boxes. 6 

These benches were backless. The leP:gef]. or first 
gallery, ended in the boxes overhanging the apron stage, 

1 Nicoll, Allardyce The English Theatre: a short history .. 
London, (etc), 1938. p.80 • 

. 2 Ibid. p.82 .. 
3 Summers, Montague The Restoration Theatre. London, 

Kegan Paul. (etc.) 1934. p.30. 
4 Ibid. p.30. 
5 Nicoll, The English Theatre: a short History. 

London, (etc.) Nelson, 1938. p.82. 
6 Summers, Montague The Theatre. London.· 

Kegan Paul, (etc.) 1934. Pe31. 



Page ·84 

which was the select portion of the theatre. The King 6 s 
boxes were at the centre of the gallery. T'ne upper ,. 
gallery, above the boxes, was the middle-class people, 
courtesans and footmen. 1 

The stage too, was built on a slight incline, 
sloping down towards the pit, so that the back wall 
would be on a higher level than the apron which projected 
into the pit. 
separated the 
dimensions of 

proscenium was really an arch which 
stage. into two parts of fairly equal 

which the part projecting into the pit, 
was, from the point of view, by far the most 
important and most generally used. 2 There was a 
curtain on the stage, but it rose after the delivery 
of the Prologue and rarely fell before the ERilogue 
had been spoken. T'ne end of each act was indicated by 

a clear stage. Scenes were changed by drawing together 
two portions of a flat* The flats were of three kinds : 

(1) shutters. which met in the centre or 
ran across the stage ; 

(2) the relieves, or moulded scenes in 
relief ; 

(3) 
•• ' 

cut where some part was cut 
out to show a distant prospect or 
perspective extend.ing behind. 

About four proscenium doors with ordinary knobs -an.d 
lmockers were provided through which the actors might 
enter and make their exits. Occasionally these doors 
became part of the setting and were treated as the 
entrance to a fictional house. 4 T'ney we-re set on either 
side of the apron stage, between the oval front.which 
faced the pit and the proscenium arch. The number 
varied, there being six in the first Theatre Royal, 

1 

2 

3 
4 

Ni_coll Allard;yce The Englis. h Theatre: a short history. 
London, (etc.), Nelson, 1938. p.91. 

Summers, Montague The Restoration Theatre. London$ 
Kegan Paul. (etc.), 1934, p.31. 

Ibid. . p. 97. 
Nicoll, Allard;yce. T-he 'I'heatre: a short history, 

London, (etc.), Ne..L.son, 193·S. p.82. 
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Bridges Street, four in the second Theatre Royal and 
more in the Vere Street theatre. 1 

There was a ~onvention in RestoEation plays 
that when a door was used as a street door of a house 

it could not be used for any otheI· purpose until the 
close of the scene. Where the proscenium doors repre­
sented street doors of two or three separate houses, 

they must be used only for an entrance to or exit from 
these houses and all departures from the stage had to 

be made through other doors or through the wings. If 

the scene was in a house, only one door would be used 
and the others ignored, unless an actor departed to an 

inner closet. 2 

A large box at the very top of the proscenium 

arch housed the orchestra. 3 Their duties chiefly con­
sisted in playing the Preludes and tunes between the 
Acts. When an incidental song or dance was introduced 

4 into a play, the musicians came onto the stage itself. 

The main source of light came from pendant 

chandeliers hung from tho proscenium arch in front of 
the curtain. These chiefly illuminated the apron. 5 
Wax candles were also used. 6 Towards the end of the 

century footlights, consisting of oil lamps or floats 
- cotton wicks running through cork and floating ·rnn 

oil - were introduced. A tin reflector screened the 
naked light from the spectators. These floats usually 

occupied the front centre of the stage. 7 The floats, 

however, were merely additional and did not supersede 

the cr ... andeliers. 8 The illusion of d:ark.i."'1ess on the 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 
6 

7 

Su~mers 1 Montague The Restoration Theatre. London, 
Kegan Paul, (etc.), 1934. p.126. 

Ibid.. p.140. 

Nicoll, Allardyce The English Theatre. A short History. 
London, (etc.), Nelson, 1938. p.85. 

Summers, Montague The Restoration Theatre. London, 
Kegan Paul, (etc.), 1934. p.114. 

Ibid. p.271. 

Ibid. p. 270. 

Ibid. p. 273. 
8 Ibid. p.274. 
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stage was conventionally produced by the actors taking 
away candles and bringing them on again when light was 

. ~ 1 requirea.s 

Any furniture needed during a scene, such as 
tables, chairs~ etc., was carried on and off the stage 
in full view of the audience. 2 The method of clearing 
the stage to indicate the end of an act was for one of 
the actors to come forward and speak a rhyming tag of a 
few lines, after which all the actors went off the stage. 3 

B. !HE STAGE TECHNIQUE OF WILLIA.1'1 CONGREVE 

· Congreve consistently employed the traditional 
rhyming tag to clear the stage at the end of each act~ 
This usually,·though not necessarily, also indicated a 

change of setting.. The DQuble-Dealer is an exception, 
since the setting is consta.tLt throughout the play, the 
only alteration being_ in Act IV, Scene XV where a flat 
is drawn to reveal Lady Touchwood's chamber. At the end 
of the act a stage direction reads: 'Scene shuts~g An 

apparent exception is the end_ of Act II in Love for 

~ov~, where, instead of a tag being spoken by a single 
character, alternate lines of dialogue rhyme. Examin­
ation shows, however, that what has been printed as 
three lines of dialogue is, in fact, two lines of iambic 
veroe : 

Miss Prue: "Well, now I 1 ll run and make more 
_haste than you .. 

Tattle . . You shall not fly so fast, as I'll 4 pursue. 11 

l Summers~ Montague The Restora<rJ~X: Theatre. 
Kegan Paul, (etc.), ;l934,, Pe~l¢~~·, 

London, 

2 Ibid. p~l48~ 

3 Ibid.. p.153. 
4 Congreve, William Love for Love~ A.2 S.11 p.261 

1. 87-89. 
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Another tradition which Congreve introduced 
quite naturally into all his comedies was the song and 
dance. The Old Bachelor has two songs, The Double­
~~~ler two, Love for Love has two and a ballad, and 
The Way of the World has one and some drunken snatches 
of song from Sir Wilful Witwoud. All the comedies, 
except ~he Double-Dealer end with a dance. 

The printed text of Restoration plays is 
confusing because the later publishers employed the 
term 'Scene' to denote the entrance or exit of characters 
during the course of a continuous action. New characters 
might introduce a new phase of the drama, such as farce, 
ridicule, or wit, but invariably the settin0 remained 
constant. A skilled dr~uatist would move his characters 
in such a way that a clear stage never occurred within 
an act, the presentation being a continuous flow and 
changing from farce, or an amusing situation, t~ witty 
dialogue, or an emotional episode, in a natural sequence 
of events. 

This constant flow of the action throughout 
each of the five acts must have taxed the ingenuity of 
every youn~ dramatist. Congreve was no exception. He 
stumbled several times in staging The Qld Bache1.£!:· 

The end of Act I Scene V is the first instance. 
Sir Joseph Wittol and Captain Bluffe have crossed the 
stage and Sharper remarks: 11 

••• I'll endeavour his 
1 acquaintance - 11

• The act ends and the stage is 
cleared with the traditional rhyming couplet. But the 
next act begins with Sharper meeting Sir Joseph. It 
appears to follow so naturally upon the preceding scene 

that the long break and the interlude of music seem to 
be unnecessary. Unfortunately the action is so arranged 
that the end of Act I may neither be shifted forward 
nor backward without causing a further problem. If 

1 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor. A.l S.5 p.36. 
'..J::• 52. 
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Act I Scene V were to become Act II Scene I, Bellmour 
would leave the stage at the end of Act I, since he is 
talking to Heartwell and Sharper in ActI Scene IV, he 
would return briefly for the new Act II Scene I and 
would then retire again - an awkward situation. To 
shift the end of Act I to the end of the farce between 
Sharper, Sir Joseph Wittel and Captain Bluffe, would 
place it at a natural break in the action and a change 
of setting, but this eould make Act I too long and 
Act II very short. Its present position is, therefore, 
the only one possible because of inadequate stage 
technique. 

The resultant compromise causes a break in 
the flow of action midway through Act II. The men make 
their exit through a proscenium door and flats are 
drawn to reveal Araminta~s apartment. 

A similar break occurs at the end of Act III 
Scene IX, also after an interlude of farce, when the 
stage is momentarily cleared and flats are drawn to 
reveal Sylvia's apartment. 

The greatest flaw on the mechanical side of 
Congreve's stage technique will be found in Act IV. 
It is the result of an overloaded action which a novice 
would be unable to handle adequately. Opening with a 
street scene, the action breaks off and the stage is 
cleared with a rhyming couplet at the end of Scene V. 
Flats are drawn and the setting becomes a room in 
Fondlewife's house, but,. after two brief scenes, the 
flats are closed and the setting is St. James's Park. 
At the end of Scene XIV flats are again dra-wn. and the 
scene becomes Fondlewife's house once mgre~. 

Even Act V has a change of setting after a 
clear stage at the end of Scene XI. Flats must be drawn 
to disclose Sylvia's Lodgings in which the closing scenes 
take place. It is only Act I of The Old Bachelor, there­
fore, which retains a constant setting throughout. 
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The Double-Dealer is a remarkable example of 
development in the mechanics of the stage. In The 
~Eistle~Dedicatori Congreve expressed the belief that 
11 the Mechanical part of it is regular" 1 and, to a 
large extent, this is true, bu·t he had overlooked a 
few defect. I mentioned that in Act IV Scene XV a flat 
is drawn to reveal Lady Touchwood's chamber. It is 
obvious at this point that the stage has been cleared, 
since Mellefont is in the chamber, and if Maskwell and 
Lord Touchwood, who were speaking in the previous scene, 
had not left the stage before the drawing of the flat, 
the situation would be absurd. 

Perhaps, however, it is time that I distinguished 
between a break in the flow of action and a dramatic 
pause. The above instance may scarcely be called drama­
tic, because the interruption adds little if anything to 
the drama of the situation. It is rather a difficulty 
which could not be circumvented in another way. One of 
the three breaks in the flow of action in Act IV of The 
Old Bachelor is dramatic because the situation necessi­
tates a pause. The amour between Bellmour and Laetitia 
Fondlewif e has proceeded to a point where Bellmour 
pretends to be ill. He says to Laetitia : 

"~ • • Let me lye down upon the Bed ; 2 the Fit will soon be over~'. 

A break here, at the end of Scene VII~ is therefore, 
both necessary and dramatic. Similarly, two further 
pauses which occur in the action of The Double-Deal~ 
are necessary for dramatic reasons. The first occurs 
after Act V Scene V when Maokwell has suggested to 
Mellefont that they spea.k to Cynthia. The audience 
knows it is his final plot to cheat Mellefont. 'dhen 
the two men make their exit, a. good stage producer would 

allow a pause before Lord and Lady Touchwood enter, to 

1 Congreve, William The Epistle Dedicatory of the 
Double-Dealer To the Right Honourable Charles 
Montague •.. 9 p.113. 

2 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor. A.4 S.7 p.75. 
1. 86-87. 
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stress the importance of Lady Touchwood's exclamation., 
the opening lines of Scene VI : 

"l"iaskwell your Heir, and marry 1 Cynthia". 

It is the commencement of the denouement. After several 
lines of dialogue, which show her reaction (covering 
three short seen.es in the printed text), provision is 
made for a second pause. Up to Act V Scene V the action 
had flowed relentlessly in favour of Maskwell ; .:Lrom 
Act V Scene IX it flows inevitably against him. Pauses 
of this nature are capable stage technique a.Ild should 
be distinguished from a clear stage resulting from 
inexperience or inadequacy. 

Though Congreve maintained a remarkably smooth 
flow of the action in The Double-Deal~, the one 
notable exception being the drawing of a flat in Act IV 

Scene XV, it is noticeable that at times he relied upon 
coincidence to avoid an empty stage. Act IV scene VIII 
is one instance. Lord and Lady Froth leave the stage 
with Brisk to dance in the hall. They would no doubt 
still be making their exit through one of the proscenium 
doors when Careless enters through the wings followed by 
Lady Plya....-1t who calls after him : 11 0 l"ir. Careless, 
Mr. Q~less, I'm ruin'd, I'm undone 11

• 
2 The stage 

would not be clear, but the entrance of Careless at that 
moment is a coincidence~ Similarly, when Careless and 

Sir Paul Plyant leave the stage at the end of Act IV 
Scene XI, a stage direction reads : "Mellefont, Maskwell, 
from different Doors"~ 3 Their opportune appearance 
avoids an empty stage by mere coincidence. In general, 
however, the flow was smooth and convincing, the approach 
of new characters being mentioned as a reason for the 
withdrawal of others. Instances are Act I Scene V, 

"Come, Gentlemen, allons, here 
Lady Touchwood and Maskwell 

where Lord Froth says : 
is Company coming" 4 as 
enter, and Act IV Scene I, where Cynthia says to Mellefont, 

1 Congreve, William .The Double~Deale~.A. '5 s. ~ p .. ';t9o 
2 Ibid. A.4 S.8 p~l81 1. 1 - 2. 

3 Ibid. A*4 S.12 p.184. 

4 Ibid. A.l s.5 p~l32. 1. 81 - 82. 

1. 1:.,-_2,. 
-, 
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"Here's my Mother-in-Law, and your Friend Careless, I 
1-

would not h.ave 1 em see us together yet 11
• 

Congreve employed a similar tecr...nique in Love 
In Act II Scene VIII Valentine and Jeremy 

have to leave the stage, their place being taken by Mrs. 
Foresight and Mrs. Frail. Valentine says to Jeremy : 

11
• • what's 

here? Mrs. Foresight and Mrs. Frail, they are 
avoid 'em, - come this way, and 2 go and enquire when Angelica will return". 

A slightly different technique is employed in Act. V 

Scene III. Sir Sampson Legend and Angelica leave the 
stage just as Mr. Tattle and Jeremy enter. Tattle says 
to J.eremy : 

11 Is not that she, gone out just now?-" 3 

These are the only examples of how a clear 
stage is avoided in Love for Love 4 No other occ.asion 
arises. 

wben a flat is drawn, several characters are 
on the stage. Jeremy tells Mr. Scandal that he will knock 
at the door of Valentine's chamber. He "Goes to the 
Scene, which opens 11 4

• The action flows con timiously 
wi t.h natural ease, a clear sign that Congreve is approach­
ing the peak of his staging ability. 

There is one pause within Act III, but its 
purpose is ironical and dramatic. The match between 
Sir Sampson Legend's son and Mr. Foresight's daughter, 
Ben and Miss Prue, has ended in a ([Uarrel. The stage is 

cleared and then the two elderly men appear, each highly 

1 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer. A.4- S.l p.171. 1.72-74. 
2 Congreve, William Love for Love. A.2 S.8 p.253. 1.5-8. 
3 Ibid. A.5 S.3 p.316. 1.1. 
4- Ibid. A.4 S.5 p.291. 
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delighted with the speed at which the match has progressed. 
The pause is designed to offset the unseemly quarrel 
against the delight of the old men. 

The Mourning Bride a tragedy where setting 
and music evoke an atmosphere, a swiftly moving action 
is of minor Once, where a clear stage would 
have no dramatic significance, Garcia is made to say: 

11 I hear some coming, 
The Friends perhaps are met ; 
Let us avoid 'em". 1 

Generally, however, the same considerations do not apply. 
It is a differ3nt medium and a clear stage is more often 
dramatically appropriate while a flat is being drawn 
and doleful music played than it would be in' a comedy. 
It is sufficient to say that each pause in the action of 
The Mourning Bride has some dramatic The 
drawing of flats always reveals a more ominous scene, 
never the reverse. 

The Way of the World, on the mechanical side 
which we have been considerin.g; was the peak of Congreve's 
achievement. There is a smooth flow of the action and 
a deft movement of characters throughout the comedy• No 
use is made of flats within an act 1 which suggests 
that Comgreve designed this play for any stage¥ 

To illustrate how well Congreve had mastered 
the technique of never clearing the stage within an act 
except when a brief significant pause has dramatic value, 
the flow of action within Act III is perhaps the most 
suitable, since it provides the only example in The Way 
of the World when the stage is momentarily clear. The 

movement of. characters is handled with consummate skill. 
The act commences in Lady W.ishfort's house with Lady 
Wishfort and her maid Peg upon the stage. They are 
joined by Mrs8 Marwood who has come to tell the old 
Lady that she has seen her maid Foible speaking to 

1 Congreve, William. The Mourning Bride. London, Jacob 
Tonson, 1697. p.15. 
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Mirabell in St. Jame's Park. Lady Wishfort asks Mrs. 
Marwood to wait in her closet while she interviews 
Foible. After the interview, Lady Wishfort leaves the 

stage and Foible is joined by Mrs. Fainall. They dis­
cuss Mirabell's intrigue near the closet door behind 
which Mrs. Marwood is concealed. When Foible and Mrs. 
Fainall leave the stage, it should:remain unoccupied 
for a few dramatic moments before Mrs. Marwood emerges 
from the closet and. speaks her malicious thoughts in 
soliloquy. Then Lady Wishfort returns, followed shortly 
by Foible who brings a message, in response to which the 
old Lady departs once more. Soon Millamant and her 
maid join Mrs. Marwood~ Petulant and Witwoud enter 
after the ladies have conversed for some time and eventu­
ally Sir Wilfull Witwoud arrives at his Aunt's home. 
Scenes of traditional comedy are. interrupted by the 
retu:r·n of Lady Wishfort, who is accompanied by Fainall. 
Then all except Mrs. Marwood and Fainall leave to dine. 
The act ends as Mrs. Marwood and Fainall follow the 
company after a revealing co~versation. 

The four remaining acts are handled with equal 
dexterity, the stage at no time remaining unoccupied 

. within an act. Only once is f':L't necessary to interchange 
characters, and then Fainall says : 

n ••• 1 $ death they come, hide your Face, your 
Tears -·You have a Mask. wear it a moment. This 1 way, this way, be persu~ded". 

The mechanical part of Congreve's stage technique 
in The Wav of the World was excellent. He did not rely 

upon coincidence in moving his characters, despite an 
intricate plot, yet he achieved a natural sequence of 
events, one episode leading to another with the inevit­

ability of an accurate clock. 

Besides the accomplished mechanical technique, 
_TI!~!{y of the W2rld has a planned arra..11.gement of the 
action which is superior to all the preceding comedies. 

l Congreve, William The Way of the World. A.2 S.2 
p.367. 1. 164-166. 
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It opens in a chocolate-house where the. opposing 
characters in the plot, Mirabell and Fainall have been 
gambling. It is an excellent stage setting for the 
exposition. Messengers .come and go in a natural way, 
each conveying some relevant information, while the two 
rivals discuss the situation~ When sufficient information 
has been communicated to the audience, Witwoud enters 
fr.om another room and some light comedy is woven into 
the fabric of the plot. Petulant joins the company and 
more important information· is passed to the audience .. 

Fashi6nable society of the Restoration period 
were wont to stroll in St.· Ja.Jl!es's Park, so the setting 
of Act II establishes the tone of the comedy while con­
tinuing the exposition. The first to enter the Park 
are Mrs. Fainall and Mrs. Marwood. They are the partners 
of Mirabell and Fainall respectively in the great 
gamble for Millamant's fortune. The men meet the ladies 
in the Park and separate into significant couples, 
Fainall walking aside with Mrs. Marwood and Mirabell 
accompanying Mrs. Fainall. Their conversation completes 
the exposition-,? and with consummate skill Congreve 
introduces the central figure of the comedy, Mrs. 
Millamant. It is mature stage technique. 

Even the final episode in the Park, in which 
Mirabell is joined by Waitwell and Foible soon after 
Millamant departs, is fine staging.. They are the chief 
agents in Mirabell's intrigue against Lady Wishfort, and 
the end of Act II leads inevitably to the scene in Lady 
Wishfort 0 s house, with which Act III commences and 
which remains constant to the end of the play., 

It seems correct to say that in th~fu part of 
' ~:P' 

his comedy as t-1ell, Congreve had mastered the true 
techniquee 

I feel that even this cursory glance at 
Congreve's staging ability adds another dab of colour 
to the picture of what Congreve implied by a regular 
comedy$ His stage technique is similar to that of the 



Page 95 

Elizabethans, where a continuous flow within an act 
marks the skill of a dramatist. Pauses should be 
dramatic and significant so that the comedy is in fact 
divided into five Scenes called Acts. The method is 
admirably suited to the gaiety and movement of social 
comedy which depends so much upon the impres.sion it 
creates. 

To add to this impression, a vivacious 
dialogue is essential, so the next chapter will be 
devote~ to a study of Congreve's diction. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE DRAMATIQ DICTION 
OF WILLIAM CONGREVE 
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John Dryden stated, amongst other things, that 
characters in tragedy should be "exalted above the level 
. l 
of common converse". This probably explains why, in 
The Mourning Bride, Congreve employed blank-verse as the 
medium for his dialogue. Its function is so different 
from the prose dialogue of the comedies that I have 
excluded the diction of The Mourning Bride as being 
irrelevant to the present enquiry. The tragedy will be 
mentioned again when I discuss Congreve's intention 
revealed by his dramas. 

Sparkling dialogue is quite as important in a 
comedy as a careful structure or able stage technique. 
The dialogue should be both easy and subtle, rhythmical 
without monotony, and it should combine sound with 
sense. I shall attempt to estimate the quality of 
Congreve's diction by selecting passages at random which, 
I hope, will illustrate his use o·f imagery, rhythm and 
sound. I shall then examine his diction at specific 
points in the structure, namely the opening dialogue, the 
climax and the conclusion, which should enable one to 
reach a decision as to its literary merits. 

A. IMAGERY ---
Congreve employed images in several ways. 

Similes and metaphors, which abound in The Old Bachelor, 
And are often associated with wit, are the most common. 
Those which occur frequently relate to sport - either 
a game or hunting and fishing - animals, and the sea. 
There are also numerous images of food, particularly 

1 Dryden, John An Essay of Dramatic Poesy. (In: Dryden's 
Essays. London, Dent; New York, Dutton, (1959)). 
p.54. 
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fruit, legal comparisons, or some aspect of war. A 

·typical example from The Old Bachelor is Vainlove's 
reply to Sharper ; 

n • • My 
Sport is always balkt or cut short - I stumble 
over the Game I would pursue - 'Tis dull and 
unnatural to have a Hare run full in the Hound's 
Mouth ; and would distaste the keenest Hunter 
- I would have overtaken, not have met my 
Game n. 

1 

No specific function is performed by the lengthy metaphor, 
since Vainlove's.character is already well knovm. This 
irrelevance, however,·is not always true. In The WaLQf 
the World an image of fruit serves to illumine the 
characters of Witwoud and his brother Sir Wilful 

Fainall: 11 
•••• Witwoud grows by the Knight, 
like a Medlar grafted on a Crab. One 
will melt in your Mouth, and t'other 
set you Teeth on edge ; one is all 
Pulp, and the other all Core. 

Mirabell: So one will be Rotten before he be 
Ripe, and the other will be Rotten 
without ever being Ripe at all". 2 

Images may be confused, though functional. The 
jumbled images in Heartwell's soliloquy (Act III Scene II) 

an amalgam of Circe, Hercules and, perhaps, a calenture, 
convey the turmoil of his mind at that moment. A. suddm 
clear emotion may also be conveyed through an image : 

11 There's Comfort in a Hand stretch'd out, 
. to one tl::e.?t 1 s sinking ; tho 1 ne'er so far off". 3 

Some other categories are (1) the amusing image : 

n ••• and there he lies with a great Beard, 4 like a Russian Bear upon .a drift of Snow". 

1 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor A.4 Se5 p.72 1.25-31. 
2 Congreve, William The Way of the World Ael S.5p.350 

1.30-36. 
3 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.2 S.7 p.147 1.10-11. 
4 Ibid. A.3 S.5 p.158 1.32-33. 
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(2) the image which consistently conveys a specific 
idea, like the idea of evil in The Double-Dealer, 
where Sir Paul Plyant says : 

"Thou Serpent and first Tempter of Womankind" 1 

and later Maskwell says 

I! • • if they 
will not hear the Serpent's Hiss, they must be 2 stung into Experience, ana. future Caution II. 

(3) the farcical image 

"I was born, Sir, when the Crab was ascending, 3 and all my Affairs go back\·iard 11 
; 

(4) the extravagant image which reveals the insincerity 
of the speaker : 

II • • • I feel my Spirits faint, 
a general Dampness over-spreads my Face, a cold 
deadly Dew already vents through all my Pores~ 
and will to Morrow wash me for ever from your 
Sight, and drown me in my Tomb 11 

; 
4 

and many more of the same genre, all showing materialistic 
realism as opposed to romantic idealism. 

The most important function of imagery in 

Congreve's dramas, however, is to reveal the mental 
calibre of the character speaking. The dull, foolish 
image is characteristic of Petulant 

" ••• A Gemini of Asses split, would 
5 make just-four of you". 

Incessant similes of contemporary life establish Witwoud 

1 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.2 S.4 p.143 1.56-57 
2 Ibid. A.5 S.11 p.200 1.3-5. 
3 Congreve, William Love for Love A.2 S.11 p.241 1.13-14. 

• 

4 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.4 S.2 p.172 1.51-55. 

5 Congreve, William The Way of the World A.4 S.9 p.411 
1.19-20. 
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as a pretender to wit who is basically ignorant 

11 
••• you know she hates Mirabell, 
worse than a Quaker hatesa Parrot, or 
than a Fishmonger hates a hard Frost " 1 

The frustrated malice of Mrs. Marwood's nature is shown 
in an image like : lfI WOU Id have him ever tO COntinue 
upon the Rack of Fear and Jealousie 11

, 
2 and Fainall, 

the shrewd gambler who lives for money alone, is revealed 
in an image like 111 tis against all rule of Play, that 
I should lose to one, who has not wherewithall to stake". 3 

In contrast are the images of the intelligent, 
sophisticated society gentleman, Mirabell. A good example 
is the imagery descriptive of Millamant on her first 

entry, echoing as it does the entry of Delilah in Milton's 
§am2son Agonistes and conveying in its overtones a hint 
of Mirabell 's amused .appreciation of the lady : 

11Here she comes i'faith full Sail, with her 
fan. spread and Streamers out, at""ld a Shoal of 
Fools for Tenders •..• " 4 

Millamant, too, the intelligent lady of fashion, employs 
many delightful images like : "you a.re more Censorious 
than a decay'd Beauty, or a discarded Toast", 5 but it 
is their variety and content which reveals her mental 

calibre. One more example may be cited as an illustration. 
She says to· Mi.rabell ~ 

1 

2 

3 
4 

5 
6 

11 
• • • Prithee don't 

look with that violent and inflexible wise Face, 
like Solomon at the dividing of the Child in an old 

6 Tapestry Hanging". 

----
Congreve, William The Wey ·of the 

1 .. 115-117. 
World A.·l S. 9 p.358 

Ibid. A.2 S.l p.361. 1.70-71. 
Ibid. A.3 S.18 p.399. 1.68-'70. 
Ibid. A.2 S.4 p.370. 1.1-3. 
Ibid. A.3 s.10 p.387. 1.49-51. 
Ibid. A.2 S.5 p .. 374~ 1.43-~6. 
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Functional imagery of this kind enriches the diction 
and is partly responsible for the vivacious, sound of 
the dialogue when spoken upon the s~age. 

It is the total, though abstract, image of 
the marriage bargaining scene, however, where two concepts 
of liberty are juxtaposed, that illumines the mental 
calibre of Mirabell and Millamant. Millamant expresses 
the idea of personal liberty for women after marriage 
in clear, simple language : 

11 As Liberty to pay and receive 
Visits to and from whom I please ; 
to write and receive Letters, 11 

••• etc. 1 · 

In contrast J.Vlirabell's conditions have a firm legal 
t'one : 

0 I thank you. Im12rimis then, I co.ii~n>$.nt 
that your .Acquaintance be general ; ~"that 2 you admit no sworn Confident, 11 

••• etc. 

The distinction e:ppears to be subtle but the phraseology 
suggests that Millamant is determined to ensure her own 
liberty after marriage, whereas Mirabell, though he 
agrees with Millamant, insists on containing her liberty 
within lawful bounds to prevent its becoming license. 
The final contrast of liberty and law at the end of the 
scene seems to confirm this interpretation : 

Millamant 
Mira bell 

II • I hate your odious Provisos. 
Then we're agreed. Shall I kiss 
your Hand upon the Contract? • • n 3 

It is, however, an imaginative and abstract image which 
allows of different interpretations, but this does not 
reduce its value as an example of Congreve's diction. 
It is the kind of intellectual concept tb.at places 

Mirabell and Millamant well above all the Witwouds, 
Fainalls and other characters in the play. 

1 Congreve, William The Way of the World~ A.4 s.5 p.407 
1.69-71~ 

2 Ibid~· A~4 s.5 p.408. 1*94-96~ 

3 Ibid. A .. 4 S.5 Pe409. 1.149-151. 
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RHYTHM 

The dialogue I have selected .is spread over 
three consecutive scenes in Love for Love (Act IV, 
Scenes XVIII - XX). What immediately becomes apparent 
is that Congreve is using language with finess. To 
begin with,_ Valentine's smooth complacency is echoed in 
an Aside by Angelica which has a subtly different 
rhythm. It immediately suggests antagonism. Valentine, 
however, continues complacently. 

His speech beginning: "You see what Disguises 
Love makes us put on" 1 has varied pauses and stresses 

producing an impression of contentment. It is a rounded 
whole, the sound of the opening words 'you. ·see' being 

echoed in the final word 'Beauty'. 

Walentine is obviously quite unprepared for 
Angelica's comment : 11Mercy on me, how he talks ; poor 

.Y~1.~gtine 11 • 2 His speech-rhythm changes abruptly 
becoming jerky with short syllables and contrasting 
sharply with his earlier contented rhythm. Surprise 
becomes incredulity as Angelica continues to 'misunder­
stand' him 

"What sad Effects? - What's too late? my seeming 
Madness has deceived my Father, and procur'd me 
time to think of Means to reconcile me to him ; 
and preserve the right of my Inheritance to his 3 Estate ; • • • 11 

Note the incredulous questions followed by a stream of 
words with few pauses. 

Angelica, however, has a purpose for behaving 

as she does : 

1 Congreve, William Love for Love A.4 S.18 p.308. 1.4-9. 

2 Ibid. A.4 S.18 p.308. 1.10-11. 
3 Ibid. A.4 S.18 p.308. 1@22-26. 
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"How! I thought your Love of me had caus' this 
Transport in your soul ; which, it seems, you 
only counterfeited ; for mercenary Ends, and 1 :·. 
sordid Interest". · 

Her words lead irresistably to Valentineis tremulous 
cry of despair : "Oh! 'tis barbarous to misunderstand 
me longer". 2 Again the rhythm has changed and is 
appropriate to the emotion. 

When Jeremy enters and 'misunderstands' him 
too, Valentinecs pent-up .feelings· turn to violence~ but, 
having vented his rage upon his servant, he begins to 
plead with Angelica : i

1You are not leaving me in this 
uncertainty? 11 3, he cries. Weight is brought onto the 
important words both by the normal rhythm of speech and 
the chiming similarity of 'leaving me' and tuncertainty'. 

Angelica's reply is interesting: 

"Wou'd any thing, but a Mad.man, complain of 
Uncertainty? Uncertainty and Expectation are 
the Joys of Life. Security is an insipid 
thing, and the overtaking and possessing of 
a Wish, discovers the folly of the Chase. 
Never let us know one another better ; for 
the Pleasure of a Masquerade is done; when 
we come to show our Faces ; but I' 11 tell 
you two things before I leave you ; I am not 
the fool you take me for, and you are mad, 4 and don't know it 11

• , 

It has a logical precisli:on that reminds one of an essay 
by Bacon. The flexibility and varied rhythms of the 
dialogue in these scenes is of a very high standard. 
It approaches the brilliance of The Way of the World. 

The important fact that emerges from the dia­
logue in these scenes is that the characters are more 
than 'humours'. They respond to external stimuli like 
human beings and their emotional responses are reflected 

---~~~~~-

1 Congreve, William Love for Love. A.4 S.18 p.309. 1.30-33. 
2 Ibid. Ae4 S.19 p.309. 1.41-42. 
3 Ibid. A.4 S.20 p.310. 1.5-6. 
4 Ibid. A.4 S.20 p.310 •. :-·:~~JL~';l~:~?:--16. 
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in varied speech-rhythms and behaviour. 
humour does not have such flexibility. 

A character of 
He is bound to 

react in a set way prescribed by his humour and is there­
fore unable to develop or change. 

C. SOUND 1rnD SENSE 

I have again selected a passage from Love for 
Love as an illustration of the way in which Congreve 
employed the sound of words to increase the subtlety of 
dialogue. Valentine is speaking to his servant Jeremy 
when he says ; 

"Read, read, Sirrah, and refine your Appetite 
learn to live upon Instruction feast your 
mind and mortifie your Flesh ; Read, and 
take your Nourishment in at your Eyes ; 
Shut up your Mouth, and chew the cud of 
Understanding. So Epictetus advises". 1 

The surface meaning of these woeds has little merit. 
Valentine hao squandered all his money and he is hope­
lessly in debt. He has no more food, but he is comforted 
by the teaching of the stoic philosopher Epictetus. 

If one listens to the sound of his words, 
however, a deeper significance becomes apparent. The 
harmonious combination of long 'e' and 'i' sounds in the 

' 
first four lines suddenly breaks down in the fifth line, 
becoming rough and hard - 'Shut up', 'cud' and 
ing'. The concluding sentence is bathetic. The sound 
of the words, not their surface meaning, informs the 
audience that Valentine is no stoic and that his pseudo­

idealism is no deeper than what 'Epictetus advises'. It 
is an example of man's universal ability to deceive him­
self. 

Having glanced at a few aspects of Congreve's 

diction, I shall proceed to examine his treatment 
of the opening dialogue, climax and 

1 Congreve, William Love for Love. A.l S.l p.219. 1.12-17. 
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D. THE OPENING DIALOGUE 

The Old Bachelor being Congreve's first play, 
the opening dialogue shows considerable promise. The 
leisurely tempo of the first line with its long, har­
monious vowel sounds helps to stress the information it 
conveys - the name Vainlove ( further stressed by a 
following comma) and the time of day. Both 'early'· and 
'morrow' are heavily_ stressed, the first by an exClamation 
mark and the second by a semi-colon. Each word, in 
addition, takes the rhythmical stress of speech. The 
tempo changes in the second line with the short syllal:>les 
of 'contemplative', 'bed' and 'slept in't'. These in 
turn contrast with the long syllables of Vainlove's 
first words : "Bellmour, good Morrow 11

• 
1 The tempo here 

remains constant, the vowel sounds and leisurely syllables 
being well suited to a sophisticated drawl. Examples 
are the combination of 'is these early Sallies', 'usual 
to me' and Sir'. 

Bellmour's reply in staccato phrases, dusted 
with commas, indicates the rapid utterance of an intelligent 
young man excitedly trying to convince his hearer. He 
is answered by Vainlove 's drawl : "Pleasure, I guess 
you mean". 2 

These two young bachelors of different tempera­
ments are discussing the opposite sex$ Bellmour regards 
this part of life as a game of pleasure which is limited 
by. time. He uses metaphors like 'rub', 'aim' , 'Bias', 
and 'Mark', all terms in the game of bowls. Vainlove, 
the 'Contemplative lover', takes it seriously, regarding 
life as 'Business', 

The absence of any serious thought, however, 
promises a comedy of light entertainment and this, indeed, 

is the spirit of Th£_0ld Bachelor. 

1 Congreve 1 \iilliam The Old Bachelor • .A.l S.l p.25. 1.5. 

2 Ibid. A.l S.l p.25 1.13. 
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The rhythms in the opening dialogue of The 
Double-Dealer are nearer to normal speech than were 
those in The Old Bachel.Qr, but a detailed examination 
does not appear to be necessary. two rriends are 
speaking, but the very austerity of the language suggests 
a tense situation which attention more on the 

: -itr;;f, ' . .,.,""1 

action to f than on the characters themselves. 

The opening lines of Love for Love are more 
subtle than those of the Old Bachel.QE and The Double­

but as they are not superior in technique to 
!he Way of the W.orld a detailed examination, here is not 
necessary. 

The WaL of the World begins, like the other 
comedies, with two men conversing, but this time they 
are rivals. Nevertheless a striking feature of the 
dialogue is its calm tone and its smooth, natural, 
though constantly varied speech rhythms. Even the tri­
syllabic sentences ;Have we done?' followed by 'What 
you please' may, and probably should,· be spoken with a 

contrasting modulation of the voice* For 
' 

'Have' might be 1 done' being spoken with the 
rising inflexion of a question. In reply, 'what' would 
be stressed the inflexion falling to 'please'. In this 
way, two contrasting speech rhythms would be produced. 

Fainall's words, beginning: 11No, Ipll give 
you your Revenge another time", 1 have the pauses and 
stresses so varied that they combine in an easy flow 

'Of natural speech. Even the final which 
to have the first half neatly balanced against 

the second half, avoids the impression of studied art 
by the insertion of thw words 'the Loss of' in the second 
portion. 

What makes these opening lines so interesting 
i$ Congreve's choice of words. The little game of cards 
is done, but Mirabell is no shirker and will 'play on'. 

l Congreve, William The Way of the World. A. l ff. l 
p.343. 1.5-6. 



Page 106 

Fainall, however, prefers to stop for the moment, saying: 
'I'll give you your Revenge another time, when you are 
not so indifferent'. These words are prophetic. W'~y is 

.Mirabell, the 'losing Gamester~, indifferent 'to his ill 
Fortune' at cards? Surely because the 'game' he and 
Fain all will play 'another time.' is for a great 'Fortune' , 
the fortune of Millamant? In that game Mirabell is 
given.his 'Revenge'. The name FainalJ:. itself inevitably 
suggests the meaning 'feign all', so that we gain the 
impression, perhaps subconsciously, that all is not well, 
that 11irabell has been gambling with the devil, or, at 
least, his servant. The name may also suggest 'fain 
have all', with equally sinister overtones. Even the 
phrases 'make Love to. a Woman' and 'a Taste extreamly 
delicate! create impressions which foreshadow the 
atmosphere of scenes to follow. 

It is an extremely subtle dialogue, its sig­
nificance being conveyed chiefly by the selection of 
words, but it is certainly the best introductory passages 
to be found in Cor;greve 's dramas. It immediately places 
~he Wa;y of the World above the normal run of Restoration 
comedy, including Congreve's earlier plays. The promise 
of The Old Bachelor reached fruition in The Wa~ of the 
World. 

E. THE CLIMAX ----
In three of his four comedies Congreve mani­

pulated the climax by a skilful variation in the quality 
of the spoken phrase. The Double-Dealer has no especial 
merit in this respect and I intend to omit it from the 
discussion. 

Bellmour's puckish nature causes a sharp 
climax in the main action of The Old Bachelor. Heartwell 1 

believing himself married to Sylvia, is stung by the 
laughter of the young town people, expecially Bellmour 
and Belinda. His words are interesting : 
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11 
••• For you, Sir, I shall find a time ; 
but take off your Wasp here, or the Clown 1. 
may grow boistrous, I have a-Fly-Flap". 

One cannot fail to sense the menace behind the c.ool 
phrase 1For you, Sir, I shall findatime' which suddenly 
mounts to fury, like the sweep of a sword, in the word 
'Wasp'. Eventually, taunted beyond endurance, he cries: 
"Damn your Pity .•• 11 2 For a moment he ceases to be 
a comic figure. His defiance is almost tragic. Then 
it happens 

. . • How .have I deserved this of you? 11 3 

Hi$ words become self-pitying and scurrilous. A deft 
alteration in the quality of the phrase spoken immediately 
reduces Heartwell to a mere comic figure and one feels 
that, perhaps, he deserves to be ridiculed. It is 
certainly the most skilful dialogue in !he Old Bachelor. 

Love for Love has a·similar climax. When 
Angelica suddenly rejects the egocentric Sir Sampson 
Legend and proclaims her love for his son Valentine, 
our pleasure at the happy union of the lovers is off set 
by a painful feeling that there will be a violent scene, 
especially after he'.' speech beginning: "Well, Sir Sampson, 
since I have plaid you a Trick • • • " 4 in which her 
words were carefully chosen to whip him into a fury. 
His swelling rage ending in a bark of 11 0ons you' re a 

Crocodile" 5 threatens the worst. At this point 
Congreve, with consummate skill, introduces a sentence 
for the foolish mock-astrologer, Mr* Foresight : "Really, 
Sir Sampson 11

, he says, "this is a sudden Eclipse". 6 

1 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor A.5 S.13 p.104. 1.20-22. 
2 Ibid. A.5 Sel3 p.104. 1.40. 
3·Ibid. A.5 S.13 p~l04. 1.41. 
4 Congreve, William Love for Love. A.5 S.The last. p.329. 

1.82-91. 
5 Ibid. A.5 S.The last. p.329. 1®94. 
6 Ibid. A.5 S.The last. p.329. 1.95-96. 
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The quality of his words immediately reduces the tension, 
an.d even Sir Sampson blusters lamely: "You're an 

illiterate old Fool, and I'm &."'lother". 1 We are back 
in the realm of comedy. 

The climax of !he~ of the World is con­
siderably more complex. Mirabell's careful intrigue 
appears to have gone awry. Fainall is adamant and no 
hope of preventing disaster is in view. Like Heartwell, 
though without scurrility, Lady Wishfcrt biames her 
daughter for the calamity and pities herself. The eight 
lines of dialogue beginning: '"Twas against my Consent 
that she marry'd this Barbarian!! 2 are indeed skilfully 
written. Subtle fluctuations of sound and rhythm reveal 
a struggle between anger and despair as Lady Wishfort's 
emotions tumble over one another. The hard short 
vowels of her first angry words tail away into sadness 
which flows into sentimentality. Suddenly the syllables 
become short and hard with indignation. As suddenly she 
utters a cry of despair: 11 I shall be madu. 3 Finally 
she appeals to her supposed friend, Mrs. Marwood, for 
comfort, showing a combination of self-pity and 
annoyance in the last sentence. 

The pathetic old woman moves us, but at no time 
is a feeling of the tragic aroused, as occurred momen­
tarily in !he Old Bachelor. It is avoided by placing 
her pathetic words before her defiant cry which, there­
fore, remains comic. 

Any tension which may have been felt is dis­
pelled by the foolish quality of Sir Wilful Witwoud's 

apology for his drunkenness and the cool, unaffected 
determination in Millamant's words, commencing: "I am 
content to be a Sacrifice to your Repose, Madam •• " 4 

To hear Millamant speak in a way so different from that 

1 Congreve, William Love for Love. A.5 S.The last. p.330. 
1.97-98. 

2 Congreve, William The Way of the World. A.5 S.7. p.430-
431. 1.6-14. 

3 Ibid. A.5 S.7 p.431. 1.11~ 

4 Ibid. A.5 S.8 p.431. 1.18-27. 
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unique quality we associate with her, immediately rouses 
a-feeling of surprise and expectancy. What is to follow? 
we tend to ask. It is a brilliant introduction to the 
denouement, chiefly owing to a change in the quality of 
Millamant's speech. 

Though, apart from The Double-Dealer, the 
quality of the spoken phrase or sentence was the means 
by which Congreve manipulated the climax in all his 
comedies, his diction in The Wa;y of th"e World a-lone 
produced that balance between pathos and laughter which 
we associate with true comedy. 

F. THE CONCLUSION - THE UNION OF THE SEXES ---- -- - - ---
Finally let us examine the words .of acceptance 

used by the true lovers in the last scene of each comedy. 
_The passages of dialogue will be quoted in sequence to 
observe the maturing power of Congreve's dramatic prose. 

(1) The Old Bachelor 

Bellmour: 

Belinda J, 

"Well, 'Midst of these dreadful Denunciations, 
and notwithstanding the Warning and Example 
before me, I commit myself to lasting 
Dura..--ice 

1 Prisoner, make much of your Fetters 11
• 

The Double-Dealer is an exception. Mellefont 
speaks for.both. 

Lord . :a. • • Nephew, I hope I have your 
Touchwood' Pardon, and Cynthia's. 

Mellefont : We are your Lordship's Creatures". 2 

1 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor~ A.5 S.The last. 
Pel08. 1.76-BOe 

2 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer. A.5 $.The last. 
p. 211. 1.18-19. 
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(3) Love for Love 

.Angelica: 11 I have done dissembling now, Valentine ; 
and if that Coldness which I have always 
worn before you, should turn to an 
extream Fondness, you must not suspect it. 

Valentine: I'll prevent that Suspicion - For I 
intend to doat to that immoderate 
degree, that your Fondness shall never 
distinguish it self enough to be taken 
notice of. If ever you seem to love too 
much, it must be only when I can 1 t love 
enough. 

Angelica: Have a Care of Promises, you know you are 
apt to run more in Debt than you are able 
to pay. 

Valentine: Therefore I yield my Body your Prisoner, 
1 and make your best on'ta. 

(4) The Way of the World 

Millamant: 11 Why does not the Man take me? Wou'd 

Mirabell: 

you have me give my self to you over again? 

Ays and over and 
I wou'd have you 
possibly I can. 
love you not too 

over again; 
as often as 
Well, Heav'n 
well, that's 

(kisses her 
hand) 

grant I 
all my Fear 11 2 

Placed side by side in this way it is not 
difficult to see the development., The Old Bachelor is 
youthful and conventional. The prose rhythms and sound 
have no especial merit. Marriage is the end of fun and 
liberty. !he �D�o�~�l�e�-�D�e�a�l�e�r� is didatic. Virtuous children 
are dutiful and should obey their parents or 'guardians'. 
The rhythm suits the sense. 

In ftove_f or Love there is for the first time 
a feeling of true love., Lines like 'I have done dis­
sembling now, Valentine' or 'If ever you seem to love 
too much, it must be only when I can't love enough' 
reveal it, both in sound and rhythm. Even Angelica 1 s 

1 Congreve, William Love for Love. A.5 SeThe last. 
p.330. 1.118-132. 

2 Congreve, William The Way of the World. A .. 5 S-. The 
last. p .. 440. le30-35. 
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playfully reminding Valentine of his youthful errors 
turns the conventional idea of ’your prisoner’ into 
something real. Angelica has saved Valentine from his 
ovm folly and he realises how much he needs her guidance. 
There is something more human in the language. 

The Way �o�~� the World, however, stands supreme. 
The comedy would seem incomplete if the irrepressible wit 
of Millamant did not illumine the happy ending. 

nWhy Does not the Man take me?11 

The words contain no sentimentality, no obvious passion, 
but they are the inimitable Millamant that Mirabell 
knows so well. His quick, apt, yet simple reply is the 
best acceptance Congreve wrote to achieve a truly happy 
union of the sexes. 

It is hoped that these extracts have shown how 
promise matured into a brilliant dramatic style. 

The three parts of comedy, structure, stage 
technique and diction, have all developed up to a 
point which, I consider, was worthy of a regular and 
true comedy. I now intend to consider the parts of 
comedy which have a direct bearing upon Congreve’s intention. 
The first is the theme of his dramas. 
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CHAPTER VII 

VARIATIONS ON A SINGLE THEME 

If Congreve in fact was st;ri ving to write one 
comedy, regular and true in all its parts, it is reason­
abl.e to expect a single theme. .Ancient tradition pre­
scribed that the subject of comedy be the union of the 
sexes - gamos- and John Dryden criticised Ben Jonson 
for disregarding this precept. It is interesting ~o 
find, therefore, that the theme of mutual love appears 
to run like a persistent thread throughout all the 
dramas of William Congreve, including his trage_dy, The 
!'1£!!!!!,;hg,g__Bride. 

A second classical precept was that a comedy 
should have a happy ending. Now the theme of mutual 
love has a positive and a negative side. Assuming that 
happiness depends upon mutual love it follows that love­
less marriages are often unstable.. To·: conform to the 
precept it is necessary.i;. therefore} that only mutual 
lovers should be united at the end of a comedy. 

Bearing these principles in mind, I shall now 
attempt to discover how Congreve varied his single theme. 

The'first suggestion of true love is the care taken 
by Congreve to inform his audience that Bellmour is in 
love with Belinda@ In Act I, Scene I, Bellmour says 

II .. I find I am damnably in Love, I'm so 1 uneasie for not having seen Belinda yesterdayu. 

In the next scene he mentions in soliloquy "the slavery 
of honourable Love" 2 This statement is very important, 

1 Congreve, William The Old~Bachelor. A.l S.l p.29~ 1.150-
151. 

2 Ibid. A.l S~2 p.29. 1. 2-3e 
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because soliloquy represents a character's inmost 
thoughts. We may ·therefore discard as social raillery 
his pretence to Sharper that he is infatuated with her 

. . 1 
"twelve thousand Pound 11

• 

Belinda affects to dislike Bellmour. Perhaps 
because her affectation may create a false impression, 
Araminta is made to say to her in Act II, Scene III : 

11 I wonder, Cousin, you should imagine, 2 I don 1 t perceive you love himll. 

For the more discerning part of the audience 
a scene is introduced (Act IV Scene VIII) in which the 
reaction to love of different temperaments is contrasted. 
Belinda speaks volubly about trivialities; Araminta 
answers politely, but says little. 

Vainlove also professes to love Arruninta when 
he says : 

3 "But I saw my Araminta, yet am as impa·tient 11
• 

But Vainlove has a strange humour. He suspectsany woman 
who speaks to him of love~ There is not the· slightest 
doubt, that Araminta is deeply in love with Vainlove. 
Her words to Belinda are a sincere confession : 

"If love be the Fever which you mean,· 
Kind Heav'n avert the Cure: Let me have 
Oil to feed that Flame and never let it 
be extinct, 'till I my self am Ashes". 4 

In addition there is the scene in·the Park and the fact 
that after she has quarrelled with Vainlove she sends a 
footman to Belinda to sa~ that "She's not very welln 5 
and is returning home by coach. 

1 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor. A.l S.3 p.30. 1~28. 

2 Ibid. A.2. S.3 p.45. 1.23-24. 
3 Ibid. A.l S.l p~29. 1.152-153. 
4 lb id. A. 2 S. 3 p • 4LJ--4 5.. 1. 10-13 • 
5 Ibid. ·A.4 S.14. p.82. 1.3. 
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Araminta's sincere affection, however, is 
lost upon Vainlove. When he receives Lucy's forged 
letter, which purports to come from Araminta, he 
immediately turns against the woman he claims to love, 
muttering: 111 Tis an untimely Fruit, and she has mis­
carried of her Love" 1 . 

Is the audience supposed to believe that 
Vainlove truly loves Araminta? Probably they are not. 
His name suggests that he is incapable of any deep 
affection. His function in the comedy is to act as a 
foil to the true affection of Bellmour~ and, if this is 
so, the. end of the comedy will not be truly happy if 
Vainlove and Araminta are united. 

The':~ final scene supports this interpretation. 
,)"'- ~~ 

A happy ending ~s assured by the union of the mutual 
lovers, Bellmour and Belinda, but Vainlove and Araminta, 
because they lack that mutual love which is essential 
for a happy marriage are not united ; 

Bellmour: 
Vainl€>ve: 
Araminta: 

"Fran!£, Will you keep us in Countenance? 
May I presume to hope so great a Blessing? 
We had better take the Advantage of a 
little of our Friends Experience first". 2 

When Sylvia traps Heartwell in a promise of 
marriage Bellmour tells Lucy: "Your Mistress must not 
marry Heartwell, Lucy 11

• 3 The only explanation he pro­
vides is that Heartwell is his friend. Sylvia is a 
courte.san, and she will marry any male, merely to avoid 
being abandoned when she grows old. Heartwell is foolish 
but he is not a wicked man. If he and Sylvia are united 
it will be an unhappy marriage. Bellmour is made to 
personate a cleric which provides the situation for 
ridiculing Heartwell, but the happy ending is achieved 
by.releasL~g Heartwell from a union which would have led 
to misery. lf we look for a meaning in this part of the 

1 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor A.4 S.5 p.72. l.le-19. 
2 Ibid. A.5 S.The last p.lo8. 1.81-85. 
3 Ibid. A.5 S.3 p.92. 1.33. 
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action it seems to be that Heartwell is "blind 11 1 and 
does not realise that mutual love is essential.for 
happiness and fidelity in marriage. 

The Old Bachelor, however, has so many scenes 
of traditional comedy that we cannot be sure of its 
theme. There is no suggestion of a moral satire in the_ 
final couplet spoken by Bellmour after his affair with 
Laetitia : 

"No Husband, by his Wife, can be Deceiv'd; 2 She still is vertuous, if me' s so believ' d 11
• 

The words of Sir Joseph Wittol do not suggest punishment: 

"Pray Madam, who are you? For I find 
3 You and I are like to be better acquainted". 

It is in fact a light-hearted comedy which lacks the 
imprint of a mature artistic imagination. 

B. THE THEME OF THE DOUBLE-DEALER 

In the .§J2istle Dedicator;y of The Double-Dealer 
Congreve wrote: 

11 I design'd the Moral first. and to that 
Moral I invented the Fable· • • • ir 

4 

The theme, or moral as Congreve expressed it, which is 
central to the plot of The Double-Dealer, is the mutual 
love of 1'1ellefont and Cynthia. It is contrasted with 
Lady. Tou~b.wood's licentious love of Mellefont, the 

affected love far each other of Lord and Lady Froth and, 

1 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor. A.5 S.3 p.92. 1.39. 
2 Ibid •. A.4 S.22 p.90. 1.163-164. 
3 Ibid. A.4 S.The last. p.107. 1.37-38. 
4 Congreve, William The Epistle Dedicatory of the Rouble­

Dealer. To the Right Honourable Charles Montague • 
• • p.114. 
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perhaps, the uxorious attachment of Sir Paul Plyant to 

the silly young coquette he has married - his second 

wife. 

The licentiousness of Lady Touchwood must 

lead to unhappiness. It has no stability and no honour: 

Oh Lady . " • • . 
Touchwood· I"Iellefont : I burn ; married to Marrow ! 

Despair strikes me. Yet my Soul knows I 
hate him too : Let him but once be mine, 1 
and next immediate Rhin seize him 11

• 

Affected love, because it is based upon insi..."'1-

ceri ty and pretence, is false : 

Cynthia: 

Lady . 
Froth• 

rrrndeed, Madam ! Is it possible your Ladyship 
could have been so much in love ? 

I could not sleep ; I did not sleep one 2 Wink for three Weeks together 11
• 

It is also unstable 

Lady . 
Froth• 

"No the Deuce take me if I don't laugh 
at my self ; for hang me if I have 
not a violent Passion for Mr. Brisk • II 3 

The union of an old, uxorious man and a young 

woman is ridiculous : 

1 

2 

3 
4 

Sir Paul: "Gads-bud I ain transported. Give me 
leave to kiss your Ladyship's Hand. 

Cynthia : That my poor Father should be so very 
silly 11

• (Aside) 

It leads to infidelity : 

Careless: no .Heav'n ! I can't out-live this 
Night without your Favour • 

Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.l S.6 p.135. 
1*112-116. 

Ibid. A.2 S.l p.136 1.1-4. 
Ibid. A.4 S.6 p~l80 1.52-54. 
Ibid. A.4 S.3 p.175 1.74-77. 

4 
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Lady Plyant: 0 you have conquer'd sweet, melting 
moving Sir, you have conquer'd •• " 1 

It leads to unhappiness: 

Sir Paul: ". • Very pretty ; it seems then I 
am conducing to my own Cuckoldom ; 

It leads to deceit 

fl 2 

Sir Paul: "I can 9 t tell you, I'm so overjoy'd; 
Come along with me to my Lady, I can't 
contain my self ; come my dea~ Friend. 

Careless: So, so, so, this Difficulty's over" (Aside) 3 

True love, however, is sincere 

Lord Froth: "D 'ye think he' 11 I1ove you as well 
as I do my Wife? I 0m afraid not. 

Cynthia I believe he'll love me better. 

Lord Froth: 

Cynthia 

Heav'ns ! that can never be 
why do you think so ? 

but 

Because he has not so much reason 
to be fond of himself". 4 

It permits the free discussion of problems 

Cynthia " ••• What think you of drawing 
Stakes, and ,giving over in time ? 

Mellefont: No, hang't, that's not endeavouring 
to win because it 1 s possible we may 
lose ; since we have shuffled and 

5 cut, let's e'en turn up Trumps now". 

It provides mutual support in times of trouble 

Cynthia fl 

Mellefont: 

.. I'll lay my Life it will never 
be a Match. 

irlhat ? 

1 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.4 S:2 p.172 
1.50-51 56-57. 

2 

3 
4 

5 

Ibid. 

Ibid. 

Ibid. 
Ibid. 

A.4 S.9 p.181. 1.7-8. 
A.4 S.11 p.184. 1.21-24. 

A.2 S.2 p.139. 1.47-53. 
A.2 s.3 p.140. l.11T15. 
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Between you and me. 

Why so ? 

My mind gives me it won't •• 

•• Pox O'Fortune, Portion, Settlements 
and Jointures. 

Ay, ay, what have we to do with 'em; 
you know we marry for Love. 

Love, Love, down-right very villainous 
Love. 

And he that can't live upon Love, deserves 1 to die in a Ditch • • • 11 

It gives strength to resist opposition : 

Cynthia: "I would obey you to my power, Sir ; 
but if I have not him, I have sworn 2 never to marry". 

Mutual love is, therefore, the surest. foundation 
for happiness and fidelity in marriage, as Lord Touchwood's 
final spee.ch seems to .imply : 

". ~ • mutual Love, lasting Health and circling 
Joys; tread roµnd each happy year of your long lives". 3 

I have included the traditional comedy of an 

old man married to a young wife in the evidence for 
Congreve ts theme because this time it appears to have 
been employed to heighten the contrast. The affected 
love of Lord and Lady Froth serves a like purpose, but 
though it is relevant to the theme, .there is a flaw in 
Congreve's technique. By designing the moral, or theme, 
first, he failed to assimilate it with the plot. The 
evidence is sufficient to ·state, however, that the theme 
pervades the entire action. 

1 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer. A.4 S.l p.169-
170. 1.8-12. 

2 Ibid. A.4 S.3 p.173. 1.4-5. 
3 Ibid. A.5 ff.The last p.211. 1.22-24. 
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C. YAR~ THE THEME IN LOVE FOR LOVE 

William Congre::{e added an ingredient of 
surprise to vary the treatment of his theme in the comedy 
Lo.Y§._for Love. From the first scene 5 Valentine's deep 
affection for Angelica is patent. His wild life with 

the to~m wits has led him into serious debt, but he has 
not lost hope of winning her as his bride. He says to 
his servant, Jeremy : 

II I'll 
fl l· pursue Angelica with more love than ever . . 

Angelica herself is the enigma. Does she truly love 
Valentine? Jeremy calls her 11 a Lady, that did not care 

a Farthing for you in your Prosperity" .. 2 When they 
first meet in the play she is non-comm.ital 

}\ngelica 

Valentin'e: 

Angelica . . 

"You can v t accuse me ,of Inconstancy ; 
I never told you that I lov'd you. 
But I can accuse you of Uncertainty, 
for not telling me whether you did or not~ 
You mistake Indifference for Uncertainty ; 
I never had Concern enough to ask my self 

3 the question". · 

Her strange, though ironic, words to Sir Sampson Legend 
add to the enigma : 

"If I marry, Sir Sampson, I'm for a good 
Estate with any Man, and for any Man with 
a good Estate. Therefore if I were oblig'd 
to make a Choice, I declare I'd rather have 4 you than your Son 11 

• 

There is also an 'Aside' spoken by Angelica after she 
is convinced that Valentine's madness is a trick, which 
sounds more like malice than love 

1 

2 

3 
4 

5 

" ••• If I don't play Trick for Trick 
may I never taste the Pleasure of Revenge 

Congreve, William Love for Love .K. l S.l p.220. 
Ibid. A.l S.l p .. 220. 1.49-50. 
Ibid. A.3 s.3 p.262. 1.1-7. 
Ibid. A.3 S.5 Pe268. 1.21-25. 
Ibid., A .. 4 S,.3 p.288. 1.16-17. 

II 5 . .. 

1.55-56. 
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When Scandal asks her to aclaiowledge her love, she 
even denies that she loves Valentine : 

" • ., to love is neither in 
my Power nor Inclination ; . ., ., "' 1 

With surprise in the end~ however, we learn 
that all these signs of indifference are tests to assay 
the quality of Valentine's love. The theme is stressed 
by this image of the depth and constancy in mutual love. 
Valentine is willing to sacrifice all his worldly posses­
sions before Angelica says : 

"Had I the World to give you, it cou'd not 
.make me worthy of so generous and faithful 
a Passion: Here's my Hand, my Heart was 
always yours, and struggle'd very hard to 2 make this utmost Trial of your Virtue". 

There are, in Love for Love, episodes of tradi­
tional comedy similar to those in Th~ Old Bachelor. 
Unlike .!hLOld Bache!Q!, where the masked marriage was 
no more than a traditional entertainment, L~y~ for Love 
treats it as a punishment. Mrs. Frail cries: 

" ••• I always despised Mr. Tattle of all 
things ; nothing but his bellig"filY'Husband 

3 could have made me like him less". 

Valentine~'s words to Mr. Tattle are : 

11 
••• you would have interposed 
between me and Heav 'n ; but Providence 
laid Purgatory in your way - You have gut 4 Justice 11

• 

It might, therefore, be pardonable to assume that young 
Mrs. Foresight's infidelity to her foolish old husband, 
though traditional, was selected as an example, or warning, 
to those who would marry without love. If the assumption 
is correct, the theme of mutual love pervades all parts 
of the action. 

1 Congreve, William Love for Love A.4 S.3 p.288. 1.24-25. 
2 Ibid. A.5 S.The last p.329. 1.71-75. 
3 Ibid. A.5 S~ll p.326. 1.36-38~ 

4 Ibid •. A.5 S.The la.st p*330. 1-106-109. 



Page 121 

D. ANOTHER VARIATION IN THE MOURNING BRIDE 

The Mourning Bride,though a tragedy, shows the 
fidelity 6..LJ.d eventual happiness of mutual love. A 

happy ending is unusual in a ~ragedy but John Dryden 
countenanced it, 1 and in Chapter III we observed how 
closely Willian Congreve followed Dryden's opinions on 

tragedy. 

In The Mourning Bride the lovers are already 
married : 

Almeria: 11 ~ • when my Lord beheld the Ship pursuing 
And saw her Rate so far exceeding ours ; 
He came to me, and peg'd me by my Love, 
I would consent the Priest might make us one 

I granted, 
And in one Day, was wedded, and a Widow''. 2 

For the sake of clarity I shall briefly 
explain the salient points of .the situation4 Almeria's 
hµ:sband~ .Alphonso, was not drowned. He was rescued by 
a Moorish Queen named Z-ara. __ He urged the Moors to 
attack Granada where Almeria's father, King Manuel, 
reigned. In the attack, the Moors were defeated and 
Zara's husband was killed. Zara, Alphonso (who had 
assumed the name Osmyn) and Heli his friend were all 
taken prisoner and brought to King Manuel's court in 
Granada. There Almeria, Alphonso and Heli met once more. 

The situation becomes complicated because Zara 
has fallen in love with Osmyn not knowing him to be 
Alphonso, King Manuel has fallen in 'love with Zara, and 
Gonsalez, a court favourite, has obtained the King's 
consent to a marriage between Garcia, his 
Almeria. Zara's love is hopeless because 
already married and he does not love her ; 

son, and 
Alphonso is 

King Manuel 
should not marry Zara because their love is not mutual 
Gonsalez wants his son to marry Almeria to satisfy his 

1 

2 

Dryden, John An Essay of Drarmtic Poesy. (In: Dryden 
Essays. London, Dent; New York, Dutton, (1954)). p.54. 

Congreve, William The Mourning Bride. London, Jacob 
Tonson, 1697. A.l. S.l p.5. 
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his own ambition, so ·that, even if Alphonso were executed, 
the marriage would be unhappy. Thus three ,people have 
to die to satisfy the theme - King Manuel, Zara and 
Gonsalez. 

King Manuel is murdered by Gonsalez in mistake 
for Alphonso ; Zara mistakes the Kings body for that of 
Alphonso, and takes poison ; a..."1.d Gonsalez is killed in 
a revolt of the troops against King Ma..."1.uel. 

The same revolt saves Alphonso's life and 
Almeria who believes that Alphonso has been murdered, is 
prevented from taking poison when Alphonso and Heli with 
the rebel guards break into the prison. The lovers are 
united : 

Almeria "Where am I? He av 'n ! v1hat does this dream 
intend? 

Alphonso: 0 may' st thou never dream of less Delight ; 
1 Nor ever wake to less substantial Joys 11 • 

The treatment is different, but it is still 
the theme of mutual love. 

E. VARIATION AND BALANCE IN THE WAY OF THE WORLD 

In The Way of the World, Mirabell calls himself 
!!somewhat too passionate a Lover 11 2 , and Millamant says 
to Mrs. Fainall : 

"ltell, if Mirabell should not make a good 
Husband, 1-am a lost thing - for I find I 
love him violently 11

• 

They are deeply in love with one another. 

3 

We are able to accept the sincerity of Angelica's 
words, in 1ove_f_Q£_!:!Qy~ though the emphasis is on the 

constant love of Valentine. The WaY. of the World reveals 

1 Congreve, William The 
1697. A.5 S.2 p.73. 

2 Congreve, William The 
1.28-30. 

3 Ibid. A.4 S.7 p.410. 

·--- ·-------
Mourning Bride. London, Jacob Tonson, 

(sic. i.e. 65). 
Way of the World. A.l S.3 p.348. 

1.7-9. 
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the idea not only of mutual love but also of mutual 
sacrifice. In a spirit resembling the bargain between 
Sir Gharles Sedley' s Merryman and Thisbe, Mirabell and 
Millamant agree to terms of mutual forbearance to ensure 
their future happiness. The note is struck in the 
opening lines of dialogue : 

Millamant: " •• Positively, Mirabell, I'll lye a-bed 
in a Morning as long as I please. 

Mirabell : Then I'll get up in a Morning as early 
1 as I please". . . 

Having agreed·to the 'contract', the true 
lovers are ready to be united in a happy 

The balance that we have already observed in 
the plot structure, the stage technique and the diction 

of !he Wai of the is again found in Congreve's 
treatment of theme. One major contrast to the love 
of Mirabell and Millamant is the unhappy marriage of 

Mr. and Fainall. It is a loveless marriage. Mrs. 
Fainall committed an indiscretion with Mirabell and, to 
save her reputation, she was forced to marry. Fainall 
married her :ito make lawful Prize of a rich Widow's 
Weal th 11

• 
2 The re-sul t is mutual hatred. Mrs. Fainall 's 

words are unambiguous : 

"While I qnly hated my.Husband, 
I. cou rd 'bear to see him ; but since I 
have despis'd him, he's too offensive". 3 

Fainall is equal_ly candid : 

n. • I never her, or if I had, ·why 
that wou 1 d have been over too by this time 11 4 

It is a powerful concomitant which illumines the theme. 

1 Congreve, William The Way of the World. A.4. S.5 p.406. 
1 .. 42-45. 

2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 

A.2 S.2 p.366. 1.119-120. 
Ae2 S.3 p.367. 1. 3 - 5. 
A.3 S.18 p.339. 1.58-59. 
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Marital infidelity follows mutual hatred. 
Foible knows the secret and she is prepared to divulge 
it to save Mrs. Fainall from ruin. Her words add a 
finishing touch to the neatly balanced presentation of 
a single theme that has run like a clue of determination 
through every drama. 

11 
.... But l"Irs. 

Marwood and he are nearer related than 
ever, parents thought for". 1 

In retrospect examining the facts it seems in­
controvertible that Congreve's dramas had a deeper pur­
pose than entertainmento I shall venture to suggest 
that the theme of mutual love may be stated in general 
te.rms to be : without mutual love as a broad basis there 
Gan be no happiness and fidelity in marriage. If this 
is correct, Collier's accusation of profanity and im­
morality may not be applied with justice to Congreve. 
Those parts of his dramas to which Collier took exception 
express the negative side of his theme and, as such, have 
a moral basis. It suggests once again the distinction 
I drew in Chapter III between prudery and morality. 

In the following chapters I shall attempt to 
discover the nature of Congreve's deeper purpose and how 
he tried to communicate his artistic vision. 

1 Congreve, William The Way of the World. A.5 S.2 p.424. 
1.32-34. 



Page. 125 

CHAPTER VIII 

TOWARDS A REGULAR COMEDY -- . 

In the last chapter there was suff ieient 
evidence of a constant theme to justify the proposition 
that Congreve was striving to perfect the presentation 
of a basic idea and pattern. The pattern may be called 
Restoration Comedy and it consists of three distinct 
parts : 

(1) Traditional comedy ; 
(2) Comedy of Wit ; 
(3) Comedy of the Situation. 

To amalgamate these parts into an harmonious unit required 

a work of genius, but to create a regular comedy, harmony 
was essential. As early as 1694, Congreve had written 
in 1hLEI2.1stile Dedicatory of The Double-Dealer : 11 I 
confess I design'Ell ••• to have written a true and 
regular Comea.;. 11 1 and though he admitted his failure, 
the comedies provide adequate information to assume that 
he did not lose, sight of this purpose. In the present 
chapter I shall attempt to trace the technique by which 
the three parts of Restoration comedy were assimilated 
in the regular action of .The Way of the World. .At the. 
same time I hope to adduce s<;>me evi~nce of a basic idea 
underlying the action, which Congreve wished to communicate 
artistically. 

K. TRADITIONAL COMEDY 

(1) Extempore Acting 

When I mentioned the Italian popular comedy, 
or Commedia dell'art~ in Chapter II, I expressed· the view 

l Congreve, William Tne Epistle Dedicatory of The Uouble­
Dealer. To The Right Honourable Charles Montggue • • 
• . • p .113. 
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that several characters in The Old Bachelor had Italian 
forbears. The resemblance of character::; types, however, . 
is less important than the spontaneous dialogue of the 
actors themselves. The groups_ of Italian actors and 
actresses comprised men and women who were born to the 
mimic tradition and their art consisted in their ability 
to provide extempore quips and retorts in response to 
any situation which might arise. The variety and, I 
might add, the vulgarity of the.dialogue is not difficult 
to imagine. 

The success of The Old Bachelor on the 
Restoration stage may be explained if we take into account 
English extempore acting. Dialogue certainly would have 
diverged from the text in scenes such as the trapping of 
Bellmour and Laetitia by Fondlewife, or the many episodes 
when Captain Bluffe and Sir Joseph Wittol are on the 
stage. An indication in the text that Congreve intended 
the actor to proceed extempore is the inclusion of 'etc' 
after the last word in Sir Joseph's opening lines (Act II 
Scene I). The foolish proposal of Heartweli to Sylvia 
also allowed the actor great latitude. 

The actors seem to have upheld the tradition, 
for these words are written in The Dedication of.the 
play: 

"Yet I must· declare my self sensible of the 
good Nature of the Town, in receiving this 
Play so kindly, with all its Faults, which 
I must own were, for the most part, very 
industriously covered by the care of the 
Players ; for, I think, scarce a Character 
but receiv'd all the Advantage it would 1 admit of, from the justness of the Action 11 

The spontaneous element was probably omitted 
from The Double-Dealer. One is able to imagine an 
actor exceeding his part in the text when Careless makes 
love to Lady Plyant, or when Sir Paul Plyant comes upon 
the stage reading his wife's letter from her lover, but 

1 Congreve, William The Dedication of The Old Bachelor. 
To the Right Honourable Charles Lord Clifford, of 
Lanesborough. p.16. 
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the dialogue is so carefully written that one doubts if 
·it was done. Perhaps the limiting of the spontaneous 
actor was responsible for its failure. 

The action of Love for Love is very like that . 
of The Old Bachelor, with one major difference. The 
dialogue is brilliant and carefully written and one 
wonders if it was intended merely to guide the actor in 
the traditional scenes. A good actor might scarcely 
have improved the love scene, in which M.r. Tattle instructs 
Miss Prue, by introducing lines of his own. The cheating 
of Mr. Foresight, ·too, leaves little room for improvement. 
It is impossible to be certain, but the indications are 
that the action was too ·1ong to allow for additions to 
the dialogue. On the other hand, Congreve disclosed in 
The Dedication, that "some Lines" and "one whole scene 
i~-~he Third Act 11 1 were omitted on the stage. Love for 
~.2.Y~ was a very popular play, so it is possible that 
some degree of spontaneous acting was responsible for 
its success. 

The Prologue to The -Way of the World specifically 
excludes farce when it defines the action of the play, 
so we must accept the dialogue as complete in itself. 

In order to study Congreve's dramatic technique 
however, it is necessary to assess the relative value of 
each part in the final product. At present we are con­
cerned with conventional episodes which may be comprehended 
in the phrase traditional comedy. They did not all 
originate in the Commedia dell'arte, but they were 
sufficiently familiar upon the Restoration stage to be . 
recognised as conventional by the audience. 

(2) Q2~ntional EIU:sodes 

Prior to The Way of the World, Congreve employed 
traditional comedy, or farce, as light entertainment 

connected with, though usually not .an integral part of, 

1 Congreve, William The Dedication of Love for Love To 
the Right Honourable Charles Earl of Dorset and 
Middlesex. p.215. 

1: 

'· 
:!iol 
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the main action and plot. In Chapter IV we noted how 

slender were the links between the kaleidoscopic actions 

of The Old Bachelof, a comedy in which convention pre­
dominated, how some traditional episodes were external 
to the plot of The Double-Dealer, a..""ld how similar episodes 
though stemming from the central action and theme, gave 
the structure cf Love for Love an appearance of looseness. 
Episodes of this nature are, firstly, an old man married 
to a young wife. There is Bellmour's amour with Laetitia 
in The Old B~helor, while her puritanical old husband, 
Isaac Fondlewife, is out of town ; the intrigue of Lady 
Plyant and Careless in The Double-Dealer ; and, in ~~ 
:f.2r L~~' the trick played on the gullible old astrologer 
Mr. Foresight, by his wife and Mr. Scandal. The level 
of this type of comedy may be judged by the exclamation 
of Bellmour when Isaac Fondlewif e unexpectedly returns 
home : 

11Pox choak him, would his Horns were in his Throat" 1 

or the innuendo of Mre Scandal when Mr. Foresight is per­
suaded to go to bed : 

"Good Night, good Mr. Foresight; and I 
hope ~fil:§ and Y~!U!§. will be in Conjunction ; - 2 while your Wife and I are together 11

• 

There is an episode in The ;Double-Dealer, which, 

though part of the main action, is the same tradition. 
Lady Touchwood persuades the vain Lady Plyant that 
Mellefont is really in love ~ith her. He has only pre­
tended to love her daughter because he has designs upon 
the mother. It is a conventional item with potentiali~ies 
of low comedy and suggestive dialogue based on misunder­
standing : 

Mellefont 11Madam, pray give me leave to ask 
you one Question -

1 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor. A.4 S.15 p.82. 
1.13-14. 

2 Congreve, William Love for Love. A.3 S.14 p.281. 
1.1-3. 
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11 0 Lord, ask me the Question, I'll swe.ar 
I' 11 refuse it ; I swear I' 11 deny it -
therefore don't ask me, nay you shan't 
ask me, I swear I'll deny it •. • l! 

A second tradition of the Restoration stage 
is the masked marriage. It is always associated with 
farce and is the conventional punishment for knaves and 

~ .. ,\ 
fools who are tricked into marrying a prostit'irte or at 

1 

least a loose woma..~, instead of the :b.eiress whose weal th 
they covet.. Congreve made use of this tradition in The 
.Q1.Q Bachelor and Love for Love. 

A scene of ridiculous love-making is a third 
comic tradition. Either a guache male makes love to a 
sophisticated female or a worldly male initiates an 
innocent female in the art of love. Heartwell, an old 
bachelor, is the awkward lover while Sylvia's innocence 
is a sophisticated intrigue. Tattle, on the other hand, 
is a worldly fop, though Miss Prue is a very young and 
innocent country girl. 

Stock ideas invariably are expressed in the 
conversation. In this scene it is the insincerity of a 
lover 1 s words. Tnus, in The Old Bachelor, Heartwell 
says : 

11
• • • Now by my 

Soul I cannot lye, though it were to 
serve a Friend or gain a Mistress. 

Sylvia: Must you lye then, if you say you love me?" 2 

In !!.Q~_for Love, Miss Prue exclaims: 

110 Lord, I swear this is pure, - I like it 
better than our old fashion'd Country way 
of speaking one 1 s Mind ; - and must not 
you lie too? 

Ta.ttle: Hum - Yes - But you must believe I speak Truth 11 3 

Being traditional low comedy, the scene usually 
contains suggestive dialogue : 

1 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.2 S.5 p.146 1.50-55. 
2 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor A.3 S.10 p.64 1.44-48. 
3 Congreve, William Love for Love A.2 S.11 p.260 1.49-53. 
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1'0h, but I'll hold the Door with both 
Hands, and be angr~ ; - and you shall 

. push me down before you come in. 
No, I'll come in first, and push you 
dovm afterwards tr 1 

OR 

11Nay, but if you love me, you must marry 
me; what don't I know my Father lov'd 
my Mother, and was married to her? 
Ay, ay, in old Days People married 
where they lov' d ; but the Fashion is 2 chang 'd Child 11

• 

A conversation between female characters is 
a convention of the Comedy of Manners, though it is usually-­

an intermediate stage between traditional low comedy and 
the high comedy of wit. Men may be discussed in terms 
of stock attitudes which are affected and insincere, the 
dialogue may be malicious, or the scene may include both 
the stock attitudes and malice. Belinda's words in The 

Q1~-~achelor are a good example of the stock, affected 
attitude towards the male : 

"Oh you have raved, talked idly, and all in 
Commendation of that filthy, awkward, two­
leg'd Creature., Man - you don't know what 
you've said, your Fever has transported you". 3 

Later in the scene the malice mo'tif is stated : 

Belinda: "My Denial is premeditated like your Malice 

Love for Love has a scene in the sa.me tradition where 
female malice predominates : 

Mrs~ Foresight: nyou deny it positively to my Face. 

Mrs. Frail 
Mrs. Foresight: 

Your Face, what's your Face? 
No matter for that, it's as good 
a Face as yours. 

fl 4 . . 

Mrs. Frail Not by a Dozen years wearing - But 
I do deny it positively to your Face then" 5 

-----
1 Congreve, William Love for Love A.2 S.11 p.260 1.76-80. 
2 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor A.3 S.10 p.65 1.92-97. 

3 Ibid. A.2 S~3 p .• 44 1.6-9. 5- Congreve, William. Love for 
4 Ibid. A.2 s.3 p.46 1.58-59. A.2 S.9 p.255 1.52-57. 

L 
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Other convetr;ti'bi:bs:.;;"~' of the stage are the 
' . ~ . •\ .• ' . ' 

incensed father or uncle threatening to disinherit his 
son or heir .; the scorn of fashionable town people for 
country gentlemen ; and the faked, or clandestine&~ letter 
which motivates action. These, like the conversation 
between female characters, must be distinguished from 
traditional low comedy, or farce. They are perhaps best 
described as devices for producing a particular action 
or situation. They may be part of the main action, un­
like traditional farce, which is invariably external and, 
like Shakespeare's scenes for theg~oundlings, designed 

""" to satisfy a certain taste. 

Thus we find Lord ·rouchwood furiously de­
nouncing his nephew and hGir; Mellefont, in The DQuble­
Dealer : ----

n. • ·• Death, I' 11 have him stripp 'd 
and turn'd naked out of my Doors this 
Moment, and let him rot and perish •• ti 1 

He intends to disinherit him. Similarly, Sir Sampson 
Legend in Love for Love speaks threateningly to his son 
Valentine, whom he plans to disinherit : 

n ••• 'S' heart, live by your Wits, - You were 
. always fond of the Wits, - Now let's see if 2 you have wit enough to keep yourself ••• 11 

There is Belinda's contemptuous description of the cou..ntry 
squire in The Old Bachelor : 

"Oh a most comical Sight: A Country Squire, 
with the Equipage of a Wife and two Daughters 
came to I1rs. Snipwel's shop while I was there 3 - But, oh Gad ! Two such unlick 'd Cubs ! 11 

On two occasions The Old Bachelor, Congreve 
employs the conventional letter to set an action in 

motion. In Th!!L_Double-Dealer, a clandestine letter from 

a lover is inadvertently handed by a wife to her husbande 

1 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.3 S.l p.153 1.109-lll 
2 Congreve, William Love for Love A.2 s.7 p.253 1.148~150. 
3 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor A.4 S.8 p.76 1.26-30. 
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Finally, -the traditional quip about a cuckold's 
horns recurs S? frequently on the English comic stage 
in low comedy from the Elizabethan era onwards, that it 
does not require an.illustration. 

From the a.foregoing survey, I hope it may be 
seen how much Congreve relied upon tradition and convention 
to popularise his comedies. He tried, in The Double­

R~~l~E' to create a regular comedy by virtually eliminating 
the spontaneous actor and it was rejected. The immense 
popularity of Love_for LoY!2., in which Congreve attempted 
to assimilate traditional comedy into a unified structure, 
revealed the public taste. Then Jeremy Collier attacked 
the stage, accusing it of immorality and profaneness • 

• 
Puritanism was asserting itself once again. Traditional 
comedy was to be abandoned.and replaced by sentimental 
comedy •. 

Congre'i.~e eliminated farce, but he had too much 
wit to take sentimentality seriously~ 

(3) Conventional Episodes in The Wa~ of the World 

When he abandoned the stage tradition of 
spontaneous low comedy, after jeremy Collier's attack 
upon his plays, Congreve did not at the same time dis-

. . 
card conventional episodes •. He merely rejected the . 
offending ingredient, in deference to public demand, and 
added "some new thought" ·i to' replace it. He then Siea-

' soned the old mixture with a new technique. For the 
first time in his brief dramatic career Congreve seems· 
to have been true to himself;· 

The basis of the traditional episode L"'l which 
an old man is married to a young girl is unhappiness •. 
Actual marriages of this kind were often arranged by the 

---·---
1 Congreve, William Prologue to The Way of the World. 

p.340~ 1 .. 29. 
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father of the girl ll for money 2 and.so were forced. The 
marriage of Mr .. and Mrs. Fainall is a forced marriag8 , 

though for a different reason. It is also a marriage 
for money_ The idea of unhappiness is patent as well 
as the possibility of marital infidelity. The motif is, 
therefore, the same as in traditional comedy, but the· 
vulgar farce has been removed, so that it becomes an 
integral and important part of the action in The Wal__of 

.EhLWorl£ .. 

A second element in this transformed traditional 
action discloses a new technique. Two amours have taken 
place, the first between Mirabell and Mrs. Fainall, the 
second between Fainall and Mrs. Marwood& Both, however, 
are merely reported which precludes the suggestive 
action of low comedy from ti.king place on the 

' 

Another conventional episode is likewise 
reported. We noted the suggestive dialogue which 
in The Double-Dealer when Lady Plyant was persuaded 
that Mellefont had made love to 'cynthia, her 
because he had designs upon the ·mother. In 

the si t·uatiori is reversed. We learn in the 
course of a conversati6n that Mirabell has previously 
simulated love for Lady Wishf ort to conceal his love 
for her niece. Once again Congreve has avoided the low 
comedy of a traditional episode by casually reporting 
it in the dialogue. 'Moreover it is an integral part of 

the plot which necessitates Mirabell's second complicated 
intrigue to win Millamant and this becomes the ma:;Ln 

action of the comedy. 

1 Reresby, Sir John Memoirs of Sir John Reresby. Ed. by 
Andrew Bro11ming) Glasgow, Jackson, 1936. p.243. 

Editor's Note "When this marriage took place, in the 
summer of 1681, Elizabeth Percy, although already a 
widow, was only fourteen years of age." 

2 Pepys, Samuel The Diary of Samuel Ed. by 
H.B. Wheatley. London,- Bell, 1896. Vol.VII. p.305. 
n •• he mightly commends my Lord Hinchingbroke 1 s 
match and Lady, though he buys her £10,000 dear, 
by the jointure and settlement his father makes 
her 11 • · 
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In The Old Bachelor and Love for there 
was a traditional masked marriage. Both were tricks, 
and Congreve left us in no doubt in Love for Love that 
he intended it to· be seen as a punishment for vice, lack 
of judgement and folly. Lady Wishfort's behaviour in 

of the World might certainly be termed folly, her 
vanity and hatred of Mirabell, vice, and her judgement 
poor indeed, but to trick her into a marriage ceremony 
with Mirabell's servant, Waitwell, would have been con­
demned as immoral on tne stage of 1700, especially after 
Jeremy Collier's attack. Congreve circumvented the 
moral issue by first arranging a marriage between Waitwell 
and Foible and then explaining that the incident was 
only a trick to oblige Lady Wishfort to consent to ttle 
marriage between Mirabell and Millamanto The scene, 
thus, does not proceed beyond a ridiculous and fake<J:;. 
proposal of marriage and it is rendere?- more palatable 
to the moralists by the imposture being discovered be­
times and failing in its purpose. Furthermore, this 
ridiculous proposal is by the absurd love- . 
making of' the country Sir Wilfull Witwoud, 
to Millamant (Act IV, ffcene IV). 

Both proposals have traditional roots, but 
here they are an integral part of a unified action. They 
contrast sharply with the high comedy of the proviso 
scene in which Mirabell and Millamant agree to marry. 

A. double contrasttransforms the conventional 
attitudes of women into something On the 
surface, the dialogue is apparently an old tradition: 

Mrs. Marwood: "You hate Mankind? 
Mrs. Fainall: Heartily, Inveterately. 
Mrs. Marwood: Your Husband? 
Mrs. Fainall: Most tra...-.1scenG.ently : ay, tho' I 1 say it meritoriously 11

• 

The difference is that Fainall is s·peaking the truth 
from the depths of her soul. It is not traditional 

1 Congreve, William The Way of the World A.2 S.l p.361 1.40-44. 
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affectation. Nor is Mrs. Marwood affecting malice when 
she replies to Mrs. Fainall. She bears a deep malice, 
not only towards Mirabell who has slighted her, but 
towards the wife of the man she loves. 

The second conversation between Mrs. Marwood 
and Millamant contrasts with the earlier scene. Mrs. 
Marwood is speaking sincerely, but Millamant is hiding 
~er true feelings behind affected disinterest : 

Mrs. Marwood: "That I detest him (Mirabell), hate 

Millamant .. . 
.. him Madam. · 

0 Madam, why so do l - .And yet the 
Creature loves me, ha, ha, ha, How 
can one forbear laughing to think 

n • -1- I! 
OI l v .• 

1 

It is a ne1:1 technique being applied to conventional comic 

episodes. 

Congreve gave a clever twist to the scene of 
an irat,e father or uncle threatening to disinherit his 
heir. In The Way of the World the fictitious .uncle is 
Waitwell, who is personating Sir Rowland, and the melo­
dramat~c threat has no substance, whatever (Act IV, 
Scene XII). Conventional scorn of the fashionable town 
for a gentleman from the country is found in the scene 
where Sir Wilful.l Wi"Gwoud arrives at Lady Wishfort 's 
home ·,·(:Act III, Scene XIII)., The purpose, however, is to 

reveal the mental,~: quality of certain characters, not 
merely to introduce a conventional comic episode. 

Even the drunken scene is not a farcical 
incident. It has a bearing on the main action and is 

·pre-arranged by Fainall. 

Finally, the conventional letter is devised 
by l"lrs. Marwood to aven~e Mirabell's slight. She determines 
to disclose his intrigue to Lady Wishfort (Act III, 
Scene XVIII). The new technique is that the letter re­
bounds a.."id serves to advance the intrigue ·1t was intended 
to expose. 

·-------
1 Congreve, William The Way of the World A.3 S.11 p.389 

1.32-35. 
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These examples should suffice to demonstrate 

that traditional comedy became something different in 

~QQ~§J'.: of the World. Its characters were still types, 

but types that each materially contributed a share to 

the action as a whole. 

In the earlier comedies the. conventional 
episodes might be removed without disturbing the plot, 

but it could not be done in The Way of the World. Each 

character plays his part in the denouement avoiding the 
impression that extraneous incidents have been tagged 

onto the plot to entertain. This rounded unity, which 
includes so much that is familiar, may be clearer after 

we have examined the comedy of the s1tuation~ 

B. COME.DY OF WIT 

In order to appreciate the comedy of the. 

situation it is essential first to examine the high 
. ' 

comedy of Wit. Wit was placed in apposition to, the low 

comedy of tradition and the two were linked by inter­

mediate scenes, ranging from suggestive dialogue to 
malicious or affected discussions~ which. I have calle.d 

conventional. In this way at least three grades of 
.. ,,; 

comedy were provided, without considering a sati~ric ,,. 
intention which the dramatist might have, or the meaning 

of the total sit~ation. 

As Congreve's dramatic technique matured, his 
portrayal of wit showed a definite development and the 

simplest way of presenting these ripening powers will be 
to lo6k at some examples from each comedy. We then should 

be able to appreciate l!Iis concep_t of wit and its import­

ance in a regular comedy. 

(1) Wit in The Old Bachelor 

Wit in The Old Bachelor is the kind one might 

expect from young, vivacious people who vie with one 
another, delighting in amusing critical comments, a 
clever retort, or an ingenious description. If the 
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character is disliked, the retort may be blunt or 
sarcastic, even malicious, but always there is the youth­
ful striving to outdo the opponent. There are, of 
course, degrees of wit. Bellmour and Belinda are more 
vivacious than Vainlove and Araminta. Araminta, on the 
other hand, is more subtle at times. The general tone, 
however, remains constant. 

Bellmour and Vainlove, for instan.ce, vie with 
each other in a critical vein 

Vainlove: 11 0h the Wise will tell you -
1 Bellmour: More than they believe - or understand 11 

Then V~inlove turns the tables : 

Bellmour: 11 
•• Business is not my Element - I 
rowl in a. higher Orb, and dwell -

Vainlove: In Castles ith' Air of thy own building: 2 That's thy. Element, Ned • • • 11 

Likewise Belinda and Araminta vie with one· another : 

Belinda 11 0h I love your hideous Fancy!· Ha, ha, 
ha, love a Man! 

Araminta; Love a l"lan ! Yes, you would not love 
a Beast. 

Belinda : Of all Beasts not an Ass 
like your Vainlove • 

.;..,.. Which is so 
I! 3 .. 

With subtle irony Araminta turns the tables. She knows 
Belinda is staying because of her love for Bellmour : 

Belinda : nI am tender of your Reputation;. 
Araminta; I am oblig'd to you - But who's 

malicious now, ]elind~? 
Belinda : Not I ; witness my Heart, I stay 

out of pµre Affection. 
Araminta: In my Conscience I believe you". 4 

1 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor A.l S.l p.25 1.15,..17. 
2 Ibid. A.l S.l p.26. 1.29-32. 
3 Ibid. A.2 S.3 p.45. 1.25-30. 
4 Ibid. A.2 S.6 p.47-48. 1.8-14. 
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When the· lovers meet, the pattern of wit · 
remains substantially the same. Bellmour and Belinda 
vie for ascendancy : 

Bellmour: 11 
•• But my Tyrant there and I, are two 
Buckets that can never come together. 

Belinda : Nor are ever like - Yet we often meet 1 and clash 11
• 

Bellmour, however, is not to be suppressed : 

Bellmour: "But tell me how you would be ador 1 d -
I am tractable. 

Belinda : Then know, I would be Ador'd in Silence. 
Bellmour: Humph, I thought so, that you might 2 have all the talk t;o yourself • • • 11 

in contrast, 
Vainlove~/lacks the gay banter· of Bellmour, though the 
monotonous pattern continues 

Araminta: "Favours that are got by Impudence and 
Importunity, are like Discoveries. from 
the Rack, When the afflicted Person, for 
his ease, sometimes confesses Secrets 
his Heart knows nothing of. 

Vainlove: I should rather think Favours, so gain'd 
to be due Rewards to indefatigable Devotion -

.For as Love is a Deity, he must be serv'd 3 by Prayer n • 

It is Araminta who, this time, delivers the coup de 

gra.££: 

Vainlove: uyou are the Temple of Love, and 'tis 
through you, ou:r Devotion must be convey'd. 

Araminta: Rather poor silly Idols of your O\·m 
making, ·which, upon the least Dis­
pleasure you forsake, and set up new .• 11 

Occasionally a retort is sarcastic. Shar?er 

is derending Araminta against Vainlove's foolish sus­
picion : 

-----~~~~~~-· 

1 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor A.2 s.7 p.48. 1.5-8. 

2 Ibid. A.2 S.8 p.50. 1.16-20. 

3 Ibid. A.2 S.l p.48-49. 1.25-32. 

4 Ibid. A.2 S.7 p.49. 1.35-39. 

4 
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Vainlove: 11
• • Yes I will go too - and she 
shall see her Error in -

Sharper : In her choice I gad. 1 

Occasionally there is a touch of malice : 

Araminta: 11 
•• why would you affront 
any Body so? They might be Gentle­
women of a very good family -

Belinda Of a very ancient one, I dare swear, 2 by their Dress • 11 

In general, the wit of The Old Bachelor is 
wit for wit's sake, a youthful exhibition of verbal 
sparring with nothin~ in view beyond entertainment. 

(2) Wit in The Double-Dealer 

A different technique marks the wit in The 
Double-Dealer. Congreve apparently intended to distin­
guish between true wit and. false wit, and certain 
characters are made to comment on the false wit of 
other characters. Careless and Cynthia perform this 
function~ 

Lord Froth is an example. He says to Sir 
Paul Plyant "I assure you, Sir £'.au,!, I laugh at no 
Bodies Jest but my.own, or a Lady'sn 3 Brisk does not 
wish to appear obtuse. He must try to explain Lord 
Froth's attitude 

Brisk 11 
••• Nay, duce take me there's Wit 
in't too - And Wit must be foil'd by 
Wit ; cut a Diamond with a Diamond ; 
no other way, I 'gad. 

Lord Froth: Oh, I thought you would not be long, 
before you found out the Witir. 

Careless comments irritably : 

rrwi t ! In what? Where the Devil Is the Wit' 
. in not laughing when a Man has a Mind to' t n. 5 

4 
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Then there 1 s Lady Froth 1 s silly a."l'ld affected 

story of how love disturbs the true.lover. It draws a 

dry and, perhaps, mrcastic comment from Cynthia = 

Lady Froth: "I could not sleep ; I did not 

Cynthia 
sleep one Wink for three weeks together" 

Prodigious ! I wonder, want of Sleep, 
and so much Love, and so much Wit as 
your Lady ship has, did not turn your 1 Brain 11

• 

Cynthia is again present to comment when, after 

a fatuous discussion of Lady Froth's poem, Brisk, Lord 

and Lady Froth indulge in what they consider to be witty 

social gossip 

Lord Froth: 11 :£i'oh ! 

Lady Froth: 

Brisk 

Cynthia 

Then she 1 s always.ready to laugh when 
Sneer offers to speak - And sits in 
Expectation of his no Jest, with her 
Gums bare, and her Mouth open -

Like an Oyster at low Eb}:>, I 'gad -
Ha, ha, ha. 

(Aside) We1i, I find there are no 
Fools, so inconsiderable in themselves, 
but they can render other people con- 2 temptible by exposing their Infirmities" 

To drive home the point of her c~mment, Cynthia. 

delivers a critical and ironic $Oliloquy when they leave, 
beginning : 

111 Tis not so hard to counterfeit Joy in the 
depths of Affliction, as to dissemble Mirth 
in Company of Fools • • '·' 3 

After these comments, the e~vagant mutual 
flattery of Brisk and Lady Froth is allowed to pass un­

noticed, .but no doubt the audience is conceded sufficient 
intelligence to recognise by now that it is false wit. 

It is interestj.ng to note their affected pleasantries 

for another reason : 

. 
1 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.2 s .. l p*l36 1.3-7. 

2 Ibid. A.3 S.10 p.167. 1.81-91. 

3 Ibid. A.3 S.12 p.168. 1.1-3. 
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Lady· Froth: nwe~J.~ I swear, tlf:.!. _ _erisk, you under­
stgJJ~d Astronomy like an old Egyptian. 

Brisk Not comparably to your Ladyship ; you 
are the very ~;rn!hi~ of the Skies, 
and Queen of Stars. 

Lady Froth: That's because I have no light, but 
what's by Reflection from you, who 
are the Sun~ 

Brisk Madam, you have Eclips'd me quite, 
let me .Perii.:;h, - I can't answer that 11

• 
1 

The conversatio!1 shows considerable mental agility, so 

that 1 fool' se,ems not t·o imply an obtuse person. By folly 

Congreve appears to mean a lack of what he called 'judge­

ment', that is, an imaginative mental awareness of truth, 

and this deficiency renders' nugatory an otherwise keen 
and alert hu~an .intellect. 

Unfortunately, there is too little direct 
contrast in The.Doub1_~Dealer to make this point clear. 

Melle font and C;yn·thia speak alone in two s-cenes only. 

In each Cynthia is testing Mellefont's constancy and no 

more than a hint that imaginative intelligence 1 not 

verbal dexterity, is the essence of true wit may be 

abstracted from their words. :rn the first instance, 
Cynthia invites discussion by asking 0

• , • What think 

you of drawing Stakes and giving over in time tr? .2 

Mellefont's reply which compares marriage to a game of 

bowls, reminds one of Bellmour in !h~Old Bachelor, but 
the ·phrase "the Game depends entirely upon Judgement 11 3 
is significant. Significant too, is the balanced intelli­
gence shovm by Cynthia when Mellefont suggests their 
running off to marry. She is not swept away by emotional 

desire. Her words are calm and reasoned: 

1 

2 

3 
4 

"If you had not been so assured of your own 
Conduct I would not - But 'tis but reasonable 
that since I consent to like a Man without 
the vile Gonsider.ation of Mony, he should give 4 me a very evident Demonstration of his Wit:~ • 11 

Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.3 s.10 p.167 1.81-91. 

Ibid. A.2 s.3 Pel40. 1.11--12. 

Ibid. A.2 s.3 p.140. 1. 21-22 •. 

Ibid. A.4 s.1 p.170. 1.48-52. 
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(3) Wit and Imaginative Intellige~ in Love for Love 

When we studied traditional comedy and conven­
tional episodes in the comedies of Congreve, I suggested 
that Love for Love was a complex of material which 

belonged to one or other group. There are characters 

like Ben, who is described as a 'sea wit' and Je~emy, 
a servant, who has a naturally witty turn of phrase, 

but they do not belong to the high comedy of wit that 

we are tracing at the moment. The clue to this comedy 

is found in Angelica alone. · 

Angelica appears to be the only character in 

~£~-121: Love who truly may be said to have wit as 
Congreve intended the word to be understood a.i.~d by that 

is meant both imaginat·ion and intelligence. She is 

wealthy and independent and knows the way of the world • 

._ 

Valentine, though the male protagonist in the 

comedy, shows a surprising lack of imagination. It is 

this contrast, central to the comedy of wit .in Lo~_for 

Love, which convinces one that verbal dexterity without 

imaginative insight is false wit to William Congreve. 

_This aspect is further stressed by Mrs. Frail. 

She is a woman with a keen intellect who.entirely lacks 

an imaginative awareness of truth. An example of her 

ability to retort quickly and aptly is her conversation 

with Mr. Tattle 

Mrs. Frail: n •• And what will you give me, 
Mr. ~~ttl.§.? 

Tattle My soul) Madam. 
Mrs. Frial: Rooh, No I thank you, I have enough 1 to do to take care of my oirm • • ~" 

Perhaps the best example of her mental agility is the way 
in which she· turm the accusation of her sister~ Mrs~ 
Foresight, who claims to have found her 'bodkin' in a 

house of ill fame, against her accuser: 

------·--
1 Congreve; William Love for Love A.l SJ.4 p.a37. 1~62-65. 
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Mrs. . " •• But look you here now, -
Foresight· where did you lose this Gold Bodkin? 

- Oh Sister, Sister 1 

Mrs~ Frail: My Bodkin! 

Mrs. . 
Foresight· Nay, 'tis yours, look at it. 

Mrs. Frail: Well, if you go to that, where did.you 
find this Bodkin? - Oh Sister, Sister, 1 Sister every way". 

This woman~ however, is the victim of the 
traditional masked marriage, because of her deficient 
imagination in wishing .to marry any man for his estate, 
without love~ ~1hich renders her keen intellect nugatory. 
In other words, she lacks true wit. 

That Valentine is intended to lack imagination 

is shovm in several ways. His debts from a wild life 
amount to nearly £4,0~0 for which he tries to blame 
Angelica. 

11
• • • .,, so shall my 
Poverty be a Mortification to her Pride, 
and perhaps, make her compassio~ate· the 
Love, which has principally reduc'd me to 
this Lowness of Fortune • 11 2 

He resents his fathe~'s offer to pay his debts 
on condition that he resigns his inheritance in favour 
of his younger brother Ben and says to the stern old man 

"I would have an Excuse for your Barbarity 
3 and unnatural Usage 11

• 

To evade his obligation under the contract 
with his father - to which he verbally -agreed in order 
to pay his debts and secure £4,000 - he pretends to be 
mad, so that his signature becomes invalid. He is 
criticised by Jeremy, Scandal, his father and Angelica, 
but remains complacent : 

1 Congreve, William Love for Love A.2 S.9 p.255.1.60-67. 

2 Ibid. A.l ff.l p.220. 1.59-63. 

3 Ibid. A.2 S.7 p.250. 1.59-60. 
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Valentine: " .•• But its wonderful strange, 

Jeremy .. . 
Valentine: 

Jeremy. 

w11at ~s, Sir - ? 

That gray Hairs shou'd cover a green 
Head - and I make a fool of my Father 

Despite all this, he expects Angelica to accept him as 
he is, and is taken aback when she refuses . 

.Angelica is an enigma to Valentine because he 
does not understand the mefuJ.ing 0£ true wit. She is 
enigmatic for two reasons : . firstly, to make Valentine 
realise the folly of his ways and, secondly, to test 
the depth of his love. 

Angelica's mental alertness tells her that if 

ii 1 

she pretends to be willing to marry Sir Sampson, Valentine's 
father, she will be able to save Valentine, for 11 it would 
oblige him to throw off his Disguise of Madness, in 
Apprehension of losing me 11

• 
2 

Her trick succeeds and Valentine,· realising 
his folly, acknowledges his errors. He reveals.his con­
stant love by agreeing to sacrifice his inheritance for 
Angelica. With this demonstration of true wit the comedy 
ends: 

Angelica: 11 
•• Here's my Hand, my Heart was always 

.yours and struggl'd hard to make this 
utmost Trial of your Vertue ••• 11 3 . 

The meaning of true wit to Congreve is perhaps clearer 
now than it was at the end of The Double-Dealer. 

(Li-) The Way of the World 

Though a study of Love for Love enables one 
to appreciate what Congreve implied by true and false wit, 

the distinction may not have been apparent to an audience 

1 Congreve, William Love for Love A.4- S.10 p.295 1.27-31. 
2 Ibid. A.5 S.2 p.314 1.113-115. 
3 Ibid. A.5 S.The last. p.329. le73-75. 
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wbo would see the comedy once or twice. In The Dedication 

of Th~_Jf~y of the World,Congreve c0mplains that 'hasty 
judges' some tin1es fail "to distirl.guish betwixt 'th_e 

character of a }Y_ttwoug and a Truewit 11
• 

1 For this reason, 
the comed..y of wit is gi" .. re:n especiaJ, prominance in The 

~~i_of the World. Congreve's words suggest a aeliberate 

contrast between true and false 1dt 

''This reflection mov' d rr.e to de.sign some 
Characters, whicl} shou 1 d appear I·idiculous 
not so much thro' a natural Folly •.• 

as thrc' 
&."'1 affected Wit ; a Wit, which at the same 2 time that it is affected, is also falsen. 

The <ke~r word is '.false'. If my interpretation 
is correct; false wit implies, in addition to affectation, 

a deficiency in irr...:;.ginati ve intelligence, Iil tl:i3 pla~:/ 

therefore, there should be , besides the transmuted 
rerr,nants of traditional comedy and. convention, ::n1 obvious 

contrast in the qu.ali ty of verbal uttera::.1ces r,-.:hich points 

to the ~cntal a~areness of eacb character. 

T::.is brings us to an interesting consideration. 

If the quality of verbal wit is to be contr~ated, there 

must be verbal exchanges of a kind similar to these in 
T,_.,,.. ,.,,, a- naci- e 1 o..., · 
-~~-~-~__;;,;~ ' a character's intellect may only be 
i·evealcd :.n the ideas he expresses and l:is actionc, as 

a:r: a fin ally the :.:.'e may be a 

tcmdenc;y tJo con:mer2.t on the false wit of su;~:e characters 
::d.:nilar to the tecl:nique in The Double-Dealer. The WaJ:. 

of tbe World embraces all these tec}1niques. In other 

words, the comedy of wi.t in The 'day_ of Lhq World ~ombines 
some ~1ality from each of the earlier comic plays with 
a more accomplished presentation. 

Co:r.ments on wit occur in conversation and are 

veiled, brief and apt. Witwoud, for instance, is des­
cribed as 11 a Fool with a good Memory, and some few Scraps 

1 Congreve, William The Dedication of The Way of the World. 
p. 337. 

2 Ibid. p.337. 
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Witwoud: " •. a Letter from the Fool my Brother, as 
heavy as a Panegyrick in a J:i'uneral sermon, 
or a Copy of Commendatory Verses from one 
Poet to another. And what's worse, 'tis 
as sure a Forerunner of the Author, as an 

. Epistle Dedicatory. 
Mirabell: A Fool and your Brother, Witwoud! 
Witwoud : Ay, ay, my half Brother. My half 

Brother he is, no nearer upon Honour@ 
Mirabell: Then 'tis possible he may be but half 1 a Fool 11

• 

Petulant 1 s dull mind is exposed by his inability 
to appreciate the significance of Mirabell 1 s reply : 

I1irabell: " . • Come 
I'm sure thou wo't tell me. 

Petulant: If I do, will you grant me common 
Sense then, for the future? 

Mirabell: Faith I'll do what I can for thee, and I'll 
pray that Heav'n may grant it thee in the 
mean time. 

Petulant: ~'fell, Harkee ". 2 

Lastly, the deep malice of Mrs. Marwoo~s wit 
is disclosed in an affected, though pertinent, conversation 
with Mrs. Fainall : 

Mrs. Marwood: 11 .fl..nd yet I am thinking sometimes to 
carry my Aversion further. 

Mrs. Fainall: How? 
Mrs. Marwood; Faith by marrying ; if I cou 'd but find 

one that lov'd me very well, and would 
be thoroughly sensible of ill Usage I 

.. think I should do my Self the Violence 
of undergoing the Ceremony. 

Mrs. Fainall: Jou wou'd not make him a Cuckold? 
Mrs. Marwood: No ; but I'd make him believe I did, 

3 and that's as bad. n 

These contras-Gs follow one another in the. order cited 

as the play proceeds. 

The next development in the comedy of wit is 

to contrast Witwoud 1 s affected witl'\ with Millamant 's witty 
......:• 

affectation 

·' 1 Congreve, Willirun The Way of the World A.l S.6 p.351. 
1.12-21; 

2 Ibid. A.l S.9 p.357. 1.83-90. 
3 Ibid. A,2 S.l p.361. 1.56~66. 
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of other Folks Wit". 1 Fainall is 11 one whose Wit and 

outward fair Behaviour have gain'd a Reputation with 

the Town 11 
;
2 and Millamant tells Mrs. Marwood that 

she finds the folly of Witwoud and Petulant "less pro-
7, 

voking than your Malicen. 7 _ The comment on Petulant 

alone is direct a.nd, consequently, longer : 

Mirabell: 11
• • Let not us be accessary to your 
putting Ladies out of Countena.i.'1ce, with 
your senseless Ribaldry ; which you roar 
out aloud as often as they pass you ; 
and when you have made a handsome woman 4 blush, then you think you have been severelf. 

Two_ grades of false wit are discernible here 

the false affectation of Witwoud and Petulant and. the 

lack of imaginative insight in otherwi~e intelligeht 

people, found in Mrs. Marwood and·Fainall. 

The way in which Congreve deliberately con­

trasts the 'aiffering grades of wit in The Wa;L_of'the 

World makes this part of the comedy much more satisfying · 

than any of his earlier attempts. Firstly, Mirabell 

gives the laugh to Fainall 

l'1irabell "For Tr ave 1 : Why the man that I me an 
is above Forty. 

Fain all 
i 

No matter for that ; 'tis for the Honour 
of ~gglang, that all Europe should know: 
that we. have Blockheads of all Ages .• 

Mira bell I wonder there is not an Act of Parliament 
to save the Credit of the Nation, ai'1d pro­
hibit the Exportation of Fools. 

Fain all By no means,. 'tis better as 'tis ; 'tis._ 
better to Trade with a little Loss, than 
to be quite eaten up., with being over- -

5 stock 1 d.w 

Then Mirabell's superior intellect is throvm 

into sharp relief against the trite comparisons of 

Witwoud : 

1 Congreve, William The Way of the World A.l s:.5 p.350 
1.45-46. 

2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
l+ Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 

A.2· s.3 p.368. 1~25-27. 
A.3 S.10 P•388. 1.53. 
A.l S.3 p.359. 1.161-166. 
A.l S.5 p.349-350. 1.16-26. 
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Millamant: 11 Dear Mr. Witwoud, Truce with your 
Similitudes: For I am Sick of 'em -

Witwoud As a physician of a good Air - I cannot 
help it Madam, tho' 'tis against my ·self. 

Millamant: Yet again ! t"!incigg, stand between me 
ancl his Wit. 

Witwoud Do, Mrs. Mincing, like a skreen before a 
great Fire. I confess I do blaze to Day, 1 
I am too bright 11

• 

Immediately afterwards Mirabell and MiiLlamant 
clash in witty dialogue. It is sex a.."1.tagonism resembling 
the witty exchanges in The Old Bachelor, but of a much 
higher standard. Mirabell indeed appears quite dull in 

contrast to the adroit br,illiance of Millamant 1 s wit : 

• 
M±:eabell : 1t ••• Is there a worse, Disease 

Than the Conversation of Fools? 
Millamant: Yes, the Vapours ; Fools are Physick 

for it,_ next to Assa-foetida. 
Mirabell : You are not in a Course. of Foolst~~ 
Millamant: Mirabell, if'. you persist· in this offensive 

Freedom - you'll displeas~ me - I think I 
must resolve after all, not to have you -
We shan 1 t agree •. 

Mirabell 
Millamant: 

Not in our Physick it may.be .. 
And yet our Distemper in al:l likelihood 
will be the same for we shall be sick 
of one another • • 11 

This is the highest expression of verbal.wit 

in the comedy. It is the realm of true wit. 

The level drops, but the contrast continues, 
when Milla.Jhant and Mrs. Marwood oppose each other with 

cutting irony : 

i"Irs. . "What a pity I tis, so much fine Railery' 

2 

Marwood' .and a_eliver'd with so significant Gesture, 
shou'd be so unhappily.directed to miscarry. 

Millama..11t: Hae? Dear Creature I ask your P?,rdon - 3 ,I S1:Jear I did not mind you rr. 

Down the level of wit plunges to the fatuous 

1 Congreve, William ··The Way of the World. A.2 S.4 p.370. 
1.15-23. 

2 Ibid. A.2 S.5 p.373-374. l.i7-29. 
3 Ibid. A.3 S.11 p.388. 1.22-26. 
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affectation of learning in the dialogue between .Witwoud 
and Petulant. It is the very negation of judgement 

Petulant: Hif he says Black's Black - If I have a 
Humour to say 'tis Blue - Let that pass -
All's one for that. If I have a Humour· 
to prove it, it mast be granted. 

Witwoud ; Not positively must - But it may -
It may. 

Petulant: Yes, it positively must, upon Proof 
positive. 

Witwoud : Ay, upon Proof positive, it must; out upon 
Proof P1:resumptive it only may. That's a 1 Logical Distinction~ now, Madam 11

• 

Wit remains at this level througl).out the con­
ventional scenes of Sir Wilfull Witwou?J:t:~&: arrival 

·; . , .. ' t .. t· . 

which lead up.to the scene in which Mrs. Marwood's 

malice and Fain~ll's falsehoodd~d greed - both attributes 

which show a la:ck of judgement - are coupled : 

Mrs. . 
Marwood· 

Fain all 

11 
•• But.first prev:ent their Plot, - the 

.half of .Millam.ant's Fortune is too con­
siderable .to be pRrted with, to a Foe, 
to Mirabell. 

..... .· 

Damfai him, that had been mine - had you 
not made that fond Discovery - That~had 
bee~ fo~feited, had they been Married !l 2 

The true wit of sound judgement reaches its 

highest expression in the dialogue of the marriage 

bargaining scene between M:i:-rabell and Miilamant. It is 
a superb example of two intelligent and independent 
people being brought into unison by agreeing to differ : 

Millamant: " ••• I hate your odious Proviso's. 
M.irabell : Th~n we 1 re agreed. Shall I kiss your 3 Hand upon the Contract? • tt 

The pattern is too regular to be coincidental. 
1rhe comedy of wit in The Way of the World is not wit for 

wit's sake, as it is in The Old Bachelor ; it is not 

1 Congreve, William The Way of the World A.3 S.13 p.390. 
1.15-25. 

2 Ibid. A.3 S.18 p&398. 1~15-20. 

3 Ibid. A.4 8$5 p.409. 1.148~151. 
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didactic, like the wit of The Do~ble-Dealer; it does 
not stress imaginative awareness alone, as it does in 
Love for Love ; it is a combination of the three in a 
subtle contrast ahd a purposeful unit. It suggests 
that imaginative intelligence is the essence of true 
wit. The surprise at the end when Mirabell produces 
the Deed of Conve;yar.!£e which defeats Fainall 1 s dishonest 
scheme ~hows his alert imagination. 

The quality of imaginative intelligence has 
been repeatedly stressed because it is yery important· 
to remember its function in the comedy of wit when we 
examine the purpose of both the high and low comedy in 
the comic situation. 

C. COMEDY OF THE SITUATION 

In a comedy like ~§:ftholom~}:L_Fair we are. 
interested in the present resolution of a. situation 
created by the meeting of a number of people with pre­
dominant character traits, not in the characters.them­
selves. William Congreve was greatly indebted to Ben 
Jonson for the method of presenting the action in The 
Old Bachelor. The situation is loosely strung together 
into a kaleidoscopic sequence of intrigue, horse-play 
and wit, predominantly conventional or traditional, and 
the interest centres on how it will be resolved, not in 
the characters as people. The purpose of The_Qld Bachelor 
seems to be to entertain without instruction. In this. 

respect Congreve was nearer Sir George Etherege.and his 
school, than to Ben Jon son and his followers~ The male 

.characters, nevertheless, are based upon the theory of 
humours. Each has a predominant character trait which 
creates the situation. Bellmour believes that pleasure 
alone has meaning ; Vainlove mistrusts all Women ; 
Heartwell is overconfident in his own power to resist 
love·; Fondlewif e is a jealous and uxorious old man ; 

Sharper is a cheat~ as his name implies ; and Captain 
Bluffe and Sir Joseph Wittol are ~oth cowards, the first 

boastful, the second a gull. It is not difficult to 
see how an assembly of these men together with four 
women, might create a very entertaining situation. 
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When ~he_Qld Bachelor was produced in 1693 
something happened to Congreve. The part of Araminta, 
a rather colourless though basically good woman, was 
played by Anne Bracegird~e, and Congreve fell in love· 
with her. From that moment the theme, of mutual love 
acquired a new significance. 

Having designed the themee or moral, Congreve 
determined to write a regular comedy that would be true 
in all its parts and in which Anne Bracegirdle would 
play the part of a good woman. The situation in The 
]2.Q~ble-Dealer is, therefore, quite different to that of 
The Old Bachelor. The materials are similar, but the 
purpose has changeQ.~ Instruction takes precedence over 
·entertainment. ·False wit is exposed and even the tradi­
tional scenes contrast with the true love of Mellefont 
and C;ynthia. The situation is still important and com­
pl.ete in itself, the interest is still centred on the 
resolution of the complications which arise, but the 
source of our interest and sympathy is the true lovers, 
Mellefont and Cynthia, who innocently have become in-· 
valved in a situation over which they have no control. 

Love for Love apparently returns to the method 
of Th.§._Old Bachelo~, but an examination of the action 
soon negates this assumption. ·The entire action, as I 
suggested in Chapter IV, results from a single problem -
Sir Sampson Legend's determination to disinherit his 
eldest son Valentine. An assembly of the characters 
does not create the problem. It is present in the 

'11 beginning. he.comedy is the reactions of various 
character types to the situation. This new tecl111ique 
of the situation enables Congreve to introduce traditional 
character types who react in a conventional way for the 
entertainment of the audience and it also enables him, 
in the higher comedy of wit, to disclose the re1ation­

ship of an imaginative intelligence to constant love. 
Again Congreve has added something to Ben Jonson's 
theory. We are much more interested in Valentine and 
Angelica and the resolution of their problem than we 
aver could be in Bellmour and Belinda. It is a situation 
which poses questions. Should a woman. marr;y the man she 
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loves if his behaviour suggests that he ladks imagination? 

Was Angelica right in ~~manding a demonstration of 
Valentine's constant love before she agreed to marry 

him? 

The final development in Congreve's technique 
of the situation is seen in The Way of the World. A 

-~---'"-----~---------
problem which gives rise to the situation is again 
present in the beginning. It may be stated as Lady 
Wishfort's refusal to consent to the marriage of Mirabell 

and her niece, Millamant. The action, as we noted in 
Chapter IV, is unified, and·we have already seen that 
traditional and conventional scenes were transmuted to 
form part of this unified whole. The intere~t through­
out :fa3i centred on the lover~, Mirabell a.11d Millamant 

and the problem they must solve to be married. 

The situation however, is complicated by a 
deeper problem. Should a woman sacrifice all her liberty 
when she marries? This problem is confined to the high 
comedy of wit. Mirabell and Millamant agree in the 

proviso scene that each spouse should be allowed a lawful 
degree of personal freedom. This idea is confirmed by 
Mirabeil's words&hen he hands the Heed of Trust, by 
which her estate was saved from the avarice of her 

husband, to Mr,,,s. Fainall : 

n. • it may be a Means, well 1 manag'd to make you live easily together11
• 

In an age when the wife was virtually a slave, this was 

indeed an imaginq.tive insight. 

The situation of Th£_j;{§L_Of the World is, thus, 
very different from those of Ben Jonson or ,'.;£he_Old 

~gQgel2.£. The regular comedy has become a problem play, 
an intellectual unit pointing the way, not to Sheridan, 
but to Shaw. The total situation is still more important 

than the individual characters~ but it is a situation 

which postulates thought, not merely one that exposes 

1 Congreve, William The Way of the World. A.5 S.The last. 
p .,L~91. 1. 57-58 • 
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or condemns vice. The stress on human reason and 
imagination is something new in comedy. 

To sum up the findings of this survey, I shall 
say that Congreve varied the proportions of traditional 
or conventional comedy until he achieved a balance in 
The Wa,y of the· World, where this element served not only 
to provide lighter interludes, but to contrast with the 
high comedy of wit 3!p a unified action to which it 
belonged as an integral part. The increasing stress on 
imaginative insight in the comedy of wit led, inevitably, 
to a situation in which a problem is posed for intellec­
tual consideration. 

A closer study of this idea now becomes 
neces.sary. In the following chapter I shall attempt to 
establish the pr6posi tion that the characters in The .Way 
.Qf the World were more than types created for spe·cific 
actors bu portray~ They were a group of carefully 
chosen intellectual beings who had evolved gradually 
until their ~ssembly in a-problematit sit~ation enabled 
Congreve artistically to communicate his idea bf 
balanced reason to the world. 
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·CHAPTER IX 

ACTORS AND CHARACTERS 

Congreve wrote, his dramas at a time when the 
number of performers on the London stage was limited and 
audiences were small a...~d homogeneous. It is said that 
actors became associated with specific character types 
so that dramatists wrote their plays with particular 
players in mind. "A new play (the name of it I have 
forgot)!!, wrote Colley Gibber, uwas brought upon the 
stage, wherein Sandford happen'd to perform the part of 
an honest statesman. The :grit, after they had sate three 
or four acts~ in quiet expectation that the well-dissembled 
honesty of Sa...~dford (for such of course they concluded 
it) would soon be discover'd, or ~t least, from its 
security, involve the actors in the play in some surprising 
distress of confusion, which might raise, and animate 
the scenes to come ; when, at last finding no such 
matter but that the catastrophe had taken quite another 
t~rn and that Sandford was really an honest man to the 
end of the play, they fairly damned it, as if the ~uthor 
had imposed upon them the most frontless or incredible 
absurdity 11

• 
1 

The extent to which Congreve was influenced by 
this artificial narrowing of dramatic scope may be 
estimated only by noting the parts played by individual 
actors in his dramas. 

A. ACTORS AND ACTRESSES 

Thomas Betterton was the leading actor. He 
interpreted the r8les of Maskwell in ~he Double-Dealer 
and Fainall in Thg_Wa;y_Qf the World, characters, Cibber's 
words suggest, that were created for him. They are both 
evil men and admirably suited to a stereotyped actor. 

1 Gibber, Colley An apology for the Life of Mr. Colley 
Gibber, etc. London, Dent; New York, Dutton. 1938. p.73. 
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We find, however, that he also played the part of 
Heartwell in ~he Old Bachelof and Valentine in Love for 
Love and are no longer sure that Cibber was correct. 
Heartwell is elderly ; Valentine is very young. Both 
are over-confident, to be sure) but nei~her is a villain. 
Fainall and Maskwell are wicked men. Through suffering, 
Heartwell arid Valentine find happiness ; for making others 
suffer Maskwell and Fainall are punished. Finally if we 
turn to 1!ie Mouril,!QLlf!Q~ we find the antithesis of 
Maskwell in the virtuous hero, Osmyn, yet Thomas Betterton 
interpreted the role. It is a tragedy and perhaps 
Colley Gibber was referring to drama of a specific kind, 
so let us observe the practice of other actors. 

Mr. Brown acted.in three of the comedies. He 
took the part of Sir Jol?eph \'Ji ttol in The· Old Bachelor, 
Jeremy in Love for Loye, and Witwoud in The Way of_th~ 
~;Qfld. -Sir Joseph Wittol, as I mentioned in Chapter VIII, 
is a traditional character ai.'1d there is a definite . . 
indication in Act II Scene I that extempore dialogue is 
expected from the actor __ ._ Jeremy, though a servant, 
speaks lines which are carefully written and I doubt 
whether the part was inttmded to be played extempore. 
Witwoud is a fop who aff~cts'wit. The Way of theWorld 
contains no·farce, so· his lines are complete as they 

are written. 

The characters interpreted all belong to low 
comedy, but, otherwise, they are very different. Sir 
Joseph is a country squire, Jeremy a servant, and 
Witwoud a town fop*. One cannot imagine that the thought 
of an actor to interpret.,. them influenced the creation of 
any of these character,s. 

Mr. Verbruggen took part in all the comedies 
except Love tor Love. He played Sharper and Careless, 
who are indeed similar, . but Mira bell, a man of reason 
and good sense, seems to be out of place in their company. 
So does King Manuel of Granada in The Mourning_;§rig§., 
though the fact that it was a tragedy makes it less 
significant than the characters in comedy. 
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Mrs Dogget played Fondlewife and Sir Paul 
Plyant, both traditional old, uxorious men, but.his role 
as the young naive, outspoken Ben makes it difficult to 
believe that Congreve was restricted if he wrote for 
specific actors. \\lbereas the characters of Fondlewif e 
and, perhaps also of Sir Paul Plyant may have permitted 
some impromptu dialogue, the lines written for Ben are 
surely too good to be improved upon extempore. It must 
be admitted, nevertheless, that all are acharacters of 
habit. In other respects Ben stands alone. 

Mr. Williams provides more convincing proof. 
He interpreted the suspicious, amoral Vainlove and his 
antithesis, the sanguine, trusting and honest Mellefont. 

If one were to read 1he Old Ba2helof and The 
]2.Qg_bl~Deale! it is unlikely that a similarity between 
Bellmour and Brisk would be noticed. The first is a 
vivacious young lover, the second a city fop. Btith parts, 
however, were taken by Mr. Powell. 

The greatest contrast is seen in the roles in~ 

terpreted by Mr e Underhill : Setter, a coarse serving­
man ; Sir Sampson Legend, a stern domineering, egocentric 
father ; and Sir Wilfull. Wi twoud, a foolish country 

gentleman. Had he played Sir Jo_seph Wittel instead of 
Setter in ~he Old BacheloE one might have overloked the 
misplacement of Sir Sampson Legend, but there appears to 

be no reason to suppose that Congreve designed any of 
these r8les for a specific actor. 

Mr. Boman is the only member of the company 
who appears consistently to have ·played the part of a 

fop. Lord Froth, Tattle and Petulant are quite distinct~ 
but they are all of a kind. His interpretation of Heli 
in The Mourning Brid~ may be ignored, since it was a 

tragedy. 

The Restoration saw the replacement of the boy 

actor by the English actress. Female roles became more 
truly feminine and the sophisticated lady with her 

.· 
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affected mannerisms and airs was an important part of 
. the social comedy. Perhaps the most attractive of all 
Congreve's creations are the affected society ladies 
who animate the comic dramas. Each is so individual 
that one cannot imagine he was restricted by the limited 
number of actresses in the company. To round off this 
survey, however, Ishall glance at the roles interpreted . 
by each. 

Mrs. Barry acted the parts of Laetitia Fondlewife 

in !he Qld Bgchel2£, Lady Touchwood in 1'.he_J2ou:Qle.=J2ealer, 
Mrs. Frail in ~ov~for_!:2y~, Zara in The Mournigg_J?rid~ 
and Mrs. Marwood in ~he Way_of !he W2rld. If Congreve 
intended certain characters for specific actres~es one 

. . 

would expect Mrs. Barry to play the part of Lady .Plyant 
_ rather than Lady Touchwood or Mrs. Fainall instead of 

Mrs. Marwood. The r6lesi:he interpreted vary from the 
naughty high spirits of a bored young wife to conscience­
less wickedness. 'Ibe only resemblance in these characters 
is their lack of virtue. 

Mrs. Mountfort played Belinda and Lady Froth, 
their only resemblance being that they are both affected 

society ladies. 

Sylvia, Mrs. Foresight,_ Leonora and Mrs. Fainall 
were the characters acted by::~ Mrs .. Bowman. It is a 

varied selection. r~:§'ylvia is a prostitute who· 'is deter­
mined, like Mrs. Frail, to marr;y any man ; Mrs.; Foresight 
is the bored ::yougg wife of a foolish old man, though 
considerably more mature than Laetitia Fon.dlewife, whom 
she resembles ; Leonora is an attendant on Jhmeria the 
princess Mrs" Fainall is described as a. 1 s-a-eet lady 1 • 

Great versatility is suggested by the roles 
interp~eted by Mrs. Leigh : Lucy, a vulgar maid ; Lady 
Plyant, the vair_i and foolish wife of an old man ; the 
nurse of Miss Prue in Love for Love ; and that supreme 
paradox of the stage, Lady Wishfort. 

We know that Congreve wrote for Anne Bracegirdle, 
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every good woman in his comedies, after The Old Bachelor, 
was created for her. Nevertheless, his artistic genius 
was in no way clogged by this consideration. 

The parts she played were Araminta, in The Old -----
]~£,gelor, Cynthia, in lfh.§._Double-Dealg, Angelica, in 
~£!~ forJEoye, Almeria, in Th.§._~Qurnigg__]ride and 
Millamant in 1he Wa;y_of the World. Each is so ~indivi­
d~al that even Angelica, who, of the five, most resembles 
Millamant, is quite distinct. They are however, all 
ladies of character and intelligence. 

Araminta, of course, is irrelevant; as Congreve 
did not know the actress until ~he_Qld Bachebr had been 
staged. Thereafter his developing dramatic ability is 
imaged in these ladies, from the young and rather puzz·led 
Cynthia, through the resourceful, balanced and intelligent 
Angelica, to the inscrutable and delightfully vague 
Millamant. Almeria, being the heroine of a tragedy, is 
not truly relevant. 

There is a deeper reason than developing 
technique behind the grovdng complexity of these ladies .. 

Professor Howarth rightly sees here a reflection of 
Congreve's unrequited love. The childlike Cynthia, 
disillusioned with the world, becomes the enigmatic 

Ai."lgelica, in calm command of every situation. Then she 

is Millamant, inscrutable, laughing at life, teasing 
yet sincere, the woman who will never be fathomed by her 

husband. As the complexity grows, so the wooing of the 

lover is intensified until it seems that Congreve him-
. . 

self has experienced the baffling love of a woman that 

cannot be won. Yet each lady is individual and distinct. 
Millamant no more resembles Cynthia than Beatrice 
resembles Viola. 

There need be little fuubt that Anne Bracegirdle 
supplied the inspiration underlying the unique character 
of Millamant~ But, though he was writing for her, Congreve 
knew that her versatility enabled her to interpret unique 
and inspired roles. Anne Bracegirdle was not merely an 



~-'· 

Page 159 

actress for whom Congreve wrote she was a motive 
impelling his aesthetic soul to create a true and regular 
comedy worthy of her art. 

The minor characters are· unimportant. Actors 
who took part once only in Congreve's plays are Mr. 

• '~ .<'~"fr'.'\~ 

Kynaston, who played Lord Touchwood, Mr •. S~ord, of 
whom Colley Gibber wrote; who acted Gonsalez the villain 
in I1he Mourning Bride, Mr. Smith who took the part of 
Scandal, Mr. Haines, who was Captain Bluffe and Mrs. 

Ayliff, who played Miss Prue. These however, are merely 
incidental. 

The evidence seems to favour the opinion that, 
although the restrictions imposed upon.'dramatists by 

the theatre and a limited audience were real, Congreve 
·was not unduly hampered by them in the, creation of his 
characters. The words of Colley Cibber; therefore, need 
not be taken too seriously. A resemblance between 
certain characters probably owes more to a single' 

artistic mind than to the limitations of the Restoration 
stage. 

B. THE EVOLUTION OF CHARACTERS 

Having decided that Congreve was influenced 
' . . . . 

more by his own aesthetic judgement than by the actors 
for whom he wrote his plays, I suggest ·that, if he 
was guided by a single artistic idea which I have called 
a regular comedy true in all its parts,,. thQ_ characters 

in ~h~Way of_!.h~~Q!'.ld probably evolved from the material 
of The', Old Bachelor through the developmental process 
in The Double-Dealer and Love for_Love. (The exalted 
characters in The Mourning Bride are different, and so 
are irrelevant in this chapter). I therefore intend 
to search for evidence which will substantiate my 
suggestion, and at the same time I hope to discover some 
further information relative to Congreve's artistic idea. 

I shall commence with the minor characters who, 
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though basically stock types derived from traditional 

comed3' ani the works of Congreve's r;red8cessors, never­

theless show a new development in technique. 

(1) The Minor Characters in The Way of~he World 

(a) Sir Wilfull Witwoud 

Sir :vil:full Witwoud is a country gentlema.'1. 
Tbe only other cot:.ntry gentleman in Congreve 1 s comedies 
is 3ir Jost:ph Uittol in '.l.1l1e Old Bachelor. Joseph 

is a shadov.;;y conception of a stock type though in his 

drunl:::enr,ess and l:is gauche tehaviour in the presence 

of ladies he resembles Sir Wilfull Witwoud. 

Sir Wilfull o..lso speaks a 'r;ec~.~.liar d2 .. alecL.' 

and ~hia agrc8G wi~h Congreve's defini~ion of a ch&racter 
of habit in his letter 8oncernlng Eu.:not;;.r ir: Co>i:edy. Cith,e.r 

cr~aractcrs c.f }::a bit who speoJ~ a disL in::ti. vc ca!lt ure Den 

apJ:_,ear.:; cnJ.;y to :H1'Tre reprocluced one slic;ht 

resemblance to IL:. FoT"esi2:ht •::her.. :te createii Sir ~lilfull 
':!itwoud and t>ia·t is t:1c sly dig at 3ir Sa;.::_1,son Legend 

';'ihich redl:ces te:r_sion after the climax in Love .for Love. 

Jir ':iil.full Cr:!.ploys a similar tec'l;nique at t'i--0 height 

DeveJopment is seGn in the s~all touch of 

~uxa2i~y that Cons~eve gave to Sir Wilfull. 

~il~ull rcveaGl 3ufficj.en~ ~u~anit~ to rais0 ~im above 
& s~Gck type or a churaoter of humo~~. Ile is ~osetbing 
rare "..:.run 3i.r- Josep!'::. Wittel, Mr·. Forcsi;:;l:t and e-v-cr.. -:;hat 

dc1i3ht~1l char~cter of habit, :on Leze~d. 

Peth 

·'· r ........ ~ .. ) ....... '"'! f' '' !:. 7, r-:. 
>-- • ...!- ..._, .J:: • _,~ ,,/ 

. <; 



... --,• 

Page 161 

Witwoud and Petuland may be mistaken for Jonsonian 

characters of humour. The first is sa..--iguine and has a 

facetious wit ; the second is splenetic and has a pseudo­

satirical wit. 1here is evidence in the dialogue, 

however, to prove that these attitudes are affected. 
Mirabell says tof Witwoud that 11he so passionately 

affects the Reputation of understanding Raillery, th.at 

he will construe an ·Affront into a Jest 11
, 

1 and Petulant 

constantly ref'Brs to his "Humour 11
, 

2 indicating that it 

is what he 1 \.,rould be' and is affected. They are, there­

fore, what Congreve described as characters of affectation. 

Predecessors of Witwoud in Congreve 1 s plays are 

the 'good natur'd Coxcomb', Brisk, in The Double-Dealer 
and Mr. Tattle in Love for Love~ As I mentioned in 

Chapter II, the prototype may have been Wycherley's . 
Lord Plausible. 

Witwoud resembles Brisk in being quite satisfied 

with his would-be wit and in not hesitating to say so; 3 
as Brisk prides himself on his literary ability, so 

Wi twoud is proud of his affected logic ; 4 and finally, 

neither Brisk nor Witwoud is aware of the world aro,und 

· him so that a sudden turn of events takes each by 
5 surpris0. 

Witwoud appears.to derive one character trait 

from Mr. Tattle. He claims to defend Petulant, but Gays 
many de.tracting things about him when questioned by 

Fainall and Mirabell. It resembles the affected secresy 

of Mr. Tattle who makes indiscreet admissions when 

questioned by Scandal and Valentine. 

1 Congreve, Hilliam The Way of the Vlorld.· A.l S.5 p.350 
. 1.49-50. 

2 Ibid. A.l S.9 p.359. l.159·et seq. 
3 Congreve, William (a) The Double-Dealer. A.l S.2 p.124 

1.19-23. (b) The Way of the World. A.2 S.4 p.370. 
1.19-23. 

4 Con~reve, William (a) The Double-Dealer~ A.2 S.2 p.139. 
1.63-64. (b) The lfay .of the World. A.3 S.13. p.390. 
- ')..,. 25 J_. c..?- . • 

5 Congreve, \·Jilliam (a) 'l'he Double-Dealer. A. 5 S;The. last. 
p.210. 1.12. (b) The 1;fa·;l of the World. A.5 S.The last. 
p.446. 1.25-27. 
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Petulant is a strange combination. In many 
ways he appears to resemble the cowardly bully, Captain 

-
Bluffe, but his social inadequacy resembles Gaperwit in 
I;Qve_;bg_g_Maz~ by James Shirley. He also affects the 
splenetic humour and positive speech of Sharper, Careless 
and Scandal in Congreve's earlier comedies. 

Sharper, Careless and Scandal are all men with 
few moral inhibitions who assist the 'hero' to achieve 
his ends and Petulant's affectation is~similar, though 
his nature is gross. His contribution to Mirabell's 
intrigue is a blind act of s~gning as w~tness to a Deed 
of Conveyance which he did not read. ·As Scandal claims 

1 to nset up for Defamation 11
, so Petulant claims to be 

a "malicious Man 11
• 

2 

These two characters seem to ·represent the 
remnants of Ben Jonson's the.ory of humo~rs in The Wa;y_of 
the World. Congreve's creative. imag.ination appears 
to have assimilated tfiffe!r'ent~comic character traits. 

-· 
into a single conception, bu:t Witwoud and Petulant 
are really still character-types. Just as he continued 
to use compound and descriptive characte-r names, so 
also he employed these character-types t.o contrast with 
and illumine the. imaginative insight of a higher intellect 
symbolised in Mirabell and Millamant. They cannot be 
said to have evolved. They were rather created from 

selected mate.rial to heighten the me(fi~ng of the total 
concept. 

(c) The Servants - Waitwell, Foible and Mincing 

The senvants Setter, Jeremy a..'1.d Waitwell are 
all willing devices to me\,nipulate the intrigues of their 
masters. Setter is a coarse, immoral pimp without 
character. He is really no more than a stage device. 

Jeremy is more sophisticated. He has been servant to a. 
gentleman at Cambridge, 3 and his loyal t;y to his master 

1 Congreve, William Love for Love. A.l S.10. p.230. 1.6 

2 Congreve, William The Way of the World .. A.l 8~9 p.358 1.137. 

3 Congrev-e, William Love for Love. A.l s.1 p.119. 1.19. 
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in time of trouble makes him resemble a roma.~tic servant 
on the Elizabethan stage. #is speech prolix and he has 

a brand of natural wit. Waitwell is more colourless than 
Jeremy, but he is also more human. His loyalty is not 
unquestioned. Mirabell induces him to co-operate by 
promising him a lease on a farm if ,the intrigue is 
successful. 1 Here again is the h-Q,man touch. W.aitwell 
is not above temptation, and it is this}} which places 
him higher than a stock conception cfk,q~~~ manipulating 
intrigue. 

There is only one. serving-maid in ~Q.§._Ol~Bach~loE 
who might be compared with Foible. She is Lucy, Sylvia's 
maid. Lucy, however, is coarse and malicious. She is 

truly a stage device to motivate intrigue. Foible is 

a main of a~ different class. She has more humanity 

than any other character in The Way of the World. It is 
she alone who seems. to arprecic;i.te the sacrifice Mrs. 
Fain all has made for Mira bell. '~£; Her words are sincere, 
without sentimentality or flattery, and they appear to 

flow spontaneously from a simple human appreciation of 

good.tviess. Foibb has. other noble qualities* She has 
known of a secret affain between Fainall and 1'1rs • .Marwood 
for some time, but hates to cause trouble, and has 
honourably remained silent. Her words to Mrs:. Fainall 
are : 

11
• • • I cou 1 d have told you long 
enough since, but I love to keep Peace 
and Quietness by my good Will: I had 
rather bring Friends together, than set 
'em at Distance, But Mrs. Marwood and he 
are nearer related than ever their Parents 3 thought for 11

• 

Extracted from their context, these words may well appear 
to be hypocritical} but in fact they are not. Foible 
reveals the truth to Mrs. Fain.all only because Fain.all 
and Mrs. Marwood are threatening to ruin her and it 
would be wrong of Foible to remain siil..ent any longer. 

1 Congreve, William The Way of the World A.2 S.7 p.376. 
1.37-38. 

2 Ibid. A.3 S~7 P~383-384. 1.22-26. 
3 Ibid. A.5 S.2 p.424. 1.19-34. 

·, 
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Her trustworthiness is further revealed by the fact 

that she also knows of an affair between Mirabell and 

Mrs. Fainall which she has faithfully concealed. We 

learn of her knowledge when she says to Mrs. Fainall 

II ~ • I thought the former good 
Correspondence between your Ladiship and 
Mr. ~irabell, might have hinder'd his 
communicating this 3ecret". 1 

At the same time she has the agile brain of a 

stock servant girl in the comedy of marmers. She is quick 

to observe a weakness in the character of another person 

and easily convinces Lady Wishfort that her meeting with 
Mirabell in the Park was innocent by inventing a con­

versation she supposedly had with him in which he made 
. 2 

several sneering remarks about the old Lady. Her words 
advance Mirabell's intrigue (a function of the conventional 

servant) by inducing Lady Wishfort impulsivelyto exclaim: 
~ .... ..: A 

"I'll be marry'd to Morrow, I'll be contracted to N}ghtn 7 
"!.! 

Mincing appears to have no purpose in the com'f§_Q.y 

beyond agreeing with everything her mistress, Mrs. 

Millamant, says and using language incorrectly. Quite 

suddenly she becomes as human as. Foible. She, too, 

knows the secret of Fain all and Mrs. Marwood and has 

honourably concealed it., To save Mirabell and Mrs. 

Fainall from ruin she now joins with Foible in exposing 

the affair. Stung by Mrs. Marwood's accusati~n that 

they ~re m_ercenary, her high moral principles are re­

vealed in one defensive stroke : 

11 
•• No, if we wou'd have been Mercenary, 
we shou'd have held our Tongues you wou'd 
have brib'd us sufficientlyn. 4 

In creating these two serving-maids whose sense 
of honour puts to shame tho glittering society of the 

elite, William Congreve's artistic imagination swept 

1 Congreve, William The Way of The World A.3 S.6 p .. 383. 
1.16-19. 

2 Ibid. A,.3 s.5 p.380. 1.32-34. 
3 Ibid. A :;i; .. 7 s.5 p.381. 1. 51+-55 • 
4. Ibid. A.5 s.11 p.436. 1.21-23. 

, .. '.".-



Page 165. 

beyond convention and tradition. Something new, a 

deeper ·insight, was added to the comeey of :manners a..YJ.d 
the complexity of the social si4,tfrattjfpp}was increased. 

(2) Lady Wishfort 8.ll.d her Daughter, Mrs. Fai_nall · 

\ 

I think it is significant that there is no old 
lady and no comparable 'se-eet lady' in Congreve's 
earlier comedies who might 1lre said to resemble Lady 
W1shfort and her DaughtE!r, Mrs. Fainall. Oddly enough, 
there are times when Lady Wishfort's behaviour reminds 
one of Lord Touchwood in The Double-Dealer and Sir 
Sampsom. Legend in Love for Love. The resemblance to 
Lord Touchwood is very slight, but to Sir Sampson it 
is more strikinr;. Both, Lady Wishfort and Sir S'ampson 
for instance, are very domineering and tell their 

dependants whom they should marry, 1 They are apt to 
? 

speak contemptuously to servants, - and they are both 
extremely vain. Perhaps it was to stre.ss their vanity 

that Congreve was careful to tell thei~} respective 
ages. At fifty years and over they should have been old 
enough to know that they no longer were attractive to 
young people, but they would not believe the obvious 
truth. 

It seems probable, therefore, that Lady 

Wishfort was Congreve's final picture of a dying age - a 
vain, domineering old woman - whom he contrasted in The 
}i§:Y of the World with the new school of balanced reason 
and imaginative intelligence. It is therefore necessary 
to examine the evidence before reaching a decision. 

A very interesting piece of evidence is to be 
found in Act III, Scene IV. There Lady Wishfort says 

to Mrs. Matwood : 

II • • There are Books over the Chimney 
- Q~le.§. and Pr;z!h and the Short View of 
the Stage, with ~unyan's Works to entertain you 11 3 

1. Congreve, William (a) _Love for Love. A.3 S.6 p.271. 1.93. 
(b) The Way of the World. A.4 s.1 p.401. 1.39-40. 

2 Congreve, William (a) Love for Love. A~2 S.7 p.252. 1.122-
. 123. (b) The Way of the World. A.3 S.l p.377 1.7-9. 

3 Congreve, William The Way of the World A.3 S.,4 p.379. 
1.25-27. 
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Both Prynne, in his Histriomastix published in 1632 

d14ring the reign of Charles I, and Collier,. in his .§hort 
Vi~~_Qf_~he Stag~, had attacked the English theatre. 
Tne coupling of Quarles and Bunyan (both remembered for 
their religious writings) with Frynne and Collier is 

significant, because Lady Wishfort's idea of entertain­
ment appears to be quite in keeping with Collier's 
puritanical opinions. 

lfnen Lady Wishf ort tells Mrs. Marwood of the 
severe virtue· to which her daughter was reared, it is 
difficult to believe that her words are not intended 
.to be a satire : 

. I promise you,, her Education 
has been unexceptionable - I may say it ; 
for I chiefly made it my own Care to initiate 
her very Infancy in the Rudipients of Virtue,· 
and to impress upon her tender Years a young 
Odium and Aversion to the very sight of Men -
ay, Friend, she would have shrieR:'d if she 
had but seen a Man. 'till she was in her Teens. 
As I 1m a Person 'tis true - She was never 
suffer'd to play with a Male-Child, tho' but 
in Coats ; Nay her very Babies were of the 1 Feminine Gender 1 • . • " 

This is exaggerated prudery at its very worst, but it is 
not all. Lad_y Wishf ort starts to tell Mrs. 1'1arwood 
about the evil plays, using words like 'prophane' a...'1.d 
'blasphemy', so prominent in the vocabulary of Jeremy 
Collier. Her daughter, she says, heard 11 long lectures 
against Singing and Dancing, and such Degaucheries ; and 
going to filthy Plays ; and prophane Musick-meetings, 
where the lewd Trebles squeek nothing bu·t; Bawdy and the· 

" Bases roar Blasphemy". ~· ' 

Lady Wishfort is so completely convinced that 
she has guided her <laughter on the path of virtue that 

she is unable to understand why she has fallen. Her ·words 
are pathetic 

l Congreve, Wil_liam 
p. 427. 1. 38'iL3. 

~~: 

The Way of the Wpwld. 
-.:i .. , 

·-·"'= 
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."0 Daughter, Daughter is it possible thou 
should'st be my Child, Bone of my Bone and 
Flesh of1 my Flesh, and as I may say, another 
Me, and yet transgress the most minute particle 1 of severe Virtue? . • • 11 

.Mrs~ Fainall, her daughter, has not only fallen, 
but she has been very unhappily married ever since as a 
result of her error. Her ignorance of men is patent. 
She is a kindly but unhappy woman, a character who has 
no parallel in Cong.reve 's dramas. It s:eems that she 

was created to complete this part of the complex social 
picture Gongreve was paintine;~ One feels that he is 
sayine; : '.In this corner is Lady Wis hf art, a woman whom 
Jeremy Collier would praise ; there is her daughter, a 
kindly lady, suffering for her mother's prudery. Do we 
wru1.t to return to a social system of this kind? 1 

• 

This part of the comedy is riew, 'some new 

thought 1
, so it is reasonable to find that although Lady 

Wishfort resembles two earlier male characters in her 

behaviour and ideas they all belong to the old society 
and that as a character she is unique in the dramas of 
William Congreve. Her·uaughter too ean have no predecessor. 
I.suggest that they were the direct consequence of 
Jeremy:f'Collier 's attack upon the stage. 

(3) Fain.all and Mrs. Marwood 

·Fairiall and Mrs. Marwood are interesting for 
another reason. They have predecessors in The Double­

R~~ler l and we know that Congreve there admitted t4e 
failure of his design to write what he called a regular 
comedy. If there is a strong resemblance between 
Maskwell a.."1.d Lady Touchwood in The_Double-Dealer and 
Fain.all and Mrso Marwood in !he ~vg;.7 of the World..1. it 
v1ill add some weight to my hypothesis that Congreve 

fulfilled his design in !he :1Q;l_Qf_!he World. At the 
same time I hope to discover some evidence that Congreve's 
dramatic technique had developed. 

---·---
1 Congreve, William The Way of the World. A. 5 3'. • .4- p.4250 

1.19-23. 
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(a) Fainall and his Predecessor 

;;-;; 
·~; 

The impression one gains on reading The Double-

12.§..§!!~!:. is tb,at Maskwell is too wicked. to be convi..'1.cing 
as a human character. One cannot imagine .that he is 
able to love, Thus, when he speaks a soliloquy and 
says of Lady Touchwood: 11 I lov 1 d her once 11

, 
1 the words 

jar. It seems that for a moment he has forgotten his 

·calm, calculating hypocrisy and is now deceiving himself~ 
His· desire for Cy-.o.thia is much more probably since a 

handsome dowry goes with her. 

Maskwell never seems to falter. His cunning 
is' superhuman: 

. . . 
I -1 em a.L , 

I will deceive 
ap.d yet secure my self It 2 . . . 

He even foresees t.he danger which leads to his downfall, 
but he gambles with fate for the riches success will · 
bring, and l.oses. 

Fainall, too, is a hypocrite, but he is not a 

monste·r. Mira bell sketches him in a few strokes : 

n ••• I knew Fainall to be a Tian lavish of 
his Morals, an interested and professing 
Friend, a false and a designing Lover ; yet 
one whose Wit and outward fair Behaviour, 
have gain'd a Reputation with the To:.wn. • l! 3 

He is, on the contrary, a weak a..'1d erring.man, He has 
the same craving for wealth that we see in MaskwelI, but 
he is not trying to deceive. He is merely exploiting 

.the situation and seizing every opportunity to better 
himself, as his free admission that he married for money 

4 shows. He obviously did not realise, however, that 
his wife was forced to marry him because· of an indis­

cretion with another man, that he had been 'Out-witted' 
and 'Out-jilted'. 5 An error of this nature.would be 
too human for Maskwell. 

1 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.3 S.3 p.155 1.3. 
2 Ibid. A.3 S.3 p.155 1.19-20. 
3Congreve, William The Way of the World A.2 S.3 p.368. 

1.23-27. 
4 Ibid. A.2 S.2 p.366. 1.119-120. 
5 Ibid. A.3 S.18 p.397. 1.5-8~ 

I 
I 
I 
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His craving for material wealth closely 
resembles Maskwell's but Fainall has human emotiona. 
He. desires to share his; gains with Mrs. Marwood, whom 
he lover very well. 1 Even when he thinks he has 
Lady Wishfort in his power, and tells her harshly, as 
Maskwell might have done, that he will 'hear no Objections', 
a spark of consi~eration, quite foreign to Maskwell, 
may be seen in his words. He tells the old Lady that 
he will allow her to enjoy her "own proper Estate during 

2 Life 11
• 

The resemblance between Naskwell and Fainall 
is striking. "The distinction is that.Maskwell is a 
personification of evil ; Fainall is an evil person. The 
first is an immature conception ; the second a mature 

creation. Maskwell, the egoistic monster, has the keener 
intellect but Fainall is huma.."1, weak and erring and 
his lack of ·judgement makes him a proper subject for 
Congreve's 'regular comedy'. 

Maskwell's evil partner in The Double-Dealer 
is Lady Touchwood. Although she is married, she is a 

dissolute, passionate, vengeful and intriguing woman. 
Her response to Mallefont's rejection of her amorous 
advances is revealing : 

}.!'. Mellefont ~ I burn ; married to Morrow ! 
Despair· strikes me. Yet my soul knows I hate 
him too ; · Let him but once be mine, and next 
immediate Ruin seize him" 3 

Here is a core of appalling evil. Conventional revenge 

has bec:;<;>me grotesque and wicked. It is something new, 
a .different technique. The subtle.suggestion with which 
Lady Touchwood poisons Lord Touchwood 1 s mind against 

1'1ellef ont (Act III Scene I) discloses not a woman but a 
monster, like Viaskwell. She is evil personified. 

1 Congreve, William The Way of the World A.3 S.18. p.399-
400. 1 .. 92-95. 

2 Ibid. A.5 S.6 p.429. 1.5-6. 
3 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.l S.6 p.135. 1.113-

116. 
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Mrs. Marwood never sinks to these depths. She 

is a frustrated spinster and well suited to be Fainall's 
partner in an evil design, but a superior technique 
reveals her as an erring woman who allows her frustration 

to overwhelm her judgement and reason. When she is hurt 
she acts impulsively. Previously Mirabell slighted her 
advances so she disclosed his intrigue to lady Wishfort ; 
now she overhears Foible say : 11 I knov1 Mr. M.irabell 
can't abide hern 1 and she impulsively suggests to Lady 

Wishf ort that Sir Wilfull Witwoud will ~ake a g9od 
husband for Millamant, a suggesti<?-n that she regrets 
later, but which, at the time, seems to be a sure way of 
hurting Mirabell. 

Subtle insinuation is horr"ifying in Lady 
Touchwood because its basis is lust. · In Mrs. M~rwood it 
is a human weakrless - the same desire.to hure Mirabell. 

SJ:ie knows that Millamant 1dll f or.feit h.er half .fortune 

if she marries Miro.bell, but she insinuated that their 
love is no longer a secret and urges her to declare it 
openly. 2 I do~ot believe, howeve.r, tbat Millamant is 
fortune was her motive. All Mrs. I"Iarwood's deeds point 

to a single desire, a desire to hurt Mirabell. It 
dovetails perfectly with Fainall's greed a~d she even 
urges him to act by mentioning the fortune, .~ut, if one 
considers the situation, her words are little more than 
a subtle goad.· Her real motive is the 1 Foe 1 named 
'Mirabell'. 3 

A very interesting resemblance is to be seen 
in the passionate nature of both Lady Touchwood and Mrs. 

Marwood. Maskwell, in ~he Dou:QJ:e-;Qeal.§.£, expresses a 
fear that if Lady Touchwood vrere to hear of his plot to 
marry C;yn thia 11 Her Fury wou 'd spare· nothing, tho 1 she . 

in vol v' d her self in Ruin n. 
4 It is precisely what Mrs~ 

I"Iarwood threatens to do when Fainall displeases her : 

11 It shall be discover'd. You too 
shall be discover'd; be sure you 

5 shall. I can but be expos'd .. 11 

1 Congreve; William The Way of the World .A.3· S.6, p.384. 
1.41-42. 

2 Ibid. A.3 S.10 p.387. 1.37-40; 5 Ibid. A.3 S.18 p.398 
1.15-17; 4 The Double-Dealer A.5 S.4 p;195 1.11-12. 

5 Congreve, William The ivay of the World A.2 S.3 p.365 
1.96-98. 
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·r think there need no longer be any doubt that 
these two ladies are very closely related.· Congreve's 
imagination appears once again to have been producing 
images.for that 'regular comedy' which he 'designed' to 

write in 1694 and so, inevitably, the.pat'tE:~rn is similar. 
What lifts Mrs. Marwood above personification is the 
human touch of a superior technique. Fa:j_nall says to 
Lady Wishfort: uI have suffer'd my self to be overcome 
b;y the Irnportuni ty of this Lady your Fr.iend". 1 Why 
should Hrs. Marwood.have 'importuned' for· Lady Wiehfort 
if she were a monster of evil, like Lady Touchwood? 
Little touches of this kind~make a great difference. 

'· 
It appears to be true to say, t~~refore, that 

both Fainall and Mrs. Marwood have been humani~ed. They 
are not complete human bei.."1.gs, like some characters in 
Shakespeare 1 s plays, but they have suffic·ient. humanity 
to convince upon a stage. No more is required "in a . 
play that deals with a contemporary socia .. l problems. 
The function of the characters is.to call Cjl.ttention to 

an intellectual idea. l'/e are· not primarily interested 
in their emotional lives. It was with reference to this 
attribute of the characters that I employed the term 
I intellectual beings I in Chapter VIII. - Et the same 
time Mrs .. Marwood and Fainall provide a c·ore of evil 

. . 
which is an eternal problem in society and ·cannot be 
omitted from the picture. 

(1+) Mira bell and 1'1illamant 

Mirabell. and Millamant are the most important 
characters in !h~ Wal of_the World. If Congreve's 
social picture is complete, their function should be 
to provide some alternative to the society represented 
by Lady Wishfort and her daughter, Mrs. Fainall, and 
some remedy for the evil in Fainall and Mrs. Marwood} 
which may result from that society. 

L Congreve; William The Way of the Wrold. A. 5 s·.s. 
p.429.; 1.3-5. 
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(a) Possible Growth of an Idea 

Mirabell is a complex imaginative structure. 
Like Bellmour~ ~ellef ont a.~d Valentine he belongs to the 
hiGh comedy of wit, but he has passed be;yond the simple 
concept of a character of wit, seen in Bellmour. He 
nevertheless still retains a few qualities which resemble 
those of his predecessors. He also possesses two 
qualities seen in Vainlove, the·second lover in The Old 
]§:.£QeloE, so that Cone;reve's imagination (probably 
unconsciously) appears to have assocj_ated him 1;!ith h:;_s 

earlier creations. 

Mirabell, like Vainlovc, is extre:r..ely attractive 
to women, and he also appears to have Vainlove 's cn.llous · · 
disre~ard fer the feelincs of wome~ he has wronged. This 
lnt-:er quality, however, in only apparent, as I shall 

explain later. Valentine, in Love for Love, is similarly 
callous. Bellmour has the attribute of being abl~1 to 

overlook his lady's faults and. so has Mi.rabell. Both 
-i. 

Bellmour a:r:d Mira.bell indulge in the recitation of 
verse when they meet a lady, but this is probably con­
ventional. There is a similarity between Bellmour's 
C:.escription of an intrigue and the v-:ords of Mirabell 
describing his design tc win Millamant. Valentine also 
delights in an intrigue. Firw.lly, both Valentine and 
Mi::r.abell employ insincere flattery to gain an end, and 
Mellefont agrees with any opinion so as not to arouse 
opposition. 

The natures of these men also shm-1 a line of 
development. Bellmour is boyish and high-spirited. He 
likes to play tricks.on others. He is always ready to 
lie his way out of a difficulty with plausible insin-
cerities. Mellefont is adolescent and uncertain. He 
has.very little self:--relian:ce and depends upon others, 
especially Maskwell, to reJcue him when in trouble. 
Valentine has the self-assurance of a very young man. 
Though he has squandered £4', 000, he describes himself 

as 11 a plain easie simple ereature ; and to be kept at 
. 1 

small .Expense". The next step in a logical sequence 
is· the

0
young but matunre. man, and this is Mirabell . 

--------
1 Congreve, William Love for Love A.2 S.7 p.251. 1.86-87. 
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Fi~ally so~~ otvious differences in ·the 
attitude of c;ach youn3 man to r:J.arriage ma;y be important 
in tracj_ng the gro\·1th of cm idee..: Belln:our 1 s view of 

life is ,youthful and shallow. Even though he seems to 
..,... 1. b . f' "I 1 - l th i · t. d .I- tl _._ca ise "is .._ o.i 3', . e rea isa ion ocs no u gree. y 

? 
change his iCLea of mo.rriag8. .... Mellefont 1 s outlooR; 
shows greater responsibility. He believes that marriaGe 

7 4 
is scrio:is 7 and should be based upon love. , \r,rhen 

Valentine realises the folly of his past life he says to 
c: 

.i:.n.c;e~ica : "I yield my Boc1;7 as your Prisoner 11 7 ThesC; 
v:ordc remind one· of Bellmour 1 s phrase, but the meaning 

ic ~uite ~ifferent. Bellmour i3 civinz no more than a 

stocl-;: expression to a conventional comic idea of marriar;e 
Valentine is submitting to the bettor judgement of the 
•..voman who has saved him f:::-om ruin. A process of grov:th 
·must -~inevitably produce Mirabcll, a young man with 
~maginative vision and a high intelligence. His only 
fear \·1hen he accepts l"Iillamant is t:te.t: "I love you 
not too well". 6 

A cDmparable imaginative process may be obs€rved 
.in the creation of Millamant. ·Belinda, in The Old Bachelor 
appears at times to be a lesser and immature protrait 
of the same lady. Her mode of speech reminds one forcibly 
of l"Iillarnant,. 7 ~Fd the vmy in which she hides her 

emotions behind a flow of words, trivialities and laughter 

strongly resembles the way in which l"Iillamant screens 
her emotions from Mrs. Mar\·JOod. 8 Her acceptance of 
Bellffiour has a similar affectation to Millamant's acc2pt­

ance of Mirabell., 9 and even her words to the drunken 

1 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor A..l D.l p.26 1.25-27. 
2 Ibid. A.5 S.10 p.102. 1.34-36. 
3 Congreve, William The Double-Dealer A.2 S.3 p.140 1.21-22. 

4 Ibid. A.4 S.l p.170 1.36-37 .. 
5 Congreve, William Love fpr Love A.5 S.Ti:c last p.330 1.131. 

I 
6 Congreve, William The Way of the 1:iorld A. 5 8. The last 

p .440 1.34·. 

7 Congreve, William The Old Bachelor A.2 S.8 p.49 1.4--7. 
8 Congreve, William (a) The Old Bachelor A.4 S.8 p.76 • 

1.9-15; (b) Tne Way of the !:Jorld A.3 S.11 p.388-389. 
1.30-35. 

9 Congreve, William (a) The Old Bachelor A.5 3.10 p.101. 
1.10-14; (b) 1i3he Way of the t·Jro::..d A.'+ S.6 p.409. 1.9-16. 
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Captain Bluffe remind one of Millamant's words to 
1 Lady Wishfort about the drunken. Sir Wilfull \'fitwoud. 

There need be little doubt that Belinda was t:he proto­
type of th.e social idiom of.affectation that we associate 
with 1'1illamant. 

The adolescent Cynthia is quite unlike .Millamant, 
but it is interesting to note that whereas Mil1amant's 
attitude to society is one of mature resignation to an 
unpleasant fact, Cynthia's is always one of adolescent 
condemng.tion. 

A very different lady appeared upon the stage 
when b.Q.ye f o£_Love was produced. Perhaps even Millamant 
was· not so eniE;matical .to Mirabell as was Angelica to 

Valentine. When she says to Valentine, after he has 
confess'e9- to her that his madness is a trick to prevent 
his father from disinheriting him : 

· nHow ! I thought your Love of me had caus 'd 
this Transport in your Soul ; which, it seems 
yoµ only counterfeited ; for mercenary Ends, 
and sordid Interest~" 2 

and then leaves, we expect him to cry .with Mirabell 

~fter an equally fruitless conversation with Millamant 

"I have something more - Gone -
·Think of you ! To think of a Whirlwind, 
tho 1 'twere in a Whirlwind, were a case 
or more steady Contemplation . • . 11 3 

The reason is similar. Both Angelica and.Millamant 

believe that a woman should be enigmatic and unpredictable 
to her lover. The difference seems to be that Millamant 
believes that the Bituation should persist for life. 
It is something permanent and her affectation is not 

merely a conventional attitude of lovers. .Angelica:' s 
affectation is the conventional kind. It is a mask 

which she drops when she declares her love for Valentine. 

l Congreve, ~Villiam (a) ~he Olcl Bachelor A.4 S.9 p.78 1.31-
34. (b) The \'fay of the \forld A.4 S.10 p.41'+ 1.53-55. 

2 .Congreve, William Love for Love A.L~ S.18 p.309 1.30-33. 
3 Congreve, ·wil1iam The \'Jay of the :'forld A. 2 S. 6 p. 375 

1.1-4. 
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Millamant is, therefore, something more than a conven­
tional lover. She has a philosophy of life. 

Although, like his predecessors, Mirabell 
appears to be very attractive to the female sex, when ih e 
action of The Way of the World commences he has already 
come into conflict with Lady Wishfort. and I"Irs. Marwood. 
It is perhaps significant that Lad;y Wishfort, who now 
is said to hate him 'like a Quaker hates a parrot', 
represents. the old sbci~'.~ system, whereas Mrs.· Marwood, 
whom he 'can't abide', is Fainall's partner in an evil 
plot. It is inevitable,, the ref ore, if Mira bell is to 
symbolise an enlightened approach to· social living, that 
he should be in conflict with these ladies. 

Mirabell's apparently callous treatment of Mrs. 
Fainall, however, p:'esents a difficulty. We are apt to 

wonder whether an enlightened young man would really 

behave in this way. 1 It is this fact, perhaps mo;r:-e 

than any other, which brings to one's notice a possible 

meaning in the behaviour of the characters in !h~Way 
of the World. 

1

It is not merely that mutual love does 
not exist between Mirabell and Lady Wishfort's daughter. 

Mrs. Fainall is the product of ideas current in the old 
social system, ideas expressed by Lady Wishfort, and she 
is intended to be seen as a 'sweet lady' suffering for 

her mother 1 s prudery and folly. It is the acti.on, not 
the ~ .. characters, which is of primary importance. A 
marriage between ·Mirabell and Mrs. Fainal.l initially 
would have been folly, so hedid what he could to protect 
her and with imaginative foresight persua().ed her to sign 
a Deed of Trust •. His words, when he returns the Deed 
to her, suggest a way of overcoming the social evil 

symbolised in Fai nall : '1it may be a Mea...~s, well Manag 'd, ,.., 
to make you live easily together 0 c:. To regard 

Mirabell as a callous young rake would be to overlook 
the imaginative purpose of this dramal.;ic episode. Not 

l Congreve, \'/illiam The Way of the World A.2 S.3 p8368. 
1.17-22 & 1.29-32. 

2 Ibid. A.5 S.The last p.1+4-1. 1.57-58. 
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divorce, as suggested in Shadwell's Epsom Wells, but 
an antenuptial contract appears to be Mirabell 's remed3r 
for preventing unhappy loveless marriages. 

Other aspects of Mirabell's complex character 
are seen in a clearer light if one examines a short 
passage from the philosophy of John Locke. The relevant 
passage reads as follows : 

!!The state of nature has a law of nature to 
goveiIDn it which obliges every one ; and 
reason, which is that law, teaches all man­
kind, who will but consult it, that being 
all equal and independent, no one ought to 
harm another in his life, health, liberty 
or possessions". 1 

Bearing these ideas in mind, one is able to discern a 
possible significance in Mirabell's behaviour. He felt 
no compunction in making a fool of Lady Wishf ort because 
she was interfering with the liberty and possessions of 
her niece, l"Iillamant, b3r refusing to consent to he.r 
marriage with Mira bell. If JVIillan1ant married w:i. thoup 
her Aunt's consent she would forfeit half her fortune. 
Mirabell had no intention of harmine; the old Lady. If 
she were caught in a contract.he would ndiscover the 

Imposture betimes ; and release her by producing a 
. . 2 

Certificate of her Gallant 1 s former Marriage 11
• 

A second reason for the intrigue against Lady 
l·lishfort is the mutual love of Mirabell and Millamant. 
In a sense Lady \'Jishfort is harming Millamant 1 s life. 
"I like her with all her Faultsn, says Viirabell, nnay, 
I like her·for her Faults". 3 rrr find I love him 

violently", 4 says l"Iillamant. To with:1old her· consent 

to what will be a truly happy marriage , Lady Wishfort 

is beins unreasonable and so is acting contrary to the 
law of nature. 

----------- ---------------~---

l Locke, John Of Civil Government. Book III, Chapter II. 
Of the state of Nature. (In: The \forks of John Locke. 
London, Tegg (etc), 1823). Vol.V. p.341. 

2- Congreve, William The ~'fay of the World A. 2 S. 3 p. 369 
1.55-57. 

3 Ibid. A.l S.3 p.348. 1.30~31. 

4 Ibi· a" • ~ 4 ri 7 A.' o. p.L~lO. 1.8-9. 
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Mirabell, however, does not always live up to 
this philosophy. His belief in human reason seems to 
be so profound that he resents Millamant's conversiµg 
with less intelligent people. irYou had the leisure to 
entertain a Herd of Foolstr, he accuses, " .•• How can 
you find Delight in such Society?" 1 It is Mirabell 
now who is interfering with Millamant's liberty, and 
she retorts aptly: "sometimes to converse with Fools 

is for my Health11
• 

2 . The word 'Health' is significant. 

Millamant is an ideal mate for 1'1irabell. She 
appears to have imbibed the philosophy of John Locke 
as avidly as Mirabell and, consequently is as independent 
as he, with an acute intellect. Mirabell is apt to view 
life rather seriously in a dominating, masculine way 
and he is a ready target for Millamant's teasing wit. 
His piea for a moment of serious discussion is met by 
the quick retort: "What, with that Face? No, if you 
keep your Countenance, 'tis impossible I shou'd hold minen. 3 
Millamant h?-s our sympathy, since Mirabell is ~coo coldly 
efficient and authoritarian and he needs to have the 
bubble of his ego pricked. Millamant, we feel, will do 

just that. W'..nere l"lirabell, despi:be his philosophy, is 
biase-d towards masculine authority, she restores the 
balance by applying the doctrine of equal liberty. 

l:'Iillamant is too enigmatic and. too intelligent 
to be appreciated by a character of Witwoud's mentality. 

LI.. 
He calls her· "a sort of uncertain Woman n. · Even Fainall, 
who has an acll.te, though warped, intellect, says that 
nmy fair Cousin has some Humours that wou'd tempt the 
Patience of a Stoicku. 5 But her 'humours', her teasing, 
her enigmatic and independent nature are the very things 
which make her so fitting as a compliment to, and 
partner of Mirabell. 

1 Congreve, William The. Way of the '.:iorld A.2 s.5 i'·373. 
1.6-10. 

2 Ibid. A.2 s.5 p .. 373. 1.15-16. 

3 Ibid. A.2 s.5 p.374. l .L~9-51. 
4 Ibid. A.l S.9 p.357. 1.100-101. 

5 Ibid. A.l S.l p.343-344~ 1.20-22. 
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To accomplish a union of two such independent 

and intellectual beings is·no simple matter, but, if 
this idea of freedom and equality is to be an alternative 
to the old system.symbolised in Lady Wishfort, a 
solution must be found to the problem. "I'll never· 
marry unless I am first made·sure of my Will and 
Pleasure!!; 1 is Millamant 1 s stated opinion. Marriage, 

however, will necessarily impose restrictions on liberty. 

Complete honest~ and sincerity, an open and truthful 
discussion before marriage c~n smooth away many difficul-

' . 
ties, because then the mar:riage will be based upon 

mutual understanding in addition to mutual·love, and 
this is the solution offer~d. Mirabell's faith in the 
antenuptial contract is e6hoed in the legal tone of his 
provisos and Millamant 1 s belief in the rights of married 

women is shown by the fact that her conditions all 
ref er to personal freedom.·· It is an agreement based 
upon imaginative -i:p.telligence and balanced reason.· Under 
the new social' system a . vtoman will no longer be the 
property of her husband·· and she will always remain 
enigmatic, un}'.5rediqtable aI1d fresh as though she were 
still her Lover's be.trothed. In this Nay the bond of 
mutual love vinich drew them together would be preserved. 

If one considers the unmistakeable reference 
of Sir Charles Sedley to the philosophy of Thomas 

Hobbes in his play ]~ll~ir_§, which I mentioned in 
Chapter.II, the association of Mirabell and Millamant 
with the ideas of John Locke does.not seem extravagant. 
John Locke's treatise Qf Civil Government was published. 

in 1690. · Whether or not the association was deliberate, 

the ideas were current when Congreve wrote 1'.h~_}i.§:1: of the 
J12rl£ &""ld they do appear to explain the behaviour of 
Mirabell and Millamant. 

The characters in.The WaJ:. Qf the.World, there­

fore, suggest that this comedy has a deeper significance 
than simple social satire. It deals with the question 

of a better society and the behaviour of the characters 

1 Congreve, William The Way of the World .A.4 S.5 p.406. 
1.31-32. 
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iz sure,ly intended l;o draw one's attention to this 
purpose. Shallow laughter is appropriate to farce, 
but a true comedy touches deeper chords. \'vben we laugh 
at the vanity and folly of Lady Wishfort, we feel at 
tl+e same time the pathos of her blind faith in an in­
adequate social system based on prudery. We may chuckle 
at Mincing's quaint linguistic blunders and at Foible's 
ready invention, but we admire their upright principles 
a."1d are moved to think of their comfort;less lives while 
the Witwoud 1 s and the Petulant 1 s of society squander 
their substa:uce ori p~easure. Even our dislike of the 
gre·ed and malice in Fainall and Mrs. Mar-wood is touched 
l\fith pity when we observe that they, too,-have finer 
emotions which folly has suppressed. Then we look to 
the fresh gaiety of tp:e mu+.1-1.al lovers, -- Mirabell and 
Millamant, and their :v~itty repartee fills us with delight 
and admiration as they cleverly resolve the difficult 

problem of reconciling libe:r:ty with_marriage. In them 

1:1e see the new society ?ased on mutual_ understanding, 
freedom and equality' f4"1(l. our pleasurable laughter 
somehow becomes associated with the freshness of this 
vision. In my opinion,' this is Congreve's technique as 

revealed by the characters- in Th§.J;l~_Qf th§._Wo_Eld. 
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CHAPTER X 

THE ACHIEVEMENT OF WILLIAM CONGREVE 
---------------"-~------. -

In retrospect, considering all the evidence, 
I can find little reason to doubt that Congreve wrote 
his comedies in accordance with a definite purpose. He 
left no written explanation of what he implied by the 
terms 'regular comedy' and 'a comedy tr.rue in all its 
parts', so that one is obliged to infer from the comedies 
themselves thet nature ·of his intention and his final 

achievement. Congreve himself expressed the view that 

to write a comedy true in all its parts was the work 
of 'a long life'. In other words, comedy was a serious 
vvork of art requiring great skill in the accomp·lishment. 
Although I have suggested that Congreve elected to write 
~a tragedy so as not to take a retrograde step on the 

comic state when he undertook to supply Betterton with 
one drama each ·yGar, I find it significant that he 

.selected a form which John Dryden in 1Qe Egis!le Dedica~Q~Z 
of The 0pa:nish Friar ho.d pronounced very dif f icuit to 
write succecsfully. It reqµired 'art and judgement', 
Dryden opined, to achieve both a probable and a happy 
ending to a seventeenth century tragedy. 

~he JV!oQrning_~ride is.the one drama to which 
Congreve appended a clear statement of his purpose in 
1£e Epistle Dedicatory. It is said to be: rrto recommend 
and to Encourage Vertue n. 

1 The techrlique is rather 
unusual. ·Emotions of hope,· fear and pity are constantly 
evoked and they alternate fairly regularly, but always 
attach to the virtuous lovers, Osmyn and Almeria. 

Appropriate settings, for which the stage was indebted 
to Sir William Davenant, are used to enhance the effect. 

In this way the audience virtually has the lovers in 
mind throughout the tragedy. The extreme fear engendered 

in the last Act, when Almeria lifts the bowl of poicon 
to her lips, and the sudden relief when she drops it as 
Osmyn, Heli and the guards enter the prison, might con-

1 Congreve, William The Epistle Dedicatory. To Her Ro3ral 
H·iR'hness The Princess. The Mourning Bride. London, 

·'-' ( \ Jacob Tonson, 1697. Page unnumberedJ. 
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ceivably create an emotional atmosphere in which the \ 

audience would readily imbibe the moral instruction 

contained in the closing lines : 

"Let us, that thro' our Innocence survive, 
. Still in the Paths of Honour persevere ; 
And not from past or preoent Ills Despair 
For 3les~ings ever wait on vertuous Deeds 
And tho 1 a late, a sure Reward si.1cceeds n. 

l 

This appears to be very much like art for morality's 

sake, and, perhaps, it did not satisfy Congreve's 

fastidious artistic nature. !h~-~Q~rnihg_Erid~ was 

very successful and it enhanced his reputation with 

his conte1nporaries, but the fact that he had succeeded . ' 
at the first attempt in writing the most difficult 

form of seventeenth century traged;y may have suggested 

to him that it was not a kind of art which would live. 

\·1na.tever the reason may be, Con3reve f ollo~red Jeremy 

Collier's attac.k upon the stage witn .another comedy. 
' . 

l-lis forte was wit, and the comic stage was more 

amenable co his genius. 

\·,11at, then was Congreve's intention as revealed 

by his comedies? In his Amendmegts of Mr. ·Coll!&.£~ 

!£1se_~:g1~~Llm-oerfect_Cit~!ion§., etc. he argue.d that he 

wrote 1£LQ12:_Bachelor to 'amuse' himself duriric; a slow 
recovery from an illness. 2 The sneer at.the inadequacy 

of his critic is obvious in these words, but the state­

ment may have been true, since the evidence of the comedy 

itself shows no intention beyond light entertainment. 

Professor Dobree, however, when considering Congreve's 

style with reference to 1he i:J?::_y_of the World, wrote 

11
• • • one cannot but suspect that Congreve 

3 was writing for himself alone 11
• 

Both instances suggest art for art's sake. \Ve must not, 

1 Congreve, William 1rhe Mourning Bride A .. 5 S. The Last. 
'.:,.71+. (sic. i.'e .. 66). · · 

2 Congreve, William Amendments of Mr. Collier 1s false and 
Imperfect Citations, etc. from The Old Bachelor. Double­
Dealer, Love for Love, Mourning· Bride. (In: The,Complete 
Works of William Con~reve. Ed. bv M. Summers. Soho 

u . •p ' 
Nonesuch press, 1923 Vol. III. p.182. 

3 Dobree, ,Bonamy Introduction II. The Style of Congreve. 
(In; Gome dies by William Congreve. Ed. b;y B. Dobree. 
Lendon (etc) Oxford Univ. Fress. (19L~9)). p.xviiL 
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however, overlb6k the fact that the closing lines of 

1h.£_~22:!,Qle-Dealer seem to be morally didactic~ and 
that in 12.VE:! for L.Q.y~ Con5reve appears to be satirising 
extremes of social behaviour - both the license of the 

wits and the domineering control of parents. From the 

satire it follcrt"/S naturally that balanced reason and 

imaginative intelligence are implicitly shown by con­
trast to be the bet;ter norms for content·ed social 

living. 

I shall now venture the opinion that up to 

the time of writinc; ~~-for Lov_£ Congreve had not. sur­
mounted the conventional in comedy. His defence of 

the stage against the ·attack of Jeremy Collier contained 

little more than a restatement of accepted ideas on 

drama taken from the past. . One might express his 

achievement prior to his writing The 1/j_ay of the \"Jorld 

in another way : he had followed the ad'vice of Ben 

Jonson but had not succeeded in turning all·to honey. 
His style resembled the light, easy dialogue of Sir 

George Etherege, his language contained echoes of John 
Dryden, he had followed Dryden's advice in making love 
the theme of all his dramas, like Wycherley he e~ployed 

the technique of including at least one good Koman 

amongst the characters in all his comedies, and he was 
greatly indebted to traditional comedy for the popular 

element in his plays. He openly professed to be following 
';Jycherley when he attempted to write satire in !!Qve for 
Love. The idea of satirising extremes may have been 

suggested by Shadwell, but Act I Scene XIV is recognis­
ably Wycherley as also are the words of Scandal to 

Ane;elica in the last scene. The important fact is that 

one cannot point to any of his earlier comedies and say 
this is £!:!re Congreve. To assimilate his ·borrowings 

and make them part of himself, to show more self­

assurance in his own techn:D4ue, to achieve that single­

ness o.f plot of which Moliere was the master in France, 

these developments were nec~ssary before Congreve might 
hope to create a truly individual work of art. 

The burning question still re:nains: was Congreve 
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vJhen he wrote The ~·iay of the -,forld, writing for himself 
alone? May we truly ·describG this comedy today as art 

for art's sake? With all due respect to Professor 
Dobrce one must exercise care in accoptine; this view. 
He was writing for himself in the sense of _not pandering 

to current taste (he expected his comedy to fail upon 

the stage of 1700) but he was not writing for himself 
_§.log_~. He was writing to communicate his vision of 

truth to mankind in a work o.:f art that would live. The 

truth of great art does not preclude morality. It i~ 
neither art for art's sake nor art for morality's sake, 

but a unique vision of the truth as orily a tru~ artist 
can view it. Seen in retrospect the evidence in the 
af oregoing discussion is linear towards the conclusion 

that Congreve was working nearer and nearer to the 

communication of such an artistic truth. 

It is fascinating to study Congreve's maturing 

powers which lost nothing in the process. The technique 

whic:h embraces Congreve's 13-cb:Evement is embodied in 

~he_:\'.{~_Qf~g§_Worlg. He soared above all his con­
temporaries and immediate predecessors, passing beyond 

Ben Jonson'ff theory of humours into a new realm of 
soci~l comedy based upon a matter for discussion, enquiry 

and thought. One has to bear in mind Oscar Wilde, 
Bernard Shaw and possibly to a lesser extent Christopher 

Fry to appreciate his ·contribution to the comic theatre 

of the future. 

On the technical side·1hL~fil'.: of_the_World was 

certainly Congreve's masterpiece. I~ it he achieved a 

unified action~ a natural movem~nt of the cbaracters 

and a smooth.flow of the action, with only one dramatic 
pause and one interchange of characters upon the stage 

within an act. The dramatic dialogue is brilliant a.11d 

so subtle at times that its artistically ordered rhythms 

may only be appreciated fully on hearing the lines spoken 

by an accomplished actor. The arrangement of scenes, 

entry of characters and subtle foreshadowing of the action, 

foreshadowing that sometimes requires careful study, all 

contribute to the satisfying unity of the comedy as an 
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artistic whole. In addition, the unities of time,. place 
and action are all scrupulously observed. 

It is for many reasons, however, that The Way_ 

~f_1££_World is Congreve's masterpiece. The human 
situation with its an:omalies, its love and hatred, 
good and evil,· appears always to have fascinated him, 
but his vision of the world had been limited by immaturity 
and he had not been able to grasp the essential me~ing 
of universality. Thus Mellefont 1 s problem in ~hLDoubl~ 
Dealer is unique. The situation arises from the assembly 
of a unique group of characters in a specific environ­
ment and its solution depends upon events which may 
never occur again. .Similarly the problem in which the 

action of Love for Love is centred has a limited 
contemporary application. In a flash of inspired in­
sight Congreve appears to have grasped the universal 
principles underlying human behaviour a.11d aptly en-

titled his vision !h~-E.~ of the 1dorld. The situation 
here is eternal and universal. Man wi1:·1 always love 
and pursue woman ; societies will always change leaving 
pathetic remnants of their former glory strugglin5 
vainly to uphold those principles which gradually slip 
from beneath their feet.; good, evil, fclly, and 
imagination will always be part of society where society 
exists, and on suc;l:l basic concepts \•/illiam Congreye 
raised his immortal drama. It is his artistic vision 
of the truth revealed as he alone might reveal it. 

Congreve's new technique is most apparent in 

the characters of 1h~_r:Ia:;: of_!gg_}'.{Qrld. I think it is 
true to say that ~here is no real Jonsonian character.of 
humour throughout the comedy. Even Witwoud and Petulant, 

who most resemble the earlier genre, al""e compounded. 
from differing character traits and qnly affect 'hu.11ours 1

• 

At the same time I feel obliged to suggest that each 
character in ~ge Way of_the WorlQ was created true to 
a"distinct humour in a wider end more pliable meaning 
of the word. Indeed it is as wide as human nature itself. 

Congreve's technique of humanising his characters enabled 

him to introduce an element of pathos which often is 
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associated with the wider interpretation of the word. 
It is this consideration which to some extent resolves 
the difficulty which arose when I discussed Congreve 1 s 

letter .Q.2Q.£_Qrning_!!~!!!.our in Co!!!.ed;y:. 

That each character is distinct cannot be 
denied. We are no more able to imagine Mirabell behav:hng 

like Fainall than we can picture Millamant :r::esernbling 

Lady Wish.fort at the ae:e of fifty-five. What is more, 
the. characters' and even the minor characters' develop 
as the action proceeds, but one never feels that they 
have done anything incongruous or unexpected. vrnen 
Foible and Mincing rise ·to their full stature in the 
last Act is appears to be inevitable that they should 

·aehave in this way and it seems to be appropriate to 
Sir ~ilfull Witwoud 1 s boisterous nature that he should 
assist Mirabell and Millarnant to :defeat Fainall's plot. 
Rising above the rest in the full brilliance of its 
conception is t.b.e contrast of the old and the new in 

the characters of the new man and n:ew woman,' Mira bell 
and Millamant) and the pathetic old Lady Wishfort. The 
fresh vitality and sound common-sense of these intelligent 
young people is so absorbing that one scarcely realises 

to" what extent the emotional lives of all the characters 
is hidden from us. Indeed it is all but hidden. In a 
play where a difficult social g_uestion is offered. for 
discussion or thought this technique is ne'cessary. Never­
theless each character remains distinct in The Way of the 
}:{orld and as true to life as real people· one might 
observe at a social gathering. 

In achieving a semblance-of truth and reality 
upon the stage Congreve had passed beyond the exposure 
of social anomalies and the idea of a light entertain­
ment. Probably owing to his defeat in the_ controversy 
with Jeremy Collier, h€? was urged to express in art 
the ideas he had found himself unable to explain in 

another way and the result was ~Q§_Y{ay of tg.§._WoE.ld. 
His vision of the society which Collier advocated was 
err.bodied in the image of Lady Wishfort and·her daughter~ 
Mrs. Fainall. The revolutionary ideas of John Locke -
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freedom, equality and social justice - were contained 
in the fresh and stimulating philosophy of life offered 
as an alternative by Mirabell andMillamant. The vision 

also ·revealed the basic worth of a despised serving­
classJ.r- throwing· it into sharp relief against an image 

of degeneracy in English society. IJ"'he new man Conc;reve 
saw as a person of balac'J.ced reason and an imaginative 
intellectual power sufficient to foresee and forestall 

.... ,, . 

the evil ingredient of all societies. It was Mirabell's 
foresight alone that defeated Fainall's plot. This 
appears to be Congreve's vision of truth as ~tis re­

vealed in The \1g;z:_Qf_!h.£_~orlg. If one remembers the 
limitations of the Resto.:ration stage and realises how 

completely the stimulating i:1it of the chief characters 
enables one to overlook the outmoded plot, it is indeed 
a magnificent achievement. A vision so adva.11. ced ·nearly 

ninety years before th0 French Revolution must not be 
overlooked. 

Consciously or uncor.1.sciously, perhaps, 
• 

Congreve surmounted all difficulties. It is terµptit1g 

to think that this, surely his ideal of ·a regular comedy, 

was a spontaneous act of creation. His borrowings 
were assimilated. into and becai11e part of himself ; he 
wrote witl~ assurance and for the first time in his 

dramatic career he achieved a true unity of _plot. The 
marriage-bargaining scene had been used by many drama­

tists before him, but none can compare with the seene 

in The Way of the World. What Congreve appears to have 

needed was a stimulus to bring him fact to face with 
realit;y-, and this Jeremy Collier provided. Rea·lity 

supplied the social question a.rid so his comedy· containing 
universal values was borne 

I believe his new technique rejuvenated the 
comic idea in England in much the same way as the dramas: 

of Moliere raised comedy t.o a respectable art in France. 
His vision wc:i-s too advanced' to be appreciated on the 
contemporary stage, but Congreve had reve8:led the truth 
as he conceived it in a work of art which satisfied his 

fastidious artistic nature and there was no more to 



achieve. I believe this to be the reason why l:;.e 
ansisted ':Jalsh and Vanbruch in translatinc Violiere 1 s 

~.2.!l.Si~ d~ F.QQ.rce~£3gac into En3lish under the title 
§_9Bire Treloobl, why he wrote the masque The Jud£~@ent 
.Qf_;[ari§. and the spectacular opera CemelQ, but did not 
again attempt to write a full-length drama for the 
stage. There were, of course, other possible reasons, 
including his failin3 heal th, but this appears ·to be 

the most probably explanation of tl:.em all.. 

1IJ11en D.. Crane Taylor wrote: nHis genius 

working within its narrow limits, places him as much 
above his contemporaries as Shakespeare's towers above 
his 11

, 
1 he was not being extravagant. Congreve's 

achievement was not merely a brilliant style and the 
figure of Millamant, as George Meredith implied. Like 
many a genius he was scorned by many and praised by a 
few~ but his ideal of communicating an artistic truth 

to tbe world in a form that would live was surely ful­
filled. He chose the subtle beauties of Terence ·rather 
than the coarser strokes of Plautus which would have 
gained applause and the result on the comtemporary stage 

was a failure -- but it was a triumphant failure. 

1 Taylor, D.C. Williai'TI Cont;reve. London~ Ox:hord Univ. 
Press. 1931. p.10. 
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