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ABSTRACT 

GRETCHEN ESELY GREGG 

MASK AS METAPHOR: THE FUNCTION OF PERSONAE IN APHRA BEHN'S 
THE ROVER, PART I AND OROONOKO 

MAY 2004 

Aphra Behn's dramatic and literary works contain the recurring themes of 

hidden identity and masked personae. Since political and social events inform Behn's 

art and her construction of personae, a historical context frames the research. The 

thesis further examines Behn's use of masking as a narrative technique with which 

she creates both literal, physical space and rhetorical discursive space for social and 

political views in her work. The theory of discursive technique is applied to a 

demonstration of how Behn uses the mask as metaphor in two major works: her play 

The Rover, Part I and her novel Oroonoko. Finally, the thesis explores how Behn's 

use of masked personae provides a discursive link between her plays and her 

narrative fiction. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Masquerading! a leud Custom to debauch our Youth - there's something more 
in this than I imagine. (The Rover, Part I 3.4) 

It is difficult to categorize Aphra Behn based upon any single, narrow definition. 

She was a complex woman of multiple identities: traveler and translator, spy and 

prisoner, novelist and playwright. She was the first female author in the English 

language to "earn her living by her pen," an undertaking which indicates that Behn' s 

incentive to write was partially because of financial necessity (Sackville West 16). 

However, evidence reveals that Behn's decision to publish under her own name was also 

driven by other than pecuniary motivations. She chose writing as a means of social and 

political self-expression. 

This thesis considers Behn' s use of masked or hidden identities in creating 

fictional personae, particularly in her comedy The Rover, Part I and in her novel 

Oroonoko. Research of Behn's work reveals that masks function metaphorically to 

reflect Behn' s stance on social and political issues such as forced marriage, slavery, and 

freedom and female desire. I examine how much and to what extent the author's life and 

place in history affect her fiction. Therefore, it is important to include biographical 

information, placing it in a historical context, since political and social events inform 

Behn's art and her construction of personae. Consequently, this thesis explores the 

relationship between events in Behn 's life and the recurring theme of hidden identity in 
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her work. Further, I examine Behn's use of masking as a narrative technique with which 

she creates both literal, physical space and rhetorical, discursive space for social and 

political views in her work. Establishing a cultural framework of seventeenth-century 

life, particularly as it pertained to women, facilitates a better understanding of the world 

in which Aphra Behn lived and worked. 

During the seventeenth century, Behn's public, open authorship of her dramatic 

and literary work was considered a brazen move. She broke the conventional code of 

feminine modesty by entering an exclusively male sphere. While she maintained 

separate social spheres for her female and male characters in her fiction, in her literary 

career Behn stepped beyond social boundaries placed upon women in her time, thereby 

earning both financial independence in the emerging middle-class economic structure and 

individual independence by fashioning a forum for her decidedly female-centered views. 

Not only did Aphra Behn endeavor to break into a field dominated by men, but 

she also won praise from many of her male contemporaries and popularity with her 

audiences. Her plays drew large audiences at Dorset Garden, the Duke's, and Drury 

Lane theaters in London and were often performed privately for the Court (Goreau 263). 

Among Behn' s friends, patrons, and supporters were writers John Dryden and Thomas 

Otway; members of the Court, Sir Charles Sedley, Sir Thomas Culpepper, Buckhurst, 

the Earl of Dorset, the Earl of Rochester, the duke of Buckingham; royal patrons, 

Charles II and his successor, James II; and well-known actresses of the period, Elizabeth 

Barry and Charles II's mistress, Nell Gwyn. 
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In addition to praise, however, Behn's boldness also won her harsh criticism. 

Behn was marginalized, professionally and personally, because of her gender; and her 

reputation underwent harsher scrutiny than many of the reputations of her male 

contemporaries. In the Preface to her play The Lucky Chance, Behn complains: 

That had the Plays I have writ come forth under any Mans Name, and never 

known to have been mine; I appeal to all unbyast (unbiased) Judges of Sense, if 

they had not said that Person had made as many good Comedies, as any one Man 

that has writ in our Age; but a Devil on't, the Woman damns the poet. (186) 

During her lifetime, Behn often had to defend herself against critics who condemned her 

work based solely upon her gender. 

Posthumously she was described as a writer of "bawdy" and mediocre plays, "a 

wanton hussy" and "mere harlot, who dance through uncleanness" and "wallowed in the 

mire" (Doran qtd. in Summers l: xxx-xxxi). When compared to plots and dialogue 

other successful playwrights of the Restoration period, such as Dryden , Wycherley, and 

Congreve, Behn 's were no more risque than those of her male counterparts. In his 

"Memoir of Mrs. Behn," Montague Summers concludes that the harsh criticism dealt to 

her was based on her gender; "it was not her salaciousness they objected to but her 

success" (1: xxxi). The fact that her work was performed and well received warrants 

Behn's acceptance as an influential voice of her time; but because of her gender, Behn ' s 

professional and personal reputation underwent harsh scrutiny and criticism, which 

reaction worked to marginalize her further. Over the past two decades, however, Behn 's 
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plays, poetry, and early forms of the novel have generated new interest in light of 

feminist, poststructuralist, and recent literary criticism. 

Behn's metaphoric use of masking as a method for creating discursive space for 

her alternative views is demonstrated by Michele Foucault's "power-knowledge" theory 

of language. According to Foucault, knowledge and power are both products of social 

construction that are reflected in specific modes of discourse. The governing power 

structure dictates the dominant mode of discourse; however, alternative modalities 

emerge in language, which work to achieve control by strategic movements of 

confronting, questioning, or overturning the dominant discursive mode. It is this 

dynamic struggle between the modes of discourse that also reflects the interaction 

between sources of power, whether dominant or subversive, active or passive, or obvious 

or obscured. 

"Persona" by literal definition is the wearing of a mask (Holman and Harmon 

352). Masks have been found in nearly every culture in a variety of forms and functions 

throughout time, and they have a long history of religious and ceremonial use. There 

appears to be a fundamental connection to humans and their masks. A painted image of a 

human figure wearing a reindeer mask was discovered in the cave of the Trois Frere in 

Ariege, France, which dates back to the Paleolithic period, circa 14,000 B.C.E. (Gadon 

5). The Pueblo Indians regarded masks as powerful entities; and strict codes existed on 

how masks should be stored, handled, and cared for. Masks have the "power to 

temporarily transform the wearer," putting her or him in touch with the essential power of 

nature (Leach). In Japanese No theater, the wearer is transformed into the character 
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depicted by the mask. The noted psychologist Carl Jung suggests that the symbolic 

function of the mask is transformational to its wearer, connecting the masked human to 

the archetypal, collective past. Archetypes themselves function as metaphors; they are 

"factors and motifs that arrange the psychic elements into certain images ... in such a 

way that they can be recognized only from the effects they produce" (Jacobi 31). The 

masked individual is immersed in an archetypal practice, which transforms the outer 

visage of the wearer and releases his or her inner psychic desires. "Individual human 

expression is submerged, but in its place the wearer assumes the dignity and the beauty 

... of an animal demon" ( Jaffee 263). This relationship between the wearer and the 

mask resonates with human beings because separately, the human and mask are two 

distinct entities. Once the mask is donned, however, the mask and wearer combine to 

create a single, powerful entity. Jung goes on to say, "among primitive people ... the 

"soul" (or psyche) is not felt to be a unit ... this identity takes a variety of forms," and in 

some cultures, individuals have "a number of souls" (Man and His Symbols 6-7). Jung's 

view points toward the concept of multiplicity. In other words, an individual's identity is 

neither singular nor concrete; it is composed of many interconnected elements woven 

both inwardly and outwardly with other elements in nature. The concept of multiplicity 

indicates that there is a more complex and connective system at work beneath the surface 

of human personae. The mask functions as metaphor for the different aspects of human 

personae and strikes a deep psychological chord of recognition for human beings. 

In literature authors also recognize the powerful metaphor that masks convey to 

the audience. Creating fictional personae involves the artist's ability to identify with her 
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or his audience to a reasonable degree of credibility. In other words, the audience must 

find the characters believable in their behavior, reactions, and emotions. Authors must be 

able to create authenticity within fiction in order to connect with the audience. Fictional 

personae also function as vehicles in expressing the author's social-political views. In 

this manner, the audience responds to a fictional character's reaction to a particular 

situation without the author's explicitly stating what that response should be. Aphra 

Behn employs both of these techniques in her fiction by using the mask metaphorically to 

create settings or spheres for the coexistence of female and male, appearance and reality, 

and character and audience. 

The first chapter explores how the biographical events in Aphra Behn' s I ife, when 

placed in a cultural-historical context, influenced her literary work and her construction 

of personae. I examine the relationship between Behn's identity and her development of 

personae in several stages: 

I) I begin with Behn 's open authorship in publishing her works, a daring move 

considering the social conventions of her time. Behn's decision to enter the 

literary marketplace created a paradox between her public exposure and the 

recurring theme of masked or hidden identity in her work. 

2) While many of the factual details of Aphra Behn's life remain a mystery, 

several different theories exist concerning the reasons her past had been 

concealed. Incomplete or faulty records, intentional professional jealousy and 

deceit, and attempts by Behn herself to hide her possible illegitimacy are 
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among the different theories given for the obscurity surrounding Behn's 

birthplace, parentage, and background. 

3) I address the question of Behn 'shaving lived in Surinam, South America (the 

setting for much of Oroonoko) by a comparison of passages from Behn' s 

novel and a narrative account by Captain James Stedman. 

4) Behn's short-lived marriage to a Dutch merchant may have provided much of 

the inspiration for her views on marriage. I also include a discussion of the 

emergence of the middle-class economic structure as it pertains to working 

women. Behn's widowhood, a status that marginalized her from the societal 

norm of being connected to a male authority figure, had a dual effect which 

left her in the unique position of being socially dispossessed while gaining 

financial independence. 

5) Behn' s political life as a spy for Charles II , as a royalist, and as a prisoner may 

have impacted her development of alternative personae. I also discuss how 

Behn's views on women, marriage, and freedom pertain to her social-political 

stance as a prototypical feminist and abolitionist. 

The second chapter provides an analysis of Aphra Behn 's use of masking as an 

extension of social-political persona in her play The Rover, Part I. Behn establishes both 

spatial and discursive spheres for female and male characters in the play in order to 

articulate her views about gender, marriage, prostitution, bondage, and freedom. I 

demonstrate how the spatial setting in the play reflects physical and social containment 

for three female characters in the play - Helena, Florinda, and Angellica Bianca - who 
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are restrained both physically and socially. Further, I will show how these characters use 

masks in order to challenge the control placed upon them by the patriarchal power 

structure. Behn employs the mask metaphorically as a vehicle to free the female voice 

and to give utterance to female desires in a social order that fails to recognize the power 

women possess. 

In the third chapter I discuss Behn' s use of personae as a theatrical narrative 

device in her novel Oroonoko. InitialJy, I examine how the fact that Behn was a white, 

British woman of privileged status contributed to her participation in British imperialism 

and shaped her view of slavery. Next, I demonstrate how Behn created a triad of 

personae in the novel, consisting of the female, white, British narrator, the enslaved 

African prince, Oroonoko, and his enslaved African bride, Imoinda. Although Behn's 

creation of the narrator persona functions to promote her social-political agenda on 

slavery, Behn also unites the narrator with Oroonoko and Imoinda. The three characters 

in the novel share different forms of bondage. The narrator is bound by her societal 

gender role whereas Oroonoko and Imoinda are bound by slavery. The "power

knowledge" theory (Foucault) reveals how this triad of characters interacts with one 

another and with the positive and negative representations of the dominant power 

structure (Trefry and Bynam, respectively). 

The concluding chapter focuses on Behn's use of masking functions as discursive 

technique within two literary genres: drama and narrative fiction. Using the above 

referenced examples, Behn's comedy The Rover, Part I and her novel Oroonoko, I have 

successfulJy demonstrated how Behn used masking as a discursive vehicle for expressing 
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her own social-political views. In this final chapter, I discuss how Behn uses the masking 

technique as a transition from drama to narrative fiction. 

Aphra Behn traversed an often-hazardous course within a society that afforded 

women little consequence with regard to their opinions; but with her wit and her 

intellect, she created a discursive space for the female voice. Behn distinguished herself 

from male writers in that her work reflects social and political commentary on love, 

marriage, wealth, power, and freedom, all from a woman's perspective. Aphra Behn was 

a pioneer in many respects: in literature, in women's social and economic status, and in 

the political arena. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE WOMAN BEHIND THE MASK: THE SEARCH FOR 

THE "REAL" APHRA BEHN 

You charge me with the faults of education, that cozening form that veils the face 
of nature, but does not see what's hid within ... I have a heart all soft as thine, all 
woman ... there's a strange change within me! (The Young King 1.2 115) 

The particular details of Aphra Behn's life are veiled in mystery. Of course, the 

"real" Aphra Behn lies silent beneath a slab of black marble in the Poets' Corner section 

of Westminster Abbey; and she no longer offers explanation as to why her identity was 

so controversial and obscured. Behn' s biographers have had a difficult task set before 

them in piecing together the factual details surrounding her life. In Reconstructing Aphra 

biographer Angeline Goreau discusses the problems inherent in conducting research on 

the seventeenth-century writer: 

The search for Aphra's "identity," then, must begin with the recognition that the 

first woman to forcibly emerge from anonymity by claiming an identity as 

a writer has been rendered anonymous by history. For while Aphra's biography 

lay buried all those years under the weight of history's dismissal and then 

forgetfulness, the facts of her birth, parentage, and ancestry gradually grew 

into a tangled fiction. The buried biography ... was firmly embedded in a mass 

of contradictory claims [which] only succeeded in further obscuring her identity. 

(7-8) 
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While it is quite possible that Behn's identity remained buried for centuries 

because of the misogyny of the patriarchal literary canon, other explanations may have 

also contributed to her obscurity. Much of the research that has been conducted on Behn 

focuses on gathering concrete factual evidence about her life, indicating that once such 

evidence is unearthed and pieced together, scholars may have achieved an accurate 

rendering of the true, essential persona of Aphra Behn at last. While it is arguably 

tempting to unravel the mystery behind Behn's dynamic persona, scholars must also be 

satisfied with accepting a certain amount of ambiguity. At an international conference on 

A phra Behn studies held in Paris in 1999, Germaine Greer instructed researchers to "be 

prepared to live with what you don't know" (O'Donnell, Dhuicq, and Leduc 281). 

However frustrating this uncertainty may be, it is the open-ended quality of her work that 

lends itself to speculation and inquiry more than three hundred years after her death. 

Much of the controversy surrounding Behn's identity begins with confusion over 

her name and birthplace. The spelling of names was not standardized in the seventeenth 

century. There are several variants in the spelling of Aphra Behn's first name, such as 

"Ayfara," "Aphara," and on a warrant dating 1682, "Aphaw" (Summers xvi-ii). 

Variations in the spelling of her surname include "Behne," "Beene," and "Behen" (xvii). 

It is also uncertain whether Behn's maiden surname was Johnson or Amis. Behn's first 

biographer chose the alias "One of the Fair Sex" to protect her modesty, a common 

practice by women writers during the seventeenth century. One of the Fair Sex stated 

that Behn's maiden name was Johnson and that she was "a gentlewoman by birth, of a 

good family in the city of Canterbury in Kent" (qtd. in Goreau 8). Documented evidence 
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supports One of the Fair Sex's claim that Behn' s father was related to Lord Willoughby, 

from whom he received an appointment as Lieutenant General in Surinam (Goreau 56). 

A marginal note, later discovered to be faulty, was found in a manuscript written by Anne 

Finch, the Countess of Winchelsea. which stated that Behn had been born in the small 

town of Wye, a daughter to the local barber (Summers xviii). Sir Edmund Gosse 

located Parish baptism records that listed "Afara Amis, daughter to John and Amy Amis" 

baptized in Wye, Kent on July 10, 1640, but the register shows no listing of the father's 

profession (Goreau 9). In his "Memoir of Mrs. Behn" Montague Summers includes a 

response from the Vicar of Wye, Rev. Edgar Lambert in a footnote: "I have closely 

examined the register and find no mention of 'Johnson,' nor of the fact that Aphara 

Amis' father was a 'barber"' (xvii). Although the error of Behn's father's occupation 

has been found false, the rumor persists. 

The controversy surrounding Behn's past may proceed from the simple fact that 

record keeping during the seventeenth century was at best incomplete or imprecise, 

especially concerning women's Jives. Another explanation may stem from sexism and 

professional jealousy. As noted earlier, Montague Summers' conjecture that the 

notoriety surrounding Behn' s work was a result of her gender and success rather than the 

"salaciousness" of her work's subject matter becomes a central premise of feminist 

argument (xxxi). Annette Kreis-Schinck, a noted literary scholar specializing in gender 

and culture, observes that women writers are often confronted with the notion that, 

because of they have entered the traditionally male sphere, the writers themselves and the 

works they produce are sexually objectified. "Their products immediately receive a 
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sexual label, and are thus denigrated and allocated to the realm of reproduction" (23). 

The fact that Behn was a woman entering an exclusively male profession may have 

warranted her dismissal from any serious consideration, but the fact that her work gained 

popularity may have only served to increase her critics' ire. Behn encroached on what 

many considered male territory. 

Perhaps it was Aphra Behn who intentionally placed a veil of secrecy between her 

self and the public. Goreau speculates that Behn may have been illegitimate. An 

illegitimate birth would explain some of the confusion surrounding Behn's birth records 

and parentage. As to the question of Behn 's social status, however, Goreau asserts 

emphatically that her social connections and her education indicate that one or both of 

Behn' s parents belonged to gentility (11-13 ). Behn' s connection to Colonel Thomas 

Culpepper, who referred to Behn as his "foster sister," was life-long (11). Culpepper and 

Behn grew up on the same estate in England (12). Later, Culpepper assisted Behn in 

securing her a royal commission in Antwerp as a spy (Duffy 81). Lord and Lady 

Willoughby provide another influential connection. In Oroonoko Behn stated that her 

father received his appointment as Lieutenant General to Surinam from Lord 

Willoughby; and in James Rodway and Thomas Wyatt's Chronological History of the 

Discovery and Settlement of Guiana (1888) it is noted that a relative of Lord Willoughby, 

named Johnson, received an appointment to the colony in Surinam and "took with him 

his wife and children, and in that number, an adopted daughter, Aphra" (qtd. in Goreau 

12). Unlike adoptions today, wealthy families in the seventeenth century did not adopt 

children who originated from poor or lower classes. Orphaned and illegitimate children 
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from humble backgrounds were placed as servants or put in the care of the parish, not 

placed as equal family members in aristocratic homes (Hill 158). 

Another important person with whom Behn shared a Surinam connection was 

William Scot, son of Thomas Scot. William Scot fled to Surinam following the 

execution of his father for his involvement in a rebellion to restore Charles II to the 

throne (Goreau 20). He later became Behn's partner in Surinam and Antwerp as a 

fellow spy. Lord Willoughby, Colonel Thomas Culpepper, Sir Thomas Scot, and Lady 

Willoughby were also involved in one of the most significant political events of the 

seventeenth century, the attempted Royal rebellion to overturn the Commonwealth and 

return Charles II to England's throne in 1659. It was Lady Willoughby, however, who 

informed authorities about the planned meeting of the King ' s followers at Gray's Inn, 

leading to Thomas Scot's arrest and execution (21). Behn's association with powerful 

and influential people would impact her life, giving her access to exotic lands, notable 

literary circles, and the Court. 

Behn ' s family connections, social status, and education lead Goreau to reject the 

assumption that Behn was born of humble origin. Behn was socially well connected 

through her family; and had she been born the daughter of a barber, she would not have 

been accepted into the intimate family circle of an aristocratic family. Behn ' s education 

was superior to that of many of her wealthy female peers. Poor children, especially girls, 

would not have had the benefit of such an education. Goreau concludes that if Behn had 

been illegitimate, one or both of her parents were aristocratic. The possibility of Behn's 

illegitimacy would explain many of the inconsistencies regarding her birth and parentage 
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and would certainly explain Behn' s attempt to conceal her identity, but such explanations 

remain speculative. 

While Behn chose to use her own name in publishing her works, her first 

biographer as previously noted, decided to remain anonymous, choosing the nom-de

plume "One of the Fair Sex" as a veil to protect her feminine modesty. One of the Fair 

Sex stated, "because I'm unknown ... they will never be able to draw the veil, and 

discover the speaker of these bold truths" ( qtd. in Goreau 8). Women in the seventeenth 

century were inextricably linked to the perception that women should follow a prescribed 

code of behavior. 

Women wrote before Behn made her way into the literary marketplace; but they 

produced their work, not for public consumption, but rather for the private sector. In the 

early seventeenth century Lady Elizabeth Carey, Mary Sidney, and Mary Wroth penned 

dramatic pieces and poetry. However, women's literary works were not intended for 

public display but were expected to be read and performed within the private sector 

(Cerasano and Wynn-Davies 4). Katherine Philips, known by the pseudonym the 

"Matchless Orinda," composed a poem on the subject of the execution of Charles I. 

Philip's protest to the King's execution was "a cause/That will excuse the breach of 

Nature's laws," in allowing a woman to voice her opinion publicly (qtd. in Goreau 89). 

While Philips considered her public expression daring because of her gender, "a breach in 

Nature's laws," she also considered regicide so horrifying an event that it was worthy of 

exception, a woman's political comment in public. The seventeenth-century writer Lady 

Elizabeth Cary advised other women that their private thoughts, as well their 
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communications of thought, belonged to their husbands as did their bodies. It was 

inconceivable for a woman of Cary's social status to earn her own money from her body 

or from her writing, both of which were the legal property of her husband (Goreau 150-

51 ). According to matrimonial law, a wife was expected to yield "unconditional 

obedience" to her husband, a concept that was likened to a subject's obedience to his 

sovereign," so that a wife's disobedience was looked upon as not only criminal but also 

as "a sin against divine law and therefore against God" (Kreis-Schnick 41). A wife's 

rebellion against her husband's wishes was equivalent to the crime of mutiny or treason, 

political crimes which endangered the security of the nation. The husband was the ruler 

of his wife's body, conscience, and soul just as the monarch was the ruler of the realm 

and its subjects. 

Behn's daring choice to publish under her own name creates a paradox. Much of 

her work deals with creating a mask or boundary between the public and private worlds; 

yet for personal or financial reasons, Behn placed herself outside of the protection of 

social convention. The emerging commercial literary field was designated for male 

participation. The code of conduct, which Behn violated by entering into the literary 

marketplace, transgressed not only the notion of proper public versus private behavior, 

but it also violated the very perception of seventeenth-century feminine nature. Although 

the Restoration brought about shifts in acceptable male behavior, such changes in 

perceived acceptable female behavior were less flexible. Women were expected to 

remain separated from the public domain of the outside world, which was relegated to 

men; instead women were to inhabit the domestic, private sphere of the home, contained 
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within what Goreau describes as "an infinitely expanding architecture of self-restraint" 

(45). Many of Behn ' s contemporaries proscribed to the notions of female modesty, 

submissiveness, and compliance (Hill 18-20). 

In Behn ' s dramatic pieces the veil functions as a masking technique. A woman 

wearing a veil represents the concept of protection of female virtue; and the veil 

symbolizes virginity, chastity, and modesty (Leach). The image of women "drawing the 

veil " of protection and secrecy about them in order to place a barrier between themselves 

and the outside world is repeated in Behn' s art. Female characters Angellica Bianca (The 

Rover, Part I), Euphemia (The Dutch Lover), and Imoinda (Oroonoko) are examples of 

women for whom the veil is used as a barrier between the female self and the outside 

world. The veil -barrier not only conceals the women's physical features but it also 

creates a private enclosure, a miniature female sphere. By contrast other female 

characters such as Helena (The Rover, Part I) and Ardelia (The Nun) consider the veil as 

an implement of restriction imposed upon them by their male family members. 

Therefore, the veil has contradictory qualities. It can either provide a protective barrier 

between the woman and the outside world, creating a space within which she has control , 

or it can imprison and contain her against her will. Behn must have been painfully aware 

of the double-edged nature of the veil. Although engaged in the commercial aspects of 

the literary marketplace, Behn placed a protective veil between her private self and the 

public. Perhaps she, too, felt the need to protect herself from the outside world while she 

simultaneously felt the oppression of societal constraints placed upon women. 
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Education and institutions of higher learning were also considered part of the 

male public sphere. Given her level of education, it is unlikely that Behn had been born 

from the humble background ascribed to her by Edmund Gosse, Ernest Bernbaum, and 

Anne Finch, the Countess of Winchelsea. Although women from the aristocratic and 

upper classes were given a standard education, there was great disparity in women's 

education between classes. Women occupying the middle and lower classes received 

little, if any, education. Within the same class, girls received an inferior education to 

boys (Goreau 24). Young women of the aristocracy and upper classes were brought up 

to be suitable wives for the powerful men they married. They were taught practical skills 

instructing them in the domestic arts, social graces, reading and writing, and sometimes 

French (26). Traditional classical education was not considered appropriate for girls and 

young women because of the perception that female minds were "incapable of serious 

intellectual study" or that such pursuits were "unwomanly," causing women to lose 

sexual attraction to men (Hill 44-45). Dr. James Fordyce assessed the prevailing attitude 

toward female gender roles in 1776, when he wrote that men should tolerate the 

"imbecility of women," who "were formed to delight us [men l, not so much by an 

emulation of intellects, as by external graces and decorations, united with the softer 

virtues of the heart, and the sprightlier charms of the fancy" (qtd. in Hill 50). 

A phra Behn apparently received a better education than many young 

gentlewomen of her day. Her French was superior to that of many of her male 

contemporaries, and she translated the writings of Fontenelle and Tallemant. However, 

she wrote to Thomas Creech that she "curst'' her birth in that she had not been given the 
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opportunity to have a classical education, which "Permitting not the female sex to 

tread{fhe mighty paths of learned heroes dead/The God-like Virgil, and great Homer's 

verse/Like divine mysteries are concealed from us" (qtd. in Goreau 31). The fact that 

women were so discouraged in their intellectual pursuits and education further 

emphasizes the extent to which Behn had to exceed the boundaries placed upon her in 

order to achieve success as a playwright, poet, and novelist. 

Michele Foucault posited that during the eighteenth century, attitudes toward 

human sexuality shifted from the private, self-regulated domain of the family to a 

legitimized system controlled by societal institutions. Foucault noted that the appearance 

of laws regulating sexual behavior, documents instructing members of clergy, educators, 

and parents how sexual behavior should be addressed, and the emergence of new medical 

protocol to diagnose and treat abnormal sexual behavior, show the attempt to place 

sexuality into a discursive framework of legitimized control. Sex became 

institutionalized. Although Foucault was not a feminist per se, it can be argued that the 

overall structure dictating the shift toward the institutionalization of sexuality was a 

patriarchal one. 

Aphra Behn was born in 1640 on the verge of great political, social, and economic 

changes. Civil War erupted in Britain from 1640 until 1642. Following the public 

execution of Charles I in 1649, Britain experienced further political upheaval. The 

enduring repercussions of regicide rippled throughout Great Britain and Europe. Charles 

II , the heir to the throne, escaped to France where he remained in exile until he was 

restored to the throne in 1660 (Duffy 16). Royalists and supporters of the king who did 
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not flee the country were captured and imprisoned or executed (Goreau 20). Sir Thomas 

Scot, head of intelligence for the Parliamentary Committee of Safety, was executed in 

1661 as a Royalist and for his participation in a conspiracy with Lord Willoughby and 

Colonel Thomas Culpepper to return Charles II to the throne (20). Scot's son, William, 

fled to Surinam where he would meet Aphra Behn and later become her liaison in 

espionage during the Second Anglo-Dutch War (21). 

Behn is believed to have lived on a plantation in the Dutch-British colonies of 

Surinam, South America sometime between 1662 and 1664 (Duffy 32-34). She drew 

many details from her experiences while living there with her family and included these 

experiences in her novel Oroonoko. While many literary critics regard Oroonoko as the 

first novel written in the English language, it may also be valued for Behn 's detailed 

observation and description of the region, its people, and their culture. 

In addition to questions concerning Behn 's birth and background, there has also 

been ongoing debate over the validity of Behn's actually having been in Surinam. 

According to Earnest Bembaum, Aphra Behn never lived in Surinam; and she fabricated 

her experiences from a travelogue (Goreau 9). Many critics disagree with Bernbaum 

(Summers, Duffy, Goreau), maintaining that those who have difficulty accepting the 

validity of Behn 's claims are unwilling to do so based upon gender discrimination rather 

than "any compelling evidence to the contrary" (Goreau 10). In his preface to The 

Works of Aphra Behn Montague Summers defends the likelihood of Behn's personal 

experience in Surinam, "which supplied the cognate material ... photographic in its 

realism" for the setting in Oroonoko (xx). "Mistakes there may be, errors and 
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forgetfulness, but there are a thousand touches which only long residence and keen 

observation could have so deftly characterized" her descriptions (xx). While it may 

seem inconceivable that a young, white, educated woman from a privileged background 

could have traveled such distances to what many regarded as a "savage" or "uncivilized" 

country, strong evidence within her work indicates that much of what Behn recorded 

comes from what she witnessed and experienced first-hand. 

Correlating official papers, documents, reports, and letters with events and 

characters in the novel Oroonoko reveals that actual persons and events correspond with 

Behn's account. Behn's autobiographical narrator states that her father was appointed 

Lieutenant General by the Governor of Surinam, Lord Willoughby, a claim substantiated 

by State Papers, correspondences of Lord Willoughby, Sir Robert Harley and his steward, 

William Yearworth (Goreau 44 and 56). The narrator of the novel also claims, as did 

Behn, that her father perished en route and "never arriv'd to possess the Honour design'd 

him" (Oroonoko 177). In a report to Sir Robert Harley, dated January 27, 1664, steward 

William Yearworth stated that "LTlhe Ladies that are here live at St. John's Hill" 

(Goreau 52). "The Ladies" referred to in Y earworth's letter are most likely Behn, her 

mother and her sister but would also include her younger brother and the family's 

servants (50). Behn makes other references to actual persons in Oroonoko, such as John 

Trefry, the overseer of Parham Hill plantation, and William Byam, the Deputy Governor 

of Surinam, and gives them roles as prominent characters in her story. 

Geographical, regional, and cultural descriptions in Oroonoko also substantiate 

Behn's having lived in Surinam. Behn's description of the region is geographically 
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accurate according to maps dated 1666 (Duffy illustration 4). Behn describes the 

plantation at Parham Hill and its close proximity to her family's home at Saint John's 

Hill, which "stood on a vast Rock of white Marble, at the Foot" of which a great river 

"ran a vast Depth down, and not to be descended on that Side" (Oroonoko 179). Saint 

John's Hill bordered Parham Hill, Lord Willoughby's plantation where Behn's royal 

main character is enslaved (179). Behn would have been in her early twenties in 1664. 

According to the narrator, she ~as somewhat prone to adventure seeking; in Oroonoko 

she describes searching for "young Tygers in their Dens," and fishing for electric eels, or 

"Numb Eels" (179 and 182). Behn also describes an ''eight days' journey" by barge to 

"an Indian town," where the narrator, Oroonoko, and their fellow travelers are met by 

inhabitants, who having never seen white people, greeting them with "a loud Cry, that 

frighted us at first ," then with "Wonder and Amazement" (184-85). 

The narrator compares the natives' nakedness to her own dress, "very glittering 

and rich; so that we appear'd extremely fine" (185). The Indians in the village react 

with curiosity at their visitors' appearance; the narrator says, "By Degrees they grew 

more bold" as "they touch' d us, laying their Hands upon all the Features of our Faces, 

feeling our Breasts, and Arms, taking up one Petticoat, then wondering to see another; 

admiring our Shoes and Stockings, but more our Garters, which we gave 'em, and they 

ty 'd about their Legs" (185). The Indians' reaction to their visitors is consistent to 

accounts such as described by Captain Stedman in his narrative of eighteenth-century 

Surinam. 
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One of the most convincing pieces of evidence of Behn' s authenticity is the 

similarity between statements from Behn's novel Oroonoko and the narrative account of 

Captain James G. Stedman, a British officer who recorded his experiences in Surinam in 

the years 1772-77. Captain Stedman's Narrative of a Five Years' Expedition Against the 

Revolted Negroes of Surinam, in Guiana, on the Wild Coast of South America is an 

invaluable anthropological record of life in Surinam. Stedman was a "first-class observer 

and chronicler of the social scene, and among his descriptions are many that give a 

special insight into the attitudes and customs of both whites and blacks" (Courlander 

191). Although incidents recorded in Stedman's account took place nearly ninety years 

following Behn 's death in 1689, there are striking similarities between Stedman 's 

narrative and the observations of Oroonoko's narrator. The enterprise of trading captured 

African slaves was an integral part of Surinam's economic structure, and according to the 

reports of both Behn and Stedman, the business was conducted in the same manner for 

over one hundred years. The consistencies in the acquisition of slaves, the bargaining 

process, the social system within the slave communities, and the slaves' response to their 

captivity, physical punishment, and sexual abuse by their white masters will be discussed 

in further detail in Chapter Three of this thesis. However, cultural and linguistic 

similarities are also present in Behn's and Stedman's accounts. 

Captain Stedman describes the native material arts, weapons, and clothing, which 

utilized skills in basketry, weaving, and plaiting. The natives used materials that were 

abundant in their environment, such as bones, grasses, twigs, and feathers. Oroonoko's 

narrator refers to a feathered costume, given to her as a gift in Surinam, which was later 
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used in a production of Sir Robert Howard's The Indian Queen in 1664 (Oroonoko 130). 

She also refers to physical adornment such as "Holes ... in their Ears, Noses, and Lips, 

where they hang a great many little Things; as long Beads, Bits of Tin, Brass or Silver 

beat thin, and any shining Trinket" (130). 

There are several linguistic similarities between the Stedman account and 

Oroonoko. Captain Stedman's servant-boy speaks "Coromantyn," the language of 

Behn's hero, Oroonoko, whose homeland is in Coramantien, Africa. Stedman reports 

that the English word for"[ v Jery small, peekeeneenee" is similar to the word for infants, 

"pickaninnies," in Behn 's novel. The pronunciation of native words, "that they break off 

their words very short, in a kind of guttural manner," in Captain Stedman 's account is 

also similar to the speech of the natives Behn describes: "Amora tiguamy, which is as 

much as, How do you do; or, welcome,friend; and all, with one din, [they] began to 

gabble at him" (Oroonoko 186). Stedman discusses a regional dialect adopted by the 

slaves as a combination of "Dutch, French, Spanish, Portuguese, and English" 

(Courlander 193 ). The hero in Oroonoko also speaks English, French, Spanish, and 

"begat so good an understanding" of the native language of Surinam that "perfect, open 

trade" between the English settlers and the Indians became possible (61). It is my 

position that Behn did indeed live in Surinam. The details she portrays so vividly in 

Oroonoko and accounts of her storytelling abilities support her having been personally 

acquainted with the climate, flora and fauna, and her having interacted with indigenous 

people, colonists, and slaves who inhabited Surinam during the seventeenth century. 
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Although Aphra Behn's experiences in Surinam were uncommon, even 

extraordinary, lifestyle choices for most women living during the seventeenth century 

were extremely limited by social class and by gender. Women could avoid marriage by 

"taking the veil" and becoming nuns or remaining spinsters. Most likely, however, 

marriages were arranged in order to transfer the control of a young woman's life from her 

father to her husband. "Under Common Law, La married woman I became a femme 

covert, which meant that she had no legal rights or identity outside her spouse's: she 

could own no property, make no contract, and have no right to her own children" 

(Goreau 82). Although Behn had been raised and educated as a young gentlewoman, she 

had no dowry, which "severely limited marital possibilities" (85). Not much is known 

about Mr. Behn or his death, but Aphra Behn's marriage to him was brief. She began 

identifying herself by the surname Behn on official documents after her return from 

Surinam in 1665 (84). One of the Fair Sex stated that Mr. Behn was a "London 

merchant of Dutch ancestry" (84). Although no official marriage document is known to 

exist, according to Behn's correspondence she was no longer married when she was sent 

to Antwerp in the King's service in July 1666 (84-85). It is quite likely that Mr. Behn 

died during the Great Plague which ravaged the city of London in the years 1665 and 

1666. The disparity between classes is evident in that the wealthy, aristocratic population 

left the contagion of the city behind and fled to their countryside estates. Behn' s 

biographer Angeline Goreau finds that during the years of the Great Plague, middle-class 

merchants were "particularly vulnerable'' to the spreading disease because "they could 

not leave their businesses ... without great loss"; thus, they perished while remaining in 
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the city (87). Records of the dead were not maintained because of the mounting death 

toll with literally thousands of people dying each week, so that by the end of the summer 

of 1666 it was estimated that nearly seventy thousand people had died in London out of 

the original population of five hundred thousand (87). Aphra Behn, now widowed, fled 

the contagion in England and traveled to Antwerp. It was necessary for her to find some 

means of supporting herself, for she never married again. 

Widowhood was, at the very least, a problematic category by seventeenth-century 

standards. Annette Kries-Schnick, a noted literary scholar specializing in gender and 

culture, categorizes widows as "borderline cases," who contradict the customary 

patriarchal gender roles for women (108). On one hand, the prevailing perception that 

women needed to be under the supervision, guidance, and legal authority of a dominant 

male created a problem in that widows were self-governing agents, who maintained their 

financial and legal independence. On the other hand, widows lacked the social 

legitimacy and financial security that only a male could provide. Frequently widows 

became members of the increasing population of poor in urban areas. If a widow was 

young and had few or no children, she could remarry; other less fortunate widows found 

it necessary to turn to menial work in newly rising urban industries, such as spinning, 

weaving, needle-work, and domestic labor (Hill 156). Still others turned to begging or 

prostitution in order to survive (156). 

Behn' s decision to remain unmarried is surprising considering the stark and 

poverty-ridden future she faced as a widow. It would have been easier and more socially 

acceptable for her to remarry. She had no children from her marriage. She was young, 
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beautiful, witty, and well educated; and certainly men found her attractive. 

Nevertheless, Behn's choice to remain independent found its fruition as a recurring theme 

in her art. 

In her play The Dutch Lover Behn paints an unflattering portrait of Dutch 

merchants in the character of Haunce. The hero Alonzo imitates Haunce in masquerade 

"drest ridiculously" and behaving "very rude" and "very impertinent" (3.1 263). In Act 

III Haunce is introduced cradling a bottle of brandy in a state of intoxication. In fact, 

Haunce remains drunk during the entire play. Haunce also sports a foul temper; and he 

cannot tolerate levity in others, as he threatens his servant Gload, "'tis ill jesting me when 

I'm angry" (3.2 269). Not only does Haunce's violence apply to his servants; he bullies 

women as well. When advised that it is not acceptable in England to abuse women, 

Haunce replies, "Hang the Fashion; I'll manage her that must be my Wife, as I please, or 

I'll beat her into Fashion" (3.3 272). Haunce's offensive behavior is also reflected in his 

offensive physical appearance and his offensive hygiene. His servant Gload comments 

that "I find by my Nose you want more airing" since there is "a certain sour remains of a 

storm about you" (3.2 269). The Dutch merchant's physical filth is compared to his 

ungracious manners and his moral turpitude, "Your Hands, defiled with counting of 

damn' d dirty money, never made other use of Gloves, than to continually draw them thro 

- thus - till they were dwindled into the scantling of a Cats-gut" (3.2 271). In The Dutch 

Lover Behn depicts Haunce as a violent, drunken, ill-mannered, and distasteful character 

who uses violence and intimidation to threaten or control those who are physically 

weaker than he. Although one may only speculate whether Behn drew this character 
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from her imagination or from her experience in her marriage to Mr. Behn, the fact that 

she never remarried indicates that she was unhappy in her role as a wife. Faced with the 

prospect of poverty, Behn took advantage of her powerful political connections and her 

experiences abroad and went to Antwerp as a spy for Charles II. 

Perhaps Behn's experiences in intelligence service contributed to her 

development of characters with multiple or hidden identities and plots brimming with 

"restless" and "amorous intrigues which she loved" (Krutch 45). Behn was involved in 

political espionage and was commissioned as a spy in July 1666 during the Second 

Dutch-Anglo War. Her loyalty to the King, her knowledge of political affairs with the 

Dutch, both in Surinam and in Antwerp, and her social connections to William Scott, 

Lord Willoughby, and Sir Thomas Killigrew qualified Behn for her "extraordinary 

position" (Goreau 90). Behn adopted the codename Astrea so that her identity would 

remain undetected should her communications be intercepted. Her first assignment was 

to establish an alliance with an acquaintance from her days in Surinam, William Scot, and 

enlist him in the service of the King (Goreau 95). In reading Behn 's communications, 

one should keep in mind that during the seventeenth century conventions in spelling were 

not established and also that women, as noted earlier, received less education than did 

men. Behn' s first report from Antwerp was written in haste and contains several 

grammatical errors, for which Behn apologizes. It confirms that she had met with 

Celladon, her code name for Scot, and that they had traveled by coach to Holland. 

Behn's ability to enlist Scot's help was successful, for she writes that "he became so 

extreamly willing to under take ye service yt he saide more to conferme me then I could 
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expect" (qtd. in Goreau 96). However, Scot had to remain cautious of an English officer, 

Bampfield: "if it should be knowne to him that Celladon was in fflanders he would 

suspect some thing: and as he is ye most closely cuning ffellow in the world; he would 

doubtless do him a mischiff' (97). Celladon and Astrea established surreptitious 

rendezvous where Celladon revealed information concerning the movements of the Dutch 

fleet, numbers of troops, and possibilities of an attack on English soil. Scot also provided 

information about Sands Temple, an English commander who was a traitor and who was 

attempting to lure other commanders to change their allegiances. In September Behn 

wrote a warning: "There is one Thomas Woodman formerly a Captain both by sea and 

land for the Parliament, hath lived at Bruges, but is now in Holland ... hee undertakes to 

sincke shipps, and block upp the river of thames" (109). Behn continued to transport 

letters of intelligence for Lord Arlington despite the disregard for her pleas for more 

money. On November 3, 1666, she writes that she is "in extreame want and necessity ... 

I have pawnd all my rings, and little things I had; which made but ffew pownds: 

however I had rather starve than be worse then my word . .. I beseech you, take som pitty 

on a poore strainger whose life or death is in your hands" (qtd. in Goreau 107). Behn 

may or may not have known that London had suffered as well. The Great Fire had 

reduced much of the city to rubble in September 1666. Behn was forced to borrow one 

hundred fifty pounds from a moneylender, Edward Butler, a move which enabled her to 

return to England but it also threw her into debt. 
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Once Behn returned to England, her financial troubles did not cease. In the 

autumn of 1668, attempting to recover a portion of her overdue wages, she entreats 

Thomas Killigrew: 

Pity me 'tis to morrow that I must submit my self to a Prison the time being 

expird & though I indeauerd all day yesterday to get a ffew days more I can not 

... I haue cryd myself dead & could find in my hart to break through all & get to 

ye king & neuer rise till he weare pleasd to pay this; but I am sick & weake & 

vnfitt for yt; or a Prison; I shall go to morrow ... Sr if I have not the money to 

night you must send me som thing to keepe me in Prison for I will not starue. 

A. Behn (qtd. in Summers xxvi-vii) 

Unfortunately, Behn did not receive a reply in time to save her from debtors' 

prison. It is not certain which prison housed Aphra Behn. Ludgate and the Fleet were 

both destroyed in the Great Fire; New gate had undergone some repairs since the fire and 

maintained a steady population of inmates while the Marshalsea and Caronne House 

prisons were also housing prisoners (Goreau 113). Overcrowding, filth, vermin, and 

disease were common conditions of seventeenth-century prisons (Hill 153-54). Behn was 

not imprisoned for long. Either her pleas met with sympathetic ears, or influential friends 

or family were able to pay her debt and secure her release. Regardless of the short length 

of her imprisonment, the experience must have been a difficult one. Behn' s 

imprisonment may have provided inspiration for the recurring theme of forced 

containment of women in her art. In Behn's play Sir Patient Fancy one female character, 

Isabella, complains about the custom of arranged marriage as "unkind to our sex, not to 
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allow free choice; but we above all creatures must be forced to endure the formal 

recommendations of a parent" (1.1 27). Isabella describes the prospective bride in terms 

of an unmistakable image of a captive. "[T]'he obedient daughter stands - thus - with 

her hands pinned before her, a set look, few words, and a mein that cries -- Come marry 

me" ( 1.1 27). Characters such as Florinda (The Rover, Part I), Ardelia (The Nun), and 

Imoinda (Oroonoko) are other examples of women who are possessed or imprisoned 

against their wills. Behn's imprisonment may have also inspired her personally to rely on 

her talents in order to gain financial independence. Behn adopted a new persona as a 

working woman: she became a playwright. 

Upon his return, Charles II brought with him many of the fashions and manners of 

the French Court. He reestablished the Church, not because he was devoutly religious, 

but because the Church was royalist, "many of its leaders holding the doctrine of divine 

right ... maintaining that the King could literally do no wrong" (Krutch 27). Charles II 

also reestablished the theater and granted two companies commissions, the Duke's 

Company and the King's Company (28). As a patron of the theater, Charles II took "the 

greatest personal interest in the stage," where he regularly attended public performances 

and commissioned private performances at Court (28). Charles II set the standard for the 

gallant, witty, urbane, and seductive gentleman-about-town. The "graceful young rake," a 

stock-character in Restoration comedy, had inspiration from actual persons, "Rochester, 

Sedley, and Charles himself' (24). The beau ideal "broke the Ten Commandments, but 

kept the ten thousand ... whether in reallife or on the stage, [they l were gentlemen in 

everything - except the essentials" (30). Charles II and his courtiers "created an 

31 



atmosphere in which promiscuity, systematic frivolity, and extravagance were adhered to 

as a social norm almost as dogmatically as the more severe of the Puritan party had 

adhered to godliness" (Goreau 165-66). The theater took its tone from the court, placing 

emphasis on polished dress and manners, witty repartee, and the appetites of a 

pleasurable lifestyle, which reflected the court's society. 

Restoration drama is well known for its elevation of wit. Wit was not an 

unfamiliar component in British theater; however, the characters in Restoration comedy 

placed "great emphasis" on "repartee for its own sake, and upon epigrams propounding 

an elaborate and systematic code of immorality" (Krutch 6-7). Characters go so far as to 

engage in "wit combats" (8). These verbal battles were written as dialogue "without 

reference to the situation" within the context of the plot, existing independently for the 

sake of the audience's entertainment. The master of witty repartee in Restoration comedy 

was, of course, the rake character. The rake hero uses wit "to rationalize debauchery," 

and though he is cynical, unscrupulous, and sometimes cruel, he is always a gentleman 

(24). Female characters in Restoration comedy often relied upon their beauty as well as 

their wit. A rake's reputation "rested upon his notoriety for sexual conquest," but women 

were, on the one hand, dismissed if they were not "kind" or "compliant," but they were 

quickly discarded if they submitted to sexual intercourse (Goreau 168). Women were 

placed in a sexual double bind with regard to their behavior that men did not experience. 

Settings in Restoration drama most often took place in locations in London that 

would be familiar to the audience. Coffee houses, such as Will's Coffee House, where 

crowds would gather to drink, argue, recite, or engage in political discussion, sprang up 
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around London in the latter half of the seventeenth century. St. James Park, which 

overlooked the site where Charles I had been executed in 1649, was a fashionable spot 

where members of the Court and the social elite "promenaded, flirted, told the newest 

gossip, looked over, and were looked over ... 'recounting last night's rambles"' and 

searched for new conquests (Goreau 168). Drama catered to its audience, depicting 

"familiar haunts of London" frequented by the courtiers and the manners, styles, and 

fashion of the aristocracy (Krutch 9-11). Dramatists depicted their society, but one must 

remember that theirs was a limited view of a portion of society, mainly the elite, rather 

than a complete view of London society as a whole. 

The Duke's Company established its theater in Lincoln's Inn Fields, a former 

tennis court, but later relocated to a new theater, Dorset Garden in 1671 (Goreau 120). 

Overlooking the Thames River, the Dorset Garden Theater had a long staircase that 

descended to the river's edge, permitting theatergoers' entrance by boat, by carriage, or 

by foot (120). The new theater measured one hundred forty feet long and fifty -seven 

feet wide and was divided into four layers: an extended pit, and lower, middle and upper 

galleries of tiered, boxed seats. The audience in the pit was comprised of an assortment 

of vizarded (masked) prostitutes and their clients, orange wenches, gossips, flirts, "fops, 

sparks, and ordinary citizens" while "the higher nobility" sat above the clamor of the 

common crowd in boxes (120). The theater was alive with activity. It was a fashionable 

location to "see and be seen," and to many theatergoers, the play was less important than 

the spectacle that took place in the audience itself. Much of the romantic seduction and 
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intrigue which took place on the stage directly reflected the activities taking place in the 

audience. 

Aphra Behn's introduction to the theater came most likely through her family 

connection to Thomas Kiili grew, Groom of the Bedchamber to Charles IL Behn had 

written to him on several occasions, pleading with him to use his influence with the Court 

so that she might obtain her wages for her service in Antwerp and later asking him to 

help save her from debtor's prison. Killigrew also had connections to the theater. Upon 

his return to the throne, Charles II granted two patents to establish companies of players: 

one to Sir William Davenant for the Duke's Company at Dorset Garden and the other to 

Thomas Kiili grew for the King's Company at the Theater Royal (Goreau 177-78). The 

King's Company had the advantage of exclusive rights in producing established plays, 

but the Duke's Company sought innovation and novelty , and Behn may have found more 

acceptance in this venue as a female playwright (119). Perhaps the loosening of sexual 

and social mores during the 1660s resulted in loosening the restrictions on female gender 

roles as well. Another reason Behn may have been successful in getting her work 

produced is that she lived and worked with other aspiring playwrights on or around the 

semi-slums of Grub Street. Behn mentored several young writers including Thomas 

Otway and Nathaniel Lee, lending money as well as encouragement and advice. 

Aphra Behn's first play, The Forced Marriage: or, the Jealous Bridegroom, was 

performed at the Duke's Theater at Lincoln Inn Fields on September 20, 1670, running 

for six nights, a successful run for plays at the time; it was quickly followed by another 

play on February 24, 1671, The Amorous Prince (Goreau 129). Perhaps at first a female 
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playwright was an object of curiosity, but it was obviously Behn's skill as a playwright 

that won her a prominent reputation in the theater. Behn's third play The Dutch Lover 

opened in February in 1673 at the new Dorset Garden Theater to great success. 

Montague Summers writes that these first three plays brought Behn, "money, friends, and 

reputation;" but the plays also promoted Behn professionally as "a considerable figure in 

literary circles," establishing her reputation as "a wit and a writer," an indication that she 

was respected for her talents regardless of her gender (xxxii). 

Behn's ab!lities in dealing with sexual relationships between women and men 

were unique to those of her male counterparts. She was able to write about sex from a 

female point of view. Annette Kreis-Schinck finds that women writers approach a 

subject, such as marriage, differently from those of their male counterparts "because of 

their own experience as women, wives, or both" (] 9). Ideological representation of 

womanhood confronts the female writer from "several competing and contradictory 

definitions coexisting in contemporary social, political, and religious discourse" ( 19). 

Women who write are confronted with a complicated, and sometimes conflicting, maze 

of socially constructed representations of their gender. Behn broke through the 

limitations that were placed upon her gender and succeeded in using her writing as a 

method of resistance to the social-political definition of seventeenth-century womanhood. 

In refusing to conform to the definition placed upon her by her culture, she redefined 

herself. Behn found creative and artistic expression as a means to describe male-female 

relationships as they were, but also, and perhaps more importantly, how they could be. 
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Behn's attitude toward marriage is reflected in many of her dramatic works. The 

subject and title of her first play, The Forced Marriage, deals with the legal and emotional 

ramifications "when one of the partners is forced by guardians to marry against his or her 

will" (Kreis-Schinck 94). Behn includes two forms of legal dissolution of forced 

marriage, annulment and separation, both of which existed in the seventeenth century 

(94). The jurisdiction and litigation of legal separation and divorce moved from the 

Church to Parliament in 1670 (89). The Roos case, which addressed the question of 

divorce in forced and arranged marriages, took place in 1677 (89-90). Clearly, the 

society was grappling with the traditional practice of arranged marriage. Behn 

approaches the subject of forced marriage with unsuitable partners in her later plays, such 

as The Town Fop (1676), Sir Patient Fancy (1676), and The Rover, Part I (1677). The 

concept that women could have a voice in choosing their marriage partners was being 

realized. 

In her dramatic works, Behn also voices her position on female sexual desire. In 

the play The Dutch Lover the character Francisca sings a song describing a young 

woman's passion for her lover: 

A many Kisses he did give, 

And I return'd the same: 

Which made me willing to receive 

That which I dare not name. 

His charming Eyes no aid requir'd, 

To tell their amorous Tale; 
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On her that was already fir' d, 

'Twas easy to prevail. 

He did but kiss, and clasp me round, 

Whilst they his thought exprest, 

And laid me gently on the Ground; 

Oh! who can guess the rest? (2:6 255) 

Notions that a woman could be as "amorous" as a man, that she would be "willing 

to receive" his advances, and that her own passion would be "fir'd" and she "return" his 

passion were never so openly expressed by a woman writer. In the next chapter of my 

thesis I will discuss more fully I will discuss Behn's exploration of concepts such as 

forced marriage, a woman's choosing her own partner, and women's expressing their 

desires. Perhaps Behn' s most innovative creation occurs in The Rover, Part I. One of the 

characters, Hellena, emerges as a new woman: a sexual predator. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE MASK AND FEMALE EXRESSION OF DESIRE 

IN THE ROVER, PART I 

Come put off this dull Humour with your Clothes, and assume one as gay, and as 
fantastick as the Dress my Cousin Valeria and I have provided, and let's ramble. 
(The Rover, Part I 1.1.15) 

In the Restoration comedy The Rover, or The Banished Cavaliers, Part I, Aphra 

Behn uses her mastery of multiple identities to assert female power. Perhaps Behn's 

most popular play, The Rover, Part I was first produced in 1677 for the Dorset Garden 

Theater (Summers 5). Behn based her play on Thomas Killigrew's unperformed 

Thomasso (1663) ; but as she often did in her career as a dramatist, Behn placed her own 

distinctive imprint on the play by putting "new wine into old bottles" (Summers xxxvii). 

Behn transformed the plot, reworking the scenes and action into separate but unified 

segments. She introduced new characters and further developed existing ones, 

transforming the characters from clumsy "marionettes" into innovative characters who 

exhibit individuality. Next she addressed her hand to the text, rewriting the laborious, 

"torpid dialogue" into characterized speeches dazzling with "wit and vivacity" 

(Summers 4). Behn changed the focus of the play by placing emphasis on the female 

characters, by disregarding the traditional male point of view, and by providing social 

commentary on love, marriage, fortune and female freedom, reflecting a female 

perspective. She skillfully portrays the social sphere that women inhabit where they 

38 



present one face to the male-dominated public and another in the privacy of their intimate 

society with one another. Behn employs the theatrical device of the masquerade by 

extending the traditional disguise as a dupe to that of a method for women to subvert 

proscribed gender roles. For Behn's characters the mask gives women the freedom to 

change their identities and experience life beyond the boundaries set for them by the 

male-dominated society. 

The principal female characters in the play reflect different forms of female 

bondage: arranged marriage, confinement in a monastery, and prostitution. During the 

seventeenth century, "parents' main criterion of a successful marriage was expressed in 

terms of money, property and rank," so that "daughters continued to be treated as 

valuable commodities," and their beauty, inheritance, or chastity further enhanced their 

value (Hill 69-70). It was a daughter's duty to respect her parents' wishes even though 

"mercenary considerations often outweighed such principles" (70). Legally women were 

"excluded ... from all political rights," which "whether in or outside of marriage, 

subjected them to men" (Hill 108). A young woman's chastity contributed to her 

parents' ability in making a profitable arrangement in marriage. Once lost, however, her 

former marketable status was irretrievable; "in an age when women's property rights 

were so few, her one apparent asset, her chastity, was not really hers to dispose of as she 

pleased" (26). Young women who were "ruined" or debauched often became 

prostitutes, "having no other means of support" (Wollstonecraft qtd. in Hill 30). Female 

bondage crossed all lines of economic class distinctions, extending from the aristocracy 

to the lower classes. Behn creates a triad of female characters who reflect three diverse 
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examples of female bondage. Florinda and Hellena are sisters from a noble family, 

whereas Angellica Bianca is a wealthy courtesan. 

The noble women reflect two forms of confinement that are appropriate for their 

station in society. Florinda has been contracted in marriage to a Viceroy's son, and 

Hellena has been consigned to a nunnery. Neither woman is satisfied with her plight. 

Hellena is described in the Dramatis Personae of The Rover, Part I as "a gay young 

woman," and from the very first scene it is obvious that she is unsuitable nun material. 

Hellena tells her sister that she is "inquisitive" about love, longing to experience the 

accoutrements of love and courtship, "to sigh, and sing, and blush, and wish, and dream, 

and wish, and long to see the man" (1.1.10). Hellena reasons that she is better suited for 

love than she is for a monastery: "have not I a world of Youth? a Humour gay? a Beauty 

passable? a Vigour desirable? well shap'd? clean limb'd? sweet breath'd? and Sense 

enough to know how all these ought to be employ' d to the best Advantage: yes, I do and 

will" ( 1.1.11 ). From her speech, it is obvious that Hellena is eager to experience worldly 

pleasure rather than experience spiritual devotion. Behn creates a conflict between 

Hellena's nature and her future vocation. 

Behn creates another conflict for Florinda, Hellena's sister. Florinda understands 

the passions with which Hellena is obsessed, but Florinda's conflict encompasses 

sentimental love. Florinda is in love with an English colonel, but her brother has pledged 

her to another man. Florinda's situation is further aggravated by the fact that the man she 

loves, Bel vile, does not have the power, wealth, and influence that his rival possesses. 

Belvile belongs to a displaced militia serving Britain's Charles II, who was banished 
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following his father's execution. Belvile, therefore, is a foreigner with very little money 

and an uncertain future. It is unlikely that a man lacking wealth, position, and power 

could convince Florinda's brother, Don Pedro, to allow a betrothal. Likewise, Florinda is 

in a position that grants her very little power in choosing her own mate. As mentioned 

earlier, the "property-marriage system" was a customary tradition during the seventeenth 

century, and women had little choice in matters concerning their own futures (Goreau 

220). The patriarch of the family, in this case the sisters' brother Don Pedro, decided the 

fate of the female family members, often using them as chattel in order to advance the 

family's fortune or political status. Behn reveals her view that such arrangements are 

unnatural by conflicting Florinda's feeling for another man with her arranged marriage 

and Hellena's nature as a "gay young woman" with her future of everlasting celibacy. 

Behn utilizes her plot and characters as a forum for her sexual and political views that 

women should be allowed a choice in their own futures. 

By contrast, Angellica Bianca represents another form of female commodity: 

prostitution. Although her sexual favors are sold in service to men, Angellica has the 

freedom to name her price; but she is interested in men for their money, not for their 

love. Angellica claims that she is "resolved that nothing but Gold shall charm my Heart" 

(Rover 2.1.3 J ). Angellica's mercenary attitude toward love is reflected in her statement 

that men are "uneasy and inconstant, that the victory over the Heart is as soon lost as 

won" (2.1.3 J ). Angellica's beauty brings her many admirers, but it also results in her 

own vanity: "their Wonder feeds my Vanity, and he that wishes to buy, gives me more 

Pride, than he that gives my Price" (2: 1.31 ). Angellica advertises her sexual commodity 
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by placing her portrait in public along with her price, one thousand crowns per month. 

The fact that Angellica has chosen money over love creates conflict for her as well when 

she becomes infatuated with an "inconstant" man. 

Behn draws further distinctions between social classes as she contrasts the 

behavior of women in the public and private spheres. She adeptly portrays the social 

sphere that women inhabit where they present one face to the male-dominated public and 

another in the privacy of their intimate society with one another. For example, Behn 's 

female characters are free to reveal their true thoughts and desires and discuss their 

feelings in the privacy of their chambers. In the opening Act of the play, the audience 

learns that Florinda regards her intended husband as "that hated object"; further, she 

believes that her brother's "unjust commands" will "make a Slave of his Sister" (1.1.12). 

Hellena, on the other hand, reveals, "I love Mischief strangely," indicating that her 

playful and mischievous disposition makes her unsuitable for the nunnery (1.1. l 1). 

Hellena pleads with her brother to reconsider his plans: "Is't not enough you 

make a Nun of me, but you must cast my Sister away too, exposing her to a worse 

confinement than a religious Life?" (1.1.13). Don Pedro refuses to listen to his sisters' 

arguments. He refers to Hellena as "this wild Cat" and gives orders to "take her hence 

and, lock her up all this Carnival, and at Lent she shall begin her everlasting Penance in a 

Monastery" (1.1.14). Don Pedro's comparison of Hellena to a wild animal, one who 

must be caged, emphasizes the restriction placed upon her female desires by her own 

brother. He also restricts Florinda in her desires: "As for you, Florinda, I've only try' d 

you all this while, and urg'd my Father's Will; but mine is, that you would love Antonio 

42 



.... " (1.1.14). Don Pedro asserts his control by giving Florinda a command to marry 

Antonio, "which you must do to morrow" and reiterates that Florinda must comply with 

his demand, "resolve upon 't to morrow" ( 1.1.15). Hellena and Florinda are constrained 

in their abilities to pursue their own desires. Don Pedro asserts his power over the 

women, verbally and physically, forcing them to comply to his will. 

Both of the sisters are confined by the social constraints of their gender and social 

class; they are not allowed to venture into public alone, and they have little control over 

their futures. Therefore, Florinda and Hellena are limited in their abilities to express 

themselves, fully and honestly, except in the privacy of an enclosed space such as their 

chamber. The private, female domain of the ladies' chamber functions as a mask 

between the public, male domain and the sisters' natural inclinations. 

Angellica Bianca, conversely, is a public woman. Her station in society affords 

her more mobility in the public sphere and, consequently, more freedom of sexual 

expression. When the audience first meets Angellica, however, she and her servant are in 

another enclosed space, concealed behind a silk curtain on a balcony as they listen to the 

admirers of Angellica's three portraits, which have been hung on display in the village 

square. Like Angellica's sexual favors, her image is also displayed in the public sphere 

for the benefit of male consumers. The portraits advertise Angellica's physical beauty 

and further emphasize the commodity of her body, but the portraits serve as mere replicas 

for Angellica's actual body. Don Pedro claims, "I have seen the Original, nor is there 

one Charm here more than adorns her Face and Eyes; all this soft and sweet, with a 

certain languishing Air, that no Artist can represent" (2.1.32). Unlike the sisters, whose 
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virginal bodies are marketed to exclusive consumers (royalty and the Church), 

Angellica's body and image are available to anyone who can afford her price. 

The drawn curtain allows Angellica the ability to gather information covertly 

about prospective clients, especially wealthy ones. Angellica reveals to her servant that 

she has displayed her portrait as bait, '"tis for him [Don Pedro l or Don Antonio the Vice

Roy's Son that I have spread my Nets" (2.1.32). From their curtained balcony, 

Angellica and her servant survey the men who admire the portraits and discuss the 

financial status of potential clients. Angellica knows that Don Pedro's uncle, who was 

one of her former clients, "left him a vast Sum of Money," but Angellica's maid reports 

that Don Antonio "is the likeliest Man to give your Price" (2.1.31). The balcony curtain 

functions as a mask, which enables Angellica to examine the effect her publicly displayed 

image has on her prospective clients without their knowledge. The mask conceals 

Angellica's physical presence along with her pecuniary intentions. 

Masquerades during the Carnival season took place in January and signaled a 

"last hurrah" before the austerity of Lent. The mask allows its wearers to participate in 

sexual intrigues without revealing their identities and allows them to discard sexual 

inhibitions. According to Angeline Goreau, "the new sexual freedom was very much the 

fashion in the circles that Aphra Behn moved in -- the courtiers, wits, poets, theatergoers, 

fops, actors, and actresses" (166). The mask also entices curiosity and "encourages the 

gazer to do the unveiling" (Hutner 108). Therefore, the seductive quality of the mask is 

undeniable, for it offers limitless possibilities to the pursued as well as to the pursuer. 
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The appearance of a masquerade on stage usually signifies an upheaval or trouble 

brewing, but Behn extends the use of the mask as a method for her female characters to 

subvert proscribed gender roles. For the women in Behn's plays, the mask gives them 

freedom to change their identities and experience life beyond the boundaries set for them 

by the male-dominated society. Hellena states that once she is masked, she intends to 

find a "mad Companion or other, that will spoil my Devotion" ( 1.1.11 ). In other words, 

Hellena plans to lose her virginity before she is committed to the monastery. For Hellena 

the masquerade provides an opportunity to explore her sexuality before she is confined. 

Hellena tells Florinda that they will "out-wit twenty Brothers, if you'll be ruled by me" 

and convinces Florinda to join her in the public streets wearing masks and gypsy 

costumes (1.1.15). 

Florinda finds that she gains control of her destiny when she, too, dons the mask. 

Posing as a gypsy fortune-teller, Florinda tests Belvile's devotion to her. She flirts with 

him, holding his hand and reads his palm, "by this Line you should be a Lover" ( 1.2.23). 

When Bel vile resists her advances, Florinda, still in the guise of a gypsy, reveals herself 

to her intended lover, informing Bel vile that she "expects I him] this Night at the Garden

gate" and that she "vows to die or make [him-I happy" (1.1.23). Florinda's ability to 

voice her desires to her lover occurs when she is wearing the mask. Although she is not 

as forward as her sister in pursuing a man, Florinda does have the freedom to articulate 

her feelings openly when she is disguised. Florinda pledges obedience to her brother in 

the opening act of the play, "Sir, I shall strive to do, as shall become your Sister" 

(1.1.15). Once she dons the mask, however, Florinda's behavior changes. "The 
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assumption of a new and different identity ... will bring the women together in an act of 

rebellion" in which they overthrow their brother's power over their bodies and their 

futures (Hutner 107). The notion that women should have control and choice "to 

ramble" as men did, was a novel one (1.1.15). 

The women's discourse undergoes change as does their behavior once they are 

masked, giving them the freedom to subvert the control their brother has over their 

bodies. Foucault notes that power is "not something that is acquired, seized, or shared," 

but rather a series of interrelated "power relationships" (The History of Sexuality 94). 

Power relations form a "general matrix" throughout society, "in families, limited groups, 

and institutions" (94). He goes on to add that "[w ]here there is power, there is 

resistance" (94). Once she is masked, Hellena "appropriates the bawdy language of the 

carnival," and in donning the mask, she participates in "a form of resistance to the 

repression of female desire" (Hutner 106). 

As mentioned earlier, the relationship between a mask and its wearer is steeped in 

symbolic and mythic meaning. Hellena engages in this mythic relationship when she 

dons her mask and costume. She exchanges her old identity, from a passive, obedient 

virgin, to that of a wild, lusty gypsy. Hellena's role in society is also changed from a 

proscribed role, one that is chosen for her by her male family members, to a role of her 

own choosing. Similarly, Hellena's future roles also reflect this pattern. Her family has 

dictated that she will spend the rest of her life in devotion and chastity as a nun; but once 

she is masked, Hellena chooses her own partner and her own destiny. "I am resolv'd to 

provide my self this Carnival, if there be e'er a handsom Fellow of my Humour above 
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Ground, tho I ask first" (1: 1.11). Hellena "breaks the rules of the amorous chase by 

envisioning herself in the position of a hunter," thereby subverting traditional gender 

roles for men and women in the pursuit of love (Kreis-Schinck 158). The mask 

functions as a physical device of transformation, releasing Hellena from her brother's 

grasp and confinement in a monastery and granting her the freedom of expressing her 

sexuality. It is in this particular character that Behn creates a new paradigm for women: 

Hellena becomes a predatory woman. 

Hellena convinces her sister to don masks and gypsy costumes so that they might 

partake of the Carnival festivities in the streets. Once Hellena and Florinda have hidden 

their identities behind their masks, they are able to roam freely through the streets, the 

public realm dominated by men, in search of amorous intrigue. The public sphere of the 

streets would not have been an appropriate environment for unescorted noble women. 

Dressed in their finery, Florinda and Hellena would have been vulnerable to hazards such 

as robbery, kidnapping, or rape; but they would also have faced the scrutiny of their 

society. Disguised as women of a lower social-economic class, they are afforded the 

freedom to do as they wish. Hellena and Florinda seek men of their own choosing. 

It is here in the public domain that Hellena meets Willmore, a banished cavalier. 

The rake, a stock character in Restoration comedy, is a sexually predatory man, a 

"libertine hero; he is witty, extravagant, irresistibly attractive to women, and 

promiscuous" (Goreau 226). Willmore is constantly obsessed with his pursuit of sexual 

liaisons. Willmore searches for "New Joys, New Charms, in a new Miss that's kind" 

(4.2.76-77). He is an appropriate match for Behn's predatory woman, Hellena. 
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Interestingly, Angellica Bianca has also fallen in love with Willmore, creating a love 

triangle between the prospective nun, the rover, and the prostitute. A metaphoric social

class triangle has also been constructed between the aristocratic class, the exiled military 

class, and the lower working class. When Angellica competes with Hellena for 

Willmore's affection, she ultimately loses. 

The mask entices curiosity from predatory men, rakes such as Willmore who are 

always looking for sexual opportunities, even when their advances are unwelcome. Act 

III finds Florinda once again in a private, enclosed space within a garden in the dark of 

night. She is vulnerable in a state of "undress," carrying with her "a Key" and her jewels 

in "a little Box" (3:3.56). Florinda's undressed and defenseless body and her precious 

jewels, symbolizing her virginity, are safe within the garden behind a locked gate. Once 

Florinda unlocks the garden gate, however, she opens herself to the dangers of the outside 

world. Willmore, in a state of drunkenness, stumbles upon the unlocked gate, enters the 

garden, and mistakes Florinda for "a delicate shining wench" (3:3.57). Willmore's 

entrance into the sanctity of the enclosed female sphere also represents the act of sexual 

intercourse. Willmore attempts to rape Florinda, providing her with justification for her 

actions, "there will be no Sin in't, because 'twas neither design' d nor premeditated" as 

well as his own, "why at this time of Night was your Cobweb-door set open -- dear 

Spider -- but to catch Flies?" (57). Behn' s social commentary in the play investigates the 

treatment of female sexuality and self-ownership. Willmore draws no distinction 

between Florinda's choosing a lover and his decision to rape her. To Willmore, 

Florinda's virtue is lost either way, and the circumstances under which she loses her 
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virginity make no difference. Once again the public versus private spheres are used in 

conjunction with male versus female spheres. Florinda is safe within the confines of the 

private garden, but when she unlocks the gate, she exposes herself to the dangers present 

in the public streets. Behn offers a warning to women who would leave their precious 

virtue, represented here by the locked gate, the small box of jewels, and the key in 

Florinda's possession, unguarded. If a woman ventures beyond the boundaries of social 

propriety, then she runs the risk of men's presuming she is a whore. 

Willmore's language is dismissive when Angellica confronts him with his 

infidelity, calling Hellena "a very errant Gipsy, the talkingst, pratingst, cantingst little 

Animal thou ever saw'st" (4.2.76). Willmore's comparison of Hellena to a noisy animal 

recalls Don Pedro's earlier reference to her as a "wild Cat" (1.1.14). Willmore continues 

his animal references, demoting Hellena to the status of a pet, "thou may'st as well be 

jealous of thy Monkey, or Parrot as her" (4.2 76). While Don Pedro considers Hellena a 

wild animal, one who must be controlled and restrained, Willmore's allusion to Hellena 

as a pet indicates that he considers her an animal who can become tamed. 

Continuing her mischievous behavior, Hellena dons yet another costume, that of a 

boy, in order to cause a rift between Willmore and her rival Angellica. Kries-Schinck 

notes that Hellena's "victory over the rover requires the temporary freedom to follow 

him, to rove like him, even to meet with her rival," which "could not have been done in 

any form of female dress" (160). However, Kreis-Schinck fails to note that Hellena did 

"follow" and "rove" like Willmore dressed in her gypsy masquerade. The fact that she 

appears "Drest in Man's Cloths" further emphasizes Hellena's penchant for "Mischief'' 
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and adds to the playful appeal of her character (Rover, 1.1.10 and 4.2.71). Angellica, in 

turn, dresses in drag, but with very different results. She dresses in a man's clothes in 

order to carry out a man's task in defending her own honor. It is ironic that Angellica, 

the public woman and lover of gold, should be concerned with her honor. By 

seventeenth-century standards, and currently as well, prostitutes had no honor. Willmore 

believes that women who "fancy themselves possest of that Foppery" of honor "are the 

most troublesom of all Woman-kind .... " (4.2.76-77). Moreover, Angellica 

appropriates another symbol of male power; she threatens Willmore with a pistol. 

Angellica accuses Willmore of betraying her, breaking his vows, and, perhaps most 

damaging, transforming her from a mercenary woman, who cared only for "Gold," into a 

woman with a "Heart ... Thou'st taught mine to commit; thou'st taught it Love" 

(5.1.94). It is Angellica's "Pride, this Enemy of Bliss" that is her undoing (2.2.41). 

Angellica considers herself above "mean submissive Passion," and yet her passion for 

Willmore "Soften'd my yielding Heart" and "made me humbly bow" (5.1.94-5). Once 

Angellica becomes a woman with a heart, her value as a courtesan diminishes: 

Oh how I fell like a long worship'd Idol, 

Discovering all the Cheat! 

Wou'd not the Incense and rich Sacrifice, 

Which blind Devotion offer' d at my Altars, 

Have fall 'n to thee? 

Why woud'st thou then destroy my fancy'd Power? (5.1.96) 
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Without her pride to protect her, Angellica becomes, as her name indicates, a fallen 

angel. 

Once Willmore learns of Hellena's fortune, he immediately forgets his love for 

Angellica and exclaims, "Ha! My gipsy worth two hundred thousand crowns! Oh, how I 

long to be with her! Pox, I knew she was of quality" (4:2). The close relations of terms, 

Hellena the "gipsy" and "two thousand hundred crowns," are interchangeable. Hence, 

Hellena's body is reduced once more to a commodity. However, Hellena refuses to 

remain within the confines of her social gender role. When she reveals her true identity, 

she states her name as "Hellena the Inconstant," an appropriate match for Willmore's 

inconstant behavior (5.1.102). She is also referred to as the "little Rover," which also 

indicates that she complements Willmore. Willmore declares that he admires Hellena for 

more than her inheritance: her "good-Nature," her "Love and Courage," as well as her 

physical features "a Form so excellent, a Face and Humour too good for cold dull 

Friendship," and he admits that "I lov'd her before I either knew her Birth or Name" 

(5.1.100-4). Willmore's inconstancy is surpassed by his genuine love and admiration for 

Hellena. By his own admission, he loved her before he knew her identity as a noble 

woman. While she wears a mask, Hellena's playful and mischievous character, her true 

nature, is revealed. 

In her play The Rover, Part I Aphra Behn creates a triad of female characters: 

Angellica Bianca, the public woman, Florinda, the traditional noblewoman, and Hellena, 

the female predator. Each woman represents a facet of seventeenth-century womanhood 

and the options and limitations that many women faced. Angellica, neither noble born 
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nor virgin, exercises her power (beauty and a love of money) in order to survive. 

Florinda represents traditional love. When faced with an arranged marriage against her 

will, she relies on her lover to rescue her from her fate. Hellena, on the other hand, 

represents a new type of woman. Rather than relying on a male to rescue her, she relies 

on her wits to seek a man of her own choosing. 
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CHAPfERIV 

THE MASK AND THE NARRATOR PERSONA 

IN APHRA BEHN'S OROONOKO 

'Tis now the dead time of night, when rapes and murders are hid beneath 
a horrid veil of darkness. (Abdelazer 3: 1 39) 

Oroonoko is one of Aphra Behn's most intriguing literary works; it is a work of 

prose fiction that deals with issues of slavery and the slave trade during the seventeenth 

century. The story's central characters are a noble African prince and his stolen bride, 

Imoinda, both of whom are from Cormantien, a region which spans from Central-West 

Africa to the Gold Coast. The hero Oroonoko is kidnapped and sold into slavery to a 

plantation in the British-Dutch colonies of Surinam, on the northwest shoulder of South 

America, where he encounters the ruthless and unprincipled world of his white captors. 

Oroonoko and lmoinda are reunited, but they are forced into a newly colonized slave 

society, where they struggle to keep the remnants of their past culture intact as they face 

physical, spiritual, and cultural devastation. As mentioned earlier, Behn lived in Surinam 

sometime between 1662 and 1664 and drew details from her experiences while living 

there with her family (Duffy 32). 

Behn's ability to blend her own experiences into fictional narration demonstrates 

that as a writer, she understood "how to construct a fictional world that mirrored the real 

one" (Goreau 55). The creation of the narrator persona enables Behn to describe the 

atrocities of slavery to her audience, thereby creating a forum for the social-political 
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views of the author, Behn herself. The narrator of Oroonoko adheres to the concept of 

verisimilitude in her realistic descriptions of both the physical beauty of the tropical 

region of Surinam as well as her portrayal of the ugliness of slavery. While many literary 

critics consider Oroonoko as the first novel written in the English language, it also 

provides insight into the enterprise of trading captured African people into slavery, a 

thriving business in Surinam during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and into the 

communities formed by the slaves. 

Behn creates a fictional narrator persona in order to expose the abuse suffered by 

the slaves at the hands of the white plantation owners. The effect Behn achieves is two

fold. First, the narrator becomes an observer/bystander, reporting the events, as she says: 

"I myself was an Eye-Witness to a great Part of what you will find here set down; and 

what I could not be Witness of, I receiv'd from the Mouth of the chief Actor in this 

History, the Hero himself' (Oroonoko 129). The narrator contends that in reporting the 

events, "I do not pretend ... to entertain my Reader" and insists, "nor in relating the 

Truth, design to adorn it" (129). The effect of the narrator's testimony creates a reliable 

witness. If the audience trusts that the narrator is telling Orookono's story as "history" 

rather than as "entertainment," then the narrator's intention is assumed to maintain 

accuracy. Secondly, the narrator's posture of self-effacement creates a position of 

deference for the hero. The narrator states that Oroonoko' s story is "afforded on) y a 

Female Pen to celebrate his Fame," from which Behn connects the characters, thereby 

creating a triad consisting of the narrator, Oroonoko, and Imoinda (169). The white 

female narrator, in recording the events "received from the Mouth" of Oroonoko, 
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consents to becoming the voice for Oroonoko and Imoinda, who as slaves, have no voice 

in white culture. In so doing, Behn establishes the narrator in a discursive role as being 

Oroonoko's mouthpiece. Behn's audience, also white, educated, and British, respond to 

the narrator's race and social class. Marilyn Robitaille maintains that "Behn instills 

[within] the design of the narrator's persona an attitude which communicates a close 

kinship evolving among the narrator, the narratee, and the reader" (136). As a result, the 

audience comes to identify with the plight of Oroonoko and Imoinda, through the narrator 

persona. Behn's creation of a narrator persona functions as a mask through which Behn 

herself articulates her own political views about slavery. Had she explicitly voiced an 

opinion that, for example, slavery is immoral, Behn's audience might have been 

dismissive and less likely to respond. By creating a narrator, one who relates Oroonoko's 

story to the audience, and by elevating Oroonoko's status as a noble character, Behn is 

able to connect with the audience for her desired effect. The audience, identifying with 

the narrator, responds to Oroonoko and lmoinda's plight and comes to its own conclusion 

that slavery is immoral. 

The narrator of Oroonoko acquaints the audience with the issues surrounding 

slavery by describing the process of slave trading (the acquisition of slaves, the 

bargaining process, the separation of slaves from their families), the social system within 

slave communities, and the slaves' response to their captivity, their response to physical 

punishment, and their response to sexual abuse at the hands of their masters. 

Descriptions of these events are related through the narrator persona, giving Behn's 

audience images of the realities of slavery. From the perspective of their white culture, 
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many of Behn's audience members reaped the benefits of slavery while, subsequently, 

they were shielded from its brutality. By bringing the harsh realities of slavery home to 

her audience, Behn made them aware of the suffering the slaves endured. As mentioned 

earlier, the events in Stedman's narrative account occurred during the years 1772-77, 

whereas Behn lived in Surinam over one hundred years earlier. The similarities between 

the two accounts indicate that the business of marketing human beings as slaves was 

conducted in the same manner for over one hundred years. 

The horrific treatment of slaves is illustrated in several incidents in Oroonoko, but 

rather than condemn the practices of slavery outright, Behn chooses to have the narrator 

report specific details, leaving the reader to reach her or his own conclusions. One reason 

for her choice is that slave trade was actively practiced in the seventeenth century and 

was a major component of the British colonial economic structure. Behn was a 

participant in this structure and perhaps perceived slavery as an unfortunate, but 

necessary, evil. Another reason for the narrator's seeming detachment from the 

indignation of slavery is the use of a rhetorical narrative device. In her creation of the 

narrator persona, Behn gave her narrator an innocent or na·ive-ironic point of view. The 

nai"ve narrator often makes comments which are obvious to the audience but are 

undetected by the narrator herself. Mark Twain, for example, uses this same rhetorical 

device quite successfully with his character Huck Finn. The irony of the character's 

comments is lost on the narrator herself, but perceived by the audience. Behn's audience 

had a very different perception of slavery than twenty-first-century audiences have; 

however, her choice is an effective one. Oroonoko is a tragedy; and Behn succeeds in 
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making her hero sympathetic to her seventeenth-century audiences as well as to her more 

recent readers. 

The process of buying slaves begins with an agreement between the purchaser and 

the merchant to buy a specified number of slaves in lots before the slaves arrive. Once 

the captain arrives with his cargo of slaves: 

[T]he Merchants and Gentlemen of the Country going on Board, to demand those 

Lots of Slaves they had already agreed on; and amongst those, the Overseers of 

those Plantations where I then chanc'd to be: the Captain, who had given the 

Word, order'd his Men to bring up those noble Slaves in Fetters, whom I have 

spoken of; and having put 'em, some in one. and some in other Lots, with 

Women and Children (which they call Pickaninies) they sold 'em off, as Slaves to 

several Merchants and Gentlemen; not putting any two in one Lot, because they 

would separate 'em as far from each other .... (Oroonoko 166) 

The description in Stedman's account also corroborates the details given by Oroonoko's 

narrator: "every planter picks out that number [of slaves in lots l which he stands in need 

of ... and makes a bargain with the captain" (Courlander 192). In both accounts, the 

slaves are sold in predetermined number in lots, and the bargain is struck before the 

slaves' arrival. The narrator of Oroonoko provides further information that families are 

sold into different lots so that they are separated from one another. When slave families 

were preserved, rebellion and attempted escape were more likely to occur, a situation the 

narrator of Oroonoko describes in the novel. 
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Two methods are recounted for the acquisition of slaves. Prisoners of war 

between battling factions in Coramantien were sold by the victors as slaves: 

for that nation is very warlike and brave: and having a continual campaign, being 

always in hostility with one neighboring prince or other they had the fortune to 

take a great many captives; for all they took in battle were sold as slaves. . . of 

these slaves so taken, the general only has all the profit; and of these generals our 

captains and masters of ships buy all their freights. (Oroonoko 133) 

Kidnapping was another method by which slaves were acquired from Coramantien. 

Stedman questioned slave traders about their practice of acquiring slaves and found "that 

numbers of the Negroes offered for sale have been taken in battles and made prisoners of 

war; while many others have been scandalously kidnapped" (qtd. in Courlander 191). 

Oroonoko's kidnapping takes place as a result of white men's treachery. Oroonoko is 

lured onto the slave ship and given "Punch, and several Sorts of Wines" (162). The 

ship's captain and his men overcome the intoxicated prince and bind him in irons in the 

hold of the ship. Oroonoko considers his kidnapping a dual indignity. On one hand, the 

kidnapping is a political insult due to Oroonoko's royal status. Oroonoko considers the 

kidnapping additionally dishonorable due to the deceptive nature of his capture. The 

narrator makes it clear that warring factions of Coramantien' s nations often sold prisoners 

of war to slave traders: "for all they took in Battle were sold as Slaves" (Oroonoko 133). 

Had Oroonoko been taken prisoner and sold, his captivity would have been justified. 

Therefore, it appears that Behn makes slavery an issue of class rather than race. Once 

58 



captured, Oroonoko suffers other indignities, undergoing a process that is systematically 

designed to erase his connection to his cultural identity. 

Once sold, the slaves are given new names. The newly-acquired slave is 

separated from her or his past, family, language, and culture. "I ought to tell you," states 

the narrator of Oroonoko, "that the Christians never buy any slaves but they give 'em 

some name of their own, their native one being likely very barbarous and hard to 

pronounce" (46). The practice of renaming slaves with their masters' names is also a 

sign of the masters' power over their slaves; it is a sign of ownership. In her book 

Beloved, author Toni Morrison indicates that there is a dialogistic relationship between 

slave and master when she states that "the definitions belong to the definer - not the 

defined" (190). In other words, slaves are redefined by their masters. The master leaves 

his mark embedded on the slave's persona redefining and changing who that person is. 

Sometimes the masters left physical identifying marks on their "property." Stedman 

writes that "the new-bought Negroes are immediately branded on the breast of the thick 

part of the shoulder, by a stamp made of silver, with the initial letters of the new master's 

name, as we would mark furniture or anything else to authenticate them properly" (qtd. 

in Courlander 192). Oroonoko is given the new name of "Caesar" (Oroonoko 46). 

Behn's choice in renaming Oroonoko as Caesar is another discursive technique 

that links Oroonoko with "part of the semi-European qualities that bridge the narrator's 

culture with Oroonoko's Africa" (Pigg 109). Oroonoko had "heard of and admired the 

Romans" before his capture (Oroonoko 135). The narrator also reports that Oroonoko 

was aware of political events in England, "of the late Civil Wars" and "the deplorable 
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Death of our great Monarch; and would discourse of it with all the Sense and 

Abhorrence of the Injustice imaginable" (135). Oroonoko's awareness of political 

history and his sympathy with Charles I, who was overthrown and executed, identify his 

character with Anglo-European royalist sentiments (135). Oroonoko's regard for British 

and Roman political history establishes his power, education, and royal status within the 

context of the Western cultural value system. Behn also imbues Oroonoko with Western 

physical features: "His Nose was rising and Roman, instead of African and flat ... his 

Face was so nobly and exactly form'd, that bating his Colour, there could be nothing in 

Nature more beautiful" (136). Behn measures Oroonoko's physical features in terms of 

a Western standard of beauty; however, Oroonoko's "Colour" sets him apart from that 

standard. Oroonoko also demonstrates Anglo-European social behavior and etiquette, 

placing him within the cultural sphere of Behn's audience. Oroonoko's manners are of 

"the best Grace in the World," and he is able to discuss "almost any subject; and 

whoever had heard him speak, would have been convinced of their Errors, that all fine 

Wit is confined to the white Men" (136). The narrator goes on to point out that 

Oroonoko is a respectable politician and leader, who governs fairly as though he had 

been "civiliz'd in the most refined Schools of Humanity and Learning" (136). Mr. 

Trefry, the overseer of the plantation, also notes that Oroonoko's appearance and 

demeanor are different from those of other slaves: 

He fixed his eyes on him; and finding something so extraordinary in his face, his 

shape and mien, a greatness of look and haughtiness in his air ... Trefry soon 

found he was yet something greater than he confessed; and from that moment 
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began to conceive so vast an esteem for him that he ever after loved him as his 

dearest brother and showed him all the civilities due to so great a man .... (44) 

Oroonoko is careful to conceal his royal status from his purchaser, asking that his 

royal robes be replaced with common slave garments. The narrator says that Oroonoko's 

royal status extends beyond clothing which "could not conceal the Graces of his Looks 

and Mein ... The Royal Youth appear'd in spite of the Slave" (Oroonoko 168). 

Oroonoko's appearance and his physical carriage disclose his superiority and royal status; 

his regal appearance is an outwardly visible sign of his internal noble character which 

cannot be covered or masked. 

Imoinda is also described in terms of the European standard of beauty, "the 

beautiful Black Venus to our young Mars" (137). Imoinda's beauty transcends race, 

disarming the white male gaze and reversing the roles of master and servant. "I have 

seen a hundred White Men sighing after her, and making a thousand Vows at her Feet" 

( 137). As a fitting companion to Oroonoko, Imoinda also reflects the epitome of 

European womanhood in her demeanor: "lovely Modesty," "Softness in her Look and 

Sighs," and "Sweetness of her Words and Behaviour" (137). 

In seeming contrast to Imoinda's modest behavior, her physical beauty is 

eroticized by the description of her decorative body scarification. In fact, Imoinda's 

physical appearance categorizes her as a decorated, as well as decorative, woman. 

Imoinda's scars are "signs of cultural alterity which literally mark their [Coramantien 

women's I bodies" (MacDonald 77). However, lmoinda's body is described as if it were 

embroidered "carved in fine Flowers and Birds" that "are so delicately cut and raised ... 
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like high Point round the Edges of the Flowers" (Oroonoko 174). Katherine Rogers 

finds that Behn's descriptions oflmoinda's decorative scars are consistent with those of 

seventeenth-century travelers, who compared decorative scarification to embroidered 

fabric, "in divers Figures, like flowered Damask" (5). lmoinda's scars, in addition to her 

skin color, place her in a position of "otherness" within the context of Anglo-European 

standards of beauty (MacDonald 77). However, lmoinda's scars are described in terms 

of an exotic, beautiful object, such as "carved" and "delicately cut" furniture or 

embroidered fabric (Oroonoko 174). Imoinda's beauty makes her a commodity for male 

consumption and further emphasizes the concept of her persona as a body-object. 

Although she is a woman of color and a slave, Imoinda is viewed as an object of desire 

for white male consumption. lmoinda is doubly removed from the central position of 

power in the Anglo-European class structure: she is female, like the narrator, and she is a 

slave, like Oroonoko. Thus, lmoinda appears as the physically eroticized personification 

of femininity in the triad of characters. 

Behn also bestows Oroonoko and Imoinda with other attributes such as honor, 

bravery, and strength. The Africans embody those qualities that are most highly prized in 

Anglo-European culture. In her Westernized descriptions of lmoinda and Oroonoko, the 

narrator provides a significant link between the African and Anglo cultures. Behn 

establishes a rhetorical connection between her audience and the triad of characters: the 

voice of the narrator persona functions as a discursive mask, connecting two diverse 

cultures with one another. Behn's triad of characters draws similarities between two 

cultures by providing features with which the Anglo-European audience could identify. 
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As with the white British class system, there existed within the slave communities 

a hierarchical class system. The slave system, however, was usually based upon seniority 

with one exception: a slave's royal status before captivity. When a member of royalty 

resides within the slave community, "other slaves fall upon their knees, and intreat the 

master to permit them to do the work required, in addition to their own tasks; which 

being sometimes granted, they continued to shew the same respect for the captive prince 

that he had been accustomed to receive in his own country" (Stedman qtd. in Courlander 

198). Oroonoko receives royal treatment when he arrives at the plantation: "[F]rom a 

veneration they pay to great men ... they all cast themselves at his feet, crying out, in 

their language, 'Live, 0 King! Long live, 0 King!' and kissing his feet, paid him even 

divine homage" (Oroonoko 46). Behn's audience would also revere royal status as a 

right bestowed by divine grace. The political implications of the "divine right of kings" 

would have been especially significant to seventeenth-century British royalists, who had 

recently restored Charles II to the throne. 

Royal persons were regarded as superior beings who were the physical 

embodiment of the realm; and since their royal status was issued by divinity, other 

members within the society were expected to defer to royal status and the code of royal 

justice. The narrative of the Oroonoko is embedded with the code of royal justice. While 

living in Coramantien, Oroonoko and lmoinda fell in love and were betrothed. Before 

the wedding could take place, however, Oroonoko's grandfather, the king, sent a royal 

veil to the beautiful Imoinda. The King breaches the code of royal justice when he 
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disregards Oroonoko's prior claim to lmoinda. The King's behavior is a violation, both 

to Oroonoko and to his own royal station as ruler. 

The royal wedding veil possesses great power. On the one hand, it is a symbol of 

feminine modesty, lmoinda's virginity's being held in reserve. On the other hand, it 

represents the king's desire: "He sends the Lady he has a Mind to honour with his Bed, a 

Veil, with which she is covered, and secur'd for the King's Use; and 'tis Death to 

disobey; besides, held a most impious Disobedience" (Oroonoko 140). The king seizes 

possession of Imoinda by sending the veil. Imoinda's response is a passive one: she is 

"oblig'd to suffer herself to be cover'd, and led away," which response signifies her 

passivity and obligation to duty rather than her personal desires (140). However, the veil 

also acts as a protective barrier between lmoinda-the-virgin and Imoinda-the-sexual

object. As long as Imoinda remains covered by the veil, she remains untouched. The 

veil also allows lmoinda the privacy to express her emotions. Hidden beneath the veil, 

Imoinda trembles, sheds tears, and expresses her "Surprize and Grief," behaviors that 

would not have been tolerated in public view (140). The veil functions as a mask 

through which Imoinda may preserve her virtue, if only for a short time. In her 

eighteenth-century letters from Turkey, Lady Wortley Montagu upholds the notion that 

for Turkish women the veil provides freedom: 

there is no distinguishing the great lady from her slave, and 'tis impossible for the 

most jealous husband to know his wife when he meets her, and no man dare either 

touch or follow a woman in the street. This perpetual masquerade gives them 
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entire liberty of following their inclinations without danger of discovery. (qtd. in 

Longman 2562) 

From the protected enclosure of the veil, Imoinda argues that she is ineligible to oblige 

the king. Imoinda's attempt to dispute the king's possession of her is a daring act given 

that the punishment for her resistance could result in her death; "she believ' d she should 

be the occasion of making him commit a great Sin, if she did not reveal her State and 

Condition; and tell him she was another's, and could not be so happy to be his" 

(Oroonoko 141). lmoinda is commanded to remove her veil or reveal Oroonoko's name. 

Once the veil is laid aside, lmoinda forfeits control over her own body, and she becomes 

the king's possession. Throughout the story lmoinda is defined in terms of her physical 

beauty and modest behavior, embodying the ideal of a decorative woman. Rather than 

being an active participant in the events that unfold around her, lmoinda is acted upon. 

The decorative scars and veil further emphasize lmoinda's body as a sexualized object to 

be used by the men who gaze at her, desire her, and possess her. 

The body in captivity symbolizes injustice. Whereas Imoinda's body is 

wrongfully claimed by the King, who breaches the royal code of behavior, Oroonoko's 

body is unjustly bound by slave traders, who also disregard his royal status. The narrator 

of Oroonoko acknowledges the cruel treatment that many slaves endured at the hands of 

their captors. For example, when Oroonoko is bound in fetters on the slave ship, the 

narrator says that at first he "raged, so he struggled for Liberty" (162). Once he realized 

that fighting his chains was useless, the prince attempts suicide, "to quit himself of a Life 

that would by no Means endure Slavery ... which he might have beat his Head and have 
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finish' d his Disgrace," until finally "he resolved to perish for want of Food; and please' d 

at last with that Thought, and toil' d and tir' d by Rage and Indignation, he laid himself 

down, and sullenly resolv'd upon dying" (162-63). Accounts of different methods of 

slaves' suicide include self-starvation, hanging, and a particular method of slaves 

captured from Coramantien, "swallowing one's own tongue" (Stedman qtd. in 

Courlander 199). The slaves, especially women, who survive their capture are often 

faced with other indignities. 

Rape was a common practice among the captors, slave ship crews, and slave 

owners. Stedman provides a financial rationale for slave ship captains' raping their 

slaves: 

Good negroes are generally valued at from fifty to a hundred pounds each. 

Amongst these, should a woman chance to be pregnant, her price is augmented 

accordingly; for which reason I have known the captain of a Dutch Guiana 

vessel, who acknowledged himself to be the father, take advantage, with a 

brutality ... of doubling the value, by selling his own offspring to the best bidder 

.... ( qtd. in Courlander 192) 

Unquestioningly, slave bodies were objectified as livestock, labor, and investments to 

their owners. Raping a female slave was not viewed as a crime, but rather as a means of 

increasing the owner's financial assets. In Oroonoko, the overseer of Parham Hill, Mr. 

Trefry confesses that he is so taken with Imoinda's (renamed as Clemene) beauty that he 

considered rape: "I confess, when I have, against her will, entertained her with love so 

long as to be transported with my passion even above decency, I have been ready to make 
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use of those advantages of strength and force nature has given me" ( 48). Spousal murder 

within the slave community was a frequent consequence of rape: 

What is particularly provoking to them is, that if a negro and his wife have ever so 

great an attachment for each other, the woman, if handsome, must yield to the 

loathsome embrace of an adulterous and licentious manager .... This, in frequent 

instances, has driven them to distraction, and been the cause of many murders. 

(Stedman qtd. in Courlander 198-99) 

Many slaves attempt escape because they can no longer endure slavery for 

themselves or for their families: "[t]hough loaded with chains," some slaves "found 

means to run away ... into the forest" even though they might face penalties such as 

whipping (Stedman qtd. in Courlander 201). For many slaves the implements of torture 

were more frightening than death: "whips, cow-skins, bamboos, ropes, fetters, and 

chains are introduced, until they are ready to sink under accumulated oppression" (198). 

The narrator of Oroonoko describes the viciousness of flogging: 

They bound them to two several Stakes, and whipped them in a most deplorable 

and inhuman Manner, rending the very Flesh from their Bones .... When they 

thought they were sufficiently revenged on him, they unty'd him, almost fainting 

with Loss of Blood, from a thousand Wounds all over his Body; from which they 

had rent his Clothes, and led him bleeding and naked as he was, and loaded him 

all over with Irons; and then rubb'd his Wounds, to complete their Cruelty, with 

Indian Pepper, which had like to have made him raving mad. (197) 
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Oroonoko bears physical torment in silence, as he "was not perceived to make any Moan 

or to alter his Face" (197). In his account Stedman concurs that slaves from 

Coromantien "meet death and torture with the most undaunted fortitude ... no negro 

sighs, groans, or complains, though expiring in the midst of surrounding flames" ( qtd. in 

Courlander 197). Considering the harshness and brutality of punishment, one might 

wonder why slaves attempted escape; but many slaves found the suffering they endured 

in their own lives, as well as in the lives of their children, so unbearable that they chose 

death rather than life in captivity. 

Behn unites three personae in her novel Oroonoko: the white, female, British 

narrator, the enslaved prince Oroonoko, and his beautiful enslaved wife Imoinda. Each 

character represents a different function within the narrative. Oroonoko represents the 

European ideals of honor, dignity, strength; Imoinda represents physical beauty, 

modesty, and acquiescence; and the narrator represents the discursive moderator, who 

gives utterance to Oroonoko and Imoinda' s story. Throughout the novel Behn 

emphasizes the silent communication shared by Oroonoko and Imoinda. Silence is also 

an important feature in Imoinda's sacrifice and Oroonoko's execution. The narrator 

alone is left to tell the story; but perhaps more importantly, the narrator provides a 

discursive bridge that connects the noble African slaves with the privileged white 

audience. From behind her masked persona, Behn reveals to her audience the reality of 

slavery: there are agonies worse than death. 

The triad of characters confronts an evil villain who has a penchant for cruelty, 

William Bynam. Bynam represents the dominant, white, male power structure that 
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controlled the slave colonies and slave market in Surinam. The character of Bynam is 

based upon an actual person, the Deputy Governor at the time Behn's family lived in 

Surinam. The narrator of Oroonoko describes Bynam as the "most fawning fair-tongued 

Fellow in the World," who "pretended the most friendship [to Oroonoko and] was now 

the only violent Man against him"; and she describes Bynam's character as "not fit to be 

mentioned with the worst of Slaves" (193-94). The narrator depicts Bynam as a social 

climber, a flatterer, and a liar, rhetorically placing him beneath the privileged white social 

class as well as the class of the slaves whom he oversees. 

Oroonoko's confrontation with Bynam is of an ethical nature. In order to capture 

Oroonoko and lmoinda following their escape, Bynam promises to free Imoinda. Once 

the slaves surrender, however, Bynam immediately breaks his promise. Culturally 

Oroonoko is unfamiliar with the concept of lying. The narrator relates that "Honour was 

the first Principle" of Oroonoko's royal code of conduct, which also dictates that, as a 

prince, honesty in one's speech is paramount (191). Once he is captured, however, 

Imoinda is not released, and Bynam orders Oroonoko whipped and tortured. Bynam's 

failure to honor his promises places him in discursive opposition between his speech and 

his actions. The "deplorable and inhuman" brutality with which Bynam carries out his 

revenge places him in a position beneath human decency ( 197). 

Imoinda's confrontation with Bynam is less participatory than those of the other 

triad characters; however, her physical presence is undeniable. Bynam uses Imoinda's 

pregnant body as a bargaining chip. In order to regain his power and possession over the 

escaped slaves, Bynam manipulates Oroonoko by promising to free Imoinda. Although 
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Imoinda is a character defined by her embodiment, she is by no means regarded as 

helpless. Physical endurance is an important part of Imoinda's character, as she is 

described in terms of a woman warrior. Imoinda follows her husband as he leads a band 

of escaped slaves into the South American jungle. Along with the men, Imoinda hacks 

through the dense underbrush; and later during battle with their pursuers, she 

demonstrates her lethal skills with a bow and poisoned arrows, "which she managed with 

such Dexterity, that she wounded several [of the militia I, and shot the Governor into the 

shoulder" (195). Moreover, Imoinda performs these feats while in the last stages of 

pregnancy. 

Imoinda's pregnant body is protected by both Oroonoko and her white slave 

masters. The narrator states that Imoinda is not present during Oroonoko's whipping and 

torture in order to shield her from miscarriage and subsequent loss of property, "and then 

they should lose a young Slave, and perhaps the Mother" (198). The protection of 

Imoinda's (as well as that of her unborn child's) body reinforces the view that she is a 

valuable commodity to her white slave owners. However, Oroonoko protects his wife's 

body out of love and respect for her and their child. 

Oroonoko considers his wife's fate that "she may be first ravished by every brute; 

exposed first to their nasty lusts and then a shameful death," a fate so unbearable that he 

could not live a moment under that apprehension, too insupportable to be borne" (Behn 

71). In Stedman's narrative the reaction to the desperate measures taken by slaves 

appears not unfounded, "nor can we wonder that slaves, who in their own persons suffer 

the most flagrant violation of every right, should be disposed to retaliate" (Courlander 
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196). However, Stedman is shocked by the "extreme" and "abominable cruelties" the 

slaves' retaliation takes; "they made no scruple of cutting up their mistresses with child, 

even in their master's presence, with many other devices too dreadful to relate" (196). 

Imoinda willingly accepts her demise at her husband's hand, when she "on her 

Knees, besought him not to leave her a Prey to his Enemies" (Oroonoko 202). For 

Oroonoko and Imoinda, spousal murder-suicide becomes a desirable alternative to the 

punishment and agony Imoinda and their child would face at the hands of their captors. 

Imoinda's sacrifice, an event most readers consider horrific, is related, by contrast, in 

gentle, compassionate, and loving terms: 

The lovely, young and adored Victim lays herself down before the Sacrificer; 

while he, with a Hand resolved and a heart-breaking within, gave the fatal Stroke, 

first cutting her Throat, and then severing her yet smiling Face from that delicate 

Body, pregnant as it was with the Fruits of tenderest Love. As soon as he had 

done, he laid the Body decently on Leaves and Flowers, of which he made a Bed, 

and conceal' d it under the same Cover-lid of Nature; only her Face he left yet 

bare to look on .... (202-03) 

Imoinda is once again perceived as a beautiful, passive, female body, who receives the 

acts carried out upon her body. lmoinda's body is compared to nature with motifs such 

as "Fruits," a bed of "Leaves and Flowers," and a "Cover-lid of nature" growing over her 

body like foliage. Even her act of lying "down before the Sacrificer" as he cuts her throat 

brings to mind an image of flowers that fall as they are cut down by a mower in the field 

(202). Imoinda's dismembered head with its "yet smiling face" is "left yet bare to look 

71 



on," surrounded by leaves and flowers, suggesting a beautiful death mask suspended 

within a bower of greenery. 

Joyce Green MacDonald supports this view of lmoinda as a "mysterious and 

passive object of others' passions" but adds that, as a product of her own culture Imoinda 

"yields herself to the patriarchal logic which governs familial and sexual relations in 

Coromantien" (76). In describing Imoinda's murder with contradictory terms such as 

"tenderest" and "loving," Behn creates a paradox. Discursively, she subverts notions of 

love and death, husband and killer, wife and victim, and murder and mercy. Oroonoko's 

moral decision to take the lives of his beloved wife and child emphasizes the horrors that 

they would have faced had they suffered at the hands of their captors. 

Oroonoko's body is cut to pieces, emphasizing the physical destruction of his 

body since his captors' attempts to destroy his identity remained unsuccessful: 

And the Executioner came, and first cut off his Members, and threw them into the 

Fire; after that, with an ill-favour'd Knife, they cut off his Ears, and his Nose, and 

burn'd them; he still smoak'd on, as if nothing had touch'd him; then they 

hack'd off one of his Arms, and still he bore up and held his Pipe; but at the 

cutting off the other Arm, his Head sunk, and his Pipe dropt, and he gave up the 

Ghost, without a Groan or a Reproach. (207-08) 

The pipe of tobacco that Oroonoko smokes until life departs from his body signifies his 

victory over his suffering as well as his victory over his captors. The narrator describes 

Oroonoko's face as she would a mask, which "smoak'd on, as if nothing had touch'd 

him" (207). Oroonoko's visage becomes a mask of defiance. Oroonoko's suffering 
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dismemberment in silence also recalls the static expression of a mask and demonstrates 

Oroonoko's refusal to participate in his own execution, which is perpetrated on his body 

by his white masters. In his final act of defiance, the royal prince refuses to accept the 

decisions of his masters and finishes his life on his own terms. In death Oroonoko 

succeeds in regaining the control over his own life which he had lost to his captors. The 

theme of gaining control over one's destiny is a common one in much of Behn's work. 

Behn may have identified with Oroonoko on another level. In the preface of her 

play The Lucky Chance Behn defends her art against her "obstinate critics" who damn 

her plays as "criminal because a woman's" and refers to her writing ability as "the 

masculine part, the poet in me" (185). Behn clearly distinguishes a difference between 

male and female roles. Goreau indicates that "the Aphra who wrote," Behn's literary 

persona, is "a masculine self in a woman's body" (266). Through Behn's creation of 

personae in Oroonoko, she inextricably links the white female narrator/observer with the 

enslaved African prince and his beautiful bride. The triad of characters represents 

different aspects of Behn's discursive mask, her identity. Oroonoko represents Behn's 

"masculine part," her poetic device. Oroonoko's body is imprisoned, tormented, and 

ultimately silenced by his captors, much in the same way Behn's voice is imprisoned, 

tormented, and silenced by her critics. lmoinda represents the female body. She is a 

passive receptor who is associated with nature and a sexualized object of male desire. 

The narrator of Oroonoko is the voice of political conscience, who records and preserves 

Oroonoko and Imoinda's story and relates it to the audience. Multiple aspects of Behn's 

own literary identity are represented by the triad: the poet, the body, and the voice. 

73 



CHAPfER V 

CONCLUSION: APHRA BERN'S DISCURSIVE MASK 

I' th' Upper Box, Pit, and Galleries; every Face 
You find disguis'd in a Black Velvet Case. 
My life on't; is her Spy on purpose sent, 
To hold you in a Wanton Compliment; 
That so you may not censure what she's Writ, 
Which done, they face you down; 'twas full of Wit. 
(The Forced Marriage: Or, the Jealous Bridegroom, Prologue 1670). 

Aphra Behn produced a public, political forum for the female voice in an 

environment where there were none. She practiced her art in an exclusively male arena, 

and despite the criticism from her detractors, Behn developed her craft, which equaled or 

surpassed that of her male counterparts. Behn held her audience's attention with her 

sparkling wit, appropriating personae that enticed, charmed, and enlightened while they 

entertained; but she always retained a decidedly feminine voice and perspective. A 

resourceful woman, Behn drew from her extensive life experiences for much of her 

material. Behn' s social connections, her brief marriage to a Dutch merchant, and her life 

as a female wit may have provided inspiration for characters in her comedies. Behn's 

travels to South America and Holland and her career as a spy for Charles II had their 

impact on her storytelling. Both her marriage and her imprisonment may have laid the 

foundation for the recurring themes of bondage and injustice in her work. Behn' s ability 

to remain independent and explore her own female sexuality likewise found their 

declaration in her poetry, drama, and literature. Behn's social-political views are 

undoubtedly reflected in her work. Behn's work is often didactic in its aim, 
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encompassing important social and political issues of the seventeenth century. These 

were issues that had personal significance for Behn; but they also resonated with her 

audience. 

Beguiling her twenty-first-century audiences from behind her masked personae, 

Aphra Behn provides readers with glimpses of a woman who struggled with her desire, 

with her vocation as a poet and a writer, and with the social conventions of her time. In 

her personal life Aphra Behn dared to breach the boundaries placed upon women during 

the seventeenth century. Using her writing as a form of self-expression, she spoke 

against injustice, female bondage, forced marriage, domestic violence, and slavery. She 

also considered issues surrounding female intellectualism, equality between the sexes, 

human sexuality and relationships, and female desire. Marilyn Robitaille points out that 

through her writing Behn was able to gain self-actualization or "etiological authority" in 

order to voice her social-political stance (v). Behn also imbues her characters with 

etiological authority; and they appropriate this discursive power from behind their 

masks. 

My thesis has demonstrated Behn's use of the mask metaphor as a discursive 

technique within two literary genres: drama and narrative fiction. Behn drew upon her 

knowledge of the theater to experiment with a new literary form, the novel. In fact many 

scholars (Sackville-West, Summer, Duffy, Goreau, Greer) credit Behn with writing the 

first novel, Oroonoko. As Kristiaan Aercke indicates, Behn uses similar techniques in 

creating settings in her dramatic works and her fiction: "[Behn] achieves perspective in . 

. . [a] theatrical way; she allows action to occur on foreground and background 
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simultaneously, with character arrangements spread out over the entire available surface" 

(126). One can observe evidence of these staged settings in interior private spaces such 

as Hellena and Florinda's bedchamber or Angellica Bianca's balcony in The Rover, Part 

I, and in the king's otan or within the vine-covered bower in which Imoinda's body is 

interred in Oroonoko. Clearly, Behn's expertise in writing for the theater informs her 

writing in narrative prose fiction. 

Behn's aptitude in creating characters for the stage also provides a transition from 

drama to narrative prose fiction. First Behn creates triads of characters who represent 

different aspects of a single issue. For example, Hellena, Florinda, and Angellica Bianca 

from The Rover, Part I represent three different forms of female bondage: consignment 

to a nunnery, arranged forced marriage, and prostitution. In her novel Oroonoko Behn 

creates the triad of Oroonoko, lmoinda, and the narrator each of whom represent a 

different figure of oppression, but they may also be viewed as different aspects of Behn 

herself: Oroonoko represents the poetic ideal, Imoinda represents the female body, and 

the narrator represents the voice. 

Each triad of characters faces opposition. In The Rover, Part I, for instance, each 

of the female characters in the triad confronts ( or is confronted by) the title character 

Willmore. Florinda narrowly escapes being raped by Willmore, whereas Angellica 

Bianca is jilted by him. Hellena's confrontation with Willmore proves the only 

successful encounter, as she marries him. In Oroonoko the character William Bynam 

embodies the worst character traits of the white, male, British imperialists if not the worst 

traits in human beings collectively. The triad of characters in Oroonoko confronts 
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Bynam, each from her or his own perspective: the narrator confronts him rhetorically 

and publicly, revealing Bynam's cruelty and unjust behavior to the audience; Oroonoko 

confronts him ethically, revealing Bynam's dishonorable behavior; and Imoinda's body 

confronts him physically; with her acceptance of death over slavery, she refuses to 

remain a commodity. 

Within each triad Behn employs the metaphoric functions of masking to disclose 

and reveal, to obscure and clarify, and to subvert and transform her characters' natures. 

As demonstrated throughout my thesis, masks may be concrete, physical disguises, 

costumes, veils, or vizards; or they may be abstract, intangible, psychological 

expressions of the psyche, identity, or persona. Behn demonstrates her expertise at using 

masks in many forms. For example, in The Rover, Part I Hellena and Florinda don actual 

masks and costumes which provide them with the ability to express their desires openly 

to their lovers. In contrast Behn appropriates a psychologically masked persona as the 

narrator in Oroonoko, thereby acquiring an abstracted method in which to express her 

views toward slavery as an ethical dilemma facing seventeenth-century British society. 

Behn employs masking as a metaphor for power. The literal or conceptual mask 

provides Behn's characters with the ability to subvert the existing power structure, even 

in the most limited and oppressive environments. Although Hellena, for instance, is 

bound by her social class which dictates that noblewomen remain sequestered, by her 

brother's control over her future, and by the societal constraints which prohibit women 

from pursuing men, she has the ability to roam the public streets, to overturn her 

brother's plans to commit her to a nunnery, and to pursue and win the man of her choice, 
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Willmore, once she dons the mask. Oroonoko' s blank facial expression masks the 

physical torture he endures, indicating his refusal to participate in his own execution. 

Bynam and his men represent the British imperial power structure, which controlled and 

managed the African slave industry in Surinam during the seventeenth century. The 

enslavement of individuals worked on a psychological level as well as a physical one: to 

be successful, the free individual must be destroyed, his culture erased from his psyche, 

his family torn apart, and his will broken. Oroonoko's refusal to submit to the physical 

and psychological torture was a symbol of his subverting the British power structure and 

the slavery enterprise. Oroonoko's masked expression indicates that essential being 

remains whole and untouched by the brutality and merciless dismemberment, which 

Bynam inflicted upon Oroonoko's body. The function of the mask provides protection as 

well as power to its wearer. 

Behn's elaborate use of masking provided her with a forum with which to speak 

to her audience. From behind her mask, Behn continues to speak. She entertains and 

provokes her audience, engaging them in her social-political commentary; she beguiles 

and reveals the pleasures of desire and the pursuit of love; and she educates and 

illuminates all of us on the heights and depths of human experience. 
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