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ABSTRACT 

FEMALE INGENUITY IN THE PLAYS OF 

SUSANNA CENTLIVRE: A RHETORICAL STUDY 

Alice Hines, B.A, M.A. 

December, 1990 

Between 1700-1722, Susanna Centlivre was the most 

successful and prolific dramatist in England, writing 

nineteen plays, seventeen of which saw production during her 

lifetime. In spite of her popularity and the durability of 

several of her pieces, until recently, Mrs. Centlivre 

received scant attention from critics. Earlier critics who 

considered her works, did so only to find her plots unfocused 

and flawed, her characterizations weak, and her themes 

derivative. Recent critics now credit her with a few focused 

plots but narf6~ their attention to her thematic treatment of 

blocking parents, brothers, and guardians. In this context, 

the critics find that she offers little that is either 

unified or original. 

However, my study reveals that Mrs. Centlivre understood 

the theatrical conventions she inherited from the 

Restoration. And she reversed the stereotypes inherent in 
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those conventions, thereby creating plays that focused on 

female characters who thwart the male power-structure that 

would contain them. These characters practice a variety of 

deception strategies with which they remove the social and 

familial restrictions placed on them. Centlivre's 

presentation of a variety of such strategies points to her 

concern with the depiction of females in drama and reveals 

her belief in female ingenuity. 

Chapter I of this study . establishes the scholarly 

context on which the critical issues of this dissertation are 

based. Chapter II examines five plays and analyzes Mrs. 

Centlivre's use of females in male disguise. Chapter III 

considers two plays that illustrate the use of female 

characters in masks or veils. Chapter IV analyzes three 

plays that show skillful female characters employing 

unconventional forms of deception. Chapter V contains the 

conclusions drawn from this study. 

vi 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

ABSTRACT 

TABLE OF CONTENTS .. 

CHAPTERS 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

.iii 

V 

vii 

I. CENTLIVRE IN REVIEW ................ l 

II. FEMALE DECEPTION WITH THE ELEMENT OF DISGUISE .. 14 

III. MASKS, VEILS, AND PARTNERSHIPS ......... 102 

IV. A POTPOURRI OF DECEPTION DEVICES ........ 156 

V. CENTLIVRE IN RETROSPECT ............ 203 

NOTES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 209 

WORKS CITED . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 214 

vii 



CHAPTER I 

CENTLIVRE IN REVIEW 

Between 1700 and 1722, Susanna Centlivre wrote nineteen 

plays: fourteen comedies, one tragedy, one tragicomedy, and 

three farces. Seventeen of these plays were performed during 

her lifetime. Early in her career, she experimented with 

tragedy and tragicomedy, plays which were stage failures. 

After 1702, however, she seems to have found her medium in 

the intrigue comedies which gave her a tremendous measure of 

success on the eighteenth-century stage. So successful were 

her intrigue comedies that Nancy Cotton, writing in Women 

Playwrights in England c. 1363-1750, credits Centlivre with 

being "perhaps the best comic playwright between Congreve and 

Fielding" (122). Echoing Cotton's sentiment and expanding 

the scope of her compliment, Edward Burns observes in 

Resto~ation Comedy; Crisis of Desire and Identity that 

Centlivre "wrote more good plays than anyone between Farquhar 

and Wilde" (231). 

Given s uch recent praise and acknowle dgme nt, why, whe n 

on e surve ys e ight eenth-century drama, is Centlivre so infre 

quently lin ke d with the likes of Cibber, Sha dwell, and 
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Steele? Or why is her position in the history of the drama 

frequently reduced to a footnote in a discussion of dramatic 

movements and developments? Noting this omission, Edward 

Burns explains by saying, "her comparative neglect can 

perhaps be explained by a stylistic conservatism that makes 

her anomalous in literary-historical terms" (231). Burns's 

assessment speaks pointedly to a well-established pattern of 

response in reference to Centlivre's works, an entrenched 

response that lasted well into the 1970s. Indeed, most major 

critics writing in the first half of the twentieth century 

de-emphasized her contributions to the development of English 

comedy in the eighteenth century. While Allardyce Nicoll 

does include Centlivre in his 1925 study British Drama: An 

Historical Survey from the Beginnings to the Present Time, he 

merely credits her with being a writer of intrigue comedy in 

the manner of Aphra Behn (248). In English Drama of the 

Restoration and Eighteenth-Century 1642-1780, written in 

1914, George Henry Nettleton dismisses her as a writer who 

adapted "too readily" to the looseness of the better 

Restoration dramatists. In fact, he says that "with small 

. compunction, she sacrificed on the altar of expediency" pro

ducing "habitually superficial and conventional" characters 

(154). Fre derick W. Bateson's 1929 study of eightee nth

century dra ma--English Comic Drama. 1700-1750--generousl y 
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notes that Centlivre "was no better and no worse than others" 

of her era (61), but he quickly explains that her comedies 

"occupy the position in the literature of the eighteenth

century that is now filled by a detective story. They are 

the railway reading of Georgian England" (64). He finds her 

"farces, the tragedy, and the tragi-comedy" to be "almost 

completely worthless" (63) while her other comedies "have no 

intellectual or literary significance" (64). Generally 

agreeing with Bateson's critique of Centlivre's canon, but 

less dogmatically so, Frederick T. Wood in his 1931 

Neophilologus article concludes that Centlivre is "not a 

writer of the first rank" (277) and that none of her comedies 

"are really great plays" (272). He does follow Nicoll's lead 

in suggesting that her best work is to be found in her in

trigue comedies (272), notably The Busy Body, Marplot in 

Lisbon, A Bold Stroke for a Wife, and The Wonder: A Woman 

Keeps a Secret (275). 

In the 1940s scholars of Restoration drama were re

examining the literary developments of the era. One par

ticular movement--the beginning of sentimental drama--drew 

much critical attention. As scholars continued to evaluate 

the effect of Jeremy Collier's attack on the stage and on 

dra mat i c te xts, they usually connected h is condemnatio n s wi t h 

the d e ath o f lice ntiousness on the Engli sh stage thereby 
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preparing the way for the birth of sentimental drama. Joseph 

Wood Krutch joined in this discussion of the transformation 

of comedy and in so doing, found a place for Centlivre by 

identifying her early comedies (Marplot in Lisbon and The. 

Man's Bewitch'd) as belonging "half to the new school and 

half to the old" (217). Krutch further adds that "Mrs. 

Centlivre is hardly a sentimental dramatist. Her personal 

predilections are for the good old days of Mrs. Behn; but she 

knows that a bit of morality pleases her generation, and so 

she adds a dash of maple sugar to the spice . " (221). 

By mid-century, this restrictive approach to Centlivre's 

works relaxed somewhat. A few critics found much to praise 

in one or two of her comedies. Among critics to include her 

in discussions, Federick Boas stated that in her use of .dia

logue she often threw "sidelights on the social and sometimes 

the political conditions of the Augustan age" (116). Boas 

adds that her works are uneven largely because she never 

realized where her "true gifts lay" (116). 

In the decade of the 1960s, interest in Centlivre began 

to increase and scholars of eighteenth-century drama began to 

re-examine the established opinions which either excluded her 

or relegated her contribution to little more than a comment 

on developments within the century. 



By examining seven of her plays--moving from early ones 

to late ones--as well as selectively going from her weakest 

to her strongest plays, Robert Strozier was one of the first 

twentieth-century critics to step outside the established 

critical mind-set that held Centlivre to be little more than 

a woman who wrote plays. His analysis of the seven plays 

shows that her "playmaking skill improved over the years" 

( 63) . 
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Stuart Tave includes Centlivre in his consideration of 

eighteenth-century comic theory. He comments on several pro

logues in which she promises that "humor would provide the 

entertainment" (117); however, he locates "the extent of her 

humor" in "stage bustle" that was "largely dependent on the 

actors for its success" (118). 

A review of criticism written after 1960 reveals an 

effort among the critics to reassess the literature w~ich 

treats the development of eighteenth-century drama and to 

focus objectively on female contributors along with contri

butions by males. With such being the case, Centlivre's 

plays are frequently mentioned, and she is not only compared 

to Aphra Behn, but she is also worthy of separate treatment 

in books, articles, and chapters in books. 

John Wilson Bowyer's 1952 publication (The Celebrated 

Mrs, Centlivre) was the first book-length study devoted to an 



e xamination of her plays. His book is exhaustive in that he 

covers "her life, writings, stage history, [and] literary re-

lations" (Foreward). Invaluable as a well-documented source 

of information on the literary works that influenced 

Centlivre's plays, Bowyer's book offers little in the way of 

a critical analysis of her plays. F. P. Lock fills this gap 

with his book Susanna Centlivre which appeared in 1979. He 

provides a critical survey of all her plays. As he does so, 

he stresses themes, subjects, and what he calls "stage types" 

and "comic effects." Lock emphasizes the point that 

Centlivre wrote to entertain, not to inform and not to plead 

the cause of women. Though he concludes that her plays offer 

plot, he says they "do not offer much [else] of psychological 

interest" ( 133) . 

In spite of the two book-length studies devoted to 

Centlivre, few dissertations have analyzed aspects of her 

canon. In a 1963 dissertation, Henry ten Hoor studied seven 

of her plays to "determine the accuracy and adequacy of 

existing criticism and to illuminate certain qualities 

heretofore unrecognized" (19). He concluded that Centlivre 

is "frankly a derivative" dramatist who never achieved 

prominence because she did not know "the function comedy 

s hould perform" (168). Thalia Stathas' s 1965 dissertation is 

actually a critical edition of what she considers Centlivre's 

6 



"three best plays"--The Busy Body, The Wonder, and A Bold 

Stroke for a Wife. In the general introduction to her 

edition of the plays, Stathas says she undertook the 

preparation of the critical edition because of a "lapse in 

the editing" and because she believes Centlivre's plays have 

"intrinsic merit" in that they possess an intellectual 

significance over-looked by Centlivre's critics (xiii). In 

1971 Terence Burke's dissertation provided "an intensive 

study of a single play" (2), A Bold Stroke for a Wife. He 

determined that Susanna Centlivre's "greatest talent lay in 

plotting farcical comedies of intrigue" (2), but since 
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she was not interested in characterization, she developed 

little difference among character types. F. P. Lock's 1975 

dissertation laid the ground work for his 1979 book on 

Centlivre. And Shirley Markel's 1982 dissertation examined 

twelve Centlivre plays in order to trace Centlivre's 

development as a playwright (2), to determine how her 

craftsmanship improved after her 1707 marriage (3), to 

evaluate the literary merit of her comedies (3), and to 

determine what kinds of characters Centlivre uses and how she 

draws them (2). Markel finds that Centlivre's comedies 

"contain nothing really extraordinary": she broke no new 

ground (163). 



Though dissertations on her work are few, since 1980 

numerous articles and chapters in books have addressed 

Centlivre's growing prominence as a figure not to be over

looked in any assessment of eighteenth-century drama. 

Notable among these recent publications are two books by 

Richard Bevis in which he devotes significant attention to 

Centlivre's position in the ever-changing scope of 

eighteenth-century drama.1 Edwards Burns includes an 

analysis of several key moments in some of her plays. He 

identifies Congreve as Centlivre's stylistic and structural 

model (230) and concludes that she developed "clear-sighted 

and morally decisive heroines" (230). Among female critics 

who have done more than glance at her work are Katharine 

Rogers and Nancy Cotton, both of whom have written exten

sively on Centlivre. Rogers believes that Centlivre suc

ceeded in the "theater by writing like a man" (100). Cotton 

finds that Centlivre "creates not witty dialogue but witty 

situations" into which she frequently places women who are 

"forthright [and] sensible" (145). 

8 

Perhaps the most far-reaching recent critical assessment 

to recognize Centlivre's strengths, to credit her with sus

taining a theme, and to show her capable of producing plays 

which o ff e r mo r e than the "good acting parts" frequently 

cited by Centl ivr e ' s evaluators is that cont a ined in an 1 98 6 



article written by Richard Frushell. In the article, 

Frushell focuses on how Centlivre handles the marriage theme. 

He develops a sound argument for classifying Centlivre as the 

last of the Restoration dramatists and "the first of the 

moderns" ("Marriage" 38). 

This study will differ significantly from previous dis

sertations, books, articles, and chapters on Centlivre in 

that it aims to examine the strategies Centlivre uses to em

power her female characters so that they may feminize their 

male-dominated world. Earlier criticism and more recent 

treatments of Centlivre fail to provide an analysis of this 

aspect of her work. Indeed, many of these critics are con

tent to single out three or four of her plays, usually .The. 

9 

Busy Body, The Wonder, and A Bold Stroke for a Wife, and to 

praise these as original and carefully plotted comedies which 

have well-developed characters. Still other critics stress 

what they see as Centlivre's weaknesses: her plots are flawed 

or too frequently borrowed; she does not understand the tra

ditions of the theatre, and she contributes absolutely 

nothing to the development of the drama, especially nothing 

by way of adding to an understanding of women and their lives 

in eighteenth-century England. 
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In an effort to reassess these critical findings, this 

study addresses several critical issues that surface in any 

study of eighteenth-century drama. 

In the eighteenth century, marriage was a key concern of 

society at large and dramatists in particular. Writing in a 

chapter titled "Marital Discord in English Comedy from Dryden 

to Fielding," Robert D. Hume asserts that marriage was the 

major theme around 1700, often being connected to the rising 

debate about the legal status of women {176). He concludes 

that "writers' views on marriage . . are an important key 

to the shifting ideological transition from seventeenth

century to eighteenth~century comedy" {177). Since divorce 

was virtually impossible, with no woman receiving a parlia

mentary decree for divorce before 1801 {Hume 180), one 

understands the role a consideration of marriage and marrying 

could have in drama. Generally, in daily life and in life on 

the stage, "men had more say in choosing their partners than 

women" {Vernon 376). This preference given to males as the 

dominant partners is reflected in the Restoration in 

Wycherley's The Country Wife. However, women were not 

pleased by the "male[s) of the species" who "triumph[ed 

over the female" (Smith 13 6) . Plays that "gave free-rein to 

the gallant, emphasized human frailty (especially female 
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frailty) [and] may be thought of as written for men by 

men" (Smith 136). 

Jean Gagen finds, however, that the pattern described by 

John Harrington Smith did have those who deviated. She says 

that several plays from the period reveal women who con

sciously articulate the nature of the injustice of the status 

quo (121), with heroines increasingly voicing "their ob

jections to arranged marriage" (122). The mood Gagen de

scribes is a precusor to her designation of the advent of the 

"new woman" in English drama: "she does not consider herself 

merely an appendage to man. She insists on the right to 

study, to think, and above all, to make decisions without the 

constant surveillance of a male over-lord" (11). Gagen 

asserts that "It is this insistence, so upsetting to in

herited suppositions, which set her apart from conventional 

women and often subject her to satiric attack" (11). 

While Centlivre produces no female character who fits 

all the traits of Gagen's "new-woman" description, she does 

present a refreshingly new picture of women; she places them 

at the center of her dramas, and she shows them succeeding 

against men as they redefine the scope of the marriage game . 

Not only are Centlivre's images of women fresh, but they also 

show women to be individual humans who have di s tinct needs 

and rights. 
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Because all of Centlivre's plays focus on marriage, 

marrying, and the problems arising before and after the 

wedding ceremony and because males--fathers, brothers, or 

suitors--are out-maneuvered in her plays, this study examines 

the role the female plays in mastering the situation and 

actually controlling the marriage game. Other studies have 

focused on an analysis of the obstacles to marriage created 

by parents or guardians. But by using twenty-one female 

characters from ten different plays, this study analyzes how 

Centlivre's females respond to a world dominated by men. 

This analysis of each of the plays for evidence of the female 

character's handling of the particular obstacles each faced 

has uncovered Centlivre's most frequently used and successful 

strategies and has evaluated the effectiveness of the strate

gies used by the females. This study also analyzes these ten 

plays to uncover what they reveal about attitudes toward 

women as well as what they offer as a definition of "female 

ingenuity." Finally, on the basis of this evaluation of the 

strategies used by the female characters in the plays, the 

analysis assesses the degree to which Centlivre did or did 

not understand the conventions and traditions of the literary 

world of which she was a part. 

This analysis serves to show that Cen t livre is more tha n 

a "derivative dramatist," that she redefine s several theater 
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conventions. It also provides evide nce to support her 

creation of female characters who challenge a patriarchal 

society where man is master of the realm. Moreover, this 

study reveals that she develops plots which show woman's role 

as less restrictive and stereotypical than previously pre

sented in other eighteenth-century plays. Establishing these 

points will significantly add to the recent positive criti

cism of Centlivre's canon. 

Chapter II traces the literary tradition Centlivre in

herited, explores her use of that tradition, and shows how 

she develops her major themes and concentrates on one primary 

female strategy in five of her early plays. Chapter III is 

an analysis of two plays from the middle of her career--The 

Busy Body (1709) and The Wonder (1714) and focuses on 

Centlivre's use of masks and veils as avenues to freedom for 

female characters in her plays. Chapter IV examines three 

plays that reveal Centlivre's use of unconventional 

strategies to promote females. 

clusions to this study. 

Chapter V contains the con-



CHAPTER II 

FEMALE DECEPTION WITH THE 

ELEMENT OF DISGUISE 

As the introductory chapter to this study indicates, 

critics have not looked favorably on Susanna Centlivre's 

abilities as a dramatist. While most critics have be

grudgingly acknowledged her successes in the eighteenth

century wars to survive in the theater, they have been quick 

to point out that Susanna Centlivre succeeded not because of 

any genius for stagecraft, invention, or characterization, 

but merely because she gave an uninformed, transitional 

theater audience what it wanted when it wanted it. In a 

word, she was successful because of her ability to appeal to 

a "less homogeneous audience" than appeared before 1700 

(Stathas xxvi). When these same critics examine any of her 

plays--and most look only at what they consider her three 

most famous ones (The Busy Body, The Wonder, and A Bold 

Stroke), they concede that she generally handles intrigue 

well and occasionally does an acceptable job of creating 

comic characters. But they insist that in nineteen plays , 

her many s tage flaws o ve r s hadow he r r a re s uccesse s. In the 

14 



main, the criticism point s to her failure to understand the 

essence of comedy or tragedy, to her weak plot construction, 

and to her failure to add either social or moral dimensions 

to the dramatic tradition she inherited. As Henry ten Hoor 

puts it, "her work is frankly derivative," with none of it 

being profound (170). 

15 

Beginning with her first play, The Perjured Husband; or 

the Adventure of Venice (1700), one will be able to see that 

Susanna Centlivre was aware of theatrical traditions, that 

she did understand dramatic conventions, and that in her 

choice of subjects and themes she points to and redefines the 

social and moral issues facing women in the world as she knew 

it, whether they were in England, France, Spain, or Portugal. 

But she does more than this. In nineteen plays, she shows 

her knowledge of female characters, and she uses that 

knowledge to bring the concerns of women to "center stage." 

She does not merely reproduce male-dominated ideas about 

women. Instead, once she refocuses the drama on the problems 

of women, she goes a step further by insisting that regard

less of the situation in which they find themselves, her 

women characters are resourceful agents dedicated to s ecur ing 

their own happiness by whatever means are available to the m. 

To b e gin, her fir s t play, The Perjured Husband i s a 

tragedy set in Ve nice during the carnival season. Howe ver 
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weak Centlivre's knowledge of dramatic tradition may have 

been, it is clear from the setting and dramatic situation in 

this play, that she starts her career by working in an old, 

established tradition--that of the Spanish intrigue play with 

its elements from the Italian cornmedia dell'arte. John 

Loftis explains that in the eighteenth century, English 

writers would have known the works of Lope de Vega, Tirso de 

Molina, and Calderon de la Barca, all noted for their use of 

what in England comes to be called the "Spanish plot" (2). 

Loftis goes on to say that "the decisive play in establishing 

the vogue of the Spanish plot was Samuel Tuke's ~ 

Adventures of Five Hours, translated and adapted from a 

Spanish play" (71). Once the Spanish plot was introduced, 

several writers used various of its elements in their plays, 

most notably John Dryden, who turned to "Spanish history for 

the themes of his serious plays . " (Loftis 2) . Using 

the conventions of the Spanish plot, he "drew on Spanish 

drama, directly or through intermediate dramatic or narrative 

works" (Loftis 2). 

Allardyce Nicoll writing in Mask. Mimes and Miracles: 

Studies in the Popular Theater says that the term commedia 

nell'arte is first used in the eighteenth century to refer to 

Italian comedy (225). As used then, it designated three 

kinds of "scenarii": tragic, pastoral, or completely comic 



(227). He notes that the completely comic type focuses on 

love and intrigue (228) having old men as hoodwinked parents 

and uses married jealousy as a theme (229). In addition to 

the features of the cornmedia dell'arte, English dramatists 

also had available to them the elements of the Spanish 

comedia. Generally, these elements included intrigue plots 

17 

(Loftis 68) that were busy and complex (Loftis 10) with "few 

memorable trials of wit in verbal exchanges" (Loftis 69). 

Instead, the Spanish plays offered plots that stressed a 

rigid code of conduct (Loftis 65), especially in situations 

where brothers must worry about their honor or that of their 

family being injured by the behavior of a married or mar

riageable sister (85). Typically, in the name of "honor" the 

brother tried to block the sister's marriage (Loftis 99). 

This attempt frequently produced sword fights with the sis

ter's lover or an ingenious female who through elopement or 

dissimulation would scheme to secure the lover of her choice. 

Moreover, many of these "cape and sword" plays have an absent 

mother figure (Loftis 70), thus leaving daughters at the 

mercy of fathers and brothers who then decide what is best 

for the female, usually in total disregard of the female's 

wishes. 

Loftis concludes that ideally the term "Spanish plot" 

should properly apply to "comedies portraying Spanish (or 
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Portuguese . . ) in their native country or in the parts of 

Italy controlled by Spain" (67). As a rule, these plays are 

not like English tragicomedy. Rather, they mix characters 

and episodes of "differing emotional impact," thus avoiding 

rigid "distinctions of character, situation, and emotion" 

(Loftis 10). Writing in A Preface to Restoration Drama, John 

Harold Wilson agrees with the characteristics of Spanish 

plays as delineated by Loftis. By way of a fairly succinct 

description of the genre, Wilson says that "Spanish intrigue 

comedies . . are romantic plays set in a Spanish city and 

involving a confusion of mismatched lovers, disguises, 

jealousies, mistaken assignations, dropped letters, overheard 

conversations, night scenes, serenades, and duels" (142). 

From the descriptions offered by Loftis and Wilson, one 

has a general idea of the dramatic formula available both to 

Restoration dramatists and to those writers like Centlivre 

whose careers began in the eighteenth century. While these 

authorities stress the comic elements derived from the 

comrnedia dell'arte and the Spanish cornedia, it should be 

noted that the word comedia when used to refer to Spanish 

plays as literary antecedents of both Restoration and 

eighteenth-century dramas generally does not mean comedy in 

the sense that one unde rstands the word today. Rather, the 

Spanish comedia "is the inclusive term for the form of 
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secular drama, tragedy as well as comedy, established by Lope 

de Vega and written by Calderon de la Barca and . . other 

dramatists . " (Loftis xii Preface) . Therefore, drawing 

from the background of the cornrnedia dell'arte and the Spanish 

cornedia, with The Perjured Husband Susanna Centlivre began 

her dramatic career clearly working within an accepted dra

matic tradition. 

Although Loftis asserts that after the first decade of 

the Restoration period, there were few instances of "direct 

borrowing from the [Spanish] comedia" (132), Centlivre's play 

contains all the elements of the Spanish comedia: separated 

plots, threatened duels, dropped letters, aggressive women, 

multiple intrigues, and disguises. 

Centlivre called her first offering a "tragedy," but 

Robert Strozier states that her designation is inaccurate; 

more accurately, the play should be called a tragicomedy. It 

has two clearly separated plots (one tragic and one comic) 

and while this separation is typical of plot construction in 

the early part of the century, Centlivre appears not to 

create a successful link between the two plots (Strozier 64) 

This failure to integrate plots has led many critics, even 

those generally sympathetic to Centlivre's talent, to dismiss 

the play as a complete failure. Bowyer says simply that the 

play was "not a success in technique" (34) possibly because 
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h e felt the storyline "[lacked] motivation" (35). Commenting 

in a similar vein, Robert Strozier sees the action of the 

play moving so quickly that "little emotional tension has 

time to develop" (65); he adds later that the "characters 

are artifically separated" (68), a flaw in plotting which 

will produce the lack of motivation that Bowyer mentions. 

While these observations of Centlivre's handling of plot 

structure in The Perjured Husband are accurate, they do not 

take into consideration her apparent motivation for the type 

of play with which she chose to begin her career nor the de

cisions she must have made in selecting the two stories she 

combines in The Perjured Husband. In fact, these critics as-

sume that because she was an amateur in the genre, she did 

not know how to develop a clearly motivated, succinctly inte

grated plot; thus, they conclude that from a point o~ struc

ture, she fails out of ignorance. F. P. Lock's assessment of 

her early work echoes this general criticism. He observes 

that her "first four plays were her apprenticeship in this 

uncertain art of writing to please the town" (31). During 

this time, "she experimented with tragedy, 'genteel' comedy, 

romantic comedy, and farce" (31). Lock adds that she also 

"experimented with mixed genres" (31). According to Lock, 

this experimentation created problems for Centlivre. In 

fact, he finds that "a recurrent failure in these early plays 
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is [her] inability to forge the separate elements into a co

herent whole" (31) . 

Lock's comments notwithstanding, an examination of the 

background surrounding Centlivre's decision to write The. 

Perjured Husband as she did points not to her ignorance of 

the techniques of plotting, but rather it establishes the de

gree to which she imitates the success of those whose works 

she admired, most notably John Dryden. 

In his review of the influence of Spanish cornedia on 

Dryden's work, Loftis observes that the cornedia had mixed 

characters and episodes of "differing emotional impact" and 

also mixed plots (10). He goes on to say that Dryden's first 

tragicomedy, Secret Love, borrows from this tradition in that 

it had two separate unsuccessfully related plots and shifting 

scenes (4). F. P. Lock, who sees a slight connection between 

Centlivre's choice of genre in The Perjured Husband and John 

Dryden's dramatic works, centralizes the connection in 

Centlivre's admiration for Dryden's work. 1 Thus he concedes 

that she could naturally translate such admiration "into 

imitation, before she discovered that her own dramatic gifts 

lay in quite another direction [not in tragedy]n (33). Lock 

believes the dramatic situation in the tragic plot of .T.h.e. 

Eerjured Husband involving Bassino, Placentia, and Aurelia is 

similar to that of Anthony, Octavia, and Cleopatra in 
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Dryden's All for Love (33) . 2 When he looks beyond "this 

skeleton of situation" (Lock 33), any further comparison will 

certainly place Centlivre's play at a disadvantage. Lock, 

however, is content to make the comparison. In so doing, he 

shows that in characterization, in rhetorical strategy, and 

in confrontation scenes, Centlivre's efforts are feeble when 

compared to Dryden's. Lock fails to admit, moreover, that 

Dryden's first tragicomedy, Secret Love, suffered from some 

of the same faults he finds in Centlivre's first play. 

Nonetheless, to compare All for Love, a play written after 

Dryden has had fourteen years to learn his craft, to 

Centlivre's first play as a way of showing how far out of her 

mentor's shadow she stands is to cast a long shadow for 

Centlivre to step into. 

A significant point to be made here is that in selecting 

a tragicomedy with two clearly separated plots for her first 

play, Centlivre apparently felt she was following an estab

lished precedent: Dryden, whom she admired, had done it and 

had had a number of audience successes with the formula.3 

Furthermore, the vogue of the mixed plot within a single play 

was still fashionable in 1700. Instead of blundering ama-

teurishly into a poorly plotted play, Centlivre had tradition 

on her side as well as a fairly good eye to what early 



eighteenth-century audiences wanted. To this end, her first 

play was "acted with moderate success" (Bowyer 41). 

23 

The fact that early in her career Centlivre made de

liberate choices regarding the handling of genre speaks also 

to her choice-making with reference to the themes she would 

use and the devices she would select for the furthering of 

those themes. At this stage in her career, Centlivre may not 

have known that she was striking a thematic formula that 

would mark the rest of her dramatic works; however, a retro

spective analysis shows that once Centlivre treats the issue 

of unhappy wives and daughters who must ingeniously outwit 

those who block their desires in love, she returns to this 

theme throughout her career. Obviously, while "near in

fidelity, daughters as legacies, unhappy January-May mar

riages, adventrous wives" (Frushell "Marriage" 23) were stock 

dramatic themes derived in part from the commedia dell'arte 

and the Spanish comedia, they were also subjects that in

terested her. Prom the time of The Perjured Husband on, even 

when dramatic tastes began to change and when she switches 

from tragedy to comedy, Centlivre will work and rework these 

themes for twenty-two years. Why does she maintain such con

sistent and insistent focus on women and their problems in 

the marriage chase? 
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On first investigation, the answer seems to be the ob

vious one that critics of Centlivre's work have offered for 

years: she used what had worked for years on the stage; thus, 

the "material is not very new" (Frushell "Marriage" 33), for 

she uses the Restoration tradition in plot and theme 

(Frushell "Marriage" 16), specifically, the problems arising 

from forced marriages (Frushell "Marriage" 17). The import 

of these observations is to suggest that as Henry ten Hoor 

has pointed out, Centlivre was little more than a very poor 

"derivative" dramatist (170) who could do nothing more than 

replay the standard themes of the Restoration era in a stan

dard way. 

Close examination of her plays demonstrates that she did 

more than use themes that had proven successful for other 

dramatists before her: like Aphra Behn who replaced the male 

group "as the starting point and expository mechanism of the 

play, with a group of women who perform the same function" 

(Burns 128), Centlivre systematically uses female characters 

to feminize the "conventional language of the drama" (Burns 

128). The woman "presents, defines and evaluates" the man 

(Burns 128). By returning to this strategy nineteen times, 

she insisted on both the theatrical and social worth of these 

subjects. No other dramatist before Centlivre wrote nineteen 

plays in which high-spirited women repeatedly take the stage 



to show how ingeniously they can scheme to achieve the ends 

they desire. 
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In The Perjured Husband, the focus is on two types of 

blocked females and on various forms of ingenuity. In the 

comic plot, Centlivre illustrates the dilemma of the un

happily married wife. Lady Pizalta, the young wife of a 

noble Venetian, is married to a "dull, jealous husband" (III, 

33)4 who has condemned her to a life punctuated by his 

"coughing, spitting, snoring and ill-nature" (III, 33). No 

information is given to explain how the Pizaltas came to 

marry each other, but the general conversations of the hus

band and wife reveal that theirs was a typical January-May 

marriage of convenience that without deception by both 

parties would be insufferable for either. To survive in a 

marriage with a husband who is old and jealous, Lady Pizalta 

resorts to the attractive possibility of an affair with a 

young gallant of her age. The carnival season in Venice af

fords the ideal vehicle for Lady Pizalta's intrigue. 

Assisted by her maid, Lady Pizalta meets Ludovico, her gal

lant, when she is masked and later narrowly misses carrying 

the intrigue through in the privacy of her bedroom. 

The tragic plot presents two other instances of female 

frustration and near relief from the same. In the person of 

Aurelia, Centlivre offers the case of a single woman who has 



been pledged by her dead father to a potential husband she 

does not love. In an exchange with her maid early in the 

play, Aurelia defines her situation when she says: 

No more of that--cease thy ungrateful suit, 

Alonzo is a Man I cannot love; 

I own he's witty, generous, and brave; 

Has all the charms that Nature can bestow 

To fire a woman's Heart Yet I'm insensible, 
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His very sight chills my trembling spirits. (I, 11) 

Later, in the same scene, her maid reminds her that "[her] 

Father/ approved [her] mutual Love, and at his Death/ 

Bequeathed [her] to Alonzo"(I, 12); Aurelia is aware of the 

pledge and acknowledges that "then/ [she] loved Alonzo" (I, 

12), but now she does not. Like Lady Pizalta, Aurelia's real 

desires are frustrated by a situation she apparently cannot 

control. 

Placentia, the wife of Bassino, is the second female 

principal in the tragic plot. As the play opens, she is home 

in Turin while her husband is in Venice on a diplomatic 

mission. Once Armando, Bassino's friend, discovers the re

lationship between Bassino and Aurelia, he sends to Turin for 

Placentia with the hope that her presence will serve to re

affirm Bassino in his marriage vows. Thus, in the ope ning of 

act 4, scene one, Placenti a has arrive d in Venice to t r y t o 



regain the man she describes as her "false, perfidious 

husband" (IV, 37). This opening scene of act 4 makes it 

quite clear that as a wife Placentia knows the rules of the 

marriage game but, in the interest of her love, she will 

break them: 

tla: For I know 

I have offended you in coming hither. 

I should have waited this return of Virtue: 

Of, if abandoned, silently have mourn'd 

My loss, without upbraiding my lov'd Lord. 

All this I should have done, but mighty Love, 

Too powerful for Duty to withstand, 

Guided my steps to Venice~~~~ 

In hopes my presence would retrieve your Heart. 

(IV, 4 0) 

In fact, in a number of asides both before and after the 

above acknowledgement, Placentia reveals that she will not 

play the role of the silent, scorned wife who submits to a 
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rejection she cannot avoid. She is no Octavia. Instead, be-

fore she sees her husband, she determines that if she cannot 

move his heart to its "former kindness" (IV, 37), she "will 

remove the cause/ of both [their] woes~~yes, that happy 

Charmer/ That Rival of [her] love shall surely die" (IV, 

3 7) . 
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In these uncomfortable circumstances, all thre e women 

appear to have two choices: accept things as they are and be 

miserable or make an effort to change the situation in hope 

of having a happier, more satisfying relationship. In what 

will later become Centlivre's trademark (with varying degrees 

of inventiveness and success), all three choose to try to 

alter their situations. They rely on the only mechanisms at 

their disposal: disguises and masks (both literal and figu-

rative) and dissimulation. In the case of Placentia, the ve-

hicle for her satisfaction becomes murder. 

Lady Pizalta's predicament is presented first and is 

solved as its development alternates with the plot lines that 

carry the stories of Aurelia and Placentia. From the opening 

scene of the play, the audience is aware that Lady Pizalta 

will be an active agent in her own interests. The scene 

opens with her having an attack of passion that "blazes so 

violently" for a stranger she has seen at a mask at her house 

that she must do something to quench its flame. Using an ex

pensive ring as a bribe, Lady Pizalta gets her maid to ar

range a meeting with Ludovico. As one learns later, Lady 

Pizalta is dissatisfied with her marriage to an older man. 

Because divorce is out of the question, she resorts to clan

destine intrigues. 
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Lady Pizalta makes the first move. Wit h the aid of her 

maid, she learns Lodovico's address and contrives to send him 

a letter. The letter is fruitful, and a "masked" meeting 

with her gallant-to-be ensues. During this meeting, Lady 

Pizalta further shows her unabashed commitment to having her 

way with her life while living within the conventions imposed 

by society. Ludovico, the man she is to meet, is more than a 

"Quarter of an Hour" late. As she waits for him, she angrily 

observes that "each puny Sinner dares to cross a woman's 

Inclinations" (II, 22). Yet, once he arrives, all is for

given as Lady Pizalta pursues her "inclination." In the 

course of their exchange, Lady Pizalta does hesitate, 

briefly, over the matter of her reputation and the possible 

physical harm to which she is exposing herself: 

.L.u.d: Come, Madame, come~~Why what do you mean by this 

Delay? Consider, I'm a Man, a mortal, wishing, 

amorous Man ----

L.Piz: And consider I'm a Woman ____ _ 

.L.u.d: (aside) Ay, ay; That I know: At least I hope to 

find you such-- or I would not be in such Haste 

L.Piz: And have a Reputation to preserve. 

.L.u.d: Oh! Lord, what a damn'd Turn's here ? Reputation, 

say you? Egad, I find all Wome n mak e Pretence t o 



that mysterious Word. [Aside ] What, Are not you 

married, Madame? 

L.Piz: Yes, what then? 
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Why then you have a Reputation to preserve~ that's 

all. 

L.Piz: All, Sir, yes, and all in all to me~~Do you 

consider what Country you're in, Sir? (II, 24) 

In an aside, however, Lady Pizalta rationalizes her 

situation: 

L.Piz: The Duce take me if this fellow has not charm'd me 

strangely~Well, the Carnival is almost over, and 

then I must be shut up like a Nun again~_Hey! Hoa! 

This Time will be so. (II, 25) 

She knows that neither time nor opportunity is on her side. 

Thus, in spite of the possible dangers to her reputation or 

her person, she tells Ludovico that "I'll endeavor to dis

engage myself from my jealous husband and contrive another 

meeting" (II, 25). Thus, she commits herself to a chance at 

an affair that she wants: 

L,Pjz: The end of the Carnival draws near, which is indeed 

the End of Life to me . .Then let me make the 

best of Life since Hell cannot have a worse 

Plague in store than I have felt already. (III, 33 ) 
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The opportunity for another ffi e eting presents itself 

through the ingenious offices of Lady Pizalta's maid, Lucy, 

who convinces Ludovico to be dressed in her clothes and 

brought to Lady Pizalta's chamber. With this stratagem, Lady 

Pizalta can deceive "a dull jealous husband" and get "a new 

gallant." In discussing this planned deception, Shirley 

Markel argues that Lucy, not Lady Pizalta, is the main focus 

(25). Markel bases her argument on the point that in the 

play Lucy has more vitality than the rest of the characters; 

therefore, she is "the principal manipulator of the plot" 

(25). Markel's assessment does not fully consider Lady 

Pizalta's actions and decisions on behalf of her own in

trigue. Clearly, Lucy is the focus in the intrigues she 

tries to manage for herself with Ludovico. But she only as

sists in the love game Lady Pizalta plays. 

When the play opens, Lady Pizalta determines that she 

will see the man who has set her passions afire; she asks 

Lucy for her help; she goes to meet him on the Piazza; and 

while she does not come up with the invention that is ul

timately designed to get Ludovico to her bedchamber, she does 

actively engage Lucy to help her think of a way to satisfy 

her desires. In a word, she is active in her own cause, and 

the resolution of her plot focuses on her concerns and not 

those of Lucy. 
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Unfortunately, the well-planned deception is foiled when 

Lady Pizalta's husband, who has made arrangements to meet 

Lucy for an intrigue of his own, mistakes Ludovico for Lucy 

and grabs him. In the resulting melee, Ludovico's wig falls 

off, and his identification is revealed. Lucy does save the 

day by telling Lord Pizalta that she designed Ludovico for 

his "companion in [her] absence" (IV, 45). 

Later in act 5, without fully discovering the circum

stances, Lady Pizalta learns that Lucy has "trick'd [her] 

husband out of a thousand pistoles, and never told [her] of 

it" (V, 48). However, when Lucy reminds Lady Pizalta that 

she has "trick'd him out of something too, which [Lucy] never 

told him of" (V, 48), Lady Pizalta accepts her fate and exits 

the play with an appropriate assessment: 

L.Piz: (aside) The Jade has me upon the Hip~I must be 

silent. 

She who has her husband's 

Bed abus'd Can ne'er expect 

She should be better us'd. (V, 48) 

She does not whine or bemoan her loss or the fact that she is 

returning to a jealous, unsatisfactory husband. She has ac

cepted the chances of the game she has played; she has lost 

this time, but she exits the drama relatively undaunted, p e r

haps to play this game another day. 
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Equally aggressive in her own behalf, but with more 

serious consequences is Placentia, the scorned wife that 

figures in the tragic plot. Unlike Lady Pizalta who is un

happily married, Placentia appears to be in love with her 

husband. She has experienced married passion, and she wants 

it to continue. Because of the situation that she finds her

self in, she has discovered what happens when one of the 

marriage partners loses his ardor. When Placentia arrives in 

Venice (IV, 37), Armando explains Bassino's recent 

enchantment with Aurelia to a much distressed Placentia. Her 

first response is one of pain and self-pity: 

£la.: Oh! Bassino! Bassino! 

Oh! wretched Woman! Oh! that I dy'd 

E'er I had known him False: Then I were happy: 

And tho' contented with his second Choice, 

He with pitying Sigh, perhaps, had grac'd 

My Memory __ 

Oh! all ye Powers that virtuous Love inspire, 

Assist me now. (IV, 37) 

In this mood, Placentia feels defeated and resourceless. She 

calls on the "Almighty Powers" to assist her in her 

"extremity." When she does encounter her husband and after 

he pledges his undying love for her, she momentarily believes 

that the "Almighty Powers" have answered her call, and she 
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has been "o'er paid for all [her] Sorrows past 11 (IV, 41). 

Her joy is short lived. On exiting, having convinced his 

wife that he is faithful, Bassino drops a letter to Aurelia 

in which he explains that he has planned a mask to divert 

Alonzo and to allow Bassino time for the Priest to marry him 

and Aurelia. Armando discovers the letter and apparently 

discloses its contents to Placentia. 

With this information, Placentia's self-pity and hurt 

turn to jealousy. Her mind turns to the consideration of 

stratagems she can use to work revenge on Aurelia as 

Placentia works to secure her husband. Centlivre does not 

create a scene that allows the audience to observe 

Placentia's reasoning process; however, both the set 

description and the dialogue indicate that she has determined 

and begun to act on what she must do. The description for the 

opening of act 5 indicates that 11 Placentia [is] in Man's 

cloaths" (V, 47). Moreover, her exchange with Armando 

indicates that she now knows what she must do: she will try 

to gain entry to Aurelia's chambers in an effort to avert the 

marriage; faiJing that, she will harm her rival: 

Ar:m to El.a: Now, Madam, go: May Heaven be propitious 

To your Designs: I'll stay and watch Bassino: And 

when he goes, will follow with Alonzo. 

£la: Oh! my sick Fancy frames a thousand Forms, 



Which tell me that our Meeting will prove fatal. 

And warn me not to go, what shall I do? 

Must I bear calmly my Bassino's Loss? 

Why do I tremble thus? 

Sure it can't be the Fear of Death~_No, for if 

I go not I must lose him, and that's more 

Than Death to me and if I go, I can but fall, 

And Life without him is greater Woe, 

Therefore I'll on, I'll use the softest Words 

That Tongue can frame to sooth her into Pity, 

And dissuade her from this impious Marriage. 

If I succeed, I am compleatly happy, 

If not, I'd rather die than live with Hate, 

But first, curst Rival, thou shalt share my Fate. 

(V, 48) 
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The foregoing exchange between Placentia and Armando makes it 

quite clear that these designs are the products of 

Placentia's invention. 

Once in Aurelia's chamber, Placentia pretends to be 

Bassino's brother-in-law who must break the painful news of 

Bassino's prior marriage. She tries by gentle persuasion to 

tell Aurelia the unpleasant news. Her disguise works well, 

for Aurelia assumes she is merely the brother of a woman 

"debauch'd" by Bassino, but she r e fu ses t o b e lieve that 



Bassino is ma r ried. In fact, Aurelia assumes a rather 

haughty air in her exchanges with Placentia, so much so that 

Placentia's jealousy and pride fire her to the point where 

she no longer pretends to be her own brother and speaks in 

her voice as Bassino's wife: 

£la: ~~~~Know, Madam 

I am his wife his lawful wedded Wife. 

With borrow'd shape I came to try your Virtue. 

(V, 52) 

Even this admission does not sway Aurelia. However, with 

this result Placentia follows through on her plans to con

vince Aurelia not to marry; otherwise, Placentia will kill 

her. Having tried the first course of action without 

success, Placentia chooses the latter option and stabs 

Aurelia. Bassino enters, sees the situation, and stabs 

Placentia, only later to be stabbed by Alonzo. 

Though Placentia loses her life, she has been her own 

person. She made deliberate choices and took calculated 
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steps to regain her marital happiness. And much like Lady 

Pizalta of the play's comic plot, she leaves the scene with 

no regrets. She asks merely that Bassino "grace [her] with a 

sigh, that [she] may die contented" (V, 53) . 

Aurelia's predictament differs slightly from that of 

Lady Pizalta and Placentia. Unlike them, she is unmarried, 
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but she ini t ially has little control over whether she marries 

or whom she marries. Early betrothed to Alonzo by her 

father, she has apparently been faithful to her engagement 

vows. She even admits that in her innocence she once loved 

Alonzo: 

For then 

I lov'd Alonzo 

But now she does not: 

(I, 3). 

Au..r.: Alonzo is a Man I cannot love; 

I own he's witty, generous, and brave: 

Has all the charms that Nature can bestow 

To fire a Woman's Heart Yet, I'm insensible, 

His very sight chills all my trembling Spirits. 

(I, 11) 

Left without mother, father, or brothers, Aurelia slowly 

comes to know her own feelings, feelings which tell her that 

in spite of her father's pledge and in spite of Alonzo's good 

"marriageable" qualities, he is not .a man she loves. Without 

the presence of any blocking relatives, Aurelia is free to 

pursue her inclinations. 

Through a chance encounter, she meets and falls in love 

with Bassino, unaware that he is married. Once she knows 

love, she pursues it in spite o f opposition from her con

s cience, her betrothed, o r her maid. In b r ief, she will have 
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the man she loves and will not settle for a substitute. 

Unlike Lady Pizalta and Placentia before her, she has no 

schemes, knows few womanly wiles, and is clearly uninitiated 

in the games of love. Nonetheless, she does know whom she 

wants and agrees to a secret wedding in order to secure her 

choice. When events reveal that she has erred and point to 

the fact that she should have followed her conscience and 

obeyed established social conventions rather than follow her 

inclinations, she dies knowing she erredin society's eyes, 

but not in her heart. 

The three principal females in the play share one trait: 

they are willful. As a result, all pursue their inclinations 

regardless of any social or personal dangers that might await 

them. Indeed, Shirley Markel's reference to Centlivre's in

tent in Marplot has application to the situation in .Tl::i..e. 

Perjured Husband: Centlivre seems to approve of "fighting to 

hold your man" (126), and one might add that she also appears 

to approve of a woman's fighting to .get her man. 

That none of the women in the play succeeds in having 

her way has been construed by critics as evidence of 

Centlivre's intent to show that only virtuous women succeed. 

Those critics such as Shirley Markel (27) point to 

Centlivre's Preface to the play where she reveals that her 

characterization o f Lady Pizalta is tha t of an immoral woma n 



"whose inclinations are always forming Projects to the 

Dishonor of Her Husband" (Preface, B2). Markel goes on to 

add that Centlivre is concerned throughout her career with 

female virtue (27); and by showing unvirtuous women such as 

Lucy (the scheming maid) and Lady Pizalta (the scheming 

wife), Centlivre shows her audience the consequences of 

female frailty. 
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This analysis appears to have validity, and events in 

the play seem to bear it out. Nevertheless, Centlivre pre

pared her Preface after she had been "attacked for the lan

guage and particularly for the part of Lady Pizalta" (Morgan 

52). Assessments by John Bowyer and Richard Frushell support 

the idea that Centlivre's characterization of Lady Pizalta 

drew the ire of many in her audience. Bowyer notes that some 

members of the audience took exception to some speeches by 

Lady Pizalta (37) while Frushell says that Centlivre was 

criticized for Lady Pizalta's interest in sex ("Marriage" 

22). Either way, Centlivre's response in her Preface seems 

more a defense of her work than a manifesto on virtuous 

female conduct. To be sure, Centlivre's response that "it 

was unrealistic to want to put a prayerbook into every 

woman's hands" (Morgan 52) reads more like a defense of the 

reality of Lady Pizalta's interest in extra-marital affairs 

than a rejection of her behavior. That Lady Pizalta's 



interest in sex shows her to be a typ_~_ of "female Horner" 

(Frushell,"Marriage" 22) was deliberately done by Centlivre 

to show that not all women are content in loveless marriages 

and that some women, like some men, throw off social and 

moral constraints in pursuit of their personal interests. 
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If Centlivre's intent were to provide moral instruction 

through Lady Pizalta's failure, it seems that she would have 

shown her to be repentant and perhaps offer some punishment 

for Lady Pizalta's planned indiscretion. Instead, Lady 

Pizalta is shown merely to be disappointed, not daunted. An 

earlier aside from Lucy suggests that Lady Pizalta's affair 

with Lodovico is not her first intrigue (III, 32); therefore, 

nothing in the play's ending suggests that Lady Pizalta will 

refrain from her "intriguing" ways. If anything, short of 

absolutely forgiving her, Centlivre does seem to soften the 

impact of her actions. For one thing, Lady Pizalta's husband 

is not only old and jealous, he is also an indiscriminate 

woman-chaser who takes pleasure in the social conventions 

that countenance the double standard. He freely agrees to 

pay Lucy one hundred pistoles for her sexual favors. When 

she questions him about his constant preaching of "religious 

Maxims" to his wife, he responds by telling Lucy that "a Man 

may do that which would look abominable in a Wife" (II, 21). 

If the marriage vow is not sacre d to him, why must it be so 
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to Lady Pizalta? Centlivre appears to ask the same question, 

and she answers it by showing that Pizalta has his match in 

Lady Pizalta. 

Analysis of themes and plotting in this first play, then 

serves to answer critics who find fault in Centlivre's under

standing of dramatic theory as well as those who feel that 

she neither pursues nor explib'ates a theme. Her theatrical 

tradition is that of the Spanish cornedia, and her theme is 

that of the inventively aggressive female who takes a chance 

(sometimes many chances) at directing events in her life. 

The other element of Centlivre's dramatic practice that is 

essential to the explication of her theme is her development 

of the strategies used by women in this play and later plays. 

By definition, the Spanish cornedia involved a plot of in-

trigue which frequently included women in disguise (Loftis 

85). Centlivre must have found both the tradition and the 

practice that informed the tradition to be satisfactory ve-

hicles for her display of feminine ingenuity. If she were 

going to show women succeeding in marriage games controlled 

by men, how could she do so on an accepted realistic level? 

Again, English theatre tradition provided part of the an-

swer. Coming over from the Italian cornmedia dell'arte as 

early as October 2, 1595, the disguise play entered the 

English theater (Lawrence 283); it was so popular, in fact, 
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that William Lawrence says it "was rampant in Elizabethan 

drama" (283). From the Elizabethan period on, the use of 

disguises and other methods of deception to solve problems in 

plays became fashionable. Obviously, "drama makes free use 

of concealment and deception, but the sheer number of masks, 

veils, fans, screens, aliases, impersonations, ironic collo

quies, and feigned appearance on the Restoration stage is im

pressive: a useful reminder that [one] is entering what is 

often called the 'age of irony' or the 'age of disguise'" 

(Bevis, Eng, Drama 30). In discussing the popularity of dis-

guises on the Restoration stage, Norman Holland connects the 

dramatic convention to man's understanding of how to get on 

in the world. In a word, Holland suggests that men came to 

see "that what shows not only was not but often ought not to 

he. a true reflection of what is" (50); thus,. "dissimulation 

(conscious pretense) tended increasingly to be accepted as a 

necessity" in life (5). The discrepancy between appearance 

and reality was so pervasive in Restoration society that "the 

separation of appearance from nature was a concept in 

Restoration manners, morals, pranks, politics, science, and 

literary and linguistic theory" (Holland 57). Maximillian 

Novak goes a step further in his analysis of the societal 

conditions prompting the use and acceptance of disguises in 

the the at e r by suggesting that metaphors of disguise and mask 
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were so pervasive in the period as "to condition the terms by 

which people [thought]" (2). He sees disguises and lies "as 

a general comment on contemporary social life" (2). 

For many reasons (most notably political and religious 

ones) people in the Restoration found it necessary to conduct 

many aspects of their lives through deceptive means. When a 

societal practice becomes as pervasive as the devices of de

ception had become in the Restoration era, it is little won

der that the practice was carried from life into the 

theater's illusionary world. In the hands of writers such as 

Etherege, Dryden, Behn, Wycherley, Congreve and the use of 

disguises becomes a standard theatrical means for problem 

solving. In fact, at the height of its popularity, the 

comedy of manners typically had at least one deception scene 

in every play. Those scenes involving disguises and dissimu

lation frequently featured men as "rake heroes." Virginia 

Birdall, who sees the rake-hero of Restoration comedy as a 

kind of "Vice" figure, says that "the typical comic protago

nist is too clever to attempt breaking down defenses of 

morality, sobriety, and propriety by attacking them directly. 

Rather he makes use of disguise and pretense to get behind 

those defenses. Such is his means of gaining acceptance so 

that he may play his game as he will and enjoy the world on 



his own terms--so that, in short, he may keep himself alive" 

( 18) . 
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It is surely this last aspect of the possibilities af

forded by disguises and dissimulation that must have been 

attractive to Susanna Centlivre. She saw in disguise and 

dissimulation the opportunity women needed and in real life 

often utilized to gain access to a "man's world," to enjoy 

the world on their own terms, and to keep themselves alive. 

If dissimulation was the rake-hero's way to success (Holland 

50), it could prove equally successful in the hands of a re

sourceful female, especially when one realizes, as Centlivre 

assuredly does, that "the forms of polite society frequently 

constrained its members to act a part: to disguise impulse in 

reason, to mask passion and appetite with decorum" (Bruce 

89). Knowing her world as she did and having suffered the 

prejudices of men as she strove to develop her theatrical 

career, Centlivre knew the advantages disguises offered women 

both on and off the stage. In discussing the prominence of 

women in male disguise, John Harold Wilson observes, ''of some 

three hundred and seventy-five plays first produced in the 

London public theatres between 1660 and 1700 . . eighty

nine contained one or more roles for actresses 'in Boy's 

Clothes' or 'in Man's Clothes"' (The King's Ladies 73) · 

Unlik e a majority of Restoration writers who "had at least 
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one actress appear in male costume in order to show off her 

hips and calves and a pair of neat ankles" (Styan 93), 

Centlivre saw in the use of disguise potent opportunities for 

women to gain equal footing in a man's world, to gain some 

semblance of control over their lives. 

When Centlivre turns to disguise, dissimulation, and 

masking in The Perjured Husband, therefore, she again relies 

on theatrical tradition; and she also redefines the con

vention as a tool her female characters may use to feminize 

their male-dominated world. In the play, the three female 

principals live in a society where they are each "constrained 

to act a part" and where they must each mask their passions 

and appetites. Polite society demands that Lady Pizalta ap-

pear to love her husband and respect her marriage vows when 

she actually wants to have an affair with the young and at

tractive Ludovico; that Placentia must accept her husband's 

rejection of her when she really wants to punish him and his 

new love interest; and that Aurelia respect her dead father's 

wishes and marry Alonzo whom she does not love. To remain 

alive in their worlds but also to be true to themselves, 

these women must dissemble. They know that conditions are 

such that divorce is impossible and disobedience can bring 

physical and mental punishment. Yet, they do have lives, 

desires, and aspirations that reach beyond what is nominally 
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accepted by the rules of conduct designed for women in their 

position. They choose, then, to try to satisfy both them

selves and society by the only means open to them: deception. 

Lady Pizalta makes use of both external and internal de

vices of dissimulation. First, she realizes the advantages 

the carnival season offers her to carry on her intrigue. 

Repeatedly, she comments that "the Carnival allows us more 

Liberty, than at other times we dare pretend to" (II, 20). 

With its many masks and opportunities for costuming, she 

realizes that in mask or masquerade, she has a rare oppor

tunity to escape her old husband's jealous watch and to 

openly flirt with males, at times and in places that would 

not be permissable out of costume. She, therefore, takes ad

vantage of this external device to move out of the confines 

of her woman'sexistence and into the man's world of 

"affairs." Thus, she has the freedom to appear at two dif

ferent masks--one at her house (I, 7), the other at Bassino's 

lodgings (V, 47); moreover, masking allows her to meet her 

intended lover alone on the Piazza d'Espagna and engage, 

without interruption, in what for her is a most rewarding 

verbal exchan ge with Ludovico (II, 22-25). In these circum

stances, the mas k is at once a means to free movement as well 

as a piece of prot ection for Lady Pizalta. In mask, her rep

utation is secure and her intrigue can be advanced. 
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Unlike Lady Pizalta, who uses a deceptive mask to momen

tarily escape the unpleasantness of an unsatisfactory mar

riage, Placentia resorts to full disguise to try to save her 

floundering marriage. Furthermore, she does not, like Lady 

Pizalta, use disguise to enter the openness of a man's world; 

rather, she dons men's clothing to gain easier entry into a 

woman's bedchamber (a bit of ironic reversal on Centlivre's 

part). When Placentia realizes that she cannot deter her 

husband from a false marriage to Aurelia, she decides that 

perhaps she can dissuade Aurelia from the match. In this 

instance, Placentia is relying on the power of truth, pity, 

and strategic deception to persuade a youthful, innocent 

woman. She knows that like herself, a woman in love is not 

likely to believe anything her rival might say; thus, going 

to Aurelia as one woman to another probably will not work. 

First, she might not gain entry; and then, if Aurelia 

permitted Placentia's visit, Aurelia probably will not 

believe her. On the other hand, dissimulation will gain her 

objective. The disguise works; she is admitted. In fact, 

the literal disguise works better than either truth or pity. 

Aurelia accepts the idea that Placentia might be Bassino's 

brother-in-law, but she refuses to believe that Bassino is 

already married though she appears to have no pity for any 

woma n he might have ruined. When Placentia finds the haughty 



Aurelia unmoved in her desire to have Bassino and to reject 

the truth, Placentia figuratively drops her disguise: 

Ela: Revenge! Nay, then away with all Disguise: 

Pity be gone~~And in its Room fell Rage 

Take place. (V, 52) 
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While she does not remove her male clothing, she does tell 

Aurelia that she is Bassino's "lawful wedded Wife." When 

neither pity nor truth moves Aurelia, Placent--who can no 

longer decorously mask her jealousy, her rage, or her hate-

kills her. The plot's end reveals the strength of the visual 

deception. Placentia's male clothing so disguises her person 

that her own husband, believing her to be the man who has 

just killed Aurelia, rushes in and stabs her, thus pre

cipitating her death. 

Aurelia relies neither on a mask nor a disguise of male 

2lothing; she uses dissimulation to rid herself temporarily 

of an undesirable suitor and to try to save the life of the 

man she does love. Aurelia does not want Alonzo; when he 

tries to discover why she is so cold toward him, he deter

mines that she must care for Bassino and resolves to kill him 

(III, 30). Aware of the intensity of Alonzo's anger and his 

deep sense of personal insult, Aurelia knows that she must 

calm him if she is to give herself breathing room to think 
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and also if she is to save Bassino's life. She sees dissimu

lation or perjury as her only recourse: 

Aur.: Oh! Heaven! 

What words shall I invent to soothe his Rage, 

And save my dear Bassino? (III, 30) 

She lies. To protect her lover, she tells Alonzo that she 

has never thought of wronging him, but in an aside she says: 

Aur.: Heaven forgive 

The Perjury, since I have no other way 

To save Bassino's life. (III, 30) 

The actions of these three women reveal aspects of the 

female personality that Centlivre knew well: when bound by 

the uncompromising tradition of a male-dominated society and 

apparently overwhelmed by the obstacles produced thereby, 

women can be versatile in the use of the same weapons men 

have frequently appropriated to use against them. 

As an initial offering, Centlivre's The Perjured Husband 

is actually more skillfully done than her critics have ad-

mitted. Given the dramatic tradition she was following, her 

plot is as carefully integrated as that tradition requires. 

Contrary to the assessment of Shirley Markel, who says the 

characters in the main plot are uninteresting because all 

they do is talk (25), and of Robert Strozier, who finds the 



50 

play lacks intrigue "though it evolves from intrigue" (65), 

The Perjured Husband provides three female characters who do 

more than talk: they actively pursue their desires with the 

result that intrigues abound in the play. Finally, that the 

characters in the two plots "are artificially separated" 

(Strozier 68) is easily understood when one considers both 

the dramatic tradition and the nature of the illusionary 

world Centlivre creates. The play is set in the carnival 

season, a time stereotypically favored for intrigues. Both 

men and women easily become infected by the license afforded 

them to masquerade and to flirt with the attraction of an 

affair. In this scenario populated by many couples in 

varying stages of marital satisfaction or courtship, 

Centlivre (acting as a type of roving sound camera for her 

eighteenth-century audience) chooses the actions of two 

couples and their associated principals to follow. That the 

lives of the couples move separately is in keeping with the 

circumstances of the setting. To require that in some way 

the couples must know each other or must cross each other's 

path negates the chance element of the carnival environment. 

Moreover, one should note that both the male principals in 

the play's intrigues--Ludovico and Bassino--are visitors to 

the city and that both are spotted by their lover-to-be as 

the men participate in some of the activities of the carnival 
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season. In short, Centlivre knew her genre and her women. 

She combined both to create a play that sets the stage for 

her later modification and development of ideas essential to 

her social and creative beliefs. 

Following the modest success of her first play in the 

Spanish tradition, Centlivre would write eighteen other plays 

featuring various modifications of the essential dramatic 

elements she introduced in The Perjured Husband. Of these 

eighteen plays, nine utilize the disguise element. Of this 

number, five plays have male characters in disguise, and only 

one of these five has a brief scene with a female in 

disguise. One only of these five plays has a plot with an 

action line that depends on the man's successful use of a 

disguise. Though these five plays--The Stolen Heiress 

(1702), The Perplexed Lovers (1702), Love at a Venture 

(1706), The Busy Body (1709), and A Bold Stroke for a Wife 

(1718)--feature men using the disguise device, their use of 

the stratagem generally comes at the suggestion of the female 

lead in the play; furthermore, the women in these five plays 

define the situation and dominate the action. Because of the 

predicaments the women find themselves in, disguise for them 

will not produce the results they desire. For this reason, 

the female principals must resort to other strategies. 

these five plays do not focus on women in disguise as 

Since 
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essential elements in their struggle for freedom of choice in 

their lifestyles, these five plays will be the focus of other 

chapters in this study. 

Although this last point is true of the five plays men

tioned, it does not apply to the other four--The Beau's Duel 

(1702), The Gamester (1705), The Platonick Lady (1706), and 

Marplot in Lisbon (1710). These plays share in common the use 

of disguise to give the women freedom of movement in ways and 

in places not generally available to women in the eighteenth 

century. Furthermore, the four plays feature a char

acteristic Centlivre focus: female bonding or networking. 

Though, as Jean Gagen notes, the question of women in 

male disguise came under censure after the Restoration (126), 

Centlivre, who was "conscious of her position as an intruder 

in a man's world" (ten Hoor 169), favored the device for her 

leading female characters. As indicated earlier, Centlivre 

knew the problems women in the eighteenth century faced if 

they were in quest of a literary career or if they desired 

freedom of choice in their lifestyles. In fact, John Bowyer 

observes that Centlivre's "desire to establish herself as a 

writer in a man's world was the governing idea of her life 

from 1700 until her marriage to Joseph Centlivre in 1707" 

( 4 2) . This desire manifests itself during the time Centlivre 

wrote the four plays to be treated in the remainder of this 



chapter. Surely, a woman who knows the odds against females 

in a male-dominated profession and a woman who desires suc

cess inspite of this obstacle will find a way around the 

problem. Such was Susanna Centlivre's approach to her con

cerns as a female writer in a profession dominated by men. 
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When she begins her career in 1700 with the publication 

of The Perjured Husband, the Prologue indicates that the play 

was written by a woman, and Centlivre's name (Susanna Carroll 

at the time) appears on the title page; later, she was also 

acknowledged as the author of The Beau's Duel. However, 

"after that, she . . accept[ed] varying degrees of 

anonymity for some years" (Bowyer 41). Knowing that female 

authors were "often ridiculed and nearly always condemned" 

(Bowyer 89), Centlivre accepted anonymity in the publication 

of her plays. In fact, in the first ten years of her 

literary career, she wrote eleven plays, all of which were 

published anonymously: two plays contain prologues which 

imply female authorship; three contain prologues or epilogues 

which suggest male authorship; four acknowledge female 

authorship; and two contain prologues or epilogues which give 

no indication of the sex of the author. 5 

To combat the era's obvious dislike of female authors, 

Centlivre resorted to the use of a male voice or an anonymous 

voice (generally assumed to be male) to disguise the 
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authorship of her earliest plays. Writing in English 

Literature in the Age of Disguise, Maximillian Novak 

discusses the eighteenth-century author's preference for the 

use of pseudonyms or other masks to conceal the author's 

identity. In his discussion, Novak observes that the use of 

disguise "liberated the writer . He [sic] could take 

more risks" (5). Realizing that she must disguise her 

authorship of her plays must certainly have convinced 

Centlivre of the value of disguise for her females. Her 

women principals had to "take more risks," had to enter 

preserves not normally reserved for females, and needed a 

vehicle to provide cover for the risks to be taken and safety 

inside the unfamiliar territory. Masculine dress would make 

it possible to enter the unfamiliar area (generally places 

frequented by men), and other forms of complete disguise 

would supply the cover needed for the other risks the women 

characters would take in pursuit of their desires. 

Of the four plays to be discussed here, both The Beau's 

Duel; or, a Soldier for the Ladies (1702) and The Platonick 

Lady (1706) contain strong blocking parents or guardians; 

both contain Centlivre's aggressive women of sense; and both 

plays contain ingenious uses of complete physica l disguis e by 

the maj o r female characters. 
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The Beau's Duel, the earlier of the two plays and 

Centlivre's second play, is a comedy. It is, according to 

Fidelis Morgan, "the first of many [plays] which she centred 

around a woman of sense, morally and intellectually indepen

dent, as much the pursuer in love as any man" (52). Frankly, 

though Morgan's description points to Clarinda, it is appli

cable, with some slight modification, to each of the play's 

other primary female figures--Emilia and Mrs. Plotwell. 

The play opens with the male principals--Colonel Manly 

in love with Clarinda and his friend Bellmein in love with 

Clarinda's cousin Emilia. Events in act 3 produce a near 

duel (one of several in the play and another indication of 

the influence of the Spanish plot) as both Manly and Bellmein 

mistakenly think they love the same woman--Clarinda. This 

mistake leads to bouts of jealousy and many accusations be

tween the couples. The problems created by the mistaken 

identities continue through act 3 and include a brief de

ception of Clarinda and Emilia who believe they are being 

courted by the same man (III, 96-97). However, because of 

genuine networking between the women, they manage to remove 

the confusion. Thus, the mistaken love-pairings are cleared 

up by the first half of act 4 (107-15). 

In spite of the troubles produced for her because 

Bellmein thinks she is flirting with him, Clarinda early get s 
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about the business of removing obstacles to her marriage to 

Colonel Manly. At the outset, she is sure of her man and of 

her dominance of the romance. In a conversation with her 

cousin Emilia, who has only been in town three days, Clarinda 

relates that among Manly's excellent qualities is the fact 

that he "courts to be admitted [hers], rather than seeks to 

have [her] his" (I, 73). Manly obviously recognizes that 

Clarinda controls the relationship, not he. Regardless of 

this apparently mutual understanding between Manly and 

Clarinda, Carefull (Clarinda's father) wishes her to marry 

Sir William Mode, a cowardly but wealthy fop. Carefull has 

"engaged his honor" to Sir William that Clarinda will marry 

him (I, 74); in fact, Careful! wants the marriage between 

Clarinda and Sir William to take place the next day. 

Given this set of circumstances, Clarinda must plot if 

she is to have the man she wants. At this point in the play 

Manly can do little to help her since he has not the confi

dence in her that she has in him, as he half suspects that 

she might, indeed, be encouraging his friend Bellmein. 

Furthermore, Carefull has forbidden Manly's entrance to the 

house. Clarinda must act without recourse to Manly for h e l p ; 

no t worried about her circumstance s, s he will r e l y o n the 

s upport of ot h e r femal es. Be for e act 1 closes , s h e r ea ffi r ms 

he r trust in Ma nly e v e n tho ugh Emi l i a sugges t s t h at h e is 
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also flirting with her, and she determines a route she can 

take to begin to rid herself of an unwanted suitor, one, in 

fact, whose very presence convinces her that the world would 

"have a very slender opinion of [her] sense" (I, 74) were she 

to encourage his suit. Clarinda then decides that, along 

with Emilia, she will expose Sir William for the coward he 

is: "we'll shew his right side, expose him, shall we not, my 

Dear?" (I, 75). In addition to Emilia, Clarinda knows she 

has another valuable and trustworthy female ally in the per

son of Mrs. Plotwell, whom she describes as a friend who 

"will assist in anything" (I, 75). 

Clarinda takes her fate in her hands by deciding to show 

her father how undeserving a suitor Sir William is . To d o 

so, she will challenge Sir William to a duel and then defeat 

him. In act 3, Clarinda and Emilia dress in "Boy's cloaths" 

(95), an act that Clarinda describes as putting "on 

your Manhood" (95). Emilia has qualms about appearing in 

male dress, but Mrs. Plotwell, who has j oined the 

conspirators, silences Emilia's fears: 

£.]Qt: Oh, don't fear that, since you only wear it to do 

ju s tice; for justice can n e ver be dishonorable. 

(II, 95) 
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In a fitting analogy, Clar i nda reinforces Mrs. 

Plotwell's point by comparing herself to both a damsel in 

distress and a knight-errant: 

.G...l.a.: You are not insensible, Cousin, how resolutely my 

cruel Father persecutes me with this Fop; there

fore, since poor Clarinda is in all Danger, I my 

own Knight-Errant, and thou my trusty Squire, will 

march En Cavalier, and deliver the distress'd 

Damsel, by beating the Giant into a Pigmy; then be 

our own Heralds, and proclaim our Victory to my 

Father, and hallow the Coward so loud in his Ears, 

that we will shame him out of all Thoughts of the 

Fool. (III, 95) 

Clarinda knows what she must do and has every confidence 

that she will be successful. The first step in securing her 

desires is to rid herself of an undesirable suitor. Along 

the way, she discovers that she may actually be getting rid 

of two undesirables, for Mr. Ogle, a fortune hunter, also 

claims to love her and to have received encouragement from 

her. If this latest discovery were not enough to dampen her 

enthusiasm for the trick she is about to play, it is also in 

this scene that Emilia tells Clarinda that Manly has been 

paying court to her. After an initial moment of doubt, f o l

lowed by anger, Clarinda listen s to Emi lia's d e scription of 



her assumed relationship with Manly. Thereafter, the two 

women calmly set about designing a plan that will reveal 

Manly's true character (III, 96-98). 
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Such revelations as greeted Clarinda in act 3 would 

probably have deterred, if not defeated a lesser woman. 

However, on serious reflection, Clarinda resolves that she 

will wait to see Manly proven false, and if he is, she will 

upbraid "him to his face" (III, 98); meanwhile, she will pur

sue her original "Frolick" and free herself of two suitors 

she knows she does not want. In the scenes described above, 

Clarinda is a woman of sense. She is not so much in love 

that she will disbelieve anything unpleasant about Manly; nor 

does she fly into a passion-filled rage when Emilia tells her 

that Manly has made love to her. Instead, Clarinda calmly 

lets Emilia explain their meeting (hers and the Colonel's); 

she asks questions to clarify points she does not understand, 

and she concedes after hearing the evidence that it is 

strange what men will "fall into, when they quit their 

Honour" (III, 98). 

Confidently and unemotionally, she appears to weigh her 

options and to make decisions that will further her desires. 

She wants to believe Manly faithful, and she wants to marry 

him. Should he not live up to her expectations, she will 

simply be rid of three suitors, none of whom deserves her. 



With this type of confidence, why should she delay her plans 

to embarrass Sir William and Mr. Ogle in the bargain? 
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Once disguised as men, Clarinda and Emilia go to Hyde 

Park, where they encounter Sir William and Mr. Ogle about to 

duel with each other over Clarinda. The women enter "with 

their Swords drawn" (stage description, III, 99), part the 

two men, and proceed to embarrass them. Clarinda kicks Sir 

William, and Emilia pulls Mr. Ogle by the ear (III, 99). The 

male disguise provided the cover that allowed Clarinda the 

freedom to defend herself from two men whose assumed 

courtship she found embarrassing and distasteful. In men's 

clothing she and Emilia could travel to Hyde Park without 

people questioning their motives. In those same clothes they 

could openly carry swords with which they could threaten 

their adversaries. The clothes provided the cover; the women 

provided the courage. Hence, Clarinda has no qualms about 

explaining her purpose to Ogle and Sir William: 

.G.l.a.: I came hither to kick you, and expose you when I 

had done; the first, you are sensible I perform'd 

and from that instance of my Honesty, you may take 

my Word for the rest. (III, 99-100) 

She and Emilia carry off the insult inflicted on the two men, 

but they are not able to dissuade Clarinda's father from his 

plans. Even after he learns from Clarinda of the kicking 
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incident, he insists that she marry the man, if only "to live 

apart" later (III, 103). 

Clarinda's strategy worked in part: she did eliminate 

Ogle, and she could take personal pleasure in knowing that 

she bested Sir William in a man's province. Yet, her mar

riage to Sir William seems sure were it not for another 

strategy planned by one of her friends, Mrs. Plotwell. 

Early in act 3, Mrs. Plotwell, who knows of Clarinda's 

scheme to embarrass Sir William, tells Clarinda that should 

the plan fail, she has another contrivance that is designed 

to get what Clarinda wants (III, 95). While Clarinda has 

been busy with Sir William, Mrs. Plotwell has been putting 

her plan into operation. A former lady of the world with 

fairly easy virtue, Mrs. Plotwell is a reformed woman with 

her own estate. she is free from a blocking uncle. Since her 

reformation, she has made a career of dissembling to expose 

the follies of men: 

El..Q.t.: I'll give you a short Account how I have pass'd my 

Time, in exposing to public View all the Follies of 

Your Sex; that Part of them, I mean, whose Vanity 

brought them under my lash, such whose tiffany 

Natures are so easily impos'd upon, to have the 

commonst Drabs in Town topt upon them for Women of 

quality. (II, 87) 
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With her new interests, Mrs. Plotwell has become a 

friend and confidante of Clarinda's. In her role as one who 

"preys on the self-deceived and the pretentious" (Markel 31), 

Mrs. Plotwell must also don disguise if she is to help 

Clarinda. Being more experienced, Mrs. Plotwell knows men. 

To be sure, she has already had the experience of a blocking 

guardian in the person of her uncle who kept her from her es

tate and perhaps reduced her to the kind of life she lived 

prior to her reformation (II, 87). And she knows that 

Carefull would probably go to any length to thwart his daugh

ter's desires. One ready expedient for fathers was marriage 

to an eligible woman, thus eliminating any money to a daugh

ter. It is this strategy that Plotwell plans to encourage 

Carefull to use. 

Disguised as a Quaker who is unpretentious and very re

ligious, Mrs. Plotwell woos a gullible Carefull: 

£.1.Q.t..: But it may be thou'lt be against my course of Life: 

I love Retirement, must have time for my Devotion 

in my own Way; I'm not us'd to the Ceremony of 

Visits, and I hate Tea-Table Vanity, and Card-Play, 

as they call it. (III, 105) 

Mrs. Plotwell knows her men; her dissimulation with 

Carefull convinces him that she "is a Profound Christian" 
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( I II, 106) and just the woman he needs: she is not interested 

in appearances, money, or finery. "' "-

But like Clarinda herself, and as her name implies, Mrs. 

Plotwell is a master plotter. Once she has duped Carefull 

and they have followed through on a quick (though fake mar-

riage), she turns on him. In an entertaining scene, she 

tells Carefull that she has tricked him: 

£.l.Q.t.: No, Sir, I only made use of that disguise to catch 

you in, but you have Money enough to equip me after 

the Fashion, and that was the only Motive of my 

Sanctity. (V, 119) 

As the scene unfolds, she tells him that she wants, 

"Paint, Powder and Patches" (V, 119) as well as separate beds 

in separate chambers (V, 119), and horses and coaches (V, 

121). When Carefull is overwhelmed by the changes that take 

place in her personality, it is clear that her ruse has 

worked. He can only console himself by saying: "Oh, that I 

had my Daughter again!" (V, 121), exactly what Clarinda and 

Mrs. Plotwell hoped would happen. Good advance planning by 

Mrs. Plotwell as well as knowledge of her subject pays off. 

The end of the act finds Carefull released from his fake mar

riage and quite willing to accept the recent marriage of 

Clarinda a nd Colone l Manly. 
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One other forceful "woman of sense" also contributed to 

the "sensible" ending that wraps up the play: Emilia. Though 

apparently younger than Clarinda, she is her equal in spon

taneity and resourcefulness. Like Clarinda, she knows what 

she desires and will not settle for less. Though she has 

only been in town three days when the play opens (I, 12), she 

has "as great Intrigues of [her] own as any [Clarinda] can 

trust [her] with" (I, 73). In fact, since she has been in 

town she has gone to the theatre with Clarinda, where she 

flirted with a man who "pursu'd [her] with most violent love" 

(III, 97). Attracted to the man, she returned in a mask "on 

purpose for a little Diversion" (III, 97) the second night 

accompanied only by her maid. As a woman who knows her own 

mind, Emilia, who had liked the man on sight, returned hoping 

to see him a second night. Since then, she has carried on an 

active correspondence with him (III, 97) using pseudonyms. 

When she discovers that her gallant may actually be the 

same man whom Clarinda loves and who has sworn he loves 

Clarinda in return, she proves that, in spite of her youth, 

she is a woman of principle and a true friend to Clarinda: 

Erni.l: He makes Love to me; nay, don't start; had I been 

too much your Friend, Clarinda, I had not let you 

into the Secret; for Upon my Word I don't think him 

disagreeable. (III, 96-97). 
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She continues to prove that friendship when in pants she 

accompanies Clarinda to Hyde Park to embarrass Sir William 

and Mr. Ogle (III, 95-96); she sets a trap to reveal to 

Clarinda Manly's unfaithfulness (IV, 108-09); and when she 

finds that she had actually been flirting with Bellmein and 

not Manly, she acknowledges her error (IV, 109) and continues 

to help Clarinda with the real Manly. In a scene in which 

Clarinda could be discovered with Bellmein in her room, 

Emilia thinks to roll him in the carpet to hide him. When 

that fails, she bribes a servant to bring him off (IV, 111). 

Once she is correctly linked to the man she has had her eyes 

on all the time, she is just as reasonable and spontaneous in 

that relationship as she has shown herself to be all along. 

Although Bellmein asks her to "launch into the Sea of 

Matrimony" (V, 122) with him, and Clarinda adds her good 

wishes for their union, Emilia reminds all present that she 

is her own woman and will be guided by her inclinations and 

her observations: "I shall trust no Body's Judgement by my 

own, and that tells me you are too much a Libertine for a 

Husband" (V, 122). 

As the conversation proceeds and Bellmein presses her 

for an answer, Emilia tells him that she will wait to see the 

outcome of his plan to help Manly secure Clarinda: "Not till 

I see the Event of Your Plot [the fake marriage] upon my 



Uncle" (V, 123). After the plot succeeds and Carefull ac 

cepts Clarinda's marriage and forgives Manly, Emilia con

siders Bellmein's proposal, but with a stipulation: "I don't 

care if I give you my Hand; and as you deserve, my Heart 

shall follow" (V, 128). She will have him, but only as his 

conduct earns him the right to her heart. 
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Like Mrs. Plotwell, Emilia proves a genuine friend to 

Clarinda and a resourceful woman in her own right. She falls 

in love, but cautiously. Once in love, she will have the man 

on her terms as she will decide whether he merits her. 

The supportive actions of Clarinda, Mrs. Plotwell, and 

Emilia reveal what women can accomplish when they aid each 

other; in a word, the success of the women's quest for free

dom in choosing a lifestyle is dependent, in large measure, 

on their combined efforts to thwart the father and fops, 

neither of whom acted in the women's best interest. As social 

commentary, Centlivre's networking women proudly proclaim the 

achievements garnered when three ingenious women realize the 

inequality of situation that they are faced with and d~t~r

mine to do something about it. They resort to disguise as a 

means of entrance to provinces denied them in any other 

guise, and once they are free to pursue their objectives, 

they persevere until their goals are accomplished. Without 

Clarinda's disguise and most effectively that of Mrs. 



Plotwell, no sensible marriages would take place in this 

play. 
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Not only does Centlivre's play comment on the positive 

value of women supporting each other, The Beau's Duel also 

makes an affirmative, unsentimental statement about the 

ability of women to rise above the male-created obstacles in 

their paths. An excellent example of this last point is found 

in the character of Mrs. Plotwell. As stated earlier, she has 

led a rather loose life prior to her settling down near 

Clarinda. She is, as Shirley Markel indicates, a "cast 

mistress" (32) who is now changed.6 But she is neither 

bitter nor vindictive. Centlivre is careful to show the 

audience that the change is not a result of any religious 

conversion. Instead, in an exchange with Bellmein, who is 

himself a former lover of hers, Mrs. Plotwell tells him about 

her new circumstances: 

£.lQt.: As I say, Sir, that I am no more what you once knew 

me; Since your Abode in Ireland, my Uncle, who kept 

me from my Estate, is dead, thank Heaven, and I am 

now Mistress of a Fortune sufficient for my Use; 

and, had I possess'd it sooner, I never had been 

what I was: But now I scorn Mankind on Terms like 

those; all innocent Diversions I freely rake; I 

keep the best Company, pay and receive Visits from 



the highest Quality, people who are better bred 

than to examine into past conduct. (II, 86) 
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As her statement declares, she is neither a prude nor a loose 

woman. Of significance here is her recognition that had she 

been in possession of her own estate she probably "had never 

been what [she] was." She clearly blames her previous 

lifestyle on her inability to control her own money and to 

choose a lifestyle that suited her. Reduced by a blocking 

guardian to being a mistress, she survived the obstacle and 

is now living as she wishes. That she is a character in this 

play where a somewhat similar unhappy fate awaits Clarinda if 

she is forced to marry against her wishes is a challenge by 

Centlivre to the effect that women deserve the right to 

choose freely the course in life they wish to take. When 

that right is denied them, women will survive as they can, 

not as they wish. Nancy Cotton states that Mrs. Plotwell is 

an unusual character whose change "is accepted without 

quest ion " ( 13 0 ) . The change should be, for Centlivre most 

assuredly makes the point that when society's conventions 

force women to survive at any cost to their persons, these 

women should not be treated as outcasts. 

Thus, Centlivre's portrait of Mrs. Plotwell extends be 

yond an "unconventional comment about the statu s of women in 

her society" (Markel 33-34) and beyond a comment on 
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"traditonal morality" (Markel 34). It pinpoints a direct as-

sault on the infringement of female's rights, and it slaps 

the face of those like Carefull who believe only religiously 

trained women are capable of having any principle. Indeed, 

Mrs. Plotwell is Centlivre's picture of the sensible, mature 

woman who survived male-created obstacles to come to the aid 

of those of her sex who face like circumstances. 

With The Beau's Duel, Centlivre again turned her focus 

to the problems endured by women in her society. She 

presented her audience with three women in different 

circumstances who shift to control their world. As the play 

ends, she shows that like the men who surround them, 

Clarinda, Mrs. Plotwell, and Emilia are independent thinkers 

who know what is best for them, and unlike many of the males 

who populate the play (Sir William, Ogle, and Carefull, for 

example), these women are adept plotters who work together to 

achieve their ends. 

The Platonick Lady, Centlivre's sixth play, produced 

November 25-28, 1706, at the Haymarket (Bowyer 83), bears a 

strong resemblance in structure, theme, and characterization 

to both The Perjured Husband and The Beau's Duel. It, too, 

contains the basic elements of the Spanish comedy that at 

this point in her career Centlivre seems to prefer: blocking 

parents, jealousy, intriguing women, near duels, and 
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disguises. This play differs from the other two treated so 

far because it introduces Centlivre's most aggressive female 

(Isabella), a woman who could easily take her place beside 

any twentieth-century "liberated" woman. She is more inde

pendent than Mrs. Plotwell and much more determined to have 

what she wants regardless of the_ costs than any other female 

created by Centlivre. Isabella's character appears to be 

original in Centlivre. In his discussion of the play, John 

Bowyer observes that parts of the play come from Moliere and 

Regnard. He says the first scene of the play between Sharper 

(a "man of the town") and Equipage (Sharper's servant) is 

"translated from the beginning of Regnard's Attendez-moi sous 

l'orme (1694)" and scene 4 of the same play is used in act 2 

of Centlivre's play where she writes the scene for Mrs. 

Dowdy, Isabella's country cousin (87). Centlivre, according 

to Bowyer, borrowed from Moliere's Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme 

the idea of Mrs. Dowdy's delight and problems with the 

dancing and singing masters who are brought to instruct her 

( 8 7) . 

In spite of the refreshing challenge to the idea of com

pliant eighteenth-century English women that Isabella's char

acter offers, critics have generally dismissed the play and 

her. John Bowyer, Centlivre's earliest t wentieth-century 

biographer, dismissed the play's plot and ~heme as he notes 
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that Isabella's masquerades are "pointless" (87) and that the 

plot is "impossibly romantic" (87). Richard Frushell, a re- · 

cent critic of Centlivre's works, sees the play as providing 

"nothing new . to the partial permutations, save for a 

different reason for the father's directing his daughter's 

[Isabella's] choice in a husband: fear she might marry a 

Catholic" ("Marriage" 28). With specific reference to 

Isabella, he says she has an "unconsidered attitude about 

love and marriage" ("Marriage" 28) because she says she is 

not interested in money. He seems puzzled by this aspect of 

her character and goes on to add that the speech in which 

Isabella indicates her disinterest in money contains "the 

onl~t naive line in Cent li vre" ("Marriage" 2 8) . 
. ; . . : · ·,. 

In her dis-

sertation, Shirley Markel includes a discussion of the play, 

but she places her emphasis on Mrs. Dowdy, Isabella's 

cousin. Markel sees Mrs. Dowdy as the "liveliest character 

in the play" (72) and the one who saves the plot from "total 

failure" (69). Nancy Cotton does mention Isabella in her 

summary of the play's action, but she does so only to note 

that as the heroine "Isabella employs multiple comic dis

guises" (135). The one recent critic to notice and comment 

favorably on Isabella is Fidelis Morgan in her book~ 

Female Wits. Morgan's treatment of the play comes as part of 

her survey of Centlivre's dramas. She states that the "p l ay 
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features another of Mrs. Centlivre's women who know what they 

want, Isabella" (54). Aside from these observations, other 

critics have ignored the play, probably because, as Markel 

(67-68) and Bowyer point out, the "unpleasantness of the 

brother-sister relationship" (Bowyer 87), the near incest, 

seems distasteful. Those squeamish critics for whom the pos

sibility of an incestuous relationship between Lucinda and 

Belvil is disturbing fail to look closely at the structure 

Centlivre used to insure that such will not be the case. 

First, the exchanges between Lucinda and Belvil indicate that 

neither has a genuinely romantic interest in the other. In 

fact, Centlivre has Lucinda ask for and Belvil accept a 

Platonic relationship (II, 204). The couple is bound to each 

other by honor rather than love. Moreover, Centlivre 

positions a watchful uncle who knows the real story of 

Belvil's birth and has made Belvil swear not to court 

Lucinda. If this were not surety enough against an inces-

tuous union, Centlivre adds the play's finest touch, a free

thinking and acting woman--Isabella--who is resolute in her 

determination that Lucinda will not have Belvil. Thus, from 

the play's opening scene until its end, there is little fear 

that a sister will actually marry a brother. 

While incest appears a possibility because of the re

lationship between Lucinda and Belvil and while the play's 
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title refers t o Lucinda, the action line of the comedy re

volves around Isabella, a genuinely modern woman. 

The plot of The Platonick Lady is typical of Centlivre. 

Captain Beamont (traveling by the name of Belvil and referred 

to as Belvil throughout the play) happens to save Sir Thomas 

Beamont and his niece, Lucinda, from would-be robbers. 

Belvil, who has no idea of his parentage, feels bound by 

honor to continue to protect Lucinda. Since he is trying to 

get "on in the world," he sees no reason Lucinda would not be 

a wise choice to consider. On her part, Lucinda, not being 

accustomed to courtship, takes a Platonic interest in him. 

Her uncle, however, has told Belvil not to court Lucinda and 

Belvil respects his request though he finds it odd. 

Lucinda's cousin Isabella was contracted by her now deceased 

father to wed Sir Charles Richley, the other male principal 

in the play. Five years prior to the opening scene of the 

play, Belvil had met Isabella when she was in Paris, where he 

fell in love with her and she with him. In the antecedent 

action, they were separated and lost contact with each other. 

Within the context of the play's present action, Isabella 

sees and recognizes Belvil and wants him back. Sir Charles 

Richley does not want to marry Isabella nor does she want to 

marry him. Instead, he loves and slyly courts Lucinda, who 

carries on a flirtation with Be lvil. At one point in the 
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play, Richley actually asks Belvil if they could exchange 

mistresses, and Belvil indicates that he might do so once he 

sees Richley' s fiancee (I, 199). 

The plot line moves toward a disengagement of the un

likely pairs and a uniting of these couples: Belvil with 

Isabella and Lucinda with Richley. Along the way, the truth 

of Belvil's parentage is revealed; he regains his estate and 

in the bargain finds a sister (Lucinda) and an uncle. The 

successful coupling of the "right" woman with the "right" man 

comes largely as a result of Isabella's efforts to have the 

man she has always loved, or failing that, to at least rid 

herself of Richley, a man she does not love: she knows that 

whatever the outcome, her insistent action will definitely 

disengage one couple. 

From act 1 through the first half of act 5, Isabella 

shifts from one action to the other to hamper Belvil's 

courtship of Lucinda. Each stage of her struggle to win him 

is accompanied by some form of disguise, and each step shows 

her genuinely assertive nature as well as her confidence in 

her ability to succeed. When the reader first sees her, he 

learns that she is full of curiosity and wi ll not have her 

curiosity go unsatisfied. In a sce ne whe re Mrs. Dowdy thrust 

he r into the bed chambe r to be awa y f r o m Mrs . Dowdy's male 

guest, Isabella "burn t a Hole" thro u g h the c losed door with a 
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"red-hot Poker" (I, 194) in order to look at the young man 

her country cousin was entertaining. Once she was convinced 

that the man seeing her cousin was the same man she fell in 

love with while visiting her aunt who lives in a convent in 

France, Isabella decides to spend as much time with Mrs. 

Dowdy as possible. By helping Mrs. Dowdy, a recent widow who 

has come up to London to learn how "to dress and make a 

Figure" (I, 194), Isabella can keep her eyes on Belvil as 

well as monitor the progress of Belvil's flirtation with Mrs. 

Dowdy. 

The same scene reveals Isabella's independent notions 

about who she is, what she wants, and how she will get it. 

In a conversation with her maid, she explains that though her 

father contracted her to Charles Richley and though Richley 

has money and a position, she does not love him. She says 

her father's deal was contracted in her "nonage, and the 

Barter's illegal" (I, 195); furthermore, though Toylet, her 

maid, says Richley "has all the Accomplishments of his Sex" 

(I, 195) plus money, Isabella is defiant in her choice: "I 

own it; but I have a whimsical Heart, not to touch'd with 

Jointures and Settlements" (I, 195). When Toylet reminds her 

that Belvil is a lady's man and may not be easy to attract, 

Isabella rises to the challenge in a response that shows her 

confidence in her ability to have what she wants in spite of 
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the odds against it: "No matter; my conquest will be the 

greater to get him from them all; besides, I will run any 

risk to break this unreasonable Contract" (I, 195). And 

"run any risk" she will. 

First, being a woman of sense, she wants to know how 

Belvil feels about her. To determine his "inclinations" she 

will test him: "No, I have a Stratagem to try his Temper, and 

fathom his inclinations. I do not intend to discover myself 

to him, till I have him within my Power, beyond the possi

bility of Retreat" (I, 195-96). 

To conduct her test of the depth of Belvil's commitment 

to relationships with Mrs. Dowdy and Lucinda and to see if he 

has any interest in a new conquest, she arranges for him to 

rescue her. Masked and traveling with her maid, Isabella 

goes to Belvil's lodgings, where she asks him ~o protect her. 

She pretends to be fleeing "an old Jealous :-iusband" who is 

pursuing her after witnessing her separation from the man she 

really loved (I, 202) . She asks for "sanctuary . . till 

night'' (I, 202), and he agrees. Unfortunately, he must leave 

because he has a meeting with Lucinda. Isabella is not dis

turbed by his departure as she informs Toylet that his ab

sence will give her time to "view his lodgings" (I, 202). In 

fact, she is not concerned when Toylet tells her that on his 

return he will probably ask her to remove her mask, and when 



she does, the plot will be spoiled because he will recognize 

her. Not one to be outwitted, Isabella in her response to 

this possible scenario shows that she has not acted 

impulsively; she has considered the possible flaws in her 

plan and she is prepared: she tells Toylet, "Tis impossible: 

for having had the small-Pox since, I am persuaded he will 

not know me" (I,202). Not only has she prepared well for 

this meeting, but she is also ready to see the project 

through no matter what: 

..I..s..ab.: No matter: I resolve to finish what I once begin. 

I'll 

Pursue his Steps. and trace'em with such 

Art Discover all the Secrets of his Heart. 

The petty Tyrants by my P]ots dethrone. 

And there erect an EmpirE~ my own. (I, 203) 
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Isabella knows she has competition, but she will meet it 

head on: she will dethrone Lucinda and remove Mrs. Dowdy from 

Belvil's affections so that she might "erect [her] Empire" in 

his heart. 

Belvil leaves her in his lodgings for several hours, 

during which time Toylet urges her to reflect on this 

stratagem and to leave his place before they are discovered. 

I s abella does reflect, but only to be strengthened in her de

t e rmination to live he r lif e by he r rules . As she thinks 
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through her present endeavor, she reminds herself of the 

disadvantage of having a blocking parent and of the 

possibility of censure from her social community. Yet, in a 

speech characteristic of an independent thinker, she decides 

that she must be the one in charge of the affairs that affect 

her: 

.I.s..a.b: Let me examine myself a little. What have I 

undertaken here? A duce of too much Liberty~_If 

my old Dad had been alive, I durst not have gone a 

Rover-hunting thus. Do I value Reputation?~_Yes, 

as much as anybody does that follows their in

clination~_Ay, but whither will that Inclination 

carry me? Why not beyond the rules of Honour; and 

then~_a Fig for the Censure of the World, I 

say~- (II, 209) 

She will follow her inclination, in spite of obligations to a 

deceased father or the criticism of her peers. 

In this first outing, she not only earns Belvil's pro

tection, but she also manages to further her efforts to get 

him from Lucinda by compromising him in front of Lucinda. 

When Belvil returns, Lucinda follows him and discoveres an

other woman (Isabella masked) in his lodgings. When Lucinda 

discovers the other woman, she asks Belvil for an ex

planation, and he, i n turn, asks Isabella to explain that she 
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is fleeing a jealous husband. To his surprise, Isabella 

brazenly accuses him of being false to her. She tells every

one present that he invited her to his rooms with the 

prospect of spending the happiest hour of his life. To 

Lucinda's question, "What is your business here?" Isabella 

responds: "the same as yours I suppose; if I had not lov'd 

him, I had not come hither" (II, 212). With this spirited 

reply, Isabella exits during the confusion she created. 

At this point in the play, she has succeeded in meeting 

Belvil and in discovering that he will still play the gal

lant and go for a pretty face. By her presence in his rooms, 

she has compromised his relationship with Lucinda, certainly 

no mean accomplishment for a morning's work. 

A mature twenty-one year old, Isabella knows that her 

morning's frustration of Belvil's pursuit of Lucinda will not 

have a permanent effect. Thus, she resorts to full disguise 

to further her plans. The earlier facial mask was sufficient 

when she knew she was in no danger of discovery from Belvil 

and when her objective was merely to re-establish contact 

with him. Now her strategy requires sure protection from 

discovery, and only a complete physical disguise will do. 

She wants to spy on every action of Belvil and Lucinda, 

"watch all their Turns, and break their Measures" (III, 221). 

Isabella knows that Charles Richley has established a friend-
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ship with Belvil and also has an interest in Lucinda. He 

could visit Lucinda and if Isabella were merely masked, he 

would surely recognize her as he narrowly missed doing when 

she was in Belvil's lodgings (II, 212). With this knowledge, 

Isabella planned well. First, she bribed Lucinda's tailor to 

secure details about the daughter of Lucinda's tenant who "is 

corning up to London" (III, 220); further, she has secured his 

help in introducing her to Lucinda. What is her plan? 

Disguised as a country maid, she will ask Lucinda's per

mission to stay with her until her father comes to town. 

After all, the masquerade should work. Isabella has been 

around her own cousin Mrs. Dowdy long enough to "hit the 

country dialect" (III, 220). 

Like her previous stratagem, this one also succeeds. 

Lucinda welcomes her to her home and allows her to be present 

as she entertains Belvil. All the while, Isabella happily 

relishes her original plan. In an aside, she comments: "~ 

concealed. if none my Plot discover. This country girl may 

cheat you [Lucinda] of your lover" (III, 222). 

As a country maid, Isabella accompanies Lucinda to 

Belvil's lodgings. Previously, to further compromise Belvil 

in Lucinda's eyes, she had instructed Toylet to "richly 

dress," mask, and come to Belvil's rooms when she received 

the signal that Lucinda would be going there. Once Toylet i s 
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there, Belvil would again have no way of successfully 

explaining to Lucinda why that same female continues to come 

to his lodging. Isabella's latest ruse drives Lucinda "stark 

mad." But Isabella is not finished. She has Toylet further 

dissemble by claiming that she only did what her mistress, a 

"great Heiress" by the name of Lady Elizabeth Lovemore, asked 

of her. Too, Toylet says her mistress loves Belvil madly and 

only wants to see him (IV, 233). Of course, Belvil is still 

game for an intrigue and agrees to meet the mystery woman who 

frequents his apartment. 

Meanwhile, using the advantage gained by virtue of the 

success of her disguise, Isabella gives Lucinda a message 

asking her, too, to meet the mystery lady at the lady's 

house. Like Placentia (The Perjured Husband) before her, 

Isabella will meet her rival and make a final effort to de

stroy Belvil in her rival's sight. Only, Isabella will meet 

Lucinda on her own ground thereby further enabling herself to 

control the action. 

As her final and most daring masquerade, Isabella rents 

a house and sets the stage to win Belvil or at least to as

sure riddance of Richley; either way, she feels she can onl y 

come out of the situation a winner: 

But my Plot draws toward an End If wh e n I 

discover myself, he [Belvil] should still retain 
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his love for her I have reap'd this Advantage, 

however, by it, I shall get rid of that Odious 

Contract, for I can prove that Sir Charles made 

violent love to Lucinda, and will force him to re-

lease me; on that . . Pretence I'll fix the 

Reason for my Fralick . (V, 240). 

As Donna Clara from Flanders, between tears and sighs, 

Isabella informs Lucinda that she is Belvil's wife and the 

mother of his son. She adds that he left them. When she 

followed him to London, he insisted that she change her name 

and avoid revealing their marriage (V, 241). Next, she ad

mits to causing "that Disturbance in [Belvil's] Lodgings" (V, 

241) and asks Lucinda to reproach him for the pain he has 

caused her. When Belvil enters and Lucinda confronts him 

with the recently acquired information, he is again dumb-

founded. Isabella adds to his discomfort as she continues 

her masquerade and tells him that she loves him and wants to 

be forgiven. While this latest disguise works on Belvil (who 

does not recognize her) and Lucinda (who does not know h~r), 

it is not sufficient for those who would recognize her face. 

Therefore, with the arrival of Richley, her masquerade ends. 

Not one for excuses and never lost for words, Isabella 

acknowledges her actions: "I own I have gone beyond my Sex 

and Quality, but it was to purchase Liberty, and break a 
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and revealed as the master plotter responsible for most of 

the confusion in the play, Isabella succeeds in getting the 

action to the point where she will win. Finally, when her 

real name is revealed, Belvil does remember her and his 
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original love for her. In the same scene, Sir Thomas Beamont 

tells of Belvil's real parentage, and the successful coupling 

that has been hinted at all along takes place: Isabella 

secures Belvil; Richley gets Lucinda. 

As with Placentia (The Perjured Husband) and Clarinda 

and Mrs. Plotwell (The Beau's Duel), Isabella's particular 

circumstances required the use of a full physical disguise. 

And like the situation of Placentia and Clarinda, only the 

success of the disguise provided Isabella with the 

opportunities she needed to further her designs, which, as 

with Placentia and Clarinda, were to have control over her 

life style. In contrast, Isabella assumes more identities 

through disguise than either of the other two women, and she 

maintains these identities longer. Hence, she is at greater 

risk of being discovered than they. But risk-taking suits 

her personality, for she is also the boldest of the three 

masquerading women and the least intimidated. She has the 

conviction of Mrs. Plotwe ll, the good s e nse o f Clarinda, and 
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eighteenth-century woman. 

With this The Platonick Lady, Centlivre, like her 

heroine, assumed an identity. Advertisements for the first 

performance contained no mention of the sex of the author 
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(Bowyer 84). Similarly, when the play was published in 1707, 

Centlivre's unsigned Dedication clarifies her use of disguise 

and certainly makes a good case for why other females in 

other situations resort to disguising their persons. In the 

Dedication, Centlivre reminds the world of the abuse she has 

received because she was a female: 

My muse chose to make this Universal address, 

hoping . . to find some Souls Great enough to 

protect her against the Carping Malice of the 

Vulgar World; who think it proof of their Sense, to 

dislike everything that is written by women, I was 

more induced to this General application, from the 

Usage I have met on all sides. (Frushell, vol. 2, 

A2, The Platonick Lady) 7 

She goes on to add that the town approved The Gamester and 

Love's Contrivance because it was believed that they were 

written by men. Later, the plays were rejected when their 

true female authorship was known. Again, Centlivre knew the 

pressures confronting women authors as well as those facing 
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any eightee nth-century woman who chose to act on her own im-

pulse. It seems fitting that Centlivre would respond to this 

rejection of women who "meddle with things out of their 

Sphere" (Dedication to The. Platonick Lady, vol. 2, A2, 

Frushell, ed.) by creating in Isabella, a female who bla

tantly challenges the male prerogative of pursuing a mate and 

who eschews the censure of the world, yet knows the benefits 

of disguise in helping her to her goal. 

Centlivre's other masquerading women appear in two later 

comedies: The Gamester (1705) and Marplot in Lisbon (1710). 

Unlike The Beau's Duel with its networking women or .The. 

Platonick Lady with its female maverick Isabella, these two 

plays portray heroines who are free to operate without the 

hindrance of blocking parents or guardians. Closely 

resembling their sister conspirators, Angelica of .The. 

Gamester and Isabinda of Marplot resort to male disguise for 

some of the same reasons: to get information they cannot 

secure through any other means; to test a lover to discover 

his inclinations; and in Isabinda's case, to save a husband 

from a compromising discovery. 

The Gamester like The Platonick Lady (though an earlier 

play) was published anonymously. In the play, Centlivre 

slows the comic pace, eliminates the mistake n ide ntities, and 

focuse s o n the problems of two couples who ha ve d ifficult y 



resolving courtship issues. Angelica, the heroine, loves 

Valere, who, though he loves her, cannot stop gambling long 

enough to earn his father's good wishes and, thus, his es-

tate. Lady Wealthy, Angelica's sister, is a kind of co-

quette-prude and is anything but support for her sister. In 

her role as the play's vain woman, Lady Wealthy likes 

Lovewell though she ,torments him by flirting with any avail

able male. The male principals, Lovewell and Valere, know 

each other, empathize with each other, and frankly do a bit 

of networking on their own. In the main, however, the play 

focuses on Angelica's willingness to try any reasonable mea

sure to reclaim her gallant from his vice. 
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Granted, the play's idea is not original with Centlivre 

in that she seems to have taken a large part of it from Jean 

Francois Regnard's 1696 Le Jouer (Bowyer 60). Yet, her modi-

fications of the source point to her concern to show females 

as aggressors in the love-chase. To arrange for this image, 

she changes the main action of the play. In the Regnard 

play, Valere is hopelessly addicted to gambling and nothing 

can change him; consequently, his uncle Dorante actually gets 

Angelica. In her version, Centlivre makes the uncle older 

than in Regnard's play.and shows that he only wants Angelica 

for her money; she, then, improves the character of Valere so 

that he can become a fairly deserving mate for Angelica. 
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Perhaps because of these changes, The Gamester has re

ceived more critical attention than the plays previously dis-

cussed. In large measure the critical interest focuses on 

what Frederick Bateson calls the play's "sentimental con

clusion" (65) which he notes is "Mrs. Centlivre's own in

vention" (65). Malcolm Elwin observes that The Gamester is a 

"supremely sentimental play" and "can hardly be called a 

comedy" (200). Bateson and Elwin are both referring to 

Valere's reformation, the most significant change in char

acter that Centlivre makes. Fidelis Morgan echoes their em

phasis when she says that Centlivre's contemporary critics 

were "upset that the gambler, although reformed, came out of 

the play with the heroine and a fortune'' (53). The element 

of character reformation or lover-reclamation convinced most 

critics that this play was a sentimental one and as such pro

vided further evidence that the drama had shifted from the 

Restoration's libertine emphasis to the more somber re

flections produced by the sentimental comedies of the 

eighteenth century. Notwithstanding the play's reform ele

ments, these critics have placed too much significance on 

Valere's reformation and have, as such, failed to see that 

the play actually showcases Angelica's sensible decisions and 

her ability to provide the vehicle that saves Valere from his 

dissolute ways and secures her a husband in the bargain. 
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Although Shirley Markel finds Angelica to be 11 duller 

than she needs to be" and "too patient to be human" (52), Ben 

Schneider recognizes Angelica as a sensible heroine who 

"reject[s] the 'whining' type of lover" (124), and Terence 

Burke sees her as a woman who sheds no tears throughout the 

play; rather, "love . . to her [was] at least as much a 

matter of the head as the heart" (17). The latter two 

assessments accurately describe the essence of Angelica's 

role in the play. She is an independent woman who knows what 

she wants and relies on herself to get it. 

To accomplish her goal, she first gives Valere one last 

chance to prove that he loves her enough to forswear gam

bling: 

Ang_: Rise Valere I differ from my Sex in this., I wou'd 

not change where once I've given my Heart, if pos

sible therefore resolve to make this last 

Trial banish your Play for Love, and rest secur'd 

of mine. (II, 153) 

She gives him a picture of herself set in diamonds and admon

ishes him that only as long as the picture is safe in his 

possession will she be his, but 11 if thro' Avarice, 

Carelessness, or Falsehood" (II, 153) he parts with it, he 

will lo s e her forever. She does not have long to wait before 

she will know if her challenge to Valere succeed s , for s oon 
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she learns that he is gambling again (III, 168). Once again 

she commits to trying one "last Extremity" to reclaim him 

(III, 169) from a local gambling house where he is surrounded 

by his gaming friends. Under these circumstances social con

ventions dictate that virtuous women not appear at such a 

place. Angelica, nonetheless, puts the sense of conventions 

aside. She knows one way ·to gain unquestioned entry: male 

disguise. Like Isabella, she not only wants to fathom her 

lover's inclinations, but she also wants to see first hand 

how he behaves when controlled by his obsession. She is also 

aware that to be successful, she needs the anonymity and 

freedom of movement that male disguise permits females. 

Once dressed as a man, Angelica enters the gaming house, 

successfully joins the dice game, and beats Valere out of his 

watch, his ring, and ultimately her own picture (IV, 180-81). 

Valere does threaten her to get the picture back (he tells 

her she can have the jewels), but she manages to escape as 

two men enter the house and grab Valere, who they believe is 

being a sore loser. The action of the play makes it clear 

that Angelica did not go to the gaming house disguised to re

form Valere; she went to see if he would keep the oath to 

her, to test him. Nevertheless, her stratagem and her games

manship had the result of effecting a change in Valere, some

thing s he had not been able to do otherwise. 
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In the final act of the play, Angelica tells Valere of 

the deception she practiced on him, forgives him, and takes 

him to be her husband, not because he says he is reformed but 

because she loves him. Indeed, she asks him to rely on his 

honour not to gamble again rather than have him swear as she 

did previously (V, 192). In admitting that his change is due 

to Angelica's effort,s, Valere acknowledges the success of her 

disguise (V, 192). 

Although Angelica is the "soul of patience and purity" 

(ten Hoor 44), she is no pushover. She realizes the pos

sibility that Valere might revert to his former ways, but she 

is willing to take a chance on love. Like Centlivre heroines 

before her, Angelica risks losing the man she loves to gain 

him. She also braves the criticism of her sister, the 

jealousy of Valere's uncle and rival, and the dangers of an 

all-male province such as the gaming house to reinforce her 

belief in the power of love to conquer all--even a gambling 

addiction--with a little help from a determined woman. 

Moreover, she, not Valere, nor social propriety makes the 

determination of who she will wed and on what terms. 

With a successful marriage to Joseph Centlivre and a 

genuine theater success in The Busy Body (1709), Centlivre no 

longer sent her plays into the world anonymously. Indeed, 

Richard Frushell says that after the success of The Busy Body 
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she "regularly advertised her name on the title pages" 

(cxxix, vol. I). Although she found social conditions and 

theater conventions to be relaxing somewhat, Centlivre still 

realized that such would not be the case in all situations 

for women in the eighteenth century. Thus, in Marplot in 

Lisbon; or, the Second Part of The Busy Body (1710) she still 

presents a play where females must resort to trickery, 

dissimulation, and male disguise to further their efforts to 

have some measure of control in their lives. 

The play itself is original with Centlivre, with there 

being no indication that she followed any source other than 

her previous play The Busy Body (Bowyer 140). In fact, as a 

continuation of The Busy Body, only four of the characters 

from the original play appear: Isabinda, Colonel Ravelin, 

Charles, and Marplot. Though the title of the play suggests 

that Marplot will be the focus of the drama and though he 

does certainly contribute to the play's comic aspect, the 

serious business of the play focuses attention on Isabinda 

and Donna Peiriera. Both are married women. While one wants 

to keep her husband from philandering, the other wants to get 

rid of her old, jealous husband. The play shares with .The.. 

Gamester the absence of a blocking parent in Isabinda's case. 

But the action surrounding Donna Perriera replaces that ele

ment with all the previously discussed ingredients of the 
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Spanish intrigue comedy: set in Portugal, the play has the 

traditional old, jealous husband, the jealous brother who 

wants to guard the family honor, husbands who lock up wives, 

and duels. With the inquisitiveness of Marplot, the play 

also abounds with an abundance of secret entrances, chimney 

hiding places, secret closets, and rope ladders. In other 

similarities, the play is as busy as the Platonick Lady but 

less well-focused than The Gamester. Still, it shares with 

heroines of those plays as well as others in this chapter, an 

emphasis on female resourcefulness through the use of dis

guise. 

Briefly, Charles Gripe, the husband of Isabinda, travels 

with Marplot to Portugal to handle some business transactions 

related to his wife's estate. Once in Portugal, he runs into 

his old friend Colonel Ravelin, who is soldiering there while 

he furthers an intrigue of his own. Since Charles has been 

in Portugal, a lady has indicated that she has an interest in 

him though he is married and has not been looking for an in

trigue. He does tell Ravelin that because the woman seems 

interested he will "see the Event of this intrigue" (I, 

132) . After all, he is a man away from home. His pursuit 

of the intrigue leads him to the much married and watched 

Donna Perriera from whom his wife Isabinda must rescue him. 

The remainder of the play is taken up with various courtship 



business: Donna Perriera tries to meet Charles; Isabinda 

tries to keep Charles faithful; Raveli~ ~ries to win his 

French coquette; and Marplot tries to know everyone's busi

ness. 

93 

Isabinda does not enter the play until act three, scene 

one (153), and when she does enter, she comes on stage in 

men's clothing, pretending to be a gentleman friend of one of 

Charles's acquaintances. Though Centlivre does not have her 

explicitely state a reason for her appearance in Lisbon in 

male disguise, the content of the act suggests that Isabinda 

decides to bring the papers to Lisbon that Charles needs her

self rather than send them as he requested. Further, she ap

parently chooses complete physical disguise just to check on 

Charles to see if he is faithful. After all, in The Busy 

~ Charles was presented as a lady's man, and Isabinda is 

well aware of the temptations that often beset men, espe

cially when in Portugal: "I must not let the Fellow [Marplot] 

know me, if I intend to conceal my being in Lisbon; I'll 

humour him a little and try what Discovery I can make" 

(III, 155). 

Having disguised herself to check on her husband, 

Isabinda knows the freedom male disguise affords her. It 

permits access to the apartments of men, where she can inter

act with the men she must see in order to obtain the infor-
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mation she needs. In her current circumstances, the disguise 

accomplishes exactly this purpose. She is admitted into con

versation with Marplot, who accepts her as a message-bearer 

to a Portuguese mistress. Completely convinced that she is 

male and shares male interests, Marplot informs her that 

Charles has another invitation to intrigue from another 

Portuguese lady. Later, this same male disguise gains her 

entry to Charles's lodgings, where, like Angelica before her, 

she can observe her husband first hand (IV, 164). 

Unfortunately, the success of the disguise also permits her 

to hear her husband refer to her as "a poor good natur'd Tit" 

that he now views with only "half that Desire [he] us'd to 

do" (IV, 165). These comments by Charles only confirm 

Isabinda's suspicions that he could be tempted into an 

adulterous affair and further serve to convince her that her 

male masquerade is the best vehicle to the inside world of 

men's affairs: "I'll not discover myself yet, perhaps I may 

satisfy my Curiosity better as I am" (IV, 166). 

She is able to satisfy her curiosity in that everyone 

she engages accepts her as a man and gives her information or 

takes informa tion from her as one man to another. Given the 

freedom of movement provided by men's clothing, she can move 

about in Lisbon and, as such, is able to follow Charles as he 

goes to meet Donna Perriera. The convincing disguise also 
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gives her access to Lorenzo, servant of Donna Perriera's hus

band, whom she bribes to help her save her "Countryman"--ac..:.. 

tually her husband (IV, 174). 

Having used disguise to spy on her husband and to learn 

of his intriguing, Isabinda later finds that only more dis-

simulation will preserve her husband. She is much like 

Angelica in this case; she knows Charles's faults, but she 

loves him and will do all she can to keep him: "Oh Charles! 

Little dost thou think how dear thy unlawful Joys are pur

chased; three lives for a momentary Bliss. For, in spite of 

all the cause thou hast given me, thou'rt still as dear as 

Virtue to my soul. . Hear me, Heaven . . instruct me 

how to . . save a man that may return to thee" (IV, 175). 

Following this reaffirmation of her resolution to save her 

husband, she learns from Lorenzo that Don Perriera has set a 

trap to catch his wife and Charles and has sent for the 

Prie'St to "confess the Criminals" (IV, 174) with the deaths 

of Charles and Donna Perriera to follow. 

With the aid of yet another disguise, Isabinda comes to 

her husband's rescue and saves her marriage. This time she 

takes the vestments of one of the priests summoned to hear 

the confession of Charles and Donna Perriera; she enters Don 

Perriera's house, manages to keep Don Perriera away from 

Charles and his wife long enough to convince Donna Perriera 
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and Charles of the danger they are in before she successfully 

manages to get Charles out of the house. To do so, she asks 

Charles to turn his back to her, to dress in the priest's 

vestments she has been wearing, and neither to speak nor look 

back as he, along with the other priest, passes Donna 

Perriera's husband (V, 177). 

Once Charles is gone, Isabinda reveals her own identity 

and resorts to female networking to help Donna Perriera deal 

with her jealous husband and brother who plan to shame her 

and then kill her for dishonoring husband and family. 

Isabinda forgives Donna Perriera and drafts the plan that 

saves Donna Perriera's reputation and protects her marriage: 

having changed from the priest's vestments into female 

clothing, Isabinda is the person with Donna Perriera when Don 

Perriera and Gonna Perriera's brother burst into the room. 

No men are there. Accordingly, the husband is ashamed that 

he has suspected his "dear innocent Lamb" (V, 178) and begs 

on his knees for her forgiveness, which she readily grants. 

In addition, he effectively gets rid of his jealous brother

in-law, who does not accept the fact that his sister is inno

cent: "Out of my Lodgings, I say, without one Question more, 

and never set Foot into them again, as you hope to keep your 

Guts I'll be plagu'd with no more of your jealousies, I war

rant you" (V, 179). 
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As Richard Frushell affirms, Isabinda is the play's 

"absolver, healer, reconciler" ("Marriage" 29). Her actions 

lead to the play's happy ending where she actually saves two 

marriages. Moreover, while she is perhaps a "somewhat senti

mental representative of constancy in love" (ten Hoor 136), 

she is as resourceful as either Angelica or Clarinda, and she 

does show, as Richard Frushell concludes, that "married women 

can have power and control" ("Marriage" 29). In spite of 

Isabinda's successes, Frederick Boas believes that in placing 

her in Lisbon in men's clothes and giving her the freedom of 

movement to spy on her husband and unravel triangles, 

Centlivre "puts an excessive strain upon her audience" (107). 

In a similar assessment, Henry ten Hoor finds that Isabinda's 

"too masterful management of the final ensemble scene makes 

her almost a deus ex rnachina'' (130). On the contrary, 

Isabinda's behavior is perfectly plausible, though perhaps 

more than most men expect from women, certainly from an 

eighteenth-century woman. 

First, Don Perriera is a gullible man. He believes all 

that his brother-in-law says about his wife; he is cowardly; 

and given his staunch religious beliefs, it is reasonable 

that he would want a priest present as his witness and ab

solver if any harm were to come to his wife and her lover. 

These circumstances make conditions ripe for Isabinda's 
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scheme. In addition, she is the only one who can save 

Charles and Donna Perriera, for with the aid of her dis

guise, only she knows both sides of the situation, and only 

she . can bring the two of them off without a duel. That she 

could easily forgive Donna Perriera is also reasonable be

havior. To be specific, Donna Perriera finds herself in the 

same position of many eighteenth-century women; she was mar

ried to Don Perriera as part of a prearranged contract; she 

hates him. And her life is further made uneasy by the con

stant surveillance of her brother, who suspects that her mar

riage is less than happy. She does flirt with Charles, but 

she sees a liaison with him as her ticket out of Lisbon and a 

marriage she detests: 

Donna Per: Sure if I give myself entirely to your arms I 

may deserve to be freed from the Embraces of a 

Wretch I hate. I'll not be chargeable to you in my 

Passage, I have Jewels of considerable value to de

fray that Expense: I insist upon a Promise, that 

you convey me to England and then I am yours. 

(V, 176) 

While Donna Pierriera's reason for her behavior does not ex

cuse her action, Isabinda apparently saw in Donna Perriera's 

circumstances aspects that reminded her of the problems she 

had had with her father, who locked her up at home to keep 



99 

her from the man she wanted. The lack of freedom experienced 

by women in the eighteenth century becomes a kind of bonding 

mechanism for Isabinda. After all, Donna Perriera's sit

uation could have been Isabinda's had she actually been 

forced to marry the Spanish merchant her father intended for 

her. Her ability to "bring the complication of the _various 

plots to a respectable conclusion" (ten Hoor 121) does not 

show her to be a deus ex machina. She is merely another re

sourceful Centlivre female. 

This analysis of five of her Centlivre's plays reveals 

several aspects of her dramatic technique which have not 

previously been carefully or thoroughly considered by 

critics. To begin, contrary to general critical assessment, 

Susanna Centlivre did understand the dramatic conventions of 

her day, and she made deliberate choices of the rhetorical 

strategies and conventions that she would reproduce in her 

plays. Moreover, she knew her audience well, but she also 

knew what specific social issues she wanted to develop. And 

she repeatedly kept the issue of female choice in decision 

making before her audiences. As proof, her first play,~ 

Perjured Husband, illustrates her knowledge of the dramatic 

value of Spanish plots. Her consistent choice of vivaciously 

bold women to spotlight in her dramas points to her concern 

to show that with ingenuity and perseverance women in any 



circumstances can and will direct the marital aspects of 

their lives. 
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From the Spanish plot influence already present in 

English drama, Centlivre focuses her attention on the com

plete physical disguise as one certain means of giving women 

confronted with blocking parents or guardians an advantage 

they would not otherwise have. Whether married or single, if 

the woman is determined enough, and Centlivre's women are, 

disguise allows them to thwart those who block them by giving 

the women access to information they need to counteract a 

blocker, by allowing them the freedom to move unknown to 

those on whom they would spy, or by permitting ease of oppor

tunity to test or observe a lover or a female competitor. 

As these plays illustrate, Centlivre apparently placed 

women in disguise as frequently as she did for the same 

reason she chose anonymous publication for three of these 

five plays: a woman as a woman would not have her opinions or 

her ability respected. When such was the case, a woman's 

ability to control her life style was severely limited. To 

achieve her ends, an eighteenth-century woman had to dis

semble. ~ Sometime a woman's situation required that she as

sume a male identity, as Centlivre did with her title pages. 

Other times, me re anonymity (female disguise in the case of 

some of Centlivre's women characters) would suffice. All in 
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all, complete physical disguise for women characters was pre

ferred to masks because of the protection it gave women. 

They could operate in daylight without fear of detection, and 

they could move freely in circles and in places that would 

otherwise be off limits to them. 

Finally, disguise could provide the mechanism. The 

woman's character had to supply the wherewithal to outwit 

those who would circumvent her desires. Successful dis-

guises, therefore, required daringly sensible women who knew 

when to act, what to do, and how to avoid detection. Such a 

combination of dissimulation and skill demanded aggressive 

independent women who could work alone when necessary or who 

could work in harmony with other women who shared their 

views. Centlivre was such a woman; she knew other such women, 

and she drew on this knowledge in her plays to advance the 

idea that women could master any circumstances without losing 

their femininity and could be the victors in a battle with 

parents or lovers to decide who would direct their lives. 

Ultimately, these plays showcase eight such females 

characters who adopt effective disguises to advance their de

sires in a world controlled by men. 



CHAPTER III 

MASKS, VEILS, PARTNERSHIPS 

In a chapter titled "Mask and Veil: Comedy," Richard 

Bevis asks the question "Why does anyone don a mask?" In re

sponse, he suggests that masks were used in the Restoration 

"to achieve anonymity and thereby gain freedom of action" 

(71). These are basically the same reasons persons choose 

any form of disguise, whether on stage in the theatre or in 

the theatre audience. With reference to the Restoration 

stage and that of the eighteenth century, what makes the on

stage use of masks and veils intriguing and thereby different 

from full physical disguise is their primary association with 

females and their further connection as entrances to se

duction and immorality.1 

A brief historical survey of the devices reinforces the 

connection between the mask and a person's "sense of abandon-

ment, of license" (Benedetti 31). Robert Benedetti says 

this connection "begins early in our history in primitive 

ritual and extends through the Bacchic orgy, the Roman 

Saturnalia, the medieval Feast of Fools, the great carnivals 

of the Renaissance, and the masked balls of later eras (31). 

He points out that "in all these examples, the same 
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libertinage and ecstasy which marked the worship of Dionysus 

is carried through time by the wearing of masks" (31). 

Benedetti sees the mask as a device that allows an indi

vidual to redefine his own existence, to be transformed into 

what he can become (33). 

While both Bevis and Benedetti focus on the amount of 

freedom the mask afforded--whether used at masquerades, car

nivals, or in primitive rituals--, the use of masks in 

England probably grew from practical concerns. J. L. Styan 

believes that English women originally used masks to protect 

their make-up from outside air (114}. The masks were 

versatile and convenient in that they could be held in a 

woman's hand, up to her face, or fixed in place by combs 

(Styan 112). 

Whatever the occasion that brought the mask to England, 

an entry in Pepys's Diary for June 12, 1663, indicates the 

popularity of the device among English women: 

At noon to the Exchange, and so home to dinner and 

abroad with my wife . . to the Royall Theatre and 

there saw The Committee. Here I saw my Lord 

Falconbridge and his Lady . . who looks as well 

as I have known her . . , but when the House 

begun to fill, she put on h e r vizard, and so k e p t 

it on all the play~which is of late become a great 



fashion among the ladies which hides their whole 

face. (181) 
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Pepys's even admits that after the performance, he purchased 

one for his wife: "so to the Exchange to buy things with my 

wife: among others, a vizard for herself" (181). 

As Mrs. Pepys's reaction to the appearance of the mask 

illustrates, the device was quickly a fashion success. 

Whether respectable women wore masks to protect their make 

up, to protect themselves from unwanted stares when at the 

playhouse, or to seek more freedom while out in public, the 

vizard Pepys referred to became de rigueur for any woman who 

went to the theatre. In fact, Styan observes that, along 

with the fan, a mask was needed to conduct a woman's social 

life (107). Soon, prostitutes began wearing masks to the 

playhouses, "achieving at a stroke social equality . . and 

an elegant badge of office" ( Bevis 71). With this state of 

affairs, masks effectively "obliterated all distinctions of 

rank," and any woman who wore a mask to the playhouse was ac

tually placed in a situation where she competed with the 

prostitutes for the men's attention (Styan 114). Given the 

obvious displeasure this situation created for some women of 

"character," one can understand why the mask was no longer 

fashionable for "respectable" women by the end of the 

seventeenth century. 
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In the course of the mask's popularity on stage--which 

spanned the period of greatest success for Restoration play

wrights--the device became "more than a prop for a 

masquerade: it became a toy with which to play adult games" 

(Styan 113). These were generally games of deceit or games 

of flirtation in which masked women felt they had the freedom 

to tease and otherwise attract the opposite sex without any 

serious risks to themselves. 

By the time Centlivre writes, masking in public had en

tered a period of disuse, perhaps hastened by the January 

1704 edict issued by Queen Anne to the effect that "no woman 

be allowed or presume to wear a vizard mask in either of the 

theatres" (Styan 115) .2 Even so, as Centlivre's plays re

veal, masks were still popular devices for some eighteenth

century dramatists. 

In view of the close association in the theater between 

masks and seduction (especially the mask being the sign of 

the prostitute) and Queen Anne's formal denunciation of the 

device, one has cause to question Centlivre's choice in 

givi~g the device a major role in two of her most famous 

plays: The Busy Body (1709) and The Wonder (1712). However, 

close scrutiny of the development of Ce ntlivre's career and 

analysis of her dramatic technique reveal that she is a play 

wright who challenges the prevailing theater sentiment in a 
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number of significant ways. First, she has codified rhetor

ical strategies and , conventions into a dramatic formula that 

works. Thus far in her career, she has built her plays by 

borrowing from the strengths of the Spanish intrigue dramas, 

a formula considered out of vogue by some dramatists. In 

this context, her plays abound with blocking parents or 

guardians, multiple intrigues, and disguises. In addition, 

Centlivre chooses to keep before her audiences the kinds of 

situations that force females into dissimulation. This last 

point is noteworthy in that it allows Centlivre to continue 

to promote female dissimulation as a social tool for re

sourceful women while she continues to use deceit as a 

strategy for plot development. 

Though separated from each other by three years in terms 

of the dates of initial production, the two plays in this 

discussion fittingly showcase the growth of Centlivre's 

talents and highlight her ability to revitalize her codified 

dramatic formula. 

Unlike the plays previously discussed, The Busy Body and 

The Wonder focus on one primary external tool females use to 

even odds in their favor. The plays stress Centlivre's 

designation of this particular tool in a specific set of cir

cumstances. Moreover, in selecting the circumstances and the 

device to be used, Centlivre apparently makes a conscious 
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decision to minimize the external device as she maximizes her 

study and elevation of female character. 

To be specific, both plays illustrate the kind of 

"marriage chase" situation that is better suited for female 

disguise in mask or veil than in full male disguise. By iso

lating the devices, Centlivre takes the mask and veil, arti

facts she used earlier, and carefully explains their specific 

value to females.3 The plays show that in the hands of a 

bold woman who is skillful and determined, a mask or veil, 

though a small artifact becomes a particularly effective 

rhetorical strategy. The plays further demonstrate that 

masks or veils are especially effective when a woman decides 

to conceal her identity from a would-be lover who does not 

know her, when a woman plans to test this potential lover, 

when a woman scouts the field for a lover, or when a woman 

desires to play the "tease and spark" aspect of the courtship 

game on her terms. 

In turning to the use of masks and veils, Centlivre re

duced the number of instances of the on-stage presence of the 

female in male disguise. In its place, she uses a less com

prehensive device, thereby gaining plotting space that allows 

her to concentrate on the abilities of women to rise above 

their different personalities and d e sire s and to support e a c h 

other as they wage war against the obstacles that seek t o 
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thwart them. Consequently, she portrays instances in which 

the disguise is not an essential agent to self-determination 

when women recognize the power they have when they succor 

each other. When the strength of female bonding is avail

able, limited disguise mechanisms--such as a veil or a mask-

become practical. 

This last point is not meant to negate the significance 

of female networking in The Beau's Duel and to a lesser de

gree in The Platonick Lady. One notes, however, that in The 

Beau's Duel female bonding among Clarinda, Emilia, and Mrs. 

Plotwell comes largely as a result of the behind-the-scenes 

work of Mrs. Plotwell, a character older and more experienced 

than either Clarinda or Emilia. In Marplot in Lisbon, 

Isabinda's aid of Donna Perriera is born out of the cir-

cumstances in which Isabinda finds herself. Isabinda, cer-

tainly more generous than one would expect in an about-to-be

abused wife, protects her husband and gets him safely out of 

the situation he has created as well as protects her rival, 

who is wise enough to realize the benefit of cooperation. 

The situations described above serve Centlivre as sig

nifiers of what is possible when women unite against a common 

foe or set of circumstances. Fully developed female net

working, as presented in The Busy Body and The Wonder, adds 

new dimensions to Centlivre's increasingly defined view of 



the eighteenth-century female as very much an individual, a 

woman of insight and resourcefulness who can also use her 

personal strengths to form a common bond with sympathetic 

women. 
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The May 12, 1709, opening performance of The Busy Body 

at the Theater Royal in Drury Lane (Bowyer 94) marked a 

number of "firsts" for Centlivre. After a three-year absence 

from the stage, she returned with a play that is her first 

offering following her marriage to Joseph Centlivre on April 

23, 1707. 4 The appearance of The Busy Body also marks the 

debut of Centlivre's first multi-successful stage play. In

spite of an inauspicious opening marred by a near mutiny 

among actors who saw the play as "a silly thing wrote by a 

woman" (Bowyer 96), the play went on to entertain enthu

siastic audiences that gave Centlivre two benefit perfor

mances in the play's thirteen day run (Bowyer 94). Not only 

was the comedy an audience success, but it also gave 

Centlivre her first publication victory with two editions ap

pearing in 1709 for which Lintot paid her ten pounds (Bowyer 

98) . 

This play was such a success at the time that a century 

later it is credited with driving Congreve from the stage. 

Writing to John Murray, March 29, 1820, Byron argues that it 

was not "refinement which . . banished the comedies of 
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Congreve"; rather "Congreve gave up writing because Mrs. 

Centlivre's balderdash drove his comedies off."5 Though 

Byron's assessment overstates Centlivre's influence, The Busy 

~ worked as a theatre piece. 

As one has seen from the discussion in chapter two, 

Centlivre has an established dramatic formula that works. 

Hence, blocking parents or guardians appear in this play as 

do intrigues, mistaken identities, and disguises. With such 

conscious repetition of her codified strategies in yet an

other play, one is tempted to believe as does Henry ten Hoor 

who submits that the play offers no new departure for the 

author, whether in character or devices (101). He sees the 

courtships in the play to proceed by the same devices 

Centlivre has used before, and he feels that the strategies 

used by the women are the same as those in previous plays 

( 98) . Robert Strozier' s comments on the play appear to re-· 

inforce ten Boor's assessment. In fact, Strozier notes that 

while the "plot is tantalizingly complicated" (74), basically 

The Busy Body is "not a scintillating comedy, [though] it 

does glow here and there with comic coals" (73). Among 

critics who have applauded the play, one finds Frederick 

Bateson, who sees the play as Centlivre's masterpiece (69), 

and John Bowyer, who finds that the "characters are 

adequately drawn, suspense is excellently maintained, the 
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characters are easily followed, and the episodes are closely 

knit . " (103). Interestingly, both Bateson (70) and 

Bowyer (103) credit the escapades of Marplot with making the 

play successful. Neither man exhibits much concern for 

Centlivre's handling of the female characters in the comedy. 

To be fair, in praising Centlivre's creation of Marplot, 

Bateson and Bowyer voice the sentiments of a number of 

critics who have found Marplot, the play's title character, 

to be the play's primary attraction.6 To be sure, F. P. Lock 

is one such critic. In a chapter devoted to the play, he 

states that "it is the character of Marplot that is the 

really new and distinctive feature of The Busy Body" (65) 

He adds that "after Marplot, the most notable characters in 

the play" are Sir Jealous Traffick and Miranda (65). In 

reading the play, one is aware that many aspects of the 

play's plot would or could be quickly and successfully un

rivelled were it not for Marplot's inopportune meddling in 

the affairs of the play's two couples. Marplot is, indeed, a 

busy body; he does hamper the smooth courtship proceedings of 

the couples; and his actions do cause a number of uncom

fortable moments for the female characters. On the other 

hand, Marplot's behavior, for all its comic consequences, is 

not the focus of this play. 
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In the play, Centlivre returns to the concerns of women, 

and in developing the plight of two "blocked" women, her 

focus is again turned to what is possible when the woman 

challenges the system that interferes with her well-being. 

Consequently, Miranda, the play's most aggressive female, is 

able to triumph over Marplot's meddling and his blundering; 

she simply neutralizes his interferences. 

Set in London, The Busy Body features two sets of 

lovers; Isabinda and Charles Gripe are one set. The couples 

complement each other and are forced to meet secretly to 

escape the jealous watchfulness of Isabinda's father, appro

priately identified as Sir Jealous Traffick. The other 

couple--Sir George Airy and Miranda (no last name given)-

know each other, have more than a slight interest in each 

other, but they have yet to acknowledge openly their feelings 

to each other. Their situation is complicated by the 

jealousy of Miranda's guardian, Sir Francis Gripe, and by the 

indecision of both Sir George and Miranda. The action of the 

play, of course, centers on uniting the couples by removing 

or neutralizing the obstacles. 

At this point, Henry ten Hoor's assessment is accurate: 

the skeletal material for the play does not offer a "new de

parture" for Centlivre. Nevertheless, the play does not pro

ceed by the same devices or strategies Centlivre has used be-
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fore. Indeed, the strategies are new to the Centlivre canon, 

and while she has used masks in earlier plays, she spent 

little time establishing a specific set of circumstances for 

their use as preferred to other devices. Miranda's char

acter--in all its aspects--is the new element in Centlivre's 

formula. 

When the play opens, Miranda understands her situation 

and has taken charge of her destiny. She is aware of the as

cendency normally accorded men over women, but she knows that 

females are better contrivers. Thus, though Sir Francis 

Gripe holds her thirty-thousand pound fortune and intends to 

marry her himself, she is undeterred in her belief in her 

ability to outwit him or any man. In fact, in reflecting on 

Sir Jealous Traffick's treatment of his daughter Isabinda, 

she sums up her opinion of men and their ability to thwart 

females: 

Miran: Ha,ha,ha! how the old Fool torments himself! 

Suppose he could introduce his rigid Rules does 

he think we could not match them in Contrivance? 

No, no, let Tyrant Man make what laws he will, if 

there's a Woman under Government, I warrant she 

finds a Way to break 'em. (I, 69) 

This discussion with her former maid Patch highlights 

two significant aspects of Miranda's character: her common 
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sense and her accurate assessment of the plight of women. 

The latter point is especially significant in this play. 

Miranda refers to men as "tyrants" who make domestic and 

public laws to ensure the subservience of women. Yet, she 

feels equal to the task of suborning those man-made domestic 

laws. In short, she will commit the unlawful act: she will 

step outside the role assigned women by men and will break 

the law. She knows the control Sir Francis has over her, her 

money, and the disposal of her person; that is his "law"; she 

also knows that she does not have to be obedient to it. When 

Patch presses her about the report which says she will marry 

her guardian, Miranda's exchange with Patch points to 

Miranda's belief in her own abilities to contrive: 

Miran: 

Patch: 

Miran: 

It is necessary such a Report should be, 

Patch. 

But is it true, Madam? 

That's not absolutely necessary. (I, 70) 

Miranda knows the value of appearance versus reality, and she 

uses it to bend man's law in her favor. At this point in the 

play, she has freedom of movement, unlike her acquaintance, 

Isabinda. To protect that freedom so essential if she is to 

control her life, she must play a game in which she appears 

to favor her guardian. Yet, appearing to care for Sir 

Francis does not prohibit her from searching for a mate to 
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supplant him. Indeed, she has already begun the search and 

has been conducting a flirtation (in mask) with Sir George 

Airy. As a realist who uses common sense, Miranda has care

fully assessed her situation and has taken steps to bring her 

desired ends to the fore. 

Like Clarinda of The Beau's Duel and Isabella of The. 

Platonick Lady, she is aggressive; her circumstances differ 

significantly from theirs in that she is not sure of Sir 

George's affections, and she does not have a relative or a 

close friend to provide feedback or give direction to her 

quest. She must be self-reliant. And she is. At the outset 

and throughout the play, she has two objectives: securing a 

suitable mate and getting her fortune into her hands. While 

the first objective is not a prerequisite for the second, 

Miranda is wise enough to realize that she cannot change all 

aspects of man's "law." Accordingly, a suitable husband 

would provide protection for her person and her fortune once 

she removed both from Sir Francis. In a series of swift and 

skillful actions, Miranda boldly achieves her ends. 

First, Miranda undertakes a series of meetings in which 

she flirts with and tests Sir George to determine whether he 

is worth pursuing as a possible mate. The play's action does 

not reveal when she first saw him or what attracted her to 

him; perhaps the appearance of his generally desirable trai ts 
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appealed to her. He is single, handsome, independently 

wealthy, and free of a blocking parent. Their paths may have 

initially cross€d when Sir George visited Sir Francis's house 

with Charles Gripe, Sir Francis's son and George Airy's 

friend. Whatever the case, Miranda saw him at some point and 

decided that he was worth further notice. Yet, she knows the 

tricks of "tyrant man" and will try him before she chooses. 

To do so, she resorts to the use of the mask. She does 

not need male disguise, for she is neither trying to enter a 

male preserve, nor intending to spy on him. The mask, how

ever, has greater value for her purposes. To illustrate, Sir 

George is young and a man about town; he is not married and 

is certainly open to a little flirtation with an adventure

some female. Given the reputation of masks at this time, 

Miranda's choice ~s an effective one for her purpose. Masked 

women, certainly those appearing to chase a man, as she was 

doing, were targeted as women of easy virtue. As such, men 

generally felt comfortable around them and more often than 

not leveled with them. Such was the situation in Miranda's 

case. She needed to .k.n.Qli Sir George in a way she could not 

as the ward of Sir Francis. She needed to see Sir George as 

he could be, not as he would be in a formal courtship rela

tionship with her. Masking provided her this opportunity, 

and Sir George does not disappoint her. 
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As the first act unfolds, she has sent her servant to 

follow Sir George so that she can "accidentally" meet him as 

she has done many times before. In mask, she teases him; she 

tests him; and she discovers what she needs to know. First, 

he is a typical male who, in his words, wants to pursue "the 

Laws of Nature" and exercise "her Command" (I, 72). As his 

conversation with her reveals, he believes in the double 

standard: he wishes to have a sexual encounter with her ~hile 

he reserves his honest intentions for the woman he wishes to 

formally address: "No, child, A Dish of Chocolate in the 

morning never spoils my Dinner; the other Lady I design a 

Set-Meal; so there's no Danger~" (I, 72). Miranda is the 

"Dish of Chocolate" he wishes to pursue prior to having a re

spectable woman for his marriage (the "Set-Meal"). This pas

sage, of course, signifies the idea that this masked woman is 

not the respectable one. In case there is any doubt about 

his intentions, later bits of this same conversation serve to 

clarify the point: 

~~: Suppose, Sir, the Lady [Miranda in mask] should be 

in love with you? 

Sir Geo: Oh! I'll return the Obligation in a Moment. 

Patch: And Marry her? 

Sir Geo: Ha! ha! ha! that's not the Way to love her, 

child. (I, 73) 
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Though Sir George is stereotypically male in his behavior, 

these masked encounters have shown several aspects of his 

character that have obvious appeal for Miranda. He is 

patient, for as their conversation indicates, she has pursued 

him "at every turn, like some troubled Spirit" (I, 73), and 

he has played the game of waiting to discover how she looks 

and who she is. Moreover, their conversation reveals his wit 

and his charm. And at this juncture in their meeting, he 

shows that he will not try to take undue advantage of a 

woman, even a masked one. He insists on seeing her face; but 

when she appears to agree, he backs down and "accepts [her] 

conditions" (I, 73). 

All together, these masked meetings have been beneficial 

to Miranda. She knows Sir George much better than he can 

possibly be aware, and what she learns about him, while rein

forcing her knowledge of "tyrant man," is not entirely dis

pleasing. All in all, concealment behind the mask has been 

an advantage for her. The mask hides her face and gives her 

the advantage in the game she is playing. 

Before she exits this adventure, two other points must 

be made. The encounter in St. James Park sets two aspects of 

the plot into motion. First, it reveals her ability to 

master the situation with Sir George. In order to escape his 

probing for the identity behind the mask, Miranda effectively 
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tricks him. She buys time by asking him to "turn [his] Back" 

(I, 73); then she will confess. Not suspecting her resource

fulness, he falls for the trick and continues to address her 

with his back turned as she withdraws from the scene. Later 

in the play, she will again outwit him. Her forwardness in 

following Sir George also permits her to become aware of some 

useful information that allows her to outsmart both Sir 

George and her guardian. While in the park and a safe dis

tance away, she overhears a conversation between Sir George 

and Sir Francis in which Sir George pays Sir Francis 100 

guineas for the opportunity to spend ten minutes in conver

sation with her in an effort to move his suit with her. 

This bit of information clears up matters for Miranda. 

She discovers that while Sir George does not know her to be 

the incognito he has been meeting, he does have an interest 

in her as Sir Francis Gripe's ward. And in his interest, he 

is as forward as she. He knows of no way to see and advance 

his chances short of bribing her guardian. Yet, he is over

confident enough to believe that the Miranda he has seen can

not "be really in Love with this old Cuff" (I, 72); only 

Miranda knows that she and the incognito are the same; this 

information is a valuable secret, and she will protect it. 

Again, the mask has served her well. 
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The new information is not displeasing, but the bargain 

struck between Sir George and Sir Francis is. While she 

admires and is encouraged by Sir George's desire to get to 

see and speak with her, she is frankly appalled that the two 

of them would bargain over her as though she were a piece of 

mutton on the block. In this mood, she determines: "I'll fit 

you both " (I,71). She does. 

To pay both men back for bargaining over her person, she 

looks forward to the ten-minute meeting with Sir George. She 

decides that she "wil 1 be dumb to all he says" (II, 7 5) . 

With this strategy she protects herself, for Sir George would 

recognize her voice; this same practice allows her to further 

outwit Sir Francis in that protecting herself from Sir 

George's discovery of her other identity, allows her to con

tinue to conceal her mate-hunting from Sir Francis. She fur

ther outwits Sir George by refusing to acknowledge any point 

he makes. 

In the scene, Sir George entreats her response with ref

erences to his age, his handsome person, and his romantic 

abilities: Miranda's only responses are to sigh, to nod, or 

to shake her head. When she refuses to "answer to the 

Purpose" (II, 81), Sir George tries another ploy; he will as k 

questions and answer for her. He even invents the words of a 

letter that he imagines her writing to him--all to no ava i l. 
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His purchased time produces little results. 

Once out of Sir Francis's house and away from the 

"dumb" Miranda, Sir George does not know what to make of the 

situation. He admits that it has him in a stupor: "Ah, 

Charles, I am so humbled in my Pretension to plot upon Women, 

that I believe I shall never have Courage enough to attempt a 

Charnber~Maid" (II, 86). Sir George entered the bargain with 

Sir Francis in the mistaken belief that Miranda was probably 

an impressionable young woman who needed only to be addressed 

by a handsome young man. He would, then, dash in, sweep her 

off her feet with his charming conversation, and effectively 

secure her hand. Instead, he found a woman whose depths he 

could not plumb. Without a doubt, this experience "humbled" 

him. Ben Schneider accurately sums up Sir George's approach: 

he is a hero who "ask [ s] for everything w:1.ile promising 

nothing" (106). This attitude is apparently what Miranda 

saw, and she paid him back by giving nothing to the conver

sation. As act 2 ends, Miranda is clearly shown to be the 

superior individual. She has vanquished Sir George, and she 

has appeased her guardian. 

Miranda's superior plotting ability in this play has 

been overlooked by critics who have focused on Marplot's be-

havior as the force that drives the play's action. Yet, the 

following summary of Miranda's skillful maneuvering of events 



122 

in the play shows that she alone is responsible for ordering 

circumstances such that she removes obstacles to her success

ful union with the man she wants under the conditions in 

which she will accept him. In a word, at every stage in the 

evolving action of the play, Miranda scrutinizes each sit

uation and arrives at a course of action that advances her 

desires. 

Events have shown her that Sir George will serve as a 

suitable mate. She must now clear the way for her possible 

union with him. Again, she is not behind in her knowledge of 

men. She knows that Sir Francis is susceptible to flattery 

and that her performance in the "dumb scene" has convinced 

him of her "love" for him over the youthful and handsome Sir 

George. She uses this knowledge to outwit him and set the 

stage for her first meaningful encounter with Sir George in 

her own person. 

To begin, she tells Sir Francis she will marry him, but 

they must do "everything according to Form" (II, 93). She 

asks that Sir Francis have a lawyer draw up a legal paper 

giving her permission to marry. To facilitate matters, she 

convinces Sir Francis that she is "so eager to have this 

Business concluded, that [she has] employed [her] woman's 

Brother . a lawyer in the Temple, to settle matters just 

to [Sir Francis') liking" (III, 93). This tactic is con-
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vincing, and she has the papers drawn. The documents give 

her the legal permission to marry, and they get the writings 

of her estate from Sir Francis. While he is skeptical and 

hesitates, Miranda reminds him of her sacrifices in his be

half: "Nay, Gardy, no Ifs Have I refused three Northern 

Lords, two British Peers, and half a score knights, to have 

put in your Ifs?'' (III# 94). She carries the point. 

Having laid the groundwork to secure her legal freedom 

and her estate, she must now secure the man she wants to 

share life with her. She realizes that her action in the 

"dumb scene" has dented Sir George's ardor for any renewal of 

conversation with her. She must correct that impression. 

She again shows how she can manipulate a situation and men. 

In her continued flattery of Sir Francis, she allows Marplot 

to hear her abuse Sir George to Sir Francis: "And advise his 

Impertinence to trouble me no more, for I prefer Sir Francis 

for a husband before all the Fops in the Universe" (III, 95). 

Then, she shrewdly sends Sir George a message by the unsus

pecting Marplot: "One thing more; advise him to keep from the 

Garden Gate on the left Hand; for if he dare saunter there 

about the hour of Eight, as he used to do, he shall be 

saluted with a Pistol or Blunderbuss" (III, 96). 

Miranda knows the character of the men with whom she 

must deal, and she uses that knowledge to manipulate them to 
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her purposes. To be sure, she wants her legal papers, and 

she continues to dissemble to get them. Thus, Sir Francis is 

convinced that she wishes to marry him; his ego must be con

tinually assuaged. Likewise, Marplot is a busy body and will 

definitely report all that he has heard; she knows that Sir 

George will get the message; and because he has not knowingly 

talked with Miranda previously, he will understand the code. 

Rather than successfully plot against her, all three males 

unwittingly follow her leads. 

Just before her meeting with Sir George, Miranda sums up 

the situation that she has so skillfully masterminded: 

Miran: Well, let me reason with my mad self. Now 

don't I transgress all Rules to venture upon a Man 

without the Advice of the grave and wise? But then 

a rigid knavish Guardian, who would have marry'd 

me! To whom? even to his ~auseous Self, or nobody. 

Sir George is what I have try'd in Conversation, 

inquir'd into his character, am satisfied in both. 

Then his Love! Who would have given a hundred 

pounds to have seen a Woman he had not infinitely 

lov'd? So, I find my liking him has furnished me 

with Arguments enough of his Side; and now only 

Doubt remains, whether he will come or no. (IV, 

107-08) 
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Sir George does not disappoint her. He arrives, and Miranda 

is all business. As soon as he hears her voice, he knows her 

to be his "Incognita" and immediately asks why she took a 

"thousand Ways to captivate a Heart" (IV, 108) her eyes had 

already won. Rather than answer, she reminds him that their 

time is short, so it must be used to settle matters between 

them; she even proposes: 

Miran: Prithee, no more of these Flights; for our Time's 

but short, and we must fall to Business. Do you 

think we can agree on that same terrible Bugbear, 

Matrimony, without heartily repenting on both 

sides! 

Sir Geo: It has been my Wish since first my longing 

Eyes beheld ye. 

Miran: And your happy Ears drank in the pleasing News, I 

had thirty thousand pounds. 

Sir Geo: Unkind! Did I not offer you in those pur-

chas'd Minutes to run the Risk of your Fortune, so 

you wou'd but Secure that lovely Person to my Arms? 

Miran: Well, if you have such Love and Tenderness, (since 

our wooing has been short) pray reserve it for our 

future Days . (IV, 108) 

This scene and the remaining conversation between them leave 

no doubt a s to who is in control. The roles have been 
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reversed. Miranda is the aggressive one; she sets the stage 

for events to unfold; she asks the leading questions. Sir 

George has been - reduced to the passive, stereotypically femi

nine role of follower. Miranda has considered all angles, 

even to Sir George's interest in her thirty-thousand pounds. 

And she, not he, concludes that marriage to him is worth the 

risk. 

Before this couple can wed, further obstacles must be 

removed, and, as usual, Miranda is ahead in the game. She 

has "planted Emissaries . . to take [Sir Francis] down to 

Epsom" (IV, 109) to avert marrying him and to give her time 

to get out of the house with her jewels and the writings of 

her estate. Just when all is going well, Marplot nearly 

ruins everything. He causes Sir Francis to return unex

pectedly, forcing her to hide Sir George behind the chimney 

board. Marplot's inquisitiveness about the chimney board re

veals Sir George's presence, and Marplot must scheme to set 

matters straight. The scene ends with order restored, Sir 

Francis out of the house, and Miranda and Sir George on their 

way to be married. 

One last task remains; in her haste to get married while 

Sir Francis was away, Miranda left her jewels in the house; 

she must reclaim them. Unfortunately, her return to Sir 

Francis's house is ill-timed, for he returns shortly there-
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after, and she must rely on her invention skills yet again. 

To get safely out of the house with her possessions, she must 

once again ply Sir Francis' vanity. She does so by con

vincing him that they should go to the home of Sir Jealous 

Traffick to witness the marriage of his daughter. As she 

does so, she intimates that that wedding will put her in the 

mood for her marriage to Sir Francis, which is slated for the 

next day. Again, he is vulnerable and falls victim to a su

perior tactician. 

Act 5 ends with Miranda announcing her marriage to Sir 

George and turning over to Charles Gripe the writings of his 

uncle's estate which his father had conveniently withheld 

from him. 

Through it all, Miranda has been a hard-headed realist 

who takes her life into her hands and makes unflinching de

cisions about the directions that life should take. Her be

havior models that of the eighteenth-century women described 

by Miriam Benkovitz: 

The woman of the eighteenth century who liberated 

herself came to the realization that for self-de

velopment and self-fulfillment, she must first 

escape the narrow role assigned her by society, 

whet her in the matter of education or in the making 

of marriages. She must have the right of choice in 
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educational and sexual decisions, the right to de

fine her own emotional needs and seek their 

satisfaction. (40) 

Miranda chooses a mask as her method of escaping the "role 

assigned her by society." With the freedom and opportunity 

it affords, she is able to make choices about events and 

people in her life. More importantly, she defines her 

emotional needs as reaching beyond mere acceptance of Sir 

Francis Gripe as a mate. Rather, like other Centlivre women 

before her, she practices deception through a variety of 

strategies, and with them she masters individuals and sit

uations that sought to keep her bound to "tyrant man's" law. 

Isabinda, the other leading female character in this 

play, is neither as boldly aggressive as Miranda nor as re

so~rceful. Also, her immediate living arrangement is vastly 

different from Miranda's. Isabinda is cursed with a father 

who spent some years in Spain. Back in England with a mar

riageable daughter, he decides to protect his daughter from 

herself and from other men who might have dishonorable ideas 

about her person. In short, he introduces a few Spanish cus-

toms into his household; he locks Isabinda in the house, and 

he selects a Spanish merchant as her future husband: 

Patch: He vows he'll spend half his Estate, but he'll 

be a Parliament-man, on Purpose to bring in a Bill 
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for Women to Wear Veils, and other odious Spanish 

Customs He swears it is the Height of Impudence 

to have a Woman seen bare-fac'd, even at Church, 

and scarce believe there's a true begotten Child in 

the City. (I, 69) 

He effectively ignores Isabinda's wishes with reference to 

her choice of a mate, and he plans to force her to wed the 

Spanish gentleman as soon as he arrives in England. 

In discussing Isabinda's role in the play, Richard 

Frushell sees her entrapment as a "dark note" not easily ex

plained at this point in Centlivre's career, especially in 

view of her apparently happy marriage to Joseph Centlivre. 

Frushell concludes that an "incarcerated woman is just a 

logical progression in [Centlivre's] treatment of marital 

problems . " ("Marriage" 2 5) . 

Yet, when Isabinda's problems are coupled with those of 

Miranda, one sees that the presence of "an incarcerated 

woman" is more than another step in Centlivre's treatment of 

marital problems. Surely, Isabinda's handling by her father 

is further illustration of the domestic license given "tryant 

ma n" over women. In the play, the incarceration is not a 

ma rital problem; it is a personal abridgment of Isabinda's 

free dom. After all, she is single. Furthermore, every play 

Centlivre has written up to this point shows her obvious 
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concern for obstacles placed in the paths of women as they 

strive to control their persons and their purses. If she was 

sincere in that interest, and one has little reason to doubt 

such, then Centlivre surely saw that while her marriage may 

have been happy and her mate a person of her own choosing, 

the situation for most women had not changed. Centlivre's 

vision of the problems facing women took in more than her 

immediate welfare. Certainly, nineteen plays on the same 

theme admit that such was the case. 

Isabinda's predicament is an illustration of another 

method by which men sought to control women. Unlike Miranda, 

who is spirited and bold,. Isabinds is bowed by her father's 

mistreatment. The absence of any freedom to act or maneuver 

has forced Isabinda to rely more on others than on herself 

with the result that her meetings with her true love-interest 

are generally orchestrated by Patch, her maid. Even in this 

situation, Isabinda shows an element of resourcefulness; 

since she cannot go abroad herself, she contrives a way to 

turn her forced confinement to her advantage. 

with her father she explains a woman's way: 

In an exchange 

.l.s..ab: Sir 'tis not the Restraint, but the innate 

Principles, secures the Reputation and Honour of 

our Sex Let me tell you, Sir, Confinement 

sharpens the Invention, as Want of Sight 



strengthens the other Senses, and is often more 

pernicious, than the Recreation innocent Liberty 

allows. (II, 84) 
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Indeed, confinement promoted invention, and Isabinda, with 

Patch's aid, brings Charles into the house the moment her 

father is away. 

However, unlike Miranda, who seizes each moment and 

exalts its possibilities, Isabinda is cautious and timid. 

Though Charles wants her to elope with him while her father 

is away, she reminds him of his lack of money and its atten

dant results: 

.Ls..a.b.: That would be but to avoid one Danger by 

running into another; like poor Wretches who fly 

the burning Ship and meet their fate in the Water. 

Corne, come Charles, I fear if I consult my Reason, 

Confinement and Plenty is better than Liberty and 

starving. (III, 88) 

Isabinda is as Ben Ross Schneider points out "a prudent 

heroine" (56); she loves Charles, but practical concerns con

vince her to take a "wait-and-see" posture: 

.Ls..a.b.: No, when it comes to Extremity, and no 

Stratagem can relieve us, thou shall list for a 

soldier, and I'll carry thy knapsack after thee. 

(III, 89) 
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Meanwhile, she urges Charles to be patient: 

.I..s.ab.: Oh, you have your Ladder of Ropes, I suppose, 

and the closet-window stands just where it did, and 

if you han't forgot to write in Characters, Patch 

will find a way for our Assignations. This much of 

the Spanish Contrivance my Father's Severity has 

taught me, I Thank him; tho I hate the Nation, I 

admire their Management of these Affairs: (III, 89) 

As these excerpts from Isabinda's conversations show, 

without the assistance of Patch, Isabinda has little con

trivance to offer. Her circumstances certainly highlight the 

crippling psychological effects of confinement. Given the 

wit her conversation displays, there is no reason she should 

not be as forward as Miranda. Yet, she is not. Years of en

during Sir Jealous Traffick's diatribes on the dangers of so

ciety posed by giving women liberty and years of being hidden 

from men and locked in her room have bridled Isabinda's 

spirit. As she tells Charles, she will work small wonders 

within the system of confinement, but she will not actively 

contrive to throw her father's system over. Were the fate of 

her relationship with Charles left to her, one easily sees 

that they could spend years finding convenient times for him 

t o ascend the rope ladder (IV, 100) for one of their in

fre quent meeting s . Only the intervention of others, notabl y 
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Miranda, Patch, Charles, and Sir George, permit Isabinda to 

taste the joys of freedom and matrimony for which she longs. 

It is in· the manner and the person of the perpetrator of 

this intervention that Centlivre introduces a new element in 

her treatment of female strategies of empowerment. 

Previously in The Beau's Duel and in The Platonick Lady 

Centlivre had shown the advantage women gain when working to

gether instead of against each other. In both plays, the 

leading female characters were cousins (Clarinda and Emilia; 

Isabella and Lucinda), had a rather natural "bonding," and 

shared a number of common interests and acquaintances. But 

can women reach out to help each other when no such con

v e nient areas of similarity exist? With The Busy Body, 

Centlivre answers with an unconditional yes. 

Miranda and Isabinda do not move in the same circles and 

are not relatives, nor do they share friends in common. 

However, they are connected in one significant way: both are 

young women who have parents or guardians who function as 

blocking agents. This similarity alone was enough to make 

them rather kindred spirits. Therefore, while the play gives 

no indicat i on of how they came to know each other, Centlivre 

mak e s it clear that Miranda has been working in service to 

I sabinda. 

First, Miranda willingly allows Patch, her maid, to go 
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in service to Isabinda: 

Patch: 

Miran: 

But Madam, I find you retain the same gay, 

chearful Spirit you had, when I waited on your 

ladyship~_My Lady [Isabinda] is mighty good

humour'd too: and I have found a way to make Sir 

Jealous believe I am wholly in his Interest, when 

my real Design is to serve her; he makes me her 

Jaylor and I set her at Liberty. 

I knew thy prolifick Brain wou'd be of 

singular Service to her, or I had not parted with 

thee to her father. (I, 69) 

Apparently, Miranda knew Isabinda needed help. And she also 

knew a man as suspicious of women as Sir Jealous was reported 

to be would willingly accept a maid reputed to be the perfect 

substitute for a Spanish Duena. Again, Miranda manipulates a 

man, this time to aid a female in similar straits, a female 

who desperately needs a resourceful ally at her side. 

Her services to Isabinda do not end with sending her a 

skillful maid though. Further conversations in the play 

indicate that Miranda conspired with Patch to get Isabinda 

out of her prison and into the public if only momentarily. 

It appears that Patch was to bring a disguised Isabinda to 

St. James Park to meet Miranda; unfortunately, Sir Jealous' s 

appearance ruined the adventure: 
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Oh, Madam, your Ladyship can't imagine what a 

Wretched Disappointment we have met with: Just as I 

fetch'd a Suit of my Cloaths for a Disguise, comes 

my old Master into his Closet, which is right 

against her Chamber-Door . My poor Mistress 

[saw] no way to Escape, [and] ordered me to wait on 

your Ladyship with the sad Relation. (I, 69) 

Seeing Isabinda as a "sister-sufferer," Miranda knew the com

forts her relative freedom brought her, and she was willing 

to try to bring about the same for Isabinda. Again, neither 

one is bound to the other by any of the typical relation

ships. What they do share is the injustice inflicted on each 

by "tyrant man." As the more aggressive one and certainly 

the one with greater freedom, Miranda reaches out to Isabinda 

to offer her as much comfort in her predicament as is pos

sible under the circumstances. Had not Miranda made it con

venient for Patch to serve Isabinda, it is possible that the 

letters exchanged between Charles and Isabinda and the stolen 

moments achieved with the rope ladder would not have come 

about. In other words, Miranda's contrivance on Isabinda's 

behalf makes possible the most effective aspects of 

Isabinda's courtship of Charles. Similarly, Miranda's good 

offices through Patch provide the mechanism that eventually 

gets Isabinda safely married to Charles. 
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Though Charles has often succeeded in getting in to see 

Isabinda, his most recent visit creates havoc in the house

hold and arouses the suspicions of Sir Jealous who imme

diately suspects Patch and fires her (IV, 106). When Charles 

learns of her dismissal, he suspects the worse for Isabinda 

and decides that he must kill his Spanish rival as a hasty 

marriage will probably take place. Patch's invention sug

gests a better alternative: "policy is often preferr'd to 

open Force" (IV, 106). And she urges Charles to impersonate 

"this Spaniard, imposing upon the Father, and marrying [the] 

Mistress by [the Father's] own Consent" (IV, 107). Charles 

agrees; the plan works, and he and Isabinda marry. 

One could say that Miranda's intelligence, her fore

sight, right·s ·t -he world for herself and in large measure for 

Isabinda. In this networking relationship, Isabinda is less 

daring, but she nonetheless accepts the help offered her by 

Miranda. She profits from Miranda's superior understanding 

of both their situations. The support Isabinda receives from 

Miranda comes unearned; all Isabinda had to recommend her to 

Miranda were Isabinda's bondage and her need for an under-

standing ally. 

The nature of the relationship of Miranda and Isabinda 

allows Centlivre to focus on a developing connection between 

women who share the same community of concerns, the same 



injustices. Together, Miranda and Isabinda prove able to 

surmount the obstacles that stood before them. 

The play ends with a fitting couplet recited by Sir 

Jealous Traffick: 

By my Example let all Parents move. 
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And never Strive to cross their Children's Love; 

But still submit that Care to Providence Above. (V, 

12 6) 

Robert Frushell says that the above comment in the mouth of 

Sir Jealous is a "throw away line"; he sees Centlivre as 

"simply fleshing out a rhyme, not making a philosophical 

statement" because "her plays have little intellectualizing" 

("Marriage" 26). However, events in the play signify an op

posite conclusion. Sir Jealous and Sir Francis have learned 

that crossing c~ildren is not the way to insure their obe

dience. Centlivre's females have shown that the desire to be 

free to chart one's course in life is innate in both sexes, 

and those who would try to block that desire should be wary 

of the consequences. The point runs consistently through 

Centlivre's plays and acts as a cohesive, rhetorical pattern 

in her canon. 

In theme and focus, the companion piece to The Busy Body 

is The Wonder: A Woman Keeps a Secret, which opened on April 

27, 1714, at Drury Lane (Bowyer 176). Unlike the reservation 
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of the actors that nearly ruined the premier of The Busy 

~' this play had a cooperative cast, including Mr. Wilks 

and Mrs. Oldfield, whom Mrs. Centlivre praised in a preface.7 

The play was relatively successful, running six nights the 

first season and playing to a command performance at the re

quest of the Prince of Wales the next season (Bowyer 176). 

Much of the play's popularity then and in its later revivals 

was probably due to its "ingenious situations" and e xcellent 

acting (Bateson 72). For all its general entertainment ap

peal, the play serves as an excellent complement to the two

prong commentary on women and their strategies that was begun 

by Centlivre in The Busy Body. Again in this play, the focus 

is on female friendship and bonding with a side-long glance 

a t the usefulness of veils as female accessories to 

courtship. 

Set in Lisbon, the play is much like a mirror image of 

The Busy Body, only cast in a foreign country. It abounds in 

i ntrigue s wi th many closet scenes and mistaken identities. 

And as in The Busy Body, it focuses on two females who share 

a relationship similar to that of Miranda and Isabinda. 

Viola n te li ke Miranda has a degree of freedom because she is 

wise e noug h to dissemble in such a way as to convince her 

fathe r t hat s h e wi l l always be obedient to his wishes. 

Isabel l a , o n t h e ot he r hand, is threatened by h e r father with 
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an undesirable marriage to a man who, according to her 

father, is "rich and well-born" (I, 8). When Isal:>ella shows 

signs of rebellion, her father locks her in. Like their sis

ter conspirators before them, these ladies resort to veils as 

devices in the courtship game; and by supporting each other, 

they succeed in marrying the men they prefer. 

Both the circumstances the two women find themselves in 

and their handling of those circumstances contribute to fo

cusing Centlivre's spotlight on the value of female friend

ship and the strength of the female character. As in~ 

Busy Body, disguise is minimized and female bonding is 

exalted; only this time Centlivre presents two bold, equally 

daring women, each of whom masterfully takes her situation 

into her own hands. Given this personal resolve and wit, the 

~omen need minimal external devices. The one device that 

figures prominantly in the play is the veil. 

Of course, Lisbon was a city where a woman in a veil 

would not have been an unusual or suspicious sight. 

Centlivre exploits this natural convenience and in doing so 

explains, by example, the multiple uses of the device. 

Specifically, veils are employed four different times in the 

play. Initially, Isabella has her maid dress in a veil to 

deliver Isabella's letter to her potential lover. Isabella 

instructs the maid to wear a veil in order to conceal the 
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maid's identity and thus protect her own: "You must veil and 

follow him He must not know it comes from me" (III, 23). 

Once Isabella has made covert contact, she meets her love

interest in a veil. This time her motive is still to protect 

her identity. In this case, a veil which covers the head and 

not merely the face or eyes affords more protection than a 

mask. This special protection is especially necessary be

cause she is meeting a relative stranger unlike Miranda for 

whom a mask would work because she was continuing a series of 

meetings with a man whose character she knew somewhat better. 

Not only is the veil selected for its protective value, but 

once veiled, Isabella uses the cloak to tease Colonel Britton 

(the newly discovered object of her interest) and to get some 

necessary answers. As a rhetorical device the veil signifies 

a woman, but at the same time, it prevents an observer from 

knowing the referent. 

Earlier in an effort to escape her domineering father, 

who insisted that she marry a man she did not love, Isabella 

took the only available method of escape; she leapt from a 

window of her home and fortunately fell into the arms of the 

Colonel, who was passing below (II, 22). She asked him to 

take her to a monastery. Before he could comply, she fainted 

at the thought that her brother had just passed by and might 

discover her rash action. The Colonel simply delivers her 



into the next house, which is that of her friend and her 

brother Felix's love-interest, Violante. 
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Safe with Violante, Isabella plots to meet the man who 

saved her. Having no idea what kind of person he is or what 

interest he maj have in her, she resorts first to make con

tact with him, arrange for a meeting, and try to learn as 

much as she can about him. All of this activity represents a 

chance she is taking; therefore, she must be prudent. She 

determines to disclose as little of herself as is needful to 

discover what steps must be taken next. Given these circum

stances, a veiled meeting was a logical next step. 

To reinforce the security of this meeting, Isabella 

chooses a time and a place that are convenient to her pur-

poses. In her letter she asks him "to meet [her] at five 

o'clock in the morning upon the Terriero de passa" (III, 29) 

Not only is she veiled, but the earliness of the hour and the 

location also ensure privacy. She will take a risk, but a 

well conceived one. 

Once she and the Colonel meet, the veil gives her the 

freedom to flirt: 

Bohea! Is that the best Treat you can give a 

lady at your Lodgings~Colonel! 

.GQ.1: Well hinted No, no, no, I have other Things at 

thy service, child. 



.I..s.a..b: What are those things Pray? (III, 40) 

And later in the same conversation, this concealment device 

gives her an opportunity to quiz him to gain useful infor

mation: 
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.I..s.a..b: Has the last [his body] no Incumbrance upon it; can 

you make a clear Title, Colonel? 

.GQ.l: All Freehold, child, and I'll afford thee a very 

good Bargain. (III, 41) 

From these exchanges, Isabella discovers that he is single, and 

like Sir George earlier, he is willing to play the love game. 

In fact, he, too, wants to claim the prize without publicly 

announcing the game: 

.GQ.l: The Lawyer, and Parson! No, no, no, ye little 

Rogue, we can finish our Affairs without the Help 

of the Law~or the Gospel . 

.I..s.a..b: Indeed! But we can't Colonel . 

.GQ.l: Indeed! Why hast thou then trappan'd me out of my 

warm Bed this morning for nothing! (III, 41) 

The Colonel apparently interprets the veil as a sign of 

willing sexual intrigue and expects the woman to comply. 

Again, Ce ntlivre uses the naughty connotations associated 

with the mask to apply to veiled women also, especially one 

a ppe aring in public at 5 a.m. This stereotype works in 

Isabella's favor as it did in Miranda's. Because he does not 
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believe that he is dealing with a respectable lady, the 

Colonel is open and spirited in his responses. Certainly, 

this is the case in one of the two remaining veil scenes in 

the play. 

After Isabella has teased, flirted, and plied the 

Colonel for information, she is satisfied that he will be the 

man for her: "I have seen the Man I like" (IV, 45). Later, 

as she continues her conversation with Violante, she draws 

the Colonel's character: "[I] find him a Man of Sense, 

Generosity, and good Humor. In short, he is every Thing I 

could like for a Husband, and I have dispatch'd Mrs. Flora to 

bring him hither" (IV, 45). 

Isabella tells Violante that she has her designs on the 

Colonel for matrimony, and that she wants Violante to propose 

for her. Unlike Miranda who asks Sir George if he will marry 

her, Isabella does not feel emotionally equal to the task; 

she enlists Violante, who must conceal her person. Again, 

the veil is an appropriate mechanism. 

When the Colonel enters, he finds Violante veiled; he 

thinks she is the woman he met earlier, and he tries to re

sume his amorous ways. Violante will have none of his 

advances, which puzzles him. Ultimately, he asks her if she 

really expects him to tell her the truth: "A very odd 

Question Do you really expect that I should speak Truth 



now?" (IV, 47). This brief scene illustrates the Colonel's 

acquaintance with the stereotype. She is veiled; she is 

aggressive; therefore, she cannot be honorable. Yet, when 

the veiled Violante presses him to tell the truth, he does, 

and from the same motivation: the truth cannot do harm to a 

woman of no character. Likewise, she can do him no harm. 
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These concerns aside, with the forwardness the veil 

makes possible, Violante succeeds in discovering that the 

Colonel does care for the mysterious lady who dropped into 

his arms, and he is willing to risk matrimony in the bargain 

(IV, 4 8) . 

With this news, Isabella needs only to meet him in her 

own person. Before she does, she has recourse to the veil 

one last time. Just at the point when she prepares to leave 

Violante's house to meet the Colonel, her brother enters and 

she must hide in Violante's closet. To leave the house and 

escape the notice of her brother, she "crosses the stage" 

veiled (V, 67) and makes her way to the Colonel. Once safely 

away, they are later married. Here the veil affords con

cealment that promotes escape, Pot conversa:iion or flir

tation. 

Each instance of the employment of the veil shows its 

practical use in promoting courtship. Too, the specific 

cases described suggest that the veil affords protection to a 
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female in a particular situation where she wishes to fli r t 

with the intention of discovering a potential lover's incli

nation. The veil actively promotes flirtation because of the 

female-license men associated with its use. Therefore, a re

spectable woman who so chose could briefly and safely ex

perience the ease in male company that a prostitute enjoyed. 

Thus, Miranda and Isabella had all the advantages afforded by 

the device and none of the actual stigma. For them, then, 

masks and veils were multi-functional aids, indispensible to 

courtship with unsuspecting husbands-to-be and avenues to the 

kind of limited freedom needed to promote such courtship. 

The other idea emphasized in The Wonder evolves from the 

relationship between Isabella and Violante and directs the 

remainder of the plot to Violante and her actions. As stated 

at the outset of this discussion, the play is one of two in 

Centlivre's canon which speaks directly and emphatically to a 

particular kind of deception and to the female partnership 

which complements the use of the device. In this case, once 

the use of the veil has provided for an exchange of the in

formation, comradeship and mutual support extend the rhetor

ical strategy. This play presents Centlivre's clearest and 

strongest example of female networking, especially notable 

because both women are strong-willed and forceful, traits 

that sometimes produce the opposite results: broken friend-
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ships and little or no support of one for the other. 

Violante, the play's other female lead, is surely no or

dinary woman. And the strength of her character is at the 

heart of the play's theme. Like Isabella, she has amerce

nary, self-centered father who intends her for a nunnery, 

making it possible for him to have the majority of the twenty 

thousand pounds left her by her grandfather (IV, 53). By 

seemingly acquiesing to his wishes, Violante gains both free

dom and time; she uses each wisely and sustains a covert 

courtship with Felix, the brother of Isabella. Though she 

and Felix are in love, he is at a disadvantage in his 

courtship because his father intends him for another woman. 

Like his sister, Felix resisted the match, and when the play 

opens he is in hiding for havirrg wounded the ill-chosen 

woman's brother in a duel. 

Being as inventive and as aggressive in her own interest 

as are most Centlivre women, Violante has contrived to keep 

contact with him for the six weeks that he has been out of 

public sight. They write each other, and occasionally 

Violante manages secretly to admit him to her house for brief 

visits. Other than the task of outwitting her gullible 

father and worrying over whether Felix's victim will die, 

Violante and Felix have little else to complicate their al-

ready difficult relationship. 
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All of this changes when Isabella is unexpectedly 

delivered to Violante's door in need of her assistance. Once 

she recovers from the fright of her escape and delivery by 

the Colonel, Isabella relates her story to Violante and asks 

Violante to "conceal [her] two or three Days" (I, 22). 

Violante willingly agrees,and matters are settled. Soon that 

same evening, the first of a series of unsettling moments 

occurs. Violante expects a visit from Felix; when Isabella 

learns of this, she begs Violante to keep her secret from 

Felix: "Oh! Violante, I conjure thee by all the love thou 

bear'st to Felix . . do not discover to my Brother I am 

here" (I, 2 4) . Violante generously agrees: "Depend upon my 

Friendship, nothing shall draw thy secret from these Lips, 

not even Felix, tho' at the Hazard of his Love" (II, 24). 

Once this pact is made, remaining events in the play serve to 

test the commitment and to reinforce the strength of 

Violante's honour as she maintains her pledge to the point of 

facing the loss of Felix. 

Throughout the play, Violante is repeatedly placed be

tween Isabella and Isabella's father. Her circumstances are 

further complicated by her desire to see and talk with Felix, 

who risks himself and his safety to come out of hiding to see 

Violante. Yet, to protect Isabella, time after time Violante 

lies to Felix, pushes him away from closet or bedroom doors 



where Isabella is in hiding, or accepts blame for actions 

actually committed by Isabella. 

148 

In the course of the play, the burden of the pledge to 

secrecy becomes a heavy one for Violante, yet she never re

cants; she remains a confidante until Isabella is safely with 

the man she loves. Through the five acts, each of which con

tains at least one incident which tests the friendship of the 

two women, Violante not only remains constant, but she also 

shows Felix and the theatre audience that a woman can keep 

the secrets of another female even as she aggressively pur

sues her personal interests. 

First, the same evening Isabella arrives at her house, 

Violante has to prevent Felix from finding Isabella in the 

closet while she must explain to Felix why a strange man (the 

Colonel) is tapping on her window asking for entrance (II, 

24-27). With the appearance of a man at the window, Felix's 

jealousy is fired; he accuses Violante of having another 

lover; and though she explains as much of the story as honor 

permits: "there is a cause which I must not reveal_think how 

far Honour can Oblige your Sex Then allow a Woman may be 

bound by the same Rule to keep a Secret" (II, 27), Felix will 

have none of her explanation. In his opinion, honor between 

women is unheard of: "Honour, what hast thou to do with 

Honour?" (II, 27). Violante insists that she must do as she 
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is doing. In his jealousy and mistrust, Felix bids her an 

angry farewell. Violante sees the aforementioned incident as 

an "exquisite Tryal of [h'er] . Friendship," yet vows that 

Felix's mistrust and stated desire to abolish the relation

ship will never "draw the Secret from [her]" (II, 28). 

Violante's behavior in this scene and similar ones shows 

that she is a woman to be reckoned with, not in stereotypical 

female fashion, but in male terms. To illustrate, she stands 

her ground when Felix will push her aside to get to the 

closet door; and once he leaves (having exclaimed against her 

honour), she ponders the situation and decides that she, not 

he, has been wronged. She, then, goes in pursuit of satis

faction just as any man would be expected to have done. Her 

daring and her indignation make her bold, and she seeks Felix 

to chastise him. Traveling alone to his house, she forces 

her way in: 

.s..e..r.: I tell you, Madam, Don Felix is not here. 

Yi.Q: I tell you, Sir, he is here, and I will see 

him. (breaks in) You are as difficult of Access, 

Sir, as a first Minister of State. (III, 37) 

She tells Felix she "did not come to return [his] Visit but 

to take that which [his] Civility ought to have brought 

[h ] 11 (III 37) r d she demands satisfaction from er , . n a wor , 

him; she expects him to treat her as an equal and to respect 



her rights to honour and to his trust: 

Yio.: Can you love without Esteem? And where is the 

Esteem for her you still suspect? Oh, Felix! 
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There is a Delicacy~in Love, which equals even a 

religious Faith; true Love n'eer doubts the object 

it adores, and Scepticks there will disbelieve 

their Sight. (III, 37) 

This argument has Felix facing a woman who uses masculine 

reason against his feminine emotionalism. With her bold 

entry and its accompanying speech, Violante matches and over

takes any action or reasoning Felix can put forth. 

Unluckily, while pursuing her point, Violante becomes aware 

that a woman (actually a lover of one of Felix's servants) i s 

hiding in Felix's press. Quickly, the tables are turned, and 

Felix must assume the defensive stance. 

Violante believes Felix to be false, but she maintains 

the integrity of her commitment to her friend Isabella: 

.I..s..a.b.: Then I am most unhappy; my Brother was the pledge 

of Faith betwixt us; if he has Forfeited your 

Favour, I have no Title to your Friendship. 

~: You wrong my Friendship, Isabella; your own merit 

intitles you to every Thing within my Power. 

(IV, 45) 

Violante's response is the opposite of that stereotypicall y 
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expected of a woman whose only interest is love. Violante 

values Isabella as a person and does not befriend Isabella to 

enhance her relationship with Felix. Instead, Violante has a 

genuine kinship with Isabella that triumphs over her imme

diate personal misfortunes. Again and again, with increasing 

frequency and urgency, events in the play test this friend

ship. 

Violante finds herself in two other predicaments, each 

with threatening consequences for her relationship with 

Felix. To enumerate, one finds that when Violante proposes 

to the Colonel for Isabella, Felix appears; again she must 

hide the Colonel in her bed chamber as well as hide Felix 

from her father, who is also approaching. The locked bed 

chamber and her refusal to let Felix hide there arouses his 

suspicion and anger. Resorting to feminine ingenuity, 

Violante explains her refusal by telling Felix that she was 

only testing him: 

~: You impose upon yourself, my Dear; do you think I 

did not see you? Yes, I did, and resolved to put 

this Trick upon you; I knew you'd take the Hint, 

and soon relapse into your wonted Error. (IV, 54) 

Violante knows she has an ace to play--Felix's jealousy--and 

she shrewdly uses it against him to smooth the way for 

Isabella's meeting with the Colonel, to protect herself, and 
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to have the argumentative advantage over Felix. 

In one last incident before the mistakes are identified 

and relationships righted, Violante must help Isabella to 

escape the detection of Isabella's brother and Violante's 

father. In the previously discussed incident involving 

Isabella's veiled departure from Violante's home, one finds 

that to get Isabella outside the house so she can meet the 

Colonel and then marry him, Violante again turns the tables 

on the men in the play. She had already gotten Felix out by 

dressing him in women's clothing and telling her father he 

was her maid's mother (IV, 50-53); being suspicious, Felix 

returns just as Isabella prepares to leave; Isabella retires 

to a closet and bolts the door. Felix threatens to break the 

door in as Violante struggles to keep him from the door and 

the discovery of Isabella (V, 65). Felix is about to push 

Violante aside when her father enters and asks for expla

nations. 

Keeping her wits about her, Violante uses a near-truth 

to appease her father, to protect her honor, and to get both 

Felix and Isabella out of the house (Isabella undetected by 

Felix). Simply, she tells her father she is protecting a 

frightened woman in distress from a strong man (Felix) who 

pursued her with "his sword drawn" (V, 66). Knowing the 

trouble Felix is already in, her father believes her. And 
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Felix--though amazed at her creativity--"the Devil never 

fail'd a Woman at a Pinch: What a Tale has she form'd in a 

minute" (V, 66) takes her cue, pretends he is drunk, and 

manages to leave the room after the veiled woman (his sister) 

is given enough time to move quietly across the stage and out 

the door. Before Felix leaves, however, Violante whispers 

that he should follow her and "all mistakes shall be 

rectified" (V, 67). And they are. Once on the Terriero de 

passa, the two couples are properly united: Isabella and the 

Colonel are secretly married, and so are Felix and Violante. 

Reluctantly, the fathers accept what they cannot change. 

With The Busy Body and The Wonder,Centlivre reinforces 

the image of woman already developed in her earlier offering: 

women are inventive and resourceful. Only social 

restrictions on their freedom and a lack of male 

understanding serve to perpetuate the stereotype of women as 

the subordinate being in creativity and in action. The 

behavior of Miranda, Isabinda, Isabella, and Violante negate 

the picture of eighteenth-century women as resourceless 

wonders who are pursued and persecuted, who have no concept 

o f a share d mission among women. Because of their superior 

understand i ng of their own situations and their insightful 

awa r e ne ss o f the weakn e ss and misguided value system o f ma n y 

of the me n in the ir world, thes e Centlivre women a re i n a 
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causes. And they do. With a daring and boldness normally 

reserved for men, these women challenge the codes and male 

mind-sets that limit them; and they win. 
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While the plots may have their "improbabilities" with 

"the succession of escapes into cupboards or bedrooms" being 

"more effective on stage than in print" (Boas 111), one finds 

in the plays a group of female characters who understand 

their position in relation to the male-dominated world they 

share and who use that knowledge to subvert traditional 

sexual roles. They acknowledge stereotypes held by men-

i.e., the character of women in masks and veils--and use the 

s t ereotype s and the device associated with them to advance 

their goals o f achieving the personal free dom with which each 

woman may select her marriage partner. 

As Centlivre explores the mask and veil as devices of 

deception and courtship advancement, she also highlights the 

s t rength and gene ral reliability of women who were stereo

typically viewed as weak and unreliable. Of particular in

t erest in these two plays is Centlivre's response to the idea 

of fe minine frie nds hip. The relationships between Miranda 

and I s a binda a nd Isab e lla a nd Violant e are based on genuine 

frie n ds h ip . Th e women recogn iz e the common e l e me nts in t hei r 

sep ara t e s ituat i o n s , and they unite i n s uppo rt o f each othe r. 
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Thei r comradeship and their effective use of disguise devices 

become the source of their triumph. True female friendships 

such as those displayed between the women in these two plays 

provide an adequate response to those who doubted the 

"steadfastness" of the female of the species (Markel 122). 

By taking the initiative in their relationships and by 

working together against a common set of problems, these 

female characters show the strength to be gained from true 

friendship and personal sacrifice--qualities traditionally 

reserved for men. 



CHAPTER IV 

A POTPOURRI OF DECEPTION DEVICES 

Masks or veils are useful tools in the hands of daring 

women who know their opposition well and who need moments of 

invisibility to advance their plans. Both partial and com

plete physical disguise permit the characters discussed so 

far to conceal their intentions thereby succeeding in places 

and by means not otherwise available to them. But as with 

any aid--whether mask, veil, or complete disguise--applica

bility to the situation is the most accurate determiner of a 

device's success. The instruments employed by female char~ 

acters in the previous discussions worked well because the 

situations required concealment, and the masks and so forth 

were used primarily to prevent recognition. 

Likewise, the devices were accepted forms of con

cealment. No one in the audience would question the use of 

either form of external covering, not even Centlivre's em-

ployment of the infamous Restoration mask. In brief, the au-

diences o f her plays may have puzzled over her repeated us e 

of the d e vices, but those same people would not have seen 

them as unusual. 
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Centlivre's understanding of the female predicament and 

the methodology best suited to allow the woman to do as she 

pleases is not limited to those situations for which con

cealment is the most successful expedient. Without a doubt, 

her experiences as an actress, a playwright, and a wife gave 

her intimate knowledge of the frustrating circumstances that 

confronted women as they struggled to have their desires con

sidered in matters related to the disposal of their persons 

and their fortunes. She knew, for example, that many 

eighteenth-century women found themselves in predicaments for 

which no manner of disguise offered solutions. These are 

generally women whose movements are severely restricted, who 

are faced with forceful and seemingly immovable male oppo

sition, or who have planned carefully to free themselves only 

to have their careful preparations upset at the last minute. 

As a result of these frustrations, the women find themselves 

pushed into a corner where they must think quickly and de

cisively if they are to attain the particular effect they de

sire. These are women in desperate straits; their circum

stances require unusual solutions put forth by resolute 

women. 

At such moments when disguise is impractical and when an 

undesirable solution will be forthcoming if the woman does 

not act, what does Ce ntlivre suggest? Three plays--one each 
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at the beginning, the middle, and the end of her career-

speak to the non-conformist approaches that Centlivre uses to 

empower her female characters. 

Though each scheme is different, the three approaches 

used by the three different women have one element in common: 

each is a form of deception. By its appropriateness and ad

equacy, Centlivre appears to affirm the idea that a form of 

deception is usually a woman's most effective weapon against 

the restrictive social practices found in the eighteenth cen

tury. At the same time, her creation of the female prin

ciples in The Stolen Heiress (1702), The Man's Bewitch'd 

(1709), and The Artifice (1722) reinforces what should be 

recognized by now as a central contention in each of her 

plays: passive and resourceless women will be victimized by 

an indifferent male-dominated society. Conversely, women who 

actively struggle to free themselves from the constraints 

that would bind them, who put forth strong efforts under 

great difficulties will forge an opportunity by which they 

will attain some measure of what they desire. Without ex

ception, the female leads in these three plays are women 

whose personalities reflect a character that is intelligent, 

forward, and innovative--women who by their make-up accept 

the complexities of their world. Like other Centlivre 
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remarkable ingenuity. 
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When one recalls the chaLacters from Restoration 

comedies who manipulated situations and who came up with 

witty contrivances of deception, one tends to think of 

Wycherley's Horner, Etherege's Dorimant, or Farquhar's 

Aimwell--all men who promoted their schemes with a confidence 

known to those who are accustomed to dominance. These were 

also men who felt they were plotting against weak, vain, or 

naive women who could be easily duped. The challenge pre

sented by their schemes reinforced a commonly held stereo

type: men are inventive, analytical, and fearless in their 

efforts to have what they want; conventions existed for them 

to flaunt. The belief and on-stage representation of the 

idea that women had similar talents and would willingly use 

them in their cause was rare, certainly not traditional. 

In the three plays that comprise this chapter, Centlivre 

has her women diverge from traditional practices. Instead of 

the fairly tame schemes generally accepted as within the 

province of women, Centlivre creates three females who con

ceive and execute three remarkably effective, though non-con

formist schemes. All three females are young; two of them 

face having to marry undesirable men, and the other unmarried 

woman wishes to reclaim the father of her young son. To 
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r e verse the probable outcome of their predicaments, one woman 

pretends to be pregnant; another claims to have poisoned her 

lover; and a third fakes demonic possession. Clearly, by 

their choice of strategies, these are women who show that 

they are unafraid to try unconventional means to survive "the 

senseless rules and repressive institutions of their era" 

(Wilson, A Preface 129). 

Among critics who have spent time analyzing Centlivre's 

plays, few have devoted more than a footnote to a discussion 

of her third play The Stolen Heiress; or. The Salamanca 

Doctor Outplotted. First acted on December 31, 1702, and 

published anonymously January 16, 1703, the play was origi

nally "advertised and printed as a comedy" (Bowyer 49); how

ever, those critics who discuss the play refer to its near

tragic primary plot featuring the sinister character of Count 

Pirro and his unethical behavior. Those critics conclude 

that the play is better classified as a tragicomedy. 

This play is one of several in her canon that has re

ceived little attention from critics of eighteenth-century 

drama. And those critics who do examine the play, often re

port little that is positive about its struct u re or its con

tent. Robert Strozier, for example, dismisses the play as 

having too man y asides (71); Shirley Markel sees the play a s 

a performa nce failure because Centlivre was not skilled in 
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writing the "kind of elevated language" she needed for the 

play's serious plot (38); F. P. Lock, on the other hand, 

finds the play to be "an interesting but imperfect attempt to 

reshape" an earlier play by Thomas May (41); and Frederick 

Bateson includes the play in a list of her works that he 

classifies as "almost completely worthless," plays to be 

"mentioned only to be dismissed" (63). 

Constant in the criticism of the play is also the 

feeling among some critics, notably Bowyer and Lock, that 

Centlivre failed to classify the play correctly. In his dis-

cussion of the play, Bowyer notes that it was originally 

"advertised and printed as a comedy" (49); however, both he 

and F. P. Lock conclude that the play is better described as 

a tragicomedy.1 The two critics appear to base their catego

rization on the seriousness and near-tragic portent of one of 

the play's two plots. In both instances, Bowyer and Lock 

seem to suggest that at this stage in Centlivre's career, she 

experiences difficulty in making her plays genre-specific. 

In spite of the problems cited above, the play's early 

appearance in Centlivre's canon serves to reinforce the idea 

that she was a dramatist with a particular focus in mind. 

With The Stolen Heiress, she returns to idea s presented in 

her previ o u s two pla ys (bo th play s are discus sed in chapt e r 

two): male dominance of females and female skill in 
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neutralizing the power of men.2 A new element, though, is 

added in this play. The heroines of her previous two plays 

had relied on conventional means of deception to master their 

situations. In those earlier plays, Centlivre's women boldly 

act to have the romantic partners of their choices. 

Likewise, The Stolen Heiress presents two women who reject 

mates selected for them by their tyrannical fathers. Unlike 

the disentanglement devices used in the previous two plays 

she had written, in this play Centlivre presents one heroine 

whose choice of strategy is clearly non-conformist. 

On the surface the play's action appears little dif

ferent from the formula used in The Perjured Husband (1700) 

and The Beau's Duel (1702). As in The Perjured Husband, this 

play has a foreign setting--Palermo--and focuses on the 

plight of two cousins--Lavinia and Lucasia--who must outwit 

fathers for whom a daughter's obedience is see~1 "as a duty" 

(I, 333). The fathers (who are brothers) see themselves as 

parents of "wild Wenches" (I, 337) and "obstinate" women who 

must be forced "to their Happiness" (I, 338). Both men 

define "happiness" for their daughters as marriage to wealthy 

men. Larich, father of Lavinia, does add to the requirement 

in that he selects a wealthy man who is also" a great 

Scholar," a trait Larich admires "above all Things" (I, 337). 

Moreover, both men live where the legal system supports their 
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ability to force their decisions upon their daughters. Both 

women are heirs to considerable fortunes; however, "Sicilian 

law gives Death to him that steals an Heiress" (I, 332). The 

fathers know the women love men other than the ones the 

fathers wish, and the fathers are aware that their daughters 

or, more importantly, the daughters' lovers may plot an 

elopement. Even that expediency is not a practical or safe 

one for the lovers because Sicilian law clearly favors 

parents not daughters. 

Aware that his daughter will resist his efforts because 

she prefers "that Beggar Palante" (I, 330), Gravello schemes 

to create a situation that will make his daughter an heiress, 

thus bringing any rash action on her lover's part under the 

scrutiny of Sicilian law. To promote "wealth and ambition" 

which "are the Darlings of [his] Soul" (I ., 32 9) , Gravel lo 

spreads a rumor that his true heir and son Eugenio has died 

in Rome (I, 329). The resulting news was designed to draw 

wealthy suitors to Lucasia, whereon Gravello would plan a 

hasty marriage to secure the suitor's money before the truth 

could be discovered. The scheme works. Count Pirro, who is 

equally unscrupulous and as much a fortune hunter as 

Gra vello, immediately seizes the opportunity to ask for 

Lucas ia. Gravello agrees and a private marriage 

Gravello's grief in the sudden death of his son) 

(honoring 

is planned. 
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Lucasia, meanwhile, rejects a marriage to Pirro, whom 

she describes as "a misshapen monster" designed by nature "to 

vex the whole Creation" (II, i, 338). She sees him as a 

person crooked both in body and in mind. When she realizes 

that her father will force a match between her and Count 

Pirro, she agrees to elope with Palante fully aware of the 

punishment that could await them both: 

LJJ..c.: Yes, dear Palante, more than this I'd do for thee. 

What's Pomp and Greatness when compared to Love? 

But, oh Palante! Thou know'st our Country's Laws 

gives Death without Reprieve to him that weds an 

Heiress against her parents will, Tho' with her own 

Consent. (I, 335) 

Lucasia is no starry-eyed young woman swept away by romantic 

notions. She is a realist in love with a man who returns her 

affection. In fact, her father describes her as a person who 

is "solid as man but obstinate as Woman" (I, 33 7) . 

The maturity of her decision and the strength of her 

resolution to marry only the man she loves is tested and 

proven in the course of the play. First, after she elopes 

and is married to Palante, they are apprehended; he is 

jailed, and Gravello asks the Governor to apply the law to 

Palante (III, 353). Encouraged by a friend, Lucasia boldly 

asks for and receives an audience with the Governor during 



which she entreats him to release her husband (IV, 359). 

Instead of a kindly spirit, Lucasia finds in the Governor a 

man who only offers her a solution that favors Count Pirro, 
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the Governor's nephew: "Marry. 

(IV, 361). 

. Pirro and Palante lives" 

In response, Lucasia shows both her character and her 

daring: "since you have swore not to save him upon Other 

Terms, I'll shew a duteous Cruelty And rather follow him in 

Death than so To buy his Life, no, I despise the Price" (IV, 

361). Realizing her plea has been unsuccessful, Lucasia re

turns home and prepares to go with her husband to his death 

(IV, 371). 

Both Lucasia and her husband are saved by the timely in

tervention of her brother Eugenio who reveals the murderous 

intent of Count Pirro. Palante is also revealed to be the 

lost son of wealthy Sicilian Lord Euphenes (IV, 367). Thus 

Lucasia succeeds in marrying for love and securing wealth 

also. 

Lucasia's decision to elope and to risk the wrath of 

Sicilian law shows her commitment to Palante, but it also 

points to the uncompromising power men exercised over women. 

Her choices were not easy ones, but she took the only satis

factory option ope n to her. Clearly, disguises would not 

have been adequate in her circumstances. Only bold, decisive 
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action would do. In her case, the choice available was 

frowned upon by society and condemned by the law. She chose 

to elope anyway, and she prepared to face death when it 

seemed the inevitable outcome of her decision-making. 

Although Lavinia's courtship problems constitute the 

light-hearted segment of the play, they are nonetheless as 

serious as those faced by Lucasia. However, from the moment 

she appears in the play until it ends, Lavinia shows herself 

to be a resourceful young woman who understands the power her 

father has over her, but one who also knows her strength and 

who plans to use it. In fact, when act 2 opens, Lucasia 

shows her mettle as she tries to raise Lucasia's spirits: 

L.a.Y: For Heaven's sake don't afflict yourself at this 

Rate, but study rather to avoid the ill, if you 

would counterplot my Uncle; dry up your Eyes, and 

let the woman work. I warrant you may contrive 

some way to get rid of this Lump of Worms-meat 

[Count Pirro]: I don't fear giving my Father the 

drop, for all his Care,. . ; it shall cost me a 

Fall, if I don't marry the Man I have a Mind to; I 

s hall see who's the best Politician, my Dad, or I. 

(II, i, 338) 
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Her last statement proves not to be a vain boast; she does 

show herself to be the "best Politician" in the campaign to 

determine whom she marries. 

Faced with a father who insists she marry a learned man 

from Salamanca whether she wants him or not, Lavinia 

initially trusts the mechanizations of Francisco, her ro

mantic choice. He plots to outwit her father by pretending 

to be Sancho, the scholar intended for Lavinia. Briefly, the 

plot works, and she pretends to dislike the marriage (II, 

346) in an effort to speed the ruse along. The deception ap

pears to succeed, and Larich plans a wedding for that same 

night. Indeed, he is reinforced in his desire for a hasty 

wedding when he discovers that his niece has been stolen 

(II, 357). Unfortunately, Francisco's deception is dis

covered that same night, and Larich arranges for an even 

speedier wedding between the real Sancho and Lavinia. 

With Francisco banished from her presence and her father 

threatening to turn her out of doors if she does not obey 

him, Lavinia tries logical persuasion in an effort to dis

suade Sancho from the match. To begin~ Bhe tells him she 

doe s not and cannot love him: 

L..a_y: What would you do, Sir, with me that cannot Love 

you? Alas, I was engaged long before I saw you, 

you may be happier far elsewhere, go court some 
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nymph whose Heart's entirely free, such only can be 

worthy of your Love. (IV, 362) 

Perhaps her sensible approach would have softened Sancho's 

resolve to wed had not Larich constantly interrupted her to 

the point of threatening her life. 

Lavinia sees that unless she acts quickly, she will find 

herself married to a man she does not want and one she barely 

knows. She ponders briefly before hitting upon the only so

lution to the problem presented by her father and Sancho: 

calling on courage to aid and Heaven to forgive (IV, 363), 

Lavinia goes into a protracted scene where she feigns intense 

shame and gradually admits she is "no Virgin" (IV, 3 63) . At 

first, her father appears not to believe what he is hearing. 

At that time, Lavinia realizes that she must press her point 

or risk having her father dismiss her earlier reference to 

lost virginity as just another of her outbursts in an effort 

to stall the proceedings. Resolutely, she summons her 

courage and does the unthinkable: "Lavinia: Oh! I am with 

Child" (IV, 363). Immediately, thi~ announcement releases 

her from her father's physical grip. To be sure, Larich re

coils from her as though she is diseased. Upon recovery from 

his shock, he moves to stab her, only to be prevented by 

Sancho (IV, 363). 
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Briefly, Lavinia's action seems to backfire when Sancho 

steps forward and owns the child (IV, 364): 

L.a.Y: Oh Heavens! What will come on me now, oh! fly me, 

Sir as you would shun Contagion, could you receive 

into your Arms a Wretch polluted by another. {IV, 

363) 

Just when her strategy seems not to be working, Francisco 

enters the house; in an aside, she acquaints him with her 

"last stratagem to defer [the] marriage" (IV, 365), and he 

asks for her hand: 

The wrong my Love has done your fair Daughter, 

'tis now too late to wish undone again, but if you 

please it may be clos'd up yet without Dishonour, I 

will marry her. (IV, 365) 

Larich agrees, but not without vengeance: 

L..a.r: Say you so, Sir, why then take her~there hang, 

drown'd or starve together, I care not which, but 

never within my Doors more. (IV, 365) 

Rejected and disinherited by her father, Lavinia takes her 

punishment and rejoices in her action: 

La.Y: It is a matchless one indeed, and I struggled long 

e'er I cou'd bring myself to own a Deed so distant 

from my Heart, but it has serv'd my Purpose, and I 

glory in it now. (IV, 365) 
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Even though she faces a life of near poverty and total 

banishment from her father, Lavinia clearly indicates that 

her resulting permission to marry Francisco is worth the 

price she must pay. Fortunately for her, Centlivre produces 

an eighteenth-century deus ex machina in the final act of the 

play. Larich is reconciled to the couple when he learns that 

an "Uncle's Death" has left Francisco wealthy enough to be a 

worthy son-in-law (V, 376) . 

While Centlivre is sure to be criticized for her near

magical ending, she is to be applauded for presenting a 

female who takes an uncharacteristic approach to an ap

parently unsolvable problem. 

Writing in The Gay Couple in Restoration Comedy, John 

Harrington Smith reminds the reader that "the virtue of a 

heroine in Restoration drama i.s always above reproach" 

whereas virtue was "not required for heroes" (77). This same 

standard applied to female characters in the eighteenth 

century. Thus, for Centlivre to bring the suggestion of 

pregnancy into one of her plays, even briefly, was an uncon

ventional action. Granted, "simulated pregnancy was not un

known on [eithe r the] Elizabethan [or] Jacobean stage'' (Styan 

93); yet, eighteenth-century playwrights rarely used the de

v i c e and ge ne r a lly ne ver brought a pregna nt, unmarried woma n 

onto the s t a g e . In f a ct, in hi s di s cu s sion of th e play, 
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F. P. Lock observes that "contemporary audiences were 

sensitive to such matters" (42), and he believes Centlivre 

reveals her ''concern for decorum" when she deviates from her 

source for the play. 

Both Bowyer and Lock cite Thomas May's The Heir (1620) 

as the model for this play.3 In the May original, the female 

counterpart of Lavinia actually looks as though she is preg-

nant. In the Centlivre adaptation, however, Lavinia merely 

claims pregnancy. Lock says Centlivre "suppresses the preg

nancy" (42) because of her concern for audience reaction. 

Perhaps she did so for the reason Lock gives. However, what 

is important here is not hilli she used the pregnancy, but that 

she used it at all. 

Centlivre writes The Stolen Heiress at a time when 

female writers are unwelcome in the theat~r and when female 

characters in plays are generally shown to be outplotted by 

men. In this environment, why risk further criticism to her-

self and further indictment of the female character by even 

suggesting the risque? Centlivre's answer appears to be the 

same one she offers in each of her plays: women pushed into a 

corner must get themselves out of it by using any available 

means. The straits Lavinia finds herself in appear to admit 

of no usual or sanctioned solution. Her plight is certainly 
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century woman was a desperate remedy: false pregnancy. 
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That Centlivre wanted her audience to feel Lavinia's 

discomfort with what she is doing is apparent as Lavinia 

stages an elaborate scene to introduce her "sin" (IV, 363) 

yet, so is Centlivre's feeling that a false pregnancy was the 

right device for Lavinia to use. As a rhetorical device, the 

false pregnancy functions similarly to veils and masks be

cause the result is an invalid interpretation of a sign. As 

cited earlier, Lavinia claims the deed and glories in her 

ability to carry off the deception. 

In using the claimed pregnancy, Centlivre suggests that 

Lavinia's non-conformist solution was appropriate to her sit

uation. Obviously, in using Thomas May's work as a source, 

Centlivre could have selected another device and written 

false pregnancy out of the play altogether. But she did not. 

She realized that while pregnancy, false or real, may not 

have been a popular plot device, it did exist as an expedient 

recourse for any courageous women confronted with an in

tractable father, an undesirable marriage partner~ ~ a priest, 

and a license. As with some of Centlivre's other devices, 

this one was certainly unorthodox, but it was both ingenious 

and adequate. It bought Lavinia enough time to begin to plot 

her way out of the marriage if her scheme failed; it momen-
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tarily cooled the ardor of her unwanted suitor, and it forced 

her father to release her from the intended wedding even when 

such a release meant her father might do her physical harm. 

The play's ending reinforces the point that Centlivre 

knowingly used the false pregnancy for the effect it would 

have on her audience. Just before the curtain closes and 

just after the plot's loose ends have been tied, Centlivre 

has the Governor announce his plan to work to change Silician 

law: 

.GQy: However, this my Care shall do, I will Solicit 

earnestly the King to mitigate this cruel Law, and 

make the Thefts of Love admit of Pardon. (V, 376) 

Bowyer sees in this speech Centlivre's "propaganda against 

the Sicilian (and English) law" that prohibited marriage to 

"an heiress against her father's wishes" (49). If Bowyer is 

right, and Fidelis Morgan believes that he is (Morgan 52), 

then Centlivre had every reason to present as extreme an ex

ample of what unjust laws and social restraints drive women 

to do as she could summon. Stage use of false pregnancy in 

an ultra-conservative era such as that of the first half of 

the eighteenth century would certainly help to make her 

point. 

Less shocking to an eighteenth-century audience but 

nonetheless daring and unconventional is the strategy 
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Centlivre presents in her mid-career offering The Man 1 s 

Bewitch'd; or, The Devil to Do About Her. Premiering 

December 12, 1709, at the Haymarket Theatre (Bowyer 117), the 

play was much less successful than The Busy Body, which had 

opened at Drury Lane in May of the same year. Among 

twentieth-century critics who comment on the play, both 

Bowyer and F. P. Lock concede that the play has plotting 

problems as well as too heavy a reliance on farce.4 Lock 

particularly criticizes the play's farcical elements as well 

as the poorly connected plot sequences. He concludes that 

the play is "neither an effective farce nor a good comedy'' 

(78). Less blunt but equally critical, Bowyer finds the 

play's farce to be "so broad that it offers little pleasure 

in the reading" (128); he goes on to add that theater goers 

of Centlivre's era could have found little in the play to 

please them. 

In spite of this criticism, it is in the play's farcical 

elements, notably Laura's ploy to free herself from her 

jailer, that one finds Centlivre's approach to female inven

tiveness. Unlike earlier plays in which she balanced a 

serious couple against a light-hearted, less intense one, in 

this play Centlivre brings together three youthful couples, 

a ll of whom love each other, having courted for some time ; so 

the play's action does not turn on elements of the marriage 
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chase. Rather, the action focuses on removal o f the parental 

obstacles to matrimony. In this action, the men are as en

gaged as the women. Because the males have previous long

standing relationships with each other, male networking 

abounds in the play. On the other hand, only two of the 

females--Belinda and Maria--have prior acquaintance. Laura, 

the play's female lead, comes to know the other two women 

through her courtship of Faithful. 

Bound by their circumstances and their relationship, 

Belinda and Maria support each other and join forces with 

their beaux to outwit their respective parents. Isolated 

with only her maid as support, Laura relies on herself and 

later on the resourcefulness of her beau in their efforts to 

outwit her guardian. 

Action in the play reveals that the three women have 

similar problems but are in distinctly different situations. 

While all the parents and guardians object to the women's 

choices of mates or have other mates in minds for them, the 

intensity of the objections varies as do the steps taken t o 

insure each female's obedience. 

Belinda and Maria have relative freedom of movement a nd 

generally comfortable relationships with their parent s . It 

is the ease of moveme nt and the nature o f the pa r e nt a l ob 

jection that allow Belinda and Ma ria along with the ir bea u x 
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to plot successfully to out-maneuver the parents. Maria's 

situation in particular is the least threatening of the 

three. When the play opens, she is visiting Belinda. Though 

her parents are not characters in the play, one discovers 

from her conversations that they disapprove of her attachment 

to Lovely. Their objection is based on political grounds: 

"Her Father's a violent Tory, and [Lovely] 's a Whig" (V, 

149). Events in the play reveal that parental disapproval is 

not the key impediment to this union. 

Maria is another of Centlivre's "thinking women." She 

is not ruled solely by her heart, and as a result, she will 

act in relationship to those decisions which she feels are 

best for her interests. True, she loves her suitor, and she 

knows that he loves her; furthermore, she knows that he has 

"fortune enough to make [her] happy" (III, 112) whether her 

parents approve or not. Yet, she continues to postpone mat

rimony. F. P. Lock sees her as a "coquette-prude" who "holds 

out--for no particular reason--for four acts" only to capit

ulate "for no better reason at the end of the play" (80). 

Contrary to Lock's view, one finds that she does, indeed, 

have a reason to "hold out." Earlier in the play Maria ex

plains her delay: 
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Ma.I.: True, I do love him--but will no t marry him, 

without a Portion; he shall never throw that in my 

Dish, I resolve. (III, 112) 

Maria is sensible. She does not wish to enter marriage on an 

unequal footing with her mate. As long as her parents ob

ject, she has no chance of securing her dowry. Without her 

"portion," she sees the possibility for Lovely to negate her 

worth and thereby underestimate her right to full-partnership 

in the union. Just as males viewed money as fit inducement 

to marry women, so Centlivre allows Maria to find the same 

necessary for her marriage to Lovely. When in act 5 Maria 

consents to marriage, she does so after Trusty makes two 

promises: he will "reconcile [her] Father" to the match or he 

will "give [her] a Portion [himself]" (V, 14 9) . The fulfill

ment of either promise assures removal of Maria's objection-

her lack of "estate." 

Perhaps, as Lock apparently reasons, lack of her own 

money is not a good excuse to reject marriage to a man she 

loves, especially a man who could easily support her in a 

comfortable manner. Her rejection goes to a point that con

tinues to surface in Centlivre's plays: strong, assertive 

women will determine the course o f action that suits the ir 

needs. Maria has a psychological need to be an equal partner 

in her marriage. Tha t ne ed is der i ved f r om the same set of 
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She recognizes the problems that unbalanced unions create, 

and she "holds out" for the equalizer. 

woman acting prudently. 

She is a reasonable 
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The obstacles facing Belinda are somewhat more difficult 

to overcome, and, therefore, call for a more vigorous re

sponse. Her union with Captain Constant is opposed by his 

father because her birth is too low thereby making her 

"portion" too small. Futhermore, she is the daughter of the 

elder Constant's steward and as such is "not fit to be popt 

into [his] estate" (V, 47). Captain Constant knows his 

father's objections, and with Belinda's help, he plots to 

outwit his father. Their plotting is unwittingly aided by 

her father (Trusty) with whom she has a supportive relation

ship. Trusty loves her and wants only the best match for 

her. Aware of the societal restrictions and the hardships 

placed on individuals who marry outside their social classes, 

Trusty, who knows the elder Constant wants his son to marry 

money and position, selects a local squire as a socially re

spectable mate for his daughter . Belinda does not want the 

man chosen, but when the play opens, her father has made no 

effort to force his choice on her. As a result, she is under 

no immediate threat of having her wishes ignored. 
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Together, Belinda and Captain Cons ~ant trick Trusty into 

sanctioning, even insisting on their marrying each other. 

The ruse used is simple and easy to implement largely because 

Trusty, as his name implies, is gullible. Captain Constant 

convinces him that the elder Constant is dead. This death 

removes the immediate obstacle. Trusty responds to the news 

as expected; he dismisses Squire Nun, the previous suitor, 

and begins to see Captain Constant as a legitimate prospect 

for his daughter. Because she knows the trick and wants to 

secure Trusty's blessings when the deception is discovered, 

Belinda deceives him once more. She pretends to disapprove 

of Captain Constant so that Trusty must literally "force her 

own choice upon her" (V, 140). And he is not behind in 

pushing the choice. Belinda feigns dislike for Constant so 

effectively that Trusty genuinely believes that Constant is 

"in danger of losing [his] mistress" (III, 115). Trusty re

sponds by calling for a "hasty match" that easily pleases the 

couple. 

When the truth of Captain Constant's initial deception 

comes out, Centlivre delivers her heroine with a bit of in

ventiveness of her own. 

Jeffrey Constant's personality has been carefully drawn 

throughout the play. He is opinionated and firmly entrenche d 

in his plan that his son wed only within his social rank and 
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to a woman of "estate." It is unlikely that any beauty, 

virtue, or charm on Belinda's part will change his mind. 

Thus, when he does appear in act 5, he acts as expected. He 

damns the marriage, promptly disinherits his son, and an

nounces that nothing can be done to "make up anything with 

him" (V, 148) . He is resolute. 

At this point, Centlivre could leave the couple happily 

joined but facing an impoverished future. She opts not to do 

so. Instead, she chooses a solution clearly borne of plot 

manipulation but obviously supportive of this play's theme. 

Just when Jeffrey Constant's obstinance appears to ruin any 

pleasant prospects for Belinda and Captain Constant, Trusty 

announces that Belinda is of elevated birth and, most impor-

tantly, a woman of financial means. It seems that her "real" 

father was an Irish lord who entrusted her to Trusty's care 

as a result of an unlucky union with Belinda's mother, who 

died in childbirth. Trusty reared Belinda and carefully in

vested her money such that she is now wealthy. As in Maria's 

case, money properly placed resolves the conflict. 

One should note that Centlivre not only provides Belinda 

with money, but she also affords her social position equal to 

that of her suitor. The issue that arose in Maria's case is 

apparent here as well. Money alone is not the equalizer: 

couples must also feel that they are equals in the areas that 
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reinforces this point in her description of Belinda's back

ground: 
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T..r.u...;_ [She] is the Daughter to my Lord Belville; which I 

have brought up ever since she was three Days' old; 

her Mother dying in her Labour, and her Marriage 

being private, because she was much below my Lord's 

Quality; and he at that Time under the Tuition of a 

Father: He never made it publick, but put her into 

my Hands to breed up as my own. (V, 148) 

Though Belinda has led a comfortable existence up to 

this point, such was not true of her mother. Trusty's ac

count of the mother's trials argues pointedly for the so

lution Centlivre offers Maria and Belinda. Blocking parents, 

unforgiving parents, and a rigid social caste system forced 

Belinda's parents into a secret marriage that produced little 

comfort for either partner. The mother dies without public 

recognition of her union; the father, while under the legal 

restraints of his parents, lacks the wherewithal to 

acknowledge publicly either wife or daughter, and Belinda has 
. 

lived without benefit of her rightful name and its attendant 

social and financial rewards. True, the play's action shows 

that Centlivre does not challenge the social system that so 

effectively demands romance within one's social class and 
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punishes those who deviate. Nonetheless, she does hold that 

system up for close examination, and in so doing, she makes 

the argument that the sensible woman must weigh more than 

love. To be reasonably happy, that woman must strive to 

bring about a balance among all factors that have bearing on 

the success of her union. 

Laura, the play's other leading female and the character 

whose behavior calls forth the play's title, shares little 

with either Maria or Belinda. For one thing, she and her 

suitor are equal in rank and financial means. For another, 

she has no living parents, only a mean-spirited guardian who 

has barricaded her in his home for twelve months (IV, 125) 

He has control of the writings of her estate and plans to 

take control of her person by forcing her into marriage with 

him. Opposite to the life led by Maria and Belinda, Laura's 

life has been one of confinement, and her relationship with 

her guardian has been strained and uneasy. Not having seen 

her suitor for twelve months has given her ample time to ana

lyze her affairs and to consider appropriate courses of 

action. 

Escape is obviously a first consideration for her. But 

Sir David watchum's security measures and close scrutiny have 

made escape relatively impossible. She has been "locked in" 

such that h e has not permitted her even a walk in the garden: 
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I would not lose Mrs. Laura; for if possible, 

she shall fill no Arms but mine. I have kept her 

from the sight of Man these twelve Months; and now 

I design to offer her Liberty, provided she'll con

sent to be my wife; if she refuses, I'll have the 

Lights quite stop'd up, and she shall not so much 

as see the Sun. (II, 94) 

Watchum wants her, and he wants her money. Even more impor

tant, his words and his action -~escribe a man who is capable 

of keeping Laura incarcerated indefinitely. 

Without close friends, immediate family, or control of 

her money, where would Laura go and what would she do if she 

did try to escape? Given these conditions, her predicament 

is more hopeless than that of either Maria or Belinda, and 

she has less room in which to maneuver, to think, or to plan 

than either of them. It is apparent that her confinement 

makes it impossible for her to act effectively in her behalf; 

she must have help from an external course. Faithful, her 

suitor, is that source. 

Faithful, an enterprising young man, succeeds in 

tricking Watchum, and together he and Laura secure her for

tune and effect her escape. The plan is simple, but fool

proof. Faithful, whose affection for Laura is unknown to 

Watchurn, deceives Watchum and gains admittance to Watchum's 
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not seen or spoken to each other in twelve months, Laura 

agrees to elope with him as soon as they can get her jewels 

and her papers. Before they can complete plans to secure 

these, Watchum returns and suspects a trick. Secretly 

promising Laura that he will return to effect her escape, 

Faithful manages to escape Watchum's suspicions. 
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It is in the second visit that Laura acts. She realizes 

that Faithful's most recent plan may be her last chance to 

avoid a match with a man she detests. Disguised as a 

soldier, Faithful manages to enter the garden where Watchum, 

Laura, and her maid are talking. Faithful fully intends to 

carry Laura away, but he is not sure how he will do it nor 

how much opposition Watchum will offer. As Faithful tries to 

assess the situation, Watchum's jealousy sets the stage for 

an excellent scene of deception: Watchum forces Laura to 

leave the garden. As she does so, she describes her mood and 

h e r wish: "I am distracted! Oh Invention! Where art thou? 

He lp me Br ains, o r cease to think" (III, 128). 

The emoti onal stress of her continued confinement and 

the a dded stress o f seeing what i s perhaps her last avenue to 

escape bei n g shut c a u se Laura t o r each f or s t ratagems tha t 

may aid her . She does not wait long ; once i n her room whe r e 

she sees t h e II Smit h ba rricad i ng her Wi ndo ws 11 (I I I, 130) , she 
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strikes a plan; she wi l l feign madness. It is deception by 

feigned madness that creates the opportunity for her escape. 

And she uses the deception for every advantage it 

offers. In the first place, Watchum is so distrcicted by her 

behavior that she is able to pass on a letter to Faithful in 

which she informs him that she has "broke the old man's 

closet" and has "all [her] jewels and writings about [her]" 

(III, 131); having secured her fortune, she is prepared to 

leave. The letter also indicates that the madness is a trick 

designed to give Faithful time to develop a strategy to get 

them out of the house. Last, the letter tells Faithful that 

she will use the advantage she has gained to "find a way to 

get money" (III, 131) from Watchum. The money is needed be

cause Faithful was robbed upon entering Peterborough and has 

no ready funds to aid in their escape plan. 

Not only does she do a good job of "pretending," but she 

also maintains a "level head" as she goes about getting the 

money she needs to complement any escape plans Faithful may 

develop. To get the money, she uses her "fit" to convince 

Watchum that she is a Colonel in need of funds for her regi

ment. In an effort to humor her fantasy, Watchum gives her a 

purse, which she then hands to Faithful. 

Laura's madness gives Faithful and his servant sufficent 

time to d eve lop a plan. The servant convinces Watchum that 
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Laura is genuinely 0 ewitched, but he can exorcise her. 

Gullible, Watchum permits the exorcism to take place. With 

the servant's trickery and the cooperation of Laura and 

Faithful, the "devils" leave Laura and enter Faithful. 

Faithful's "possession" is so strong and his actions so 

threatening that Watchum momentarily forgets about watching 

Laura and thinks only of his own safety. He immediately 

takes cover by locking himself inside the house. Once he is 

inside, Faithful, Laura, and their servants escape the 

garden, and Watchum is left to discover the success of their 

trick. 

Laura's instant madness gave her three advantages that 

were previously impossible to conceive: first, it gave her an 

excuse to return to the garden, where she might in some way 

help Faithful to get her out of Watchum's house. The sudden 

appearance of her madness so disarms the usually careful 

Watchum that he does not see her give Faithful the letter ex

plaining her behavior and urging him to help her, and it 

allows her to release the tensions that built up during her 

forced confinement by performing actions and stating opinions 

that in her "sane" state would so incense Watchum that he 

might tight en his security around her or phy sically harm her. 

Laura's madness is certainly an extreme example of 

deception. F. P. Lock sees the scene a s ineffective and "too 
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long" (Lock 81). Yet, her action appears to grow naturally 

from the conditions that surround her. To begin, she is 

placed in circumstances that themselv~s are psychologically 

stressful. When Watchum forces her from the garden, and she 

discovers the latest means with which he plans to confine 

her--the iron bars on the windows--Laura is distracted. She 

knows that if she does not act quickly, she could literally 

lose her sanity, for she cannot imagine surviving in her 

current environment; the mental stress is too great. 

Likewise, earlier events in the garden showed her that 

Faithful had no particular plan for her rescue. In the face 

of these events, she must have an avenue to vent her anger, 

to afford her an emotional release. She could surely cry, 

and a more passive female probably would have. But Laura is 

not ready to accept defeat, to be locked in only to be forced 

to marry a man she cannot love. She decides on her plan and 

sends her maid to describe to Watchum her "condition." Laura 

is aware that she is taking a chance with no surety of her 

success. But a chance to rebel against her circumstances and 

to communicate with Faithful in what may be her last 

opportunity to be rid of Watchum are necessary actions for a 

woman who has b ee n pushe d into a corner, a woman who sees 

hope disappea ring. Ra ther than c ry, she screams: 
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L.all: Give me VLberty and Love. 

Give me Love and Liberty. 

Erom an Iron Grate. 

And the man I hate. 

Dear fortune set me free. (III, 131) 

This response follows naturally from the psychological trauma 

she has just experienced. 

The length of the madness scene is easily justified when 

one considers that Laura begins the deception without knowing 

whether it will work. In fact, the plan, as such, assumes a 

shape only as she enlarges upon the scope of her madness. 

Too, Watchum's behavior must be considered in assessing the 

appropriateness of the length of the scene. The scheme borne 

of her feigned madness must follow the twists and turns of 

his responses to this sudden change in her behavior. She 

cannot predict Watchum's response, and she does not know what 

Faithful contrives to complement her device. She can only 

follow the path created by the stratagem and await any oppor

tunity for escape. While she does so, she prudently turns a 

bit of hasty trickery into a vehicle that not only gains her 

freedom but also provides instant financial backing for her 

escape. Centlivre's pacing of the scene, therefore, seems 

consistent with the plot and the personalities of her char-

acters. 
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Centlivre's point is clear: extreme actions call forth 

equally complementary reactions. Laura's predicament is not 

typical of the other women Centlivre has shown--Isabella of 

The Wonder, for example. Release from her confinement may be 

achieved by deception, but only a rare, unique ploy will dis

arm a man with the advantages over his adversary that Watchum 

has over both Laura and Faithful. 

In focusing on the trials of single women and occa

sionally those of unhappily married women, Centlivre contin

ually holds up for examination and ridicule those examples 

where parents, guardians, brothers, or husbands have sought 

to control and manipulate the woman. Whether by means of 

false pregnancy or feigned madness, Centlivre's females re

sist the imposition of another's will upon their lives. 

These women struggle, and they ultimately discover a means by 

which they may turn matters in their favor. This ability to 

contrive successfully and to do so by unusual means is 

cleverly illustrated in Centlivre's last play The Artifice, 

which opened October 2, 1722, at Drury Lane (Bowyer 237). 

Although Richard Bevis sees the play as a "disappointing 

finale to [her] career" because it lacks, among other things, 

"both control and focus" (Eng, Drama 164), the play doe s 

c a refully highlight t he the mes t h a t were domin a nt during 

Centlivre's long caree r on st a ge . In earlie r pl a ys, she h ad 
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championed the right of women to choose their marriage 

partners, and in the case of married women, the right to re

ceive love not jealousy and confinement from their husbands. 

These ideas are repeated in The Artifice. Indeed, as Richard 

Frushell writes, "At the end of her career . . she tried to 

pack a bit of everything she ever wrote into this final 

effort" ( "Marriage" 33) . And she did. 

The play's action is designed to solve the problems of 

four distinctly different suitors or would-be suitors and 

their respective female interests: Mr. and Mrs. Watchit, an 

unhappily married couple; Widow Heedless, who is pursued by 

Fainall; and an unusual quartet consisting of brothers John 

and Ned Freeman, who love or have an interest in Olivia 

Moneylove and Louisa. And there are also the usual courtship 

or marriage-related problems within these relationships. To 

illustrate, Mrs. Watchit's husband is old, jealous, and 

suspicious, their home life clearly unpleasant. To remedy 

the lack of love at home, she plans an affair with Ned 

Freeman. At the other extreme is Widow Heedless, who wishes 

to marry a wealthy man who has a title. In the middle is the 

tangled relationship between John and Ned Freeman, between 

John Freeman and Olivia, between Ned Freeman and Olivia, and 

between Ned Freeman and Louisa. Simplified, John Freeman is 

an elder brother who has been disinherited, the family estate 
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falling to his younger brother Ned. Prior to his being 

disinherited, John Freeman was courting Olivia. Once his 

money is gone, Olivia'a father rejects him as a suitor and 

turns to Ned as a proper choice for his daughter. Ned 

accepts, but Olivia loves John. Louisa enters the drama as 

the neglected "betrothed" of Ned Freeman, and she wants him 

back. When the drama ends, the jealous husband (Watchit) is 

punished; the nearly-strayed wife (Mrs. Watchit) is rec

onciled to her husband; the vain Widow Heedless is tricked 

into a marriage with an ensign; and Olivia and Louisa have 

the men they want. 

As this summary indicates, little that is out of the or

dinary appears to happen. The play has several plots, 

several issues, and a happy resolution of all the conflicts 

that arose from the various unions or would-be unions sug

gested by the previous description. However, the plot strain 

involving Ned Freeman and Louisa stands out from the others 

because of the unique deception practiced to bring it to the 

resolution desired by Louisa. 

Centlivre always creates at least one aggressive female 

in each of her plays. This play is no different. In fact, 

a ll the f e mal e principals a r e a c tive in the pursuit of their 

interests. Fortunat ely, a ll e xcept Lo u i s a are dealing with 

me n who alrea dy l ove them or men who wa nt to love them. 



Louisa's case is di f ferent--different in fact from that of 

any female character created by Centlivre. Her creation is 

all the more unusual because it appears that this play is 

absolutely original--in all its characters and plot. It is 

remarkable that in 1722, when attacks on the immorality of 

the stage were well-seasoned, Centlivre would place on that 

stage an unwed mother with a son. 
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This play comes at the end of Centlivre's career (she 

dies a year later), and she plainly uses it as Frushell notes 

"to pack a bit of everything she ever wrote into [it]." One 

of those "things" is a consideration raised in the prologue 

to the play: 

"Bold in her Sex's Cause, she [the Author] always 

rouses 

'Gainst their worst Foes, false Lovers, and dull 

Spouses." 

(Prologue, 288) 

Centlivre's interest is in women. She has shown women 

threatened and verbally abused by parents, brothers, or 

guardians; she has shown women confined; she has shown women 

unhappily married; and she has shown a variety of obstacle s 

t hrown in the path of women who sought to make their choices . 

Y t ht Of the J'i'lted female, the woman loved and tos sed e_ , w a 

as ide ? Ce rtainly, promiscuou s f e males had been treated in 
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drama before, but what of the woman who loved one man only to 

have him leave her? The parts of this scenario were cer

tainly available to Englishmen, especially those who traveled 

or fought abroad. The reality also existed for many 

eighteenth-century women, yet this reality was rarely drama

tized. In Louisa, Centlivre brings the reality to the stage. 

Louisa, a pretty young woman fro m Holland, had an affair 

with Ned Freeman when he was there; Freeman left her, and she 

discovered later that she was pregnant . By this time, Ned 

Freeman has lost interest in her, and she has no way to 

rekindle it. As she admits: "The Flow'r once cropt, a while 

't i s worn in Triumph; Then thrown aside to wither in 

Disgrace" (II, 303). Once he is back in England, Ned Freeman 

has no plans to return to her and his child. In a conver-

sation with his brother John, he indicates his indifference: 

Ne.ct: No, no! that Affair's ended long since. She was a 

good-natured fond Fool, and.to say Truth, I did 

love her; but the old Carl her Father, did not like 

a younger Brother for a son-in-law then, and I'm a 

better Friend to my Country , than to take a Dutch 

wife now, I did him one pi ece of Service; I left 

some Eng li s h Bl ood in hi s Fami l y I me t a Gentl e ma n 

at Paris , who to ld me , s he ~as brought to b e d of a 

fine Boy . ( I , 296 ) 



194 

Like Laura i n the previous discussion, Louisa needs external 

help. It comes in the person of Ned's brother John, who asks 

Louisa to come to England in an effort to show Sir Philip 

Moneylove what an undesirable match Ned would be for Sir 

Philip's daughter Olivia. John Freeman hopes that when Sir 

Philip hears of Ned's betrothal and the "Dutch union" that 

followed, he will dismiss Ned as a suitor to his daughter. 

When Louisa arrives and the meeting of disclosure be

tween her and Sir Philip occurs, her truth is met with deri

sive remarks about her plight. Once Sir Philip learns that 

Ned and she were not offically married, he sees her actions 

as those of passionate "Folly" and tells her that she "should 

have got him into Bonds" (III, 305). He does tell her that 

he will "endeavour to get [her] a Husband" (III, 305) if she 

has an appropriate fortune. Throughout the exchange between 

them, Sir Philip shows himself to be callous and insensitive 

both to Louisa and to his own daughter, who is also present. 

He dismisses Ned's infidelity and considers Ned's fathering 

of a son an act of heroism: "I warrant him [Ned] a hero . 

Every Englishman's Son, merrily begot, proves a great Man" 

(III, 304). He goes on to add that he wishes Ned "had laid 

such a Foundation in [his] family, before the Lawfulness of 

the Pleasure spoils the Breed" (III , 304). These are not the 

words nor the reactions of a man who loves his daughter or 
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respects women. As shown by his actions in this scene, Sir 

Philip only respects money; he has no time or sympathy for 

those who are injured by the willful actions of others even 

when his own daughter is a victim. 

Sir Philip's behavior so incenses Louisa that she, like 

Placentia in The Perjur'd Husband, takes a drastic step; she 

will reclaim Ned or she will kill him: 

L.Q!.l: Since injur'd Virtue is become your Sport, And you, 

instead of pitying, mock my Sorrow, I'll try all 

Arts that may his soul subdue; But if I fail his 

Passion to renew, The Traytor dies, to be revenged 

on you. (III, 305) 

From this point on in the play, Louisa develops her own 

strategy. She tried what John Freeman suggested (the inter

view with Sir Philip Moneylove), and it failed. Now she must 

plan on her own. As with the other of Centlivre's females, 

deception is the device of choice. Louisa still loves and 

wants to bind herself legally to Ned Freeman. To do so, she 

resolves that she must trick him into wanting to marry her. 

Her plan is unconventional, but it works. 

She arranges a meeting with Ned in an apartment that has 

been secured for her by Olivia. Once Ned arrives, his treat

ment of her is as callous and as verbally abusive as that of 

Sir Philip Moneylove. Ned "salutes" her coldly and demands 
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that she never refer to him as husband, for that will "spoil 

[his] marriage" (IV, 341). She realizes that he will leave 

before she can carry out her plan if she continues to 

"upbraid" him with his former behavior. Therefore, she pla

cates him by informing him that she requested this last 

meeting only to ask financial help for his child. His re

sponse is "monstrous": "I'll take care of you. I have a Man 

in my Eye; a Lord, too, that is very fond, too, of your 

Country-women" (IV, 343). Ned plans to find her a husband, 

the same solution proposed by Sir Philip. More insulting 

still, Ned suggests that once she is safely married, he 

wishes to renew their affair: "Provided the Gallant has your 

Person, you may dispose as you think fit of your inclination" 

(IV, 343). He then explains that, of course, "There must be 

a Decorum observed at home. For if it should reach my Wife's 

Ear, it would prevent me seeing you at all" (IV, 343). 

By this point, any other female would probably follow 

through on the threat Louisa uttered in the previous act. 

But not Louisa. She believes in the pledge she made to him 

and he to her. Moreover, she apparently believes that Ned is 

still capable of loving her. At any rate, she is willing to 

try one other strategy to rekindle his love for her. Since a 

face-to-face encounter has only gotten her the promise of an

other intrigue- -this time an obviously dishonorable one--she 
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"appeased" woman. 
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As such, she offers to toast Ned and his bride-to-be; 

she informs him, after he has drunk the wine, that it was 

poisoned. His response is immediate and violent. He rises, 

grabs his sword, and tries to kill the maid who brought the 

wine. Hastily, Louisa "runs between the Maid and him" (stage 

directions 343), and he turns his anger on her: "am I then 

caught! poisoned! What! Die the Death of Rats! Confusion! 

Murdered by my Whore!" (IV, 343). Louisa rises to the verbal 

abuse with a clarification and an accusation. First, she 

reminds him that she is his wife, not his "whore," but he 

would "have made her that detested Thing" (IV, 343). Then 

she proceeds to remind him that theirs was a union sanctioned 

by the customs of her country and approved by the "all-seeing 

Power above" where their "marriage contract is recorded" (IV, 

343) . 

Her response, his conscience, and the immediacy of death 

do more to move Ned than any previous attempts had done. 

Believing that he will die soon, Ned asks her to forgive him: 

"O my Louisa! can't thou forgive me" (IV, 344)? He adds that 

if he were to live, he would "make [her] satisfaction." This 

last statement is what Louisa had plotted to hear. As the 

conversation continues, Ned admits that he did promise to 



marry her, and if a minister were present, he would do so. 

Louisa is prepared for this possibilty: 
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.Lm.l: Blest Sound! Corne lean on me. I'll lead thee to 

my Bed. Where we will rest, and wait the holy Man. 

The Bridal Bed, from whence we both Shall rise, 

Disrob'd of Scandal, to substantial Joys. (IV, 345) 

The parson arrives and marries them. Safely rnarried--"on the 

right side of the hedge"(V, 367)--Louisa admits to Ned that 

she has deceived him: the wine did not contain poison, only a 

drug that would make him momentarily ill. 

Ned's response to the extraordinary trickery is first 

anger then resignation. He offers to kill his brother, be

cause as part of "death-bed" repentance, Ned signed over the 

estate to his brother. As a result of that conscience-driven 

stroke, Ned is not only married but also penniless. Once 

this fit of anger passes and he is physically restrained, Ned 

offers no further harm to his brother. However, he still 

acts less than happy over his recent nuptials; his attention 

turns not to love, but to his impending poverty. Louisa has 

a solution to that problem: she is an heiress of "forty thou

sand Pounds"; they won't starve. With this news, Ned's in

t e rest is genuinely "rekindled," and Louisa has what she 

wa nts. 
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The solution Centlivre permits Louisa to bring about is 

troublesome to critics. F. P. Lock sums up the objection 

when he observes that Ned Freeman's reformation is not con

vincing. Lock finds that "Instead of convincing Ned by her 

own behavior of the error of his ways, she tricks him into 

marrying her. The moral point of Ned's change of heart is 

thereby weakened" (119). For Lock, the moral point is weak

ened because Ned does not change as a "response to an ex

emplary moral action" (119). 

Throughout the play, Ned has shown himself to be a shal

low, valueless individual. He insults Louisa, rejects his 

son, and is willing to marry Olivia though he plainly knows 

she dislikes him. For all this, Louisa sees in him the man 

who pledged lasting love to her and the man for whom she 

willingly remained single, suffering the social stigma of 

being an unmarried mother. Her trickery is designed not to 

reform Ned but to get him married to her. Moreover, he 

marries her at a point in the play where his normal reactions 

have been modified by the fear of imminent death not because 

he has "changed," but because in remembering his earlier 

love, he wants to clear his conscience of the wrong he has 

done her; these are the actions of a man who feels death upon 

him. Any belief that he is permanently "changed" is easily 

removed when one observes Ned's behavior once he knows he 
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will live. Of course, the trick Louisa practices on Ned is 

not a moral action, but it is a strategy that works on the 

immoral. Nothing in Ned's response to his reprieve from 

death shows him to be "reformed"; he is still resentful; he 

is still selfish; he is still greedy. He appears to accept 

Louisa not because he truly loves her but because he now 

knows she has money. Granted, he is far from being the kind 

of mate one would wish for Louisa. But it is Louisa who must 

be pleased, Louisa whose reputation must be cleared. These 

are the issues involved in this plot. Centlivre is careful 

to show that Louisa is patient in distress, aware of Ned's 

moral weaknesses, and apparently willing to give him another 

chance to be a husband to her. That she should have this at

titude is not an issue of the play. 

Centlivre's point in this play is consistent with what 

she has offered throughout her career. Louisa and Ned have a 

"natural" marriage that he has failed to make legally 

binding. This failure and his consequent behavior make their 

relationship as uncomfortable as that of any unhappily 

married couple that Centlivre has created. Yet, Centlivre's 

plays point to her disapproval of "separate maintenance." As 

with previous unhappy couples, including the Watchits of this 

pla y, Ce ntlivre eventually allows the suffering wife to get 

some justice from her husband. Not with any male in any of 
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those marriage has there been the least hint of a refor

mation. Rather, Mr. Watchit, Lord Pizalta, Charles Gripe, 

and other married Centlivre men have been brought to see the 

need to rethink their behavior toward their wives, to improve 

their actions. Ned does no less. One remembers that though 

in one play (The Busy Body) Charles Gripe pledges eternal 

love to Isabinda and marries her, in the sequel (Marplot in 

Lisbon) he seeks a mistress as soon as he lands in Lisbon, 

and he has to be rescued by his about-to-be-abused wife. 

Like Louisa, Isabinda knows Charles' weaknesses, but she 

loves him and believes that he can and will do better. With 

Charles' recent behavior before them, the audience of the 

play cannot have such assurance. The same is true of an au

dience's view of this play: the audience reaction need not be 

that of the character in the play. 

Centlivre offers little to suggest that Ned will be true 

to his recent vows; she does, however, produce a strong argu

ment for him to do so: Louisa's fortune. He is motivated by 

money as much as appetite, and if love will not hold him, 

need surely will. After all, Louisa controls that too. She 

is sole master of her fortune; she may dispose of it as she 

wishes, and Ned knows this. Moreover, the fake poisoning 

episode is certainly enough to convince him that he is not 

married to a pushover, but to a woman who can match him 
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scheme for scheme, and a woman capable of over-matching him 

when the need arises. Reality, not reformation, will keep 

Ned in the marriage. Rekindled love may follow; Louisa wants 

both. She has the marriage; she now has time to work on the 

other. 

Louisa, Laura, and Lavinia--unusual women in stressful 

situations. Their responses are not the customary ones but 

neither are the factors that force the women to opt for the 

unconventional means by which they solve the problems that 

confront them. Resourceful and resolute, these women fake 

pregnancy, fake madness, or fake the poisoning of a reluctant 

husband--all to give them rights that fell "naturally" to 

men: the right to choose a marriage partner and to have the 

choice recognized and respected by their families and by 

society. Unusual steps to take, yes. But these devices of 

deception were the only practical means within the grasp of 

these women. Without benefit of law and without support from 

society at large, these women resorted to artifice and suc

ceeded. 



CHAPTER V 

CENTLIVRE IN RETROSPECT 

Scholars of eighteenth-century comic drama frankly dis

miss the plays written and produced during the first quarter 

of the century as pieces conceived and issued forth in a 

"period of confused and mediocre writing" (Sherburn 884). 

Those §cholars who find some merit in the plays of this 

quarter of the century often locate the essential history of 

this drama in the works of Colley Cibber, Sir Richard Steele, 

and perhaps Henry Fielding, who produced his first play in 

1728. Rarely and, all too frequently, in disparaging terms 

are the dramatic works of female playwrights cited. 

Fortunately, present-day literary criticism has begun to rec

tify this oversight such that students who seek information 

on the history of the comic drama in the first quarter of the 

eighteenth century now find pertinent information on the con

tributions of writers such as Mary Pix, Catherine Trotter, 

Delariviere Manley, and Susanna Centlivre. Of these writers, 

the most prolific was Centlivre, a successful dramatist who 

counted among her friends and associates such influential 

writers as Nicholas Rowe, George Farquhar, and Colley Cibber. 
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Moreover, in a career that spanned ~wenty-two years, 

Centlivre wrote more plays and had more theatre successes 

than any other playwright--male or female--in the century. 
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For all this, generally scholars have not found 

Centlivre's plays to be of significant historical importance 

to one's understanding of developments within eighteenth

century drama. Too often, she and her works have been viewed 

as interesting footnotes to a theatre history that gains im

portance only at mid-century. 

However, re-examination of Centlivre's canon leads one 

to move beyond the aforementioned critical tendency which has 

devalued her work. The results of this re-evaluation point 

to a number of areas in which Centlivre's dramas make a 

notable difference in how one views the themes and issues at 

work in comic drama of the first quarter of the eighteenth 

century. 

For one thing, Centlivre takes a contemporary stereo

typical view of the male-female courtship relation--a view 

which held the male to be the thinking, aggressive partner 

and the female to be the static, "silenced victim"--and 

reverses it. Restoration drama made much use of blocking 

parents, brothers, and guardians, all relatively immovable 

male opposition. Moreover, the typical Restoration plays 

abound with scenes which show women in marriages to husbands 
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selected for them by others, females whose movements are 

restricted or whose plans are disturbed. When female wishes 

or desires are fulfilled in these plays, the theatre 

convention required the male lead to be the character 

responsible for the outcome. In Centlivre's hands the role 

of the female receives a fresh reappraisal. The woman is 

still typically young, marriageable, wealthy, and under the 

control of parents or guardians who choose marriage partners 

for her. But she is no longer pursued, persecuted, 

resourceless; she is no longer a psychological cripple. 

Susanna Centlivre creates female characters who refuse to 

identify with images of themselves that had been created by 

others. Throughout her career, Centlivre presents complex · 

female characters who are bold in thought, in attitude, and 

in action--women who determine to marry only someone of their 

own choosing. Her women are strong, well-defined females who 

are matches for the men whom they wish as partners. 

These female characters claim attention because they 

sufficiently thwart the male power-structure which strives to 

contain them. By creating these characters, Centlivre shows 

that she does not merely replay standard themes in a standard 

wa y. 

Ce nt l ivre's particular delineation of "femaleness" a nd 

the power resulting from it, finds its greatest expression in 
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her use of the devices with which her female characters re

move or neutralize the social restrictions placed on their 

freedom. These devices all turn on the power and effec

tiveness of deception. Whether Centlivre's women resort to 

male disguise, to masks, to veils, or to other forms of de

ception, one point is abundantly clear: women are not limited 

and unimaginative. Their actions in her plays show females 

as aggressive partners in those areas where their interests 

are best served--the disposition of their persons and their 

fortunes. To this end, Centlivre's women select devices of 

deception that are appropriate to each woman's circumstances. 

Some women require total concealment of their person; others 

need only the partial disguise made possible by masks or 

veils. Whatever the case, Centlivre's use of the various de

vices of deception shows her challenge to ideas about what 

will and will not play in the theatre. For example, she pro

duces instance after instance where she utilizes a time-worn 

theater mechanism (a mask, a veil, a feigned madness) only to 

revitalize it by creating a daringly fresh approach to its 

application in a situation. Centlivre's dramatic formula, 

then, illustrates her knowledge of theater conventions and 

her ability to imbue the convention with new meaning. 

As Centlivre's plays focus on the vibrant and meaningful 

role her female characters play in securing the freedom to be 
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responsible for their choices, they also allow Centlivre to 

illustrate the value and appropriateness of female-bonding or 

networking. Though these phrases were not used in the 

eighteenth century, the concept they embody is as old as the 

idea of theater in the western world; Aristophanes uses it in 

Lysistrata, for example. These concepts were certainly used 

among women who coped with the events of their daily lives, 

and the practice was surely known to Centlivre. Indeed, her 

plays frequently reveal situations where women succor each 

other. In these cases, the women need only limited use of 

external devices of deception. Instead, they rely on each 

other. In a world where the dominant ideology has been to 

denigrate the feminine, Centlivre creates women who subvert 

traditional sexual stereotypes. 

Is Centlivre a major dramatist? Does she deserve a 

place alongside Cibber and Steele? Should she receive recog

nition for playing a definitive role in revealing the multi

faceted nature of early eighteenth-century drama? The answer 

is "yes" to each question. Centlivre is not masterful in 

plot creation; she does not produce the brillant wit that 

made Congreve and Wycherley famous in the Restoration and did 

the same for Sheridan in her own century. But in the consis

tent focus of her plays, she articulates--as no one else in 

her time does--the independent and influential role women 
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played in the events that shaped their lives. The images and 

concepts that emerge from a study of Centlivre's plays estab

lish her concern for women and their experiences. This 

knowledge is valuable in itself beca;~e it removes Centlivre 

from the role of being a "derivative" female playwright. 

Furthermore, while her decision to emphasize the strengths 

and daring of her female characters is not enough to label 

her an eighteenth-century feminist in the twentieth-century 

sense of that word, Centlivre's depiction of women has value. 

It challenges the stereotype of the female as resourceless 

and unimaginative. It also raises questions about critical 

scholarship which has consistently overlooked her work or de

valued its contributions to the early development of 

eighteenth-century comic drama. 



NOTES 

Chapter I 

1 See Richard Bevis, The Laughing Tradition: Stage 

Comedy in Garrick's Day (Athens: u of Georgia P, 1980); and 

English Drama: Eighteenth Century, 1660-1789 (London: 

Longman, 1988). 

209 



210 

Chapter II 

lLock bases his view of Centlivre's admiration of Dryden 

on a letter she wrote after Dryden died. As hi.s source, Lock 

cites John Mottley's "Mrs. Susanna Centlivre," in A Complete 

List of all English Dramatic Poets, appended to Thomas 

Whincop's Scanderbeg (London, 1747) 185-92. 

2Bowyer also notes Dryden's use of tragicomedy and sees 

Centlivre's The Perjured Husband as a modification of the 

general outline of Dryden's All .fqr Love. 

3 David Wykes in A Preface to Dryden (London: Longman, 

1977) states that "two of these plays [The Indian Emperor and 

Secret Love] had been very successful with their audience

Charles II had called Secret Love 'his' play." 39. 

4 Susanna Centlivre, The Dramatic Works of the 

Celebrated Mrs. Centlivre with a New Account of her Life 

(1872; rpt. New York: AMS Press, 1968). All citations to 

this edition within the text of the dissertation will be made 

by act and page number. The 1872 edition of her works 

contained no line numbers. 

5 For a discussion of this issue see Bowyer, The. 

Celebrated Mrs. Centlivre (Durham: Duke UP, 1952) 41. 

6 Shirley Markel's "The Cook's Wife Reconsidered: An 

Evaluation of the Comedies of Susanna Centlivre ," diss., U of 



Kansas, 1982, discusses Mrs. Plotwell's role as a cast 

mistress on pages 30-35. 
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7 The Richard Frushell edition of The Plays of Susanna 

Centlivre (New York: Garland Publishing, 1982) is used as the 

source for this dedication because it is not contained in the 

1968 AMS reprint of Centlivre's plays. 



Chapter III 

1 Maximillian Novak observes this association with 

masking and disguising in the introduction to his book 

English Literature in the Age of Disguise 

California P, 1977) 3. 

(Berkeley: U of 
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2 Styan cites the Daily Courant of January 24, 1704 as 

his source for this quote. 

3 Masks appear in scenes from The Perjured Husband and 

The Platonick Lady. 

4 See Bowyer 92-93. He states that the marriage license 

was recorded on "April 19, 1707" and the marriage "took place 

four days later." 

5 A footnote (no. 4, page 61) in volume 7 of Byron's 

Letters and Journals (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1977) indicates 

that the specific "balderdash" came from Centlivre's most 

popular plays The Busy Body (1709) and The Wonder (1714). 

6 Discussions by Ben Ross Schneider, Jr. in The Ethos of 

Restoration Comedy (Urbana: u of Illinois P, 1971) and 

Shirley Markel and Thalia Stathas in their dissertations 

concur with this assessment. 

7 Bowyer quotes from the preface on page 176 of his 

text, but he does not cite a source for his material. The 

1968 AMS reprint of the 1872 edition of Cent l ivre's plays 

does not contain this preface. 
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Chapter IV 

1 See Bowyer page 49 and Lock page 40. Both writers are 

apparently referring to the play's main plot, which does 

appear to have tragic potential and is more serious than the 

play's comic plot. 

2 The two plays preceding this one were The Perjured 

Husband (1700) and The Beau's Duel (1702). 

3 Bowyer discusses Centlivre's borrowing on pages 49-50. 

He notes that the changes she made were only to "strengthen 

her original." Lock, pages 41-42, devotes more time to her 

"reworking" of the May play, but agrees that her changes 

improved upon her source. 

4 For this discussion see Bowyer page 128 and Lock page 

78. 
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